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The debate over educational standards
in the United States over the past few
years has offered hope to many con-
cerned with improving the quality of
U.S. education. On the other hand,
however, the quality of the standards
conversation itself has been disap-
pointing to many scholars, educators,
and citizens. This encyclopedia ad-
dresses the development of the present
conversation about quality education
and standards, framing it in historical
context and grounding it in relation to
other attempts at educational reform.

In addition to this historical ground-
ing, the editors and authors of the en-
cyclopedia will present a new vision of
educational rigor in a variety of schol-
arly domains and classroom contexts.
Always thinking of the form a high-
quality education might take, authors
will be familiar with the pragmatic is-
sues surrounding educational reform
in elementary, middle, and secondary
schools at the beginning of the twenty-

first century. In this context, scholars
and teachers will offer both macrosys-
temic critiques and practical sugges-
tions for improvement that will benefit
teachers, educational leaders, politi-
cians, parents, students, and concerned
citizens. Central to the purposes of the
encyclopedia will be an analysis of the
relationship between the new social
conditions emerging at the beginning
of the new century and the notion of a
rigorous education. In particular, the
emerging new-information order and
its demand for more sophisticated
knowledge workers regardless of voca-
tional path will be analyzed in relation
to educational reform. At the same
time, social questions concerning in-
clusivity and justice in a high-standards
educational system will be asked and
debated.

The limited nature of the public
conversation about knowledge and in-
formation issues is paralleled by the
shortcomings of the standards debate.

1

INTRODUCTION

Hope in the Shadows—
Reconstructing the Debate over Educational Standards

Joe L. Kincheloe



A theme that will permeate the ency-
clopedia involves the intersection of
questions of educational purpose,
school reforms, and standards with the
changes in information systems and
the intensifying need for savvy knowl-
edge workers in the first decades of the
twenty-first century. From the devel-
opment of writing, the movement
from scrolls to books, and the inven-
tion of the printing press to the recent
emergence of computerization and the
shift from text to hypertext, changes in
the culture of information have modi-
fied the social fabric in general and the
cognitive process in particular. An ed-
ucational system that fails to respond
to such profound cultural changes will
find it difficult to represent itself as
challenging and rigorous. Indeed, re-
cent cyber-changes, many argue, are
initiating a more radical upheaval than
previous changes; whereas the print-
ing press, for example, modified the
reproduction of texts, it did not alter
their form. The Internet’s forced move
from the page to the screen reshapes
the way reading and writing are or-
ganized, structured, and produced.
Origins of knowledge and awareness
of the knowledge-production process
are undermined in the hypertextuality
of computerization.

Well-educated individuals in the fu-
ture must understand these complexi-
ties. Not only do teachers and stu-
dents need to know how to use a
variety of the emerging high-tech in-
formation technologies, but they must
also develop the ability to ask pene-
trating questions of the knowledge ac-
cessed, the dynamics involved with the

interpretive process, the relation be-
tween power and information, and
their own level of expertise in knowl-
edge producing. Our concern is that
such abilities be developed in the most
sophisticated manner and be pos-
sessed by the largest percentage of the
population possible.

The ability to ask such questions
and provide sophisticated answers to
them is central to the academic/prac-
tical/cognitive skills of a rigorously
educated person in the twenty-first
century. Such an individual under-
stands that these academic facilities
involve the ability not only to locate
information but also to detect previ-
ously unidentified problems. At this
point, rigorous scholars can both ac-
cess data and deploy forms of analysis
that lead to original answers.

What we are referencing here is the
ability for large numbers of people to
do what too few people presently can:
to move beyond the information
given. This aspect of rigorous scholar-
ship in the new information society
involves the development of interpre-
tive skills that open new worlds to the
analyst. Here texts begin to reveal far
more than initial readings might sug-
gest. Reading transcends the process
of “information retrieval”—so typical
of many standards-based reforms—
and evolves into an awareness of the
ways different interpretive schemas
shape diverse understandings of par-
ticular information. In this situation,
the highly skilled scholars explore the
process of inference making, estab-
lishing validity, evaluating signifi-
cance, and discerning implications.

2 Introduction
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The potential of human beings to
reach higher orders of cognition is
profoundly enhanced when legions of
people can uncover the forces that
shape what is considered knowledge.
It is time for a public dialogue on this
issue. This is what we are attempting
to generate with this encyclopedia.

The mismatch between contempo-
rary society’s intellectual needs and
the cognitive abilities cultivated by
many standards-driven schools cannot
continue. The existing standards
movement’s conception of higher-
order cognition simply fails to deal
with such abilities—especially their
widespread dispersion throughout the
U.S. population. The editors and au-
thors of the encyclopedia insist that
the intellectual skills needed to cope
with the emerging global informa-
tional order extend far beyond present
educational reformers’ call for the ac-
quisition and reproduction of infor-
mation in a variety of contexts. The
abilities needed must move to new
levels of understanding the produc-
tion of knowledge and the assump-
tions that shape the form knowledge
takes. The unstated assumptions be-
hind technical visions of the charac-
teristics of educated people involve a
computer-like conception of the hu-
man mind where storage and retrieval
of data are its central features. In this
outdated mode of conceptualizing, ed-
ucation in the information-age vision
is limited to calls for all students to
have computers at their desks to help
them commit certain information to
their memory.

Thus, Standards and Schooling in the

United States: An Encyclopedia insists
that education must be far more rigor-
ous than previously imagined. With
this notion in mind, it assembles an
elite corps of scholars and master
teachers to specify what is needed in
the effort to develop and implement
this vision. Readers will be treated to
historical, social, cultural, political, ad-
ministrative, psychological, philosophi-
cal, curricular, and pedagogical insights
that are integrated in a manner that
provides unprecedented aid to those
interested in the quest for truly rigor-
ous educational standards for more
than a privileged minority of students.

In this introduction I will delineate
a variety of what we consider basic
concepts in the effort to reconstruct
the conversation about educational re-
form and standards in the early
twenty-first century in the United
States. In the process of laying out
these concepts, I will refer to the vari-
ous alphabetized essays and the ways
that they connect with and extend the
ideas presented here. It is our hope
that readers will explore the introduc-
tion in relation to the alphabetized es-
says and cross-reference their concep-
tual relationships. The essays exist
both separately and in relation to one
another and can most effectively be
understood with a consciousness of
the conceptual links pointed out in
this introduction. In this manner, the
encyclopedia is presented as a larger
vision and specific delineation of a rig-
orous approach to educational im-
provement—an approach markedly
different from what now passes as
standards-based reform.



Into a More Complex Realm:
Invigorating Standards

One simple concept changes the way
standards are conceived: a higher or-
der of thinking is more concerned
with the organization of experiences
than the discovery of data generated
by others. This doesn’t mean that
teachers and students should ignore
information generated by others—of
course, they shouldn’t. It does mean
that schools should place more em-
phasis on the ability to make sense of
observations, information encoun-
tered, and experiences than the simple
acquisition of predigested, secondary
information (Barrett, 1997). Technical
standards that focus simply on per-
formance on standardized tests re-
move the all-important meaning-mak-
ing process from the everyday life of
the classroom. Meaning in this context
has already been determined by the
curriculum makers and is simply im-
posed on students as a “done deal”—
there is no room for negotiation about
the interpretation of information. In
this manner, the kinetic energy is
drained from school knowledge and
rendered dull and inert; it becomes
“dead matter” to be inserted into the
passive mind of the learner.

In this “cleansing” of knowledge,
the complexities and ambiguities that
give it meaning and use-value are
washed away. Educational reforms and
standards-based reconfigurations of-
ten focus on the most efficient way to
insert the sterilized data and measure
students’ retention of it. In an exciting
world struggling with problems of

globalization and information produc-
tion, such data is virtually irrelevant, if
learners are not aware of who pro-
duced it, the circumstances under
which it was produced, and for whose
interests it was produced. Students
also need an appreciation of alterna-
tive forms of knowledge about the
same subjects and the ways such infor-
mation might relate to and be used in
the world. (See Stan Lester’s chapter
on “Working with Knowledge” for an
extension of these ideas.) Thus, con-
cerned citizens, politicians, and educa-
tional leaders seeking to implement
more rigorous standards that compre-
hend the complexity of knowledge
production about the social and physi-
cal domains support teaching for un-
derstanding as opposed to mere sub-
ject-matter acquisition.

Students in a learning environment
grounded on understanding become
researchers not only of the world
around them but also of their own
possibilities as knowers. What might
it mean to understand this subject
more deeply? Or, how can you go be-
yond the knowledge given? Or, how
might you use this information to un-
cover problems in another area?
These are all questions a rigorous
teacher might ask in a classroom oper-
ating under standards that recognized
complexity. In such a context, students
would be taught the skills necessary to
the effective production and organiza-
tion of knowledge. Reading in this
context would be seen not simply as
decoding words but as making sense
of a wide variety of print, visual media,
and lived texts. Along with the skill of

4 Introduction
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decoding, such an expanded and rig-
orous notion of reading would see it as
a creative act of meaning making.
This would require teachers and stu-
dents to organize information into
meaningful constellations by discern-
ing relationships between ostensibly
unrelated data.

A central feature of an educational
system with rigorous standards would
involve both the study of how great
thinkers have discerned such relation-
ships and teacher-and-student practice
in identifying such connections in the
process of their own knowledge pro-
duction. Seeing such relationships is
central to higher forms of cognitive
activity, yet such abilities are generally
ignored in most school activities. The
standards we promote would insist
that the meaning and value of a learn-
ing activity be appreciated by students
in relation to larger contexts. The im-
portance of a mathematical function
would be understood in relation to its
application, for instance, in the world
of commerce or construction. The
meaning of a linguistic concept would
be conceived in light of the larger
effort to communicate. Meaning
emerges in these types of interrela-
tionships, not in the conceptual isola-
tion of the “mastery” of fragmented
processes and “facts” (Novick, 1996;
Chandler, 1997; Lee, 1997).

In their essay on “Evaluation,”
Doug Simpson and Michael Jackson
ask about the types of information and
student performance we need to evalu-
ate whether understanding as opposed
to low-level rote learning is taking
place. Patricia Hinchey picks up on

this point under “Purposes of Educa-
tion,” arguing that knowing the names
of rivers, for example, prepares stu-
dents to take a test and little else. Un-
derstanding the impact of a particular
river in depth, however, prepares stu-
dents to inquire intelligently into an
unknown geographical domain. Extant
technical standards emphasize the first
type of learning; standards of complex-
ity emphasize the latter. Hinchey con-
cludes that a rigorous, useful education
that makes meaning demands such in-
depth analysis. In his contribution on
“Science,” David Pushkin moves this
concept into the realm of science,
maintaining that once we adopt con-
tent standards with prescribed lists of
scientific facts “to cover,” we begin to
sacrifice broad understandings of com-
plex scientific principles.

When we insist that our schools’
curricula and our educational-reform
efforts focus on cultivating our stu-
dents’ ability to make sense of the
world and understand academic infor-
mation in a way that enables them to
use it, the manner in which we con-
ceptualize standards changes. Marjorie
Mayers in her chapter on “Interpreta-
tion” adeptly drives this point home as
she explores the importance of
hermeneutics to school reform. Defin-
ing hermeneutics as the art of inter-
pretation and deriving meaning from
various types of texts, Mayers enjoins
us to employ hermeneutics in stan-
dards of complexity. In this manner, a
hermeneutics-driven education would
always be concerned with making
meaning, with viewing the world anew
so that we can derive new understand-



ings from the new connections we
make among familiar things. In this
context, the significance of information
that students learn is important, not
just the acquisition of such data.

In the present educational context
characterized by top-down technical
standards, acquisition takes prece-
dence over significance. The editors
and authors of this encyclopedia agree
that this is an irrational situation. Un-
fortunately, such an irrational situa-
tion is all too common in the early
twenty-first century. As Martha Foote
and Ivor Goodson document in their
piece on “Regulating Teachers,” even
successful schools are vulnerable to
the acquisition-of-unconnected-facts
mind-set of top-down technical stan-
dards. In the school they researched,
the successful mathematics program
that had emphasized the rigorous un-
derstanding of mathematical concepts
had succumbed to the memorization
of math factoids demanded by the
state’s new high-stakes math test. The
new standards had basically destroyed
the rigor and integrity of the math
program, Foote and Goodson sadly
report.

Upping the Standards Ante:
Teaching the Skills of Highly
Accomplished People
Another simple concept that changes
the way standards are conceived in-
volves moving educational purpose
away from producing specialists with
detailed knowledge in only one area to
a vision of “synthetic generalists” who
understand the interrelationships

among various disciplines, moral and
ethical perspectives, knowledge pro-
duction, and the world. This concep-
tual change is important in all educa-
tional domains but especially in
elementary, middle, and secondary
schools. Existing low-cognitive-level
standards tend to focus on the acquisi-
tion of predefined, unnegotiated sepa-
rate bodies of information with little
interest in students or teachers analyz-
ing the multiple relationships, or the
unspoken assumptions linking this
data.

Committing unconnected bodies of
information to memory does not
make students more productive, re-
sourceful, intelligent, scholarly, or
beneficial to society. Admittedly, un-
der the present system, if they remem-
ber the data it can help them gain
admission to college. Such pseudo-
learning constitutes an uncritical ab-
sorption of other people’s agendas
without an understanding that an
agenda is present in the process. In-
stead of producing rigorous scholars,
such a process tends to make stupid
those who take it seriously. Such a
“dumbing down” produces an abject
unawareness that meaning resides not
simply in a text (or a textbook and cur-
riculum guide) but in an interplay, a
negotiation between reader and text.
Cultivating aptitude in this negotiated
struggle for meaning is a central ob-
jective of the rigorous standards advo-
cated here (Chandler, 1997).

But meaning making and its com-
plexities are not viewed as very impor-
tant issues by the advocates of existing
technical-content standards. As Doug

6 Introduction
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Simpson and Michael Jackson contend
in their essay on “Evaluation,” mean-
ing and creative thinking are irrelevant
in school cultures where standardized,
top-down aims and means are ex-
pected to be mechanically followed.
There is something very frightening
that emerges in these standardized ed-
ucational contexts. A monster is un-
leashed that devours common sense as
it dumbs down everyone involved in
the rationalized process. Individuals
drawn to the pursuit of higher-order
thinking, innovation, and creativity
are put off by this monster and all that
it represents. Yet, the easy answers that
such technical standards provide with
their focus on easy-to-read, quantifi-
able test scores are terribly seductive
to politicians and educational leaders.
As Marjorie Mayers puts it in her
chapter, technical standards “allay our
fears about what we’re doing . . . by
switching complexity for complacency
in education.”

Such an irrational process seems so
apparent to advocates of standards of
complexity that we often find it diffi-
cult to understand the rationale of
technical standards. In this context,
Sharon Howell, Vicki Carter, and
Fred Schied argue in their chapter on
“Vocational and Work Education”
that technical standards may be a di-
version from the pursuit of open dia-
logues, intellectual rigor, and social
justice. Such a charge makes sense as
we study the bizarre irrationality of
educational reforms seemingly uncon-
cerned with developing the rational
capacities of students. Queries about
the nature of knowledge, what is

worth knowing, and the skills pos-
sessed by educated people seem so out
of place in the universe created by
technical standards.

In this context, Simpson and Jack-
son remind us of John Dewey’s still all
too relevant questions about the value
of learning experiences: Does the
experience: 

1. Create capacities for additional,
broader, and deeper learning?

2. Promote miseducative activities?
3. Help develop and refine the

quality of one’s thinking?
4. Dull one’s ability to make

meaning?
5. Result in the acquisition of ster-

ile information?
6. Facilitate the extraction of mean-

ing from future experiences?
7. Promote the desire to apply

what is learned?
8. Develop the appreciation of

things worthwhile?

When such evaluative questions are
asked in relation to technical stan-
dards–driven education, the answers
provided are not encouraging. Indeed,
the answers provided to these ques-
tions motivated the development of
this encyclopedia project.

As my coeditor, Danny Weil, pon-
dered these questions, he concluded
that many of the teachers with whom
he had spoken were correct when they
said that technical standards promote a
form of anorexic-bulimic learning: “Stu-
dents starve themselves until test time
only to stuff themselves with skills,
facts, and details to be regurgitated



without the benefit of intellectual di-
gestion.” In his chapter on “Goals of
Standards,” Weil reports on this
dumbing-down dynamic, arguing that
developers of technical standards have
not sufficiently considered what it
means to be an educated person. With-
out consideration of the most basic so-
cial and educational effects of techni-
cal standards, various school systems
around the nation have diverted re-
sources to address their test-driven
demands. As Sharon Spall in her chap-
ter on “Texas State Standards” and
Weil in his chapter on “Florida State
Standards” demonstrate, teaching to
the technical-evaluation systems takes
valuable instructional time away from
authentic scholarly pursuits.

Even more disturbing is that these
dumbing-down procedures and their
concurrent irrationalities affect those
who can least afford them: econom-
ically and racially marginalized stu-
dents. In his essay on “Urban Educa-
tion,” Rob Linné reports that
underfunded, heavily African Ameri-
can and Latino urban schools now
spend much of their funding on “test
prep materials, test prep consultants,
test prep rallies, and reward days or
trips recognizing performance on the
tests.” The instructional result of all
this expenditure of limited funds,
Linné concludes, takes the irrational
form of “vacuous, decontextualized
skill and drill” exercises. Extending
Linné’s point, Alex Caputo-Pearl in
his compelling chapter on “Justice and
Education” points out that in lieu of
addressing the appalling conditions of
the Los Angeles public schools, Cali-

fornia school leaders divert much-
needed resources to technical stan-
dards–related issues. The standardiza-
tion, assembly-line features of the
technical-standards reform are much
cheaper to implement than a rigorous,
practical, and just form of pedagogy.

Susan Field Waite, in “Conse-
quences of Standards,” extends this
important theme, documenting a vari-
ety of adverse effects of technical stan-
dards. At one point she asks: “Might
we be burning down schools today just
to obtain a common set of what are of-
ten minimal-level skills for children?”
Indeed, we undermine the possibility
of rigorous learning in the pursuit of
harmful reductionistic goals—torch-
ing hopes and torturing dreams.

Highly accomplished people in
fields as diverse as math, science, liter-
ature, architecture, art, music, and so-
cial analysis possess the very scholarly
and meaning-making abilities that are
not being taught in technical stan-
dards–driven education. This is ex-
actly the type of “irrationalism” that
the editors and authors of this ency-
clopedia work to illustrate. It does not
require a quantum inferential leap to
argue that those individuals who are
self-conscious about the process of
meaning acquisition and meaning
making have a much better chance of
exercising “good judgment” than
those who simply commit unexamined
information to memory. Good judg-
ment in this rigorous sense means that
individuals can provide persuasive rea-
sons for the judgments they make.
The reasons given in this context are
never final or empirically verifiable—

8 Introduction
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they do not claim status as the “cor-
rect” justifications for particular inter-
pretations of the world (Madison,
1988). A rigorous education with high
standards that recognizes complexity
seeks to produce students who are suf-
ficiently reflective to give compelling
reasons drawn from a variety of con-
texts for the conclusions they reach.
Scholarly rigor, Danny Weil main-
tains in his chapter on “Goals of Stan-
dards,” extends such reflectivity in the
ability of students to assess them-
selves, to develop the capacity for life-
long learning and continuing cogni-
tive development, and to cultivate
high standards for new expressions of
humanness.

The rigorously educated students
imagined here have in all subject disci-
plines worked with teachers who ex-
pect them to provide rationales, ana-
lyze their ways of reasoning, check the
values that support their rationales,
and evaluate the norms they use to
govern their scholarship and actions.
Thus, educational standards of com-
plexity expect teachers and students to
grapple with the principles they turn
to for support of their ways of viewing
the world. In such schools teachers,
administrators, community members,
and students understand that dis-
agreement about meaning is in-
evitable. Instead of viewing disagree-
ment as something to be studiously
avoided, high-standards schools should
embrace differences and teach con-
structive ways of dealing with this im-
portant feature of social and scholarly
life. Conflicts of meaning making
force everyone involved with educa-

tion to examine their criteria for argu-
mentation (Haggerson, 2000; Madi-
son, 1988).

For example, instead of teaching
about the explorations of Christopher
Columbus as if there is an absolute,
correct interpretation of the meaning
of Columbus’s voyages, a rigorous
teacher might view Columbus as a fig-
ure whose actions have elicited great
controversy among contemporary ob-
servers. Students could study a variety
of scholarly interpretations of Colum-
bus:

1. The great discoverer of the 
New World

2. The great Italian adventurer
3. The enslaver of the Carib and

Arawak Indians
4. The symbol of Western colo-

nialism and insensitivity to
indigenous peoples

Such a pedagogy is much more re-
spectful of the sanctity of the past, the
intelligence of teachers, and the dig-
nity of students as self-directed agents
than a curriculum that simply delivers
predigested Truths for passive, unen-
gaged students. As Marjorie Mayers
puts it in “Interpretation,” a complex
pedagogy understands the hidden
structures and metanarratives—for ex-
ample, a colonialist ethnocentrism—
that shape our understanding of the
world around us. A central aspect of a
good interpretation involves the abil-
ity to delineate these dynamics and re-
late them to interdependent concepts,
beliefs, and assumptions. Turning her
hermeneutic gaze on the standards



themselves, Mayers induces her read-
ers to develop good interpretations of
the relationships among standards,
educational aims, and values. In such
exposés, both the quality of the public
conversation about standards and the
educational quality itself can be im-
proved.

Thus, rigorous schools that under-
stand the complexity of analysis,
meaning making, interpretation, and
knowledge production graduate stu-
dents who possess skills similar to the
ones possessed by highly accom-
plished lawyers, doctors, mechanics,
artists, social analysts, researchers, ar-
chitects, physicists, social workers,
diplomats, ad infinitum. Like such ex-
perts, they don’t merely memorize in-
formation produced in particular
fields. They learn to:

1. View various aspects of the
world as a text to be explored

2. Deal with questions that data
raise about themselves and other
related domains

3. Discern what about the
information is questionable or
problematic

4. Understand a variety of contexts
that provide meaning to the
information

5. Construct what other observers
have not previously seen in the
data

6. Explore the various ways indi-
viduals in other historical peri-
ods and cultural places have
viewed the information

7. Stimulate further inquiry and
analysis of the knowledge

In their teacher education in the
liberal arts and sciences and in profes-
sional education, teachers should have
ample opportunity to develop these
abilities in themselves and learn how
to cultivate them in others. A cardinal
aspect of a teacher-education methods
course should involve generating
awareness of these highly sophisti-
cated processes. No teacher-education
candidate should be certified until he
or she demonstrates his or her ability
to dissect and analyze the arguments
of others. Of course, candidates should
also be able to justify the propositions
they put forth.

Unfortunately, in many arts, sci-
ences, and teacher-education colleges,
students can graduate without con-
fronting these types of skills. At the
same time that teacher-education can-
didates are learning such analytical
abilities, they should also explore the
boundaries of Western forms of ra-
tionality and study knowledge tradi-
tions that move in different directions
than modernist Western rationalism.
Learning to see a variety of cultural
and philosophical systems of reason-
ing would rigorously prepare such fu-
ture teachers to analyze—and teach
students to analyze—the various ways
knowledge is produced and validated.
Such experience would induce them to
ask: How does certain canonical
knowledge conflict with their perspec-
tives on a topic? What were the as-
sumptions about research harbored by
those who produced such knowledge?
How does such information force one
to recognize the limitations in his or
her own viewpoints? No class in the
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arts, sciences, or professional teacher
education should allow students to
pass through without providing evi-
dence that they have engaged in these
and many other questions (Thomas,
1998; Harrington and Quinn-Leering,
1995).

Standards That Are Mindful 
of Educational Purposes:
Connecting Learning to 
Visions of Quality
One of the greatest failures of the
present public conversation about
standards involves the inability to ar-
ticulate a compelling vision of the pur-
poses of education. Without such a
conception, such standards advocates
are unable to imagine what kind of stu-
dents we want to produce, what kind
of abilities they would possess, or what
kind of society they would hope to
build. Operating in such a vacuum,
teachers, students, and educational
leaders often find themselves discour-
aged, unable to find an incentive to
push the scholarly envelope, incapable
of providing meaningful answers to
questions such as: Why do we have to
do this? Or, when would I ever need to
know this? Any standards of worth not
only must reflect the complexity of
studying the world around us but must
also be developed in concordance with
an exciting vision of education that re-
spects the untapped capacities of hu-
man beings and the role that education
can play in producing a just, inclusive,
democratic, and imaginative future.

This question of educational pur-
pose is a central concern of standards

of complexity. Making sure that every-
one involved with education under-
stands the discourse of educational
purpose and is familiar with compet-
ing educational visions is a passionate
commitment of advocates of standards
of complexity. As John Willinsky
points out in his chapter on “Knowl-
edge,” the reductionistic focus of
technical standards on a single test-
score number undermines any dispo-
sition to raise questions of educational
means and ends. Weil picks up on
Willinsky’s assertion and in his “Goals
of Standards” chapter maintains that
the standards conversation is so trun-
cated that many citizens believe there
is no disagreement about what stan-
dards U.S. schools should adopt. Weil
continues: “There is no discussion as
to how the current standards propos-
als have been designed, who designed
them, or for what purpose.”

The public is simply unaware of the
complexities of the educational pur-
poses embedded in the standards de-
bate. In her chapter on “Purposes of
Education,” Patricia Hinchey ad-
dresses this reality, contending that
the public needs to understand the
different types of standards being pro-
posed. Support of one type of stan-
dards over another, she writes:

translates to support for one kind of
school or another, and one political, so-
cial, and economic agenda over an-
other. Their support of one version of
standards over another will also affect
the type of citizen who lives next door,
who votes in elections, who works for
corporations. There is good reason to



think carefully and choose well. The
stakes are far too high to assume that
all standards movements are created
equal.

Indeed, these values and visions are
well hidden in standards that are “ob-
jectively and neutrally” adopted by
state and local school systems. Stan-
dards of complexity demand that these
hidden dimensions of standards be
brought into the sunlight. As Thomas
Thomas and William Schubert delin-
eate in “Certification of Teachers,”
technical-content standards undemoc-
ratically answer the most basic ques-
tions of educational purpose without
public debate. They mandate answers
to complex curricular questions such
as: What is worth knowing, experienc-
ing, needing, doing, being, becoming,
sharing, and contributing as individu-
als and as societies?

In such an insidious and covert con-
text, power wielders shape our “demo-
cratic” schools with little democratic
participation. In this political domain,
those with the most power dictate pur-
pose. Hinchey argues that in the con-
temporary United States, those with
the most power are business and cor-
porate leaders and their political allies
who in the language of standards spec-
ify the types of workers they want.
Such specifications, Howell, Carter,
and Schied remind readers, operate to
serve the political economic interests
of business managers more than the
interests of their employees. There are
many disturbing aspects of the veiled
political process by which technical
standards are developed and em-

ployed, but one of the most disturbing,
according to John Willinsky, is that ef-
forts to raise the standards of public
reason and deliberation so as to en-
hance the quality of democratic life are
abandoned. Again, from the vantage
point of standards of complexity, this is
seen as a disturbing state of affairs.

The philosophical grounding pur-
sued by standards of complexity is cen-
tral to the consideration of questions
of educational purpose. Too often in
contemporary U.S. society the use of
philosophy is dismissed as irrelevant
and impractical. Standards of com-
plexity argue that philosophical analy-
sis is a highly pragmatic and indispen-
sable activity. As Simpson and Jackson
argue in this volume, philosophy
brings questions of priorities to a pub-
lic conversation. And it is not an exag-
geration to argue that one of the most
important features missing from the
national conversation on standards is
questioning of educational priorities.
Without a sense of what should take
priority in the life of schools, we have
little sense of direction—of purpose.
In this context of priority, educational
reform should always be concerned
with the quality of the educational ex-
perience and the promotion of a care-
fully defined notion of student growth.
Technical standards have not been
concerned with such priorities.

Without such priorities and the
purposes derived from them, Simpson
and Jackson conclude, we end up eval-
uating and measuring trivial aspects of
education. Such assessments distort
the entire pedagogical enterprise, fo-
cusing its attention on “irrelevant or
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unimportant information [that] is . . .
counterproductive and often unethi-
cal.” To pursue worthwhile purposes
and policies, Marjorie Mayers reminds
us in “Interpretation,” we have to first
identify the values that we deem most
important. How, she asks, do the edu-
cational standards we develop reflect
these driving values? If they do not,
then why is this so? As advocates of
standards of complexity deal with
these questions of purpose, they de-
mand forms of education that, in the
words of Weil in “Goals of Standards,”
promote “good judgment, innovation,
cooperative living, collaborative prob-
lem solving, and developing a more
productive and happier life.”

Indeed, Weil tells us that there is
more to life than “making better ma-
chines or consumer products.” But in
the technical standards that dominate
the early-twenty-first-century educa-
tional landscape, one would rarely
know that educational leaders believed
it. In Howell, Carter, and Schied’s
analysis of work-education standards,
they found, for example, that corpo-
rate goals of profit and productivity
are consistently promoted at the ex-
pense of worker freedom and dignity.
What are the purposes of such educa-
tional standards? What kind of people
devised them, and what kind of people
do these standards developers want to
graduate from our schools? Weil puts
it well in “Goals of Standards” as he
asserts that the present discourse
about standards is the wrong debate:

The real debate would ask us to incor-
porate into consideration such ques-

tions as What is good teaching? How
does one learn? What is intelligence,
whose interests does it serve, and how
is it achieved? It would be a debate that
invited community, parents, students,
and teachers to engage in discourse
about what it means to be human, how
to act in and with the world, and how to
make sense out of one’s personal life in
light of historical and cultural change.

Standards connected to purpose
help us discern those qualities that
characterize an educated person both
in the present and well into the first
decades of the twenty-first century.
Such forms of educational thinking
create overlapping analytical circles
that connect educational purpose, so-
cial need, and individual possibility.
Taking these interconnecting circles
into account we begin to see questions
about civics, ethical activity, social jus-
tice, compassion, equality, and democ-
racy seep into the public discourse
about high-quality education (Theo-
bold and Mills, 1995).

An integral aspect of rigorous edu-
cation involves learning about differ-
ent purposes of education held by
peoples in different places and differ-
ent times. When we grapple with po-
sitions different from our own, we
emerge with a more sophisticated un-
derstanding of an issue.

Instead of hiding differing concep-
tions of educational purpose from stu-
dents, teachers and administrators
should encourage forums where stu-
dents can listen to debates over such
issues. In classroom practice, teachers
can illustrate to students the diverse



ways different groups might choose
for particular academic topics to be
taught or not taught. In such a con-
text, the lesson itself would be
grounded in the ways different values
and worldviews shape the form school
takes. What a provocative lesson for
students learning to make meaning
about themselves vis-à-vis the world—
to make sense of their relation to
school, to ascertain their own educa-
tional goals. Central to the develop-
ment of standards of complexity is the
necessity for educators at all levels to
help students understand that the cur-
riculum taught is just one of countless
ways of approaching a particular sub-
ject. Other curricula may be grounded
in a different set of values and assump-
tions and may require students to en-
gage in a very different set of activities,
develop a different set of skills, con-
front a very different body of knowl-
edge about the subject in question.

We would go so far as to argue that
teaching that does not delineate alter-
nate ways of approaching an issue, is
not ironical about its own assump-

tions, and is not reflective and self-
critical will always tend to produce
lower-level cognitive activity and pro-
vide students with a limited view of
the phenomena under study. All cur-
ricula come from somewhere. The
“somewhere” they come from is
marked by particular understandings,
philosophical assumptions, under-
standings of knowledge, and cultural
inscriptions—they are subjective, as
some interests are included and others
excluded. A self-conscious curriculum,
therefore, is aware of the power rela-
tions that shape it. In the contempo-
rary debate, many proponents of stan-
dards fail to take this form of reflective
understanding of curriculum into ac-
count and promote the memorization
of dominant Western cultural knowl-
edge and ways of knowing. Traditions
of understanding that fall outside of
these narrow confines are excluded
without deliberation. Such cultural
and analytic narrowness is an educa-
tional disservice.

Confronted with the contentious
debate over educational standards and
reform at the beginning of the new
century, U.S. society might consider
different strategies for dealing with di-
visiveness. In light of the self-reflec-
tive strategies we have been dis-
cussing, would it not be helpful to
teach about the standards debate in
the public schools? One of the most
significant stories of our age involves
the conflicting cultural values, the dif-
ferent views of the future, and the dif-
ferent conceptions of education held
by different groups within this society.
The standards debate, maybe more
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than any other single issue, seems to
crystallize these differences and bring
them into sharp contrast. Shouldn’t
students learning about the world un-
derstand the values and belief struc-
tures that separate Americans at the
beginning of the new century?

In such a context, part of a biology
curriculum would analyze the struggle
over what should be taught in a biol-
ogy class. The historical dynamics of
the fight between religious fundamen-
talists and modernist scientific advo-
cates of Darwinian evolution would be
studied in relation to the history of bi-
ological research and the assumptions
of the field. The debate over the biol-
ogy curriculum could be used to illus-
trate the ways that social and cultural
values shape individuals’ relationships
with institutions such as science. Not
only would students emerge with a
deeper knowledge of biology, but
their sociological understandings
would also be profoundly enhanced.
Such an educational innovation would
cost nothing and grant a sense of in-

clusivity to parties that have tradition-
ally felt excluded from the pedagogical
conversation.

Such a curriculum would induce
everyone involved to consider the pur-
poses of education: In the biological
context, is the goal to indoctrinate stu-
dents so they unquestioningly accept
the truth of Darwinian evolution or
fundamentalist Christian creationism?
Or is the purpose to engage them in a
serious, rigorous, and historically and
socially contextualized analysis of the
traditional and contemporary debate
and give them the chance to offer their
own perspectives? A key lesson in the
rigorous biology class involves the ap-
preciation that no curriculum is neu-
tral. What we study in school results
from a set of subjective choices reflect-
ing the perspectives of those with the
power to decide. Unfortunately, like
so many other important understand-
ings, this too is left out of the public
conversation about educational stan-
dards. The vision of quality operating
here includes it (Apple, 1993).

High-Quality 
Education

Ethical 
activity

Equality

Compassion

Civic
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Social
justice

Democracy

The New Contextualized Discourse about Standards



Standards in a Democratic
Society: Whose Educational
Purpose? What Definition 
of Quality?

As we analyze the current conversa-
tion about educational standards, an-
other important but missing dimen-
sion involves the question of why
teach biology or history or mathemat-
ics to elementary, middle, or second-
ary students in the first place. The cart
comes before the horse in the debate,
as questions of “what to teach” take
precedence over “why teach.” For ex-
ample, why should U.S. schools teach
history? Does the fact that we live in a
democratic society play any role in
how we answer this question? Is there
a difference between teaching history
in a democratic as opposed to a totali-
tarian society? How does citizenship
education affect the teaching of his-
tory? The question that seems to ob-
viously follow the preceding queries
involves the meaning and duties of cit-
izenship in a democratic society.

When attempting to define the role
of a good citizen, we quickly discover
that there is substantive disagreement
in contemporary U.S. society over this
issue. Again, might a well-informed,
historically educated American want
to understand the traditional debates
over the meaning of citizenship in-
stead of being indoctrinated to buy
into one concept over another? Isn’t
the student’s right to make such a
choice reflective of the democratic
process itself? How we answer the
question of “why teach history?” will
help shape the raging debate over
“what history do we teach?” As long as

questions of purpose are not raised
and publicly discussed, the notion of a
citizen-directed public educational sys-
tem rings hollow. Because curriculum
is not a neutral entity, because it is al-
ways ideologically inscribed, educa-
tional purpose is always a political
question. As a democratic society, we
will never finally decide why, what,
and how to teach—the debate itself is
a manifestation of the democratic
process. High educational standards,
of course, demand a high-quality de-
bate (Zabierek, 1998; Apple, 1993).

In a democratic society, one way of
dealing with standards would be to
avoid any type of top-down mandate
of particular content and teaching
methodologies. Unfortunately, such
authoritarian standards are exactly
what many national spokespeople are
advocating. Further, some states have
already implemented such plans. In
addition to the antidemocratic, totali-
tarian nature of such standards, histor-
ical analyses of educational change
seem to indicate that these types of in-
junctions simply don’t work (Nelson,
1998). A strategy used by many advo-
cates of top-down technical standards
to close off democratic discussion of
these issues involves promoting the
notion that “we all know the purposes
of schooling, and there is no need for
discussion.” Indeed, those scholars
who study educational purpose and the
sociopolitical, philosophical, and eco-
nomic context that helps shape it have
been increasingly excluded from aca-
demic positions and the public conver-
sation about standards. If such analysts
were included in the standards debate,
the public would quickly learn that
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there has never been agreement on the
purpose of education in the United
States, Western societies, or anywhere
else. In classical Greece, Aristotle ar-
gued that education certainly involved
the quest for “the good life,” but there
would always be disagreement about
what such a concept meant. U.S. his-
tory has consistently witnessed debates
among those who advocate an educa-
tion that would:

1. Identify the talented so they
could play a special social and
political role in the nation

2. Graduate a group of loyal and
patriotic citizens who would do
whatever necessary to defend the
country

3. Create a meritocracy rather than
an aristocracy

4. Produce a corps of vigilant, in-
formed citizens who could pro-
tect the nation against anti-
democratic threats

5. Prepare individuals for their
vocational roles

6. Promote egalitarianism by
providing for socioeconomic
mobility

7. Develop individual capacities so
that students could reach their
highest potential

8. Produce disciplined individuals
who could build an efficient
social order

9. Engender the principles of egali-
tarianism that could build a
more just social order

To mention only a few.
In many of the top-down technical

pronouncements about standards, the

historic civic and social purposes of ed-
ucation have been erased in favor of a
one-dimensional economic mission.
Within this authoritarian discourse,
schools have been accused of failing to
the point that they caused the economic
problems of the 1970s, 1980s, and
early 1990s. As the economy improved
at the end of the century, interestingly,
the schools were not given credit for
fiscal growth. Nonetheless, the single-
minded emphasis on the economic and
vocational purpose of contemporary
schools has shut down the centuries-
old discussion of the role of education
in a democratic society. This closing of
the democratic conversation by advo-
cates of technical standards differs sub-
stantially with the spirit of the stan-
dards promoted here (Bracy, 1997).

If standards do not promote this
democratic conversation about educa-
tion, if they are not promoting critical
forms of thinking as Willinsky argues
here, then such reforms and the meth-
ods used to evaluate their success are
not promoting the interests of democ-
racy. At the same time, Kevin Vinson
and E. Wayne Ross maintain in their
chapter on “Social Studies,” the pre-
vailing notion of technical standards
with its accompanying standardization
impulse subverts democratic educa-
tion by producing conformity and
top-down control of education. Trac-
ing this same conceptual theme run-
ning throughout our delineation of
standards of complexity, William Schu-
bert and Thomas Thomas in “His-
tory” assert that technical standards
become the exclusive voice in curricu-
lum construction and teacher educa-
tion. As they succinctly put it:



Something adverse (even perverse)
happens, however, as statements of
standards move from the drawing
boards to the school boards and into
the lives of teachers and students. They
become the law, policies to abide by,
mandates that must be implemented,
and tests that confer or deny status. It is
not unusual for schools, especially
those regularly receiving low test
scores (schools that often are located in
economically impoverished environ-
ments), to feel pressured to direct
nearly all of their educational resources
and efforts toward raising test scores.

Ivor Goodson and Martha Foote
extend this theme in “Nontraditional
Schools,” contending that technical
standards actually change the way
U.S. schools are governed. Control of
schooling is in the process of passing
from internal to external forces such
as corporations and businesses. While
such interests have always exerted a
tremendous impact on U.S. schools,
technical standards are allowing the
corporate influence to become more
overt and less open to challenge by
democratic parties. Given such dra-
matic changes in the practice of
democracy in education, advocates of
standards of complexity seek to open a
democratic dialogue about the desir-
ability of such modifications. In the
first years of the twenty-first century,
these political changes seem to be zip-
ping along without eliciting chal-
lenges or even much interest on the
part of the U.S. public.

The ideological and political divide
that characterizes the different per-

spectives of technical standards and
standards of complexity has existed for
decades and extends back into the ed-
ucational politics of the nineteenth
century. Danny Weil in his chapter on
“Functionalism” writes about the de-
bates between the educational func-
tionalists and educational progressives
of 100 years ago. The functionalists,
similar to contemporary advocates of
technical standards, called for curricu-
lar standardization and educational in-
stitutions organized to meet the func-
tional needs of business and economic
interests. The progressives, in the
manner of advocates of standards of
complexity, promoted schools ground-
ed on the principles of democracy that
worked to promote thoughtful citi-
zens capable of perpetuating demo-
cratic self-rule. The arguments be-
tween these two groups were as
heated in 1902 as they are today.

Weil’s concern with standards and
democracy comes up again in his
“Goals of Standards” chapter. The de-
bate over standards must be under-
stood as a political struggle, a debate
over the meaning of democracy in
general and democracy in education in
particular. Quoting democratic educa-
tor Paulo Freire in this context, Weil
wants to know if Americans are ready
to choose between “education as an
act of freedom as opposed to educa-
tion as the practice of domination.”
Yusef Prögler in his piece on “Social
Studies” extends Weil’s and Freire’s
ideological theme, arguing that the
curriculum of technical standards pro-
motes a neofunctionalist point of view.
Such a counterdemocratic perspective
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becomes tyrannical as it demonizes
other points of view and the men and
women who express them. Thus, it
becomes a practice of domination.
Understanding the concerns of Vin-
son and Ross, Schubert and Thomas,
Goodson and Foote, Weil, and Prög-
ler, advocates of standards of complex-
ity maintain that any understanding of
educational reform and democratic
precepts in the contemporary United
States must be grounded on an under-
standing of power.

Ray Horn in his chapter “A Post-
formal Conversation about Standard-
ization and Accountability in Texas,”
in the section on “Texas State Stan-
dards,” maintains that the standards
movement can be understood only in
the context of the conservative res-
toration beginning in the 1980s. Else-
where (see Horn and Kincheloe,
2001) I have written of this conserva-
tive restoration, labeling it the right-
wing reeducation movement of the
last twenty-five years. Sensing that the
civil rights, women’s, gay, and anti–
Vietnam War movements of the 1960s
and 1970s had weakened traditional
forms of power in U.S. society, right-
wing political, social, religious, and
educational leaders worked hard to
“take back” or “recover” traditional
power relations in U.S. society. In ed-
ucation, progressive efforts to racially
integrate and address the needs of
African American, Latino, Native
American, and economically poor stu-
dents of all ethnicities and back-
grounds were described by right-wing
commentators as an effort to destroy
standards in U.S. schools. Rhetorical

analysis of the speeches of many polit-
ical and educational leaders from the
mid-1970s onward reveals patterns of
calls for a return to the “quality educa-
tion” of “the past”—the past used to
signify a time before all of these egali-
tarian movements “damaged” our
standards.

The reeducation movement refer-
enced here applies not merely to for-
mal education and schooling but also
to the ideological common sense of
the American people (Apple, 1996;
Gresson, 1995). The success it has
achieved has revolved around its abil-
ity to depict U.S. institutions and the
American (read: patriarchal, Euro-
pean, white) culture under threat. In
an adept manner, right-wing advo-
cates have been able to connect these
concerns to the visceral, affective,
everyday concerns of many Ameri-
cans. In many educational research
projects in which I have been engaged
over the last two decades, I’ve heard
numerous white parents of public
school students rail about “all the ef-
fort the teachers are giving to help the
black students. They take all the
school’s time and money.”

Upon examination of the schools
referred to by these parents, I found
time and again that an overwhelming
majority of time and resources were
relegated to the most economically
privileged white students. Such par-
ents had internalized the right-wing
reeducation program’s concern with
the threats to whiteness—signified as
“us.” What such individuals perceived
had little relation to the lived world.
Indeed, from the early 1980s to the



first decade of the twenty-first cen-
tury, the gap between white and non-
white wealth widened, and opportu-
nities for nonwhite professional
mobility closed. The picture painted
by the right-wing reeducators pro-
vided a very different understanding
of the world (Kincheloe, 1999).

In the new political universe, great
anger was directed at the “liberals” in
the educational establishment who
were wasting time and money trying
to teach those groups that many reed-
ucators designated as unteachable
(Herrnstein and Murray, 1994; Kinch-
eloe, Steinberg, and Gresson, 1996). If
African Americans, Latinos, and the
poor simply cannot learn, right-wing
leaders argued, then there is no reason
to study issues such as social context,
youth culture, and multiculturalism.
In the eyes of the reeducators, these
analyses waste time and effort. In clas-
sic reductionistic logic of technical
standards, schools should simply teach
the great facts of Western culture,
emphasize the achievements of the
scientific method, and devise multi-
ple-choice tests to confirm the “superi-
ority” of the culturally and economi-
cally privileged. Decontextualized
technical school standards that are
easy to statistically manipulate for
good public relations perfectly fit the
needs of the reeducators.

In the context of reeducation, ob-
servers can more clearly understand
the political dimensions of technical
standards. In a classical retreat from
its own principles of local control,
conservative political and educational
leaders have issued top-down edicts

concerning the curricular content of
what teachers teach. This governmen-
tal control of the curriculum is prob-
lematic in a democratic society, as
Carolyn Abel, Charles Abel, V. C.
Alexander, Sandra Luna McCune, and
Patricia Nason argue in their chapter
on “Texas State Standards”:

The notion that government should
determine both what students learn
and what universities teach seems dra-
matically opposed to American ideals
of liberty, innovation, individualism,
self-determination, and academic free-
dom. It also opposes the ideal of child-
centered classrooms where teachers
build the curriculum around the stu-
dents’ talents, abilities, skills, and inter-
ests. State standards are by their nature
prescriptive, and they certainly give the
state a curriculum control that many
argue properly rests with individual
schools. It is a question not of opposing
high standards, but of locating the re-
sponsibility for establishing and attain-
ing those standards in the proper place.
Many argue that the responsibility
properly rests with school faculties and
professional organizations, not the state.

The contradictions of this tyranni-
cal neofunctionalism of the technical-
standards reforms are sobering for
supporters of democracy. At the same
time that they are using the power of
government to mandate a top-down,
neofunctionalist, dumbed-down, right-
wing curriculum, they vilify what Weil
in “Functionalism” calls “failing gov-
ernment schools.” Notice here the use
of government in lieu of the more
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common use of “public” in this con-
text. What right-wing leaders are
attempting involves the equation of
public education with government edu-
cation—government in this case is de-
ployed to signify the enemy, the entity
that oppresses “us” and promotes the
agendas of those who would “coddle
the incompetent minority groups with
preferential admissions to schools and
affirmative action in the workplace.”

In light of their advocacy of vouch-
ers that would take money away from
public or government education, right-
wing advocates of technical standards
often question the viability of the very
concept of publicly supported educa-
tion. As advocates of technical stan-
dards demand strict educational ac-
countability while at the same time
cutting school funding, they set up the
public schools for failure. Danny Weil
in “Florida State Standards” interprets
the motives of these reformers, read-
ing their deployment of standards as
an “insidious tool” in the struggle to
privatize schooling in the United
States. In the name of improving pub-
lic education, conservative-inspired
technical standards, Weil writes, stig-
matize “schools and those who teach
in them while simultaneously with-
holding funds, allowing them to hem-
orrhage to death.” The authors of this
encyclopedia appreciate the power-
based nature of the debate over educa-
tional standards. Indeed, it can be ar-
gued without hyperbole that U.S.
democracy and democratic education
hang in the balance of this issue.

Understanding the inherently po-
litical nature of these issues, demo-

cratic standards of complexity pro-
mote a self-reflectivity concerning the
traditional conflicts over school pur-
pose. Again, this is a central aspect of
the standards story. Instead of at-
tempting to foreclose educational de-
bate, our purpose is to promote it. In
the context of promoting and studying
the conversation about standards, the
scholarly and cognitive abilities pro-
moted here come into sharper focus,
and the need for them is magnified.
Central to cultivating a sophisticated
democratic conversation about stan-
dards is the analytical ability to:

1. Understand the contextual
forces that tacitly shape institu-
tions such as education

2. Uncover the actual norms that
govern agencies

3. Develop alternatives to the exist-
ing norms

4. Name and assess the criteria we
might use to judge the work of
institutions

5. Encourage ways of thinking that
avoid universal pronouncements
about organizations while per-
petually seeking ways to bring
individuals excluded by local
contingencies into the negotia-
tion process (Apple, 1993; Hag-
gerson, 2000)

Calls for the development of new
goals—a.k.a. standards—for education
without the application of these forms
of analysis are irresponsible. Many of
the standards reforms at work at the
beginning of the twenty-first century
have failed to examine their proposals



in light of what educational institu-
tions have been asked to achieve. Such
a failure brings about a mismatch be-
tween standards for which schools will
be held accountable and the purposes
of education. Time and again we wit-
ness standards that outline a knowl-
edge of a fragmented body of content
inducing teachers to build their classes
around the provision of that content.
In the process, the effort to engage
students in the high-level analytical
skills discussed here is derailed. The
goal of graduating well-educated
people who can produce and analyze a
wide range of knowledge collides with
rote-based memory work. Everyone
leaves frustrated because little analysis
of conceptual frameworks vis-à-vis
standards has occurred.

This is the lack of vision, the con-
ceptual inadequacy, that standards of
complexity seek to address. To make
any positive contribution to the effort
to construct high-quality education
for the first decades of the twenty-first
century, standards must take into ac-
count the imperatives of democracy, a
moral and ethical vision, the possibili-
ties of the human mind and spirit, the
economic rearrangements of a global
informational order, and analytical
rigor. It is at this point, of course, that
advocates of technical, low-cognitive-
level standards contend that “all of
this sounds good, but children don’t
really learn anything when we speak
of such noble goals.” Students need to
learn content, they argue, not some
hard-to-measure skills. Such an argu-
ment plays well on the TV talk shows
but is in the end a straw-man device.

In schools with complex standards,
students learn content. To advocate a
subject-matter content–free school is
absurd.

The salient point in this conversa-
tion does not revolve around the ques-
tion: Do we or do we not teach con-
tent? The answer to that question in
standards of complexity is, “Yes, and
lots of it.” A key distinction between
the two conceptions of standards is
that in the process of learning various
subject matters, teachers pursuing
standards of complexity take impor-
tant additional steps. They are schol-
ars who:

1. Take into account the demo-
cratic, moral, ethical, and cogni-
tive contexts we have discussed

2. Push students to understand
where the content came from,
the means by which it was pro-
duced, and how it was validated
as knowledge worthy of inclu-
sion in the curriculum

3. Induce students to use these
contextual understandings to re-
flect, research, and evaluate in-
formation presented to them

4. Cultivate skills that can be used
after the confrontation with con-
tent to enable them to learn new
content in novel situations

5. Prepare students to produce new
content in relation to the context
in which they are operating

Thus, content acquisition in stan-
dards of complexity is a necessary but
insufficient step in becoming edu-
cated. These distinctions about the
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role of content in the standards con-
versation demand further attention.
This is exactly what I do in “Subject
Matter and Content.” In the effort to
bypass technical standards’ reduction-
istic notion of content and content ac-
quisition, I propose a rigorous notion
of subject matter in which content is
never seen as a body of data to be in-
serted into the minds of students. In
standards of complexity, teachers and
students engage in a different rela-
tionship with content—a democratic
relationship that refuses the authori-
tarianism of technical views of con-
tent. Knowledge and the pronounce-
ment of experts in this complex
democratic context are no longer be-
yond questioning, and teachers and
students are no longer “peons” of an
authoritarian system who simply de-
liver and receive the information pro-
vided. Once such authoritarianism is
abandoned, teachers and students
move into a democratic zone of com-
plexity where questions about the role
of content in education are cherished
rather than suppressed.

What Do We Mean by
Complexity?
Teachers working toward standards of
complexity rebel against the view of
practitioners as information deliver-
ers, as deskilled messengers who un-
critically pass along a canned curricu-
lum. Highly skilled, scholarly teachers
research their students and their com-
munities and analyze the curricular
topics they are expected to cover. In
light of such inquiry these teachers

develop a course of study that under-
stands subject matter and academic
skills in relation to where their stu-
dents come from and the needs they
bring to school. Such an act is highly
difficult, requiring a wide range of
knowledge and abilities as well as sub-
tle pedagogical skills. If nothing else,
it is complex. When this complexity is
added to the complications of a deep
understanding of knowledge and its
production, the job of teaching to rig-
orous standards becomes a profoundly
sophisticated task (Novick, 1996).

Educators and policy makers who
appreciate complexity in the way it is
employed here know that the physical
world and social reality answer ana-
lysts’ questions much like the oracle at
Delphi—enigmatically. Rarely do top-
down technical standards take into ac-
count issues of complexity such as:

1. The ambiguity of language and
its less-than-transparent
meanings

2. Individual minds rarely perceive
phenomena and their meanings
in the same way

3. Meaning making is not simply a
rational process

4. The boundary between rational-
ity and irrationality is blurred

5. The construction of a neutral
curriculum is an impossibility

6. Researchers coming from differ-
ent value positions will produce
often contradictory information
about a particular artifact

7. The disagreements about the
benefits of reason (Madison,
1988; Thomas, 1998)



The importance of understanding
these issues contributing to educa-
tional complexity revolves around the
conceptual and cognitive limitations of
that which constitutes schoolwork. In
such a context, the analytical abilities
of, say, an Albert Einstein would not
be recognized as legitimate or rele-
vant. Einstein would not have been a
good student in schools shaped by top-
down technical standards because he
was not proficient at memorizing data.
When it came to viewing the world
from unprecedented angles, viewing
contradictions within accepted bodies
of knowledge, developing thought ex-
periments where “what would happen
if . . . ?” questions were raised, trans-
ferring learning in one domain to an-
other, or applying particular forms of
knowledge to problems in the lived
world, however, Einstein was un-
doubtedly a genius. These complex
abilities were simply not taught in Ein-
stein’s schools; they were not viewed as

worthy of knowing. Unfortunately, in
the technical-standards–driven schools
of the early twenty-first century, they
are still unrecognized (Kincheloe,
Steinberg, and Tippins, 1999). Such
recognitions are salient to our view of
standards, as they reflect the complex-
ity we seek.

If schools are ever to be worthy of
the patronage of young Einsteins—
and there are millions of students ca-
pable of Einsteinian achievements in a
variety of fields—they must begin to
identify the nature of the new forms of
knowledge and scholarly abilities
teachers need to teach to standards of
complexity. Colleges of education
must play a central role in this identi-
fication and preparatory process;
school districts and state departments
of education must develop incentives
for educators to immerse themselves
in the complex task of acquiring, prac-
ticing, and teaching these high-level
abilities (Elmore, 1997). Laying the
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conceptual foundations for these two
tasks is a basic goal of this articulation
of standards of complexity. One of the
central understandings of these con-
ceptual foundations involves exposing
the logic behind the organization of
many existing schools and the techni-
cal standards that guide them.

Exploring this logic on which tech-
nical standards are grounded—a logic
of reductionism—is a central task of
this encyclopedia. I spend a great deal
of time on this task in many of my
chapters, in “Reductionism” in partic-
ular. In my chapters on “Curriculum”
and “Epistemology,” much of my focus
is on the nature of complexity and its
importance in the overall concerns of
school reform. My pedagogical vision
of complexity, articulated in “Curricu-
lum,” involves scholar-teachers en-
gaged in teaching, research, reflection,
constructing their workplace, building
curriculum, and so on. If we are ever to
produce an exciting educational sys-
tem that moves us to new levels of so-
cial, scientific, democratic, and ethical
accomplishment, advocates of stan-
dards of complexity must inform the
public about this complex role of
teachers.

Indeed, this complex role of teach-
ers involves educators coming to un-
derstand the meaning of complexity.
In my chapter on “Epistemology,” I
lay out sixteen features of an episte-
mology of complexity. Number 12 on
that list involves the nature of com-
plexity. While there are many features
of complexity outlined under point 12,
one of the most important involves an
understanding of the complexity of
knowledge production and the cur-

riculum building and pedagogy that
take place as a result of such under-
standing. Even as information is being
gathered, advocates of complexity
contend, it is being analyzed and in-
terpreted by researchers. A more re-
ductionistic (or positivistic—see my
description of positivism in “Episte-
mology”) view of knowledge assumes
that only after one knows the facts is
he or she ready to analyze. I argue in
point 12 that this reductionistic way of
seeing misses the key point that what
we designate as the facts involves an
act of interpretation.

In technical standards and the re-
ductionistic view of knowledge im-
plicit within them, this act of interpre-
tation is rendered unconscious. Make
no mistake, it takes places, but the re-
searcher, the curriculum designer, the
standards devisor, the teacher, and the
student are not aware of it. Thus, the
knowledge that technical standards
demand students commit to memory
is a mere interpretation, not a final
truth, as it is presented. It is certain
knowledge, that is, Truth. And when
we know for certain, little need exists
to pursue alternative ways of knowing
that take this complexity into account.
“Deviant ways of seeing,” or maverick
points of view as Yusef Prögler labels
them in “Social Studies,” are dis-
missed as irrelevant. They are not
deemed as important sources of new
insight or socioeducational creativity.
An understanding of complexity is
necessary to social and pedagogical
rigor and innovation.

The theme of complexity is central
to the purpose of this encyclopedia
and at some level runs through all of



its essays. For example, Mayers in “In-
terpretation” justifies the study of her-
meneutics on the basis of its ability to
retrieve the complexity that the reduc-
tionism of technical standards erases.
In “Knowledge,” Willinsky describes
the complexity of knowledge produc-
tion, outlining the damage that the
abandonment of complexity by techni-
cal standards has already caused. Not
understanding complexity induces us,
he maintains, to displace “global and
local thinking about what school
should be like, and how it can serve the
children and the community.” Follow-
ing Willinsky’s theme, Judi Hirsch in
“Mediated Learning” delineates how
understanding the complexity of the
social, cultural, and economic contexts
that shape our students is essential to
our ability to serve their needs. No as-
pect of education is exempt from the
power of complexity; even art educa-
tion is transformed by the confronta-
tion with complexity, as Roymieco Car-
ter and Leila Villaverde adeptly point
out in their essay in the section “Art”:

As we see art as a part of our everyday
life, we translate this vision into ideas
for use in the classroom to form a dif-
ferent type of student, teacher, and
pedagogy. Exposing students to the re-
alities of life through critical art peda-
gogy allows both students and teacher
to think for themselves and with others
in mind. We are speaking of the free-
dom to think and to be aware, chal-
lenged, questioned, provoked, and in-
cited—the freedom to deal with
complexity as one redefines learning,
education, teaching, and art and, most
important, the pre-K to 12 curriculum.

And once complexity is understood
in relation to art:

Through these standards, claims to
truths about art in our lives and the
world are questioned, scrutinized, and
demystified in order to make the arts
central to the process of knowledge
production. These standards also chal-
lenge a system of education that deval-
ues and silences teacher and student
voices, narratives, and works. This
chapter [“New Standards for Art Edu-
cation: Disassembling the Canon”]
proposes that students and teachers not
only produce art, but exhibit, publish,
research, and partake in a greater com-
munity of artists. The established pa-
rameters of education will be disman-
tled, leaving plenty of open spaces for
innovative pedagogy.

Understanding Complexity:
The Naive Realism That
Dilutes Rigor
One of the most basic assumptions
embedded in technical standards is a
naive realism that assumes the world is
a simple system made up of entities
capable of precise empirical descrip-
tions. Such a way of viewing knowl-
edge (an epistemology) allows teach-
ers, educational leaders, curriculum
developers, and students to run away
from complexity and hide in a shelter
of mediocrity. Such low-level thinking
undermines the social order on a mul-
titude of levels and weakens the civic
and democratic order. Such naive real-
ism promotes a view of knowledge
production where ancient Greek no-
tions of “gaining insight” are replaced
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by an obsession with following the
“correct” method. Here knowledge
production is reduced to a notion of
rigor that relies exclusively on fidelity
to the scientific method. Thus, knowl-
edge production is no longer an act of
insight, contextual analysis, intuition,
and creative brilliance, as much as it is
a procedure.

Viewed as a procedure, knowledge
production turns away from concern
with the multiple relationships among
entities, the larger processes of which
they are a part, the new understand-
ings to be gleaned from examining the
same thing within different contexts.
Instead, realist knowledge producers
focus on understanding the objective
world and its contents as isolated en-
tities, things-in-themselves. In this
epistemological framework, these
things-in-themselves wait around for a
knower to arrive and “discover” them
by using the right procedure. (See Bar-
bara Thayer-Bacon’s essay on “Episte-
mology” for a deep understanding of
this concept.) Such a way of perceiving
shapes not only knowledge production
but knowledge reception as well. As-
sumed in the realist scheme is the be-
lief that knowledge discovery is the
end of the process—after we “know”
one of these things-in-themselves,
there is nothing more to learn. Thus,
the purpose of a school or educational
standards grounded in this construct is
simply to obtain the knowledge al-
ready produced—a.k.a. the truth. Va-
lerie Janesick’s chapter on “Best Prac-
tices” adeptly delineates the poverty of
such reductionistic pedagogies.

All this talk about analysis, com-
plexity, relationship, insight, creativ-

ity, and higher-order thinking is a
waste of time in the context of naive
realism. The work has already been
done, and the knowledge has been
produced by the experts. In this con-
text, schools use dedicated teachers to
simply induce students to commit the
truth to their memory banks. This is
one aspect of the logic that serves to
dumb down teacher education and
public education at the beginning of
the twenty-first century. In philosoph-
ical language, this influential concept
of thing-in-itself has been referred to
by its detractors in the Western tradi-
tion as the category of substance. In
this disciplinary lexicon, substance im-
plies that what we know has a material
quality, it is something. The traditional
dissenting viewpoint asserts that what
is ultimately important in worldly af-
fairs is immaterial, is the no-thingness
of relationships and connections
among things. A relationship or a con-
ceptual connection can many times
not be expressed in an empirical man-
ner. From the naive realist perspec-
tive, this renders it irrelevant.

When knowledge is produced and
educational standards are devised in
the disconnected and decontextual-
ized context of reductionistic naive re-
alism, bad things happen to good
people. As Willinsky points out in
“Knowledge,” this reductionism has
induced the public to believe that re-
search and evaluation produce singu-
lar, universal truths about complex en-
tities such as learning to read and
write. Learning to read and write or
assessing how well one reads and
writes is a complex enterprise. De-
pending on what we are looking for in



these contexts, we will achieve dra-
matically different results in our
teaching and evaluation. If we meas-
ure a student’s ability, for example, to
recognize a series of words on a list,
the reading score we obtain for the
child may be very different from what
we could learn if we studied the child’s
reading habits in more detail. Which
one tells us how literate he or she is?
Which is the true measure of the
child’s reading ability?

If we are interested in a more con-
textualized form of knowledge and as-
sessment, we may conclude that the
quick and dirty, decontextualized, and
disconnected reading assessment of
technical standards is misleading. If it
drives the reading curriculum, we may
conclude that it promotes trivial tasks
such as memorizing word lists, while
leaving more complex and relevant lit-
eracy tasks such as reading for mean-
ing and integrating reading into one’s
daily life out of the curriculum. In her
essay on “Texas State Standards,”
Sharon Spall writes of the way the
teacher-education standards test,
known as the Examination for the
Certification of Educators in Texas
(ExCET), drives the teacher-educa-
tion curriculum. In order to preserve
their accreditation, schools of educa-
tion must focus on improving these
decontextualized, disconnected scores
to the neglect of long-term, continu-
ous improvement of teacher-educa-
tion programs with all the complex
understandings and tasks such im-
provement demands. Spall concludes:
“If efforts to deal with ExCET are iso-
lated strategies, a holistic approach for

the total program that would incorpo-
rate continuous improvement and
continuous faculty learning for the to-
tal program system is impossible.”
Trinidad San Miguel and William
Jasper extend these themes in their
chapters on “Texas State Standards.”

Realist truth claims are riddled with
problems as the aforementioned issues
contributing to educational complex-
ity are ignored. The content realist
methods produce is not the neutral re-
sult of objective procedures. A pleth-
ora of value choices and subjective
judgments have gone into the produc-
tion of the final product of inquiry
(Madison, 1988; Thomas, 1998; Ward,
1995). This final product—data—is
the result of a procedure-driven chron-
icling of the decontextualized thing-
in-itself. Such a removal from the vari-
ous contexts that shape its meaning
render such “validated knowledge”
less trustworthy than scholars and
teachers have traditionally assumed.
Andrew Murphie (1998) labels knowl-
edge produced by more contextualized
and complex methods “objectiles.” An
objectile escapes this realist-thing-in-
itself reductionism and simplification
and comes to be defined by its move-
ment and change and its connections
with other objectiles. The researcher,
knowledge analyst, teacher, and
learner can use the insights gained
from the notion of the objectile to be-
come far more sophisticated knowl-
edge workers and thinkers. They un-
derstand that objects in both the
physical and the social worlds are not
merely solid and independent entities.
Instead, learning that recognizes com-
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plexity is more concerned with an ob-
ject’s connections to other objects than
its substance.

There are numerous examples of
the importance of connection in the
world around us. Art has always had
objectile properties, as the positioning
of images in relation to one another is
seen as more important than the iso-
lated image. In contemporary elec-
tronic reality, hypertext with its series
of links from one site to another well
illustrates connectivity. In hypertextu-
ality, the site possesses no presence,
that transcends its reference to some-
where else (Murphie, 1998). In this
cyber-context, connection and rela-
tionship take on a new importance as
we construct various Web sites and
seek knowledge on those already cre-
ated. Maybe the best way to illustrate
the importance of connection vis-à-vis
a realist conception of the thing-in-it-
self is to follow the way it helped
shape Albert Einstein’s development
of the general theory of relativity. In
this example, one can see the way this
epistemological dynamic separated
Einsteinian from Newtonian physics
and opened a window not only to a
new and more complex view of the
universe but to higher orders of cog-
nition as well.

Einstein, Connection, and
Complexity: Moving to a 
New Cognitive Domain
Working in an Austrian patent office
in 1905, Einstein sought to understand
the Newtonian force of gravity and
the limitations of Newton’s theory.

Something about the theory didn’t
make sense to Einstein, and he wanted
to know what it was. When Newton
developed his universal theory of
gravitation in the 1600s, he focused on
gravity as a thing-in-itself. If gravity,
as he believed, was simply a force, why
would one look at it in any other way?
Thus, he and especially those who fol-
lowed him employed the emerging
scientific method and removed gravity
from its context so it could be effi-
ciently analyzed. And this was exactly
their mistake.

Instead of searching for gravity as a
thing, Einstein saw it as a relationship.
He saw gravity in relation to other as-
pects of the universe. Indeed, he un-
derstood that the relationship between
matter and space is exactly what makes
the world what it is. What we experi-
ence as gravity is not a force made up
of tiny gravitons but a reflection of the
structure of the universe moving us
along a path existing in curved, multi-
dimensional space. Space, he figured,
is not the package in which the uni-
verse is stored—it is a central part of
creation. For those who understood
the basic idea of Einstein’s theory, the
world could never be viewed the same
way again (Woods and Grant, 1998). A
new, more complex view of the physi-
cal world was emerging. The way Ein-
stein uncovered this complexity pro-
vides insight into cognition, education,
and the quest for high standards in the
twenty-first century.

An analysis of the genesis of the
general theory of relativity helps us
make sense of the need for standards
of complexity. Einstein used the no-



tion of a rubber sheet stretched over a
baking dish to explain the complex
notion of space. When a bowling ball
or a BB is placed on it, the sheet is
bent or warped around the objects.
This distortion exemplifies what mas-
sive objects such as the sun or the
moon do to the fabric of space. This is
one of the basic concepts of Einstein’s
general theory of relativity. The rub-
ber sheet is flat when no objects are
placed upon it; Einstein referred to
this as the absence of gravity. When
the bowling ball depresses the sheet,
the curvature around the depression
represents a gravitational field. A BB
rolled along the sheet will fall into the
trough just as an asteroid will fall to
Earth if it gets too close to its gravita-
tional field. The more massive the ob-
ject the greater the bending of space.
The bowling ball will distort the rub-
ber sheet more than the BB.

So, according to Einstein, mass
causes a depression in space. If a
comet, for example, moves too close
to a star, it is drawn into its gravita-
tional well and seized. Thus, entities
in space follow the shape of the uni-
verse when they fall to Earth. They
are not pulled by some gravitational
force! While the rubber sheet is
merely a metaphor and reduces the
complexity of Einstein’s relativity, it
does help us appreciate the structural
unity of space, matter, and motion.
Gravity, therefore, is simply a part of
the structure of the universe—and,
amazingly, Einstein figured that out.
Objects fall into the valley in space-
time produced by the bowling ball/
sun. In this context, the orbits of the

sun’s planets can be better conceptual-
ized: Mercury and Venus as well as
Neptune and Pluto “roll” around the
indention in space caused by the sun’s
gravity trough.

As Einstein sought to understand
the force of gravity, he discovered that
there is no such thing as “nothing-
ness” in the structure of the universe.
Space, like everything else, is some-
thing—it is an integral part of the fab-
ric of the cosmos. Space is neither
empty nor separable from matter. The
relationship between space and matter
is central to making the universe what
it is. Despite sci-fi’s fascination with
antigravity machines, Einstein’s gen-
eral theory of relativity contends that
gravity can’t be turned simply on and
off. To do so, one would have to
change the nature of the universe.
Gravitational change, Einstein as-
serted, would involve a geometrical
change. Thus, the general theory of
relativity with its insightful notion of
space as a rubber sheet forces us to
change not only our view of the uni-
verse but also, we argue, our concep-
tion of the microcosms of the social,
the psychological, and the educa-
tional—to name only a few. Drawing
on Einstein’s emphasis on relationship
in the physical universe and moving it
to an appreciation of interconnected-
ness in infinite domains helps us re-
consider the notion of complexity,
higher-order cognition, and rigorous
standards.

Einstein’s connectedness in the
physical universe revived numerous
concerns with the limitations of West-
ern logic and its tendency for thing-
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in-itself reductionism. Ignoring the
importance of relationship, many
Western scholars disregarded the wis-
dom produced in numerous ancient
traditions regarding the interaction
between entities as a “living process.”
In such a process, all things in the
world were affected and shaped by all
other things—just as in Einstein’s the-
ory, mass worked on space and space
worked on mass. Thus, all things of
the world are “in process,” parts of
larger activities. (See point 13 in my
essay on “Epistemology” for further
insight into the concept of process.)
The role of the scholar changes with
this idea in mind from one of discov-
ering things (the force of gravity) to
one of gaining insight into the way
things fit into larger processes, rela-
tionships, and structures.

Obviously, this notion is extremely
important in teaching and learning.
When the world is viewed in this
manner, Western commonsense lin-
earity and notions of cause and effect
begin to break down. For example,
does gravity cause the apple to fall and
hit the observer in the head? Not ex-
actly, if the question is answered with
the general theory of relativity in
mind. Such a recognition of complex
new ways of seeing not only the physi-
cal but the social and psychological
worlds as well is central to our stan-
dards of complexity. Viewing New-
tonian realism—gravity as a thing-in-
itself—through Einsteinian eyes, we
come to appreciate the forms of
knowing that can change the world.
Such a knowing does not involve
merely accumulating so-called facts

and data that make us “educated”; it
involves creating conditions where
everyone can participate in the analy-
sis of relationships and the subsequent
creation of meanings that connect us
to the complexity of the world (Apple,
1993).

This concept of analyzing relation-
ships that lead to meaning making and
help us connect to the complexity of
the world is central to this encyclope-
dia. The hermeneutic act—a process
that permeates the curriculum of
complex standards—that Marjorie
Mayers explains so clearly in “Inter-
pretation” always involves making
“connections beyond the small sys-
tems of which we are a part.” Danny
Weil picks up on Mayers’s concerns in
his essay on “Florida State Standards.”
As he describes his critical thinking
program that Florida’s technical-stan-
dards reforms removed from the cur-
riculum, Weil illustrates the impor-
tance of relationship in higher-order
cognition. Critical thinking always in-
volves the recognition of how “ideas
stack up against one another” so we
can better assess them. In relation to
connection and interdisciplinary
learning, Weil writes:

Critical thinkers do not let the frag-
mented approach to learning control
their thought patterns. They look to
conceive of the parts relative to the
whole and the whole relative to the
parts and thus know the necessity of
transferring insights across and through
disciplines. They understand that all
learning is interdisciplinary. By using
insights from one subject matter to un-



derstand another, they are able to un-
cover similarities in systems, patterns,
and thoughts among disciplines. By ap-
proaching issues from a multitude of
different perspectives, critical thinkers
develop a more holistic approach to
learning and understanding that offers
greater width and depth.

In my essay on “Curriculum,” I join
with Mayers and Weil to promote the
importance of connection and rela-
tionship to standards of complexity
and the curriculum of complexity. To
reconnect the world to the school, I
advocate a complex curriculum that
overcomes the reductionism of techni-
cal standards—a reductionism that em-
anates from a modernist epistemologi-
cal fragmentation of our knowledge of
the world. My effort in the “Curricu-
lum” chapter to bring these diverse
concepts together is a key moment in
the conceptual development of the en-
cyclopedia. Along with many other au-
thors in the work, including Linda
Wesson and John Weaver in their
chapter on “Administration,” I am try-
ing to explain to readers where the
modes of thinking that drive technical
standards have originated. These dis-
connected ways of making sense of the
world have been constructed in partic-
ular places during specific periods of
time and unconsciously reflect the as-
sumptions of those who concocted
them. Now we know better; now we
can pick out the weaknesses and the
problems created by these ways of see-
ing. We do not have to perpetuate
their irrational consequences in the
schools of the twenty-first century.

Implementing Standards of
Complexity in Complex and
Diverse Classrooms

When the standards advocated here
reference complexity, they are hailing
complexity not only within an Ein-
steinian world of content but also
within the complicated world of
teaching with its diverse cultural set-
tings and wide range of student back-
grounds. Advocates of technical stan-
dards assume that if we lay out the
minimum-content requirements that
all students must meet and then teach
everyone in the same way, schools will
improve. They don’t seem to recog-
nize the diverse needs and dispositions
toward the schooling process that dif-
ferent students bring to the classroom.
Would we teach the same skills and
content in the same way to a group of
students in a classroom where most
students read below grade level, as op-
posed to one where all students read
above grade level? How do we de-
velop and teach standards that take
into account this and 1,000 other lev-
els of diversity? Standards that don’t
address such issues are mere window
dressing—public relations campaigns
for particular political operatives.

Such questions and concerns, ironi-
cally, take us right back to Einstein.
The great physicist’s relation to com-
plexity doesn’t end with his revelations
of a universe far more perplexing than
previously imagined. Einstein the
young student also provides lessons
concerning the complexity of the
teaching act. The strict, authoritarian
German schools of Einstein’s youth
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provided him with carefully delin-
eated content goals—specific subject-
matter standards—that his teachers
insisted he commit to memory. Re-
flecting on his primary, secondary,
college, and graduate schooling in his
later life, Einstein saw years of wasted
time where he was forced to memo-
rize large quantities of data that were
fragmented to the point of meaning-
lessness. None of the abilities that he
used to develop his insights into the
universe were cultivated in school. In-
stead, his efforts to employ such bud-
ding capacities were squashed by a
system that saw them as irrelevant and
even at times disrespectful.

Einstein represents only the tip of
the diversity iceberg. His difference
was psychological in that he learned in
ways quite unique. His verbal ability
was slow in developing, and because of
this he told interviewers that he
thought in pictures and “thought ex-
periments.” The rubber sheet and the
bowling ball constituted a thought ex-
periment that eventuated in the gen-
eral theory of relativity. Obviously,
there are thousands of different ways
to learn, and teachers must gain an
awareness of such cognitive differ-
ences in their efforts to teach in more
sophisticated ways. Often these cogni-
tive differences are connected to cul-
tural issues such as race, ethnicity, so-
cioeconomic class, gender, religious
beliefs, and other factors. Any articu-
lation of rigorous standards must un-
derstand the effects of these contex-
tual factors, particularly the ways they
affect school performance. Without
such an understanding, cultural and

cognitive difference, as in Einstein’s
case, is confused with academic defi-
ciency. Learning to make this distinc-
tion and then developing a pedagogy
to address the difficulties students ex-
perience is a necessary teaching ability
in standards of complexity.

At the beginning of the twenty-first
century, classrooms in this society are
structured by multiple layers of com-
plexity. Typically ignoring this reality,
technical standards often view the ed-
ucational world as one homogenous
group. Even relatively simple distinc-
tions such as the difference between
the goals of elementary and secondary
education are often overlooked by the
present standards conversation. Ele-
mentary educators teach all subjects
and are expected to be content gener-
alists. Of course, secondary teachers
teach particular areas in the present
school configuration and are expected
to be content specialists. Elementary
teachers are now being presented with
stacks of content standards in a variety
of fields with little, if any, help in inte-
grating them or making sense of how
these bodies of content might fit into
an elementary education. 

Secondary teachers are now being
provided with large collections of
technical-content standards in their
disciplines. If such teachers possess the
skills such standards dictate, then ad-
vocates of technical standards are de-
manding that these secondary teachers
discard their disciplinary knowledge
and experience and embrace without
question a body of externally imposed
data. Such teachers deserve to be a part
of the conversation about standards,



not deskilled functionaries who mech-
anistically do what they are told by ex-
ternal inquisitors. In standards of com-
plexity, teachers must not only engage
in a dialogue with standards devisors,
but also buy into the logic of such
rigor if improvements are to be made.
Advocates of standards of complexity
must be prepared to convince teachers
that such goals are worthy. Such advo-
cates must be prepared to help teach-
ers move from their present under-
standings to a more complex view of
the teaching act. Standards of any type
cannot work if teachers are excluded
from the negotiations about their de-
velopment and implementation. Nancy
Kraft expands this discussion of
teacher skill in her chapter on “Certifi-
cation of Teachers.”

Many advocates of technical stan-
dards hold a romanticized vision of a
common U.S. culture that fails to un-
derstand the cultural diversity and the
educational complexity such differ-
ence establishes. If we don’t address
linguistic diversity, students whose
first language is not English will con-
tinue to be left behind. If we don’t ad-
dress economic diversity, students from
poor and unschooled families will
rarely perform as well as students from
more privileged backgrounds. Such
equity concerns have infrequently
bothered advocates of technical stan-
dards. Faced with such questions,
many such proponents have simply ar-
gued that if schools simply raise the
requirements, then everyone will fall
into line. Such a position again ignores
complexity—in this case, the multi-
tude of socioeducational forces that

operate to undermine the perform-
ance of students who fall outside the
mainstream in some way or another
(Elmore, 1997; Apple, 1993).

In this context, Simpson and Jack-
son in “Evaluation” remind us yet
again of John Dewey’s continuing rel-
evance. Dewey was well aware of the
differences among students and the
need for good teachers to understand
the nature of these distinctions. In di-
ametrical opposition to the standardi-
zation impulse of technical standards,
Dewey maintained that quality educa-
tion demanded that teachers place
high value on the distinct and differ-
ent talents of students and use such
knowledge to produce unprecedented
levels of thinking and performance. In
his piece on “Urban Education,” Rob
Linné reminds us of the vast differ-
ences among students and even school
systems in the contemporary United
States. In these different systems and
with the different students within and
among them, the need for Dewey’s
call to understand such divergences
and the differing need they create is
greater than ever. One of the greatest
failures of advocates of technical stan-
dards, the authors and editors of this
encyclopedia contend, involves their
failure, more often their refusal, to
take this diversity into account.

Standards of complexity are unam-
biguously committed to not only an
understanding of this diversity but also
the development of ways of dealing
with it—ways that see student diver-
sity as a resource and not a liability in
U.S. schools. Judi Hirsch emphasizes
this point in “Mediated Learning,” as
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she argues that there are complex
causes of low student performance—
low ability being merely one of a myr-
iad of factors. Maybe the presence of
such complexity and diversity, Hirsch
argues, should move us to spend more
time analyzing the process of learning
than the outcome of evaluations. En-
gaging in this process, we may find
that standards tests provide quite a dis-
torted picture of the experience and
abilities of different learners. In this
analytical context, we may begin to
understand why particular students
from specific backgrounds might be
assessed in negative ways in a system
driven by technical standards.

As we engage in such study, we are
informed by Sue Books’s chapter on
“Class and Socioeconomics.” As she
analyzes the “No Excuses” campaigns
that dismiss the significance of stu-
dents’ backgrounds, Books writes of
the need to understand the contextual
forces that shape the lives of students
and their relationship to the school.
Understanding the effect of such fac-
tors, she contends that such insights
should neither provide those students
with excuses for failure nor lead edu-
cators to conclude that such students
cannot learn. Such awareness of pov-
erty, racism, and sexism simply helps
teachers teach such students more ef-
fectively. In the new world of techni-
cal educational standards, information
about the lives and cultural experi-
ences of marginalized students is often
repressed. As Schubert and Thomas
point out in their piece on “History,”
the common tendency to aggregate
standards-test scores contributes to

the erasure of diversity. For example, a
high-performing suburban high
school “may do well in preparing col-
lege-bound students. At the same
time, they may not do well at all in
preparing non-college-bound stu-
dents. Yet, by aggregating all the
scores, someone looking at the test
data may see the school as excellent.
Thus, the way data are reported is a
problem and has political, racial, and
economic overtones.”

As Lourdes Soto points out in her
essay on “Bilingual Education,” the
technical-standards movement has not
been sensitive to issues of racial or eth-
nic difference. This cavalier attitude
about marginalization on the part of
the advocates of technical standards is
disturbing to supporters of standards
of complexity. Indeed, this lack of
concern for the victims of class bias,
racism, sexual bias, and sexism is a cen-
tral motivating force for the develop-
ment of standards of complexity. A key
feature of complexity in education in-
volves a deep concern for the way so-
cioeconomic and cultural context
shapes the goals of schools, the nature
of the curriculum, and the perform-
ance of students. One can understand
the nature and effects of race, class,
and gender diversity only by studying
schooling in these multiple contexts.
Only in this way do we gain usable in-
sight into the complexity of diversity.

This is what I am attempting to ac-
complish in my piece on “Learning
Theory and Cognition.” In that essay,
I delineate the ways that a complex
notion of cognition should be
grounded in specific democratic prin-



ciples. Central to these democratic
principles is an appreciation and use of
concepts of cultural diversity and dif-
ference. In light of the effort to high-
light our theme of complexity and di-
versity, I will here examine the seventh
of the eleven democratic principles
delineated in the “Learning Theory
and Cognition” chapter: “Draws upon
subjugated knowledge to help over-
come dominant power’s ability to reg-
ulate individuals and shape their con-
sciousness.”

This principle asserts that educa-
tors concerned with rigorous scholar-
ship, social justice, and the conse-
quences of diversity should study and
teach ways of seeing and understand-
ing the world of subjugated peoples.
Given the nature of power relations in
the world of the early twenty-first cen-
tury, these types of knowledge have
been typically devalued and kept far
away from the curriculum. One will
not find them in the subject-matter
content required by technical stan-
dards. In this context, standards of
complexity in this concern with diver-
sity insist that teachers be aware of the
specific histories and struggles of op-
pressed peoples in a variety of areas.
One of these areas involves the school
itself, as the classroom often becomes
a central site for the legitimization of
myths, lies, and silences about non-
white, lower socioeconomic class, and
other marginalized individuals. I go
on in this context to explore the cog-
nitive power of difference to help
teachers and students understand both
those around them and themselves in
new and exciting ways.

This power of difference and diver-
sity is extremely important to stan-
dards of complexity. It becomes even
more important when it is not only
dismissed but subverted by technical
standards as well. Ray Horn reports in
one of his chapters on “Texas State
Standards” (“A Legal Challenge to
Standardized Testing in Texas”) that
the Texas courts found that the state’s
technical standards exerted a “substan-
tial adverse impact on minority stu-
dents.” Alex Caputo-Pearl in “Justice
and Education” writes that when ad-
vocates of technical standards tell
Americans that “all students can suc-
ceed,” it is a calculated, diversionary
lie designed to shift attention away
from issues of marginalization. Sue
Books in “Class and Socioeconomics”
maintains that in schools shaped by
technical standards, there has emerged
a new silence about race grounded on
the assertion that race and racism are
no longer significant concepts in this
society.

In light of such right-wing subver-
sion taking place in the name of edu-
cational excellence, we believe that
immediate action on behalf of justice
and difference in education is in order.
Standards of complexity support
sweeping action to counter these dis-
turbing tactics. This encyclopedia, of
course, is one of many responses. Erik
Malewski in “Queer Sexuality” pow-
erfully articulates the moral commit-
ment of standards of complexity to is-
sues of diversity and difference:

Those people and ideas that fall outside
the category of ordinary might be not a
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detriment to society but gifts that can
assist us in making transgressions to-
ward new and unusual ideas. We need
to consider that strange and foreign
emotions and desires are an integral
part of all human life that we can utilize
to do good work and make connections
to those people who seem most differ-
ent from us.

Malewski is writing here in the con-
text of sexual diversity and queerness,
but his words resonate with differ-
ences of many varieties. A queer peda-
gogy, he argues, explicitly attunes us
to such differences and helps educa-
tors “confound traditional classifica-
tion systems with the hope that new
and uncertain categories will offer fur-
ther insight into socially responsible
education.”

Picking up on Malewski’s concern
with difference and the unequivocal
commitment of standards of complex-
ity to justice and diversity, Kathy
Berry in “Democracy” writes of the
need to examine Western cultural log-
ics from a variety of different and non-
Western perspectives. How can we
speak of rigor and high educational
standards and continue to exclude the
perspectives of most of the people in
the world from our curricula? Such a
consideration would seem trivial, if it
weren’t for the fact that technical con-
tent standards have consistently en-
gaged in such exclusionary practices.
Such ethnocentric curricular decisions
are not made serendipitously. Techni-
cal standards are driven by conscious
ideological impulses that are uncom-
fortable with various forms of diver-

sity, including divergent perspectives
on the core issues that shape our so-
cial, practical, moral, cultural, reli-
gious, economic, and linguistic lives.
At this point in time, the U.S. public
seems to be unaware of the authoritar-
ian and covert manner in which such
fundamental issues are resolved in the
technical standards reshaping public
schools.

Thus, if we expect standards of
complexity to work and socially just
improvements in education to be
made, then we must provide teachers
much assistance. Advocates of stan-
dards of complexity must make sure
that all teachers gain the academic and
pedagogical skills necessary to under-
stand and teach in a democratic edu-
cation system. Just as important,
teachers need help in the perplexing
task of taking such knowledge and
abilities and connecting them to the
particular circumstances of their di-
verse classrooms. Anyone who fails to
recognize the complexity of this task
has not sufficiently analyzed the
teaching process at the beginning of
the new century. Educational and po-
litical leaders who view standards-
based reform as a narrow process of
specifying a specific body of content
to be covered will find teachers re-
belling as they attempt to implement
such dictates amid the chaos of con-
temporary schooling. Such narrow
standards are not designed to help teach-
ers accomplish their difficult tasks. Too
often they are designed amid calls for
accountability to simplify the complex
task of reporting school performance.
In this way, public uncertainty is re-



duced, and the illusion of accountabil-
ity is created. Carol Mullen and Leah
Stover provide an example of the
complexity and the contradictions of
schools’ efforts to comply with stan-
dards in “School Accreditation.”

Judging by the experiences of pro-
fessional groups, especially in history
and English, in their attempts to in-
sert the complexities of professional
knowledge into the standards debate,
it will be a struggle to move beyond
narrow technical standards mandating
subject matter reflecting one group’s
view of truth. The history-standards
debate turned into a simple ideologi-
cal fight over whose history would be
taught. Questions concerning reflec-
tion on the debate itself, issues of his-
torical knowledge production, the pur-
poses of teaching history in the first
place, the ways schools might deal with
ideological diversity, the role of teach-
ers in shaping content, and ways to
help educators connect standards to
classroom practice were ignored (El-
more, 1997; Zabierek, 1998). The ef-
fort to improve U.S. education and
make it more just deserves better.

Contextualizing Standards
In order to make sense of the current
standards debate and to rethink educa-
tional standards in rigorous ways that
take into account issues of complexity,
analysts must understand the multiple
contexts in which standards operate.
Since most standards being pushed on
schools are of the specific-content va-
riety that mandate the teaching and
learning of unexamined subject mat-

ter, it is important for political and ed-
ucational leaders to appreciate the
context in which such official data are
generated. The way such information
originates and is canonized is not a
simple, linear, or innocent process. In-
stead, the information that becomes
the content standard is produced in a
complex interplay of researcher per-
spective, experiential background, ob-
servation, and values vis-à-vis the ide-
ological interests and educational
goals of standards makers (Bridges,
1997).

Teachers and students in standards
of complexity—not to mention educa-
tional and political leaders and stan-
dards devisors—need to understand
this complex process. A manifestation
of their grasp of complexity involves
the ability to uncover the ways partic-
ular epistemological and cultural as-
sumptions have always shaped what
information societies value. Tracing
this process and understanding the
context in which it takes place prepare
students to make huge conceptual
leaps, to push the cognitive envelope.
In this process of analyzing the con-
text of knowledge production and the
construction of standards, students
learn the invaluable lesson that multi-
ple logics of inquiry coexist in any
scholarly domain. Such contextual
study helps students identify the im-
plicit logics within that which is pre-
sented as neutral, transcultural, and
even timeless. Technical standards are
often offered in this naive and neutral
manner, erasing in the process the
complex social, political, and episte-
mological dynamics surrounding them.
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Most of those who are forced to teach
and learn them are “protected” from
the forbidden knowledge of such ra-
tionalities and logics. (Please check
my essay on “Epistemology” that dis-
cusses both the reductionistic episte-
mology in which technical standards
are grounded and the complex episte-
mology on which standards of com-
plexity rest. The epistemological data
are central to understanding the work
of this encyclopedia.)

Such erasures constitute a dumbing-
down process in U.S. schooling. Those
who are concerned with truly chal-
lenging our students operate on the
basis of these contextual understand-
ings of knowledge production, taking
them into unprecedented levels of
thinking, teaching, and learning. They
deploy them as part of the process of
breaking the presently perceived limits
of human possibility, human achieve-
ment. Armed with such contextual
knowledge, teachers and learners can
begin to expand what it means to
learn. In simple terms, they not only
possess knowledge but also know
where it came from, the conditions of
its production, the ways it can be used
to bring desired states into being, the
problems its unexamined use may cre-
ate, and alternative information that
may exist about similar topics pro-
duced by differing logics of inquiry.

This rigorous set of scholarly abili-
ties should be possessed by everyone
who passes through the hallways of
public schools. Ray Horn in one of his
essays on “Texas State Standards” (“A
Postformal Conversation about Stan-
dardization and Accountability in

Texas”) understands this assertion and
proposes a new form of public conver-
sation to promote such abilities. The
basis of his postformal conversation is
grounded on the act of contextualiz-
ing what is being discussed in a way
that provides a deep understanding of
the subject. When this commitment
to contextualization does not occur—
as in technical standards and the re-
ductionistic ways of seeing that they
promote—the result is unfortunate. In
decontextualized technical standards,
we end up, Sue Books tells us in “Class
and Socioeconomics,” with proclama-
tions that the condition of schools, the
socioeconomic background of the
child, or the nature of the communi-
ties surrounding schools doesn’t mat-
ter. Books, like other advocates of
standards of complexity, finds such as-
sertions patently absurd.

By blocking out consideration of
the contextual environment in which
schools operate and children come of
age, Carolyn Abel et al. argue in their
chapter on “Texas State Standards,”
technical standards reject particular
forms of pedagogy such as child-cen-
tered education without a discussion
of its merits or problems. When tech-
nical standards mandate what content
is to be committed to memory and
base student promotion and retention
on high-stakes multiple-choice tests, a
pedagogy that considers a child’s back-
ground and individual needs is dis-
allowed. A standardized, teacher-
centered, fact-oriented, test-driven
pedagogy without deliberation has
been mandated. What happened to a
democratic education? Democracy in



the educational sphere evaporates into
thin air like a shallow pond in a West
Texas drought. This is merely one of a
plethora of consequences of inatten-
tion to context.

The act of contextualization is
frightening to advocates of technical
standards, as it injects complexity into
what appear to be simplistic educa-
tional questions. For example, in tech-
nical standards, political leaders
merely hold teachers and students
strictly accountable. There’s nothing
complex here: just test them on what
they should know. But what teachers
should know is a terribly contentious
question. What a good student should
know has perplexed human beings
since the dawn of history. Do we sim-
ply dismiss these struggles, or do we
gain insight into these basic educa-
tional questions by understanding the
historical context of human beings’ ef-
forts to answer them in different times
and places? Writing about historical
contextualization in their chapters on
“Functionalism” and “Certification of
Teachers,” respectively, Danny Weil
and Nancy Kraft point out that educa-
tional reformers consistently reinvent
the pedagogical wheel, proclaiming
great innovations when they have sim-
ply “refried” earlier unsuccessful pro-
posals. Proponents of technical stan-
dards are blatantly guilty of the sin of
refrying.

In light of these contextual issues,
standards of complexity also analyze
the context in which information is in-
terpreted in educational reforms. Too
often the centrality of the interpretive
act in knowledge production is lost in

traditional schooling and technical
standards–driven lessons. Again, we
observe the process of reductionism at
work, as an education that disregards
the interpretative context confuses the
event, act, or text with the interpreta-
tion. The meaning of the object of
study rests not on the object itself but
in the less-than-innocent act of its
interpretation—and if nothing else,
interpretations are always open to
challenge. If students view any inter-
pretation as an act of mythmaking,
then they may be better equipped to
demystify the authority and expose
the invisibility of the interpretive
aspect of knowledge production. Mov-
ing to this deeper context of informa-
tion analysis, the process of interpre-
tation is opened to the light of day.
Advocates of standards of complexity
(such as Marjorie Mayers in her ex-
ploration of hermeneutics and stan-
dards in “Interpretation”) consider
this exposure of the subjective nature
of interpretation as an indispensable
feature in both understanding the
construction of standards and in the
education of top-quality teachers and
wise students (Degenaar, 1995; Madi-
son, 1988).

Contextualizing Diversity
Advocates of standards of complexity
understand these dynamics; they un-
derstand that knowledge producers,
standards writers, teachers, and stu-
dents perceive the world from a center
located within themselves, shaped by
the social and cultural context in
which they operate, and framed by
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languages that contain within them
tacit views of the world. As they dig
deeper into the contexts surrounding
standards, analysts sensitive to com-
plexity find that students from differ-
ent racial, ethnic, and class locations
will relate to standards in different
ways. If students who fall far from the
middle-class, white, English-speaking
mainstream are not provided assis-
tance by insightful teachers, they will
be the victims of decontextualized
content standards. These students will
fail to meet the standards not because
of some inability or lack of intelli-
gence but because of a set of forces
unleashed by their relation to what is
often labeled the “common culture.”
The more standards advocates use the
term common culture in an unexamined
way, the more those students who fall
outside of its boundaries will fail.

Educators who understand contex-
tual complexity appreciate the notion
that U.S. culture is not a homoge-
neous way of life but a domain of dif-
ference shaped by unequal power rela-
tions. They understand that social and
educational analysts and professional
practitioners must act on an apprecia-
tion of the way these differences shape
people’s relationships to various insti-
tutions. If everyone is seen as a part of
some narrow articulation of a com-
mon culture, then those who don’t fit
the mainstream criteria will find
themselves looking into the society’s
institution as unworthy outsiders.
Rigorous standards understand these
important social tendencies and make
sure that steps are taken to include
everyone in a high-quality education

(Kincheloe and Steinberg, 1997; Ap-
ple, 1996).

The way these factors play out in
the everyday life of school is multidi-
mensional, complex, and always sig-
nificant. When classroom instruction
is driven by technical standards with
their fragmented factoids, the same
pedagogical actions take place repeat-
edly without regard for who succeeds
and who fails—in particular, what so-
cial groups succeed or fail over time. A
creative way of merely delivering con-
tent, no matter how ingenious it may
be, still works to produce much the
same results as long as the epistemo-
logical assumptions are the same.
Thus, to avoid falling into these age-
old traps, teachers must understand
both the social context that shapes
learners and the epistemological con-
text that molds the way knowledge is
viewed and thus educational goals are
forged in the classroom. Such contex-
tual awareness provides teachers with
a monitoring system that allows them
a cognizance of the multidimensional
effects of their pedagogy. Of course,
U.S. education didn’t need top-down
content-based standards to fall into
the trap of delivering a decontextual-
ized standardized body of unprob-
lematized data to diverse students
with long-term predictable patterns of
success and failure.

Indeed, teachers have for a long
time taught de facto content standards
by teaching the subject matter of mar-
ket-driven textbooks. Questions con-
cerning the writing and production of
the textbooks were generally not
asked. Thus, teachers who teach a



more rigorous curriculum are reflec-
tive professionals who bring an aware-
ness of multiple contexts of the teach-
ing act. Insights derived in this
contextualizing activity allow teachers
to engage in and share with students
the higher-order cognitive activity of
reframing knowledge and skills. This
reframing process moves them to ask
questions of belief and value: Do we
believe what this author is telling us
about the meaning of the short story?
Do we see this description of Western
expansion in the nineteenth century as
a balanced account of the process? Is
this a comprehensive depiction of
Darwin’s theory of evolution? Is the
data presented in the chapter on qua-
dratic equations worth knowing at this
point in our study of math? Why is
quantum mechanics not included in
our physics textbook (Elmore, 1997;
McLaren, 2000)?

The ability to employ contextual-
ization in the pursuit of multiple per-
spectives is an important skill of
teachers who embrace standards of
complexity. As students begin to see
the multiple perspectives that always
surround any topic, they examine such
viewpoints in relation to one another.
The insights derived from such an ac-
tivity lead directly to cognitive growth
and an appreciation of the complexity
of the cosmos. When specific content
standards are implemented on the na-
tional or the state level, the ability of
teachers to take the multiple contexts
of schooling and its students into ac-
count is undermined. Their capacity
to study the context in which knowl-
edge is produced and validated is sub-

verted. In such a simplified standards-
based classroom, it doesn’t matter who
students are or what their specific
needs may be—the curriculum has al-
ready been mandated. It doesn’t mat-
ter who produced the information
covered or the contextual conditions
of its construction—the point is to
commit it to memory.

The subverting of the contextual-
ization of curricular knowledge and
the exclusion of diverse bodies of in-
formation from the subject matter of
schooling should be viewed with great
alarm by friends of democracy. In their
chapter on “Social Studies,” Kevin
Vinson and E. Wayne Ross sound the
warning bells of intellectual freedom.
They contend that the standardization
impulse in technical standards destroys
diversity of knowledge and action. In
this context, they conclude, “teachers
are forced to follow scripts” devised by
unnamed external authorities. In his
single-authored piece on “Opposition
to Standards,” Ross extends his con-
cern with the antidemocratic power of
technical standards, pointing out that
conservative reformers are aligning
college-admission requirements with
technical content standards. Thus, the
power of technical standards to limit
what is taught and to determine what
knowledge is legitimate in numerous
educational venues continues to ex-
pand. Americans are yet to understand
what a dire threat to democracy this
presents.

John Willinsky in his chapter on
“Knowledge” delineates the role of di-
versity of information in democratic
education. Drawing from his previous
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work on the politics of information in
a democratic society, Willinsky main-
tains the importance of students (and
citizens) understanding the divergence
of viewpoints in any field of study.
Along the same conceptual theme, we
read Prögler’s appeal for diversity in
his analysis of “Social Studies.” Those
who approach an academic discipline
from a divergent vantage point, Prög-
ler writes, discover

something that, although no one be-
lieved it at the time, turns out to be
valid later. In the field of U.S. history,
for example, Howard Zinn is an impor-
tant maverick. In his classic A People’s
History of the United States (1995), he
chose to view history from the perspec-
tive of ordinary folks, women, workers,
and others whose lives run counter to
the prevailing model of history from
the perspective of rulers, presidents,
and generals. Other Western mavericks
include the biblical scholar and geolo-
gist Immanuel Valikovsky, the linguist
Noam Chomsky, the mathematician
Joseph Weizenbaum, the biochemist
Linus Pauling, the mythologist Joseph
Campbell, and the physicians Hulda
Clark and Nancy Olivieri. Sometimes,
mavericks dissent from their fields of
expertise and use their knowledge to
warn others of its dangers. Advertising
executive Jerry Mander left that indus-
try and wrote very important works in-
forming the public about the insidious
hidden dangers of advertising and tele-
vision.

And these are only a few voices of
diversity, Prögler tells us, within the

Western tradition. At the risk of re-
dundancy, these issues of knowledge
diversity strike at the heart of democ-
racy. As Abel et al. put it in their essay
on “Texas State Standards”: “A robust
democracy is probably best served if
schools teach diverse contents and
skills in diverse ways.”

Contextualizing the
Contemporary
In this decontextualized format,
teaching and learning are less immedi-
ate, less connected to the conditions
of the community, less involved with
what motivates students, less con-
cerned with moral and ethical issues in
the life of the school, less connected
with other bodies of knowledge pro-
duced in different situations. More-
over, technical standards that decon-
textualize, remove schooling even
further from the socioeconomic and
cultural changes surrounding it. As
the information society changes the
nature of jobs and the tools required
for them—not to mention the need
for new citizenship skills in a new
globalized knowledge order—teachers
and students drift along in low-level
memory work far removed from the
commerce of everyday life. Standards
of complexity understand the context
of socioeconomic and cultural change,
so that teachers and students can keep
ahead of it and help direct it in posi-
tive, democratic, and just ways (Nor-
ris, 1998).

Educational reforms based on tech-
nical content standards remove teach-
ers and students from a knowledge of



and input into the compelling prob-
lems of the day. This is a fatal peda-
gogical mistake, as it sets up a di-
chotomy between school and the “real
world.” Such a division will always un-
dermine motivation, as teachers and
students come to see the mandated ac-
tivities of school as trivial and irrele-
vant. Such a bifurcation, as Schubert
and Thomas point out in “History,”
violates the key tenet of progressive
education: any school lesson should be
connected to the interests of students
and their relationship to the lived
world. Any educational program that
forgets this lesson will not succeed in
the long run. Such an observation
should not be taken as an argument
for a nonhistorical, presentist educa-
tion. The point is not that we should
ignore the past and various traditions
of knowledge produced by human be-
ings in a variety of cultures around the
world. The concern is that standards
of complexity operate to help teachers
and students integrate this knowledge
and the skills obtained in their study
with an understanding of current af-
fairs and the “changing nature of
change” in the electronic context of
the new century. The subtle ability to
make this connection is one of the
most important and complicated as-
pects of standards of complexity.

To integrate these understandings,
educators must appreciate the way the
world has changed in the last few
decades. The rate of socioeconomic
and cultural change has accelerated,
and in this process identities are no
longer as stable, as individuals are
bombarded with information to the

point of incomprehensibility. Tradi-
tional forms of problem solving where
variables are limited and are assumed
to act in predictable ways are less use-
ful in an era marked by the complexity
of multiple causality and, as many
have termed it, chaos. With globaliza-
tion and new forms of information
production and communication, indi-
viduals in various fields have been
confronted with more ill-structured
and divergent problems, cultural mis-
understandings and value conflicts,
and problems of power inequities. It is
apparent that a rigorous education
would include an understanding of
this new context and the forms of
knowledge, skills, and cognitive abili-
ties needed to deal with it successfully
(Kincheloe, Steinberg, and Hinchey,
1999).

The era of images and pictorial rep-
resentations ushered in by television
has never been adequately addressed—
if addressed at all—by schools. Media
literacy, a set of skills so central to citi-
zenship and an understanding of the
contemporary world, is rarely taught
in contemporary schools. When such
imagery is not integrated with hyper-
text and cyber-virtuality, schools fall
even further behind cultural and in-
formational change. Those students
who are conversant with such dynam-
ics learn about them on their non-
school time. While their insights and
abilities often border on genius, there
are still many aspects of the contem-
porary techno-electronic landscape
that are missed by such students. Nev-
ertheless, the technological abilities
obtained by such students—often eco-
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nomically privileged with access to
computer equipment at home—exac-
erbate the gulf between the haves and
have-nots in alarming ways. Technical
standards that emphasize memoriza-
tion of data are devised as if we are
still living in an oral culture. The cog-
nitive and pedagogical processes re-
quired by such decontextualized stan-
dards hearken back to medieval
schooling where students memorized
texts because there was so little litera-
ture in print.

The printing press made texts far
more available and changed our rela-
tionship with information. The infor-
mation revolution made possible by
personal computers and hypertext
modifies our interaction with knowl-
edge even further. Albert Einstein un-

derstood this informational dynamic in
the second decade of the twentieth
century. When he stepped off his ship
on his first trip to the United States, he
was bombarded with questions by re-
porters anxious to engage the genius
who had just won the Nobel Prize in
physics. One blurted out the question:
“Dr. Einstein, what is the speed of
sound?” Einstein humbly admitted
that he didn’t know. Perplexed, the re-
porter followed up: “You’re the
smartest man in the world, how could
you not know the speed of sound?”
Einstein replied, “If I ever need to
know it, I’ll look it up.” The great
physicist understood his relation to in-
formation in an era with an abundance
of printed literature (Kincheloe, Stein-
berg, and Tippins, 1999). In electronic
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reality, schools must rethink and con-
tinue to analyze the nature of our rela-
tions with data and its implications for
pedagogy and cognition.

In the context of cyberspace, we
possess less and less knowledge of the
cultural location, the human contribu-
tions, and the sociopolitical and eco-
nomic interests that shape informa-
tion. In those few classrooms where
students are asked who produced the
data they downloaded off the Internet
the night before, they are often at a
loss to answer. They have never con-
sidered such a question or its multi-
dimensional implications. Information
in such situations has lost its borders;
it moves and flows in the nonlinear
and instantaneous ways that human
thought operates. Traditional forms of
knowledge, as organized in books and
official interpretations, are under-
mined in this new context. A subver-
sive element implicitly operates that
challenges the informational status
quo but at the same time allows power
wielders who control informational
pipelines to covertly promote data
that serve their economic, social, and
political interests (Murphie, 1998).
Obviously, such a dangerous reality
demands new forms of knowledge
work, education, and cognition. In an
era where the power of economic in-
stitutions—especially in relation to
control of information—has risen to
unprecedented heights, the develop-
ment of our ability to delineate the
hidden interests of the knowledge that
cyber-technology provides us so abun-
dantly is crucial to the future of
democracy.

Standards of Complexity
Involve Students in the
Historical Conversation about
the Nature of the World

Advocates of standards of complexity
maintain that a central aspect of a
quality education involves engaging
students in the historical conversation
about how the world works. Present
education often fails to meet this cri-
terion, and technical standards often
operate to shield students from such a
conversation. Ray Horn in his chapter
“A Postformal Conversation about
Standardization and Accountability in
Texas,” in the section on “Texas State
Standards,” laments the way the pub-
lic in general is not involved in an en-
lightening conversation about the way
education fits in the larger workings of
the world. Engaging in this conversa-
tion in standards of complexity does
not mean simply understanding the
Western dimension of the “great con-
versation.” Although this is necessary,
students also must understand Asian,
African, Latin American, and indige-
nous people’s contribution to the dis-
course. Advocates of technical stan-
dards have often called for an
exclusion of these non-Western aspects
of the conversation, somehow couch-
ing the inclusion of such historical and
cultural knowledge as subversive or
anti-American. In a globalized society
concerned with issues of justice, such
inclusivity is a necessary component of
a rigorous education.

A central feature of knowledge
work and higher-order understanding
involves a detailed appreciation of and
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participation in human discourse.
Outside of this ongoing conversation,
knowledge of oneself or of others is
virtually impossible. Interpretation
and understanding of knowledge and
its production process are extremely
difficult outside the context of this
conversation. In this philosophical
context, one of the responsibilities of
citizenship involves engaging in and
extending the human conversation.
Thus, standards of complexity earn a
democratic insignia by promoting rig-
orous methods of citizenship educa-
tion, and avoiding the patriotic indoc-
trination that often passes for civics.
The public conversation about civics
education is as lame as the one about
standards. What many fail to recog-
nize is the inseparability of the two
topics. Students who understand the
worldwide conversation about mean-

ing making are far better prepared to
take their places in roles of civic re-
sponsibility. They have the back-
ground necessary to understand mul-
tiple insights about civic virtue, the
way the world operates, and various
proposals for public policy (Madison,
1988; Zabierek, 1998; Bracy, 1997).

As a rigorous education involves
students in this conversation, it pro-
poses modes of categorization to help
students make sense of the evolution
of the historical discourse. An example
of such analysis using the categories of
traditional, rational-scientific, and
ironic is in order.

Traditional Contributions to
the Great Conversation
Traditional ways of understanding the
world often are produced within the
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parameters of the local culture, the
community in which interpreters are
reared. Although this dynamic may
apply to all meaning makers, the tradi-
tional perspective tends to be more lo-
calized than others. Such a localness
sometimes makes it difficult for tradi-
tional contributors to the great con-
versation to understand those who are
culturally or cosmologically different
from themselves. In this locality, tradi-
tionalists make use of what many refer
to as myths or generative stories that
in a dramatic manner delineate mean-
ings, worldviews, values, and explana-
tions around which cultures are con-
structed. Such stories may take on the
character of religion, folklore, or cul-
tural epic. In this context, such gener-
ative narratives exert tremendous
explanatory power and become repos-
itories of meaning.

These local narratives often break
out of their geographical boundaries
and come to provide meaning, even
frameworks, for living for individuals
in widely dispersed areas. The Hebrew
story of the Exodus from Egypt, the
Zoroastrian story of the Great Flood,
and the Christian story of the Crucifix-
ion and Resurrection are all examples
of traditional generative narratives. In
all of these stories and other generative
narratives, individuals learn to make
sense of everyday affairs and conun-
drums in light of the meanings in-
scribed by the ancient episodes. Com-
munities of individuals who know the
stories often participate collectively in
similar patterns of action around the
insights gleaned from the narrative.
Not unlike other forms of understand-

ing and their contributions to the great
conservation, traditionalism can lead
to the exclusion of different ways of
making meaning and those who em-
brace them. Too often in human his-
tory, these differences have led to vio-
lent conflicts, as interpretive diversity
cannot be peacefully negotiated.

Rational-Scientific
Contributions to the 
Great Conservation
Rational-scientific modes of meaning
making take shape in their critique of
traditionalism. Procedures are devel-
oped to discern the reasons things
work as they do. If the correct proce-
dure is used, rational-scientific knowl-
edge producers assert, certainty can be
achieved and the world can be known
in its entirety. Because of the per-
ceived superiority of its reason, the ra-
tional-scientific perspective sees its
own cultural tradition as preeminent.
In its arrogance, it evaluates other cul-
tures and meaning-making systems
along its own criterion of reason.
From this perspective, the generative
narratives of traditionalism are unveri-
fied and thus untrue.

Indeed, one of the goals of rational-
ism is to expose the folly of the narra-
tives and myths and bring the light of
truth to the “primitive.” The ironic
feature of this move from “myth” to
“truth,” many argue, is that the ratio-
nalist position itself develops what
many might term modern myths
around a “fetishization” of a narrow
view of reason. Such a rational-scien-
tific narrative exhibits itself as a Grand
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Theory that explains everything for all
times. We have the power to explain
people’s lives for them no matter what
their culture, rationalists contend, by
the use of our scientific method. From
this perspective, the great conversa-
tion revolves around the origins and
development of a Western notion of
reason. We can see both elements of
the traditional and the rational-scien-
tific included in technical standards.

The Ironic Reassessment of 
the Great Conversation
Advocates of the ironic reassessment
attempt to step back at the beginning
of the twenty-first century and take a
look at the great conversation from a
variety of cultural and epistemological
perspectives. In this role, the position
maintains an ironic view of all claims
to certainty and a final truth, no mat-
ter what the source of authority. One
of the basic premises of the ironic re-
assessment assumes that there are
many ways of making sense of the
world. A second premise is that there
is much to be gained from under-
standing them. Different cultures
structure human experience in a vari-
ety of creative ways. Interaction with
different types of thinking, as previ-
ously maintained, is positive because it
forces us to deal with “difference.”
And it is difference that evokes a new
consciousness of who we are and
where we fit in the world. We come to
see ourselves as others see us and in
the process discover characteristics
that we had previously overlooked.

Ironic reassessors recognize the

power of difference to expand people’s
horizons and understanding of the
great conversation. Encounters with
these different ways of making sense
of the world provide learning situa-
tions where students and teachers
come to understand previously unrec-
ognized aspects of the world and ex-
pose the cultural and cognitive limita-
tions that precluded insight in the
past. Thus, reassessors take seriously
the types of knowledge produced by a
variety of peoples around the world in
the past and the present. Such forms
of knowledge are especially important
for teachers who with such perspec-
tives in hand begin to see the way
technical standards privilege only par-
ticular portions of the great conversa-
tion. Proponents of the ironic re-
assessment find the conversations
among these different perspectives on
the world terrifically exciting and
maintain their importance to a rigor-
ous education. In the spirit of stan-
dards of complexity, students would
not simply commit the different
points of view to memory. Although
they would have to understand a vari-
ety of cultural, epistemological, and
cosmological systems of meaning
making, the more rigorous task of stu-
dents would involve understanding
the perspectives in relation to one an-
other and in light of their own cul-
tural, epistemological, and cosmologi-
cal vantage points.

With the information access avail-
able at the beginning of the twenty-
first century, teachers and students can
obtain various types of cultural knowl-
edge instantaneously. In such a cir-



cumstance, teachers of standards of
complexity can engage students in the
great conversation and help them take
part in rigorous analysis of differing
ways of seeing the world. The tradi-
tional narratives with their use of
metaphor, personification, and various
other creative schemas to make moral,
ethical, epistemological, and cosmo-
logical points are important features
of any quality education—especially
one attempting to connect students
with human beings and historical con-
versation about meaning making. His-
torical and cultural study in this peda-
gogical context is not a deadening act
of memorizing irrelevant data about
the past; instead, it is a part of a mean-
ingful quest for new ways of seeing
oneself and the world in the effort to
explore rigorous and creative concep-
tions of human possibility.

For example, students can make use
of their knowledge of traditionalist
narratives to help them structure sto-
ries. By adapting, for example, the
metaphorical structure of a traditional
Australian aboriginal narrative to a
particular contemporary conflict, they
might push the boundaries of both lit-
erary form and social imagination.
The wealth of human creativity con-
tained within these narratives from
numerous cultures has been concealed
by rationalists for too long. Teacher
and student analysis of such materials
and their contributions to the great
conversation can provide unexpected
passageways to new perspectives on
human life. As active meaning makers,
students operating in such a rich ana-
lytical context exert personal power

over the meaning of these traditional
stories and their differing use in di-
verse contexts.

Students here are aware that the
meanings they ascribe to these cul-
tural tales are not final and are always
open to different readings. Like most
higher-order thinkers, they are com-
fortable with the uncertainty of mean-
ing, whether it be with myths or with
their perspective on the great conver-
sation. They know their perspectives
are in process and will probably evolve
with the new experiences they will en-
counter throughout the scholarly
journey of their lives. The advocates
of the ironic reassessment of the hu-
man conversation about the nature of
the world are often chastised for their
refusal to promote one perspective
universally. Human history is not one
story but multiple narratives told by
many raconteurs with numerous in-
terpretations. History, they maintain,
is not simply a story of human prog-
ress moving in one direction. It is
more complex than that.

The ironic reassessment has been
particularly critical of the rational-sci-
entific claim to cultural superiority
and universal truth. By no means
denying the rational-scientific contri-
butions to the conversation about
meaning making, the reassessment has
trouble with the rationalist’s inability
to criticize himself or herself, main-
tain an ironic stance toward his or her
own pronouncements, and his or her
equation of civilization with a West-
ern model. Such a viewpoint is dan-
gerous in a globalized society, as it
incurs understandable resentment to-
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ward its proponents. It carries a “we
will bury you with the sophistication
of our ways of being” overtone that will
eventuate in negative consequences
for proponents. In the context of the
debate over educational purpose, ad-
vocates of top-down technical stan-
dards often operate to protect the ra-
tionalist-scientific perspective from
any criticism. They also seek to ex-
clude diverse contributions to the
great conversation from curricular in-
clusion. By promoting the illusion of
consensus about the nature of the
conversation, rational-scientific advo-
cates covertly participate in a knowl-
edge politics that subverts free discus-
sion and democratic participation.

The ironic assessment offers a dem-
ocratic alternative to an authoritarian
politics of truth and curriculum. A vi-
able citizenship education in a demo-
cratic society is not promoted by a
censoring of the great conversation.
Analyzing a variety of differing per-
spectives is not anti-American but a
celebration of democratic values. An
understanding of traditional, rational-
scientific, and ironic reassessment per-
spectives, the many forms they take,
the many contexts in which they are
found, and the multiple influences
they exert helps connect students to
the lived world (Degenaar, 1995;
Theobold and Mills, 1995). Such a
connection engages them in unavoid-
able ethical, moral, political, and civic
questions. If education fails to accom-
plish such a task, simply put, it serves
no positive social function. It is our
hope that an analysis of the standards
debate could help U.S. citizens gain a

richer perspective on the role of
schooling in a democratic society and
enhance everyone’s understanding of
what it means to be an educated per-
son.

A Rigorous Teacher Education
Undermined by Right-Wing
Anti-Intellectualism
If teaching is conceived as a complex
task that requires a myriad of skills,
high-level academic ability is a neces-
sity. One of the few features of the
conversation about standards that is
simple involves the fact that teachers
need better academic preparation,
with higher-level academic require-
ments in both their arts and sciences
courses and their professional teacher
education. Teachers too often realize
that their teaching is not consistent
with the academic goals espoused by
math, science, social-studies, lan-
guage-arts, art, music, and foreign-
language professional organizations.
Too many teachers don’t possess the
analytical, research, and interpretive
skills or scholarly dispositions to move
their practice to a higher cognitive
level. This is not a result of a general
lack of ability—they are victims of a
system not configured to produce
scholars (Regents, 1998; Elmore,
1997).

It is this culture of teacher educa-
tion that fails to view teaching as a
learning profession that standards of
complexity seek to change. Teachers’
general arts and sciences education too
often takes on the form of fact-driven,
fragmented survey classes that pass



along a particular body of information
as indisputable truth. Little time is
provided for analysis of knowledge
production, research skills, or insight
into the interpretive act. Teacher edu-
cation too often focuses much of its at-
tention on the nuts and bolts of class-
room survival skills, leaving the
scholarly role of the educator unad-
dressed. And in the teaching work-
place, teacher time is arranged in a way
that grants little if any opportunity to
engage in learning—not to mention
scholarly research—how to conceptu-
alize their work in different ways.
These are not optimum conditions for
encouraging teaching as a scholarly ac-
tivity (Elmore, 1997; Novick, 1996).

The epistemological assumptions of
this anti-intellectual model view
knowledge as an unproblematic body
of facts to be transmitted from college
and university professors to teachers
and then in a more simplified form
from teachers to students. In such a
model, top-down standards are de-
signed to specify which facts are to be
transmitted. They declare a winner in
the struggle to see whose facts win.
Such an epistemology views learners as
passive; they are containers waiting to
be filled with truth. Expertise and
knowledge are hierarchical in that the
higher-ups do the knowledge work
and the teachers do what they are told.
Teachers don’t need a rigorous educa-
tion in this model because they simply
“deliver the goods” produced by the
intellectuals at the top of the hierarchy.

Such a positioning of teachers and
students fits well into the dominant
ideology shaping life in the United

States at the beginning of the twenty-
first century. Teachers are viewed as
consumers of academic knowledge,
middlemen and women who then pass
the data along to consuming students.
In this consumption model, most
everyone consumes and only an elite
few produce. The production of ex-
pertise and knowledge is in this ideo-
logical context the province of the
knighted gatekeepers—a process that
increases the distance between the
haves and have-nots. It is not surpris-
ing in this consumption model that
schools don’t provide teachers with
continuing academic experiences
throughout their careers—why would
it be necessary? Recent studies indi-
cate that very few teachers have suffi-
cient academic opportunities to keep
up with the most basic demands of
their profession. Standards of com-
plexity would mandate a continuing,
rigorous academic immersion for
teachers throughout their careers (Ap-
ple, 1993; Regents, 1998).

Many of the authors of this encyclo-
pedia maintain that the anti-intellectu-
alism of technical standards cannot be
understood outside of a larger social,
cultural, economic, and political con-
text. Over the last thirty years, Ameri-
cans have witnessed a well-planned,
persistent, and successful effort to
reeducate Americans around issues of
race, class, gender, sexuality, and social
justice (Gresson, 1995, 2002; Apple,
1996; McLaren, 2000). Education as a
sociopolitical institution has been dra-
matically affected by this reactionary
project. Reacting to perceived social,
political, cultural, and educational
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changes of the 1960s, protectors of
dominant power relations sensed an
opportunity to advocate a return to
“traditional values”; neoclassical eco-
nomic policy; long-standing racial and
gender relations; and a fragmented,
“fact”-based, and accountability-
friendly public-school curriculum.

In this context, the guardians of tra-
dition promoted a new cultural narra-
tive that played well to white male au-
diences frustrated with the changes
they saw taking place in the world. Via
the power of the new narrative, the
guardians of tradition engaged these
white men and their allies in what
might be labeled the recovery of white
supremacy and patriarchy perceived to
be lost in the civil rights movement
and the women’s movement. The
reeducation process was directly con-
nected to this notion of what had been
lost. In this recovery context, Aaron
Gresson (1995, 2002) argues that this
new white story inverts a traditional
black narrative. Because of the domi-
nant culture’s portrayal of the eco-
nomic success of blacks and other mi-
nority groups—a portrait much less
accurate than represented—many
whites believe that nonwhites in the
last three decades of the twentieth and
the first decade of the twenty-first
centuries have greater power and op-
portunity than whites. This preposter-
ous position contends that this new
African American, Latino, and Native
American privilege has been gained at
the expense of more deserving white
Americans—especially upper-middle-
class white males. The story is pro-
moted in a variety of spheres, includ-

ing education, and in a number of
ways, but always with the same effect:
the production of white anger directed
at nonwhites and women in particular.
Such anger works, of course, to divide
poor and working-class people of all
races and genders, to support the in-
terests of privileged power wielders,
and to shape the nature of what occurs
in schools.

Such a dominant sociopolitical and
pedagogical story induces many whites
to see themselves as a people under
threat. Sociologists have long main-
tained that individuals and groups who
perceive themselves under threat often
react with an attempt to reassess their
power and regain their former social
position—the phenomenon of status
anxiety. This reassertion, of course,
takes many forms and many degrees.
Manifestations may include modest ef-
forts to reassert one’s self-worth by
way of private expression of racial dis-
dain (“The parents in the community
don’t care enough about their children
to be concerned with their education”)
or racial superiority (“So many of the
teachers who work in our school don’t
make a good impression with their
loud ‘street talk’ and everything”).

Other examples of this reeducation
of the United States may operate
more at the level of group recovery,
with the passage of “English-only”
legislation in heavily Latino areas such
as Florida and Arizona and anti–bilin-
gual education and anti–affirmative
action measures in California, or bat-
tles over multicultural curricula as evi-
denced throughout the nation (Frank-
enberg, 1993; Kincheloe, Steinberg,



Rodriguez, and Chennault, 1998; Ro-
driguez and Villaverde, 2000). More
extreme expressions involve the recent
dramatic growth of white-supremacist
organizations and the terrorist activity
associated with some of them—for ex-
ample, the April 1995 bombing of the
Oklahoma City federal building and
the shootings at the Jewish day-care
center in Los Angeles in 1999. Most
Americans, of course, are dismayed by
this level of angry white reassertion,
yet the perception of whites as the real
victims of U.S. racism becomes more
and more deeply embedded into the
white collective consciousness.

Within the conceptual context of
racial recovery and the narrative of
white victimization, we can make
much more sense of the educational
politics of this era and the sociopoliti-
cal origins of the technical-standards
movement. In this era, the guardians
of tradition captured the public’s edu-
cational imagination with their asser-
tion that multiculturalism and white
victimization were the causes of a na-
tional decline in general and a decline
in education in particular. Education,
the new narrative maintained, should
have nothing to do with issues of so-
cial equality and should return to a
“true American” view of schooling as a
path to individual fortune. The
guardians’ education narrative told a
story of a multicultural dissolution of
standards that precipitated a break-
down of authority, discipline, and
quality in U.S. schools. The wide-
spread acceptance of this account and
the success of the reeducation project
set the ideological table for the U.S.

public’s acceptance of the need for
technical standards. Only a new com-
mitment to excellence, they believed,
could clean up the problems caused by
affirmative action and racial prefer-
ences in the educational domain.

David Hursh in “Politics of Educa-
tion” describes another feature of the
reeducation movement and its rela-
tion to technical standards. Part of the
recovery movement involved the re-
assertion of a neoclassical economic
policy that returned the U.S. economy
to the unfettered rule of the “free
market.” In its neoliberal rearticula-
tion, Hursh posits, this “ideology of
the market” helped transform govern-
ment from an institution in which dif-
ferent groups competed for policies
supporting their own interests to a site
where policies were constructed solely
on the basis of what promoted eco-
nomic growth. In the pursuit of such a
goal, the neoliberal political economy
championed the deregulation of cor-
porations and businesses; free-trade
policies; and the privatization of edu-
cation, health, and social welfare.

The consequence of such changes
has been to empower the most wealthy
while undermining the interests of
those in most need. Concurrently, ne-
oliberalism has operated to provide
corporations with more political and
economic power than previously imag-
ined. The accumulation of this un-
precedented power for corporations
has set off numerous side effects that
many Americans are only now begin-
ning to grasp. In this context, Danny
Weil in “Goals of Standards” astutely
reminds readers that a key element of
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the neoliberal recovery involves a re-
turn with a vengeance to the tradi-
tional, pre–civil rights and –women’s
movements role of schooling: “indoc-
trination and inculcation.” The assault
of intellectual and moral standards that
conservatives lamented often involved
the attempt of some Americans to
come to terms with the nation’s racial,
gender, and economic injustices.

Such a coming to terms involved a
critique of U.S. institutions—a healthy
democratic exercise. Conservative re-
educators and corporate leaders beam-
ing with their new wealth and power
could not tolerate this criticism of U.S.
racism, sexism, and economic injustice.
In this context, the imposition of ideo-
logically saturated technical standards
that whitewash U.S. shortcomings and
glorify the powerful is far more under-
standable. Imagine the concern of re-
educators when Americans concerned
with injustice call for rigorous forms of
teacher education that induce educa-
tors to understand and act on their in-
sights into these sociopolitical aspects
of U.S. education. Reeducators want
“educational excellence” but not a rig-
orous education that teaches teachers
and students to become critical re-
searchers and knowledge workers with
the ability to uncover the origins of
educational policies and curricular
content.

Alex Caputo-Pearl in “Justice and
Education” cuts directly to the political
chase:

Business leaders are often in the
forefront of advocating a narrow
“core curriculum.” Because so much

power in the United States is con-
centrated in the hands of corpora-
tions, curricula that engage stu-
dents in interrogating, dissecting,
and “speaking truth to power” are
dangerous. So social movement his-
tories, labor histories, civil rights
histories, and other histories that
deal with the struggles of working
people against powerful institutions
are often excluded from curriculum.

One of the reasons I have taken such
pains in this introduction to emphasize
the top-down, covertly imposed nature
of technical standards involves these
political economic features of contem-
porary educational reform. Technical
standards have not been arrived upon
serendipitously but reflect a purpose-
ful, cogent ideological effort to shape
the consciousness of the American
people—American young people in
particular. Indeed, technical standards
represent a central step in a larger
reeducation movement that seeks to
justify unequal power relations among
a variety of groups and individuals in
contemporary U.S. society.

David Hursh in “Politics of Educa-
tion” illustrates the impositional na-
ture of technical standards when he
asks: “Given the difficulty of achieving
agreement regarding standards in var-
ious subjects, how do we explain the
persistence, particularly by state de-
partments of education, to develop
standards and standardized tests and
impose them on teachers and stu-
dents?”

Advocates of standards of complex-
ity explain this phenomenon by plac-



ing it in the context of this larger neo-
liberal reeducation movement. Hursh’s
exasperation is understandable: how
can it be that despite all of the pro-
found political differences that sepa-
rated the standards developers in all
subject-matter disciplines, we now,
without any public debate (or at least
without a media-covered public de-
bate), find right-wing technical stan-
dards firmly in place in numerous ed-
ucational venues? Weil in “Goals of
Standards” adds to this concern, argu-
ing that imposed technical standards
hold teachers and students hostage to
an ideology: “For this reason, they
serve as a straitjacket that binds both
the heart and the mind, for they im-
pose teaching as an act of functional,
instrumental control—of technologi-
cal device—not of compassion, caring,
and love. Standards become a means
of covertly managing people and
knowledge for private ends.”

Thus, technical standards are a
mechanism for ideological control—
they are not to be questioned. For ex-
ample, differing interpretations are
seen as dangerous; teachers who are
curious, questioning scholars are un-
desirables; multinational points of view
are seen as anti-American; and in-
quiries into the inequity of the status
quo are represented as an unnecessary
politicization of the educational pro-
cess. In this context, Carter, Howell,
and Schied in “Vocational/Work Edu-
cation” write about the ideology of
work-education standards. Of course,
advocates of standards of complexity
appreciate the necessity of economic
activity to a social order. But, unlike

technical standards, advocates of stan-
dards of complexity maintain that in a
democratic society a responsibility of
citizenship involves asking who bene-
fits from such economic activity. Amaz-
ingly, in the contemporary United
States, Howell, Carter, and Schied re-
port, work-education standards do not
allow for such questions.

This lack of questioning within
technical standards amazes the editors
and authors of the encyclopedia. If a
measure of the strength of democracy
involves the degree to which it allows
for self-criticism, then technical stan-
dards cannot be viewed as a democratic
educational reform. Patricia Hinchey
in “Purposes of Education” expresses
outrage over the mindless patriotism
and sanitized history books promoted
by right-wing standards. Weil in
“Functionalism” carefully explains
how the mind-set that produces tech-
nical standards is incompatible with
the questioning scholarship necessary
to a democratic social order. Emerging
in the late nineteenth and early twenti-
eth centuries, social functionalism op-
erated to legitimate the new economic
relations that accompanied the rise of
industrialism—the first reeducation
movement. In this new order, the pri-
mary purpose of education involved
preparing students for the future needs
of business and industry: workers who
could “follow instructions, take simple
directions, and work swiftly to increase
production with maximum efficiency”
—and citizens who without question
buy into the ideological foundations of
industrialism with all of its attendant
inequality.
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Neofunctionalism, Weil concludes,
in the educational guise of technical
standards, demands the same things in
the twenty-first-century postindustri-
alist or techno-capitalist economy—
the contemporary reeducation move-
ment. This is why questioning is out:
it doesn’t fit the plan; it throws a mon-
key wrench into the corporate-led
“democracy” of the twenty-first cen-
tury. When educational analysts such
as the editors and authors here call for
a rigorous teacher education that pro-
duces scholarly teachers as knowledge
workers who can construct curricula,
do research, and help their students
become scholars and agents of democ-
racy, advocates of technical standards
are unimpressed. In their anti-intel-
lectualism they see such professionals
not as valuable cultural workers in a
democratic society, but as troublemak-
ers who might raise uncomfortable
questions about indoctrination, demo-
cratic control of schools, multiple per-
spectives, access to information, and
the complexity of interpretation.

Overcoming the Degradation 
of Teachers
In the context of top-down, technical
standards, the intellectual nature of
teaching is stripped away, leaving only
a view of teaching as a practical mat-
ter. If teaching is simply a “practical”
matter, then educational improvement
has nothing to do with rigorous aca-
demic standards. It is merely a task of
technical manipulation based on a
form of educational research con-
cerned with efficiency of organiza-

tions—Weil’s neofunctionalism. Posi-
tioned as dispensers of knowledge,
teachers are caught in a systemic
squeeze play between two cultures
within the educational cosmos: (1) the
traditional craft culture of elementary
and secondary education, and (2) the
research culture of higher education.
Standards of complexity recognize
this organizational schizophrenia and
work to produce a hybrid culture that
draws from the benefits of both orien-
tations (Goodson, 1999).

In this hybrid culture, the practical
knowledge about managing a class-
room would be viewed as important
information in preservice and in-
service professional education. The
position of teachers as knowledge pro-
ducers about everyday life in the class-
room would be validated and pro-
tected from educational technicians
who discount such knowledge of lived
experiences. Such teacher-produced
knowledge would be brought to the
consciousness of practitioners who
would be asked to reflect on the na-
ture of their production. Such reflec-
tivity and self-consciousness would
help teachers gain a deeper awareness
of the productive process and facilitate
their analytical relationship to such
knowledge via action research strate-
gies. A concurrent aspect of this move
to hybridity would involve integrating
teachers into the culture of research.
In addition to learning research meth-
ods and interpretive abilities, teachers
would be encouraged to explore the
synergies between the two cultures
and the pedagogical usefulness of op-
erating with an appreciation of both



cultures. Such hybridity is central to
standards of complexity that respect
teacher-produced knowledge and
work to lead them to new and chal-
lenging scholarly experiences.

A parallel disjunction in the educa-
tional universe involves the chasm be-
tween “policy talk” and the domain of
educational practice with its concerns
about daily classroom management,
subject-matter decisions, teaching
methods, and school organization.
Rarely do the twain meet, as attempts
at educational reform all too often do
not break out of the realm of policy
talk. Teachers are simply not a part of
this process—it is the domain of “ex-
perts,” policy wonks, and respected
reformers. Such a dynamic does con-
tribute to the shaping of public opin-
ion about schooling, and is especially
adept at promoting frightening no-
tions of education in crisis. It typically,
however, does not help reconfigure
the everyday life, the practitioner per-
ceptions, of schooling. After a few
years of fiery passion about a particu-
lar policy, the flame is snuffed out, and
the everyday life of schools continues
in much the same mode. After experi-
encing a few of these cycles, teachers
grow increasingly cynical about edu-
cational reform and retreat back into
the shells of their individual practices.
Again, standards of complexity under-
stand that if they are to work, then
they must bring policy and practice
together (Elmore, 1997).

I was haunted by a particular para-
graph of Kay Fenimore-Smith and
Ann Watts Pailliotet’s chapter on
“Teacher Education.” As they describe

with pride their innovative teacher-
education program at Whitman Col-
lege in the state of Washington, the
authors in 1996 looked forward to the
future. They were secure that their
program was “contributing a future
generation of good people, critical
thinkers, compassionate leaders, in-
formed citizens, knowledgeable teach-
ers. . . . Then we started receiving e-
mails with headings like, ‘The New
State Essential Learnings.’” As Feni-
more-Smith and Pailliotet quickly
recognized, the purpose of the techni-
cal-standards dictates was to reduce
the complexity of both the teaching
act and teacher education and to un-
dermine rigorous teacher-education
programs. The quality of the program
that was in place was irrelevant;
Washington state standards required a
reductionistic, technicalized, decon-
textualized, and dehistoricized ap-
proach to teacher education.

Abel et al. in “Texas State Stan-
dards” report the same dynamic at
work in teacher-education standards
in Texas. Classroom teaching is a very
complicated act, the authors maintain:
“It requires a synthesis of information,
method, and ‘on-the-spot’ critical
thinking not easily captured” on a
standardized multiple-choice test. In-
deed, around the country, technical
standards judge teachers’ worth and
promote forms of teacher education
that dismiss the complex intellectual
and analytical features of the profes-
sion. The diagnostic, purposeful, con-
textual, interpersonal, scholarly,
research-oriented dimensions of
teaching are deemed irrelevant. This is
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the dumbing-down process I describe
in my chapter on “Reductionism.” In
this same spirit, Thomas and Schubert
assert in “Certification of Teachers”
that the most “imaginal, creative, and
critical” features of the teacher role
are removed from consideration. The
implications of such reductionism are
frightening for the future of U.S. edu-
cation and U.S. democracy.

In his chapter on “Urban Educa-
tion,” Linné chronicles the discour-
agement his master’s students feel in
relation to the New York standards’
degradation of their abilities. “We are
no longer considered capable enough
to be creative or innovative,” they tell
him. As he listens to their reactions,
he tells us that the best and brightest
are the ones who indicate that they
will leave the profession before they
submit to the professional indignities
of technical standards. Few other pro-
fessions would stand for the lack of
faith that advocates of technical stan-
dards now show for the teaching pro-
fession, not to mention the lack of
self-direction allowed teachers as a re-
sult. As Foote and Goodson describe
it in “Regulating Teachers,” “Trust in
teachers and schools has been re-
placed by enforcement and compli-
ance as a result of the ‘high standards’
initiatives.”

In the same conceptual temper as
the neofunctionalism of Weil, David
Hursh in “Politics of Education” de-
velops this notion of teacher control:

We need to understand how the gov-
ernment and corporations collaborate
in reorganizing schools and the work-

place in order to control teachers and
other workers to promote economic
growth and profit. Knowledge as an
economic good—its commodifica-
tion—and the standardization of teach-
ing practices—the end of imagina-
tion—are part of an overall societal
shift away from seeing people as cre-
ative producers of themselves, culture,
and society to seeing people as produc-
ers and consumers of economic goods.

Marjorie Mayers continues the
theme in “Interpretation”:

At the school level, it seems that stu-
dents are being rated, and as a result
teachers are being evaluated. Teachers’
own hermeneutic, creative, inquisitive
natures for pedagogy and relationship
are lost in the simplified discussions
about standards and mired in the fear
that they must be accountable for how
their students perform on measures
that are often created miles away from
the lifeworld of the school in which
they teach. If this is how we want our
teachers to work, is it any wonder that
they in turn question the nature and
purposes of “education” as we have de-
fined it? Living in the knowledge that
their own sense of creativity and peda-
gogical expertise must be seconded to
the “experts” who lay out the curricular
agenda, teachers find their roles re-
duced. They feel it, they know it, and
so do we.

In light of such assessments it is not
surprising that Danny Weil concludes
in “Goals of Standards” that technical
standards represent not an effort to



improve schooling as much as an at-
tempt to shame and humiliate teach-
ers and belittle public education. In
light of such mean-spirited policies,
Weil laments in his chapter on
“Florida State Standards” that many
teachers find themselves “despondent,
shocked, and in a state of intellectual
and emotional turmoil and despair.”

Despite all of the exclusions and
degradations they face in their profes-
sional lives, many teachers maintain a
profound commitment to excellence in
their teaching and a deep concern for
their students. Though they are re-
warded for teaching a fragmented, un-
problematized, fact-oriented curricu-
lum, many teachers still struggle to
teach for understanding not mere fact
acquisition. Such teachers will be
helped in their mission by standards of
complexity. Such a move will also help
their colleagues that have succumbed
to the fragmented curriculum of the
industrial model of schooling by pro-
viding justifications and examples of
complex curriculum design, pedagogi-
cal practice, and contextualized assess-
ment. In the educational context cre-
ated by standards of complexity,
teachers will be treated as professionals
and expected to possess the knowl-
edge, skills, and understandings neces-
sary to teaching a rigorous curriculum.
To facilitate teacher ability, numerous
learning opportunities will have to be
provided for practitioners. It is the
duty of colleges of education to de-
velop scholarly and pedagogically
savvy preservice and in-service experi-
ences that help teachers gain the abil-
ity to reach standards of complexity

(Novick, 1996; Regents, 1998; Good-
son, 1999).

The Scholarly and Practical
College of Education
The “how to teach” question is ex-
tremely important in colleges of edu-
cation, but advocates of standards of
complexity understand that there are
many other questions that must be
asked and answered in relation to it.
Indeed, it’s difficult to speak of how to
teach until we have dealt with ques-
tions such as why teach, what to teach,
who to teach, when to teach, where to
teach, ad infinitum. Addressing these
questions and their relation to the im-
provement of teaching involves the
rigorous examination of educational
actions in relation to cultural, histori-
cal, psychological, and social contexts.
In particular, a student of education (a
teacher) should understand the ways
contextual factors shape the way we
answer the central questions of educa-
tion. It is in this analytical process that
we begin to move toward rigor in col-
leges of education.

Without this type of contextual
analysis of the various roles education
plays in a society and the forces that
tacitly shape the form it takes, teachers
are ill equipped to take charge of their
own professional practice. Outside of
such knowledge educational reform,
resolutions of high standards, innova-
tive teaching practices are simply cy-
cles of fads. No creative techniques, no
technical adjustments, will make up for
a lack of understanding of the forces
that shape—often unconsciously—ed-
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ucational activity. Such information is
necessary for a teacher attempting to
analyze knowledge production; its re-
lationship to social, political, and eco-
nomic interests; what is important
about it for students in particular situ-
ations; and what skills are needed to
make sense of it. These are complex
acts that demand a rigorous experience
in professional education (Davidovic,
1996; Boud and Walker, 1998).

Too often, especially in the most
prestigious colleges of education, the
connection between the research di-
mension of the organization and its
professional-education apparatus has
been severed. Many of the educational
researchers operating in such colleges
of education see no relationship be-
tween the two activities in their own
work or the work of the college. Such
a disconnection lowers the status of
those who work in teacher education
and creates the illusion that research
and teaching practice have little to do
with one another. Thus, many of the
scholars best equipped to perform re-
search and exhibit analytical skills
never meet the college of education’s
teaching candidates. The rigorous
scholarly abilities necessary to stan-
dards of complexity are in a sense hid-
den away in a vault, removed from cir-
culation in the currency of teaching
skills. Two different conversations
take place in many of these situations:
educational researchers talking to
other educational researchers, and
practitioners speaking to practition-
ers. When individuals from these dif-
ferent groups happen to intersect, the
discourses are so distinct that commu-

nication is difficult. Suspicions and re-
sentments between the groups are in-
evitable (Goodson, 1999).

Divorced from this research-based,
scholarly, analytical context, the edu-
cation of practitioners focuses on the
technical aspect of what is a far more
complex activity. Prescriptions for
how to teach abound and practitioners
looking at their professional educa-
tional experiences recoil at the im-
practicality of the so-called practical
methods. The difficulty of changing
elementary and secondary school
practice is intensified by the tendency
of professional education to accultur-
ate teachers into a culture of passivity
where decisions about school policy
and classroom practice are made by
“superiors.” This centralization of ex-
pertise and decision making and the
scholarly deskilling of teachers ensure
the perpetuation of the status quo.
Top-down technical standards are just
one more of a long line of educational
reforms that in the name of change
reify the status quo. In the context
created by such standards, there is no
need for a teacher education that cul-
tivates contextual understandings and
scholarly abilities. A three-week train-
ing course that adjusts teachers to the
school district and orients them to
their low-skill role is probably all the
pedagogical training necessary (Blun-
den, 1998; Novick, 1996; Berlak,
1999).

As experts make such a process
more efficient, schools shaped by
technical standards could probably re-
duce educational costs by not requir-
ing a bachelor’s degree for teachers.



Such teachers might operate more ef-
ficiently than college graduates who
could tend to foul up the system with
questions about educational purpose
and ethical principles. As a student-
teacher supervisor in the early years of
my career as a teacher educator, I
watched as the most scholarly and
morally sensitive teachers were “cut
down to size” or even removed from
the program as they inserted their
scholarly insights into a rigid, pre-
arranged curriculum. Those student
teachers who knew no better, who
were tied to simply teaching the frag-
mented curriculum they were given,
were far more successful in such tech-
nical student-teaching programs than
their more scholarly peers. I was
forced to sadly conclude that in the
technical system that existed, scholars
were persona non grata (Blunden,
1998).

The systems that I observed simply
could not imagine a field experience
that concurrently cultivated technical
classroom-management skills and
scholarly insights into the various
contexts of education. In addition, I
watched as caring, scholarly students
and practicing teachers used their
moral sense to expand the deskilled
role prescribed for them. Making con-
nections with individuals and groups
within the communities surrounding
their schools, such educators worked
to help students suffering from the
wounds of life in the late twentieth
century. Time and again, I watched as
they were punished for their heroic ef-
forts by a system that considered such
nurturing work outside the bound-

aries of professional practice. Guided
by standards of complexity, teacher
educators understand the multidimen-
sional role of teachers and the synergy
created by the cultivation of the prac-
tical, scholarly, and moral dynamics of
teaching (Novick, 1996).

If colleges of education are to play a
role in the creation and implementa-
tion of standards of complexity, they
must take these dynamics into ac-
count. Rigorous colleges of education
must carefully examine the relation-
ship between their role in the univer-
sity and teacher education. Instead of
separating the scholarly and profes-
sional-education roles, colleges of ed-
ucation must look for the ways they fit
together, indeed, how they synergize
one another. In a globalized culture in
the midst of a knowledge explosion,
education scholars in the university
must become knowledge workers who
understand the implications of these
knowledge-related social changes for
education in a variety of contexts. In
addition to analyzing the implication
of these dynamics for the mission of
the university and producing knowl-
edge and analytical insights for uni-
versity educators, education scholars
must also consider them in light of
teacher education and the reform of
both the teaching profession and ele-
mentary and secondary schooling.

The more they contribute to the
first goal, the better equipped they are
to work toward the second. Standards
of complexity are intimately connected
to both missions of the colleges of ed-
ucation delineated here. The standards
of complexity advocated here help ed-
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ucation scholars conceptually frame
the emerging new information envi-
ronment; the sociocultural, political,
and economic forces shaping it; the
manner in which it affects the formal
(in-school) and informal (out-of-
school) educational process; and the
analytical, interpretative, and norma-
tive abilities needed to operate within
it (Fischer, 1998).

Thus, the generation of knowledge
concerning education in a new global
information order serves colleges of
education’s missions both in the uni-
versity and in teacher education. Such
analysis is inseparable from standards
of complexity and the vision of practi-
tioners as researchers, diagnosticians,
contextual analysts, curriculum devel-
opers, and expert teachers. Combin-
ing these two roles of colleges of edu-
cation and exploring their mutual
benefits for each other opens a win-
dow of opportunity for an educational
reform that seeks improvement in the

plethora of operations that make up
teaching as a professional activity. In
such a context, teachers would be wel-
comed and integrated into the profes-
sion of knowledge production as con-
tributing scholars. This integration is
central to achieving standards of com-
plexity.

Standards of Complexity
Empower Teachers
Standards of complexity understand
that teachers (and their students) are
capable of far more sophisticated
modes of thinking and analyzing than
has traditionally been assumed. Be-
cause of this dynamic, the promotion
of such standards encourages a bot-
tom-up reform fueled by empowered
scholar-teachers. The role of adminis-
trators and educational leaders in this
model, as Erik Malewski maintains in
“Administration,” is to provide room
for teachers to operate and support for

Task of Educating
Scholars in the Changing

Global Information
Environment

Conceptually framing
the new information
order

Understanding the socio-
cultural, political, and 
economic forces shaping it

Delineating the analytical,
interpretive, and normative
abilities needed to operate

within the new environment

Identifying the ways it
affects the formal

(in-school) and informal
(out-of-school) 

educational process

Educational Scholarship in the New Information Order



their professional needs. Central to
this support is the creation of a new
workplace designed to facilitate
teacher scholarly and professional de-
velopment that is continuing, research
based, and collaborative. Teacher edu-
cators and educational leaders pro-
moting standards of complexity take
seriously the call by many governmen-
tal agencies to provide teachers with
academic preparation that is superior
to that offered previously (Darling-
Hammond and McLaughlin, 1995).

Such a teacher education will make
sure that teachers possess expert
knowledge on the nature of student
learning; the scholarly discourses in
the liberal arts and sciences; the prac-
tical methods of teaching and class-
room management; the social, cul-
tural, political, and economic contexts
in which education takes place; the
forms of assessment that promote and
appraise higher orders of cognition;
and the philosophical understandings
necessary to the development of a
sense of purpose in one’s teaching.
The only way to guarantee that teach-
ers obtain these types of knowledge is
to cultivate expertise in research. In
the best spirit of Deweyan pragma-
tism, all teachers should be able to
find answers to questions that arise in
teaching via both primary and second-
ary research. Empowered teachers ca-
pable of a life-changing pedagogy
need these abilities, need the skills of
knowledge production to teach for
standards of complexity (Regents,
1998; Bridges, 1997; Berlak, 1999).

There are many historical examples
of top-down regulations (a.k.a. stan-

dards) that served to discipline, disem-
power, and deskill teachers. In Eng-
land between 1860 and 1890, educa-
tional and political leaders put
together a rigid system of control
where teachers were paid on the basis
of how much data students had com-
mitted to memory—a.k.a. content
standards. By the late 1890s and the
first decade of the twentieth century,
educational leaders and teachers re-
belled against such disempowerment
and called for teacher freedom to di-
agnose educational situations and to
use their judgment to develop peda-
gogical solutions (Nelson, 1998). A
wide range of individuals advocated
“autonomy for teachers” to use their
abilities as they best saw fit. The top-
down requirements for teachers to
transmit particular information had
failed miserably—as they always do.
Advocates of standards of complexity
learn this nineteenth-century British
and many other historical examples
and ground their reform agendas in
individual teacher development and
responsibility not adhered to external
imperatives. Thus, a rigorous teacher
education becomes especially impor-
tant for empowered teachers. (See
Lester, “Working with Knowledge.”)

Empowered teachers no longer
need old models of preservice and in-
service training that seek to dictate
their work. A complex teacher educa-
tion helps teachers cultivate abilities
that prepare them to take responsibil-
ity for student learning. Using their
skills as knowledge workers, empow-
ered teachers engage students in a
mutual process of research and knowl-
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edge production that can be used in
particular contexts. Thus, scholar-
teachers transcend the limitations of
top-down standards that deskill them,
take away any need for scholarship,
and induce them to ignore the so-
ciopolitical and cultural dimensions of
teachers as knowledge deliverers.
Technical standards treat teachers dis-
respectfully and content simplistically
(Darling-Hammond and McLaughlin,
1995).

Advocates of reasonable standards
would respect teachers enough to en-
gage them in a conversation about
why specific standards recommenda-
tions would or would not be helpful to
them in their professional activities.
Such standards advocates would also
open a dialogue about the way such
proposals view content. In this dis-
course, teachers and standards makers
would discuss the relationship be-
tween the assumed nature of content
in the standards and teachers’ personal
assumptions about content (Elmore,
1997). Questions that would naturally
arise in such a conversation would in-
clude:

1. Is content simply a collection of
truths to be passed along to
students?

2. Is content produced to be
questioned?

3. What is the teacher’s responsi-
bility when confronted by a body
of content?

4. What are the unstated epistemo-
logical assumptions in a body of
content?

5. What is the relationship of the

content to knowledge
production?

6. Do standards imply a particular
relationship between pedagogy
and knowledge?

7. Does the role of teacher as
knowledge worker change the
relationship between teachers
and content?

My chapter “Subject Matter and Con-
tent” expands on these themes.

If we are serious about standards
that improve teacher education and
U.S. education in general, we cannot
allow top-down technical standards to
disempower teachers and remove
them from the educational conversa-
tion. It does not seem wise to mandate
unnegotiated standards and then pro-
vide teachers no help in accomplish-
ing them. This is the worst of all pos-
sible worlds. A central feature of
rigorous standards of complexity in-
volves investing in various forms of
teacher education that improve
teacher scholarship, research ability,
and pedagogical skills. From class-
work in teacher education to research
projects and to mentoring relation-
ships, teachers must be provided with
help in their efforts to develop the
new rigor. None of this talk of stan-
dards of complexity amounts to much
if teachers do not accommodate a new,
more scholarly role. In the context of
standards of complexity, teachers and
teacher educators must rethink their
own practices, generate new concep-
tions of student outcomes, and de-
velop pedagogies they have never ex-
perienced before. Serious educational



reform demands these ambitious re-
assessments. They will not take place
without large-scale social commit-
ment. It is the task of champions of
standards of complexity to make a
compelling public case for the need
for such commitment (Regents, 1998;
Elmore, 1997; Darling-Hammond
and McLaughlin, 1995).

With such public commitments,
empowered teachers will have the op-
portunity to reflect on their skills and
pedagogical practices and to engage in
research in their subject areas and in
the communities that surround their
schools. In such an empowered con-
text, teachers can extend their per-
sonal knowledge of students in order
to diagnose their academic needs, tal-
ents, and personal concerns. In this
way, more customized and caring ex-
periences can be devised for students,
especially those who have been previ-
ously ignored in the system. Such re-
flection, research knowledge, and per-
sonal insights are then combined with
social and pedagogical theoretical
knowledge. In this analytical context,
empowered teachers formulate their
teaching purposes and strategies for
attaining them in particular contexts
and with specific students (Novick,
1996; de Oliveira and Montecinos,
1998; Goodson, 1999).

In this context fueled by standards
of complexity, teachers take charge of
constructing their own pedagogies
and educational philosophies. They
become detectives of new modes of
analysis, new forms of knowledge pro-
duction, and new ways of teaching
(Hatton and Smith, 1995). A rigorous

teacher education grounded in stan-
dards of complexity embraces the fol-
lowing standards:

1. Teachers possess an expert knowl-
edge of the liberal arts and sciences,
understanding the historical develop-
ment of disciplines and the various
schools of thought within them.
Teachers gain a facility to view the dis-
cursive aspects of ways of seeing within
the disciplines and how these dynamics
affect knowledge production within
different fields. Weaknesses of the dis-
ciplinary arrangements of knowledge
are also understood.

2. Teachers learn to promote the
welfare of their students. Teachers are
attuned to students’ physical and emo-
tional well-being, as they understand
the social and psychological contexts
that exert an impact on them. Aware
of the importance of making connec-
tions with students, teachers develop
this ability with students from all
backgrounds, dispositions, and per-
formance levels.

3. Teachers appreciate the complex-
ity of the ways students learn and de-
velop. In this important domain,
teachers analyze educational and cog-
nitive psychology and the ways these
disciplines interrelate with teaching
and the development of educational
goals. Understanding the historical
and discursive development of the
fields of study, teachers explore cogni-
tive activity and learning in a variety
of cultural settings. Teachers are cog-
nizant of the constant interaction be-
tween psychological assumptions and
the way the classroom is organized. A
central feature of such studies involves

66 Introduction



67Introduction

a continuing analysis of human possi-
bility and the development of new
modes of deploying cognitive abilities
and better ways of being human.

4. Teachers become knowledge
workers capable of a variety of re-
search methods depending on the
context encountered. Thus, they can
produce information and access infor-
mation to help them better perform
their pedagogical tasks. Aware of the
politics of knowledge and the chang-
ing nature of information production
in the twenty-first century, teachers
develop interpretive abilities to dis-
cern the ways various forms of knowl-
edge are produced, who produced
them, and the reason for their produc-
tion. In the new information order of
the new century, teachers’ facilities as
knowledge workers become a basic
pedagogical skill. Using such abilities,
teachers become aware of the cultural
pedagogies produced by television, ra-
dio, popular music, the Internet, video
games, and movies and their impact
on themselves and their students.

5. As part of their role as researchers
and knowledge workers, teachers study
the community surrounding the school
for a variety of reasons. In addition to
understanding the social and cultural
context that immediately surrounds
the school, such research enables col-
laborative efforts with various commu-
nity members. The integration of
school pedagogies with community
and institutional expertise is an impor-
tant aspect of rigorous teacher activity
and educational reform.

6. Teachers are experts in pedagogi-
cal methods and strategies for teach-

ing and classroom management.
Teachers learn to use different meth-
ods in different contexts and with dif-
fering students with differing needs.
In this context, practitioners learn
new educational technologies and how
they can use such tools to achieve
their pedagogical goals.

7. Teachers achieve profound ex-
pertise in the contextualizing disci-
plines of education. As they learn
about the historical, social, cultural,
political, economic, psychological, and
philosophical contexts that frame edu-
cation, they develop the important
ability to understand the genesis of
educational policy and purpose so
they can better participate in the pub-
lic conversation about education.
With such skills, they are better
equipped both to evaluate the curric-
ula and goals they are given and to
join the negotiations about such man-
dates. Such contextual knowledge is
central to their self-empowerment.

8. Teachers become scholars of ed-
ucation in a democratic society, ex-
ploring the ways that an unequal dis-
tribution of power and resources
insidiously undermines the perform-
ance of some students. In this process,
teachers become scholars of power and
justice, as they study the complex rela-
tionship between educational policy
and the pursuit of social justice. In this
context, teachers understand a variety
of manifestations of diversity, analyz-
ing the way race, class, gender, reli-
gion, ethnicity, and sexuality affect
students, teachers, and administrators.
Cognizant of these effects, teachers
are better able to address the prob-



lems that emerge when these diversi-
ties intersect with the school.

9. In light of these expanded abili-
ties and higher expectations, teachers
become evaluation experts. As such,
they develop and utilize a variety of as-
sessment techniques to better under-
stand the impact of their pedagogy.
With such knowledge, they are better
equipped to self-criticize and to moni-
tor student learning so as to continu-
ously update, revise, and improve cur-
riculum and instruction. In the larger
context shaped by standards of com-
plexity, teachers see such evaluation is-
sues as inseparable from their facility
as knowledge workers and researchers.
They are simply applying such inquiry
skills to what is occurring with their
students in their own classrooms (Re-
gents, 1998).

Teacher Empowerment and
Epistemological Complexity
In professional education, whether it
be for teachers, nurses, social workers,
or journalists, knowledge about prac-
tice is often recast in the form of
guidelines or procedures. Whereas
guidelines and procedures may have
their place, advocates of standards of
complexity understand that procedu-
ralization may simplify the insight in
question by decontextualizing it.
What is being addressed here is an
epistemology of practice and how it
differs in technical standards and stan-
dards of complexity. In technical stan-
dards, the world is viewed as a me-
chanical entity that is governed by
stable and discernible laws. Teaching

and the educational process are
viewed in this epistemological context
as relatively simple notions that can be
described by universal generalizations.
For example, science reveals to practi-
tioners the correct way to teach and
the right way for students to learn. In
the context of technical epistemology,
these ways of teaching and learning
are true in all places and in all times.
The role of the teacher is to learn
them from the experts and to put
them into practice. In this epistemo-
logical context, the idea of the teacher
as scholar-researcher is nonsense—
why bother? The experts will pass the
truth about education along to them,
usually in a procedural form.

The simplified and decontextual-
ized epistemology of practice em-
ployed by proponents of top-down
technical standards undermines the
professionalism of teacher work.
Teachers are reduced to rule-follow-
ing information deliverers who have
no need for scholarly abilities. In vari-
ous state-mandated, decentralized
curricular standards, we can clearly
trace the influence of this deskilling
epistemology of practice. The purpose
of many of these standards-driven re-
forms is to take away as much profes-
sional discretion from teachers as pos-
sible. Teachers are told what to do by
experts in the state departments of ed-
ucation without any evidence that
such government mandates will im-
prove the quality of education. Such a
technical epistemology of practice has
provided many educational policy
makers the justification to take control
of the curricula and instructional prac-
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tices of schools. Such antidemocratic
actions threaten the academic free-
dom of teachers across the country.

Such simple mandates ignore the
complexity of all curricular, instruc-
tional, and knowledge-related deci-
sions in education. When top-down
standards mandate standardized con-
tent and teaching practices for all
teachers, they again ignore the com-
plexity of the profound diversity of
school conditions and student back-
grounds. As teachers ask us over and
over again: How can we teach the
same material in the same ways to stu-
dents with different backgrounds and
academic skills? These teachers un-
derstand what many advocates of
technical standards do not: the educa-
tional process is too complex to man-
date standardized procedures and out-
comes. Given the context in which
they are operating, good teachers know
that they must diagnose short- and
long-term student needs and con-
stantly adjust and modify their educa-
tional goals and pedagogical methods
(Nelson, 1998; Elmore, 1997).

The complexity of teaching de-
mands a teacher education, an episte-
mology of practice, that is worthy of
such conditions. In standards of com-
plexity, teachers must not only under-
stand subject matter in a discursively
sophisticated manner but also be able
in diverse settings to view such con-
tent from the vantage points of cultur-
ally and psychologically different stu-
dents. The ability to accomplish such
a complicated task successfully cannot
be mandated by top-down technical
standards. Standards that do not rec-

ognize educational complexity cannot
help teachers in such situations, and
they cannot prescribe the ways that
rigorous teachers monitor students’
progress via an ongoing exchange of
thoughts and concepts with them.
Lost in their epistemological frag-
mentation of the teaching act, techni-
cal standards cannot facilitate teach-
ers’ efforts to produce students with
the dispositions to become scholars
concerned with learning for their own
development and the social good.
They cannot help teachers understand
the social, economic, and psychologi-
cal factors that shape such disposi-
tions. To achieve excellence in educa-
tion, teachers must know more and
get more help in learning more (Dar-
ling-Hammond and McLaughlin,
1995; Novick, 1996; Regents, 1998).

The Danger of Technicalization
and Simplification:
Undermining Teachers 
and Harming Students
What we label knowledge—the ways
it is arranged and presented, the ways
it is taught and learned, and what is
considered an appropriate display of
having learned it—is inseparable from
the way we view the world, the pur-
poses of education, the nature of good
society, and the workings of the hu-
man mind. Such concerns are con-
nected to issues of power and ques-
tions of who is entitled to promote
their view of the world (Apple, 1993).
Thus, the effort to hold educators ac-
countable—the aim of all the debate
over standards—is not some simple



process where experts simply decree
the correct instrument to measure the
process. Instead, it is part of a larger
struggle between proponents of vari-
ous worldviews, social visions, and
conceptions of what it means to be hu-
man. Standards of complexity main-
tain that in order to contribute to the
effort to improve education, teachers,
students, parents, politicians, and
community members must gain a
more textured understanding of just
what is being discussed here.

The worldview and epistemology
that support technical standards as-
sume that absolute forms of measure-
ment can be applied to human endeav-
ors such as education. The teaching
and learning processes, advocates of
technical standards believe, are suffi-
ciently consistent and stable to allow
for precise measurability. The strate-
gies that educators use and the factors
that produce good and bad student
performance can be isolated and even
expressed in mathematical terms. (See
my chapter on “Epistemology” for in-
sight into these dynamics.) Therefore,
questions based on students’ acquisi-
tion of selected bits of knowledge can
be easily devised, and we can deter-
mine a student’s and a teacher’s com-
petence with little difficulty because
such measurements can be accurately
made, so advocates of technical stan-
dards see little trouble holding teach-
ers accountable. Standards of com-
plexity want to move beyond this
simplified model, to help all parties
understand the multiple contexts that
shape in diverse and sometimes con-
flicting ways what is going on in such a

process. Despite the pronouncements
of many experts, the evaluation
process is more complicated than sim-
ply designating the mastery of a frag-
ment of content as an objective and
then determining if it has been
achieved (Barrett, 1997; Norris, 1998).

Several chapters in the encyclopedia
directly address these concerns with
technicalization, standardization, and
reductionism. My chapter on “Reduc-
tionism” sets the stage, delineating the
various ways such a stance undermines
our ability to make sense of the educa-
tional act. Weil in “Florida State Stan-
dards” and “California State Stan-
dards” contends that individuals raised
on an intellectual diet of reductionism
and its accompanying rigidity of
thought become immobilized when
faced with ambiguity and uncertainty.
Patricia Hinchey in “Purposes of Edu-
cation” adds that this fear of ambiguity
is what makes technical standards so
attractive. The public buys into “sim-
plistic answers to complex problems,”
and as long as it does, technical stan-
dards will remain extremely popular.
Such popularity is enhanced by the
tendency of test scores to increase in
the first years of any test-driven, tech-
nical standards–based reform. Such
test-score improvements, Abel et al.
argue in “Texas State Standards,” take
place “with or without real improve-
ment in constructs that the tests are
intended to measure.”

Reductionism, thus, helps create an
illusion of educational improvement
in the minds of citizens. Such an illu-
sion helps advocates of technical stan-
dards bypass concerns with scholarly
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analysis and rigorous academic skills:
what Mordechai Gordon in “Philo-
sophical Analysis and Standards”
refers to as “those insights and critical
abilities that enable [individuals] to
become active citizens and transform-
ing agents.” In the standardized cur-
riculum that emerges in the reforms
of technical standards, Kevin Vinson
and Wayne Ross maintain in “Social
Studies,” scholarly empowerment is
traded in for oppression that under-
mines the best interests of students.
Ray Horn extends this theme in his
chapter “A Postformal Conversation
about Standardization and Account-
ability in Texas,” in the section on
“Texas State Standards,” arguing that
technical standards erase basic ques-
tions of power. Indeed, the inquiry
into who benefits from the imposition
of top-down technical standards is
suppressed in reductionistic, standard-
ized, and technicalized education.

But technical standards continue to
hold sway in the public conversation
about educational reform. One reason
for this may involve the simplification
process referenced—they are easy for
everyone to understand. Simplicity
sells, complexity doesn’t. “We can
keep close tabs on student perform-
ance at the school level,” advocates of
technical standards tell the public. Us-
ing our mathematical measurement of
student acquisition of content, they
continue, we can compare the per-
formances of schools, school districts,
states, and nations, regardless of the
contextual differences that make them
unique. All of these measurements and
comparisons are guided by a faith in

the value of standardized, content-
based tests. The faith in the meaning
of what is measured by such tests is
not grounded in some form of rigor-
ous empirical evaluation (Elmore,
1997).

The idea that such tests measure
student achievement or ability and
teacher effectiveness is an interpreta-
tion—nothing more, nothing less.
Obviously, advocates of standards of
complexity have no trouble with inter-
pretations—all knowledge is produced
by an interpretive process. The prob-
lem here is that advocates of technical
standards do not reveal the interpre-
tive aspects of the testing process; they
present the data and their meaning as
scientifically validated truths. A rigor-
ous analysis of how such truth is pro-
duced reveals many interpretive (sub-
jective) steps in the process. Standards
of complexity insist that the reasons
for particular ascriptions of test mean-
ing be provided and claims of objec-
tivity in such an accountability process
be abandoned.

Guided by a leap of faith in what
tests tell us about the educational
process—Is the district wealthy? Are
there many formally educated par-
ents? Does every child come from a
family whose first language is English?
ad infinitum—advocates of technical
standards have unleashed a process
where students and teachers will be
ranked and ordered to an unprece-
dented degree. Once students are
placed in the low rankings, it becomes
extremely difficult to get them out.
Thus, technical standards along with
the testing and the rankings that ac-



company them, are willing to con-
struct an entire educational system—
including its purposes, rewards, and
punishment structures—on a faith in
the worthiness of an unexamined stan-
dards production and standardized
testing process. In the norm-refer-
enced measurements used in this con-
text, there must be winners and losers.

The fact that there are losers
“proves” the system’s rigor. Students
are pitted against one another in a
fierce competition for restricted re-
wards. As teaching and learning are
reduced to knowing what, meaning is
lost. Tragically, particular patterns be-
gin to emerge involving which demo-
graphic groups tend to succeed when
schools are arranged in this manner.
Often, students who come from
lower-socioeconomic and nonwhite
homes do not have the benefit of a
parent who has a college degree. In
homes where parents perform low-
skill jobs, families may not see school-
work as important, unlike upper-mid-
dle-class, white, English-speaking
students. Studies of the social context
of schooling point out that poor and
racially marginalized students have
learned to view academic work and
the testing of technical standards as
unreal, as a series of short-term tasks
rather than activities with long-term
significance for their lives (Barrett,
1997; Thomas, 1998).

Without such compensation or
long-term justifications, such students
may display little interest in academic
work. Their poor performances on
the tests and subsequent low rankings
are viewed in the context of technical

standards as lack of ability and aca-
demic failures. Their faith in the test-
ing process moves them to issue a sci-
entifically validated assessment of
cognitive inferiority to such students.
Such a decontextualized, reductionis-
tic view of the complex process of
schooling and student performance is
unacceptable—indeed, it is socially
dangerous, as it contributes to an un-
fair, unjustifiable sorting of the haves
and the have-nots. Teaching is simpli-
fied, teachers are deskilled, and stu-
dents who fall outside particular
“mainstream” demographics are se-
verely punished. Even students from
the mainstream are subjected to an in-
ferior, simplified education. Despite
the fact that many of them may suc-
ceed in the system of rewards, their
scholarly abilities are undermined and
their view of themselves and the world
obstructed. Standards of complexity
take on an urgent importance in this
social context, as they attempt to rec-
tify the human damage caused by
technical reductionism.

In her chapter on “Class and So-
cioeconomics,” Sue Books addresses
this human damage. In technical stan-
dards, children from economically
poor backgrounds are seen not as in-
dividuals with special needs, but as
“test-score liabilities.” Indeed, test
scores consistently reflect socioeco-
nomic status. When the process of ed-
ucation is decontextualized and tech-
nicalized, the reasons for such tragic
consistency are irrelevant. Books la-
bels this dynamic “a politics of not
seeing” that allows forces of racism
and class bias to continue to inflict
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their damage without acknowledg-
ment. Weil in “Goals of Standards” is
clear about the way teachers in stan-
dards of complexity must respond to
such unaddressed pathology:

It would be perfidious to propose that
equity can exist within the institutions
of education while economic and social
inequality pervades major social institu-
tions as a whole. For this reason, teach-
ers as intellectuals must become teach-
ers as social activists, collaborating and
reoxygenating their unions with vision
and struggling for a commitment on
the part of society to make children the
top priority, to preserve and strengthen
public education, to provide adequate
nutrition and health care to families, to
furnish safe schools and neighborhoods,
to ensure the development and distri-
bution of fair and adequate funding for
public education, to equalize opportu-
nity, and to support local decision mak-
ing by governing bodies.

With Weil’s goals in mind, advo-
cates of standards of complexity begin
to analyze how educators specifically
go about arranging instruction for
such purposes. Judi Hirsch in her es-
say on “Mediated Learning” notes
that in the everyday life of the class-
room, students from poverty-stricken,
marginalized, and immigrant popula-
tions who are bright and intelligent
still do not perform well. Even though
they participate in classroom activi-
ties, they seem not to remember many
things that happen in their lessons.
Those features they do remember are
viewed as “isolated occurrences”

rather than one aspect of “a coherent
and sequential body of knowledge.”
Unlike advocates of technical stan-
dards, Hirsch and proponents of stan-
dards of complexity understand the
complicated web that shapes such stu-
dent forgetfulness. This is not a mat-
ter of cognitive inability but a social,
cultural, linguistic, emotional, and
pedagogical dynamic.

Teachers operating in standards of
complexity refuse to write off such
students as test-score liabilities. In-
stead, as Hirsch suggests, they work
with these students, helping them
construct cognitive structures that will
allow them to see the interrelationship
of classroom concepts. With such a
cognitive infrastructure in place, mar-
ginalized students begin to discern
frameworks on which they can hang
information and concepts developed
in class. In this way, memory is facili-
tated and academic performance im-
proves. But such improvement cannot
take place without a recognition of the
complexity of the problem and teach-
ers who have the time and ability to
help students construct such frame-
works. Top-down technical standards
not only do not allow for such peda-
gogies but actually subvert them when
empowered teachers attempt to bring
them to the classroom. Indeed, such
teaching interventions don’t fit into
the test-preparation drills so common
in the curriculum of technical stan-
dards. Thus, as Rob Linné concludes
in “Urban Education,” education for
social mobility becomes harder and
harder for marginalized students to
attain.



Rethinking the Psychological
Aspects of Standards: 
The Struggle for Complexity

Embedded in technical standards is a
view of educational and cognitive psy-
chology that attempts to emulate the
perspectives and methodologies of the
physical sciences. Applied in this hu-
man realm without a consideration of
the differences in knowledge produc-
tion in the human (social and psycho-
logical) sphere and the physical do-
main, such a psychology can present a
socially decontextualized, highly re-
ductionistic, and dangerous view of
consciousness, human agency (the ca-
pacity to act), teaching, and learning.
Such a view promotes a notion of hi-
erarchical intelligence that, on the ba-
sis of these reductionistic studies, di-
vides people into the capable and the
incapable. The split shows up in class-
rooms along demographic fault lines
—not in relation to ability differences.
It can be found in vocational guidance
with the worthy steered into high-
skill, high-salaried positions and the
unworthy into the unskilled labor
pool; and it is observable in educa-
tional organizations, as administrators
and school-district leaders set pur-
poses and objectives while teachers are
expected to concern themselves with
simply “how to do it.”

This psychological view is grounded
in a psychometric philosophy of edu-
cation that maintains that all learners’
abilities can be precisely and objec-
tively measured. Such a perspective
unconsciously endorses an epistemo-
logical position involving the belief

that if something (intelligence, for ex-
ample) exists, then an expert can meas-
ure how much of it exists. Although
this might be true in a physical, scien-
tific context, the social, educational,
and psychological realm is character-
ized by a different set of circum-
stances. Much of what advocates of
standards of complexity are interested
in does not lend itself to mathematical
expression. How do we delineate in
numbers a student’s disposition to
learn? What percentage of a student’s
performance depends on the social
context in which she grew up? The
psychometric belief that everything
important about humans is measura-
ble actually distorts our understanding
of education, as it obscures the as-
sumptions often made about the pro-
duction of knowledge.

What understandings, for example,
do tests on technical-content stan-
dards actually measure? Low-level
cognitive rote memory of fragmented
data? Short-term memory? Do the
tests address the connections among
ostensibly unrelated concepts? The
ability to apply knowledge of relation-
ships to the identification and solution
of unrecognized problems? In this
context, a central argument emerges
concerning the desirability of stan-
dards of complexity over technical-
content standards. When technical-
content standards are established and
accountability schemes mandate stan-
dardized tests to measure whether the
students have mastered the content, a
harmful consequence emerges. Evalu-
ation procedures come to drive
teacher actions and their curricula.
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This is especially detrimental to the
quality of education when that which
is easy to measure tends to be trivial,
low-level abilities; that which is diffi-
cult to measure tends to be more com-
plex and important abilities.

Thus, trivial rote memorization is
included in the curriculum whereas
important reasoning, analytical, ap-
plicative features are excluded. In the
name of high standards, educational
quality is compromised. Teachers are
pressured to teach to the fragmented
content standards, to emphasize mem-
orization, computation, and busywork
in isolation from the passions, com-
plexities, and possibilities of human
beings. In technical standards–driven
education, schooling becomes a silly
game, a trivial pursuit of abstract, un-
connected, and inert data. In this
oversimplified world, low scores on
the standards tests are seen as differ-
ences in ability. Subjects are organized
as separate from one another, discrete
bodies of information unconnected to
anything save more information in the
subject (Novick, 1996). Learning is
viewed like the D Train following the
tracks from Brooklyn to Manhattan:
there is no room for divergence, for
contextualization, for problematizing;
the single-minded purpose is to “mas-
ter” the data provided, to “get to the
end of the line.” (My essay on “Reduc-
tionism” extends these concerns.)

The hierarchical view of intelli-
gence that supports technical stan-
dards also champions particular mod-
els of the human mind. The rational
and ordered mind that emerges here is
a reductionistic representation of the

mind as a computer. Studying the var-
ious articulations of technical stan-
dards, we see an emphasis on com-
puter-like abilities as the goal of such
an education: immediate recall, stor-
age of copious amounts of data, and
programmability. Difficult-to-meas-
ure abilities such as conceiving the
cosmos from new vantage points, re-
vealing that which is not immediately
seen in a situation, or viewing oneself
from the perspective of other world-
views are not relevant here. The in-
put-output model of the mind reigns
supreme in the kingdom of technical
standards. Often, when advocates of
standards of complexity speak in this
dominion, their assertion that pro-
moting educational quality involves an
awareness of a far more sophisticated
view of the mind falls on deaf ears (In-
ayatullah, 1995).

Several authors in the encyclopedia
are concerned with these issues of
cognitive reductionism. In “Learning
Theory and Cognition,” I examine the
basic aspects of formalism and its con-
tribution to cognitive reductionism. I
focus on the oversimplified, cause-ef-
fect worldview of formalism that
breaks a phenomenon into isolated
fragments in order to understand the
way it works. Unfortunately, in this
process, formalism breaks down the
intricate web of interrelationships and
contexts that provides meaning to the
phenomenon without ever appreciat-
ing the way significance has been sub-
verted. Danny Weil in “Functional-
ism” addresses this same dynamic,
illustrating the ways that reductionis-
tic formalism has served the needs of



schooling and the economic power in-
terests of U.S. society. In formalism’s
reduction of the complexity of social,
economic, political, cultural, literary,
and physical scientific processes, it
produced the basis for a psychology of
regulation or a managerial science of
the mind.

In this regulatory psychology, cul-
turally exclusive definitions of intelli-
gence were developed. Weil describes
this reductionistic notion of intelli-
gence in “Goals of Standards” as an
undemocratic conception “based on
solely Cartesian scientific, rationalistic
claims to achievement.” He returns to
the concept in “California State Stan-
dards”: “Schools and standardized test
designers consequently focused their
attention on measuring what they saw
as the highest order of intelligence.
This one-dimensional definition of in-
telligence has formed the basis and ra-
tionale for the standardized tests given
to elementary school students and, by
so doing, has defined the method and
theory behind instruction.” Indeed,
we cannot understand the logic of
technical standards without appreciat-
ing its psychological foundations.
Weil adds to our cognizance of these
dynamics, as he traces the movement
from cognitive formalism to pro-
nouncements of preordained linear
stages for learning and knowing, to
authoritarian content standards based
on such cognitive assumptions.

This reductionistic formalism can
be clearly viewed in Jean Piaget’s de-
contextualized view of cognitive de-
velopment. In this context, Weil docu-
ments Piaget’s psychologization of

learning with its dismissal of the soci-
ological, political, and economic
forces that shape the process. Weil
also criticizes Piaget’s assertion that
formal thinking, with its basis in
mathematical-scientific reasoning,
constitutes the highest order of hu-
man intelligence. Weil in all of his es-
says in the encyclopedia makes refer-
ence to Shirley Steinberg’s and my
notion of postformal cognitive theory.
Postformalism transcends much of the
language associated with Piagetian
and most other theories of higher-or-
der thinking. In this process, it at-
tempts to lay out a cognitive theory
that supports an understanding of
multiple dimensions of complexity—
standards of complexity included.

Whereas traditional cognitive sci-
ence has associated disinterestedness,
objectivity, adult cognition, and prob-
lem solving with higher-order think-
ing, postformalism challenges such
concepts: Postformal thinking is not
disinterested; it is committed to a
democratic system of meaning and the
notion of social justice it assumes.
Postformal thinking is not objective; it
is unabashedly subjective with its cele-
bration of intimacy between the
knower and the known. Postformal
thinking is not simply an adult stage of
cognition; it recognizes expressions of
postformalism in children and in ado-
lescents. Postformal thinking does not
seek simply to solve defined and struc-
tured problems; it is interested in the
ability to see problems where others
see tranquillity. Instead of focusing on
the solution to the puzzle that every-
one recognizes as a puzzle, postformal
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thinking wonders where the puzzle
came from and who recognized it as
being in need of a solution. Life rarely
presents problems that are well struc-
tured like a puzzle. Most of the prob-
lems we find in the lived world are of
the ill-structured variety. They possess
no single, unqualified solution that
can be attained merely by plugging in
the correct cognitive process (Down-
ing, 1990).

Postformal thinking resituates cog-
nitive theory as an empowering dis-
course. As Piagetian stage theory be-
came institutionalized and normalized,
it no longer served the purpose of
freeing individuals from arbitrary de-
scriptions of intelligence. In the case
of the Piagetian and other cognitive
systems, social decontextualization re-
moved the theories from a dialogical
interplay with other cognitive per-
spectives. These cognitive systems
failed to understand that the methods
we employ to transmit and to interpret
our experiences are socially con-
structed, because they are inseparable
from linguistic forms that are cultur-
ally generated.

Individuals do not exist in a decon-
textualized isolation booth, coldly ana-
lyzing the cosmos through thick glass
and formulating logical, Mr. Spock–
like conclusions about it. On the con-
trary, what we often designate as rea-
son is always a sociopolitical process of
meaning making. Reason is socially
constructed, since any references, allu-
sions, or metaphors we might employ
and any linguistic symbols we might
utilize are social forms that carry with
them the baggage of cultural codes,

symbols, and signs. Reason and the
production of meaning are not simply
psychological processes; they are al-
ways socially mediated. Social media-
tion shapes mental action by providing
individuals with tools such as language
and social conventions (Wertsch,
1991). Contemporary social analysis
has subverted the modernist, formalist
conception of the autonomously
formed individual.

Postformalism understands this so-
cial construction of meaning and self
and operates on the conceptual foun-
dation it creates. Thus, contrary to the
pronouncements of formalism, indi-
viduals are not simply intelligent or
not intelligent. One’s contextual for-
mation as a “self” shapes the way an
individual relates to school or the aca-
demic functions of school. Regardless
of “innate ability,” for example, a child
who is raised in an upper-class home
with two parents with Ph.D.’s is more
likely to score better on an IQ test
than an individual reared by illiterate
migrant workers who never went to
school for a full year. Educators oper-
ating on the basis of a postformal edu-
cational psychology would understand
these social dynamics in developing an
educational plan for such an individ-
ual. They would take into account the
complexity of social influences in un-
derstanding his or her relation to
schooling.

With these cognitive understand-
ings in mind, Weil in the name of
standards of complexity confronts the
cognitive formalism that undergirds
technical standards. Such reductionis-
tic standards, he contends in “Califor-



nia State Standards,” assume “that
students need an information base be-
fore they can think critically and that
elementary schools should be a place
where this information base is con-
structed and important skills ac-
quired.” Thus, the focus of instruction
becomes the memorization of factual
data, for formalism contends that stu-
dents will have the opportunity to
think critically at a later time—a time
that seems to never arrive. Thus, this
formalistic linearity propels the top-
down technical standards–driven cur-
riculum. Conceptualizing an intelli-
gent person as one in Weil’s words
“who is a repository of facts,” the
advocates of technical standards dis-
miss educational activities that focus
on the use of information or the de-
velopment of skills to gain and pro-
duce knowledge. Thus, technical stan-
dards focus on the lowest levels of
cognitive activity.

Such a cognitive focus, Bill Bigelow
maintains in his chapter on “Multicul-
turalism,” transforms classrooms “into
vast wading pools of information for
students to memorize without critical
reflection.” With formalistic cognitive
structures and the curriculum that is
grounded upon them firmly in place,
the public finds it difficult to imagine
educational alternatives. When advo-
cates of standards of complexity offer
different ways of thinking about the
purposes of education, Bob Peterson
and Monty Neill argue in their chapter
on “Testing,” they are often met by
citizens who cannot see beyond the re-
ductionistic curriculum and the multi-
ple-choice standardized tests used to

assess it. Such structures are viewed in
a context shaped by formalism as the
only “rational” way, as Hursh describes
it in “Politics of Education,” to build
an educational system.

Such a reductionistic perspective
promotes a truncated view of rational-
ity that serves to undermine the dem-
ocratic control of educational policy.
When rational has been defined in a
formalistic way, the alternative ration-
alities of postformalism and other
ways of seeing are automatically elimi-
nated from consideration. Whereas
postformalism, for example, is con-
cerned with issues of “how to think,”
formalistic pseudorationality con-
structs a set of technical standards that
in the words of Weil in “California
State Standards” tells students and
teachers “what to think.” Thus, as
Hursh reminds us in “Politics of Edu-
cation,” under the flag of rationality
and getting government off the backs
of the people, right-wing technical
standards institute new and more in-
sidious forms of governmental inter-
vention and regulation. In her essay
on “Purposes of Education,” Patricia
Hinchey exposes whose political in-
terests are served in this educational
arrangement: those already privileged
profit the most, whereas the marginal-
ized gain the least. Formalism helps
maintain the status quo.

Constructing a Psychology 
of Complexity
Instead of promoting the mind as
memory chips, advocates of standards
of complexity embrace a psychology of
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complexity that views learning as an
untidy process of constructing new re-
lationships in the interaction of cultural
understandings, the influences of the
information environment, familiar sto-
ries, idiosyncratic ways of making
meaning, and schooling. Teachers
aided by a familiarity with standards of
complexity work to help construct for
themselves and their students insights
and interpretations of concepts emerg-
ing in the interplay of these various
knowledge forms. In the linear,
straight-ahead world of technical stan-
dards, one must not venture into the
land of untidiness, the domain where
learning matters for something other
than meeting the standards and scor-
ing high on the tests. When teachers
and students venture into untidiness,
they have “gotten off the subject.”
Top-down technical standards and the
form of testing for retention of bits of
data they necessitate actually under-
mine the struggle for a rigorous, high-
quality, equitable, and democratic edu-
cation. As they promote a conception
of the mind that is archaic in light of
what scholars from numerous fields
have asserted over the last few decades,
technical standards promote intellec-
tual poverty in the guise of excellence.

In early psychologist Edwin Thorn-
dike’s persisting psychometric model,
an entity—a thing-in-itself—called in-
telligence existed within each individ-
ual. The quantity of this intelligence
each person possessed would shape
how well he or she performed both in
school and in life. Such a view has
been challenged from numerous quar-
ters, including Howard Gardner and

his multiple intelligences, minority
scholars in their analyses of African
American and Latino performances in
schools, gender analysts and their ex-
aminations of the patriarchal inscrip-
tions on cognitive theories, and con-
structivist analyses and their studies of
concept building and meaning mak-
ing. Drawing upon all of these analy-
ses, a psychology of complexity is
emerging that accounts for the inter-
action of self and context, the intrica-
cies of memory and concept building,
and the value of cross-cultural cogni-
tive insights. It is this psychology of
complexity that can provide one of the
supports for standards that moves edu-
cators to pursue new levels of human
possibility (Theobold and Mills, 1995;
DiMaggio, 1997).

This complex notion of human pos-
sibility is generative, as it seeks deeper
understanding. Moving beyond the
traditional model of educational and
cognitive psychology, a psychology of
complexity addresses modes of criti-
cism, creativity, theorizing, imagina-
tion, and meaning making (Howley,
Pendarvis, and Howley, 1993). Shirley
Steinberg and my postformal psychol-
ogy of complexity attempts to blur
boundaries separating cognition, cul-
ture, epistemology, history, psycho-
analysis, economics, and politics.
Without this boundary crossing and
contextualization, the psychology that
supports technical standards promotes
a form of learning disability. Such a
reductionistic form of learning mani-
fests itself in an inability to keep up
with changes in the worlds of com-
merce, ideas, scholarship, informa-



tion, and social and technological
needs. The types of thinking that were
conceptualized and taught in the past
are insufficient for the present elec-
tronic culture and the hyper-changes
that will occur in the first decades of
the new century. (See Lester’s “Work-
ing with Knowledge” for an expansion
of these concepts.)

Such dramatic changes in informa-
tion and human interaction demand a
psychology of complexity and a new
rigor in the education it grounds. As I
emphasize in “Subject Matter and
Content,” our notion of a psychology
of complexity and its concern with
cognitive processes and analytical
abilities does not imply a lack of con-
cern with content. Any effort to build
cognitive processes must be under-
taken in relation to a body of content.
Human beings simply cannot think
outside the boundaries of something
to “think about”—what constitutes
this object of cognition is always im-
portant. Thus, standards of complex-
ity and the psychology of complexity
in which they are grounded create an
interacting dialectic between content
and cognitive processes. As analysts
trace this connection, they blur the
boundaries that covertly induce edu-
cators to fragment thinking processes,
content and curriculum, student back-
ground, and sociocultural context.
Operating in this “connected” do-
main, the discipline of educational
psychology enters into a stage of
metamorphosis. Emerging from its
disciplinary cocoon, the field begins to
grasp the complexity that its narrow
vision had eclipsed (Howley, Pen-
darvis, and Howley, 1993).

Thus, a psychology of complexity
makes such a dramatic entrance into
the conversation about educational
standards that it cannot be ignored.
Challenged by this new educational
and cognitive psychology, standards
talk can never be the same. Under-
standing the impact of sociocultural,
political, and economic contexts, a
psychology of complexity exposes the
way a more traditional cognitivism has
tended to construct ability or aptitude
as a quality found among only the
privileged few. Viewing intelligence as
a biological thing-in-itself (substance),
a technicist psychology creates a peda-
gogy of hopelessness that assigns stu-
dents to lifelong categories. When a
psychology of complexity begins to
examine the ways cultural, economic,
political, and social forces inscribe
both this psychology and the educa-
tion it promotes, whom we consider
capable of learning begins to change.
The cognitive sophistication of these
students who fall outside the domain
of the cultural mainstream—non-
white, lower-socioeconomic-class, En-
glish as a second language, with non-
formally educated parents—in this
fresh psychological context begins to
materialize before newly focused eyes.

Sue Books in “Class and Socioeco-
nomics” is very sensitive to this ques-
tion of who is considered capable of
learning. Reporting on right-wing
pronouncements concerning the im-
pact of socioeconomic class on learn-
ing, Books disputes the conservative
charge that educators concerned with
social justice believe that students from
poor families cannot learn. Indeed,
right-wing advocates of technical stan-
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dards must be relying on the appeal of
the big lie, for it is proponents of so-
cially just standards of complexity who
understand the talents and kinetic cog-
nitive possibilities of marginalized stu-
dents. A psychology of complexity and
postformalism are nothing if not dedi-
cated to validating the cognitive capac-
ities of such students and to overcom-
ing the forces that subvert their efforts
to assert their abilities. These concerns
constitute the lifeblood of standards of
complexity.

In addition, a psychology of com-
plexity changes the standards debate
and the quest for a high-quality edu-
cation with its understanding that not
only is cognitive ability expressed in
diverse ways but it is learnable as well.
Individuals of various ages, back-
grounds, and IQ scores can learn con-
ceptual systems that help them make
meaning, that facilitate their under-
standing of and ability to negotiate the
world around them. Given this real-
ization, there is no reason for high
standards to assume the failure of a
large group of students. Indeed, in
standards of complexity, a key goal
would involve making sure that a far
greater number of students performed
better in school. One of the standards
in this configuration would involve a
greater percentage of high student
achievement—especially students
from low-socioeconomic and non-
white backgrounds.

Teachers operating in a context
shaped by standards of complexity and
a psychology of complexity are em-
powered to help students gain the dis-
position to learn usable analytical
skills in school. Teachers can guide

such students in their attempts to fo-
cus their passions and direct their en-
ergies toward certain academic, social,
and individual goals. Although such
goals may not seem especially diffi-
cult—and they aren’t—they are not
considered in many traditional educa-
tional psychologies and in the techni-
cal standards they support. Great
hope is generated by a psychology of
complexity, as it rejects the cognitive
hopelessness of rigid hereditarian psy-
chologies. Not only is intelligence
learnable, we contend, but also it can
be taught in numerous places: the
schools, workplaces, civic organiza-
tions, union halls, and any other place
where people interact. Standards of
complexity induce educators to make
use of these places and to enter into
collaborative educational relationships
with people involved with them. Such
understandings can revolutionize the
concept and practice of education in
this society.

A Psychology of Complexity
Cultivates the Intellect and
Imagines Higher Orders 
of Thinking
Our psychology of complexity and the
standards it promotes seek not to
mandate some minimal form of com-
petence in reading and math but to
cultivate the intellect. By the phrase
cultivating the intellect, we do not mean
to imply some feel-good notion of
warmth and contentment with happy
teachers and students walking hand in
hand through fields of zinnias and daf-
fodils. Although we have no problem
with happy students and teachers and



flowers, our concern with intellect in-
volves developing analytical and inter-
pretive abilities, cultivating civic un-
derstandings and the courage to take
action in the name of justice, teaching
contextualizing skills and the capacity
to view a situation from a variety of
contexts, developing an awareness of
self in relation to the world and the
ability to identify the values that sup-
port particular political and moral
convictions, creating the ability to ex-
amine the standards that guide one’s
education and reflect on their viability
and worthiness, and helping students
become participants in the ongoing
process of creating meaning in both
private and public spaces (Apple,
1993; Howley, Pendarvis, and How-
ley, 1993).

If teachers are to cultivate rigorous
intellect in schools, then they must
understand the concept of higher-or-
der thinking and be able to engage in

it. Proponents of standards of com-
plexity must not only call for such
abilities, but also model them for all
parties involved and provide assistance
for anyone who needs help developing
them. This is necessary for school re-
form based on standards of complexity
to work. Teachers and students in this
framework develop their intellect by
learning a variety of methods of analy-
sis, interpretation, and research. Us-
ing experiences with quantitative and
qualitative reasoning, teachers and
students develop an intellect that is
able to trace the forms of reasoning
that produced particular knowledge.
Such scholars are capable of discern-
ing how evidence was weighed and ar-
guments developed.

Equipped with such intellectual
abilities, teachers and students are
much better prepared to critique the
information that bombards them.
When history is presented to them via
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a particular story (or narrative
arrangement of events), such rigorous
teachers and students will be able to
examine the sources the historian
used, explore those he or she did not
include, expose the values behind par-
ticular interpretations of a historical
event, analyze the purpose of writing
the history in the first place, ask why
the school system chose this historical
work and not others, and propose
other stories and interpretations to
counterpose the ones provided. What
a rigorous academic exercise and pro-
found display of a democratic form of
education this could be: an informed
public discussion of the sociopolitical
implications of the historical knowl-
edge with which students are provided
and a sophisticated analysis of the
process that produced it.

In this rigorous context, knowledge
would not be simply taken on faith in
the printed word or because the text-
book author said so, but analyzed by
democratic teachers, students, and cit-
izens taking their worldviews and des-
tinies into their own hands. Modes of
research and rules mandated by cer-
tain forms of analysis would be ques-
tioned, and the assumptions behind
various rationalities of particular log-
ics would be evaluated. Leaving far
behind the low-level skill-and-drill
pedagogies demanded by technical
standards, a psychology of complexity
would promote a higher-order, reflec-
tive form of thinking that would en-
courage teachers and students to mon-
itor and expand their cognitive
possibilities. Becoming not only re-
searchers of the world but also re-

searchers of themselves, teachers in
this new rigor, new reflectivity, would
move students into critical encounters
with texts in a variety of domains (Fis-
cher, 1998; Novick, 1996; Madison,
1988). One of the purposes of such
textual encounters would involve a
heightened self-understanding. Wil-
liam Pinar (1994) provided insight
into this cognitive dynamic with his
concept of currere—the Latin root of
the word curriculum.

An important aspect of Pinar’s cur-
rere involves the investigation of an in-
dividual’s inner experience, especially
in relation to a particular text. Thus, a
teacher aware of currere would use the
method to explore his or her own or a
student’s consciousness of the inner
world of psychological experience.
Thus, in standards of complexity, a
teacher would gain the ability to cre-
ate new pedagogical insights and ap-
proaches based on currere’s ability to
bring to consciousness culturally con-
structed concepts of self, reality, and
the role of education in one’s life.
Gaining insights to portions of their
own and their students’ “selves” previ-
ously obscured, rigorous teachers
would better understand the relation
of their teaching to their students’
identity formation. In this way, the
impact of students’ exposure to partic-
ular knowledge and their unconscious
absorption of certain epistemologies
could be assessed.

A cognizance of the ways that
power produces identity and self-con-
cept (academic self-concept in partic-
ular) provides teachers with part of the
information necessary to making in-



formed pedagogical decisions that
lead to both a new academic rigor and
an extension of such learning to a far
broader group of students. In this
context of teacher research, educators
can gain specific insights into, for ex-
ample, the way real obstacles such as
unequal power, status, and wealth af-
fect students’ ways of thinking about
their education. These types of under-
standings are the types of teaching
skills that a psychology of complexity
and the standards that accompany it
advocate. The path to educational im-
provement—the new rigor, higher-
order thinking, and a democratic edu-
cation where self-directed learners
take control of their learning—is con-
structed by these types of teacher abil-
ities (Zeno, 1998).

Teachers, like students, are capable
of so much more than technical stan-
dards give them credit for. When
teachers are not encouraged to be self-
directed learners who can model and
teach higher-order thinking, they, like
many students, get extremely bored
and restless. In my own experience as
a public school teacher, I felt tremen-
dous frustrations when my efforts to
“go further,” to push myself and my
students to new levels of human possi-
bility, were viewed as dangerous activ-
ities necessitating punishment. Even-
tually, I left for higher education,
where I had a better chance to pursue
new ways of thinking, teaching, and
being human. I was not alone; aca-
demically talented teachers are far
more likely to resign elementary and
high school positions than the less ac-
ademically inclined. Academically tal-

ented teachers often find their talents
punished and their efforts economi-
cally unrewarded. Frequently, these
“best and brightest” report their in-
ability to cope professionally and
emotionally with the anti-intellectual
culture of the schools (Howley, Pen-
darvis, and Howley, 1993).

A psychology of complexity and
standards of complexity take on even
more importance in this talent-drain-
ing context. Such new approaches to
education help the talented teachers
previously mentioned, as well as all
other teachers, gain insight into the
assumptions and unexamined beliefs
that shape such academically hostile,
deskilled workplace cultures. These
school climates do not develop acci-
dentally; an entire set of tacit political,
pedagogical, epistemological, and on-
tological assumptions shapes them in
particular ways. Standards of com-
plexity engage teachers in an explo-
ration and understanding of the ways
school climate is produced, so that the
values and beliefs responsible for
shaping it can be challenged (David-
ovic, 1996).

Rigorous teachers in this context
conduct research into the genesis of
particular school organizations and
climates. They trace the ways such an
environment shapes expectations for
teachers and students, models of staff
development, curriculum, instruction,
and assessment. Simply the act of
teachers researching such matters
changes the culture of the school.
Teachers begin to realize that research
is not an esoteric skill reserved only
for the sequestered experts and that
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they as practitioners have much to
contribute to the educational conver-
sation. Once teachers get a taste of the
empowerment connected to a psy-
chology of and standards of complex-
ity, they cannot return to top-down
technicism. The school climate be-
comes one that rewards and facilitates
higher-order thinking for teachers and
in turn for students. The cultivation of
the intellect and the actions such a
process demands become everyday
features of the new rigorous school
culture (Novick, 1996).

Postformalism Grounds
Higher-Order Thinking in
Standards of Complexity
It is important to lay out the specifics
of postformalism as we address these
issues of cognition and higher-order
thinking and their relationship to the
standards conversation. As delineated
in this introduction and by several au-
thors throughout the encyclopedia,
postformalism provides a key founda-
tion for standards of complexity. How
we define thinking exerts a dramatic
impact on both the nature of educa-
tion and the shape of society. Indeed,
as a higher-order form of cognition,
postformal thinking can change the
tenor of schools and the future of
teaching. Self-reflection would be-
come a priority with teachers and stu-
dents, as postformal educators attend
to the impact of school and society on
the shaping of the self. In such a con-
text, teaching and learning would be
considered acts of meaning making
that subvert the technicist view of

teaching as the mastering of a body of
unproblematized information.

Shaped by postformalism, teacher
education could no longer separate
technique from purpose, reducing
teaching to a deskilled act of rule fol-
lowing and concern with methodolog-
ical format. A school guided by em-
powered postformal thinkers would
no longer privilege white male experi-
ence as the standard by which all other
experiences are measured. Such real-
izations would point out a guiding
concern with social justice and the
way unequal power relations in school
and society destroy the promise of
democratic life. Postformal teachers
would no longer passively accept the
pronouncements of standardized-test
and curriculum makers without exam-
ining the social contexts in which their
students live and the ways those con-
texts help shape student performance.
Lessons in every subject domain
would be reconceptualized in light of
a critical notion of student under-
standing. Postformal teachers would
ask if their classroom experiences pro-
mote, as Howard Gardner (1991) puts
it, the highest level of understanding
that is possible. Postformal thinking
involves:

1. Etymology (a study of origins, his-
toricization)—the exploration of the
forces that produce what the culture
validates as knowledge. Individuals
who think etymologically inquire into
the sources of their intuitions and “gut
feelings.” Rarely do we come up with
such feelings independently, for most
thoughts and feelings are collective in



origin (Bohm and Edwards, 1991;
Senge, 1990). Consider, for example,
language—it is entirely collective. We
may think that our assumptions are
self-generated, but typically we get
them from the core of culturally ap-
proved assumptions. The concept of
“thinking for oneself” must be recon-
sidered in light of these concerns; in-
deed, without an awareness and un-
derstanding of etymology, women and
men are incapable of understanding
why they hold particular opinions or
specific values. Without such appreci-
ations, the ability for reflection and
analysis is seriously undermined. It is
not an exaggeration to maintain that
the capacity for critical thought is
grounded in the postformal concern
with etymology.

A. The Origins of Knowledge: Post-
formalism induces us to ask what
we know, how we come to know
it, why we believe or reject it,
and how we evaluate the credi-
bility of the evidence. Where did
the epistemological and cultural
forms that undergird our knowl-
edge originate and gain social
certification?

B. Thinking about Thinking—the ex-
amination of the social construc-
tion of consciousness, of our own
inner world of psychological ex-
perience.

C. Asking Unique Questions and Prob-
lem Detection—the transcendence
of mere problem solving and the
subsequent move to problem de-
tection. Postformalists see prob-
lems where others see equilib-

rium and thus gain insight to as-
pects of the cosmos previously
missed. With this understanding,
social-studies educators can trace
the etymology of what is and is
not considered a problem in a
cultural setting.

2. Pattern—the understanding of
the connecting patterns and relation-
ships that shape the lived world. Hav-
ing in 1992 spent a harrowing night in
a small bathroom with three of my
children and three dogs seeking shel-
ter from Hurricane Andrew, I am
aware of the power of the cyclonic
weather pattern that creates unfath-
omable power. High and low pressure
centers developing in differing loca-
tions are part of the hurricane system,
as they interact with prevailing wind
patterns to direct the path of the
storm. Each component of the pattern
influences the others in a way that is
typically hidden from view. One can
comprehend the system of a hurricane
only by thinking of it as a totality, not
as independent, discrete parts. Knowl-
edge of various types is also con-
structed by invisible patterns charac-
terized by interlocking activities.
From our vantage point in the middle
of these patterns, they are extremely
difficult to identify. Modernist science
and education have typically focused
on separate pieces of the patterns,
many times missing the system itself.
As a result, serious problems go un-
solved, as mainstream “experts” focus
on specific events. No matter how ed-
ucated individuals become, if they
cannot escape the confinements of
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formal thinking, then they will be held
hostage by unseen patterns. A central
dimension of standards of complexity
involves learning to discern patterns
in the information with which one is
confronted. Postformalists must be
able to develop this ability in their ef-
forts to sophisticate their abilities as
knowledge workers.

A. Exploring Deep Patterns and
Structures—uncovering the tacit
forces, the hidden assumptions,
that shape perceptions of the
world and the forms that the
world takes. Postformalists rec-
ognize patterns of exclusion or
identify social or historical struc-
tures or both that are erased
from the curriculum. Without
such recognitions, a teacher or
student would see a very differ-
ent, even a reductionistic and
fragmented, view of social reality.

B. Seeing Relationships between Osten-
sibly Different Things—develop-
ing a metaphoric form of cogni-
tion that involves the fusion of
previously disparate concepts in
unanticipated ways. The concept
of mind itself may be thought of
as a relationship; in postformal-
ism the patterns of connection
become more important than
sets of fragmented parts.

C.Uncovering Various Levels of Inter-
connection between Mind and
Ecosystem—revealing the larger
patterns of life forces. Indeed,
life itself may have less to do with
the parts of a living thing than
with patterns of information, the

relations between or among the
parts, and the interconnected
dance of the living process. Such
patterns of life make it virtually
impossible to discern where liv-
ing things end and nonliving
things begin.

3. Process—the cultivation of new
ways of reading and researching the
world that attempt to make sense of
both ourselves and contemporary so-
ciety. The way modernist civilization
has developed with its Cartesian-
Newtonian logic and scientific reduc-
tionism has taken its toll on human
creativity. All human beings naturally
hold the potential for creative think-
ing processes, but through their accul-
turation and especially their educa-
tion, many men and women have lost
such a capacity. Many analysts argue
that prehistoric peoples lived a more
creative existence than we do now—a
shock to our modern systems. They
devised not only tools and useful ob-
jects but creative ornamental and spir-
itual articles as well. Unlike many
workers and students today, they did
not follow a mechanical routine. For
prehistoric humans, every day was dif-
ferent, new, and possibly quite inter-
esting and exciting. The postformal
notion of process attempts to recap-
ture that excitement and interest by
devising new processes of perceiving
the world, new methods of research-
ing. The postformal process attempts
to break the mold, to rethink thinking
in a way that repositions men and
women as active producers, not pas-
sive receivers of knowledge. Such a



notion of process understands that
processes of analysis that understand
that all information is “in process,” a
part of a larger process of develop-
ment, need to be developed. The river
that flows by an observer today is a
different river from the one observed
last year—it is at a different stage in its
own process.

A. Deconstruction—seeing the world
as a text to be read. Deconstruc-
tion can be defined in many
ways—as a method of reading, an
interpretive process, or a philo-
sophical orientation. Postformal-
ists use all three of these defini-
tions, as they view the world as
full of texts to be deconstructed,
to be explored for unintended
meanings. Scholars who under-
stand this dynamic engage in an
active process of discerning the
multiple meanings embedded in
the various aspects of the world
and the impossibility of coming
to a final understanding.

B. Connecting Logic and Emotion—
engaging in a creative process
that stretches the boundaries of
consciousness. Such a process
sees the unity of logic and emo-
tion and the synergistic possibili-
ties that such a connection im-
plies. The process of postformal
knowing, therefore, involves
emotional as well as cognitive
states of mind. As such, emotions
are seen as powerful knowing
processes that ground cognition.

C.Nonlinear Holism—transcending
simplistic notions of the cause-

effect process. Cartesian formal-
ism accepts the notion of linear
causality in the social world,
whereas postformalism assumes a
complex process of reciprocity
and holism. Cause-effect ration-
ality in this view may involve the
modernist propensity for reduc-
tionism and its attendant decon-
textualization.

4. Contextualization—the apprecia-
tion that knowledge can never stand
alone or be complete in and of itself.
When one abstracts, one takes some-
thing away from its context. Of
course, this is necessary in everyday
life, because there is too much infor-
mation out there to be understood in
detail by the mind. If an object of
thinking cannot be abstracted, it will
be lost in a larger pattern. The post-
formal thinker is certainly capable of
abstraction, but at the same time such
a thinker refuses to lose sight of the
conceptual field, the context that pro-
vides separate entities with meaning
(Raizen and Colvin, 1991). For ex-
ample, modernist schooling typically
has concentrated on teaching students
the “what” of school subjects. Life and
job experiences have traditionally
taught us “how” and “why.” If deeper
levels of understanding are desired,
tasks must be learned in the context in
which they fit. In light of such a pro-
nouncement, we can begin to see that
novice workers are people who possess
no specific knowledge of a particular
work setting, even though they may
come to the situation with everyday
knowledge and academic information.
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Such “greenhorns” become seasoned
veterans only after they gain familiar-
ity with specific social, symbolic, en-
coded, technical, and other types of
workplace resources—that is, the con-
text of the workplace (Raizen, 1989).
Thus, postformal researchers become
researchers of contexts. As postformal
researchers operate, their ability to fo-
cus their attention on the contexts in
which a piece of data is found becomes
second nature. Meaning making is
possible only when information is
contextualized.

A. Attending to the Setting—develop-
ing a context in which an obser-
vation can assume its full mean-
ing. Information derives meaning
only in the context created by
other information. Cartesian for-
malism often fails in its reduc-
tionism to analyze setting. Extra-
neous circumstances so quickly
dismissed by modernism often
prove to be the keys to new in-
sights that change our view of
education, society, or the cosmos
itself. John Dewey (1916) main-
tained that an individual is a so-
phisticated thinker to the degree
he or she sees an event not as
something isolated but in its rela-
tion to the larger experience of
human beings.

B. Understanding the Subtle Interac-
tion of Particularity and General-
ization—contextualizing general-
ization in particularity and
particularity in generalization.
When thinking is captured by
the Cartesian obsession with

generalization, the nature of the
particular is missed when it is
treated as a sample of a species or
type—it is not itself; it is a repre-
sentative. At the same time, the
life force, the visceral dynamic
that makes the general worth
knowing, is supplied by its con-
textualization by the particular.

C.The Role of Power in Shaping the
Way the World Is Represented:
Making sense of the world
around us is not as much a prod-
uct of our own ability to assimi-
late information as it is the result
of the forces of power, discourse,
ideology, and hegemony in the
larger society. As dominant
power insidiously blocks our
ability to accommodate, our abil-
ity to recognize exceptions, it un-
dermines our attempt to modify
our socially constructed under-
standings of ourselves and the
world. Thus, postformalism de-
velops a power literacy that con-
tributes to our conceptualization
of how “what is” came to be.

Using these features of postformal-
ism in standards of complexity, teach-
ers can take education to its next fron-
tier. A higher order of thinking that
provides us new insights into the com-
plex world that confronts us is a cen-
tral goal of the democratic education
promoted in this encyclopedia. Post-
formalism allows us to escape the mal-
formations of the surface appearances,
to get beyond what are labeled “the
facts” so we can act boldly and justly.
Here rests the challenging and excit-



ing future of an education shaped by
standards of complexity—a new mode
of cognition that empowers demo-
cratic thinking and democratic action.
We can start to imagine what we can
become.

Cultivating a Consciousness of
Complexity in the Pursuit of
School Reform
A consciousness of complexity in-
volves gaining an understanding of the
complexity of the world: that things-
in-the-world often involve far more
than what one notices at first glance;
that things that appear isolated and
fixed are parts of larger, ever changing
processes; that how one perceives an

object may change dramatically when
one encounters it in another context;
that knowledge of the world is always
shaped by the position of the knowl-
edge producer; that ignoring relation-
ships that connect ostensibly dissimi-
lar objects may provide us with a
distorted view of them; that windows
into revolutionary new understand-
ings may be opened by exploring the
contradictions and asymmetries of the
social, physical, psychological, and ed-
ucational spheres; that profound in-
sights may be gained by attending to
the experiences of those who have suf-
fered as a result of a particular social
arrangement or institutional organiza-
tion. These features of a conscious-
ness of complexity move us to a
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higher-order thinking, a new level of
awareness.

Teachers, students, and educational
leaders who develop such a conscious-
ness in the struggle for standards of
complexity can reshape their scholarly
lives. In the process, they can take
charge of their own learning and re-
fuse to be passive recipients of knowl-
edge produced within the culture of
the technical expert. When teachers
gain a consciousness of complexity,
they are ready to not only model such
a consciousness for students but also
assess whether their school districts,
schools, and classrooms are working
toward such an appreciation of com-
plexity. In this context, they can assess
whether districts, schools, and indi-

vidual teachers are getting the help
they need to reach standards based on
this complexity. In this, teachers with
a consciousness of complexity can de-
sign rigorous and creative forms of
assessment that go far beyond the
grading system and standardized
test–based school assessments now be-
ing used. Such teachers would view as-
sessment as just one more topic to re-
search. Using their sophisticated
research abilities, teachers could ask a
variety of questions about the work-
ings of schools that would provide in-
sights into school quality and, most
important, practical understandings to
be used in improving teaching in spe-
cific contexts (Zeno, 1998; Marzano
and Kendall, 1999).

Consciousness of
Complexity
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One of the most important features
of higher-order cognition involves an
awareness of and comfort with ambi-
guity and uncertainty. (See Weil’s ex-
tension of this concept in his chapter
on “Florida State Standards.”) Part of
a consciousness of complexity involves
an awareness of the “complexity of
self-production” or the multiple di-
mensions of our identities. This form
of knowledge helps teachers under-
stand where their views of educational
purpose and teaching come from, and
what sociocultural forces have made
them who they are. (Prögler in “Social
Studies” expands this theme, contend-
ing that the origins of educational
purpose are mysterious to many indi-
viduals.) With such understandings,
teachers and students can consciously
decide who they want to be and how
they themselves view the teaching,
learning, and knowledge-producing
processes. In relation to this self-
awareness and the accompanying
quest for self-direction, a conscious-
ness of complexity involves the analy-
sis of ethical questions of purpose. In
this process, those seeking self-direc-
tion become focused on the effort to
develop a moral compass to help guide
their quest for empowerment. Such a
compass does not always point in the
same direction, as it is a path-finding
device aware of ambiguity and the
need for contextual awareness.

Thus, the direction it gives—much
like the message from the gods that
Hermes delivered to mortals—is al-
ways subject to interpretation. The ac-
tions in the world such interpretations
suggest are never clear-cut and obvi-

ous. Again, a consciousness of com-
plexity does not mean that we fall into
an impotent relativism where coura-
geous action in the world is subverted.
Instead, our actions are informed by
multiple perspectives and ways of see-
ing, insights that empower teachers,
students, and educational leaders to act
in thoughtful, reflective, moral, and
just ways. With such a consciousness,
teachers can make decisions and take
actions that include all participants in
the quest for a socially just, inclusive,
rigorous, and useful education. The
cognitive alienation inherent in view-
ing things-in-themselves, being di-
rected to isolate objects of study from
the larger contexts and processes of
which they are a part, is challenged by
a consciousness of complexity. The
standards advocated here, of course,
promote the cultivation of such a con-
sciousness (Karunaratne, 1997).

Teachers and students deploying a
consciousness of complexity learn log-
ics of argumentation, modes of devel-
oping compelling interpretations, and
other ways of thinking more clearly. As
teachers work to cultivate such higher
orders of cognition, they provide stu-
dents with alternative modes of mean-
ing making, new universes of choices
in the effort to answer questions about
the social and physical worlds. Such
teaching can begin early in a child’s
schooling as early-childhood and ele-
mentary teachers engage in analytical
activities similar to the types outlined
in the philosophy for children’s pro-
grams. Expert teachers operating in
connection with standards of complex-
ity using their research skills construct
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such rigorous learning activities as a
seamless part of the everyday life of
their students. At their best, these ex-
pert teachers design higher-order aca-
demic lessons that are so natural to
their students’ lives, they don’t even
know they’re learning (Newland,
1997; Reed and Johnson, 1999).

Learning proceeding in this context
as a natural part of living sets the af-
fective stage for problem detecting
and problem solving, the acquisition
of important content, and the expo-
sure of limiting assumptions such as
“that’s just the way school is” or
“there’s nothing we can do about it.”
Operating in such a comfortable set-
ting, students learn to be researchers
as a normal part of their lives, and
they learn to use abilities acquired in a
previous context in a new domain.
Contrast such pedagogies and forms
of consciousness with those promoted
by top-down technical standards. The
atmosphere of the school changes, the
disposition of students toward learn-
ing is revolutionized, the dignity of
the profession of teaching is resusci-
tated, and the educational expecta-
tions for teachers and students are sig-
nificantly raised (Newland, 1997).
Schools transmogrify from punitive
memory work to an exciting pursuit of
a consciousness of complexity. Such a
consciousness allows teachers and
learners to analyze, understand, and
act intelligently in new situations.

Ray Horn in his chapter “A Post-
formal Conversation about Standard-
ization and Complexity,” in the sec-
tion on “Texas State Standards,” does
an excellent job of conceptualizing

and expanding this notion of a con-
sciousness of complexity. Arguing that
teachers in standards of complexity
must get beyond a “singular con-
sciousness,” he promotes the ability to
see multiple realities. This capacity to
discern multiple realities is central to a
consciousness of complexity. Inter-
preting the meaning of postformalism
in this context, Horn writes:

The nature of postformal thinking is to
broaden our understanding of complex
situations by broadening our inquiry
into the complex reality of that which
we seek to understand. Unlike the
myth of formal modernistic thinking,
which claimed absolute truth could be
discerned, postformal thinking under-
stands that, due to the dynamic ever
changing condition of reality, under-
standing is also an ongoing process.

Picking up on Horn’s concern with
the importance of perceiving multiple
perspectives and multiple realities in a
consciousness of complexity, Erik
Malewski in “Queer Sexuality” de-
scribes one of his lessons on sexual
preference and tolerance:

To my amazement, the logic behind
the role of two-spirit people does not,
in my experience, placate the visceral
reaction of teachers as they consider
same-gender sexual activity. Whenever
I tell this story, many teachers look at
me with a blank face while others give
me a look of disgust. My point here is
not to make judgments about teachers,
other ways of living, or our own sexual
activities. My purpose is much more



than to discuss any of these aspects
alone since discussing all of these social
practices and more will be required for
a queer pedagogy that informs a stan-
dard of complexity. I want to suggest
that in the structure of our ideas, offi-
cially sanctioned forms of thought have
the ability to hide other ways of know-
ing that might lead us to a fuller and
richer way of life. Instead of chastising
that which we do not understand, I
hope to illustrate how standards of
complexity reveal the importance of
pedagogical endeavors that search tra-
ditional forms of knowledge for hidden
thought and alternative points of view.
It is our job as educators and problem
detectors to expose our students to
multiple forms of knowing.

Using postformalism and this
awareness of multiple realities and the
ways of seeing that accompany them,
advocates of standards of complexity
can not only extend consciousness but
also help uncover new, more intelli-
gent, and more ethical ways of being
human. As we gain insight into our
self-production via a consciousness of
complexity, we begin to understand
that our present state of being is in
part a social and historical construc-
tion. Just as such a state of being has
been shaped by social action, it can be
rethought and reshaped by social ac-
tion. Advocates of standards of com-
plexity want their consciousness of
complexity to move teachers and stu-
dents to more just and interconnected
ways of being.

A key step in this evolutionary
process involves freeing ourselves

from the machine metaphors of mod-
ernist reductionism and technicaliza-
tion. A consciousness of complexity
recognizes the reductionism of view-
ing the universe as a well-oiled ma-
chine and the human mind as a com-
puter. Such ways of seeing subvert an
appreciation of the amazing life forces
that inhabit both the universe and hu-
man beings. This machine cosmology
positioned human beings as living in a
dead world, a lifeless universe. Onto-
logically (the study of being), this
Cartesian fragmentation separated
individuals from their lifeless sur-
roundings, undermining any organic
interconnection of the person to the
cosmos. The life-giving complexity of
the inseparability of human and world
was lost, and the social study of people
was abstracted—removed from context.
Such a removal has exerted disastrous
ontological, psychological, and social
effects. Human beings in a sense lost
their belongingness to the world and
people around them (O’Sullivan,
1999). A consciousness of complexity
and the rigorous scholarship it de-
mands move us back to a more con-
nected state of being.

Applying the New Complexity:
Teaching and Learning in
Cyberspace
Because they couldn’t adapt to a
warming climate and the disappear-
ance of their hunting prey, Nean-
derthals became extinct. Even though
they were intelligent, their lack of a
language undermined their ability to
tell one another about solutions to the
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problems caused by the changing cli-
mate. A solution found in one place
could not be generalized to other
places, and the Neanderthals slowly
died. The new situation Homo sapi-
ens face at the beginning of the
twenty-first century involves a global-
ized society connected by an ever
changing, computerized cyberspace.
Mainstream schools have yet to adjust
to changing knowledge forms brought
about by television and other visual
media. The development of a literacy
of images or an analytical media liter-
acy has made little headway in most
school systems. Cyberspace produces
yet another relationship between hu-
mans and knowledge.

In computerized cyberspace, knowl-
edge is moved to a more continuous,
interactive, and ever changing space.
In such a changed context, virtual
worlds connect to a wide diversity of
human knowledge. Such knowledge
would not move into cyberspace pre-
formed but take on new meanings and
organizations in light of the uses made
of them by various members operating
in the cyber-network. Standards of
complexity insist that teachers and stu-
dents be introduced to this new form
of knowledge production. In this in-
troduction, they need to understand a
variety of communicative media and
the impact they make on knowledge
production. How do they change com-
munication? Do they produce differ-
ent forms of knowledge? Do they
change who produces knowledge and
who receives knowledge? Do the vari-
ous media create communities—com-
munities that share knowledge, that

produce and transform knowledge?
Do the different media connect and
expand the intellectual powers of their
users?

Such questions are central in our
new notions of a rigorous education
and its attempt to produce knowledge
workers and connect schools to the
pulse of world events and everyday
life. Pierre Levy (1999) argues that
virtual worlds of cyberspace with their
new forms of knowledge production
open new cognitive horizons with un-
precedented possibilities for a “collec-
tive intelligence.” Levy explores vari-
ous contemporary technologies and
knowledge forms and examines them
in light of questions of language and
cognition. In his analysis of video
games, for example, he describes play-
ers interacting with simulated land-
scapes and imaginary universes. Al-
though the games are pursued for
their entertainment value, there is
something cognitively profound oc-
curring that holds interesting educa-
tional implications. The young video-
game player is involved with possibly a
new form of writing. It is language of
interactive images and ideographs
(pictures or diagrams suggesting a
concept or object without actually
naming it) that allows participants to
communicate in exciting new ways.

Educational genius might involve
the ability to see beyond the entertain-
ment and violence of contemporary
video games and to imagine the ways
the video-game format might be used
to promote rigorous forms of think-
ing. Using new linguistic and writing
tools, educators and students can in-



vent forms of knowledge that expand
the present alphabet and the bound-
aries of what it can conceptually ac-
commodate. Standards of complexity
promote this type of rigor and creativ-
ity, as they push educators into a new
realm of complexity. Levy’s notion of a
new language—or, as he labels it, a su-
perlanguage—emerging from video-
game technology and connected to a
worldwide cyberspace might open up
new evolutionary possibilities for the
human species. Instead of continuing
to exist in fragmented, despiritualized,
short-term, profit-at-any-cost institu-
tions that devalue humanness, Levy
imagines new forms of human con-
nectedness made possible by a super-
language of cyberspace. Using such
ideas, teachers operating in rigorous
schools might develop new and excit-
ing ways to use technology.

Advocates of standards of complex-
ity searching for new forms of human
possibility are fascinated by thinkers
such as Levy. Retaining our analytical
and critical edge, we constantly raise
questions about the unexpected nega-
tive consequences of such ideas. For
example, is there too heavy a reliance
on the salvation of technology? Is
there uncritical relation to notions of
progress and technological change? Is
there an understanding that continued
commercialization of the Internet
could undermine the quest for new
possibilities and simply perpetuate
forms of social control? Nevertheless,
it is fun and cognitively challenging to
imagine new symbol and sign systems,
the unique application of ideographs,
new forms of human connection and

social organization, and new ways to
bring together diverse forms of human
thought into a collective intelligence.

Human beings have made similar
great leaps in the past—for example,
the move from Homo habilis to
Homo sapiens with the production of
the amazing sign systems and constel-
lations of significations that such a
leap demanded. Schools based on
technical standards are not facilitating
such a move, as they seek to improve
the memories of isolated individuals.
Advocates of standards of complexity
are zealous in their belief that an edu-
cation—no matter how rigorous—
that does not work diligently to con-
nect all students to its benefits is a
failure. Levy’s notions of collective in-
telligence and his superlanguage
become extremely important in this
context. The goal delineated here in-
volves the interlinking of peoples
around the world and the resulting
improvement of everyone’s cognitive
abilities caused by the interaction with
difference. Intelligence in this context
is democratized while being syner-
gized by dialogue. Teachers who are
knowledge workers need to consider
such ideas in the process of construct-
ing their pedagogies (Levy, 1999).

In this development of new curric-
ula and new forms of education, rigor-
ous teachers distinguish between tech-
nological forms that are industrial (for
example, a machine such as an over-
head projector that has a limited set of
functions) and those that are intellec-
tual. The functions of intellectual
technologies are open to continual in-
novation by the people who use them.
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For example, computer users explor-
ing cyberspace can dream up uses for it
never imagined by its inventors. Such
an intellectual information technology
used in unexpected ways can extend
the intellects of not only its imagina-
tive innovators but also those who
come into contact with the new uses of
the system. Rigorous teachers aware of
complexity can help students develop
new educational uses of cyberspace
and video-game technologies; more
often, however, they will listen to the
creative uses that their students imag-
ine. Cyber-relationships could be de-
veloped with schools, students, and ed-
ucators around the world.

Endless possibilities emerge around
language education; understanding
cultural inscriptions on political, reli-
gious, musical, and other forms of hu-
man experience; geography; history;
and other knowledge domains, as stu-
dents and teachers develop connec-
tions with counterparts around the

planet. In such a vision, schools are
connected to other schools, social or-
ganizations, and information sources
around the world. Imaginative educa-
tors can visualize the impact such a cy-
ber-connectivity might have on the
way schools are organized and man-
aged, and the changes in teacher skills
such a new organization might re-
quire. Obviously, the need for sophis-
ticated knowledge work with its
research skills, analytical abilities, fa-
miliarity with a wide range of infor-
mation sources, and capacity to expose
and evaluate the assumptions shaping
information accessed would be greater
than ever. Advocates of standards of
complexity would cherish teachers
with the ability to teach such skills to
students from diverse backgrounds
and interests and who could inspire
them to take such students to new lev-
els of complexity and new domains of
application (Lee, 1997; Murphie, 1998;
Kerckhove, 1995).

The Problems with Technical Standards

Learning and Curriculum Educational Politics in a Democracy

Focus on isolated facts in the process, Divert attention from issues of social justice
sacrificing broad understanding of 
larger concepts

Acquisition of data takes precedence over Do not promote a democratic public 
significance of information conversation about education

Devalue the complexities of meaning Advance a right-wing political agenda
making and creative thinking

Fail to explore the complexity of the Dismiss concerns about academic and 
social construction of student identity intellectual freedom
and its impact on learning

Dismiss the development of student Ignore concerns about local control of 
knowledge production and research skills education
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Disregard the relationship between the Do not provide alternatives to neoclassical 
curriculum and current affairs theories of free-market economics

Unconcerned with the fragmentation of Support inculcation of interpretations and 
the curriculum factual truth

Ignore need to cultivate student Justify unequal power relations
disposition to learning

View curriculum as merely a course of Discourage questions about the social, 
study, not a complex process of  political, and cultural status quo
teaching and learning in diverse  
contexts with different needs

Not interested in teaching for Fail to educate active citizens and 
understanding democratic agents

Constitute an insidious form of 
governmental intervention and 
regulation of everyday life

Critical Thinking/Cognition Purposes of Education

Employ a one-dimensional conception Questions of what is worth knowing seem 
of intelligence based on memory and out of place
recall of isolated information

Accept linear stages of learning and Fail to ask what it means to be an educated 
knowing conceived outside of any person
social, economic, or cultural context

Do not construct cognitive infrastructures Focus on a single test score undermines 
where students can arrange data in a attempts to raise questions about 
way that leads to interpretation and educational purpose
application

Uninterested in expanding the boundaries Perpetuate the same debates that have 
of human possibility characterized education in the 

United States
View learners as passive receptacles, Erase historical analyses of the ways 

consumers of information humans have viewed education in other 
times and places

Dismiss the variety of ways students learn Protect students from different worldviews
Do not consider the unique intellectual Fail to ask questions of educational purpose 

qualities and cognitive abilities of in a democratic society
highly accomplished people

Disregard the importance of identifying Do not see the community surrounding the 
and rewarding higher-order thinking school as an object of study
on the part of students and teachers

Uncomfortable with ambiguity Avoid analyzing the complex relationship 
between educational policy, democratic 
principles, and egalitarianism
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Uninterested in moving students to Deny the influence of social and political 
new cognitive domains perspectives on the construction of 

educational standards
Shun analysis of how students might make 

use of school learning in lived situations
Fall into a trap of hyperrationalization, 

standardization, and reductionism

Educational Quality Teachers and Teaching

Lose sight of complex questions of Undermine professionalism of self-directed 
student intellectual growth teachers

Fail to raise the quality of education, Subvert attempts to develop teachers as 
as reductionism actually dumbs down researchers and teachers as scholars
classroom activities

Destroy innovative, successful educational Promote a public view of teachers as 
programs that don’t reflect reduction- incompetent
istic views of education

Promote an anti-intellectualism that Reduce teaching to a deskilled act
eschews skills of serious scholars

Encourage simplistic answers to complex Uninterested in the complexity of teacher 
educational questions education—view it as a process of 

adjusting teachers to schools and 
standards

Create an illusion of educational reform Remove teachers from larger conversation 
about education

Unaware of the need for different 
educational objectives and teaching 
methods in different sociocultural 
contexts

Unconcerned with tendency of best and 
brightest teachers to leave the field

Evaluation Knowledge Work

Confuse low student performance with Ignore the complex process of 
low ability interpretation in the production of all 

knowledge
Allow evaluation methods to drive the Exclude alternative points of view in 

curriculum instead of what is best for disciplines of knowledge
students driving evaluation

Privilege test-score improvement over Promote a reductionistic view of 
authentic learning educational research that produces final, 

singular, and universal truths



Social Justice

Do not appreciate the diversity of 
students in U.S. schools and the unique
needs they bring to the educational 
process

Dismiss impact of racism, class bias, 
gender bias, and homophobia on 
school life

Support the interests of privileged 
students while undermining the 
struggle of marginalized students

View poor and marginalized students as 
test-score liabilities

Unconcerned with role of school as 
mechanism for social mobility for the 
poor and marginalized

Fail to appreciate the skills and abilities 
that disadvantaged students bring to 
school

Uninterested in understanding the 
cultural forces that shape students’ 
relationship to schooling
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Dismiss value of multiple methods of Fail to account for the ways values and 
evaluation paradigms shape knowledge production

Do not question what standards tests Avoid problematizing information included 
actually measure and tell us about the in the curriculum
schools and students in question

Have little to say about difficult-to- Shirk analysis of the skills needed to deal 
measure teacher and student skills with the advent of cyberspace and the 
and abilities new demands it creates for knowledge 

work
Unconcerned with the politics of 

knowledge
Devalue the understanding of disciplinary 

discourses and their relation to 
knowledge production

Dismiss the importance of the global 
diversity of human knowledge
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In using this encyclopedia, it is im-
portant to connect the issues raised in
the individual chapters to the themes
developed in this introduction. In this
way, readers will be better able to dis-
cern the connections among the
themes that are developed. We sin-
cerely hope that the ideas about edu-
cation put forth here will help teach-
ers, political leaders, educational
leaders, parents, students, and con-
cerned citizens understand that there
are rigorous, democratic, egalitarian,
creative, and challenging alternatives
to the technical-standards reforms so
dominant in the first decade of the
twenty-first century.
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Inability to commit oneself to or believe in
anything that transcends one’s private
interests leads to a weakening of commit-
ment in family and community and to the
self-absorption that is sometimes called
narcissism.

—William M. Sullivan

This essay is nothing short of a call for
change in how we think and act as ed-
ucational leaders. There is a need for a
new discourse from school adminis-
trators that moves beyond the doors
of the schoolhouse and outside district
lines to initiate a politically effective
and truthful public dialogue on the
role of education in a participatory
democracy. The impetus for this essay
comes from the continuing debate
over federal and state educational stan-
dards. The voices of school adminis-
trators rarely enter the discussion, al-
though their positions within public

education offer unique insight into in-
stitutional processes. Without these
voices, the public is often left with too
many questions and too few answers,
and this remains a dangerous combi-
nation; in a democratic society, infor-
mation should be varied and plentiful.
Without a range of ideological view-
points on standards that includes a
discourse from administrators, par-
ents, teachers, and scholars on the role
educational institutions should play in
our culture, there is an opportunity
for those outside the education
process to shape the debates with fun-
damentalist rhetoric that does little to
flesh out the full range of issues.

As I listen to citizens, I realize they
are bewildered by the discourse of edu-
crats,1 who offer affectively charged
rhetoric on educational standards in-
cluding phrases such as “quality in
every school” and “excellence for all”
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but offer little understanding of the
underlying structure of their propos-
als and its impact on the democratic
tendencies of educational institutions.
The silence from administrators and
teachers concerning these affronts to
public education is daunting when one
considers all that is at stake. Recently
enacted reforms, offered in the form
of technocratic standards, have a com-
mon thread that weaves a larger pic-
ture of future educational policy. They
draw public education into the service
of a capitalist economy with little at-
tention to citizenship development
while also separating educational de-
sign from the site of implementation.

The result of these reforms is that
school administrators no longer work
creatively as intellectual leaders and
mentors, charged with the education
of future civic leaders, but as middle-
level managers responsible for imple-
menting orders from distant authori-
ties. If educational leaders do not join
in the conversation over standards, the
disconnect will continue to grow be-
tween the policy of state and federal
officials and the desires of administra-
tors, teachers, parents, and academics
who work at the level of everyday
practice. The concept of standards of
complexity offers the possibility for a
new discourse on educational prac-
tices that counters rhetoric that deval-
ues the role of public education in de-
veloping actively engaged citizens.

I stress the importance of the voices
of administrators in the debates over
standards because their unique posi-
tions allow them to interact with
many constituents, and this interac-

tion can provide a link that fosters
public discussion and collective action
among citizens. Administrators are
the people in our educational institu-
tions who most often associate with
teachers, parents, and academics, as
well as regional and state officials. If
this is the case—that principals and
superintendents do hold a critical
place in the circulation and distribu-
tion of information and, therefore, the
production of social relations—then
as educational leaders they play a criti-
cal role in developing a meaningful
sphere for public education.

Attempting to develop a new dis-
course that is both rigorous and just is
a particularly demanding task. It takes
reflection, planning, forethought, and
strategizing, and it will always contain
the uncertainty that comes when one
speaks passionately about one’s vision.
Because of the complexity of dis-
course, it can be helpful to look at how
language has worked to counter tech-
nocratic standards in other move-
ments. A discourse of care has become
a powerful tool in the battle over
health care, where reform and stan-
dards have been brought to the atten-
tion of the public. A survey of media
suggests that doctors have been at the
forefront of the discussion of the ways
HMOs have altered medical practice,
and they have been successful in shar-
ing their apprehensions over insur-
ance practices with the public.

The discourse of care set forth by
physicians was built upon a historical
image of doctors that remains strong
in the hearts and minds of people.
Central to this understanding is the

106 ADMINISTRATION



107Administrative Leadership and Public Consciousness

sanctity of a healthy doctor-patient re-
lationship typically associated with
general practitioners who take the
time to get to know their patients on
an individual basis. This conception of
health care lies in stark contrast to
some of the practices of HMOs, and
doctors have developed a discourse for
sharing insurance procedures with the
public and voicing concern that the
doctor-patient relationship is becom-
ing progressively less relevant to pa-
tient care. Through a discourse of care
that conveys the inviolability of the
doctor-patient relationship, the en-
trance of insurance companies into the
doctor-patient relationship has been
framed as an unacceptable intrusion
into the nation’s health care system.

This discourse of care might pro-
vide lessons for educational leaders at-
tempting to redirect public education.
Doctors have had some success largely
because they have conveyed to the
public that they are the experts in
health care and have as their primary
interest the health and well-being of
the public. Through a discourse of
care, insurance companies are becom-
ing outsiders; citizens are horrified by
the thought of an unyielding bureau-
cracy denying health care recom-
mended by their doctor. The public
has been left with an image of health
provider specialists, trained by insur-
ance companies in cost-containment
strategies, searching for ways to deny
doctor-recommended treatment to
their clients. This discourse indicates
that administrative leaders will need
to be more adept at conveying their
educational expertise to the public as

grounds for authority in the debate on
standards. If the discourse doctors
used was founded on the sanctity of
the doctor-patient relationship, edu-
cational leaders must find a discourse
that conveys their role as guardians,
charged with the protection of teach-
ers and students from those who
would provide divisive education.

What I am suggesting is that ad-
ministrators must illustrate to the
public that they have the needs of
their children at heart as they lead the
schools and districts and that they are
trustworthy because of their dedica-
tion to the local community. To do so
they will need to establish expertise
and engage in the struggle over the di-
rection of public education within a
historical context that allows the artic-
ulation of their concerns. We must be
able to pull ideas from the past to de-
velop a meaningful public discourse
while also remembering that meaning-
ful public education will always strive
for participatory democratic practices.
With this framework in mind, the fol-
lowing section offers some insight
into the traditional discourse on edu-
cation and explores the work of two
key visionaries in political thought and
public education: C. Wright Mills and
Thomas Jefferson.

The Traditional Discourse:
Emancipatory Humanism

As soon as someone says of the state—
What does it matter to me?—then the state
must be reckoned lost.

—Jean-Jacques Rousseau



As the title of this essay suggests, dis-
course matters. The narratives we use
to explain our work give insight into
our thoughts on education and the re-
lationships we will have with society.
Jean-Francois Lyotard (1984) dis-
cussed the importance of these chang-
ing narratives for their ability to illu-
minate the philosophical frameworks
that undergird public education and
the knowledge it produces. The first
narrative model, the emancipatory hu-
manist perspective, provides a tradi-
tional understanding of the role of ed-
ucation. In this framework, humans
are thought to control their own des-
tiny, and education is seen as offering
the possibility of developing the men-
tal capacity to take up a healthy life
path. The pursuit of truth is believed
to be the key to social progress, so that
educators become central to the wel-
fare of society. Teachers and adminis-
trators in this model are believed to be
visionaries for the general population,
responsible for upholding the belief
that education plays a central role in
removing the weight of ignorance
from the public.

The concept of emancipatory hu-
manism is present in vast amounts of
political and educational philosophy,
and a few writers have well-developed
visions for public education within an
emancipatory humanistic framework.
C. Wright Mills (1959) focused on the
role of communication as the founda-
tion for the development of social col-
lectives that could influence govern-
ment in positive ways. His primary
concern was that people were not de-
veloping public spaces where individ-

uals with different backgrounds and
ideologies could gather and interact to
develop an understanding across dif-
ferences. Education, he believed, was
an extant public space where it was
possible to counter this trend toward
insularity. His vision for education was
that people would gather from various
communities to learn and discuss new
thought and that this context would
provide the possibility for communi-
cation across difference.

It was also the role of education to
refine people’s cognitive ability to dis-
cuss social issues; this was to be done
primarily through the study of history
and politics. As people deliberated the
benefits and drawbacks of different
viewpoints and the consequences of
certain actions, Mills felt that well-
thought-out opinions would form and
some sense of collective understand-
ing would be achieved. It was his
understanding that the educational
process set the context for democratic
action. The key role of education in
this process developed by Mills was to
help people conceive of themselves as
lifelong learners and active public citi-
zens, “capable of turning ‘personal
troubles and concerns into social is-
sues’ which can be publicly examined”
(Sehr, 1997, p. 63). Mills understood
education as the social force that illu-
minates the connection between per-
sonal troubles and both their causes
and their resolutions as they reside in
the public sphere.

Almost two hundred years earlier
Thomas Jefferson (1787) offered a
similar vision of education and felt its
main role was to help citizens keep a
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watchful eye on government. He felt
that education should train people to
contemplate current events and gov-
ernment process and this would allow
people to monitor government, there-
by minimizing infringement on peo-
ple’s liberties. If one was able to reason
regarding political issues, one might
understand the conditions that created
one’s own life experience. In order for
a democracy to be successful, Jeffer-
son felt the public must be able to rea-
son, precisely because the ability to
reason enabled one to understand the
importance of public affairs in main-
taining a strong nation.

It is interesting that Jefferson’s big-
gest concern, one that he would write
about in numerous documents, was
that people would pursue private in-
terests at the expense of active in-
volvement in government and deci-
sions that impact the public good.
Education was thought of as counter-
ing selfishness by developing mass
awareness of the importance of moni-
toring government representatives
and engaging in public affairs. With-
out the understandings of citizenship
brought forth in public education, Jef-
ferson was apprehensive that the Re-
public would be at risk of tyrannical
passions based on individual greed and
vice. The key to maintaining a strong
democracy was to teach people to bal-
ance private interests and the pursuit
of material goods with their involve-
ment in public functions. Should this
balance be disrupted and tilt in the di-
rection of private pursuits, there was
the possibility people could become
absorbed with their own advancement

at the expense of an interest in others,
resulting in the inability to become in-
volved in collective activity. Without
groups that form in support of demo-
cratic processes, Jefferson suspected
there would be few avenues for de-
manding respect for the rights of all
people.

Emancipatory humanist discourses,
such as those of C. Wright Mills and
Thomas Jefferson, offer particular vi-
sions of public or mass education.
Their bodies of work suggest a pro-
found belief in the ability of people to
play a role in government and to rea-
son and debate current societal events.
While their philosophical and politi-
cal frameworks were far from conclu-
sive, they did provide the foundation
for public democracy and emphasized
the participatory obligations of citi-
zenship. Interestingly, both writers
were profoundly concerned with self-
ish temptations. Mills expressed his
concern through his emphasis on the
need to communicate, and Jefferson
through an unbalanced focus on pri-
vate property. Both believed mass ed-
ucation had the potential to be the
most significant public sphere since it
offered a space for both convergence
and the development of reason.

The words of these writers remain
prophetic in current times. I wonder
how either of them would respond to
the current state of the nation, in
which spending on advertising rivals
expenditures for the public education
system, and all of higher education has
less funding than do corporate train-
ers and must compete with the grow-
ing federal prison system for financial



support. Standards of complexity are a
constant reminder to educational
leaders that there is a need for public
awareness of discourse that plunders
support for institutions of the public
sphere.

The Encroaching Discourse:
The Rising Principle of
Performance

Nothing but universal education can counter
the notion of this tendency to the domination
of capital and the servility of labor. If one class
possesses all of the wealth and the education,
while the residue of society is ignorant and
poor . . . the latter in fact and truth, will be
the servile dependents and subjects of the 
former.

—Horace Mann

Since 1979, the percentage of young workers
(age 18–24) earning less than the poverty
level has more than doubled, from 23 percent
in 1979 to 47 percent in 1992.

—Jason DeParle

To the extent that Lyotard’s report on
knowledge is correct, narratives that
support a fundamentally different ap-
proach to education have displaced
emancipatory discourse. The perfor-
mativity model suggests that the em-
phasis has shifted from truth seeking
and the belief that education serves its
own ends to an emphasis on optimiz-
ing educational performance through
technological innovation. The fact
that this sounds natural to educational
leaders only proves how thoroughly
this logic has infiltrated our concep-
tions of educational practice. Lyotard’s
report suggests the problem with such

discourse is that efficiency2 becomes
the rule by which we measure and as-
sign value and that it displaces other
considerations that are imperative for
education in a democracy.

Performativity is founded in sys-
tems theory logic, where the primary
concern is increasing the efficiency of
the educational arrangement, often
resulting in a neglect of the value of
the processes and outcomes (Mourad,
1997, p. 121). As Illich illustrated, “all
too often a diploma is taken as a sign
of competence and fluency as a sign
someone has the ability to say some-
thing new” (1970, p. 1). When ques-
tions of value are disconnected from
process, it is believed that if one enters
an educational organization and fol-
lows procedures, he or she will be able
to reason. If we can find ways, edu-
crats tell us, to test children’s ability to
regurgitate information, we can meas-
ure outcomes and the success of our
educational institutions. This defini-
tion is too narrow, however, because it
leaves out important questions regard-
ing what youths do with knowledge
and our ability to help them foster
new visions for the future.

What we find often among educrats
is the assumption that any procedure
that allows for optimization is as-
sumed to have a positive impact on
schools. This process devalues consid-
eration for the quality of human life,
and the performance of the educa-
tional system becomes a primary con-
cern, above the effects of organiza-
tional change on people. For example,
within the discourse on educational
standards and the increasing testing of
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children for their “achievement,” few
accountability advocates consider how
this competitive process affects the
self-esteem and identity development
of youths who are at critical points in
their maturation. It is not accountabil-
ity but a particular type of accounta-
bility that educrats support as they ad-
vocate for technocratic standards.

In a system of accountability
founded on efficiency, children who
are the most underresourced with
many barriers to educational attain-
ment are told they must compete di-
rectly with those who come from posi-
tions of privilege. Even with ample
evidence that high levels of competi-
tion can be harmful to the well-being
of children—countries that have high-
stakes testing continually have to cope
with suicidal and maladjusted youth—
we do little to question the demoraliz-
ing effect of technological forms of
standardization. Standards of com-
plexity recognize these effects and de-
mand we expand the notion of ac-
countability to address ethical and
moral concerns regarding children
who suffer under the current forma-
tion of standards. Advocates of stan-
dards of complexity ask who will be
accountable for the impact of high-
stakes testing on our youths and soci-
ety? How will standards revalue
knowledge and cognition among those
branded “at-risk” youth?

It seems evident that with increased
emphasis on technological standards
there comes a shift in the narratives
we use to explain public education.
Technological standards accept a cur-
riculum in which the emphasis is not

on the formation of new ideas and
critical thinking as much as on short-
sighted problem solving and develop-
ing the ability to reorganize preexisting
data. Within this framework, educa-
tional administrators are no longer
valued for their role at the center of
institutional life but for their endorse-
ment of curriculums that raise test
scores without increased resources.
The narratives that circulate on edu-
cational leadership reposition admin-
istrators as conduits for transmitting
prepackaged curriculums and pre-
designed, failproof pedagogies from
government officials to local teachers.
As this transformation occurs, the role
of educational leaders as visionaries is
devalued.

If we are to influence the develop-
ment of standards and accountability
and continue to exercise control over
the ways in which we work, adminis-
trators must develop new narratives
for understanding educational leader-
ship and find ways to share this dis-
course with the public. If emancipa-
tory humanist narratives have become
insignificant in our system of public
education, administrators and teachers
who understand their role in educat-
ing citizens for a public democracy
will not be able to address a public
concerned with accountability and
workforce skill building in the lan-
guage of a truth seeker. The concept
of standards of complexity provides a
foundation for developing a new dis-
course that addresses questions of ed-
ucational performance and efficiency
while attempting to change the as-
sumptions of the discourse.



A Time for New Discourse,
New Values

Much of the discourse educational
leaders have offered to the public has
been within the framework termed by
Lyotard (1984, p. 16) “reactionary
countermoves.” When taxpayers ques-
tion the work of administrators, we
respond with narratives from princi-
pals and superintendents who are
overworked, overstressed, and under-
appreciated. We provide reports that
illustrate the amount of time adminis-
trators spend planning meetings,
strategizing discussions, responding to
parental inquiries, reviewing policies,
and addressing teacher issues. If the
state legislature questions our ability,
we supply credentials and note the
tremendous amount of leadership de-
velopment we have undergone.

These responses do counter many
of the myths regarding our work as
educational administrators, but they
are constrained by the focus on effi-
ciency. They often accept the terms of
the performativity model without of-
fering new narratives that change the
assumptions of the discourse. It is
questionable whether these intransi-
gent strategies are effective in the long
term, since a discourse that accepts
the value-laden language of another
community does little more than rein-
force those values (Pratt, 1995, p. 38).
Engaged in a reactionary discourse,
educational administrators let those in
opposition to public education set the
terms of the discussion and do little to
further their own ideas. Standards of
complexity urge that as visionary

people we overcome reactionary ten-
dencies and develop initiatives that
address the public in a discourse con-
cerned with, but outside of, the logic
of efficiency.

One of the most common and also
most dangerous strategies for describ-
ing the value of public education has
been adoption of the logic of the busi-
ness world. Public education is seen as
valuable because it teaches children
discipline; educational institutions
employ people and support the local
economy; composition courses pre-
pare students to write for the business
world; science and technology courses
train students to enter a technologi-
cally advanced workforce; and foreign
language courses are important for
communication in a global economy.
We understand these as important as-
pects of instruction, but they are too
limited to protect the role of educa-
tion in advancing a public democracy.
Once we employ business metaphors
to describe the function of public edu-
cation, courses that help students de-
velop their own definitions of a mean-
ingful life or help them understand
the material conditions of their own
existence are expendable; curriculums
that do not develop skills directly ap-
plicable to the job market are seen as
no longer relevant to education.

The danger lies in the assumptions
behind the discourse. When educa-
tional leaders assume the discourse of
the business world, they open their in-
stitutions to the functional logic of
corporations: workload efficiency and
job-frequency testing; downsizing of
personnel and staff restructuring;
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teaching more students with fewer
teachers; replacing teacher-student
contact with computerized instruc-
tion; and the development of mislead-
ing management programs with titles
like Continuous Quality Improve-
ment that pressure educational insti-
tutions to increase performance on ex-
isting resources.

When efficiency becomes the
measure by which we judge the value
of public education, the entire reason-
ing behind institutional processes
takes a decidedly corporate bent.
Within this model it becomes logical
to track students into particular types
of educational programs based on who
is deemed by performance advocates
as worth the educational investment.
We might find it perfectly acceptable
to send certain students to courses on
automotive repair, hair care, and typ-
ing, while other students are trained
in politics, organizational manage-
ment, and global business, simply be-
cause it is cost-effective. While some
might see these as extreme examples,
within the performativity model and
under the pretense of limited re-
sources, this type of education hierar-
chy already exists. High schools cur-
rently offer college-preparatory tracks
that remove college-bound students
from the rest of their peer group. We
witness attempts to differentiate
school curriculums based on student’s
“choice” of career path. While few
would denounce the need for curricu-
lar experimentation, this system of
choice masks the tier-based hierarchy
that resides in most school systems;
differentiation of school curriculums

within the institution preserves the il-
lusion of democratic education by un-
linking fundamental elements of dem-
ocratic learning and teaching from
particular educational programs lo-
cated in the same structure.

As the preceding example illus-
trates, education shaped by techno-
logical standards endorses efficiency
principles that also favor the privi-
leged elite along lines of class and, as a
result, race and ethnicity. Within effi-
ciency discourse it will always be diffi-
cult to argue for access to and the
importance of equity in education be-
cause it is often uneconomical. It is
less costly to test children and channel
them into different educational pro-
grams than to offer the best possible
education to all students. It costs more
to provide an array of courses and
educational support services for all
students based on student needs, re-
gardless of their economic status or
regional location. It is more difficult
to perform and analyze location-spe-
cific research than to perform large-
scale studies of the public education
system.

The impact of technological stan-
dards and the push for efficiency reach
beyond administration, affecting the
data that educational leaders use to
make policy decisions. Scholars who
can minimize input (expenditures) in
the process of developing output (pro-
duction of knowledge within educa-
tion) receive funding for their projects
regardless of the value of their work,
because the behavior is easily measur-
able and therefore there is evidence
the study was carried out in an effi-



cient manner (Mourad, 1997). Educa-
tional research funding procedures
endorse technocratic standards but do
little to analyze and answer more diffi-
cult questions: How do we teach com-
munity ethics and individual values:
through an open discussion of philos-
ophy, policy, and politics, or through a
denial that politics exists in schools
(what has been termed the “hidden
curriculum”)? How do administrators
respond to threats from conservative
educrats like Lynne Cheney who sug-
gest educators concerned with equity
“put learning and teaching . . . into
the service of politics” (1992, p. 6), as
if education is not inherently political
in every aspect, from policy to cur-
riculum? How do we explain to chil-
dren that education is far from equi-
table and that parental wealth and
social standing are still the most sig-
nificant factors determining children’s
success? How do we address access to
education and provide scholarship
that offers children an understanding
of the ideologies and material prac-
tices that shape their lives?

Standards of complexity suggest
that we must overcome reductionistic
research procedures that attempt to
generalize about youths while ignor-
ing contextual specifics. Student needs
vary drastically based on socioeco-
nomic status of the family and com-
munity, the gender and ethnicity of
the child, the cultural practices of the
family, and the philosophical outlook
of administrators and teachers. Stan-
dards of complexity demand that we
address difference and context within
the discourse of educational research.

It seems certain that business dis-
course has been endorsed by most cit-
izens and politicians, but when admin-
istrators and teachers adopt the
language of performance, they relin-
quish their own capacity to define
public education and concede educa-
tional practices to the rule of the mar-
ket; one finds the strength of business
ideologies in the concept of school
choice. While no one in his right
mind would deny families educational
options, “choice” obscures the reality
that those who come from economi-
cally empowered families are most
likely to be chosen by good schools.
“As in the marketplace writ largé, what
one can purchase depends on how
much currency is brought to the
transaction” (Lowe, 1993, p. 41). It is
clear that there are consequences for
adopting narratives that wholeheart-
edly endorse efficiency. If discourse
matters, and there is evidence it does,
then we need to be aware of the con-
sequences of the language we use in
dialogue with the public. Our words
have implications of which we may
not be aware. But the silence from ad-
ministrators can offer hope: There is
still an opportunity to enter the dis-
cussion, share our thoughts on the
role of education in society, and posi-
tion ourselves as educational leaders
who want to make a positive impact
on public education.

The Birth of the Educrat
I refer to “the birth of the educrat”
not to deny that the discourse of effi-
ciency resides in many localities but to
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designate a relatively new phenome-
non that offers a tangible location on
which to focus an exploration of tech-
nocratic standards. In the last thirty
years we saw an unprecedented con-
cern for public education along with
the birth of educrats, individuals with
for-profit ideologies who continually
attempt to privatize education and re-
move the elements that make it a pub-
lic good rather than restore its place as
the center of citizenship education for
a vital public democracy. For example,
Chris Whittle developed Channel
One, a marketing program that guar-
antees a free satellite, VCRs, and
monitors to schools that agree to show
ten minutes of programming and two
minutes of commercials, almost every
day, to more than 90 percent of their
students. Then there are all the con-
tradictory discourses of corporations
that push relentlessly for tax breaks
that strip our schools of their funding
while also voicing concern over the
lack of an educated workforce. The
Bank of Boston, which offered to en-
dow the Boston Plan for Public
Schools, was the same bank that paid
no taxes in 1987 despite earning a
profit of $19.7 million (Molnar, 1996,
p. 7). Senator Howard Metzenbaum
noted that “it is our corporate CEOs
who state than an educated, literate
workforce is the key to American
competitiveness. They pontificate on
the importance of education. They
point out their magnanimous corpo-
rate contributions to education in one
breath, and then they pull the tax base
out from under local schools in the
next” (Taylor, 1992, p. 23).

Most educrats would rather people
not know about the connection be-
tween their lobbying efforts and the
virtual destruction of the tax base that
supports public schools. They want
people to believe their discourse of
care and benevolence. Corporations
would rather educational leaders not
know that their total contributions
during the 1990 fiscal year would run
the nation’s schools for less than two
hours (Molnar, 1996). If the truth
were known, many of the practices of
educrats would not be characterized as
altruism but as self-interested promo-
tion. After the Valdez oil spill, Exxon
developed a video, Scientists and the
Alaskan Oil Spill, that suggested to the
viewer that it “wasn’t very harmful to
the natural habitat of Prince William
Sound” (Molnar, 1996, p. 28).

It is not too difficult to understand
that educrats rarely have the interests
of public education in mind. More of-
ten they demand extended manage-
ment of educators and accountability
to benchmarks not of the educators’
creation. They commonly disregard
intelligent self-limitation and direc-
tion at the local level and create a new
industry out of a continual threat of
educational crisis that is used to justify
expenditures for curricular and man-
agement programs by for-profit cor-
porations. Educrats declare the new
corporations and their products as in-
dispensable to the crisis and promise
to prevent the degeneration of public
education through increased curricu-
lar engineering, more centralized
planning, and more detailed standards
for administration.



The technical standards educrats
develop assume that local administra-
tors and teachers are inept at under-
standing that the education of our
children can be managed and con-
trolled and that cognitive develop-
ment can be a predictable, measurable
experience. Educrats claim children
can be produced at even higher limits
if schools would just adopt industrial
notions of optimization. But this cor-
porate rhetoric falls short, even when
it is evaluated on its own terms. In
1992, Whittle began the Edison Pro-
ject and attempted to develop a na-
tionwide chain of for-profit schools.
The corporation had such faith in the
ability of businesses to run efficiently
that it promised to run school districts
with the same amount of money al-
ready allocated while also turning a
profit for investors. It failed within
two years.

The call by educrats for increasingly
detailed and expansive technical stan-
dards entails costs to our social system
that include inefficiency from an in-
dustrial perspective. The costs of
keeping testing services and curricular
and pedagogical industries afloat, let
alone our educational system, will de-
mand the invention of new crises and a
significant increase in the surveillance
and regulation of school systems to en-
sure their use of and compliance with
the dictates of educrats. This process
has already begun in many states that
now mandate that schools purchase ex-
pensive computer programs if they are
to receive additional funding support,
regardless of whether the programs
have proven beneficial to the teachers.

But compliance is promoted in much
more subtle ways, for example, when
President Clinton, then governor of
Arkansas, wrote a letter to school ad-
ministrators endorsing the “Apple for
the Students” promotion or when
Ronald McDonald joined Mayor John
Norquist in a program for Milwaukee
schools on fire prevention (Molnar,
1996). There is a certain irony in the
discourse of educrats who at one mo-
ment demand efficiency from educa-
tional institutions but soon change
their position to endorse corporate in-
volvement that draws students and
teachers away from the curriculum and
toward projects that reinforce the im-
portance of consumerism.

Standards of complexity remind us
that as educational leaders we must al-
ways assess the ethical implications of
our actions. Are we really building a
rigorous educational system when
teachers and students spend hours and
hours involved in promotional pro-
grams such as “Apple for the Stu-
dents” that return less than one cent
of every dollar to the school? Is it re-
ally ethically appropriate to offer free
McDonald’s hamburgers to children
who join in a fire prevention program
when the nutritional value of this
product is so low that it would not be
served in a school cafeteria? But how
else can diversity of thought and opin-
ion be brought into line with the nar-
row mandates of technical standards?

I realize I have shared only an ele-
ment of the agenda since it is not only
regulation that educrats use to
streamline and industrialize public ed-
ucation. Indeed, it is a combination of
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bureaucratic tools that in their totality
represent attacks on public education
for democracy, including market in-
centives that devalue aspects of educa-
tion not salable in the economy, strict
legislation that removes discretionary
aspects of education from the com-
munity and people interested in citi-
zenship education, and the elimina-
tion of remedial programs that focus
on individual needs over standardized
education. 

Whatever the standard, the aim
seems to be not deregulation but
reregulation of education that priva-
tizes its democratic elements and frag-
ments a space that was once heralded
as the one public location where di-
verse people in terms of race, class,
gender, and spirituality came together
to learn from and teach about one an-
other. Since educrats avoid question-
ing industrial standards and make no
effort to revitalize the democratic as-
pects of education, they leave little
room for thought that does not some-
how attempt to bring education in line
with the market economy. The real
challenge, then, is to address educa-
tional needs in terms other than those
of the educrat.

Standards of Complexity 
and New Discourses 
for Administrators

Democracy Depends on Localism: the local ar-
eas are where the people live. Democracy does-
n’t mean putting power some place other than
where the people are.

—Douglas Lummis

If educational leaders agree that the
discourse of efficiency is too limited
for the full needs of the children in
public education, an alternative dis-
course will need to be developed that
offers a new set of assumptions. Based
on standards of complexity, alternative
discourses will move away from as-
sumptions that decontextualize knowl-
edge and suggest that authority should
rest within the hands of a few govern-
ment officials whose policies rarely
parallel their rhetoric. Standards of
complexity will focus on new pro-
cesses for developing community stan-
dards for education based on local
needs. Administrators who endorse
the call for a new set of assumptions
will need to develop a discourse that
conveys the needs of educational insti-
tutions attempting to retain their
democratic processes amidst the rise
of technocracy. This discourse will
have to maintain a delicate balance be-
tween issues of efficiency and quality
while shifting the assumptions that
guide the discussion. This process will
not be easy since many constituents
have embraced the logic of efficiency
without an understanding of its impli-
cations, and this acceptance will con-
tinue unless the logic is moderated by
other discourses and perspectives.

Following are four standards for de-
veloping a new administrative dis-
course based on the notion of com-
plexity. The first standard addresses
the need to have contextualized educa-
tional standards while also noting the
need for a loosely coupled coalition
that allows for more unified responses
to attempts to lure education into the



service of the economy. The second
standard recognizes that expertise is a
tool that can be used to promote mul-
tiple ideological viewpoints that might
help or hinder education that encour-
ages democratic understanding. To
moderate the effects of professional
thought, people at the local level must
develop their own knowledge of edu-
cational and political theory based on
their own experiences as well as book
knowledge. From my teaching experi-
ence, it is fascinating to consider that
the more formal education people
have, the less likely they are to address
concerns outside of their own attempts
to become successful.

Standards of complexity remind ad-
ministrators that education has histor-
ically had many colonizing character-
istics and scrutinized any aberrations
from what was deemed normal. It was
not many years ago that left-handed
children were forced to use their right
hands while at school. While this is
just one example among many, it illus-
trates that educators’ responses to dif-
ference have often been to contain it
and attempt to redirect or change it.
New discourses will shed light on our
need to unlearn old curriculums and
pedagogies in addition to attempts to
relearn less technical and fundamental
approaches to our educational roles.

The third standard of complexity
challenges administrators to alter our
conceptions of cognition and learning.
The great philosopher Vygotsky’s un-
derstanding of intelligence and learn-
ing has important implications for
practice. If learning does not take
place in the mind in the traditional

sense, but in the actions that take
place in the environment, then social
contexts become critical for under-
standing the educational process.
Standards of complexity remind us
that these are the spaces of mediation
where there are diverse interpretive
strategies and forms of intelligence.

The final standard of complexity
builds on the shortcomings of emanci-
patory humanist discourse and offers
new frameworks for understanding a
viable public sphere. Liberal theoreti-
cal understandings of the public sphere
as a singular, comprehensive site where
individuals set aside elements of them-
selves that make them unique are mis-
leading and fail to recognize the way
democratic activity functions in a strat-
ified society. Nancy Fraser (1997) sug-
gested we reconsider evidence that
those who have been excluded from
dominative public spheres develop
their own counterpublics so that the
Public described by Jefferson and
Mills was never the Public at all, but
one of many publics, although proba-
bly a more expansive one.

Standards of complexity call on ad-
ministrators to recognize that public
spheres, such as education, are always
undergoing change. Where histori-
cally domestic violence was consid-
ered a private concern, it was the dis-
cursive contestation and the expansion
of new feminist discourse that came
from women’s counterpublics that
brought a shift in understanding. Do-
mestic violence went from being a pri-
vate issue between a woman and her
husband to a systemic problem of pa-
triarchal societies (Fraser, 1997).
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Standards of Complexity

Complexity Standard No. 1: 
Remember Local Cosmopolitanism

Many educrats argue that too much
local control of schools will result in a
certain parochialism or fundamental-
ist thought. State and federal educa-
tional proposals are inherently paro-
chial, however, because they express
the vision of a small group of people
even if they claim their efforts are in
the best interests of citizens. If there is
agreement that standards reflect the
educational vision that makes up every
region and culture, then standards of
complexity are unique because, from a
global perspective, they account for a
sense of place and local understand-
ing. Those who develop standards for
a specific locality are less likely to be
egotistical in their thoughts and self-
centered in their efforts because there
is humility in not pretending to know
what is good for everyone.

There is a legitimate concern that
claims to standards are also claims for
transcendent truth, but this conceptu-
alization can be countered with an un-
derstanding of how the realities that
reside within different educational
communities might also link in sup-
port of differing visions of education.
It is my belief that simultaneous ef-
forts to oppose technocratic standards
can act as an affirmation of local per-
ceptions of education and reaffirm lo-
cal control. Common concern over ef-
forts to draw education into the
service of consumerism can weave
cross-cultural agreements and allow

for loosely coupled coalitions that re-
tain a pluralistic framework that stops
short of educational relativism. Stan-
dards of complexity remind us that
connection can be made freely not
only on a local basis, but through a
discourse of difference across local
communities, regional coalitions might
be enacted at moments of shared op-
position to the pressure of educrats.
For educational administrators, con-
nection with the needs of local people
is crucial to an understanding of het-
erogeneous communities.

Complexity Standard No. 2: 
Recollect and Remember

The discourse of efficiency places
little value on recollecting and re-
membering the past, but as the dis-
course of emancipatory humanism il-
lustrates, there is a historical context
for the struggle over public education
and the development of democratic
practices in citizens. Standards of com-
plexity incorporate the importance of
organic memory, or finding value in
what we know and understand of our
local community. An exercise I use in
my undergraduate courses supports
this point.

During the beginning of my
courses, I hand a note card to all the
students and ask them to answer a
simple question: Where do you see
yourself in five years? Students ponder
my inquiry for a couple of minutes
and then provide a written answer. I
say nothing and collect the cards. At
the next class session, I again hand out
note cards and ask the students to an-



swer another question: You find you
have only a few days left to live, what
do you do? A few students laugh and
share a comment about traveling to a
distant country or going to see a na-
tional landmark before providing an
answer to my second question.

The responses I receive are amaz-
ing. Students who come from work-
ing-class backgrounds more often than
not answer the first question with a vi-
sion of a future family and discuss the
importance of their parents, sisters,
brothers, and lifelong friends. For ex-
ample, a working-class African Ameri-
can male who was a first-generation
college student wrote: “I just got off
the phone with my mother, she is bak-
ing pies again. My sister has finally got
her act together and went back to
school. I have my arm around my wife,
she is sleeping on my shoulder. I just
heard something. It was our little girl.
She is asleep upstairs and has a cold. I
have finally done it, I am in graduate
school and working on my thesis.”
Students from upper-class families or
families with higher education often
provide a different answer. There is
little discussion of family or friends,
especially among male students. In-
stead, they offer a summary of their
resume. They talk about the positions
they will hold or the influences they
will have on other people once they
obtain the right credentials. An upper-
class Caucasian female explains: “I will
be in management somewhere and
have a staff of over sixty people. I live
in a large city and hopefully marry a
successful doctor or lawyer.”

Yet when the students respond to
my second question, they all write
about going to see their families and
spending time with friends. The em-
phasis is not on careers or earnings
but on surrounding themselves with
those who know them well during
their last days. During the third class,
I ask students to reconcile the differ-
ences between their five-year and
three-day goals. What is interesting
about the discussion is that students
who typically feel disadvantaged in so-
ciety are the ones who hold the privi-
leged positions within the conversa-
tion. Most often, their everyday
discourse includes emphasis on and
recollection of their childhood and the
ethics and morals they learned as chil-
dren. Students from privileged back-
grounds more often have incongruent
long- and short-term values.

As we debrief from this exercise, I
offer a Foucaultian interpretation of
socialization and power. We discuss
why students from families with more
education often experience more in-
congruence between their values for
the immediate and for the distant fu-
ture. We often find through discussion
that there is a certain investment in the
formation of self in ways that are
viewed as successful by others. Because
of these principles that represent suc-
cess, people actively invoke and con-
strain certain behaviors that are seen as
successful, even if these behaviors re-
move them from the environmental
context that includes the people they
care about the most. If I ask students
where they learned this notion of suc-
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cess, they suggest it is everywhere, and
that does seem the case.

The success discourse students use
in my course is linked closely with the
discourse of efficiency. There is a nar-
row focus on education as a gateway
into the upper tiers of the workforce,
but there is little discussion of citizen-
ship and public affairs. I share with
students that to the extent they believe
and support such discourse and self-
monitoring, they have given power
over their lives to truths they have nei-
ther developed nor adopted after criti-
cal reflection. But these truths are
never total, and students who offer a
different interpretation of their long-
and short-term goals suggest that what
we value is often found in a process of
recollecting and remembering.

Standards of complexity suggest
that administrators must broaden the
notion of curriculum to include our
living memories and revalue these as-
pects of children. These include sto-
ries about family, friends, and neigh-
bors that integrate aspects of both the
future and the past. Far from irrele-
vant, these stories constitute the roots
of identity and community. In con-
trast, technological standards offer a
different understanding of memory,
one that invokes thoughts of students
taking exams to prove their worth, the
ticket to the next level of education
and the possibility of upward mobility.
This is the memory that my upper-
class students value in my exercise.
They have been taught to liberate
themselves from any notion of com-
munity and pursue all that progress

has to offer. The problem is that in
pursuit of mobility and the chance to
choose their own communities, these
students find they have no community
at all. My working-class and first-gen-
eration students, for the most part,
while believing in the value of educa-
tion, have not let the performativity
principle completely direct their
values.

Complexity Standard No. 3: 
Realize Interdependence

Vygotsky recognized that people do
not develop autonomously but through
a series of interconnections that situ-
ate cognition among a weblike pattern
of social interactions (Kincheloe,
Steinberg, & Villaverde, 1999). This
perspective on cognition has dramatic
implications for standards of complex-
ity and commands a new outlook on
learning. If we accept that youths de-
velop through their social relations
and that learning does not take place
where we have traditionally assumed
—in the individual dynamics of the
mind—then we can begin to under-
stand the role environment plays in
the development of consciousness.
One of the benefits of such a frame-
work is that it allows administrators
and teachers to consider learning as it
relates to interpretive activities. Stu-
dent learning is not understood as the
process of building mental structures
inside the mind; learning is con-
structed in relation to outside actions.
Administrators must begin not only to
understand the culture of their schools



and local communities, but also to en-
gage the relation of their own dis-
course to the construction of meaning
that might conflict or agree with their
students’ understandings based on
their backgrounds.

Technocratic standards eschew the-
ories of cognition that attempt to ac-
count for social relations and educa-
tional environments, since it is much
easier to explain failure to achieve on
the basis of the lack of an individual’s
ability, whether it be the teacher’s or
the student’s, than it is to engage in a
study of the cultural context that is
created by the standards themselves.
Thus, technocratic standards do little
to foster an environment where col-
laboration and self-reflection are im-
portant components of the curricu-
lum. Standards of complexity suggest
it will be important for educational
administrators to engage what theo-
rists who have developed the work of
Vygotsky have termed “situated cog-
nition.” They must become re-
searchers of their constituents and un-
derstand themselves in relation to the
people they claim to represent. If so-
cial environments are taken seriously,
a discourse on standards will have to
include a conversation on the implica-
tions of standards on environments.

Complexity Standard No. 4: 
Retain and Rework the Public Sphere

This standard includes many different
dimensions, including the need to
have multiple public spheres as sites
for discussion and debate over public
issues. I suggest we need multiple

public spheres because most, if not all,
of emancipatory humanist theory has
suggested that a public sphere should
be open to everyone, with the belief
that we can come together and learn
through our differences. This has not
been a fruitful perspective on demo-
cratic practice, however, as social in-
equality will always be an element of
singular conceptions of the public
sphere. As Jane Mansbridge argued:

The transformation of “I” into “we”
brought about through political delib-
eration can easily mask subtle forms of
control. Even the language people use
as they reason together usually favors
one way of seeing things and discour-
ages others. Subordinate groups some-
times cannot find the right voice or
words to express their thoughts, and
when they do, they discover they are
not heard. [They] are silenced, encour-
aged to keep their wants inchoate, and
heard to say “yes” when what they have
said is “no.” (Mansbridge in Fraser,
1997, p. 78)

Fraser (1997) argued that emanci-
patory humanist conceptions of the
public sphere are misleading as they
do not account for parallel areas
where members of subordinate groups
gather and debate issues on their own
terms. These alternative arenas allow
subordinated peoples to develop their
own counterdiscourses that permit
oppositional interpretations of their
identities, needs, and interests.

Standards of complexity call on ad-
ministrators to recognize that com-
munities that have been historically
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subjugated, in terms of race, class,
gender, sexual orientation, spirituality,
or other social-identity categories, will
need to convene to develop their own
understandings of self and their rela-
tion to others. For example, gay-
straight alliances have been created in
high schools across the country to ad-
dress the particular needs of students
who are attempting to understand
their own sexuality. These ”counter-
publics” have typically provided a
space to withdraw from the dominant
public sphere and regroup and refocus
the thoughts of its members.

These groups, however, attempt to
address more than issues of social sup-
port. They become training grounds
for directing new discourses toward
wider publics. In the case of gay-
straight alliances, the discourse has
suggested that sexual orientation is
more complicated than a singular het-
erosexual identity, and those complex-
ities must be addressed in accordance
with the rights of the dominant
groups. Educational administrators
need to understand that as long as
people are excluded from dominant
publics, counterpublics will develop to
force the expansion of social issues
through contestation and new dis-
courses. Standards of complexity rec-
ognize that in a stratified public edu-
cation system there will never be a
singular public sphere where students,
teachers, parents, community mem-
bers, and administrators gather on
equal grounds. As long as there are
differences in ability to wield power,
public schools are more appropriately
conceived of as the material sites

where cultural, ideological, and mate-
rial contestation takes place among a
variety of publics.

Notes
1. An educrat is an official with a for-

profit ideology who attempts to privatize
education and remove the elements that
make it a public good rather than restore
its place as the center of citizenship educa-
tion for a vital public democracy.

2. I interchange the terms efficiency and
performance throughout this essay. The
former is used to refer to organizations
and the latter to both individuals and or-
ganizations.
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Today, it is increasingly rare for a human to
get first look at data about the world. Even
our telescopes are often operated remotely with
computer sensors . . . [Perception]

—James Bailey (1996, p. 137)

The struggle is over who gets to count as a ra-
tional actor, as well as an author of knowledge
. . . The power to define what counts as tech-
nical or as political is very much at the heart
. . . [Voice]

—Donna Haraway (1997, p. 89)

The more chaotic a system is, the more infor-
mation it produces. This perception is at the
heart of the transvaluation of chaos, for it en-
ables chaos to be conceived as an inexhaustible
ocean of information rather than as a void
signifying absence . . . [Dynamic systems]

—N. Katherine Hayles (1990a, p. 8).

As searchers on a journey that is
guided, not determined, by our per-

ceptions within dynamic and chaotic
systems of this world, we will discuss
some of the postmodern interpreta-
tions of society and education, explain
what we mean by visionary post-
modernity, and offer some insights
into the ways in which postmodernity,
and especially the application of dy-
namic systems theory, reconfigures
our notions of educational leadership.
Since the spirit of postmodernity is to
construct reality by crossing borders
using multiple disciplines and per-
spectives, we have taken an eclectic
approach to the subject by drawing on
the perspectives of postmodernity as
they are embodied in quantum philos-
ophy, dynamic systems, chaos theory,
and information technology.

As you may already know or be-
lieve, each of these disciplines con-
tains numerous interpretations and
definitions of what the term postmod-
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ern means. Each discipline constructs
its own course, reading events and in-
venting meaning according to its own
definitions. This creates an uncer-
tainty of meaning, which for some
only confirms that postmodernity is
nothing more than an elitist continen-
tal philosophy, indecipherable for and
inapplicable to our schools today.
However, we, along with other post-
modernists, think that the lack of any
definition for postmodernity is a di-
rect reaction to modernist attempts to
systematize knowledge and experi-
ences in order to construct the illusion
that there could or should be only one
possible meaning to an event or phe-
nomenon. For postmodernists, this
systematization of knowledge leads to
stagnation and decay, while the ab-
sence of uniformity and agreement on
meaning creates spaces for dynamic
growth and possibilities. Postmod-
ernists accept ambiguity as the nature
of nature and think that many mod-
ernists try to deny uncertainty by dis-
guising their voice and concepts be-
hind notions of objectivity, nature,
truth, and neutrality; nowhere have
these notions manifested themselves
more patently than in the standards
movement in this country.

Visionary Postmodernity
Postmodernists have used numerous
approaches to explain problems and
developments in our contemporary
worlds, and different traditions have
emerged from the purposely elusive
term postmodern. In this chapter, we
focus on the perspectives of those we

call visionary postmodernists. Our
choice and treatment of this group
undoubtedly tell more about our pro-
tocols of interpretation and reading
than do the authors we cite and co-opt
for our purposes.

Included in this group that we call
visionary postmodernists are curricu-
lum theorists like William Doll (1993)
and Patrick Slattery (1995); literary
critics such as Katherine Hayles
(1990a) and Barbara Herrnstein-
Smith (Hernnstein-Smith & Platnit-
sky, 1997); cultural critics like Donna
Haraway (1997) and John Fiske (1993);
feminists such as Wendy Brown
(1995) and bell hooks (1989); physi-
cists like Ilya Prigogine (1996); com-
puter scientists like James Bailey
(1996); organizational theorists such
as Margaret Wheatley (1992); and his-
torians like Mark Poster (1995, 1997).
We focus on these scholars and at-
tempt to extend their ideas into the
area of educational leadership. Al-
though each theorist is in the process
of constructing visions of a postmod-
ern world, these visions do not situate
themselves as grand illusions that rival
those of early laissez-faire capitalists
like Adam Smith and utopian socialists
like Karl Marx. Instead, they offer
perspectives and alternative messages
as frameworks for constructing a fu-
ture. Visionary postmodernists see
these alternative perspectives as hope-
ful ways to address the deep crisis of
modernity. Although they share some
of the skepticism of more critical and,
sometimes, pessimistic postmodern-
ists such as Frederic Jameson (1994),
Jean Baudrillard (1994), Peter Mc-
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Laren (1995), and Henry Giroux
(1994), they think it is possible to cre-
ate alternatives to modernity that al-
low us to rethink our relationships not
only with each other but with the en-
vironment, religion, science, econom-
ics, and culture.

Visionary postmodernists challenge
the elitism that is embedded in the
modernist hierarchical construct of
aesthetics that attempts to label art
“high” and “low.” They see this label-
ing as a construct that ignores the
power and privilege that is hidden
when an individual or group speaks
for all and labels what is artistic. As
Usher and Edwards (1994) note, post-
modernity is not confined to “elite
‘high’ culture” but is based on the
“blurring of boundaries between
‘high’ and ‘low’ or popular culture.”
Moreover, “the pursuit of new experi-
ence is not confined to the real of
‘good’ taste but is part of the constant
making and remaking of a ‘lifestyle’
where transcendental standards of
good taste and aesthetic judgment no
longer possess the power they held in
modernity” (p. 10). Visionary post-
modernity implies that watching
MTV, studying body piercing, and
reading comic books are learning ex-
periences comparable to cruising an
art museum, reading Hamlet through
Cliff Notes, or studying sculpturing.
For adherents to this philosophy,
learning is a more inclusive act, which
disrupts our notions of what is appro-
priate to learn and how/when learning
takes place. Instead of inferring that
students waste their time playing
video games, skateboarding, or just

hanging out, we have to ask what and
how they are learning and what we
can learn from their experiences. This
position opens fields of study that
were once closed by adult arrogance
and elitism. Postmodernity, in this
sense, is a pathway to democratic no-
tions of knowledge formation.

This challenge to knowledge for-
mation calls into question the mod-
ernist notion that knowledge is a fixed,
timeless, and universal commodity.
Modernity has created a resolute and
symmetrical ideal of what knowledge
is, how people learn, and how teachers
should teach. As Paulo Freire (1995)
posited, modernity sees schooling as a
banking model in which knowledge is
deposited in the brains of students and
recalled when a withdrawal in the
form of a test is made. In other words,
under modernist assumptions learning
and teaching can be done by following
a recipe or a formula, and all students
learn in the same way, at the same
pace. Visionary postmodernists such
as cultural critic Robin Roberts (1996)
imply that knowledge, like life, is not
symmetrical but asymmetrical, frag-
mented, contradictory, ambiguous,
ironic, and boundless. Therefore,
learning is ironic; just when we think a
teacher is not teaching or a student is
not learning, we discover students are
learning in unexpected ways.

This asymmetrical approach to
learning and knowledge offers stu-
dents, teachers, and administrators the
opportunity to disrupt what is taken as
“natural and hence unquestioned”
(Roberts, 1996, p. 15). This approach
suggests that knowledge exists on



many planes of meaning and that
these meanings often contradict each
other. Instead of there being one true
answer, meaning has multiple possi-
bilities. Instead of knowledge being
limited and fixed by preordained uni-
versal laws, the postmodernist per-
spective contends that knowledge has
many possibilities, limited only by
one’s imagination and creativity.

Visionary postmodernism emerges
also within the thinking of scholars in-
terested in the impact of information
technology on our world. In fact, it is
not too much of a generalization or
overstatement when we state the be-
lief that information technology more
than any other phenomenon in the
world today announces the presence
of postmodernism. For instance, vir-
tual reality has made it, virtually, im-
possible to recognize the difference
between an original and a copy. In
some cases information technology
has made it possible to ignore or elim-
inate the original. What we have in
mind here of course is Donna Har-
away’s (1991, p. 216) dictum concern-
ing the Human Genome Project: “In
the beginning was the copy.” What
she is implying here is that a copy of
DNA has been created to enable an
understanding, so the geneticists
hope, of numerous human concerns
and developments such as the genetic
dimension of diseases. However, the
epistemological importance of the
Human Genome Project is that there
is no original. The Project is no one’s
DNA but everyone’s. The copy has
eliminated the need for an original.
Without a doubt, this undermining of

the Western tradition of valuing origi-
nals over copies would never have
been possible if it were not for infor-
mation technology.

Information technology has im-
pinged on our lives and beliefs in
other ways as well. The philosopher
Don Ihde contends that information
technology has altered our condition
in at least two fundamental ways: the
perceptual and what he calls the pluri-
cultural. First, with regard to percep-
tion, Ihde suggests that in the post-
modern world we are witnessing a
transforming of how we see and read.
He explains: “With reading there is al-
ways perception, but a particularly
structured perception.” This is the
case for both modernity and post-
modernity. What has changed, how-
ever, is “the rise of ‘image technolo-
gies’ which, while still viewed from a
usually fixed position, now begin to
vary the ‘text’ with that which ‘moves’
. . . This multiplicity of positionality
. . . is the emergence of the polymor-
phic seeing which begins to character-
ize the postmodern” (1993, p. 86).
This shift in perception and the rise of
multiple reading positions can explain
the pessimism many modernists ex-
press in their concerns about changes
in our contemporary world. Mod-
ernists have been accustomed to a
fixed position for perception and read-
ing. That is, reality never changed:
What one person saw, another saw
too, unless one was impaired by an
ideology. With regard to reading, the
text was always there; it and the au-
thor’s intentions never changed. In
our contemporary age, reality, texts,
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and authors constantly change with-
out any respect for modernists’ con-
cerns for authorial intent, fixed reality,
or universal meaning.

Along with this shift of perception
is a move toward what Ihde refers to
as the pluricultural. Ihde argues that
traditionally the notion of intellectual
and economic growth has been associ-
ated with scientific developments. In
other words, progress has been associ-
ated with, linked to, and described as
Western knowledge. However, there
is another way to interpret the dra-
matic changes that the world is experi-
encing with regard to information
technology. Ihde (1993, p. 62) posits
that “innovative periods in the history
of technology correspond more to
high periods of crosscultural trade and
exchange than to high periods of
philosophical or scientific theory. . . . ”
He states that “this association with
technological innovation and cross-
culturality hints at the very phenome-
non I wish to forefront—the rise of
pluriculture.” The pluricultural is a
shift in perception from seeing change
brought about through and by West-
ern scientific developments to seeing
change as a result of cross-cultural re-
lationships that are enhanced and
made possible by information tech-
nology. This shift from a centric way
of seeing to a pluricultural mode
brings about dramatic changes in our
foundational beliefs about reality and
self. As Ihde (1993, p. 63) notes, “con-
temporary pluriculture . . . is more
virulent and chaotic.” Pluriculturality
is more virulent and chaotic because it
promotes a “multiplicity of images;” is

supportive of a “fragmentation into
‘bits’ or ‘culture fragments;’” encour-
ages “a certain fluidity as they move
into and out of presence, and thus”
develops “an overall ‘bricolage’ char-
acter” (Ihde, 1993, p. 64).

In a fear-based reaction to these
kinds of unpredictable and unexpected
changes that have accelerated during
the last thirty years, the education
standards movement has gained mo-
mentum; “multiple-choice measure-
ment by numbers, severe sanctions for
poor numbers, and more attractive re-
wards for ever higher numbers”
(Sacks, 2000, p. 238) are promoted as
the “modern” tools for educational ac-
countability and reform in the United
States.

Scientific Rationalism 
and Schools
In order to create alternatives to
modernity within schools, visionary
postmodernists have challenged and
critiqued the dominant ideology of
schools: scientific rationalism. We
agree with Sharon Traweek (1992)
that scientific rationalism is the “cul-
ture of no culture,” since it is a culture
that pretends an objective world ex-
ists, a world that is pure and innocent,
uncorrupted by the subjective touch
of human beings, and disembodied yet
articulated by the (white, male) scien-
tist’s voice. In this culture the scientist
is apolitical, value neutral, and the
mere chronicler, as opposed to the
creator, of nature. The concept of
“reason” that reigns supreme is a spe-
cific form that in the words of William



Pinar (1997) regulates and demar-
cates, “divides and subtracts, . . . cre-
ates and destroys” as it defines what
matters and what is silenced (p. 99).

School administrators generally ac-
cept the assumptions of scientific ra-
tionalism, assumptions that presume
that standardized tests are value neu-
tral and true indicators of what stu-
dents know and of how well teachers
teach and administrators lead. These
assumptions create the illusion that
learning and teaching can be meas-
ured and quantified, when we know
that learning and teaching usually es-
cape our quantification attempts and,
in fact, can be limited by an emphasis
on measuring goals. For those who
have a passion for learning but have
multiple perspectives on the how, why,
and what of learning, these assump-
tions exact a terrible penalty. While
privileging those who suggest that
knowledge is fixed and universal and,
therefore, beyond human values and
cultural influences, scientific-rational
assumptions penalize those who know
that these expectations are not con-
gruent with their lived experiences
(Tomkins, 1991).

Accepting these assumptions dis-
torts reality in education. Arkady Plot-
nitsky (1994), for instance, shows that
Bohr, in particular, but also Heisen-
berg, proved that we cannot know an
objective world beyond the lens
through which we try to see it. We see
and distort the world through the lens
of our assumptions. We cannot “speak
of reality as existing by itself . . . inde-
pendently of interpretation” (p. 149).
Interpretation, then, is all we have; dis-

tort is all we can do. So if we choose to
understand how students learn using
standardized tests to measure learning,
how teachers teach using “objective”
evaluations, and how administrators
lead by applying principles of account-
ability, we will construct students who
learn in order to take tests, teachers
who teach to a test, and administrators
who define their leadership skills ac-
cording to how well their school ranks
in comparison with other schools on
the statewide battery of tests. How-
ever, anyone who uses these criteria to
determine the “success” or “failure” of
students, teachers, or administrators is
doing so based on untenable assump-
tions that exist for political and disin-
genuous reasons. Because students
pass (or fail) standardized tests does
not mean students are (or are not)
learning, teachers are (or are not)
teaching, and administrators are (or
are not) leading. Standardized tests are
only one method of interpretation in
the world of education and are not a
good method for understanding what
is actually going on in schools. For the
postmodern visionary, standardized
tests are merely a symbol of a mod-
ernist way of thinking that privileges a
detached perspective and assumes ho-
mogeneity in student populations.

Although these assumptions come
from scientific rationalism, visionary
postmodernists realize that there is
not a single form of rationalism but
plural rationalities that have often
been misunderstood (Haraway, 1991;
hooks, 1989, 1994; Popewitz, cited in
Cornbleth, 1986). Our attempt is not
to construct an antiscience or antira-
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tionalist approach to education, but
we contest the ways in which the
modernist notion of scientific ration-
alism has manifested itself in society
and schools as the only form of being.
The task of educational leaders is to
acknowledge plural rationalities and
allow various forms of rationality to
compete with each other as teachers
seek the best ways for individual stu-
dents to learn. For example, scientific
rationalism assumes that one state-
wide curriculum can be used for all
school districts within a state. Vision-
ary postmodernity recognizes the
need for curriculum frameworks that
allow schools to decide on a curricu-
lum that evolves and emerges depend-
ing on the needs of teachers and stu-
dents. A postmodern administrator in
this case would value teachers who in-
vent their own curriculum and would
morally and politically support them
in their creative and imaginative ef-
forts to meet the needs of students.

In contrast to administrators in
schools that have been sanitized by
scientific rationalism, visionary post-
modernists promote the return of pas-
sion and emotion to public schools. As
Donna Haraway (1997) states, scien-
tific rationalism has privileged detach-
ment and called for the teacher, stu-
dent, and administrator to speak only
of unadorned facts, “adding nothing
from his mere opinions, from his bias-
ing embodiment” (p. 24). But for vi-
sionary postmodernists, a return to
passion also means that error, emo-
tion, and ambiguity will play a role as
each individual finds the best way to
teach, learn, and lead.

Schools as Closed Systems

Scientific rationalism conceptualizes
schools as closed systems. The idea of
organizations as closed systems origi-
nates in the mechanistic science of the
seventeenth century, developed by
Newton, Galileo, Descartes, and their
contemporaries. According to the
“rules” of a closed system, universal
laws govern all physical phenomena,
and faithful followers can replicate
specific universal laws if they effi-
ciently and diligently apply the
language of mathematics (and now,
statistics) to their experiments. Ad-
ministrators and school boards, for in-
stance, seek out “lighthouse” schools,
which are schools that have been suc-
cessful in their endeavors to educate
children, promote a positive atmos-
phere for teachers, and remain within
budget. Administrators assume that
other schools can replicate the suc-
cesses of these schools if a recipe is
faithfully followed. Like the Newton-
ian world of physics, in a closed sys-
tem good administration transcends
any unique characteristics of a public
school, such as disparities in public
funding, quality of teaching, parental
involvement, preparation of students,
and condition of facilities. In a closed
system these issues tend to be seen
merely as excuses for school leaders
who are failing. Emphasis is placed on
structure and parts so that “responsi-
bilities have been organized into func-
tions. People have been organized
into roles. . . . Knowledge is broken
into disciplines and subjects” (Wheat-
ley, 1992, p. 27).



Voucher systems are an example of
schools operating as closed systems.
The assumption is that private schools
are inherently better than public
schools and that if public schools want
to improve, they will have to model
the private schools. Therefore, all stu-
dents should be supported in their
choice to go to private schools, where
staff should just “work harder” to
make schools function well. Moder-
nity tells us that the differences be-
tween good and failing schools are
found in the innovativeness of admin-
istrators, dedication of teachers, and
benevolence of market principles.
These assumptions ignore the unique
characteristics of public schools, how-
ever, such as the diversity of school
populations, the issue of teacher
“burnout,” and the other side of “free”
market capitalism (e.g., deceptive ad-
vertising and selective admission poli-
cies that are the prerogative of private
schools).

Schools as Dynamic Systems 
in a Postmodern World
Visionary postmodernists view public
schools, the economy, and culture, as
well as the universe itself, as dynamic
systems. In contrast to schools viewed
as closed systems, in which the “rules”
of the past are the “rules of the day,”
we postulate that viewing schools as
dynamic systems demands that human
dynamics of the school site change
drastically. Specifically, this view re-
quires that we change the ways we re-
late to each other, not only within the
school, as teacher to student and

teacher to administrator, but also as
we interact with the environment, the
economy, and the culture. Since we
view schools as dynamic systems, their
viability depends on their capacity to
be inventive, eclectic, open, adaptable,
and resilient. In this section we discuss
dynamic systems theory and the im-
plications of this theory for education.
We give particular attention to char-
acteristics of dynamic systems that ex-
plicitly affect public education.

We start this section with a warn-
ing: In all dynamic systems, whether a
school, business, living organism, or
weather pattern, there are capacities
for unlimited growth and destruction
through decisions that are made or
natural forces that influence the sys-
tem. The future direction of any dy-
namic system cannot be known or
predicted. For instance, a school may
set a course for dynamic revitalization
in order to improve student learning,
teacher performance, and administra-
tive leadership, but because of insuffi-
cient funding, student dropouts,
teacher attrition, administrative turn-
over, or some unforeseen influence,
the course may lead to a stagnant
school that becomes less productive in
its performance. Such an outcome
cannot be predicted in a school based
on either postmodern or modern
principles. The difference, however, is
that visionary postmodernity recog-
nizes that the potential for stagnation
is as great as the potential for dynamic
growth, while modernity carries the
assumptions that stagnation can be
wished away by adherence to universal
laws of administration, statewide cur-
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riculum guides, and student perform-
ance testing.

Since dynamic systems are open
systems, taking information from all
sources, we have intentionally drawn
from a wide range of disciplines to
present our understanding of post-
modernity and dynamic systems. This
procedure is in contrast to that of a
closed modernist system, where the
tradition is to become a specialist
within a discipline while rarely cross-
ing sacred boundaries that separate
one’s expertise from that of a physicist,
computer scientist, or literary critic.
In the modern paradigm, if we cross
into another discipline, we announce
that we are entering and we are ama-
teurs. In postmodernity, traditional
academic boundaries are exposed as
mere constructs that limit our ability
to understand the world.

Our notion of dynamic systems is
influenced heuristically by work done
in the fields of computer science, evo-
lution biology, quantum physics, and
organizational theory. We begin with
an assumption: A dynamic system,
such as an organization, organism,
weather pattern, profitable business,
ant colony, or school, is dependent on
the free flow of information. This
concept of dependency is a necessary
and sufficient condition of a dynamic
system, and it implies that a dynamic
system, unlike a closed system, is not
self-sustainable. Instead, a dynamic
system is dependent on using the un-
limited amount of information that
enters the system. Since this informa-
tion enters the system without any at-
tachment of significance, blueprint, or

meaning, it is up to the dynamic sys-
tem to make meaning out of the infor-
mation so that the system will not spi-
ral out of control, become stagnant, or
self-destruct.

Drawing from information tech-
nology, let us look at how parallel
computers function as dynamic sys-
tems. Marketing companies use paral-
lel computers when they want to rec-
ognize patterns for data analysis. For
instance, a marketing company inter-
ested in selling accessories to new car
owners uses parallel computers to tar-
get consumers who may be interested
in their product. The computer is pre-
sented with an unlimited database of
the consumption habits of all Ameri-
cans. The task of the computer is to
sort out consumers who have recently
purchased an automobile. All other
information, although possibly impor-
tant at a later date, is ignored. The
marketing company then takes the list
the computer has generated and sends
out fliers or makes telemarketing calls
to targeted consumers who have re-
cently purchased an automobile. With
its ability to disaggregate (in multiple
ways) an immense amount of informa-
tion, the computer makes the com-
pany more efficient and potentially
more sustainable.

Let us look at the marketing anal-
ogy another way. In physics, chaos
theory suggests that the nature of na-
ture is chaos. That is to say there is a
great deal of information in the uni-
verse, and there is not an absence of
meaning but that meaning is too com-
plex for us to comprehend completely.
The initial database used by the mar-



keting company represents a chaotic
state in which order is not the natural
state but rather something that
emerges or results from the ability to
sort and organize data. The marketing
company used computers to target
certain buyers, creating a self-organiz-
ing database that emerged from the
initial database. Order emerged out of
the initial chaotic database, giving the
company a more specific list of people
to contact who might be interested in
car accessories.

For a system to be dynamic, then, it
needs an unlimited flow of informa-
tion from which meanings or patterns
can emerge, become organized, and in
turn influence the course of the sys-
tem. When information is not allowed
to flow freely or is not easily dis-
cernible or focused, the ability of the
organization to sustain and improve
itself is interrupted (Wheatley, 1992).
Let us return to the marketing ex-
ample. If the computer effectively
runs its program, the company will get
the desired result (a list of people who
recently purchased an automobile),
which could lead to efficiency and sus-
tainability; this type of approach may
lead to expansion into other markets
and the creation of new jobs. One
small cause (the desired list) can gen-
erate consequences. Suppose, how-
ever, there is a program error, and the
computer interprets the word automo-
bile to mean home, generating a list of
the names of people who recently pur-
chased a new home. As a result of this
simple and small program error, the
company goes bankrupt, people lose
their jobs, families are harmed, and

the regional economy takes a hit—ad
infinitum. A small cause initiates large
consequences.

Place this metaphor of parallel dis-
tributive processing into school life.
Let us take the example of standard-
ized tests. Forty-seven out of fifty
states have reacted to apocalyptic re-
ports such as the Nation at Risk by cre-
ating statewide standardized testing.
This small act has led to dramatic
changes in public schooling. Public
schools are now working under new,
but still modernist, rules of accounta-
bility, redefined notions of what public
schools should do, and reprogrammed
concepts of what teachers ought to be
doing. The introduction of standard-
ized tests (small cause) has restruc-
tured the schools in multiple ways
(large consequences).

The notion that small causes lead to
large consequences is called the But-
terfly Effect, so named because a but-
terfly can flap its wings in Beijing, re-
sulting in a thunderstorm in New York
City (Hayles, 1990b; Wheatley, 1992).
In closed Newtonian systems, life is
made simple when one cause leads to
one proportional effect. Not so in dy-
namic systems theory; the Butterfly
Effect demonstrates that long-term
prediction is almost impossible and
that unpredictability is the order of
nature and life. The marketing com-
pany cannot know beforehand whether
its newly created list will generate
profits, lead to bankruptcy, or have no
effect at all. For public schools, this
kind of unpredictability also has great
implications. Since test results can be
influenced by so many variables, stan-
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dardized tests are just a means to make
public claims about learning rather
than a method for accessing what stu-
dents know. A score on a test can be
influenced by an unlimited number of
small causes, ranging from student ill-
ness to questions corresponding (or
not) to the students’ way of thinking;
from the test being representative of
white, middle-class values, to the con-
ditions in the room.

To better illustrate the connection
between education and dynamic sys-
tems theory, we now discuss three
characteristics of systems theory that
explicitly affect public education and
the standards debate: adaptability,
competitiveness, and diversity.

Adaptability

To explain how adaptability works in
dynamic systems, we refer to recent
developments in neurophysiology,
cognitive psychology, and computer
science. In recent decades neurophysi-
ologists have made steady progress in
understanding the neural networks of
the brain and its ability to adapt to its
environment. In order to perform
everyday, complex functions, the brain
has at its disposal millions if not bil-
lions of neurons (Gazzaniga, 1995).
Each neuron has the capability and
flexibility to perform numerous func-
tions, but each one has a predisposi-
tion toward one function. For in-
stance, a neuron may be predisposed
to function in a pattern for hearing
but can be part of a pattern that makes
sight possible. In this sense, neurons
are both predisposed and adaptable.

Howard Gardner (1991) and Paul
Churchland (1996) are using these ad-
vances in neurophysiology to rethink
theories of learning in cognitive psy-
chology. Like neurophysiologists, cog-
nitive psychologists believe we are
adaptive in our learning abilities be-
cause our brain has the capacity to be
simultaneously predisposed and adap-
tive. The best possible education, then,
would not focus primarily on the nu-
merical and logical (i.e., scientific ra-
tionalism) ways of learning, as most
schools presently do, but would focus
on our multiple ways of knowing, in-
cluding the spatial, musical, and natu-
ralistic, to name a few.

Adaptability plays an important
role in computer science. The first
computers were devices that could
perform some functions better than
humans (e.g., adding numbers or cal-
culating the trajectory of an artillery
shell). Today, computer scientists and
leaders in artificial intelligence are
creating computers that are able to
adapt to their environment and per-
form functions that were not a part of
their original program. With a smaller
memory than previous computers, yet
capable of learning and storing experi-
ences into memory for future use,
these computers can recognize pat-
terns and perform functions that
would take humans hundreds, if not
thousands, of years to perform. As
Kevin Kelly writes: “Investing ma-
chines with the ability to adapt on
their own, to evolve in their own di-
rection, and grow without human
oversight is the next great advance in
technology. Giving machines freedom



is the only way we can have intelligent
control” (Kelly, cited in Bailey, 1996,
p. 217).

In schools, this kind of “control”
means letting teachers have the free-
dom to teach as they see fit yet be held
accountable for facilitating learning in
their classroom. It means if a teacher
comes to an administrator with a pas-
sion for knowing and says that he
wants to use films (see Weaver &
Grindall, 1998), rap music (see Weaver
& Daspit, 2000), or comic books (see
Gough, 1993) to teach a science class,
the administrator should see this as an
opportunity for the teacher to have
“intelligent control.”

By understanding the notion of
adaptability as gain rather than loss,
the administrator can see the unlim-
ited potential available for effective
leadership. There is no longer one
best way—no metanarrative for stu-
dents, teachers, and administrators—
to achieve goals. So an administrator
cannot assume that she can replicate
what other administrators have
achieved in their schools but can as-
sume that successful programming de-
pends on the ability of the administra-
tor to build a school culture centered
around trust, inquiry, open communi-
cation, data gathering, and consensus
building. It is in this kind of culture
that students, teachers, parents, and
administrators take responsibility for
their actions and make decisions
adapted to their particular school site.
In this kind of school culture, people
act out of their commitment and val-
ues and not out of prescribed roles to
which they have been assigned.

Competition

As well as being adaptive, dynamic
systems are competitive. First, we
must caution that when we say com-
petitive we are not referring to the
traditional free-market capitalism
model in which there are winners or
losers and individuals compete with
each other for scarce resources. In-
stead, competition in dynamic systems
thinking means that the environment
holds a richness of possibilities and
opportunities that are bidding for our
attention and time. Let us look at in-
formation technology for an analogy.
The parallel computer described ear-
lier is effective only when it is inun-
dated with information. As informa-
tion is fed into the computer, it seeks
the best path to achieve its goals. The
paths that promise the best results are
used, while those that are not as
promising are disregarded. Another il-
lustration of this type of competition
can be seen in a wired classroom. Stu-
dents learning to use the Internet have
access to an infinite amount of infor-
mation with this resource. They must
decide which list services, bulletin
boards, or databases will help them
achieve their goals. The source of in-
formation that enables students to
achieve their goals becomes the best
route for specific learning. If students
select databases that lead them down
an unproductive trail, they merely se-
lect another route. There is a lot of
competition for their energies, but us-
ing their own knowledge and intu-
ition, they learn to choose the best
route to accomplish their goals.
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Extending the concept into leader-
ship, competition means that the ad-
ministrator accepts in a neutral fash-
ion as much information as possible
from the abundance available to use in
balancing, weighing, analyzing, and
synthesizing so that combinations of
information will emerge that provide
the best route to achieve goals. This
information-gathering skill also means
that if goals change or if the chosen
route begins to appear unworkable,
the administrator initiates the process
again to find new routes that may bet-
ter address the issue at hand.

Diversity

Another characteristic of dynamic sys-
tems is that they value and thrive on
sustained diversity. In fact, we are dis-
covering that chaos and diversity are
the nature of nature (Briggs & Peat,
2000; Friedman & Wolf, 1998; Prigo-
gine & Stengers, 1984; Wheatley,
1992). Using information technology
as a metaphor, Bailey (1996) reminds
us that in the world of neural and par-
allel computers and intermaths, diver-
sity is the key for a successfully evolv-
ing computer system: “Instead of
groups all converging on the same op-
timal goal, or populations all melting
together into the same dominant and
homogeneous culture, there is sus-
tained diversity. Sustained diversity is
the seed corn of evolution” (pp. 174–
175). In all dynamic systems, diversity
is the seed corn for dynamic growth.
Ecologically, each species adds to the
mosaic of life and creates the possibil-
ity for continued growth in the world.

However, as a type of plant, animal, or
microorganism disappears, the ability
of the earth to sustain life is reduced
and threatened. We are not suggesting
that the effects of the extinction of
species on the rest of the earth are
constant. Ecologists now believe that
there are cornerstone species (such as
the Wildebeast in the Serengeti)
whose extinction would have a greater
impact on the vitality of the earth than
if other species became extinct. In dy-
namic systems diversity is life, and the
reduction of that diversity leads to
stagnation and possible destruction.

Diversity as a part of dynamic sys-
tems can also be found in the works of
cultural and literary critics. In these
fields of study, diversity comes in the
form of “voice,” with an emphasis on
the importance of voice as a way to
understand a variety of perspectives.
In the closed system of modernity, es-
pecially in scientific rationalism, voice
is not important because one voice can
speak for all within an ideal of norms,
uniformity, and universality. Michel
Serres (cited in Pinar, 1997) reminds
us that scientific rationalism is a form
of violence or an exercise of power in
which “knowledge is a hunt . . . the
reason of the strongest is reason by it-
self” and “western man is a wolf of sci-
ence” (p. 91). But the nature of dy-
namic systems thinking is to value
multiple voices for the sustainability
of a free society and to see homogene-
ity as a form of dictatorial rule.

This valuing of multiple voices has
resulted in an explosion of works
within the fields of cultural and literary
criticism that are postcolonial, femi-



nist, ethnocentric, poststructural, and
neo-Marxist. These voices focus on
the variety of ways groups or individu-
als read a specific event. In cultural
studies, Robin Roberts (1996), just to
take one example, studies how feminist
music videos are “texts” constructed by
multiple “authors,” including the di-
rector, performer, and video viewer.
The idea that there are multiple read-
ings of a video reveals that “reality it-
self is fragmented and contradictory”
and dependent on the interpretation of
the “author” (p. 12). Roberts suggests
that for academics to abandon the illu-
sion of one standard of taste and one
best interpretation of reality, we must
put our elitism up for adoption and ac-
cept that knowledge is not just found
in scholarly sources, but in any text, in-
cluding music videos. Literary critic
Andrew Ross (1991) delves into the
ways in which cyberpunk serves as an
outlet for individuals stifled by the dis-
course of scientific rationalism. In the
medium of cyberpunk, people can
dream, nurture their imaginations, and
subvert, to some extent, the stifling
ideology of scientific objectivity and
value neutrality.

From a leadership perspective,
multiple voices are necessary to sus-
tain dynamic systems, so to seek uni-
formity because of a need to control is
deadly. The administrator’s role is to
seek to understand not only the voice
of the proverbial student leader but
also the voices of the teen hacker,
roller blader, punk rocker, rap artist,
drug user, and introvert. In hearing
marginalized voices, administrators

can discover that these students’ ideas
are not improper or distasteful, but
rather give voice to a world seen
through a different lens, station, and
position in life, a voice that is based on
different notions of propriety, taste,
purity, and efficiency.

It is helpful for administrators also
to be aware of the vision of what Plot-
nitsky (1994) calls “excesses of energy.”
Plotnitsky posits that in any exercise,
whether it is atomic interactions, writ-
ing, or economic exchanges, excesses
of energy “are produced, which by def-
inition, cannot be utilized” (p. 2).
These “excesses of energy” may repre-
sent “the improper, the distasteful, the
impure, the wasteful, the perverse” (p.
28), but administrators need to ac-
knowledge that such energy is a vital
part of a school culture.

Visionary Postmodern
Administrators
With these ideas about dynamic sys-
tems theory in mind, we use the re-
mainder of this chapter to express
some preliminary thoughts on educa-
tional leadership shaped by dynamic
systems thinking. We do not present
our vision as a blueprint for the reader
to copy. Instead, we hope readers will
try the ideas appropriate to their situa-
tions and see if they take root in the
university, school, or classroom.

Information Technology

Visionary postmodern administrators
will commit themselves to the devel-
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opment of information technology
within their schools. For visionary
postmodern leaders, information tech-
nology is a way to promote the devel-
opment of multiple voices and trans-
form the learning processes in schools.
In his work The Second Media Age,
Mark Poster (1995) distinguishes be-
tween what he calls the first wave of
information technology (e.g., radio
and television) and the second wave,
which includes the Internet and virtual
reality. According to Poster, the first
wave promotes passivity; the producers
and directors of radio and television
programs dictate what information is
significant and how this information
should be interpreted. The second
wave, however, is different. The Inter-
net and virtual reality, like the tele-
phone, promote decentralized power
relations in which the ability to inter-
pret the world and construct meaning
is potentially open to everyone. Poster
suggests that users of the second wave
of technology “may have decentral-
ized, distributed, direct control over
when, what, why, and with whom they
exchange information. That is the In-
ternet model today, and it seems to
breed critical thinking, activism,
democracy, and quality” (p. 28). In this
sense, information technology pro-
motes the development of multiple
voices and limits censorship.

We believe that information tech-
nology has the same potential in
schools. Its tendency to promote de-
centralization, democracy, activism,
and critical thinking offers an opportu-
nity to transform schools. For in-

stance, the traditional classroom where
the teacher is the sole expositor of
knowledge becomes an environment
where teachers interact with students
as they use technology to enhance
learning. The visionary administrator’s
role is to be a pioneer in the technol-
ogy revolution. We think that in the
near future access to technology will
be a major determinant of success and
the sine qua non for equality; in fact,
we see that, particularly in schools,
equality will be defined in terms of ac-
cess. Therefore, it is the administra-
tor’s job to facilitate access and under-
stand the implication of information
technology in the teaching-learning
process. Administrators need to have a
theoretical understanding of informa-
tion technology and see its purpose as
different from the traditional “drill
and kill” approach that remains promi-
nent in modernist classrooms. As a pi-
oneer, the visionary postmodern ad-
ministrator is able to see technology as
a comprehensive part of teaching and
learning and will provide teachers with
the opportunities to develop skills that
meet the demands of the technology
revolution.

Academic Work

We believe that visionary postmodern
administrators need to reconceptual-
ize academic work and oppose the
standards movement that seeks to sort
and rank students based on their skills
to recall out-of-context data. Tradi-
tionally, academic work has been in-
fluenced by the static notion of scien-



tific rationalism, in which the scientist
is objective, neutral, and apolitical.
This work is also limited by method-
ological approaches that do not open
new worlds but call for fixed views. In
schools and universities today, aca-
demic work stresses a modern world-
view that is more interested in isolat-
ing and replicating the world than in
understanding the people and institu-
tions that populate the world.

From a visionary postmodern per-
spective, academic work has to be re-
defined so teachers and students can
see the interconnectedness of tradi-
tional disciplines and the value in all
the possible ways there are to under-
stand the world. In dynamic systems,
multidisciplinarity is important. The
task of the administrator is to envision
academic work as adaptive to new
ideas that are engendered by conver-
sations when teachers and students
cross traditional academic boundaries,
seek out new ways of thinking about
learning and teaching, and introduce
these ideas in the classroom. Not all
ideas will succeed; postmodernity sup-
ports learning by trial and error. In
dynamic systems, all possible ideas
need an opportunity to grow so we
can discover which ideas can assist us
in learning and teaching.

Visionary postmodern administra-
tors need to construct space for teach-
ers and students to learn from error,
distortion, and misinterpretation. They
also need to make teachers, students,
and community members aware of
new “standards of complexity” and use
complexity standards as the founda-
tion for learning experiences. To be-

gin this process, they will become in-
volved in conversations about the na-
ture of knowledge and knowledge
production. They question whether
the scientific method is the only way
for learning to take place, the “only
one way to have fun with our minds”
(Traweek, 1996, p. 148). As Bailey
(1996) points out, Johannes Kepler did
not use the scientific method to give
meaning to Tycho Brahe’s and Gali-
leo’s ideas on planetary motion. He
used chance and error, and even be-
lieved in the validity of astrology. In
other words, Kepler was “totally unin-
hibited” in his endeavors to explain
planetary motion. The visionary post-
modern administrator has expecta-
tions for these kinds of conversations
to become the norm so that new
knowledge about learning and aca-
demic work is constructed only to be
reconstructed as other knowledge and
experiences are acquired.

Accountability

Visionary postmodern administrators
will consider accountability differ-
ently. In modern theory, technocratic
accountability is used “to maintain
control and maximize ‘efficiency’ by
constraining the individual production
function” (McKinney & Garrison,
1994, p. 82). Under this notion of ac-
countability, administrators and teach-
ers too often are held accountable for
events beyond their control.

In a dynamic system, the adminis-
trator or teacher would not be solely
accountable for falling test scores,
teacher motivation, parental involve-
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ment, and student dropouts. In fact,
given that a dynamic system is a com-
plex, multidimensional system in
which small causes can lead to large
consequences, it is patently unfair to
expect any leader or teacher to be held
accountable for all events that pertain
to a particular issue. What each edu-
cator is accountable for are his or her
contributions to the creation of a con-
text in which dynamic growth and sus-
tainability are possible.

The role of the administrator would
center on sustaining a viable system in
which the institutional collective life is
vital and creative (Wexler, 1995). Ad-
ministrators would be accountable for
negotiating the tensions of multiple
border crossings within the system
(Hutcheon, 1989) by using dialogue as
a means to explore meaning with oth-
ers to deepen understanding (Lambert
et al., 1995), by deciphering the “social
conditions, cognitive assumptions, and
power relations” that contribute to the
context of each school site (Kincheloe,
1993, p. 150), and by interacting with
disruptions, challenges, and changes to
or in the system itself.

Evaluation

A postmodern administrator under-
stands that the complexity of educa-
tion calls for the use of multiple means
to determine what is valuable and how
it can best be measured. William Doll
(1993) believes our current evaluation
systems are deficit driven (artificial),
norm based, and competitive (in the
old sense of the word) by separating
“winners” from “losers.” These char-

acteristics drive the current push for
standardized state and nationwide
testing, a push that has become more
virulent as the public reacts in fear to
the accelerated pace of change in our
society by demanding more accounta-
bility and control, and politicians re-
spond by using education for the pur-
pose of building their own political
agendas. Seeking easy answers to com-
plex problems and trying to maintain
control of the status quo, the public
and the politicians seem willing to use
test scores for their own purposes
even though the negative effects of
this kind of standardized testing have
been well documented (Berliner,
Bruce, & Bell, 1996; Hoover, 2000;
Sacks, 2000).

A visionary postmodern adminis-
trator engages in critical inquiry to
uncover the fundamental contradic-
tions in high-stakes testing while pro-
moting the invention of alternative
forms of evaluation, which are inter-
nally driven and measure individual
growth. These alternatives should be
geared toward the experiences of the
students and should present students
with the opportunity to demonstrate
what they know. That is, if students
and teachers believe that a standard-
ized test provides the best way to cap-
ture what the students have learned,
they should be afforded the opportu-
nity to use that medium. However, if
painting, drawing, writing, singing,
dancing, or talking is the best evalua-
tive means, this alternative should be
available. The key is to be able to in-
vent alternative forms of evaluation
that honor rigorous standards of



learning as well the insights of stu-
dents and teachers about the nature of
that learning. With this kind of evalu-
ation, the goal is not the efficiency
found in notions of competition,
norms, or deficits, but to assess indi-
vidual achievement through multiple
means.

A New Role for the
“Successful” Administrator
If administrators understand schools as
dynamic systems, they are able to sur-
render to the transitoriness of events
and are prepared to replace events and
let them be replaced by events that are
better adapted to the environment.
Understanding that events disinte-
grate and build again, leaders can rec-
ognize that systems are reproducing
themselves by means of continuous
disintegration and reproduction (Hay-
les, 1990a, 1990b). Using dynamic
systems thinking, leaders learn to ap-
preciate chaos for the part it plays in
moving a structure toward more com-
plexity and more differentiation (Pri-
gogine, 1996).

A postmodern visionary adminis-
trator understands order and disorder
as part of a turbulent flow of everyday
school life in which order centers on
clear points of self-referencing (Lach-
mann, 1999; Wheatley, 1992) and
emerges from the daily interactions of
communities, administrators, teach-
ers, and students. This is not a utopian
vision. Utopian visions are products of
modern enlightened thinking in
which truth transcends power and
politics. In the postmodern condition,

truth does not transcend experiences
but is constructed by and through ex-
periences. Postmodern visionary ad-
ministrators expect power and politics
to play an integral part in transform-
ing schools; they do not try to control
the turbulence that develops as diverse
ideologies vie for power, but they are
open to all information and develop
great focus and concentration in order
to understand the multiple realities
that are evolving out of the experi-
ences of a multifaceted society. In this
culture, standardized testing is seen as
a challenge that emerges from various
assumptions including the assumption
that states: “You test them, and they
will learn” (Sacks, 2000). The admin-
istrator’s role is to understand the
challenges and opportunities posed by
these kinds of assumptions and re-
spond by questioning these assump-
tions and exploring more complex
ways to address the questions of ac-
countability and educational reform
(Morgan, 1997).

Since the role of a “successful” ad-
ministrator in a dynamic system
changes as the system changes, flexible
goals will be charted, only to shift be-
fore they are implemented. Teacher
and student expectations will be estab-
lished only to change as the expecta-
tions take on more concrete meaning
and new circumstances present them-
selves. The role of a visionary post-
modern administrator will be to help
keep the system viable and “multicen-
tered” while ensuring that teachers
and students have opportunities to de-
velop individual and collective mean-
ings. From this perspective, the “suc-
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cess” of administrators is seen over the
lifetimes of everyone in the system as
they are more open to the possibilities
inherent in chaos and understand that
in these possibilities are patterns uni-
fying each one of us.

Bibliography
Bailey, J. (1996). After thought: The com-

puter challenge to human intelligence.
New York: Basic Books.

Baudrillard, J. (1994). Simulacra and simu-
lation. Ann Arbor, MI: University of
Michigan Press.

Berliner, D. C., Bruce, J. B., & Bell, J.
(1996). The manufactured crisis: Myths,
fraud, and the attack on American public
schools. Reading, MA: Perseus Publish-
ing. 

Briggs, J., and Peat, F. D. (2000). Seven life
lessons of chaos: Spiritual wisdom from the
science of change. New York: Harper-
Perennial.  

Brown, W. (1995). Feminist hesitations,
postmodern exposures. In G. Brahm &
M. Driscoll (Eds.), Prosthetic territories:
Politics and hypertechnologies (pp. 112–
130). Boulder, CO: Westview Press.

Churchland, P. (1996). The engine of rea-
son, the seat of the soul: A philosophical
journey into the brain. Cambridge, MA:
MIT Press.

Cornbleth, C. (1986). An Invitation to re-
search in social education (Bulletin No.
77). Silver Springs, MD: National
Council for the Social Studies.

Doll, W., Jr. (1993). A post-modern perspec-
tive on curriculum. New York: Teachers
College Press.

Fiske, J. (1993). Power plays, power works.
London: Verso.

Freire, P. (1995). Pedagogy of the oppressed
(Rev. ed.). New York: Continuum.

Friedman, N., & Wolf, F. A. (1998).
Bridging science and spirit: Common ele-
ments in David Bohm’s physics, the peren-

nial philosophy and Seth: Woodbridge
Group.

Gardner, H. (1991). The unschooled mind:
How children think and how schools should
teach. New York: Basic Books.

Gazzaniga, M. S. (1995). The cognitive neu-
rosciences. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Giroux, H. (1994). Disturbing pleasures:
Learning popular culture. New York:
Routledge.

Gough, N. (1993). Laboratories in fiction:
Science education and popular media. Vic-
toria, Australia: Deakin.

Haraway, D. (1991). Simians, cyborgs, and
women: The reinvention of nature. New
York: Routledge.

Haraway, D. (1997). Modest_Witness@Sec-
ond_Millennium. Female Man Meets On-
coMouse. New York: Routledge.

Hayles, N. K. (1990a). Chaos bound: Or-
derly disorder in contemporary literature
and science. Ithaca, NY: Cornell Univer-
sity Press.

Hayles, N. K. (1990b). Chaos and order:
Complex dynamics in literature and
science. Chicago: The University of
Chicago Press.

Herrnstein-Smith, B., & Platnitsky, A.
(Eds.). (1997). Mathematics, science and
postclassical theory. Durham, NC: Duke
University Press.

hooks, b. (1989). Ain’t I a woman: Black
women and feminism. Boston: South
End.

hooks, b. (1994). Teaching to transgress: Ed-
ucation as the practice of freedom. New
York: Routledge.  

Hoover, R. (2000). Forces and factors affect-
ing Ohio proficiency test performance: A
study of 593 Ohio school districts. Youngs-
town, OH: Youngstown State Univer-
sity.

Hutcheon, L. (1989). The politics of post-
modernism. New York: Routledge.

Ihde, D. (1993). Philosophy of technology: An
introduction. London: Paragon House.

Jameson, F. (1994). Postmodernism, or the
cultural logic of late capitalism. Durham,
NC: Duke University Press.



Kincheloe, J. (1993). Toward a critical poli-
tics of teacher thinking: Mapping the post-
modern. Westport, CT: Bergin & Gar-
vey.

Lachmann, R. (1999). Capitalists in spite of
themselves: Elite conflict and European
transitions. New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press.

Lambert, L., Walker. D., Zimmerman,
D., Cooper. J., Lambert, M., Gardner,
M., & Slack, P. (1995). The constructivist
leader. New York: Teachers College
Press.

McKinney, J., & Garrison, J. (1994). Post-
modern educational leadership: The new
and improved panopticon. In J. Maxey
(Ed.), Postmodern school leadership: Meet-
ing the crisis in educational administration
(pp. 71–83). Westport, CN: Praeger.

McLaren, P. (1995). Critical pedagogy and
predatory culture. New York: Routledge.

Morgan, G. (1997). Images of organization.
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Pinar, W. (1997). Regimes of reason and
the male narrative voice. In W. Tierney
& Y. Lincoln (Eds.), Representation and
the text: Re-framing the narrative voice
(pp. 81–114). Albany, NY: SUNY
Press.

Plotnitsky, A. (1994). Complementarity:
Anti-epistemology after Bohr and Derrida.
Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

Poster, M. (1995). The second media age.
New York: Polity.

Poster, M. (1997). Cultural history + post-
modernity: Disciplinary readings and chal-
lenges. New York: Columbia University
Press.

Prigogine, I. (1996). The end of certainty:
Time, chaos, and the new laws of nature.
New York: Free Press.

Prigogine, I., & Stengers, I. (1984). Order
out of chaos. New York: Bantam Books.

Roberts, R. (1996). Ladies first: Women in
music videos. Jackson, MS: University of
Mississippi Press.

Ross, A. (1991). Strange weather. London:
Verso.

Sacks, P. (2000). Standardized minds: The
high price of America’s testing culture and
what we can do to change it. Reading,
MA: Perseus Publishing.

Slattery, P. (1995). Curriculum development in
the postmodern era. New York: Garland.

Tomkins, S. S. (1991). Affect, imagery, and
consciousness: The negative affects: Anger
and fear. New York: Springer.

Traweek, S. (1992). Border crossings:
Narrative strategies in science studies
and among physicists in Tsukuba Sci-
ence City, Japan. In A. Pickering (Ed.),
Science as practice and culture (pp.
429–465). Chicago: University of
Chicago Press.

Traweek, S. (1996). Unity, dyads, triads,
quads, and complexity: Cultural chore-
ographies of science. In A. Ross (Ed.),
Science wars (pp. 139–150). Durham,
NC: Duke University Press.

Usher, R., & Edwards, R. (1994). Postmod-
ernism and education. New York: Rout-
ledge.

Weaver, J., & Daspit, T. (2000). Rap (in)
the academy: Academic work, cultural
studies, and education. In S. Edgerton,
G. Holms, & T. Daspit (Eds.), Human-
ities and higher education. New York:
Routledge.

Weaver, J., & Grindall, K. (1998). Critical
techno-mania in a fifth grade class-
room. In J. Kincheloe & S. Steinberg
(Eds.), Unauthorized methods. New
York: Routledge.

Wexler, P. (1995). Epilogue: From the in-
side out. In R. Smith & P. Wexler
(Eds.), After postmodernism: Education,
politics, and identity (pp. 241–245). Lon-
don: Falmer.

Wheatley, M. (1992). Leadership and the
new science: Learning about organization
from an orderly universe. San Francisco:
Berrett-Koehler Publishers.

144 ADMINISTRATION



At the heart of reconceptualizing stan-
dards in education for the twenty-first
century, there is a need to examine not
only the subjects that are central in
our schools, but also the subjects that
are marginal to the curriculum. In
other words, it is necessary to focus on
what is there, but more critically on
what is not. Art too often is considered
a childhood memory, fading from
classrooms as students transition out
of elementary school. We believe en-
gaging in the arts throughout the 
pre-K to 12 schooling experience is
crucial to redefining what education is
and can be. Throughout this chapter
we attempt to centralize art in the cur-
riculum, making it a bridge for other
disciplines to use to solidify interdisci-
plinary connections, as well as provid-
ing a space for students and teachers
to exercise their creativity and knowl-
edge production.1

In this chapter, we first situate the
educational purpose of art in school
reform. Second, we delineate stan-

dards for a more informed, challeng-
ing, and rigorous development of the
artist/public intellectual in each stu-
dent.2 And third, we engage teachers
to redefine their roles in educating,
preparing, and providing transforma-
tive experiences in the study, critique,
research, and production of art. These
standards are redefining education not
only for students of art, but also for
teachers of art who must be prepared
to deal with and facilitate such a cur-
riculum. We propose the following
components and subsets in the art
class, which we will explain in detail
throughout the chapter:

1. An understanding of and expo-
sure to art history and contem-
porary forms of art production

2. Use and experimentation of
various media

3. Development of sophisticated
and informed technical, presen-
tation, and exhibition skills

4. Understanding of aesthetic criti-
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cism, visual language, analysis,
and interpretation

5. Redefinition and exploitation of
creative and problem-solving
skills

6. Understanding and application
of social discourse concepts (e.g.,
identity politics; critical con-
sciousness; cultural, political,
and economic inequality; power
and literacy)

7. Command of pedagogical con-
tent in students’ work (writing,
research, communication skills,
learning as a lifelong endeavor)

8. Collaborative works, exhibitions,
and publications

9. Internships
10. Complete theorizing of practice

and practice of theory

These components are generated
from a deep commitment to maximiz-
ing the knowledge found, internal-
ized, and expressed so that education
in the arts and the production of art
are recognized and experienced in re-
lation to other disciplines and the
lived world. This type of education—
of art class—demands a different pri-
ority of standards for both teacher and
students as they struggle with knowl-
edge production and consciousness
construction through the private and
public ramifications of being critical
and aware of self, world, history, the
present, and the future. These stan-
dards are complex in numerous ways
as they allow for exercise, redefinition,
and unlearning of the indoctrination
of mind and spirit in the visual, tex-
tual, and experiential narratives of ed-

ucation. Through these necessary
components, a contextual awareness
and understanding of art fosters the
exploration of uncontested territories
for both student and teacher. These
standards better equip students to ne-
gotiate their identities in the twenty-
first century in ways more compre-
hensive of both a specialization and a
generality of art and its relation and
centrality to living productively.

The aforementioned components
and subsets are explained in greater
detail in the following sections. 

An Understanding of 
and Exposure to Art History
and Contemporary Forms 
of Art Production
One of the elements missing from art
classrooms today is the appreciation of
art in its historical and contemporary
sense. Art history is unfortunately pre-
sented through slide show after slide
show with no connection to the stu-
dents’ lived experience or their work.
If presented at all, it either is periph-
eral eye candy for rote memorization
or provides templates for simulation.
Art history often is presented void of
philosophy and social or political the-
oretical constructs, yet religious, psy-
chological, and egalitarian motiva-
tions are quite explicit. Art is set up,
therefore, as a means to promote one’s
religious affiliations, to work out one’s
psychological problems, or to domi-
nate, censor, or appropriate. Artworks
are canonized, and individuals, mostly
European males, are made geniuses.
There is no doubt about the skill, tal-
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ent, and pedagogical content of the
artists memorialized in art history
books; our point of contention con-
cerns how art history is taught—its
relevance and frequency. When the
focus of the lesson is the elusiveness of
the act of creation, reserving the right
of creation for the white, heroic male,
the stage is set for emulation, alien-
ation, and fear. The phrases “I can’t do
that” and “I’m not an artist” become
manufactured through teaching.

Artists within a studio course—a
class concentrating in the production
of art—should present, discuss, and re-
search artists pertinent to the projects
assigned or current events. The artists
should not be used as models or exem-
plars, but as a mode of inquiry into
styles, media, intentions, composition,
theoretical frameworks, social and po-
litical statements, and so on. This
method presents art history with more
substance, accessibility, and purpose; it
also makes art history useful, pliable,
and tangible. Students as well as teach-
ers study both historical and contem-
porary art by questioning, analyzing,
challenging what was thought and cre-
ated, and discussing why it was revered
or rejected. Both students and teachers
must be informed and articulate in the
discipline’s past, in order to make bet-
ter use of the present and future possi-
bilities. We propose a framing of art
history through multiple sociopoliti-
cal, aesthetic, psychological, kines-
thetic, and intellectual lenses in the in-
quiry of art. Art history positioned in
this manner is the foundation and re-
source for a reconceptualized art class-
room, student, and teacher.

Use and Experimentation 
of Various Media

Regardless of available resources for
purchasing different media, there are
a variety of ways to acquire a well-
stocked classroom. Of course this im-
plies that a classroom exists as the
strictly designated and designed art
classroom. Teachers traveling from
classroom to classroom with an “art
cart” once a week or every two weeks
for 30 minutes or longer are not con-
ducive to the critically emancipating
pedagogical experiences that art can
afford a student and teacher.3 Rolling-
cart art education is completely unac-
ceptable in any century, but especially
as we enter the twenty-first century.
Art teachers can search for businesses
willing to donate discarded or unus-
able materials, and students can search
their homes for potential materials
and found objects. Garage sales and
fund raising for special projects are
possibilities. Another, more involved
avenue for the acquisition of materi-
als, funds, or program initiatives is the
grant. Numerous institutions—local,
state, and national—offer monies. Na-
tional associations of art and educa-
tion are also wonderful resources for
grant opportunities.

Grant writing can be a shared expe-
rience among teachers, students, par-
ents, and community members. Not
only is it a great experience for both
teacher and student, but it can lead to
a multiplicity of other shared projects
such as conference presentations, pub-
lications, and community work. 

Besides gathering materials for the



classroom, the teacher and student
have to be aware of unexplored mate-
rials or combinations of familiar me-
dia; an openness must exist in the
classroom that nurtures and exercises
creativity. In other words, both
teacher and student must generate
projects that require exposure and use
of various media. This process will
augment problem-solving skills, aes-
thetic sensibilities, skills, fluency, and
resourcefulness. The student also has
the opportunity to see and experience
art in its multiplicity, without defining
its practice and culture in narrow,
popular ways. Exploring media decen-
ters the canons that art history and the
art world sustain, redefines the learn-
ing and production of art, and ener-
gizes the pedagogy of art.

Development of 
Sophisticated and Informed
Technical, Presentation, 
and Exhibition Skills 
Here the necessity is to develop skills
and abilities for and attention to the
complete execution of the work. Stu-
dents and teachers often don’t spend
enough time deciding how their work
would be best displayed, mounted, po-
sitioned, or enacted; therefore, crafts-
manship is overlooked, which only in-
creases the probability that the work
also will be overlooked. When stu-
dents are able to carry their creativity
into the final stages, they develop an-
other dimension to their work. It’s not
only about the idea, skills and talents,
and presentation, but about the com-
bination of all three. Having the stu-

dent think about the end decisions can
also facilitate initial problem solving.
For example, students should stretch
their own canvases; cut their own
mattes; spray mount, measure, hang,
and display their work; make their
own paper; shoot their own slides;
scan their images into programs like
illustrator, photoshop, or quark; make
digital portfolios; and add music and
sound. These are only a few of the
skills necessary to develop a sense of
the requirements for completion of a
work. If the work is not going to be
displayed immediately, the student
and teacher should develop ways to
archive and preserve the work so that
the student can present it with versa-
tility, depending on audience, place,
and intent. Crucial to this process is
the creation of new ways to display the
work to continue to rupture how the
public interacts with art and what they
will take way with them. The compo-
nents described here are intended not
only to reconceptualize the art class-
room, teaching, and learning, but also
to redefine the place of art in this soci-
ety: Who has access to it? Why? Who
does it? Why? For whom? These is-
sues should be present throughout all
the stages of art instruction, conceptu-
alization, and production.

Understanding of Aesthetic
Criticism, Visual Language,
Analysis, and Interpretation
The curriculum must have several
cornerstones to enhance the students’
understanding of what they are doing.
The four processes listed in the head-
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ing offer another dimension to the
formation of ideas, understanding of
the languages within the art form, cri-
tique, and appreciation. First, students
and teachers must have the terminol-
ogy to appreciate and critique the aes-
thetic forms they study and produce.
Aesthetic criticism is not about super-
ficially dealing with form and content
or about agreeing or disagreeing with
contemporary critics; it is about de-
construction of the piece for what is
seen and implied with the acknowl-
edgment of the times and context in
which it was produced, the ability to
create asynchronous associations, and
the artist or artists that are responsible
for the work. It is crucial that students
and teachers develop the ability to cri-
tique others’ artwork as well as their
own with fluency in visual language,
which may differ depending on the art
form or medium. 

By visual language we refer to the
way in which signs, signifiers, and sig-
nified work allow for the understand-
ing of complexity.4 The sign is best
described as any entity, a configura-
tion of both signifier (the symbolic
referent) and signified (the meaning).
In other words, the sign is the code,
the elements or factors, the parts to
the whole; for example, individual let-
ters in a word, when put together, cre-
ate something that a social group
might recognize. Signs are elements
of a larger language that allows for
communication in a specific area of
society. Signifiers are what the signs
refer to. Here we begin to see a pic-
ture of what is being said or commu-
nicated; we can relate a mental image

to the communication, perhaps just
our own or one that is shared with
many. The signified becomes the ex-
periential or intellectual manifesta-
tion, what the sign stands for, its
meaning or content. Through this
framework, students and teachers can
deconstruct the artwork and begin to
analyze and critique the components
of the work in order to understand its
existence better. Engaging in this cri-
tique creates a refusal to simplify one’s
world, while inviting complexity
through the recognition of analogies,
metaphors, symbolism, and multiple
uses of languages and senses. Engag-
ing in this type of interpretation and
analysis is crucial for helping students
to develop as citizens; they gain flu-
ency in the language of visual repre-
sentation: its form, content, and pur-
pose. As students develop their art
form, they must become comfortable
in articulating what informs their
work, what it’s about, and why they
made certain decisions. In other
words, they will feel confident in how
they understand and ground their
work. This process also allows them
greater freedom as they reconfigure
the language and develop their iden-
tity as artists and intellectuals, both
public and private.

Redefinition and Exploitation 
of Creative and 
Problem-Solving Skills
We’ve discussed creativity and prob-
lem solving to some extent earlier in
the chapter, but we want to stress sev-
eral aspects. First, creativity must be



defined and redefined to allow for
greater flexibility in the conceptualiza-
tion and execution of ideas. We believe
creativity should offer multiple ways of
perceiving and experiencing. Creativ-
ity affords inverted perspectives, al-
lowing for reconfiguration of the fa-
miliar for greater understanding and
for the establishment of the unfamiliar.
Creativity is a loaded concept because
it has been ascribed to a selected few,
those with alleged “innate” capabili-
ties. We stress that creativity is a
learned phenomenon, a way of think-
ing about the world and self, allowing
for greater possibilities both quantita-
tively and qualitatively. Creativity also
increases negotiation and problem-
solving abilities, which are needed
constantly in the production of art. We
deem it a skill, or ability, that is learned
and socially constructed, which orders
cognition so that imagination is pro-
ductively utilized. 

Creativity in this fashion allows for
multiple perspectives, instills a dis-
course of hope and possibility, and so-
lidifies a sense of purpose. We consider
creativity a way of thinking that ex-
pands ways of being, citizenship, and
agency, as well as challenging preor-
dained methods of learning and pro-
ducing art. In other words, creativity
increases pedagogical freedom so that
existent problem-solving skills can be
used, redefined, and tested. This com-
ponent is central to the infinite possi-
bilities that may exist in the art class-
room for both teacher and student.
Creativity needs to be redefined and
reconstructed for the twenty-first cen-
tury art classroom and pedagogy.

Understanding and Application
of Social Discourse Concepts

The concepts we refer to here include
identity politics; critical conscious-
ness; cultural, political, and economic
inequality; and power and literacy.
Students and teachers must acquire
and maintain a sociopolitical aware-
ness about their identity; position in
society; and the structural systems of
power, class, race, gender, ethnicity,
culture, sexual orientation, language,
ability, and so on. They must under-
stand this matrix as they critique, dis-
cuss, research, and produce art. These
lenses augment the nature of the cri-
tique, the engagement with artwork
and artists, and the deeper under-
standing of self in the world. Art mak-
ing then becomes an agent of the indi-
vidual. The comprehension of the
discourse changes the individual and
how he or she functions in a diverse,
competitive society. Theoretical read-
ings and discussions are at the core of
our proposed standards, because we
believe theory enhances practice and
vice versa. Often theory is absent and
resisted in the art classroom, which
limits what is made possible, what the
student dares to venture. The theoret-
ical foundation that social discourse
offers demands a different type of
pedagogy—a different type of student
and teacher. The pedagogical parame-
ters of the class increase multifold as
the world slides under the microscope
and students begin to understand be-
hind-the-scenes decisions and regula-
tions. Social discourse also requires
the development of a consciousness
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that is not only acutely critical, but
also political as it refuses to tolerate
injustice in the guise of unconditional
acceptance. The politics of difference
are explored in the United States and
abroad to create a world consciousness
as well. The student is challenged and
engaged by this type of education.
Teachers rise to the occasion as they
appreciate how many issues relate and
are central to the ontological con-
struction of art in this society and
worldwide. The interdisciplinary is-
sues inherent to art are made evident
as the classroom becomes a site of
inquiry.

The larger objective is for students
to recognize how social issues affect
the stratification of daily life. The in-
tent is for both teachers and students
to feel comfortable analyzing and dis-
cussing issues of race, class, gender,
culture, power, language, access, sex-
ual orientation, and ability as they re-
late to the ways art is defined, dis-
played, praised, or rejected, as well as
the purpose of art and its position in
society. Students and teachers must be
able to comprehend the factors that
contribute to the myriad of ideologies
of the world they live in and the lives
they lead. The classroom must lend it-
self to the development of a literacy of
power, allowing a critical understand-
ing of hegemony, ideology, positional-
ity, and hierarchy within community,
societal, national, and global systems.
Students need to be fluent in the area
of systemic oppression, subjugation,
and domination, including its begin-
nings, practices, and culture. The arts
are not absolved from these issues,

and whether a student will work in the
art world or not is irrelevant; students
still need to understand and deal with
these issues to maximize the negotia-
tion of their identity wherever they
are, whether in private or expanding
public spaces. As we see art as a part of
our everyday life, we translate this vi-
sion into ideas for use in the classroom
to form a different type of student,
teacher, and pedagogy. Exposing stu-
dents to the realities of life through
critical art pedagogy allows both stu-
dents and teacher to think for them-
selves and with others in mind. We are
speaking of the freedom to think and
to be aware, challenged, questioned,
provoked, and incited—the freedom
to deal with complexity as one rede-
fines learning, education, teaching,
and art and, most important, the pre-
K to 12 curriculum.

Command of Pedagogical
Content in Students’ Work 
Pedagogical content may include
writing, research, communication
skills, and appreciating learning as a
lifelong endeavor. Through this com-
ponent the learning that takes place in
an art classroom is diversified, ex-
panded to encompass venues beyond
the classroom. In addition the work
accomplished in class is maximized as
each student is required to research
topics and issues pertinent to projects
and to write and communicate their
ideas, visions, and intentions. At this
juncture the art student becomes
scholar and artist simultaneously,
learning to increase his or her ability



to seek and cross-reference informa-
tion; articulate ideas, emotions, and
perspectives; and see learning every-
where far surpassing any institutional-
ized containment of cultural capital.
This requires that students turn in
documentation of research done for
projects and writing assignments re-
lated to the issues presented in class or
to projects that are individually or
teacher generated. These skills are
necessary in any walk of life, but we
bring particular attention to them in
the art classroom, because tradition-
ally the art classroom has not been a
place for this form of scholarship, cer-
tainly not for all students. This com-
ponent also contributes to the recon-
ceptualization of art pedagogy as it
allows for the development of differ-
ent types of artists who can raise pub-
lic awareness on multiple issues and
who can also continue to be agents of
change.

Collaborative Works,
Exhibitions, and Publications
As stated earlier, making one’s ideas
and work public is a crucial step in the
pedagogy of art; the point of these
standards is not to create geniuses, but
to create critically conscious public
artists/intellectuals who can appreci-
ate and engage in art within a sociopo-
litical, historical, psychological, and
kinesthetic context. Students should
have ample opportunities to work col-
laboratively as well as individually. In
working collaboratively, students must
divide the labor and discuss needs,

purpose, resources, and parameters.
They learn how to negotiate their
ideas within and for the interpersonal
needs of the larger whole. 

Students should actively show their
work. Teachers should facilitate this as
much as possible, yet students should
develop autonomy in making gallery
spaces where there are none, re-
designing public space for the appreci-
ation and engagement of the arts. The
expansion of public space offers the
individual who understands how to
negotiate this space a larger platform
and a greater voice. In addition to
producing and exhibiting art both in-
dividually and collectively, students
should write, research, and publish.
We expect teachers to be active re-
searchers as well. There are multiple
venues where students can begin to
publish outside of local newspapers
and magazines, such as scholarly jour-
nals, edited books, and national maga-
zines. The development of voice in
the written and spoken word is ex-
tremely important to the development
of students’ visual, aesthetic, and so-
ciopolitical language. Publications by
students and teachers redefine the
scholarly/academic and public land-
scape, reconfiguring power hierar-
chies concerning who has access to
these spaces and whose voice is heard.

Internships
Internships to artists’ studios, gal-
leries, museums, art fairs, market-
places, offices, theaters, playhouses,
designers’ workplaces, agencies, or
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publishers should be organized
through the school or community by
the teacher and student. The intern-
ships should last from four weeks to
half a year depending on the site and
student. The objective is to expose the
student to the workings of different
spaces in the art world, as well as to
different artists and processes. Stu-
dents by no means should become
gofers for the sites in which they in-
tern; they are there to gain as much
knowledge as possible. These intern-
ships should be treated as apprentice-
ships when possible. The purpose of
the internship is to expose the student
to types of learning that occur outside
the classroom, to maximize the under-
standing of how art works in the
“real” world. Internships not only
complicate the safety of the classroom
but also provide multifaceted chal-
lenges to students’ perceptions of
process, possibility, recognition, de-
mand, and commitment to ideas or in-
tent. These experiences offer a differ-
ent understanding of time and space
related to the production, exhibition,
or selling of art. As students continue
their learning outside the classroom, it
inevitably affects the learning that
takes place in the classroom, where
students learn from others’ experi-
ences. The networking possibilities
for students and teachers are prime as
the settings for internships increase,
creating great contacts for future em-
ployment. We want both teachers and
students—and others working in the
art world—to commit to a greater
community of artists.

Complete Theorizing of
Practice and Practice of Theory

This component alludes to an integra-
tion and application of what is read
and done through ample discussion,
including how students are interpret-
ing the information they are exposed
to and how they apply it to their work.
We believe that problem-solving and
communication skills will be devel-
oped through rigorous exercising of
these skills. This component is more
of a reminder that through the execu-
tion of the other nine components
there is a consistency between theory
and practice. Students should see a
connection between the research or
readings they are asked to complete
and the projects in which they partici-
pate. Students must also have the
space to experiment with different
ideas, media, formats, and genres. En-
gagement of students into the dis-
course will create an interactive rela-
tionship between personal and social
being. Firsthand knowledge is the
knowledge of doing. In support of
“doing” are secondhand knowledge
production components: seeing, inter-
preting, and listening. These skills will
increase self-reliance in the face of
complexity. Public artist/intellectuals
have a responsibility to the society or
community in which they live to be
sensitive and aware to the issues that
affect its members. Without this “con-
scientization,” Freire (1995) states
there is no practical access to a demo-
cratic way of living. The wedding, or
merging, of theory and practice only



enhances the students’ capacity to
make sense of their world and ideas.
Theory is often considered alienating,
yet we can’t imagine any other way to
expand the scope of pedagogical space
immediately without using theory.
Theory opens windows of possibility,
clarifying the otherwise unexplain-
able, whereas practice concretizes the
ideas, philosophizing behind the
scenes, so to speak. The practical ele-
ment is essential in that it allows for a
firsthand realization of one’s capacity
or ability, as well as a chance to relate
an experience with similar ones. The-
ory and practice complement and en-
hance the potential each offers; their
merging allows a greater understand-
ing of any phenomenon, ultimately
empowering and equipping students
and teachers with more tools to use in
negotiating their identity.

Characteristics of the 
New Standards
Recognition of the necessity for new
or revised standards in art pedagogy
for pre-K to 12 classrooms is long
overdue. We can no longer hide be-
hind superficial standards that give
youths an incomplete picture of the
arts in our society. Standards are nec-
essary as guidelines for our practice, as
frameworks for pedagogy and learn-
ing, not as scripts or methods of ac-
countability and surveillance. The arts
in schools have been kept at the mar-
gins at the expense of students, teach-
ers, and all other disciplines. It is of-
fensive to reduce the arts to holiday
crafts, worksheets, or playtime, while

rendering sound bites of history, pur-
pose, and motivation. We believe
strongly in a critical arts pedagogy
that engages the whole individual, not
limited to what is convenient in the
classroom. Through these standards
we propose to change the rituals of art
pedagogy, as well as student and
teacher experiences of art. We expect
to redesign its instruction, develop-
ment, and experience so that the arts,
in all their multiplicity, are accessible
to the whole student body. Through
these standards, claims to truths about
art in our lives and the world will be
questioned, scrutinized, and demysti-
fied in order to make the arts central
to the process of knowledge produc-
tion. These standards also challenge a
system of education that devalues and
silences teacher and student voices,
narratives, and works. This chapter
proposes that students and teachers
not only produce art, but exhibit, pub-
lish, research, and partake in a greater
community of artists. The established
parameters of education will be dis-
mantled, leaving plenty of open spaces
for innovative pedagogy.

The proposed standards may seem
idealistic, perhaps impossible for
some, yet they implore readers to take
risks in redefining education in ways
that unleash realistic democratic pos-
sibilities. If we don’t take any risks, we
cannot truly test our capacities and
who we are as educators and artists,
nor can we challenge the institutions
that systematically prohibit access to
the promises of our so-called democ-
racy. If teachers and students don’t
take these risks, and if support isn’t
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given to accomplish these goals, the
connection of theory to practice—that
is, the relevance of schooling— will be
lost. Intelligence, ability, and potential
have to be redefined in order to re-
construct a society that presently is
debilitated by stratifications of power,
class, and assumptions of superiority
that limit the progress of all its mem-
bers. These standards not only refor-
mulate arts education but have
substantial implications for the prepa-
ration of teachers and the develop-
ment of society. At the risk of sound-
ing grandiose, we can state with
certainty that these standards engen-
der transformation. However, we un-
derstand the commitment adherence
to these standards would require, the
hard work entailed, and the potential
for both success and failure. No mat-
ter how they are taken up or what
modifications occur to suit the popu-
lation and personalities involved,
these standards force thought and,
most important, a reevaluation of
what is necessary to learn in ways that
are life changing, empowering, and
inspiring. We don’t suggest their im-
plementation is an easy task, yet out of
struggle and tension pedagogy and in-
sight result. Out of growth, pain and
discomfort (in the form of awareness)
surge, yet without these we may al-
most forget we are alive.

These standards also complicate is-
sues of quality in viewing, interpret-
ing, and creating art, so that “good”
art does not equate to “pretty” or
“aesthetically pleasing.” These stan-
dards expose elitist definitions of art,
with their designations of talent, ge-

nius, and creativity. Even though we
share some of the components of the
Disciplined-Based Art Education and
ARTS PROPEL programs,5 we differ
in important ways: We are working to
invert power hierarchies and open the
gates of the art world as opposed to
reifying the canon of art history, criti-
cism, aesthetics, and production; we
do not wish to dictate procedure of art
classrooms around the nation. We
propose to expose both students and
teachers to various art forms ranging
from the traditional painting, sculp-
ture, textiles, and photography to
graffiti, video, performance, digital,
conceptual, and mixed media, as well
as forms not yet imagined. Resistance
to the unjust and close-minded, that
is, counterhegemonic practices, must
be central to the development of a
new arts education. Exposure to var-
ied schools of thought in relation to
the arts is crucial to the growth of the
student as individual and social being.
These standards challenge the student
and teacher; they allow us to trust the
potential that is untapped in the ge-
neric positions of student and teacher.
Our standards value and respect the
knowledge both teacher and student
bring to the classroom, viewing teach-
ing and learning as a multidirectional
highway where knowledge is found at
every turn. These standards don’t
privilege one type of knowledge over
another, but work hard to encompass
a multiplicity of resources for maxi-
mizing the pedagogical content, as
well as its diversity and significance.

We don’t prescribe set activities or
projects; that would be antithetical to



the ideas we have proposed. We want
our standards to be flexible enough for
use in any classroom across grade and
region. We also believe in the benefit
of students and teachers working col-
lectively to create curriculums. This
does not mean that we condone teach-
ers’ relinquishing their responsibilities
in the classroom as they misinterpret
democratic practices. Constructing
curriculum collectively requires that
the teacher have a general outline of
the themes to be addressed in any
given course and space be given for
projects that are relevant to the stu-
dent and level of the course. Different
priorities may be present as the age,
ability, and identity of the students
change.

We have deliberately omitted a dis-
cussion of standards for evaluation in
our desire to ”push the envelope” re-
garding how art classes are conceived.
We see evaluation as an inherent ne-
cessity as one engages in critique,
analysis, research, interpretation,
writing, and the production of art.
The teacher and student must be ac-
tive in both analysis of and reflection
on their art and the learning-teaching
process. Evaluation is not something
that occurs after the fact, nor at the
end of some event or experience; it
happens simultaneously, every step of
the way, and more publicly as critiques
are enacted and portfolios submitted.
Both critiques and portfolios must be
designed according to the parameters
of the class and projects assigned, with
attention to whether the portfolios or
selected pieces will be submitted, ex-

hibited, or presented elsewhere. All of
these factors change the scope of the
critique and portfolio.

The larger purpose of these pro-
posed standards is to offer a different
course of action in arts education: to
reinsert confidence in art teachers and
possibility in students of art. This
chapter is only one piece of the larger
project proposed by this book: to in-
scribe a new type of rigor, reform, and
quality of education that supports the
needs of the twenty-first century. We
invite all concerned to invest in the
arts as a space for public and private
debate on the issues raised in this
chapter. 

Notes
1. As the chapter unfolds, creativity is

addressed in further detail. Suffice it to
say at this point that we see creativity as a
learned skill, not an innate gift. What we
mean by knowledge production is the ac-
tive, critically aware learning we develop
when allowed to make sense of the lived
world.

2. Artist/public intellectuals are indi-
viduals who understand their public/so-
cial responsibility. They often take this
understanding as the core of their work as
they critique institutions and systemic op-
pression and subjugation. These individu-
als are committed to addressing issues of
social justice, freedom, democracy, and
access. They have developed a critical
consciousness of the world around them
and their identity, however complex it
may be. An intellectual is redefined as
someone working for the people, willing
to fight systems of oppression for the
larger good. Gramsci used the term or-
ganic intellectuals to refer to those exercis-
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ing counterhegemonic practices, teaching
people to think. More on this subject can
be found in The Prison Notebooks, by
Gramsci and Buttigieg (Columbia Uni-
versity Press, 1996). Other theorists to
consult for further reading are Henry
Giroux and Carol Becker.

3. For further reading, see L. Villa-
verde (2000) “Arts Education” in D. Gab-
bard’s (Ed.) Knowledge and Power in the
Global Economy (Erlbaum, 1999).

4. The idea of the sign, signifier, and
signified was developed by Ferdinand de
Saussure in his book Course in General Lin-

guistics (Open Court Publishing, 1988).
Discussions of his work can be found in
any book on literary theory. We suggest
Terry Eagleton’s introductory book.

5. For further reading about these two
programs, refer to R. Cary’s Critical Art
Pedagogy (Garland Publishing, 1996).
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Some set great value on method, while
others pride themselves on dispensing with
method. To be without method is deplorable,
but to depend on method entirely is worse.
You must first learn to observe the rules
faithfully; afterward, modify them accord-
ing to your intelligence and capacity. The
end of all method is to seem to have no
method.

—Lu Ch’ai, The Tao of Painting, 1701

Although the words of the epigraph
were meant for students studying
painting, they resonate with the cur-
rent interest in standards in education.
With apologies to the Chinese master
painter, Lu Ch’ai, I begin this discus-
sion with the notion that we are at the
point of “depending on method.” Let
me explain by looking back at the his-
tory of the standards movement, often
linked to the educational reform
movement sparked by the report A
Nation at Risk (National Commission,
1983). Of course one can easily claim

that educational reform has been a
pastime for over a century. However,
more recently individual educators
and professional organizations have
demanded standards as a remedy to al-
most every educational problem.
While school reform might be opera-
tionally defined as “anything you can
get away with,” the bulk of reforms in
the United States seem to exhibit
eight general characteristics. Consider
these points regarding school reform
movements recently elucidated by Or-
lich (2000):

1. The reforms are politically
inspired and coerced by state
governments.

2. The stress on higher student
achievement is based on stan-
dards-based reports that were
prepared by professional associa-
tions, not by local school boards.

3. Content standards tend to be
collections of outcomes or stu-
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dent behaviors, assembled in a
nonsystematic manner and with-
out content hierarchies clearly
shown.

4. Cost-benefit analyses are lacking
in the reports on state school
reforms.

5. Control of education has shifted
to the national and state levels
and away from localities.

6. The reform agendas, though
fragmentary, are broad in scale
and encompass most of the fifty
states.

7. The education reform move-
ment is theoretical; its basic
premises are grounded not in
empirically sound studies but
rather in political enthusiasms
and intuitions.

8. Implied within these reforms is
the conclusion that, as a conse-
quence of standards and high-
stakes state testing and assess-
ment programs, there will be a
dramatic increase in student
achievement.

The time has come to challenge the
premise that massive funding, written
standards, and a firm resolve to create
reform will cause students to achieve
at higher levels. However, there are
developmental limits to student
achievement. Other writers have ar-
gued that the notion of setting high
standards for all students is hard to re-
sist. It is difficult to argue against high
standards. Yet if we look deeply into
the complex issues related to stan-
dards, this house of cards may easily
crumble.

Problems with 
the Standards Movement

Keeping in mind the aforementioned
eight characteristics of educational re-
form movements, think about the
standards movement framed with the
following questions:

Who benefits from setting
standards?

Whose voice is taken into account
when the standards are
formulated?

Are we creating new inequalities 
by advocating standards?

Gratz (2000) correctly argues that
reforms, especially the standards re-
forms, present us with the problem of
overpromising and underdelivering.
In addition, he points out that even if
a new idea is tested in one setting, it
may never be suitable for widespread
implementation. Gratz reminds us
that educational accountability is in its
infancy and most often relies on the
single measure of test scores. The ex-
tremely high monetary cost of the
tests themselves and the upkeep of all
the preparatory materials illustrate the
high cost of testing. Clearly, the test-
ing industry benefits from encourag-
ing testing. In addition, testing is of-
ten handled questionably. Some
educational leaders have suggested
that the teacher actually teach for the
test alone, thereby casting teaching as
test preparation. In fact, the standards
movement was initiated with gran-
diose aims such as world-class high
standards. Yet in actual cases, like that
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of the state of Texas, the standards
movement has become distorted by
politics and expedience. Let’s look
more closely at what happened in
Texas, for it illustrates the political
and economic consequences of the
push for standards.

The Texas School Reform Case

Spoon feeding in the long run teaches us
Nothing but the shape of the spoon.

—E. M. Forster

Linda McNeil (2000a) performed a
thorough analysis of the contradic-
tions of school reform. In her book on
this subject, she examines the reform
movement in Texas from the mid-
1980s to the present time. In her first
study, she documented and tracked
standardized reforms from their be-
ginnings in the state legislature to
their effects on the curriculum in
schools, including teacher reactions
and subsequently student achieve-
ment. The “reform” in Texas, begun
by Ross Perot, took local control of
schools away from the public and pro-
fessional teachers and put it into the
arms of business-controlled external
management and accountability sys-
tems. This major shift from public to
private is a key underlying and barely
examined reality. The accountability
system in Texas, called the Texas As-
sessment of Academic Skills (TAAS),
is promoted for the following reasons:

• It has shaped up the schools
• Teachers and principals are held

accountable for test scores

• “Performance contracts” are
used for evaluating principals on
the basis of test scores

• Test results are used for deci-
sions about school practice

Mr. Perot was articulate about how
to improve schools through testing,
arguing that “if it’s good enough for
business, it’s good enough for
schools.” The injection of a business
orientation as well as a political one
complicated matters even further. But
McNeil (2000a) looked closely at the
evidence and pointed out the flaws in
this simplistic approach to education.
First, she raised the issues of historical
inequities in funding of schools, staff
allocation, investment in materials,
and support from the broader com-
munity. In fact, many writers have
pointed out that what drives the stan-
dards movement in general can be dis-
tilled into two assumptions, both
based on fear:

1. Our nation is losing its competi-
tive edge so we must demand more
from all students. We are falling be-
hind other countries, and in order to
compete in the global marketplace, we
must push students to learn more and
faster. We can do this by raising stan-
dards.

2. If we raise standards for all stu-
dents, we automatically address the
disparity between high and low
achievers. Minority students will ben-
efit, since they are generally found in
urban schools with low achievement
records.

Oddly enough, John Dewey argued
for a child-centered rather than test-



centered curriculum in the attempt to
address some of the key points of the
issue of inequality. In the present day,
in contrast, test makers argue for
more tests as the way to resolve the se-
rious complexities of standards. By
raising standards and using an appro-
priate test to measure achievement, it
is argued, we automatically improve
education and our place in a competi-
tive global economy. If only it were
that simple. McNeil (2000a) reported
on teachers’ reactions and changed
behaviors when a mandated curricu-
lum driven by testing was put in place.
Teachers explained that the TAAS
preparatory component of curriculum
totally recast the teachers’ and princi-
pals’ roles. Both teachers and princi-
pals were silenced and marginalized.
They had little voice in the matter. 

Where is the space for the “public”
in “public schools?” As we increase
standardization, will we eliminate the
voices of parents, teachers, and other
community members? Who benefits
most from the noise about raising
standards? In the highly politicized
milieu of an election year, politicians
love the opportunity to get tough with
standards. In fact, recently in the state
of Florida, Governor Jeb Bush an-
nounced on numerous occasions that
poor-achieving, poor-performance
schools will be punished. Not only
will the schools who “fail” to meet
standards be announced in public
newspapers, but they will also be pun-
ished by receiving less in terms of re-
sources. Does that make any sense?

Mandatory tests will be used as the
means for implementing state stan-

dards. Gratz (2000) argued that ac-
countability systems designed to help
students and schools almost always
downplay cross-school comparisons.
However, another problem emerges
when test scores are aggregated: The
reality of disparities within and be-
tween schools is masked. For example,
a suburban school may do well in
preparing college-bound students but
poorly in preparing non-college-
bound students. Yet by aggregating all
the scores, someone looking at the test
data may see the school as excellent.
Thus, the way data are reported may
have political, racial, and economic
overtones.

A Curriculum or a
Noncurriculum
In Texas, McNeil (2000b) reported
that in many of the schools she stud-
ied, large amounts of time were used
practicing for tests. Students practiced
“bubbling in” answers, learning to
recognize that test makers never have
the same letter choice for a correct an-
swer three times in a row. In fact, to
help students remember this fact, a
catchy phrase was repeated: “Three in
a row, no, no, no.” What are we to
make of this? In addition, principals
who participated in the study reported
using the lion’s share of the budget to
purchase expensive study materials.
McNeil’s book (2000a) contains more
extensive examples of the problems
involved in standards and testing.

Texas is not the only state preoccu-
pied with standards. Research done in
California and Nebraska on this issue
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shows that some schools can improve
but most do not have the financial
support to do so (Mohrman & Wohl-
stetter, 2000). The authors offer net-
working and partnerships as a solution
to offset the heavy cost of school im-
provement and reform. At the same
time, they stress the enormous cost of
what needs to be done in schools if we
are to improve achievement authenti-
cally for all students. Schools must
have an infrastructure to accommo-
date and support the host of reforms,
requirements, and ongoing demands
of the curriculum. In a climate of few
or shrinking resources, there is little
hope for the success of any reform.

A Major Contradiction: 
The New Discrimination
The most distressing aspect of cen-
tralized, standardized testing is that it
masks ongoing inequality. McNeil
(2000a) and others have pointed out
that minority-group students, who
may be disadvantaged to begin with,
are now thrown into the pool of the
entire school. As the curriculum nar-
rows to a focus on test preparation, a
new kind of discrimination emerges.
Instead of outright tracking and strati-
fication, the new discrimination uses
the appearance of sameness to cover up
inequalities. The “back to basics”
movement is historically rooted pri-
marily in the mistaken notion that
sameness produces equity. Nothing
could be further from the truth. One
would have to look far and wide to
find evidence that standardization
brings up the bottom-scoring stu-

dents. In McNeil’s (2000a) text, she
argues persuasively, based on the
Texas case, that the TAAS system is
actually harming students, teaching,
curriculum development, and the
public’s faith and trust in public
schooling. This makes sense given the
almost unquestioned faith among
many in the business model so promi-
nent in states like Texas. McNeil
(2000a) argued that replacing a rich
curriculum in poor and minority-pop-
ulation schools with drill and repeti-
tion exercises is the new discrimina-
tion. Even if standardization and drill
and repetition exercises raise scores in
the present moment, children’s learn-
ing is not often enhanced or enriched.

Currently, research is in progress to
examine these issues in Texas. Haney,
Madaus, and Lyons (1993) began
questioning the trade-offs in standard-
ized testing and are expected to have a
published report on the Texas case in
2001. In an unpublished paper, Haney
(1999) reported on a study of dropout
rates before and after the TAAS sys-
tem was implemented, encompassing
the years from 1978 to the present, us-
ing data collected by the Texas Educa-
tion Agency. McNeil (2000a) summa-
rized Haney’s disturbing preliminary
results. In 1978, more than 60 percent
of black students and nearly 60 per-
cent of Latino students graduated
from high school: 15 percent below
the average for white students. Yet by
1990, four years after the inception of
the Texas reforms, graduation rates for
all three groups dropped. By 1990
fewer than 50 percent of all black and
Latino ninth graders made it to gradu-



ation. The graduation rate for whites
was 70 percent. Thus, the gap between
minority-group students and whites
actually grew! Even more problematic,
Haney found that by 1999, the white
student graduation rate grew back to
about 75 percent, yet the rate for mi-
nority students remained at below 50
percent. How can this program have
enhanced or enriched the curriculum
or student learning? McNeil con-
cluded that we are creating new in-
equalities and that we cannot avoid a
serious reexamination of the problem.
I return to the three questions men-
tioned earlier: Who benefits from
standards? Whose voice is taken into
account when standards are formu-
lated? Are we creating new inequali-
ties in advocating standards? 

Easy Answers to 
Complex Questions: 
The Manufactured Crisis

Facts are stubborn things; and whatever may
Be our wishes, our inclinations, or the dictates
Of our passions, they cannot alter the state of
Facts and evidence.

—John Adams

When faced with criticism of the pub-
lic schools, many look for easy answers
or quick fixes. Often arguments are
weak, such as “American students
don’t work hard enough”; however,
there is little compelling evidence to
support such a claim. Will students
work harder with drill and repetition
or with cognitively and developmen-
tally appropriate work? Berliner and
Biddle (1995), warning against the

rush to easy answers, conducted re-
search over time trying to get at the
public distrust in education and the
myths, fraud, and outright attack on
education. Their text is the most pow-
erful repository of evidence arguing
against the politicization of the issues
of standards, testing, and school re-
form in general. These writers debunk
the phony claims and false statistics
used by newspapers, politicians, and
others. With mounds of evidence,
Berliner and Biddle demonstrate that
in fact schools are performing amaz-
ingly well given that in a short span of
thirty years or so, schools have
widened their pool of students by in-
cluding the disenfranchised in every
so-called measure of accountability.
For example, the authors counter, with
evidence, politicians’ claims that SAT
scores are dropping, that private
schools are better than public schools,
and that privatization of schools some-
how will fix all the problems. The data
show that these kinds of claims are al-
most impossible to support. The au-
thors refer to the myths as the “manu-
factured crisis”; dismantling one myth
after another, they uncover some of
the threads that relate directly to the
standards movement and its endless
problems. Following is a list of some of
the myths the authors have pulverized:

1. Student achievement in Ameri-
can primary schools has declined.

2. The performance of American
college students has declined.

3. Intellectual abilities and
abstract-problem-solving skills
have declined.
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4. America’s schools always come
up short when compared with
those of other nations.

5. America spends more money on
schools than other nations.

6. Investing in schools has not
brought success; money is not
related to school performance.

7. The productivity of the Ameri-
can worker is down.

8. American teachers are not pre-
pared to teach.

9. Private schools are better than
public schools.

Berliner and Biddle show that these
claims are utterly phony, manufac-
tured not to help students or teachers
succeed but to conceal the facts. The
authors carefully follow, starting in the
1980s, the deliberate attack on schools
and relate it to the change in the polit-
ical milieu at that time. At that time,
the business and industry model took
the place of the social services and
learning model. The authors show
that these myths are not only foolish
but harmful as well. The harm comes
in preventing students of all groups
from learning, and additional harm is
found in the simplistic notion that all
can be fixed with simple solutions.
Berliner and Biddle’s book (1995) pro-
vides a context for understanding how
the standards movement and testing as
the easy answer can be framed. In ad-
dition, the authors correctly state that
if we are to have effective school re-
forms of any type, adequate funding
and a structure for reform should be
the first goal. In short, simple answers
can never address the complexity of

the issues involved; in particular, the
idea that setting standards and testing
will in some way automatically ensure
high achievement simple does not
make sense. Of the many writers who
echo these thoughts, the work of
Grant Wiggins (1998) stands out.

Educative Assessment

People write the history of experiments on
those born blind or wolf-children or those un-
der hypnosis. But who will write the more
general, more fluid, but also more determi-
nant history of the examination—its rituals,
its methods, its characters and their roles, its
play of questions, and answers, its systems of
marking and classification? For in this slender
technique are to be found a whole domain of
knowledge, a whole type of power.

—Michel Foucault

Standards make sense when the as-
sessment system in place makes sense.
Wiggins argues that there are equi-
table, fair, and authentic means of as-
sessment. In offering a new way to
look at standards and testing, he sug-
gests these guidelines:

1. Assess the student’s accomplish-
ments and progress, not merely
the total score that results from
points subtracted from a collec-
tion of items. In other words,
score longitudinally toward ex-
emplary performance at exem-
plary tasks, not by subtraction
from “perfection” on simplistic
and isolated tests.

2. Devise a scheme that assigns de-
gree-of-difficulty points to as-
signments and test questions,



thus distinguishing the quality of
the performance from the degree
of difficulty of the task.

3. Give all students the same de-
manding work but differently
scaffolded assessments based on
equitable expectations.

4. Devise a sliding grading system
wherein the proportions of what
is counted vary over time. Move
toward increased emphasis on
achievement with a weight for
effort and progress.

In other words, Wiggins (1998) has
suggested that there are ways to test
students, maintain standards, and be
fair and equitable in the process. His
system of authentic assessment is
based on the following premises:

1. Authentic tasks must be realistic.
The task or tasks must mirror
the abilities sought based on
real-world engagement and dis-
covery.

2. Authentic assessment requires
students to use their judgment
and imagination. The learner has
to use knowledge, theory, and
skills wisely and inventively to
solve problems or pose prob-
lems.

3. Ask students to “do” rather than
recite, memorize, replicate, or
restate information. In other
words, let students demonstrate
what they have learned.

4. Authentic assessments are re-
lated to the real-world context in
which adults are tested in the
workplace. Typical tests are con-

textless (p. 24). Wiggins argues
that students need to experience
what it is like to do tasks in real-
life situations.

5. Assess the learner’s ability to use
a repertoire of skills and knowl-
edge efficiently and effectively to
negotiate complex tasks.

6. Allow appropriate opportunities
to rehearse, practice, consult re-
sources, and get feedback on and
refine performance and products.

In short, Wiggins asks us to imag-
ine a new way to look at testing and
assessment and a new way to help stu-
dents learn and grow. If we follow his
tenets, there is room to use informa-
tion from authentic assessments in a
way that is healthy, respectful, fair, and
demanding for students, without re-
ducing students’ work to one, and
only one, indicator.

Why Standards and Testing 
Are Important Words

Words are loaded pistols.
—Jean Paul Sartre

I have recounted some of the com-
plexities of standards and testing;
however, there remains a critical con-
sideration that relates to language. If
words are loaded pistols, as Sartre
suggested, the words standards and
testing are surely like bullets. I am
speaking of the need to be careful with
language, not just because of the polit-
ical consequences of these words, as
shown in the Texas case and others,
but also because of the emotional con-
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sequences of these words. If we are to
take seriously proposals about setting
standards and how to measure the
standards, we need to be aware of the
social and political effects of language.
Recently, Patton (2000) argued for the
importance of sensitivity to and skill-
ful use of language while in the pro-
cess of evaluating, assessing, setting
standards, and measuring.
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Linguistic relations are always relations of
power.

—Pierre Bourdieu, 1991

This chapter examines issues of power
related to the daily realities of bilin-
gual children in the United States.
How states view bilingual children’s
education varies tremendously, yet for
the most part a deficit English-only
agenda has been imposed on both
children and families. This narrative
views not only the standards issue but
the intimate life of a bilingual child
who struggled with an oppressive edu-
cational system and whose life reflects
the need for educators to view the des-
tinies of their students in the lives they
teach.

Thich Nhat Hanh (1975) described
a way to reach the level of wisdom of
nondiscrimination, where there is no
distinction between subject and ob-
ject: “I have a pile of orphan applica-
tions on my desk. I translate a few
each day. Before I begin to translate a

sheet, I look into the eyes of the child in
the photograph, and look at the child’s
expression and features closely. I feel a
deep link between myself and the
child, which allows me to enter into a
special communion with them” (p.
57).

In discussing the relation between
standards and bilingual children, it is
clear that compassion and looking, re-
ally looking, into children’s eyes is
needed so that we can see the human-
ity in those eyes and so that bilingual
children are not just demographic fig-
ures but human, breathing, living be-
ings. We need to look deeply into
those eyes until we can see our own
reflection and how our reflection im-
pacts children’s future lives. In this
chapter, I would like to introduce you
to one bilingual child, George. I will
relate the documents I found on stan-
dards to this child’s life and, ulti-
mately, reflect on how issues of power
are linked to George’s life, standards,
and bilingual children’s education.
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George: Part 1

I hate school.
I don’t want to go to school!

—Anyone’s child

How often have parents heard chil-
dren cry out their disdain for school-
ing? George was no exception. His
aversion to school was common
knowledge in our apartment building
since the neighbors could hear his
screaming most mornings. His white
teacher was at a loss, because once in-
side the schoolhouse door George
found it impossible to sit in the tiny
desk in the straight rows where he was
expected to spend much of his day. He
had better ideas about how to spend
his time. He dreamt about a life of
creativity, about a life of performance,
dance, and imagination. He thought
his day schedule should include move-
ment, projects, paint, magic, singing,
Spanish poetry, and celebrations. In-
stead, he was relegated to the fourth
row, fourth seat, where rote memo-
rization, straight line reading (not
even round robin), and copying from
the blackboard were the norm. There
were times when his body could not
stand having to sit with his hands
folded on top of his desk, and he
would jump and prance, becoming the
favored class clown, much to his
teacher’s dismay.

“Tell your parents that George has
to learn to stay in his seat. He must
speak only English at home and at
school. He has to learn to fly straight
or he will never make it to fourth
grade.” I never could understand what

“flying straight” had to do with class-
room behavior. As the older sister I
took it upon myself to monitor
George as often as possible. I’m sure
my teacher thought I had some physi-
cal ailment since I jumped for the hall
pass as often as possible. I would walk
past his classroom and give him that
older sister look that brought immedi-
ate attention. One day I found him
jumping over desks, and when he saw
me standing by the door he immedi-
ately dove (or perhaps flew) into his
desk and folded his hands. I will never
forget that huge smile and twinkle in
his rebellious eyes.

It wasn’t just the rigid classroom
that George fought; it was also his de-
sire to speak his home language and to
be a nonconformist. In our south
Bronx neighborhood, boys just were
not into the arts, and speaking your
home language was really “for the
abuelitas.” The teasing and the taunt-
ing were incessant. It did not help that
George’s vivacious personality im-
plored him to exaggerate the way he
talked, the way he walked, his colorful
attire, his code-switching capacities,
and his constant laughter. His long
lanky legs and arms were too graceful
for the likes of Enrique and Patricio.
When he came home with a bloody
nose or a black eye from the school
yard, he would wave it away and im-
merse himself in his own world of cre-
ative performance and dance. The
teacher also involved herself in these
matters, warning my parents about
George’s insistence on speaking Span-
ish and his unconventional behavior.
My father was particularly mortified
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by the teacher’s words and announced
in our home we were to “speaka only
in da Ingliss.” This posed a problem
since our abuelita only spoke Spanish.
We learned to get around this since
Dad worked a day job and a night job,
but when he was home Abuelita had
to rely in the few English words that
she knew: yes, no, whadiyusay? thank
you, please, and I love you.

I read from basal readers in the col-
onized English-only classroom of
Puerto Rico. I was fascinated by words
like pocket and wondered about the
idyllic life that Jane, Dick, and Spot
led. There were no palm trees in these
books, and the idea of snow was com-
pletely new to me. When George
came upon the basal readers, we were
living in the mainland. It was at this
time that he entered his stage of “basal
dreaming.” He would ask, “What do
you think it’s like to be white? Do you
think all the white kids are that happy?
Where do they get those ugly clothes
anyway?” It was clear to him from the
monocultural/monolingual sanitized
basals that there was an advantage to
being like Dick and Jane, that their
lives were somehow happier and privi-
leged. These white kids had every-
thing: a house, a backyard, a bike, a
sandbox, a wagon, a mother, a father, a
dog, nice (albeit ugly) clothes, lots of
food, a nice school, and to top it off,
lots of fun.

As the years progressed George
learned to act, walk, dress, and talk in
ways that seemed more acceptable to
the grownups. His resistance to learn-
ing English was forgotten, but unfor-
tunately, so was his home language. In

middle school he won an award for
good attendance and for excellence as
a crossing guard. He always main-
tained his sense of humor with those
he loved, but he lost the twinkle, the
dream, and the excitement about his
career. He came to terms with learn-
ing other ways of expressing his gifts
and talents. He joined the local
marching band. He was never a ster-
ling student, he still hated school, but
he learned to play the school game of
composure, English-only, silence, and
acceptable behavior. In his senior high
school play, he was the lead dancer for
one of the numbers, “Fernando’s
Hideaway,” and to this day I wonder if
that was one of the highlights of his
life. But I digress, since it is “stan-
dards” I am to speak about.

Standards for 
Bilingual Children
Standards, you ask? How states view
bilingual children’s education varies
tremendously, yet for the most part a
deficit English-only agenda has been
imposed on both children and fami-
lies. Children are objectified as name-
less groups of ethnic children who are
deficient and at risk. The gifts and tal-
ents children bring to the schoolhouse
door are left by the wayside.

The Council of Chief State School
Officers (CCSSO) and the Stanford
Working Group (1996) released the
most complete report that I could find
on standards, entitled “Systematic Re-
form and Limited English Proficient
Students.” The purpose of the survey
was to collect baseline data from the



state education agencies in the United
States about their efforts to address
the needs of Limited English Profi-
cient (LEP) students. For most states,
the writers indicate that LEP is de-
fined as “a student whose native lan-
guage is not English and whose diffi-
culty in speaking, reading, writing, or
understanding English is an obstacle
to successful learning in a classroom
where English is the only language of
instruction” (p. 1).

Ninety percent of the states (n = 43)
responded. Six states explicitly men-
tioned LEP students for inclusion in
the “student content standards”: Con-
necticut, Florida, New Jersey, Rhode
Island, and Texas. Examples of how
these six states address the needs of
LEP students are as follows: In
Louisiana standards are reflected in
English language arts, science, and so-
cial studies; in Montana the standards
include English as a second language;
Rhode Island recognizes the length of
time required to learn and use aca-
demic language; and Texas relies on
“essential elements” standards to ad-
dress bilingual and English as a second
language (ESL) achievement.

In the report, twenty-five states
noted that even though LEP students
were not specifically mentioned in
their state plans, “planning commit-
tees included parents or persons
knowledgeable of LEP students.” Of
the eight states that explicitly mention
LEP students in their “systematic
plans,” Arizona requires districts to
show how students are included in
their plans; Florida’s “Blueprint 2000”

specifically mentions LEP students as
part of the whole student body;
Hawaii’s systematic plan makes spe-
cific reference to LEP students; Texas
outlines strategies that give special at-
tention to “at-risk”1 students includ-
ing LEP children. Nine states explic-
itly mention LEP students for
meeting “performance/benchmark
standards.” Florida and Louisiana in-
dicate English language arts for Eng-
lish language learners. The report also
indicates that responses to given ques-
tions were not always clear or that re-
spondents did not answer specific
questions.

Assessing home-language speakers
in their native language is essential in
order to afford children the opportu-
nity to demonstrate literacy, content
knowledge, and multiple talents. Yet
only eleven states (Alaska, Arizona,
Connecticut, Delaware, Hawaii, Illi-
nois, New Jersey, New Mexico, New
York, Texas, and Utah) and the Dis-
trict of Columbia provide assessments
in languages other than English. This
brings up the question of how chil-
dren are expected to demonstrate
their knowledge when they are being
assessed in all the other states in a lan-
guage other than their home lan-
guage. Is this legal? How much em-
phasis is placed on testing, assessment,
and standards will determine much of
what happens to children during their
years of schooling. How much of a
bearing does this have on the overrep-
resentation of bilingual children in
special education (Ortiz & Yates,
1983) and the underrepresentation of
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bilingual children in gifted programs
(O. Diaz, personal communication,
1999)?

Regarding the “opportunity to
learn” (OTL), which the CCSSO de-
fined as the “circumstance and condi-
tions provided to assure that each stu-
dent has the quality of personnel,
courses, curriculum, materials, tech-
nologies, instructional time, working
space, financing, procedures for place-
ment, and provision for special aid
necessary to achieve content and stu-
dent performance standards,” four
states noted that OTL standards apply
to LEP students. For one of the states
(Florida), this was a consequence of a
consent decree; the other states in-
clude Alaska, Louisiana, and Massa-
chusetts. The OTL standards are also
expected to consider the unique needs
of a population, and in the case of
LEP students that means provision for
first- and second-language instruc-
tion, the availability of trained ESL
and bilingual teachers, and instruc-
tional materials that are linguistically
appropriate. The OTL standards
serve as a yardstick in determining the
availability of basic resources.

The schools’ and school districts’
obligations with regard to home-
language speakers are directly related
to children’s civil rights. Schools that
simply provide access to the schools’
English language programs are not
guaranteeing equal education oppor-
tunities for LEP students. In the
United States, the Lau v. Nichols 414
U.S. 563 Supreme Court decision of
1974 states that “under these state im-

posed standards there is no equality of
treatment merely by providing stu-
dents with the same facilities, text-
books, teachers and curriculum; for
students who do not understand Eng-
lish are effectively foreclosed from any
meaningful education.” Justice O.
Douglas referred to California educa-
tion code 8573: “The standards of
proficiency in English as well as other
prescribed subjects,” and to code 71,
allowing school districts to decide
“when and under what circumstances
instruction may be given bilingually.”

If children do not understand the
language of the school, they are not
benefiting from the instruction.
Schools are expected to “take affirma-
tive steps to rectify the language defi-
ciency in order to open instructional
programs to these students” (U.S. De-
partment of Education, Office for
Civil Rights, May 25th, 1970, memo-
randum).

Schools are also expected to design
intervention strategies to ensure effec-
tive participation of LEP students;
otherwise children’s opportunity to
learn is being denied. It is the respon-
sibility of the state and federal govern-
ment that school districts be made
aware of these civil rights but also that
schools comply and provide the most
appropriate set of instructional serv-
ices. Thirty-seven states indicated that
they provide the local educational
agencies with guidelines demonstrat-
ing the district’s obligation regarding
Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of
1964 and the Equal Education Oppor-
tunity Act (EEOA).



Teachers’ educational background,
life experiences, preservice, and in-
service preparation can enhance their
ability to meet the needs of home-
language speakers. According to Mc-
Knight and Antunez (1999), in a  re-
sponse to a task order from the
Department of Education for a state
survey of legislative requirements for
educating LEP students, nineteen
states offer bilingual/dual language
teacher certification or endorsement,
and twenty-three states have legisla-
tive provisions for ESL teacher certifi-
cation or endorsement.

When states were asked by the CC-
SSO to identify the obstacles faced by
teachers in serving LEP students, few
states responded, but some states did
address a “needs” question where the
responses included the following: lack
of or inadequate training of teachers,
lack of university courses to prepare
teachers, lack of funding for training
and materials, and limited supply of
teachers in rural areas. Previous re-
ports have documented these needs
(e.g., August, Hakuta, & Pompa,
1994; Minicucci & Olsen, 1993).

A shortage of bilingual teachers can
occur in states with the largest enroll-
ment of LEP students. In California,
for example, Gold’s (1995) report doc-
umented over one million LEP stu-
dents and a shortage of 18,000 bilin-
gual teachers and 17,000 English
language development (ELD) teach-
ers. The total public school enroll-
ment is expected to increase by
200,000 per year, reaching 7.2 million
by the year 2005, with Latino and

Asian enrollments accounting for 53
percent.

Gold notes that:

The shortage of qualified bilingual and
ELD teachers is the most important
factor that inhibits improvement of in-
structional programs for LEP students.
Without a teacher trained in language
acquisition approaches, who has both
general and specific cultural knowl-
edge, and who can communicate effec-
tively with LEP students, these stu-
dents remain disconnected from the
core curriculum of our schools. They
are, in effect, enrolled in a track where
instruction is incomprehensible. They
do not have access to the same rigorous
content taught to English speaking stu-
dents. (1995, p. 3)

In addition, Gold indicates that col-
leges and universities nationwide have
not responded to the demand for
bilingual teachers. The available na-
tional data do not even inspire confi-
dence that institutions of higher learn-
ing will provide future teachers who
will resolve the shortage of bilingual
teachers.

In spite of the fact that teacher edu-
cation programs have failed to re-
spond to this very need (which would
afford their graduates’ employment),
there is clear understanding among
professional organizations, teachers,
administrators, and school board
members that there is support for ex-
panded training in order to meet the
needs of teachers (with language and
cultural knowledge) and the needs of
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the increasing numbers of linguisti-
cally diverse learners. Gold feels that
the situation can be remedied with
concerted efforts by concerned agen-
cies as a “number one priority.”

A subsequent report depicting
state-by-state financing of bilingual
and ESL programs in America (Edu-
cation Commission of the States
[ECS], 2000) reveals how states allo-
cate monies for second-language-
learning children. For the most part,
funding is included with compensa-
tory (at-risk) education programs or
special education programs. (States
with no funding at all include Al-
abama, Arkansas, Delaware, Indiana,
Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi,
Missouri, Montana, Nevada, New
Hampshire, North Dakota, Ohio,
Oregon, Pennsylvania, South Car-
olina, South Dakota, Tennessee, Utah,
West Virginia, and Wyoming.) The
states that do provide financial assis-
tance to school districts vary in their
support. For example, Colorado allo-
cates less than 1.0 percent of its school
aid funds to bilingual programs, while
Minnesota assists school districts with
one full-time-employed (FTE) teacher
for each forty LEP students, and one-
half an FTE teacher for twenty or
fewer LEP students.

The case of bilingual/bicultural
children presents a challenge to
schools in the United States. Bilingual
education itself is regarded as danger-
ous, and perhaps the children them-
selves are seen as “dangerous minds.”
The powerful arm of the right-wing
bilingual education abolitionists has

invaded the lives of families, the class-
room, the courtroom, and institutions
of higher learning, silencing children
and dimming the light of hope for
even initiating an intelligent dialogue
about standards.

Issues of Power
The question of standards is sub-
merged in the mood of conservative
policy makers who continue to elimi-
nate bilingual education altogether.
Politicians demand standards as a part
of their platform, and selected school
superintendents see it as their mission.

Republican presidential candidate
Governor George W. Bush’s educa-
tion platform (New York Times, 2000)
stated:

Another sign of our unity is the role of
English as our common language. It has
enabled people from every corner of
the world to come together to build
this nation. For newcomers, it has al-
ways been the fastest route to the
mainstream of American life. English
empowers. That is why fluency in Eng-
lish must be the goal of bilingual edu-
cation programs. We support the
recognition of English as the nation’s
common language. At the same time,
mastery of other languages is impor-
tant for America’s competitive world
market. We advocate foreign language
training in our schools and the foster-
ing of respect for other languages and
cultures. (p. 22)

The verdict is in, and our Re-
publican governors provided the



key testimony: strong parental in-
volvement, excellent teachers, safe
and orderly classrooms, high aca-
demic standards and a commitment
to teaching the basics—from an
early start in phonics to mastery of
computer technology. (p. 17)

In an article on colonialism and the
English-only movement, Macedo
(2000) notes the irony in dismantling
bilingual education while encouraging
foreign-language education:

While conservative educators have
been very vocal in their attempt to abol-
ish bilingual education, due to, according
to them, its lack of academic success,
these same educators have conspicu-
ously remained silent about the well
documented failure of foreign language
education. In spite of the general failure
of foreign language education in the
United States, no one is advocating
closing down foreign language depart-
ments in schools. Paradoxically, the
same educators who propose the dis-
mantling of bilingual education pro-
grams, which have higher probability
of producing bilingual speakers, reiter-
ate their support for foreign language
education with the aim of developing
bilingualism even though the failure
rate of becoming fully bilingual
through foreign language education is
exponentially greater than in bilingual
programs. (p. 2) 

One school superintendent from
Pennsylvania traveled the country in-
tent on converting schools and aiding

schools, calling himself a “bilingual
education abolitionist.” Mr. Doluisio’s
role in dismantling a bilingual educa-
tion program was lauded by the Wall
Street Journal (Miller, 1996): “Bethle-
hem, PA, provides a stirring example
of how other school districts can chal-
lenge the bilingual education ortho-
doxy—and win.” Teachers at the
school have indicated that there is an
overrepresentation of bilingual chil-
dren in special education classes and
an underrepresentation in gifted pro-
grams. In addition, teachers seeking
sabbaticals from this district must
delete those “dangerous” bilingual ed-
ucation courses from their plan of
study in order to obtain approval.

The work of the right-wing “bilin-
gual education abolitionists” and the
English-only proponents has been de-
liberate, insidious, and without the
least regard for children’s linguistic hu-
man rights, civil rights, and rights to an
equitable, just, and excellent education.
Rarely are children’s linguistic human
rights (see Soto & Quesada, in press)
or civil rights the focus of the debate.

Children have the linguistic human
right (LHR) to learn their home lan-
guage or mother tongue and at least
one of the official languages of the na-
tion. LHRs also include (a) the right
to establish and maintain schools that
include home language, home culture,
and second language learning; (b) the
guarantees of representation in politi-
cal affairs, and (c) autonomy with re-
gard to issues of culture, religion, edu-
cation, information, and social affairs.

Often individuals and groups are

176 BILINGUAL EDUCATION



177The Case of Bilingual Children

treated unjustly and suppressed by
means of language. People who are
deprived of LHRs may thereby be
prevented from enjoying other human
rights, including fair political repre-
sentation, a fair trial, access to educa-
tion, access to information, freedom
of speech, and maintenance of a cul-
tural heritage (Skutnabb-Kangas &
Phillipson, 1995).

The forced inclusion into a mono-
lingual and somewhat monocultural
system has meant that children
throughout the world have been pun-
ished for speaking their home lan-
guage. In fact, formal education
through the medium of majority lan-
guages has often forced minority chil-
dren to assimilate and change identity.
We are reminded of the definition of
cultural genocide—“this transfer can, of
course, be either physical or psycho-
logical or both” (Skutnabb-Kangas &
Phillipson, 1995, pp. 72-73). 

Is there concern that perhaps bilin-
gual/bicultural children’s “dangerous
minds” might actually ring out with
democratic ideals or perhaps that the
dangerous minds might outperform
their counterparts? Ramirez, Yuen,
and Ramey (1991), for example, indi-
cated that late-exit bilingual models
(greater time spent with the home lan-
guage) accelerated children’s achieve-
ment over time, so that the students
almost caught up with English speak-
ers, and the San Francisco and San
Jose school districts demonstrated that
bilingual graduates can outperform
English speakers (San Diego Union
Tribune, 1998).

California’s proposition 227, elimi-
nating most native-language instruc-
tion in a state with 40 percent of the
country’s LEP students, stands as an
example of how politically motivated
nonexperts are deciding the fate of
linguistically and culturally diverse
children. James Crawford (personal
communication, 1998) wonders if
“one might as well ask the electorate
to mandate a treatment for AIDS or to
select the design of the next space sta-
tion” (p. 7).

It appears to be only when the needs
of mainstream, monolingual learners
are of concern that we see a prolifera-
tion of programs involving bilingual-
ism (e.g., the two-way bilingual pro-
grams). The notion that dual-language
programs are politically acceptable re-
flects the self-serving and individualis-
tic notions of contemporary Ameri-
cans. Rather than protecting children’s
linguistic human rights, these pro-
grams ensure that there is a benefit for
the majority culture. The bandwagon
race for the two-way programs is seen
as a win-win strategy, but are bilingual
children truly benefiting from these
program? Valdes (1997) cites the Oys-
ter School, in Washington, DC, as a
dual-language program in which Eng-
lish speakers are singled out and re-
warded for learning Spanish, yet Span-
ish speakers are not lauded for
learning English. Freire (1985) indi-
cated that “it would be extremely
naive to expect the dominant classes to
develop a type of education that would
enable subordinate classes to perceive
social injustices critically” (p. 102).



Schools in America continue to im-
pose an ideology that totally disre-
gards and disrespects linguistic human
rights. The expectation is for total
(dis)assimilation of home language
and bicultural citizens. For children,
and especially for young children, is-
sues of language and culture are inter-
twined, complex, and directly related
to the formation of a healthy identity
as members of a family and a nation.
Issues of linguistic human rights are
directly related to child-rearing prac-
tices and the family’s ability to actively
engage in intergenerational family
communication. How will children
deprived of their home language (a)
maintain their family’s cultural prac-
tices, (b) have access to information,
(c) participate in the politics of a na-
tion, and (d)  have equal access to edu-
cation? One privileged colleague
(from Texas) was alarmed when some
of us suggested that our professional
organization boycott California when
the Unz amendment was being con-
sidered. Her rationale: “We can’t cre-
ate hostility with the companies who
have done so much for us. We will
hurt our own people. . . . After all they
are the maids in those hotels.” I
thought about Freire’s words: “Ulti-
mately the oppressed instead of striv-
ing for liberation, tend themselves to
become the oppressors . . . the very
structure of their thought has been
conditioned by contradictions of the
concrete, existential situation by
which they were shaped . . . this phe-
nomenon derives from the fact that
the oppressed, at a certain moment in

their experience, adopt an attitude of
adhesion to the oppressor . . . the op-
pressed find the oppressor their
model” (Freire, 1970, pp. 29–30).

Are we relegating bilingual children
to continued oppressive positions in
America? Bilingual/bicultural children
face daunting challenges in educa-
tional settings that disregard not only
their home language and culture but
the wisdom of previous generations.
How do children make sense of exist-
ing educational and cultural practices?
How can educators provide for the
educational needs of children in ways
that can make a difference in their
lives? In spite of draconian conserva-
tive stances against bilingual educa-
tion, educators and classroom teachers
are still faced with providing for the
needs of bilingual/bicultural children
on a daily basis.

George: Part 2
How children perceive themselves as
bilingual/bicultural subjects is com-
plex but ultimately related to sociopo-
litical, sociohistorical, and power rela-
tions. Freire (1970) pointed out that
“for cultural invasion to succeed, it is
essential that those invaded become
convinced of their intrinsic in-
feriority. . . . The more invasion is ac-
centuated and those invaded are alien-
ated from the spirit of their own
culture and from themselves, the more
the latter want to be like the invaders:
to walk like them, dress like them, talk
like them” (p. 151).

George ultimately forgot his home
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language, for the most part, except for
an occasional sprinkling of colorful
Spanish words and code switching
with his family. He did learn to please
his teachers, but he lost much of his
dream and creativity, and that special
gleam in his eye.

When I helped to care for George
on his deathbed—he died of AIDS—I
wondered a great deal about the role
of education in children’s lives. How
differently would teachers act if they
could imagine children’s destiny?
What would really be important in the
classroom if teachers considered our
lives within a larger framework?
Would discrete, measurable, memo-
rizable bits of information be as im-
portant as friendship, peace, social jus-
tice, happiness? George called us his
“practicing angels.”

I looked deep into George’s eyes
and promised not to forget his journey
and to connect it with my work. His
life was special and unique, but if his
teachers had known, would they have
acted differently? What would the
standards have looked like? Would the
curriculum have varied? Would the
school activities have been less restric-
tive and more creative? Would the arts
have been emphasized more? Would
his home language and culture have
been more respected? Would the
teacher have tried to look, really look,
deep into George’s eyes? It wasn’t un-
til he was sick that he took up paint-
ing, but then he wasn’t in school.

Colonized children in the United
States have been systematically
stripped of their integrity, independ-

ence, freedom, and voice. This form
of educational violence and slaying of
the soul has functioned to perpetuate
social control. Children have been
stripped of their ability to participate
in school and community life; their
voices are silenced, and they are un-
able to enter into dialogue and reflect
on their daily realities and lived expe-
riences. Ultimately, this marginaliza-
tion leads to multiple and complex is-
sues for children, including issues of
identity. As the privileged assert their
superiority, bicultural children con-
tinue to lead an oppressed existence
while continually reaching out to the
“other” with love and compassion.
The movement regarding standards,
curriculum, and education needs to be
toward an understanding of the cul-
tural dimensions that permeate our
students’ lives.

The hope lies in Kincheloe’s de-
scription in the introductin to this vol-
ume of “highly skilled, scholarly teach-
ers [who] research their students and
their communities and analyze the
curricular topics they are expected to
cover. In light of such inquiry these
teachers develop a course of study that
understands subject matter and aca-
demic skills in relation to where their
students come from and the needs
they bring to school” (p. 23).

If George’s teachers had thought
about his needs, would his life on
earth have been happier? Could he
have followed his dream of pursuing
the arts? Would his journey have been
lighter during his years of schooling?
Remember the sacred call of Thich



Nhat Hanh: “Look at all beings with
compassion” (1975, p. 59).

Notes
1. Designating children as LEP has

been used by state and national funding
agencies. Alternate terminology includes
speakers of other languages (SOL), Eng-
lish language learners (ELLs), linguisti-
cally and culturally diverse, bilingual/
bicultural, home-language speakers, lan-
guage minority, native language speakers,
limited English speaking (LES), and Eng-
lish language development (ELD). The
LEP designation continues to encourage a
deficit perspective by not acknowledging
the gifts home-language speakers bring to
the classroom. The term at risk also con-
tributes to a deficit perspective since it
continues to propose what is “wrong”
with children rather than emphasizing
children’s talents and abilities.
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Much of the argument against what is
termed “high-stakes testing,” or as-
sessing students based on state stan-
dardized tests, has rightly focused on
such issues as the pernicious effect of
these tests on minority students and
the irrationality of overreliance on test
scores. Many educators, students,
teachers, community activists, and
progressive policy makers have
bravely and eloquently stepped for-
ward and spoken up regarding class
inequality and racism in schools and
how high-stakes testing further exac-
erbates educational problems while
eviscerating true efforts at educational
reform.

Although these issues are crucial in
understanding the role of standard-
ized tests, they are not the focus of
this chapter. Instead, I want to con-
centrate on the claim that the stan-
dardized tests in and of themselves are
inauthentic instruments of assessment
and, as such, fail to service parents,

teachers, students, or the communities
within which they live. For purposes
of this discussion, I will concentrate
on standardized testing as it relates
specifically to primary school. I argue
that the debate over high-stakes test-
ing has not focused on some of the
crucial questions that need to be asked
when looking to devise methods and
calibration mechanisms to assess
learning and teaching. These ques-
tions are as follows:

• What should we be teaching stu-
dents in the elementary grades
and what should they be learn-
ing?

• What are the roles of standards
and assessment in the conception
of an education, and how can we
use evaluation and valid assess-
ment to further authentic in-
struction?

• What should we be assessing and
why?
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• Should we be assessing emo-
tional intelligence as well?

• How do we allow for multiple in-
telligences and testing?

• What does it mean to be intelli-
gent, and how would this impact
on how we teach and measure
student performance?

• What is a problem-based cur-
riculum, and how can we test
skills wedded to thinking?

• Should we be relying solely on
one test, or should we be devel-
oping methods and instruments
of assessment on a weekly or
monthly basis?

These important questions and
countless others represent just part of
the inquiry that should be undertaken
in order to begin to think rationally
about and consequently construct
standards and assessment instruments
that further the mission of education.

As a former bilingual kindergarten
teacher, first-grade teacher, second-
grade teacher, and teacher of junior
high school and high school, I have
unfortunately heard from colleagues
and administrators alike that primary
school students need first to be taught
skills and information before they can
engage in reasoning activities that call
on them to develop their critical-
thinking capacities. Thus, elementary
standards, these colleagues contend,
should be designed to see what stu-
dents know and what skills they have
acquired. In fact, when it comes to
teaching students to think critically, I
often hear the argument that children

are not developmentally ready for
critical thinking, that critical thinking
in the early elementary grades is not
developmentally appropriate.

The argument assumes that stu-
dents need an information base before
they can think critically and that ele-
mentary schools should be a place
where this informational base is con-
structed and important skills acquired.
The reasoning surreptitiously main-
tains that students really need to be
taught what to think, not how to think.
What’s needed, the argument goes, is
to concentrate on teaching students in
the early primary grades the myriad
skills associated with reading, writing,
listening, mathematics, and so on;
they’ll have plenty of time to think
critically in the higher grades. Other
teachers have maintained that primary
grades should be affective centers of
learning where students play, learn to
feel good about themselves, and so-
cialize. Thinking critically, maintain
some, can be uncomfortable, and stu-
dents in early grades should be pro-
tected from it, not exposed to it.

Learning, then, becomes reduced
to teaching skills and giving informa-
tion, usually divorced from context,
while knowing something is equated
with having information about it. Pro-
tecting students from reasoning, as
opposed to engaging them in it, be-
comes accepted as the norm. I believe
that what we should be asking is:
“Where do these ideas arise from?
What assumptions underlie these per-
spectives regarding learning and
teaching?”
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For teachers interested in develop-
ing the critical capacities of their stu-
dents, this theoretical conceptualiza-
tion of education for primary students
is unsound and unsuitable. Such
teachers argue that knowledge is not
equated with having a lot of informa-
tion. Similarly, having students engage
in activities simply to show what skills
they are able to execute is not equated
to having and executing specific skills
in the interest of developing critical
consciousness. The linear step-by-
step process whereby disciplines are
broken into fragments and skills into
isolated subparts taught outside the
context of thinking, is challenged
(Aronowitz, 1993). Furthermore, al-
though students obviously need infor-
mation, it is the manner within which
they uncover it, interpret it, as well as
use it that is of interest to those who
advocate critical instruction. Will they
collect information based on a prob-
lem-posing curriculum that asks them
to construct knowledge in the interest
of inquiry and discovery? Or will they
be forced to memorize and uncriti-
cally accept information without
learning to categorize it, verify its
sources, classify it, form it into pat-
terns from which they might make
plausible inferences, and otherwise
use information critically? How stu-
dents get the information they need,
how they assemble and interpret it,
and what they do with it are the real
issues.

It is inarguable that students need
to learn the specific skills called for in
various elementary school curricu-

lums. For example, not being able to
regroup numbers would seriously af-
fect a child’s ability to understand and
perform mathematical manipulations.
What is arguable is how they learn
these skills, how they orchestrate
these skills in the interest of con-
structing knowledge, and how these
skills are employed in a self-conscious,
metacognitive manner.

While teachers of reductionist
learning argue that elementary school
skills can and often should be taught
in rote isolation, advocates of critical
thinking claim that the obsession with
teaching skills isolated from thinking
is actually the problem. The mod-
ernistic elementary school, with its
necessity to teach fourteen disciplines,
has created a factory orientation to-
ward teaching and learning. Take your
spelling book out, put your spelling
book away. Take your math book out,
put your math book away. Take your
science book out, put your science
book away. This obsession with sys-
tematically deconstructing disciplines
into subparts represents an attempt to
teach pieces of subjects in isolation
with no interdisciplinary connections.
It presents knowledge unsystemati-
cally, so it consequently and simulta-
neously teaches unsystematic, conver-
gent thinking. For many students, the
parts never fit into the whole; they
learn “skills,” but the skills cannot be
harnessed to critical thinking.

Take the skill of reading, for ex-
ample. Reading critically and reading
uncritically are simply not the same
process. To read critically implies



thinking critically, a process whereby
the reader actively engages in a silent
dialogue with the author as an atten-
tive, questioning participant in the
process of interpretation. To simply
read without comprehension repre-
sents little more than the act of decod-
ing, what Donaldo Macedo (1994) has
aptly called “barking at print.” Yet
reading is usually broken up as a disci-
pline and taught as phonics, compre-
hension, language, and so on. When
doing phonics the student is not con-
cerned with comprehension, and un-
derstanding vocabulary is divorced
from both; lists of vocabulary words
are constructed for memorization
purposes. Spelling is taught as a sepa-
rate subject, again, usually relying on
assembled lists to be memorized.

By taking a subject like reading and
breaking it down into component
parts to be taught as separate entities,
we never show students the interdisci-
plinary connections and processes
necessary to comprehend what they
read. They do not get a feel for how
the parts make up the whole and the
subjects and skills taught within them
become so many beebees in a bag.
The following story, which I have
given students in the fifth grade,
demonstrates the difference between
fact and inference:

Is It Fact or Is It Inference?

Please read the following paragraph. Clas-
sify each of the following statements as ei-
ther FACT or INFERENCE. A state-
ment is a fact if it can be easily verified by

checking its source. A statement is an in-
ference if it is a statement about the un-
known based on what is known.

A businessman had just turned off the
lights in the store when a man appeared
and demanded money. The owner opened
a cash register. The contents of the cash
register were scooped up and the man
sped away. A member of the police force
was notified promptly.

1. A man appeared after the owner had
turned off his store lights.

2. The robber was a man.
3. A man demanded money.
4. The man who opened the cash reg-

ister was the owner.
5. The store owner scooped up the

contents of the cash register and ran
away.

6. Someone opened a cash register.
7. After the man who demanded the

money scooped up the contents of
the cash register, he ran away.

8. While the cash register contained
money, the story does NOT state
HOW MUCH.

9. The robber demanded money of the
owner.

The story concerns a series of events in
which four persons are referred to:

The owner of the store
A businessman
A man who demanded money
A member of the police force

The following events in the story are
true:
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1. Someone demanded money.
2. A cash register was opened.
3. Its contents were scooped up.
4. A man dashed out of the store.

Students who could not read criti-
cally interpreted the story to mean
that a robbery was taking place and
that the businessman was the owner
and the owner the businessman. They
brought their own assumptions to
what they read, and as a result they
bent the facts they were given to sup-
port their expectations. They argued
that the cash register contained
money and that the robber ran away.
They assumed facts not in evidence
and confused what they believed
about the story with what they really
knew. They made inferences that they
concretized in their minds as fact, al-
though no evidence in the story sup-
ported their contentions. In short,
they didn’t read the story critically;
they misinterpreted it entirely.

On the other hand, students who
critically read the passage realized that
they were bringing their own assump-
tions to what they were reading. They
interpreted the story through ques-
tioning, attempting to distinguish be-
tween what they knew and what they
merely believed. They understood the
role of inferences in thinking and did
not concretize beliefs into facts. They
paid copious attention to language
and the assumptions inherent in vo-
cabulary. They were able to offer evi-
dence as to their reasoning concerning
the story and why they determined
something was a fact or inference.

They realized that the process of read-
ing critically is quite different from
the process of reading uncritically. Yet
both groups could “read.”

What traditional notions of child-
hood education have done is to reduce
early elementary school experiences,
for both teachers and students, to the
act of teaching and learning rudimen-
tary skills so students can simply
memorize and recite information.
This form of “anorexic-bulimic”
learning has depicted the content and
borders for teaching and learning and
left a ruinous educational legacy in its
wake. Regrouping, decoding, sentence
diagramming, grammatical certainty,
spelling, memorizing, following for-
mulas, and the like have all been
equated with developmental appropri-
ateness and being intelligent in ele-
mentary school. Not only has this atti-
tude directed the methods of teaching,
it has also provided a structural foun-
dation, and upon this house of cards is
built the multimillion dollar assess-
ment, or standards, industry.

The debate continues unabated be-
tween those who believe “knowing” is
a process of learning basic skills and
using these skills for information
gathering and retention, versus those
who perceive of “knowing” as an in-
terdisciplinary process of developing
skills in the interest of constructing
meaning out of a given situation or a
given set of facts. Knowledge, accord-
ing to the latter view, is socially con-
structed. This means that the knower
is implicated in the act of knowing and
brings to the interpretative knowledge



process her historical reality, class,
gender, location, and race, as well as
sets of values, personal assumptions,
and experiences. Joe Kincheloe (1999)
speaks to this point as he attempts to
help us redefine intelligence:

The point of intelligence, therefore, is
not to just gather thoughts from mem-
ory but to find patterns in those ideas
one has collected—i.e., to gather and
choose apart. The process of pattern
detection is not simple, however, as it
involves the detection of multiple pat-
terns depending on the context in
which particular concepts are viewed.
Thus the pattern that memory imposes
on thoughts must be transcended, as
the thinker gains the imaginative abil-
ity to see events in ways not necessarily
his or her own. (p. 12)

Frankly stated, we don’t memorize
what we learn and we don’t learn what
we memorize. We see the logic of what
we are attempting to understand, and
through abstract, systematic thinking,
we arrive at decisions, make inferences,
come to conclusions, and detect solu-
tions to problems. Committing some-
thing to memory, obviously a neces-
sary ingredient in forming a reservoir
of knowledge, is quite a different
process from memorizing per se.

In harmony with these awarenesses
is the understanding that one can have
specific skills but not know how to ex-
ecute them in the interest of the con-
struction of a given project, set of
ideas, or creation. For example, know-
ing how to use a hammer does not

mean that one has the intelligence to
build a house. This is especially true if
the instruction in how to use a ham-
mer is broken down into its parts and
practiced in rote isolation from the
construction of the house itself. These
insights seem to be lost on those who
advocate modernistic educational ap-
proaches that continue to conceive of
formal thinking in elementary schools
as the most valued form of thinking—
a type of thinking that must be learned
in fragmented, linear stages.

There are many reasons for con-
ceiving of learning and education as
mere information gathering and rote
skill acquisition. The purpose of this
chapter is not to discuss the myriad
politically, economically, racially, psy-
chologically, and sexually based topics
that contribute to a specific mod-
ernistic, technical understanding of
knowing as staged skill development
and information gathering and reten-
tion. However, one issue that must be
scrutinized when attempting to ana-
lyze the relationship between stan-
dardized tests in elementary schools
and what they purport to assess con-
cerns the psychological assumptions
upon which these tests rely. By tying
standardized tests in primary school to
staged developmental readiness, spe-
cific skill acquisition, and rote memo-
rization, these tests have been designed
to assess knowledge as information re-
tention and competency as specific
skill acquisition.

On the other hand, if we change
our assumptions about learning and
knowing in the primary grades and
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conceive of knowing as a holistic, in-
terdisciplinary process that relies upon
academic skills and their acquisition as
tools for inquiry, discovery, problem
solving, critical thinking, and the con-
struction of knowledge, standardized
tests would of necessity concentrate
on assessing what students can do with
what they think they know and how
they think they came to know it. Test-
ing would be one of many powerful
tools for helping students develop
thinking processes that they might use
to make sense out of their daily lives.
Unfortunately, as we shall see, this is
not the case.

The California Standard
Achievement Test—
Intermediate 2 for Sixth Grade:
Inauthentic Testing and
Inauthentic Teaching 
and Learning
With the prior discussion in mind, we
turn our attention to the California
Stanford Achievement Test given to
sixth-grade students in the state of
California (Stanford Achievement
Test, 1989). The test begins with read-
ing vocabulary, and students are asked
to choose a word or group of words
that means the same, or about the
same, as the underlined word given
them. For example, Sample A states:

Something that is huge is very
A. damp
B. big
C. pretty
D. bright

The test goes on to ask students to
read a sentence and use the words in
the sentence to help them figure out
what the underlined word means.
Sample B states:

Because the child was very cautious, he
looked both ways before crossing the
street. Cautious means

A. Happy
B. Silly
C. Playful
D. Careful

As the test proceeds, the students
are asked to read a sentence in a box.
They are then to choose an answer in
which the underlined word is used in
the same way. Sample C states:

He had a ring on his finger.

In which sentence does the word ring
mean the same thing as in the sentence
above?

A. He lost his new key ring.
B. The teacher will ring the bell.
C. The children held hands to

form a ring.
D. She was wearing a gold ring.

What these test questions accom-
plish is unclear. There is no doubt that
students in the elementary grades need
to know the meaning and definition of
words. However, to test word compre-
hension with short, irrelevant sen-
tences does little to foster a critical un-
derstanding of vocabulary as it pertains
to the act of critically interpreting the
written word. If we want students to



develop effective communication skills
of which language usage is paramount,
we need to be instructing them to use
language in multidimensional contexts
so they might see the varied uses of
language. Simply knowing the mean-
ing of a word does not adequately as-
sess whether a student can use or
understand the word within interdisci-
plinary contexts. Furthermore, by re-
ducing the test to simply vocabulary,
teachers are subconsciously or con-
sciously encouraged to spend class-
room instructional time to teach word
recognition within fragmented, as op-
posed to holistic, contexts.

The test never asks students them-
selves to use the words, thereby help-
ing them seat vocabulary within their
own subjectivity and context and al-
lowing the reader to see how they per-
form with specific word usage. And of
course the reductionism within the
test itself exacerbates the reductionism
within teaching. Practice for this test
would entail having students read
small irrelevant passages similar to the
ones in the test, as opposed to criti-
cally reading in depth within multidi-
mensional contexts.

In the Reading Comprehension
section of the test, students are asked
to read each question about the pas-
sage. They then must decide which is
the best answer to the question. The
students are giving the following
sample:

Tall Tales

Light from the candles bounced off the
dark windows and made strange shadows

on the walls. After hearing Uncle Sal’s sto-
ries, we all sat nervously, listening for
creaking footsteps and squeaking doors.
Leo was the first to speak.

“You don’t really believe all those sto-
ries out the old Potter place, do you, Un-
cle Sal?”

“I don’t know,” Uncle Sal said slowly.
“No one has seen Mr. Potter in town for
the last five years. Some say he hasn’t set
foot out of the house.”

1. What time of day is it in the story?
A. Morning
B. Noon
C. Afternoon
D. Evening

2. What kind of stories did Uncle Sal
tell?
A. Peaceful
B. Scary
C. Sad
D. Funny

Not only do the questions con-
tained in the comprehension section
of the reading examination fail to ask
for any reasoning, relying on recall
only, but the test itself relies on short,
irrelevant passages that are not linked
from story to story. The entire con-
ception of reading is divorced from
higher-order thinking and what it
means to interpret a story critically.
Instead, reading is reduced to recall-
ing the facts of a brief, irrelevant story
for sequencing or recall purposes. Stu-
dents are asked to perform, not think.

In her book Contradictions of School
Reform: The Educational Cost of Stan-
dardized Testing, author Linda McNeil
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(2000) reports, on the basis of discus-
sions with teachers, that after reading
only short passages like the preceding
one in preparation for the test, stu-
dents were actually hampered in their
ability to read critically. A sixth-grade
teacher found that when he gave his
students a book that had won a New-
berry Award, after a few minutes they
stopped reading. They were accus-
tomed to reading brief, disjointed pas-
sages, as in the sample, and simply had
not learned to develop and sustain
reading habits. Nor were they able to
carry information from the first chap-
ter to the next. As a result of the tests
and the classroom preparation time
devoted to pass it, students were actu-
ally undermining their ability to read
critically. They were becoming func-
tionally illiterate, learning how not to
read, not how to read.

The Concepts of Number section
of the test is no better. Here students
are asked to read each question and
then choose the best answer. Follow-
ing is an example:

Which is the numeral for twenty-
three?

A. 23
B. 203
C. 230
D. 2003

The test encourages students to do
math, not to think mathematically.
Once again, no reasoning is required,
only simple recognition divorced from
critical thinking. Math is not seen as
something that is necessary for real-
life problem solving but is simply re-

duced to identifying numbers in rote
isolation. Computation is divorced
from meaningful life problems. Math
is presented and constructed as if it ex-
isted in a vacuum.

The Mathematics Applications sec-
tion in the test is similar. Students are
given word problems and asked to
pick the right answer after applying
the correct mathematical formula and
computation. Yet once again, students
are not asked to think mathematically
but instead are asked to manipulate
numbers relative to trivial and irrele-
vant word problems. The test does
not assess whether students under-
stand the algorithms they are apply-
ing. They are never asked to explain
their mathematical reasoning, reengi-
neer and explain the thinking pro-
cesses they used to arrive at the right
answer, or even use the algorithm in
varied and multidimensional contexts.
Understanding is equated to mathe-
matical manipulation, not mathemati-
cal problem solving within real-life
contexts. The result is that prepara-
tion for the examination also concen-
trates on doing math as opposed to
thinking mathematically, and students
spend inordinate amounts of prepara-
tion time ritually manipulating nu-
merics, often without knowing why or
even caring.

The spelling section of the exami-
nation requires finding the word that
is not spelled correctly by having stu-
dents read a list of words. Fragmented
and divorced from any relevant con-
texts, spelling is assessed in rote isola-
tion from reading or writing, where
words and language are used. The re-



sult collapses into the use of spelling
lists and memorization of words as ve-
hicles for passing this portion of the
test.

In the Language Mechanics section
of the test, students are asked to de-
cide which word or group of words
belongs in the blank. For example, in
Sample A:

He is a student in ___________ 
Elementary school
Elementary School
elementary School
elementary school

Grammar is also tested in rote isola-
tion from reading comprehension.
Grammatical context is nonexistent.
The implications for classroom teach-
ing can be seen in boring and repetitive
grammar exercises partitioned from
critical reading and critical writing.

The same is true for the Language
Expression section of the test, which
asks students to read four groups of
words. One group, they are told,
forms a correct sentence; they must
decide which group of words it is. An
example follows:

Since early this morning.
Brian opened the package.
Coming down the street.
Somewhere in the house.

Once again, by concentrating on
short, irrelevant passages, the test en-
courages preparation based on the
meaningless manipulation of words,
not critical interpretation and expres-
sion. Lacing groups of words together

parades as literary expression, while
self-engineered writing about relevant
topics is sacrificed to preparing stu-
dents for the test.

The test goes on to assess science
by relying on short passages, as well.
For example, one question asks stu-
dents this:

If you have to ride a bicycle at night,
you should

A. ride facing the traffic
B. wear reflective clothing
C. make noise so you can be heard
D. carry an extra rider to help you

Students are never asked to con-
struct or develop their own products
or experimental designs, and thus we
do not know what they really know
about science, only what they have
memorized. Further, they are never
asked to explain their answers, to give
reasons for why they believe what they
believe. The tests fail to tell us
whether students understand the sci-
entific process, for they are never
asked to observe, test, or otherwise ex-
pose scientific hypotheses and ideas to
critical scrutiny.

The Stanford Achievement Test is
similar to most tests used throughout
the nation. From a critical-thinking
standpoint, it concentrates on testing
passive literacy as opposed to active lit-
eracy. The result is not simply inau-
thentic assessment, but inauthentic,
passive teaching and learning as stu-
dents and teacher alike are forced to
spend inordinate amounts of time
planning for inauthentic testing,
thereby sacrificing what could be a
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rich curriculum to phony assessment
preparation. Preparation substitutes
for learning.

Part of the problem with standard-
ized testing lies with the modernistic
assumptions upon which it is con-
structed, assumptions that serve to
define notions of intelligence and to
reduce learning and knowing to pre-
ordained linear stages resulting in the
argument that students in the younger
grades simply cannot reason. On an
unconscious level, the modernistic ap-
proach to defining intelligence serves
to foster low expectations of students
and translates into designing bankrupt
educational opportunities for their
learning. This universalistic mod-
ernism has been the foundation for
these tests, and it is important to ex-
amine some of the assumptions that
oxygenate it.

Universalistic Modernism:
Piagetian Stages of Learning
Perhaps the most important guiding
psychological philosophy still domi-
nant in educational circles today, and
specifically within elementary educa-
tion, is the work of Jean Piaget. Pi-
aget’s writings in the area of educa-
tional psychology have been available
for more than half a century but until
recently have received little critical
scrutiny. Though Piaget formulated
many theoretical positions regarding
behavior and learning, it is his notion
of developmental stages of cognitive
growth that has had the largest impact
on early childhood education.

According to Piaget, a child goes

through cognitive developmental
stages that occur as a result of a com-
bination of maturation, physical and
logical mathematical levels, social ex-
perience, and equilibration. These de-
velopmental stages were important for
Piaget for they implied what was de-
velopmentally appropriate at specific
ages in terms of providing learning
opportunities and developmentally
appropriate subject matter.

For Piaget, the process of knowing
was not one that was constructed by
the learner. On the contrary, Piaget
psychologized the study of cognition
outside of a child’s particular situation
in life. He observed learning as a psy-
chological process—learning decon-
textualized from sociological, politi-
cal, economic, and other phenomena.
By psychologizing learning divorced
from social and personal context, Pi-
aget effectively removed cultural,
racial, gender, and class conditions
from his formulation of learning. The
Piagetian formulation of developmen-
tal stages removed social interaction,
diversity, gender, culture, race, and so-
cioeconomic class from the intelli-
gence equation. In addition, Piaget
believed that the highest order of in-
telligence was that found in formal
mathematical-scientific reasoning, the
Cartesian-Newtonian ways of know-
ing. The entire affective dimension of
learning was marginalized in favor of
purely rational thought formations. In
the words of Kincheloe: “Schools and
standardized test makers, assuming
that formal operation of thought rep-
resents the highest level of human
cognition, focus their efforts on its



coalition and measurement. Students,
teachers, and workers who move be-
yond formality are often un-rewarded
and sometimes even punished in edu-
cational and work-related contexts”
(McNeil, 2000, p. 10).

Accepting Piaget’s theories of intel-
ligence and learning designed around
cognitive developmental stages af-
forded modernistic educators a struc-
tural approach to defining and meas-
uring intelligence. It also allowed the
system to develop calibrating mecha-
nisms called standardized tests to de-
cide which students would succeed
and which students would not. These
tests became “technologies of power”
that operated to include and exclude
(Foucault, 1977).

Schools and standardized test de-
signers consequently focused their at-
tention on measuring what they saw as
the highest order of intelligence. This
one-dimensional definition of intelli-
gence has formed the basis and ration-
ale for the standardized tests given to
elementary school students and, by so
doing, has defined the method and
theory behind instruction. Piaget’s
theories rationalized early-childhood
learning; teaching elementary school
students was now thought of as a lin-
ear process that was to be undertaken
in stages, based on what was defined as
developmentally appropriate, even
though this “appropriateness” was de-
fined generically and outside the
realm of cultural context and individ-
ual understanding.

Piaget’s theories are not without
their critics. In 1983, Harvard psy-
chologist Howard Gardner startled

the educational field by publishing his
book Frames of Mind: The Theory of
Multiple Intelligences. Gardner’s contri-
bution to the field of cognitive psy-
chology cannot be underestimated.
His work, for the first time, specifi-
cally challenged Western societal as-
sumptions underlying the definition
of intelligence and forcefully argued
that the conception of intelligence
used to construct teaching practices
and the assessment of learning were
narrow and theoretically shortsighted.
Gardner understood that intelligence
could not be reduced to measurement
by some short “objective test.” And
Gardner was not convinced by the Pi-
agetian notions of intelligence that
measured verbal, mathematical, and
scientific reasoning to the exclusion of
what he called “multiple intelli-
gences.” He seemed to be aware of the
social construction of knowledge, and
his work challenged the linear, one-di-
mensional conception of knowledge.
Gardner posited not only multiple in-
telligences but multiple ways of know-
ing. His work postulated that rational,
Cartesian ways of knowing were not
the beginning and end of intelligence
but represented simply one form of
intelligence. By expanding the notion
of intelligence to embrace multiplicity
in thought, Gardner both democra-
tized it as a concept and challenged
the preconceptions that marked both
the theory and its application to as-
sessment and learning practices. Hu-
man potential, argued Gardner, was
developed by paying attention to the
multiplicity of intelligences and de-
signing educational opportunities that
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would help tease out these intelli-
gences and allow them to flourish
while consequently assessing their de-
velopment in the interests of personal
growth and self-improvement.

Gardner’s notion of multiple intel-
ligence and his attempt to formulate a
neo-Piagetian conceptual understand-
ing of intelligence has more than mere
academic implications. Gardner and
others who have attempted to push
the cognitive-psychological envelope
have argued that a new understanding
of intelligence would of necessity re-
quire a new form of teaching and
learning. This, of course, would spark
the need for new and different forms
of assessment, a move from standard-
ized tests to daily teacher assessments
in the classroom. Adopting a theory of
multiple intelligences would force the
field of education to examine itself and
theorize about its activities and as-
sumptions. Similarly, it would force a
new look at assessment and standard-
ized tests: the conception of assess-
ment as an act designed to encourage
students to become self-assessors, to
be able consistently to take a critical
self-inventory and become continuous
lifelong learners by embracing posi-
tive, constructive critique.

This notion of self-assessment, or
metacognition, is foreign to current
standardized approaches to testing
and those who advocate their use.
Challenging the current worldview
regarding assessment and learning
promises to reconstitute our under-
standing of intelligence. This will help
define the activities and learning op-
portunities we need to provide stu-

dents in the interest of allowing them
to gain and examine intelligence
within the disciplines they are exposed
to, not to mention their own subjec-
tive lives.

Critical Thinking as
Developmentally Appropriate
and as a Developmental
Necessity
Because Piagetian notions of intelli-
gence view knowledge acquisition as
occurring within developmental
stages, many educators of young chil-
dren have thought to abandon reason-
ing, arguing that their students are
simply not developmentally ready for
critical thinking. Not only does this
educational posture negate the experi-
ences that children bring to the class-
room, but it rests its conclusions on
the premise that students cannot do
intellectual work. The result is the
failure to give children intellectual
work to do.

Certainly the appropriateness of in-
struction and specific instructional
techniques is crucial to successful
learning among young people. For
this reason, we argue that in shaping
critical-thinking activities for students
in the early grades, we must recognize
their developmental readiness and the
appropriateness of instruction and in-
structional techniques. However, to
abandon reasoning about conflict and
problems that students confront both
within and outside of school in favor
of trivial pursuits designed to provide
opportunities to refine and hone skills
in isolation is to do a disservice to to-



day’s elementary school students and
to society at large.

According to psychologist Jerome
Bruner (1971), if one takes into ac-
count the nature of a child’s thought,
then “any subject can be taught to any
child in some honest form” (p. 18).
Thus, beginning with and going
through children’s own experiences,
any abstraction can be concretized in
ways that allow for inquiry within the
pursuit of knowing. The need, there-
fore, is to gear the instruction to the
student’s dominant mode of represen-
tation and development.

We find that students reason within
their own experiences and eventually
broaden their reasoning with matu-
rity. For example, in asking students to
reason about the abstract concept of
environmental protection, the teacher
might begin with something in the
students’ experience: environmental
protection at home, or at school, or in
the neighborhood. From there, spiral-
ing instruction outward, she can begin
to work with students to extend their
understanding of environmental pro-
tection of the rain forest or the red-
woods. The concept of reasoning in-
ductively within a child’s experience
allows teachers to take something that
they might have thought too concep-
tual for children and present it within
a context that allows students to rea-
son critically about the abstractions in
what they are learning. As they are
reasoning, they will find they need
tools such as reading, writing, inter-
preting, communicating, and other
“skills” to make sense of what they are
reasoning about. In this way students

come to acquire and appreciate basic
skills within the context of reasoning,
not separated and divorced from it.
Learning begins to take on an ur-
gency, a relevancy and appropriateness
within the child’s subjective and objec-
tive life.

The National Association for the
Education of Young Children makes
similar arguments for providing stu-
dents in the early grades reasoning
opportunities. In a 1987 report this
group made the following points:

The child’s active participation in self-
directed play, with concrete real life
experiences, continues to be a key to
motivated, meaningful learning in
kindergarten and primary grades. . . .
Meaningful learning materials and ac-
tivities include . . . positive interactions
and problem-solving opportunities with
other children and adults. . . . Adults
. . . extend the child’s learning by asking
questions or making suggestions that
stimulate the children’s thinking. . . .
Six year olds are becoming interested
in games and rules and develop con-
cepts and problem-solving skills from
these experiences. (p. 1)

Yet this all seems to be lost on the
standardized test makers and propo-
nents. As we saw in the Stanford
Achievement Test, reasoning is simply
not the object of concern.

Critical Assessment and 
Critical Learning
For those who propose that schooling
should be designed to help students
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learn how to think and not what to
think, the standardized tests prevalent
throughout the nation are not simply
insincere methods for assessing stu-
dents; they are harmful activities that
promise to stupefy rather than edify.
They fail to test active, critical think-
ing, and because they are mandated
and tied to teacher and principal per-
formance and job security, they actu-
ally perpetuate poor teaching and in-
authentic learning. They create an
educational environment of irrational
necessity. This does not simply impose
a minor disservice on educators but
culminates in a ruinous educational
theory and practice, a vicious and cruel
hoax perpetrated on students, teach-
ers, and the public at large.

Critical-thinking advocates argue
that authentic testing would and must
concentrate on helping students in the
elementary grades learn to monitor
their own thinking and performance,
to engage in metacognition. The tests
should focus on assessing whether stu-
dents have understood the logic of
what they are studying. As the tests
are currently constructed, students
have little interest in seeing if they
have passed, where they might have
erred and why, or what the test actu-
ally means. They do not look at these
tests as tools for supervising their own
thinking, which is why many students
simply fill in the blanks or bubble in
the “answers” without thinking. The
tests themselves are irrelevant and di-
vorced from meaning. Thus, not only
are the tests inauthentic, but they fail
to motivate either teachers or students
to monitor their own thinking for

purposes of self-evaluation and cor-
rection; in other words, neither teach-
ers, parents, nor students profit from
the test results. The real winners are
the multinational corporations that
publish the tests and the politicians,
real estate agents, and pundits who
mandate and rely on their presence.
(Test scores are heralded by real estate
agents as selling points for houses in
“good neighborhoods.”) Authentic
testing would engage students in meta-
cognition within a relevant, problem-
posing curriculum. By testing reason-
ing, authentic assessments would
actually help students to think criti-
cally, not mindlessly take tests.

An example of authentic assessment
can be found in science instruction
and assessment. As we saw by looking
at the Stanford Achievement Test, tra-
ditional science assessment still con-
centrates primarily on having students
passively memorize science informa-
tion. Yet what is needed is to help stu-
dents develop a deeper connection be-
tween scientific understanding and
relevant, real-life situations as they
probe the inner logic of what they are
studying. In the science classroom of
tomorrow, instruction should be based
primarily on helping students think
critically about science problems. 

A good example of authentic assess-
ment in science can be found in the
Massachusetts Department of Educa-
tion (1989) test question posed to ele-
mentary students concerning endan-
germent and extinction.

When prairie dogs are near farms they
eat farmer’s crops. Because of this,



farmers have killed thousands of prairie
dogs. Black-footed ferrets eat prairie
dogs. Explain what problem this poses
for the ferrets and why this is a prob-
lem.

The following was one student’s re-
sponse:

If there aren’t enough prairie dogs for
the ferrets to eat many of them will
starve to death. That is because prairie
dogs are their main food. If farmers kill
most or all of the prairie dogs, this will
be a big problem because most of the
ferrets might die. This would mean
that their population would become
very low. This would mean that they
would become extinct. Then there
would never be any other ferrets. And
maybe this would not just be a problem
for the ferrets. If other animals depend
on the ferrets for their food, they
would become extinct too.

Clearly what is being tested here is
scientific reasoning as it pertains to
the concepts of extinction and endan-
germent. We can see that the student
understands the logic of extinction as
she:

1. Can clearly understand the
problem or question at issue

2. Can clearly use language to
identify the problem with accu-
racy and clarity

3. Can use the concept extinction
critically

4. Can make plausible inferences
based on substantiated
assumptions

5. Can recognize assumptions and
marshal evidence for them

6. Can understand the implications
and consequences of extinction

7. Can synthesize the subject mat-
ter insights and transfer these
insights into new situations

Compare and contrast this assess-
ment question with a question from
the Stanford Achievement Test (1989)
for the same grade that asks students:

Which is characteristic of an animal?
A. Needs oxygen to live
B. Has roots
C. Uses carbon dioxide
D.Uses sunlight to make food

In another authentic science assess-
ment given in fourth grade, students
are asked to illustrate their under-
standing of the ecosystem. The student
is given a picture of an aquarium, with
six items labeled. The student is then
asked, “Which of the six items are im-
portant to use in or with an aquarium?
Explain why each is important.” The
items include a thermometer, a plant,
a light, a castle, a rock, and a snail.
This activity forces students to distin-
guish between relevant and irrelevant
ingredients in an ecosystem. To do
this the student must understand:

1. The purpose of each item and its
adequacy

2. The question at issue or problem
to be solved

3. The underlying assumptions for
the importance of specific items
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4. How to make plausible infer-
ences from the items selected

5. How to support their position
with evidence

6. How to understand the implica-
tions of each item in the overall
system

7. How to apply the concept of
ecosystem constructively to a
given situation

Compare and contrast this with the
portion of the Stanford Achievement
Test that provides a black-and-white
picture of an ecosystem containing
water and asks:

Which of these characteristics would
best suit an animal living in this envi-
ronment?

A. Sharp hooves
B. Fur
C. Branched horns
D.Webbed feet

In mathematics, authentic assess-
ment would look similar to that dis-
cussed for science. In a third-grade as-
sessment adapted from the New
Standards Project in Wisconsin in
1991, the following math problem was
given to students:

The class is told they will be getting a
thirty-gallon aquarium. The class will
have twenty-five dollars to spend on
fish. The students will plan which fish
to buy using the brochure Choosing Fish
for Your Aquarium (available at any pet
store) to help them choose the fish.
The brochure explains the size of the
fish, how much they cost, and their

needs. Students choose as many differ-
ent kinds of fish as they can, and then
they write a letter to the principal of
the school explaining the fish they have
chosen. In the letter they must:

1. tell the principal how many of
each kind of fish to buy

2. give reasons why they chose the
fish they did

3. exhibit how they are not over-
spending and that the fish will
not be too crowded or non-
compatible

This item is far different from that
of the Stanford Achievement Test,
which asks for no student reasoning
and simply requires that students look
at pictures and statements and circle
correct answers. Here students must
write, compute, identify problems,
make decisions, support their thinking
with reasoning, and use the informa-
tion they are given critically.

Testing Shapes the Curriculum
Linda McNeil (2000) heard the fol-
lowing from unsolicited correspon-
dence while preparing her book: 

The town’s head librarian loved to en-
courage the children of his small, iso-
lated farming community to read. He
frequently went to the local school to
read to the children. Most recently, he
had been reading to a class of “at-risk”
eighth graders—students who had been
held back two or more years in school.
They loved his reading and his choices
of books. He reports feeling very frus-



trated: the department chair has told
him not to come any more to read to
the students—they are too busy pre-
paring for the Texas Achievement of
Academic Skills test (TAAS). (p. 15)

And in one elementary school the
following chant was taught to stu-
dents: “Three in a row? No, No, No!”
The drill was to remind children that
there would never be three answers in
a row of the same letter.

These represent repressive activi-
ties that students and teachers engage
in to prepare for the inauthentic Texas
Achievement of Academic Skills test,
similar to the Stanford Achievement
Test. In many urban and suburban
communities around the nation, edu-
cation has been compromised and the
curriculum reduced to little more than
test-taking strategies to be learned in
preparation for high-stakes testing.
Commercial test-preparation materials
are being sold to schools at alarming
rates and for unconscionable profits.
These materials become substitutes
for the regular curriculum, and the fo-
cus of teachers and students becomes
oriented around taking the inauthen-
tic test, not providing opportunities
for students to learn how to think. Be-
cause many principals’ jobs have been
increasingly tied to the test results,
teachers are finding that they regu-
larly have to abandon authentic teach-
ing in favor of illegitimate test-taking
preparation. Drilling students, force-
feeding students information, substi-
tuting learning with memorization,
abandoning a curriculum of reasoning
in favor of one of acting and perform-

ing, and reducing learning to test-
taking strategies—these have had the
negative and pernicious effect of
“deskilling” teachers and students.
The result has been devastating.

If inauthentic testing continues un-
challenged, we can be assured that
learning will continue to focus on
such menial and trivial pursuits as I
have described. Raising test scores is
no substitution for genuine teaching
and critical learning. In the early pri-
mary grades, we should be concerned
that teacher constraints imposed by
standardized testing promise to disfig-
ure true educational efforts and crip-
ple critical learning. This is unaccept-
able at a time when learning how to
learn and how to reason are so crucial
to the sustenance of individuality and
social survival. Furthermore, by defin-
ing intelligence narrowly and hierar-
chically, these exams ensure that mul-
tiple intelligences will not be taught to
students and that students’ particular
intelligences will not be recognized or
valued. This is an act of intellectual
robbery. The fact that these tests es-
chew any notion of emotional intelli-
gence or the affective dimension of
learning is reprehensible and offers
testimony to the callous abandonment
of much of what we have discovered
and learned about intelligence within
the past two decades.

Summary
There has been little public question-
ing or scrutiny of the role of assess-
ment and its connection to authentic
teaching and learning. Propagandistic
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renderings by an obsequious and mal-
adjusted media have left parents and
communities with an erroneous un-
derstanding of the nature and content
of these tests and just what they have
been designed to accomplish. The
standardized tests imposed on teach-
ers, students, parents, and the com-
munity have been accepted based on
false assumptions of intelligence,
thereby perpetrating unsound theories
of how children learn and conse-
quently depriving the public discus-
sion of the best methods for teaching
and learning. What is happening to
instruction and the students it serves is
virtually invisible to a public nurtured
on demagogic claims by standardized
test makers and their paid constituen-
cies. This is unconscionable, and it is
the role of every educator to protest
the distortion in teaching and learning
taking place in the name of standard-
ized tests, particularly in the elemen-
tary schools, where the foundation of
good reasoning and critical thinking
must be laid and nurtured.

What is needed is an accounting
system for testing that links authentic
assessment to authentic learning. If
this can be done, then teaching to the
test can become an act of creativity as
opposed to an act of intellectual aban-
donment. The standard debate must
be transformed into a debate over
learning and teaching. The tests them-
selves must be held accountable to a
more enlightened and rational ap-
proach to knowing and what it means
to be an intelligent person. Only in this
way can we transform the false debate

over test “results” into a real debate re-
garding the “process” of learning. If we
as educators can accomplish this, we
will have not only educated the public
as to what intelligence means, but also
provided a theory and structure within
which critical-thinking opportunities
can be afforded to all students by all
teachers, regardless of class, gender,
cultural background, or race.
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This chapter is about the standards
movement in teacher-education pro-
grams in colleges and universities
around the country. Just as K–12
schools have jumped on the standards
“bandwagon,” the same is true for in-
stitutions of higher education (IHEs)
that prepare the future teacher work-
force. In examining the standards
movement in higher education, sev-
eral topics will be addressed. To pro-
vide a context for the standards move-
ment, a historical perspective on how
and why standards came about in
teacher education will be discussed. A
description of the two bodies of stan-
dards that have been developed to
guide teacher education will be pro-
vided: those established by the Na-
tional Council for Accreditation of
Teacher Education (NCATE) and
those from the Interstate New
Teacher Assessment and Support
Consortium (INTASC). A third set of
standards—the National Board of

Professional Teaching Standards
(NBPTS)—which provide standards
for quality teaching once in the field,
will also be examined. In addition to
describing the standards, I provide an
explication of their purpose and an ex-
amination of the challenges, limita-
tions, and problems inherent in stan-
dards-setting processes for IHEs.
Finally, alternative suggestions for
how standards could contribute posi-
tively to teacher education will be pre-
sented.

Standards in Teacher Education
from a Historical Perspective
Standard-setting processes in teacher-
education programs have had a long
history. In 1927 the American Associa-
tion of Teachers Colleges was estab-
lished to develop standards and proce-
dures for accrediting teacher-education
programs to guarantee that graduates
of accredited programs would compe-
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tently perform services for which they
were specifically prepared. About
twenty-five years later, in 1954, the
National Council for Accreditation of
Teacher Education, a voluntary accred-
iting organization, came into being.
The mission of NCATE then, as it still
is today, is the development of rigorous
standards for teacher-preparation pro-
grams and processes to determine
which schools of education (SOEs)
measure up to them.

Several events within the past
twenty years have put the standards-
setting movement in higher education
into high gear. First, the 1983 publica-
tion of A Nation at Risk generated
much fear and concern that American
schools were lagging behind those of
most developed nations. The end re-
sult of that report was the unprece-
dented standards-setting movement of
the late 1980s, concerned first with
content standards in the disciplines,
beginning with mathematics in 1989,
and then with student-performance
standards legislated by the federal
government in two pieces of legisla-
tion: the Goals 2000: Educate Amer-
ica Act and the Improving America’s
Schools Act (IASA) of 1994. In addi-
tion to these, calls came from the na-
tional level for IHEs to prepare teach-
ers who are more adequately qualified,
caring, and committed to teaching in
our nation’s classrooms. Promising
Practices: New Ways to Improve Teacher
Quality (1998), a report that evolved
from the President’s Summit on
Teacher Quality, states that “teaching
is the essential profession, the one that
makes all other professions possible

. . . Accordingly, what teachers know
and are able to do is of critical impor-
tance to the nation, as is the task of
preparing and supporting the career-
long development of teachers’ knowl-
edge and skills” (p. 1).

This was the conclusion that
emerged from the work of the Na-
tional Commission on Teaching and
America’s Future (1996), a twenty-six-
member bipartisan blue-ribbon panel,
consisting of public officials, business
and community leaders, and educators,
formed in 1994 and supported by the
Rockefeller Foundation and the
Carnegie Corporation of New York.
The mission of the commission was to
provide an action agenda for meeting
America’s educational challenges, con-
necting the quest for higher student
achievement with the need for teach-
ers who are knowledgeable, skillful,
and committed to meeting the needs
of all students. The commission be-
lieved that if reform was to occur at
the elementary and secondary level, a
restructuring of the foundation—the
teaching profession—was a prerequi-
site. This restructuring was based on
two premises: that teachers’ knowl-
edge needed to increase to meet the
demands they face, and that schools
needed to be redesigned to support
high-quality teaching and learning.
The commission concluded that “chil-
dren can reap the benefits of current
knowledge about teaching and learn-
ing only if schools and schools of edu-
cation are dramatically redesigned”
(Darling-Hammond, 1996, p. 194).

The need is great for qualified
teachers. By 2007, the projected en-
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rollment in our nation’s schools will
be nearly 3 million more children than
today, bringing the total to 54 million
children and youths. This means that
the demand for new teachers will in-
crease over the next decade, with
more than 2 million required to be
hired to match the enrollment in ele-
mentary and secondary classrooms. To
ease the demand, school districts often
are in a bind to lower their standards
and hire less-qualified teachers. This
has been the case in high-poverty
communities, where shortages of
qualified teachers have already reached
critical proportions, especially in areas
such as science, mathematics, bilin-
gual education, and special education.
This is particularly true in states with
the fastest growing populations such
as California, Nevada, Florida, and
Texas. The National Commission on
Teaching and America’s Future (1996)
found that students in the schools
with the highest minority enroll-
ments, usually schools in high-poverty
areas, have less than a 50 percent
chance of having a science or math
teacher with a license or degree in the
field he or she teaches.

Another problem inherent in
teacher education is that teachers do
not receive the same training across all
IHEs that prepare teachers. Darling-
Hammond (1996) sums up the prob-
lem by pointing out that “some teach-
ers have very high levels of
skills—particularly in states that re-
quire a bachelor’s degree in the disci-
pline to be taught—along with course
work in teaching, learning, curricu-
lum, and child development; extensive

practice teaching; and a master’s de-
gree in education. Others learn little
about their subject matter or about
teaching, learning, and child develop-
ment—particularly in states that have
low requirements for licensing” (p.
194).

To ensure quality in teaching, stan-
dards for what beginning and experi-
enced teachers should know and be
able to do have been developed. To
accomplish this task three groups—
the National Council for Accredita-
tion of Teacher Education, the Inter-
state New Teacher Assessment and
Support Consortium, and the Na-
tional Board for Professional Teaching
Standards—have collaborated in their
efforts to establish a complementary
system of standards within three inter-
connected systems: (1) accreditation,
(2) state licensing of new teachers, and
(3) board certification of accomplished
teachers; these systems address a con-
tinuum from teacher preservice
preparation to certification.

Accreditation 

The National Council for Accredita-
tion of Teacher Education is the pro-
fessional accrediting organization for
schools, colleges, and departments of
education in the United States. It is a
coalition of over thirty organizations
representing teachers, teacher educa-
tors, policy makers, and the public. In-
stitutions of higher education that are
accredited by NCATE must demon-
strate how teacher-preparation pro-
grams prepare teachers to teach to the
student standards developed by pro-



fessional discipline/content associa-
tions, such as the National Council of
Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM) or
the National Council of Teachers of
English (NCTE). These IHEs are
also accountable for showing how
they prepare teachers to meet new li-
censing standards for content knowl-
edge and skill in curriculum planning,
assessment, classroom management,
teaching strategies for diverse learn-
ers, and collaboration with parents
and colleagues. Schools of education
participate in the NCATE process on
a voluntary basis with about five hun-
dred of the twelve hundred teacher-
education programs currently seeking
NCATE approval.

Having undergone major revisions
in the early 1980s, NCATE has re-
cently redefined itself and undergone
another round of change. As national
assessments, such as the National As-
sessment of Education Progress
(NAEP) and the Third International
Mathematics and Science Study
(TIMSS), have reported that student
achievement in the United States sup-
posedly lags behind that of students in
other industrial countries, the stan-
dards movement in higher education
has taken an even firmer hold. The
new NCATE focus is on “finding reli-
able and valid ways to assess teachers’
performance—the ability to integrate
content with ways to teach it to stu-
dents in the diverse classrooms of to-
day” (Wise & Libbrand, 2000, p. 615).
Beginning in fall 2001, IHEs accred-
ited by NCATE will use new stan-
dards that show how teacher candi-
dates graduating from these schools

demonstrate mastery of the content
knowledge in their fields and of teach-
ing effectiveness. Among the changes
in NCATE standards and processes
are the following: (1) Colleges will
now have to prove through testing
that teaching candidates actually are
learning the material, not just tally up
the number of courses taken and
passed; (2) rather than just completing
student teaching, students must dem-
onstrate that they actually have learned
the material; (3) instead of only show-
ing they took a technology course,
teacher candidates will have to dem-
onstrate they can use technology in
teaching; (4) students must demon-
strate that they can teach all students,
including low-income and minority
students; and (5) colleges of education
must conduct follow-up surveys to de-
termine whether graduates are effec-
tive in their teaching jobs.

Licensing 

NCATE’s standards correlate with
those developed for the next check on
quality by the Interstate New Teacher
Assessment and Support Consortium
(INTASC). Formed in 1987 and spon-
sored by the Council of Chief State
School Officers (CCSSO), this consor-
tium of nearly forty states and profes-
sional organizations is guided by one
basic premise: An effective teacher
must be able to integrate content
knowledge with pedagogical under-
standing to ensure that all students
learn and perform at high levels. The
work of this body has been the cre-
ation of a set of performance standards
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for beginning teacher licensing that is
organized around ten principles re-
flecting the core knowledge, skills, and
dispositions teachers should develop in
order to teach in the ways required by
the new standards for students. To
measure the standards, INTASC has
also developed examinations that as-
sess teaching in terms of how well
teachers can (1) plan and teach for un-
derstanding, (2) connect their lessons
to students’ prior knowledge and expe-
riences, (3) help students who are not
initially successful, and (4) analyze the
results of their practice and adjust their
work accordingly.

The core standards are also being
translated into standards for content-
specific teaching, with mathematics,
English/language arts, and science as
the first three disciplines. Standards
for history/social studies, the arts, ele-
mentary education, and special educa-
tion are also being planned. A growing
number of states have adapted and
adopted the INTASC standards to
guide their move toward perform-
ance-based licensing and program-ap-
proval reforms. INTASC standards
are complementary to standards for
highly accomplished practice as artic-
ulated by, and based on, certification
processes established by the National
Board for Professional Teaching Stan-
dards (Baratz-Snowden, 1994).

Certification

The third member of the triad con-
cerned with quality assurance is the
National Board for Professional
Teaching Standards, established in

1987 on the recommendation of the
Carnegie Task Force on Teaching as a
Profession (1986) in their pivotal re-
port, A Nation Prepared: Teachers for the
21st Century. The mission of the na-
tional board is to establish high and
rigorous standards for what accom-
plished teachers should know and be
able to do, to develop and operate a
national voluntary system to assess
and certify teachers who meet these
standards, and to advance related edu-
cation reforms for the purpose of im-
proving student learning in American
schools (National Board for Profes-
sional Teaching Standards, 1997). A
majority of the National Board’s sixty-
three members are outstanding class-
room teachers. The remaining mem-
bers include school board members,
governors, legislators, administrators,
and teacher educators.

To become certified, teachers with
at least three years of teaching experi-
ence complete, and submit for board
review, a portfolio illustrating their
teaching for one year through lesson
plans, samples of student work over
time, videotapes, and analyses of their
teaching. As part of this process, teach-
ers take tests of content as well as ped-
agogical knowledge to demonstrate
their ability to create and evaluate cur-
riculum materials and teaching situa-
tions. During the initial four years that
the NBPTS was in existence (between
November 1994 and November 1998),
1,837 teachers went through this vol-
untary certification process. Now, two
and half years later, an additional 3,000
teachers have been certified, with the
total reaching 4,084 by June 2000.



North Carolina, with 537 board-
certified teachers, and Ohio, with 339,
had by November 1998 incorporated
NBPTS standards into their school-
improvement plans and passed legisla-
tion that addresses teacher compensa-
tion and provides incentives for
national board certification. Other
states have followed suit, including
Arkansas, Connecticut, Maryland,
Missouri, and Kansas to name a few.
Kansas, for instance, has proposed to
pay $1,000 of the $2,000 fee for a lim-
ited number of teachers going
through the certification process.

A Comparative Analysis of
Teacher-Education Standards
Two major sets of standards provide
guidance for teacher-education pro-
grams: the NCATE standards and the
INTASC standards. A third organiza-
tion, the NBPTS, provides standards
for quality teaching once in the field.
While the standards each have a
different function, including teacher
education accreditation (NCATE),
initial licensing (INTASC), and ad-
vanced certification (NBPTS), they
reinforce and complement each other
through the kinds of criteria each re-
quires in addressing the standards.
Table 1 illustrates how the standards
overlap and are differentiated. Criteria
identifying and clarifying each set of
standards are found in Appendix A.

The NCATE standards provide for
a shared vision of a school of educa-
tion’s efforts in preparing educators to
work effectively in pre-K to 12
schools. While these standards estab-

lish a conceptual framework to pro-
vide direction for programs, courses,
teaching, candidate performance,
scholarship, service, and unit account-
ability, only Standard 1 under Candi-
date Performance will be addressed.
This comprehensive standard ad-
dresses how SOEs should provide
teacher candidates with knowledge,
skills, and dispositions necessary to be
an effective teacher. Teachers must
demonstrate in-depth knowledge of
the subject matter that they plan to
teach; the pedagogical skills that allow
them to provide multiple explanations
and instructional strategies so that all
students learn; the ability to make
learning authentic, meaningful, con-
nected, and grounded in school, fam-
ily, and community contexts; the ca-
pacity to research their practice
through collecting and analyzing data
related to their work and to engage in
reflective practice and make necessary
adjustments to enhance student learn-
ing; the ability to assess, analyze, and
continually monitor student learning;
and the ability to work effectively with
students, families, and communities
reflecting the dispositions expected of
professional educators.

An Analysis of the Standards’
Challenges, Limitations, 
and Problems
Many criticisms have been waged
against the standards movement and
questions raised about the ultimate im-
pact that standards at any level can
have on improving education. Some
criticize the standards movement by
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TABLE 1

NCATE Standards NBPTS Standards 

Standard 1: Teachers know Teachers are Teachers think
Candidates possess the subjects they responsible for systematically about Teachers are
the appropriate Teachers committed teach and how managing and their practice and members of 
knowledge, skills, to students and to teach those monitoring learn from learning

INTASC Standards and dispositions their learning to students student learning experience communities

Knowledge of subject matter X (criterion 1, 2) X

Knowledge of human  X (criterion 2, 3) X
development and learning

Adapting instruction for   X (criterion 2, 3) X X X
individual needs

Multiple instructional X (criterion 2, 3)   X    
strategies

Classroom motivation and X (criterion 3)   X    
management skills  

Communication skills  X (criterion 3)   X    

Instructional planning skills  X (criterion 1, 2, 3)   X     

Assessment of student X (criterion 3, 4, 6)   X    
learning

Professional commitment   X (criterion 3, 4, 6)   X X   
and responsibility
Partnership  X (criterion 5)     X 



saying that it “neglects large issues and
constructs in a search for a simple,
quick-fix solution” and that it puts a
smokescreen over the real problems
facing education—poorly financed
schools (Nelson, 1997, p. 1). Others
believe that standards can make a dif-
ference but that the emphasis is mis-
placed. In probing how standards in
teacher-education programs have im-
pacted quality teaching and learning,
the analysis will be informed by exam-
ining standards from multiple perspec-
tives and stakeholders: schools of edu-
cation and faculty; the state, district,
and school levels in the form of poli-
cies and support; and the implications
of standards on the individual teacher.

Criticisms of the NCATE Process

The National Council for the Accred-
itation of Teacher Education has es-
tablished standards that guide the
work of IHEs in the preparation of
both teacher candidates and teachers
seeking an advanced degree. Through-
out the fifty-plus years of existence of
the NCATE, controversy has sur-
rounded the accreditation process.
Criticisms have been raised in several
areas such as questioning who has ulti-
mate control in defining NCATE’s
standards. While four major groups
are responsible for the governorship
of NCATE, critics claim that the
NEA has too much control. The four
groups are (1) the American Associa-
tion of Colleges for Teacher Educa-
tion (AACTE); (2) the National Edu-
cation Association (NEA) and the
American Federation of Teachers

(AFT); (3) a variety of subject area and
educational specialist organizations
such as the NCTM and the NCTE;
and (4) chief state school officers and
members of boards of education. 

Other criticisms from AACTE
members have focused on how cum-
bersome the process of accreditation
is, as well as the quality of NCATE’s
standards. In fact, during the 1970s,
the Wheeler Report, a study con-
ducted at Michigan State University,
found extreme discontent among
SOEs with both the content of the
standards and the way those standards
were being applied during on-site vis-
its (Wheeler, 1980). During this time
period, a group of deans, primarily
from land-grant teacher-education
institutions across the country, ques-
tioned the quality of the accreditation
process, with several prominent
teacher-education universities with-
drawing from NCATE and opting to
establish state-level accreditation in-
stead. Schools of education that are
considered to be among the best in
the nation, such as the University of
Wisconsin, have not participated in
NCATE for quite some time. Conse-
quently, one needs to ask what the
value of accreditation is when SOEs
with reputations for quality programs
choose not to participate.

Criticisms of the NBPTS Process

A study conducted in 1997 deter-
mined teachers’ views about the in-
centives to go through the NBPTS
certification process, the contribution
of the process to their teaching skills,
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and the consistency between national
board standards and current teaching
practices (Wheeler, 1980). While the
majority of the twenty-eight teachers
interviewed in this study believed that
the certification process was valuable
and contributed to their own sense of
professionalism and to positive changes
in their teaching, a minority found it
less useful, without impact on current
teaching practices. One teacher com-
mented that “the process did not teach
her how to teach differently because
no one gave her information on ways
to improve instruction” (Wheeler,
1980, p. 463).

Another study that closely followed
four teachers going through the
NBPTS certification process found
discrepancies between local, contextu-
alized, personal, and oral knowledge
of these teachers and the national dis-
course of the NBPTS standards (Bur-
roughs, Roe, & Hendricks-Lee, 1998).
While the national standards com-
prise broad statements about teaching,
these tend to get interpreted from
multiple perspectives depending on
the local context in which teachers
practice. Because the NBPTS does
not elaborate on the core propositions
making up the standards, the ways in
which they get interpreted at the local
level will be dependent on the local
context. Thus, proposition 3, “Teach-
ers are responsible for managing and
monitoring student learning,” can be
interpreted by one teacher as giving
students a series of worksheets, while
another might see student portfolios
as a way to manage and monitor. All
four teachers in this study had a diffi-

cult time negotiating the meaning of
the standards and, in particular, with
representing their practice in writing.
The candidates who were most suc-
cessful were able to assume the
NBPTS discourse values.

The certification process is a
lengthy multistage process that re-
quires much work and dedication on
the part of teachers to complete. At
the school site, the teacher candidate
prepares a portfolio with a Planning
and Teaching Exercise (PTE) that in-
cludes a videotape of classroom in-
struction, a Post-Reading Interpretive
Discussion Exercise (PRIDE) that in-
cludes a videotape of a class discus-
sion, and a Student Learning Exercise
(SLE) that includes samples of student
writing and teacher comments about
the writing. These three pieces are
scored at a central site organized and
run by Educational Testing Service
(ETS). In addition to these, candi-
dates complete the Instructional Anal-
ysis Exercises, with an analysis of a be-
ginning teacher’s teaching at an
assessment center. They also complete
three two-hour essays on the teaching
of literature, reading, and language
development. With such a time-con-
suming process and without sufficient
support services in the form of materi-
als or resources to assist teachers
preparing for the certification process
or financial support/incentives to par-
ticipate, what is the impetus for more
teachers to become involved and par-
ticipate in this process?

The low numbers to date of teach-
ers who have successfully gone through
this process attests to this fact. “With-



out major gains in teacher participa-
tion, national board certification is un-
likely to have a significant impact on
the quality of education” (Burroughs,
Roe, & Hendricks-Lee, 1998, p. 463).
The original goal for teachers receiv-
ing national certification was 105,000
within ten years of beginning the
process. By November 1998 1,837 had
undergone certification, and as of June
2000, 4,807, which is far short of the
original goal of over 100,000 teachers.
As of November 1998, thirty-two
states had twenty-five or fewer of its
teaching force board certified, with
several states such as Arizona, New
Hampshire, Utah, Vermont, West
Virginia, and Wyoming having only
one teacher each certified under the
National Board of Professional Teach-
ing Standards. As a case in point,
Texas with well over one thousand
school districts only had seven board-
certified teachers as of November
1998. As stated earlier, even with an
additional three thousand teachers
having become board certified since
1998, it will be extremely difficult to
meet the goal of 105,000 certified
teachers by 2004.

While many teachers believe this to
be a worthwhile process to undertake,
the complexity of the process and the
fact that it is so time consuming can
lead to tension; standards may be seen
as busywork rather than as opportuni-
ties to critically examine practice. Or
the complexity of the process may lead
to a focus on the end product of certi-
fication rather than the process of cer-
tification. A perception could exist that
once one has successfully become

board certified, he or she has “arrived”
and is no longer in need of profes-
sional growth. Becoming accredited
through the NBPTS becomes a one-
time event. How does being board cer-
tified contribute to teachers’ ongoing
professional growth? Or how does the
process of board certification lend it-
self to teachers’ conceptual under-
standing of the teaching and learning
process when certification seems to re-
duce teaching to a set of observable
tasks? Just as we ask what developmen-
tally appropriate experiences look like
that move students from simple tasks
to complex understandings, we need to
ask the same of teachers.

Criticisms Concerning 
Cultural Bias in NBPTS

Concerns have been raised about pos-
sible cultural bias in the NBPTS
process and what counts as a “legiti-
mate” teaching experience (Irvine &
Fraser, 1998). Researchers who have
studied antecedents of achievement
for black students have found a direct
correlation with African-American
teachers’ pedagogical style with their
students. Characteristics and teaching
behaviors they have identified include
African-American teachers seeing
themselves as parental surrogates and
advocates for their African-American
students; employment of a teaching
style filled with rhythmic language
and rapid intonation with many in-
stances of repetition, call and re-
sponse, high emotional involvement,
creative analogies, figurative language,
gesture and body movements, symbol-
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ism, aphorisms, and lively and often
spontaneous discussions; and teaching
with authority—sometimes defined by
students as a teacher’s meanness—but
perceived by them as pushing them to
achieve and running the class in such a
manner to ensure students’ achieve-
ment (Irvine & Fraser, 1998).

While the overall success rate for
candidates vying for board certifica-
tion has been 40 percent, the overall
pass rate for African-American teach-
ers is only 11 percent. The authors of
a study that examined the NBPTS
process from the perspective of race
believe that there is a very strong pos-
sibility that the review process, in
spite of its many technical psychomet-
ric reports that declare adverse impact
but no bias, contains a deeply flawed
cultural bias in favor of white, middle-
class teacher norms—and against the
norms that are seen by many African-
American educators as most effective
(Irvine & Fraser, 1998).

Other researchers concur that cul-
tural differences may play a role in
how some NBPTS portfolios are read
by assessors (Bond, 1998). It needs to
be determined whether the NBPTS
process biases the definition of “good”
teaching in ways that privilege white,
middle-class, and suburban teachers.
Irvine and Fraser (1998) believe that
the NBPTS should be looked at from
the perspective of whose standards it
represents and which children the
standards serve. Other questions need-
ing to be asked include: Do teachers
who work with privileged students
have an advantage over teachers who
work with poor students? Does the

process disadvantage teachers from
districts with limited resources? Do
the standards favor teachers who use a
constructivist teaching style and pe-
nalize teachers, like some African-
American teachers, who employ more
didactic strategies? Will assessors be
trained to recognize and appreciate
the culturally relevant styles of
African-American teachers? Will the
low pass rate of African-American
teachers contribute to the declining
numbers of persons of color who enter
teacher education programs? These
are critical questions that need to be
addressed if the standards movement
in higher education is going to sup-
port teaching excellence among all
teachers and for all students.

Criticisms from Teacher Educators

The authors of a study that examined
the redesign of NCATE question
whether the controversy says more
about the workings of NCATE or
more about teacher education in the
United States (Gardner, Scannell, &
Wisniewski, 1966). Another report of
the relationship of NCATE and
NBPTS and how this partnership en-
courages SOEs to develop standards-
based master’s degree programs found
six barriers that interfere with the au-
thentic redesign of master’s programs:
(1) isolation and lack of a collegial cul-
ture, (2) valuing numbers over quality,
(3) status of the master’s degree, (4)
structural barriers, (5) conceptual bar-
riers, and (6) bureaucratic barriers
(Blackwell & Diez, 1999).

The first barrier, isolation and lack



of a collegial culture, is a reality of the
way in which higher education is
structured, with its emphasis on spe-
cialization. If professors within SOEs
do not model collegial relationships,
how can we expect teacher candidates
to have these skills in schools? With
the training of faculty in narrow spe-
cializations and eclectic research in-
terests, it becomes difficult to develop
a coherent program. Related to this
concern are structural barriers that in-
clude workload, promotion, and
tenure standards that seem to work
against a collegial and collaborative
culture among and between disci-
plines in IHEs. There are problems as
well programmatically: How can
courses that focus on methods as well
as those that focus on content be
linked to the standards? While many
IHEs are beginning to offer assistance
for teachers preparing for board certi-
fication, without attention across the
master’s curriculum to the essential el-
ements of the process—reflection, sys-
tematic inquiry, and collaboration—
Blackwell and Diez (1999) believe that
such incorporation may “in fact be
meaningless” (p. 21).

If standard-setting processes via
NCATE, NBPTS, or INTASC are
going to be constructive in contribut-
ing to quality teacher education pro-
grams, we have to seriously consider
many questions. Among these are the
following: How do we change en-
trenched systems and ways of operat-
ing? How do we incorporate profes-
sional development schools into the
mainstream of teacher preparation?
What incentives can be used to en-

courage professional accreditation of
schools of education, or how can
board certification, so that the system
develops a cadre of these recognized
professionals in a reasonable time
(Wise, 1996)? Tensions in SOEs be-
tween the Old Guard and old ways of
doing things and the new faculty and
new approaches need to be resolved if
standards are to make a difference in
higher education programs. Contra-
dictions are inherent in the present
system: Faculty will resist as long as
tenure decisions continue to be made
in the same way. If one part of the sys-
tem is going to be held accountable,
how does the other part of the system
change to facilitate meeting accounta-
bility requirements?

Contradictory Goals 
of the Standards

Contradictions are apparent between
the desire to create teachers who are
autonomous, reflective practitioners
and the continual attempt to deskill
teachers by regulating what and how
they teach through the increased re-
liance on standards and accountability
measures. Eisner (2000) says much of
the current debate concerning the im-
provement of schooling in both the
United States and the United King-
dom is centered on the appropriate-
ness of prescriptions by federal
authorities of common national stan-
dards or, as in the United Kingdom, a
national curriculum. When the public
becomes concerned about the quality
of education provided in its schools, it
tends to have two reactions. The first
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is to monitor more closely than it has
in the past the performance of
schools; this is called accountability.
Second, it reiterates in the public fo-
rum its national (or state) goals for ed-
ucation. Through standardization of
assessment and prescriptive curricu-
lum, that is, by tightening up and re-
ducing the professional discretional
space for teachers, efforts are made to
create more educationally productive
schools. Ironically, at the same time
that such standardization is occurring,
education policies are being promoted
that urge that teachers, as the primary
professional stakeholders, should have
greater professional discretion in pro-
gram planning and in monitoring and
governing “their” schools.

Consequently, there is a collision
between the beliefs underlying the
standards movement and encourage-
ment for teachers to assume more
professional autonomy. Another, re-
lated issue is the assumption that the
mandated knowledge covered in the
standards corresponds to what is per-
ceived to be “legitimate” knowledge in
a given field. One only needs to exam-
ine the contentiousness of the stan-
dard-setting process in the area of
history to realize how multiple per-
spectives on the history of this nation
have resulted in contrary views of
what history content should consist of.

The reality is that standards in the
disciplines, state standards, and assess-
ments define both the content and the
process of the curriculum. This is es-
pecially true in states with high-stakes
testing practices such as Texas, which
has adopted the Texas Assessment of

Academic Skills (TAAS) test, or Mass-
achusetts, where students can gradu-
ate from high school only after suc-
cessfully completing the state
assessment. The current push to tie
teacher salaries to test scores, as has
been proposed in Los Angeles and
other cities, or the practice of publish-
ing school report cards or tying
monies that schools receive to how
well schools do, as in Kentucky, has
deep ramifications for teacher profes-
sionalism. Other contradictions exist
in states where state boards of educa-
tion assume too much control in de-
ciding what constitutes legitimate
content in a discipline, such as the
1999 decision in Kansas that relegates
the teaching of evolution to local
board control. One needs to ask how
tests or decisions such as these, which
define specifically the content of the
curriculum, respect teachers as au-
tonomous professionals and intellec-
tuals or enable them to teach the latest
research-based content in their class-
rooms, a value reflected in all three
sets of standards—NCATE, INTASC,
and NBPTS.

Criticisms Based on the Presumed
Superficiality of the Standards

Another major issue confronting stan-
dards has to do with “how to get be-
yond the superficiality of the standards
themselves.” The standards are full of
education jargon that unless decon-
structed remain at the rhetorical level.
Such is the case with standards that ad-
dress issues like “understanding diver-
sity.” To address this standard, SOEs



often require one course in multicul-
tural education, believing that this will
be sufficient to prepare students to un-
derstand the issues underlying diver-
sity or to teach in settings with multi-
ple ethnicities. But if such a course
does not enable students to better un-
derstand the multiple issues or under-
lying conditions of diverse popula-
tions, from the perspective of race,
class, ethnicity, gender, and disability,
or help students to critically assess
their beliefs, values, and assumptions
of “otherness,” then students may pos-
sess a shallow understanding of the is-
sues surrounding diversity and be ill
prepared either to teach their students
about diversity or to work in school
settings with diverse populations.

The same problem occurs regard-
ing the fourth proposition of the Na-
tional Board for Professional Teaching
Standards: “Teachers think systemati-
cally about their practice and learn
from experience.” Implementing this
standard requires that SOEs provide
preservice and practicing teachers
with background knowledge and ex-
perience in systematic inquiry into
practice, reflection on practice, and
collaboration with others in meeting
learners’ needs, which are at the core
of the standards. Reflection is one of
those buzzwords in education today
that everyone uses and says they are
doing. But in reality, there are two
types of reflection that define teacher
work: technical reflection and critical
reflection. Technical reflection is the
“kind of thinking teachers use in mak-
ing pedagogical decisions about learn-
ing environments, content selection,

teaching methods, and student learn-
ing needs” (Zehm & Kottler, 1993, p.
108). On the other hand, critical re-
flection is defined as the kind of re-
flective thinking that teachers use to
consciously question the moral and
ethical implications and consequences
for their students of their personal and
professional beliefs. It involves a
process of bringing into question the
beliefs, values, and assumptions about
teaching, learning, students, and cur-
riculum that guide practice in class-
rooms and schools. Zeichner and Lis-
ton (1996) believe that if a teacher
never questions the goals and the val-
ues that guide his or her work, the
context in which he or she teaches, or
never examines his or her assump-
tions, that individual is not engaged in
reflective teaching .

If reflective thinking is going to en-
able teachers to think systematically
about their practice and learn from
their experiences, Zehm and Kottler
(1993) believe that it needs to be more
than technical reflection and should
involve asking why, finding patterns,
reading voraciously, taking time for
contemplation, examining their own
behavior, confronting excuses, and
defining their professional mission.
With well over one thousand IHEs
with teacher-education programs and
numerous faculty involved in teacher
preparation, one has to ask how faculty
interpret and implement reflection in
their teacher-training programs. It is
obvious from the increasing prolifera-
tion of papers on teacher research and
reflective practice being presented at
the American Education Research As-
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sociation annual meetings that more
and more SOEs are incorporating “ac-
tion research” into teacher-education
programs. A closer examination of
many of these presentations reveals
that action research and reflective
practice have been defined as “techni-
cal reflection,” with an end result of
teachers doing bad research and not
critically examining belief systems or
interrogating their practices, which is
at the heart of reflection that defines
quality teaching.

Another example, standard 5 of the
NBPTS, states that “teachers are
members of learning communities”
and as such should work creatively and
collaboratively with colleagues, par-
ents, and the community. This is con-
sistent with standard 10 of the
INTASC, which says “the teacher
communicates, interacts with, and fos-
ters relationships with school col-
leagues, parents, and agencies in the
larger community to support students’
learning and well-being” and part 5
under standard 1 of NCATE that
specifies that “teacher candidates work
with students, families, and communi-
ties . . .” While the core of this stan-
dard is about creating collegial rela-
tionships and partnerships with
professional peers as well as the larger
community, the reality in schools is
otherwise. Collegial work is not the
norm; many forms of collaboration
are superficial, partial, or even coun-
terproductive.

Fullan and Hargreaves (1996) dif-
ferentiate between congenial colle-
giality and contrived collegiality and
conclude that congenial collegiality is

often merely comfortable collabora-
tion. While it might involve sharing,
exchanging, coordinating, celebrating,
and supporting, there is virtually no
talk about inquiry and reflection on
practice. Contrived collegiality, on the
other hand, is characterized by a “set
of formal, specific, bureaucratic pro-
cedures to increase the attention being
given to joint teacher planning, con-
sultation and other forms of working
together” (p. 58). If teacher dialogue
that helps teachers to question their
practices is not part of these “colle-
gial” processes, there is no assurance
that collaboration will result in higher
quality student learning. What is re-
quired, instead, are approaches to crit-
ical collegiality that involve a commit-
ment to processes that will help us to
reflect critically on practice and make
changes based on these reflections. If
the reality in most schools is contrary
to the expectations of the standards,
how can individual teachers possibly
meet the standard? How do the stan-
dards force schools to become more
collegial?

Criticisms Based on the Limitations
of the Standards

Related to the superficiality issue is
another concern that focuses on sub-
stantive issues related to standards
that address moral purposes rather
than merely ensure scientific knowl-
edge. Blackwell (1997) asserts that
“standards devoid of moral purpose
will not satisfy these three require-
ments: how to attract teachers to the
profession, how to make sure teachers



are well trained for the challenges
they will face in the classroom, and
how to induce teachers to stay in the
profession” (pp. 2-3).

She continues that the current stan-
dards movement in higher education,
specifically the standards fostered by
INTASC, is only a piecemeal, rather
than a systemic, approach at reform-
ing the system. Without linking stan-
dards for improving the preparation of
teachers to the renewal of schools, she
believes that little will be accom-
plished. Student success in schools, af-
ter all, is more than achieving high
test scores. According to Goodlad
(1990), student success has to do with
teachers (1) facilitating critical encul-
turation—teaching students to criti-
cally understand and examine the cul-
ture—rather than the indoctrination
of students into the culture; (2) pro-
viding access to knowledge; (3) build-
ing an effective teacher-student con-
nection—developing teachers who are
sensitive to children’s needs and plac-
ing a priority on relationship building;
and (4) practicing good stewardship—
developing concern about all children,
not just their own, and all the pro-
grams and structures. While the stan-
dards talk about giving new teachers
the knowledge, skills, and dispositions
to become teachers, they do not ad-
dress processes required by teachers to
be successful in a system where a “this
too shall pass” mentality persists.
Questions that need to be asked in-
clude: How is the renewal of schools
linked with the preparation of begin-
ning teachers? How do the standards

ensure that teachers will not become
stagnant? How do the standards ad-
dress teacher survival in schools where
resistance to change is the norm?

Criticisms Based on Measurement
and Scoring Practices

Many problems are still unresolved
concerning how to measure the
NCATE, INTASC, and NBPTS stan-
dards. These concerns include how
much is enough, what should be
measured, what can be measured, and
what do we know how to measure?
While we can measure behaviors, how
do we measure dispositions, since
these involve value judgments? Other
questions include who pays for the re-
sults and how do we resolve the costs
associated with the standards? If stu-
dents are supposed to demonstrate
what they know, what implications
will this have on methods of teacher
preparation? If teaching practices at
the university level are grounded in
lecture format, but students are ex-
pected to be facilitators of learning
when in the field as practicing teach-
ers, a logical question is: How can stu-
dents, who have been passive repro-
ducers of knowledge, now be expected
to facilitate learning for their own stu-
dents? And finally, how will the im-
pact on student learning be measured
out in the field? Are standardized tests
the most effective means for evaluat-
ing student achievement?

Similar issues have been raised con-
cerning scoring practices used to de-
termine quality teaching. While ETS
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is currently overseeing scoring of the
NBPTS process, one needs to ques-
tion the kinds of training procedures
that are used to train those who score
the portfolios. How is interrater reader
reliability ensured? How is a sufficient
number of experienced educators
found, who have the necessary time to
participate in this process—to go
through the training and then score
portfolios? Questions have been raised
by educators who have been involved
as assessors regarding the scoring
process, specifically concerning the de-
velopment and quality of the rubric
used to score candidates’ portfolios
and the access that candidates have to
the rubrics during their preparation
period (Close, 1995). Other questions
have been raised concerning qualifica-
tions of assessors: How many years of
teaching experience should qualify
those who participate as scorers? An
experienced teacher who was involved
in the scoring process noted that there
were teachers with as little as two years
of experience who were scoring candi-
dates’ portfolios (Close, 1995).

Other criticisms have been raised
concerning how the scoring process
decontextualizes and compartmental-
izes teaching. Rather than using a ho-
listic scoring process, ETS has raters
scoring individual exercises. Although
the preface of documents supporting
board certification refers to exemplary
teaching as a holistic act “where many
facets of practice are joined together
to advance student learning,” the real-
ity of the assessment process seems
otherwise (National Board, 1994, p.

6). In critiquing the methods used by
ETS, one educator who was involved
in the scoring process commented
that:

Scorers were given coded name tags
and separated into groups by the exer-
cise to be scored. Secrecy and isolation
seemed part of the assignment. Each
scorer responded to one of seven exer-
cises, an efficient method of getting the
job done, but certainly alien to me and
to what I believe about teaching. It also
seems alien to what NBPTS believes.
Wouldn’t a better understanding of an
individual’s performance be developed
if scorers were trained to respond to all
aspects of the portfolio? Why put a
portfolio together if it is going to be
broken down into separate parts?
(Close, 1995, p. 40)

Other concerns have been raised
about off-site scoring practices when
the best way to assess one’s teaching
ability is perhaps within the local con-
text using local authorities as ob-
servers. Does it make more sense to
certify expertise on teaching, profes-
sional involvement, family outreach,
and other factors that the standards
try to address in the context in which
the teaching occurs? How can that be
adequately accomplished off-site, when
the portfolio scoring process is decon-
textualized? Some believe that NB-
PTS has resisted developing a local
certification system because such an
approach works against a testing com-
pany’s control of test specifications
(Myers, 1995).



Criticisms Based on Adequacy of
Support Systems

When considering how the standards
impact quality teaching in the class-
room, one first needs to ask what
kinds of support systems are in place
at the state, district, and school levels
to support teachers. The National
Commission on Teaching and Amer-
ica’s Future offers suggestions on ways
to support and sustain teacher work
on problems of practice that are di-
rectly connected to student learning.

Throughout their careers, teachers
should have ongoing opportunities to
update their skills. In addition to time
for joint planning and problem solv-
ing with in-school colleagues, teachers
should have access to networks,
school/university partnerships, and
academies where they can connect
with other educators to study subject-
matter teaching, new pedagogies, and
school change (Darling-Hammond,
1996).

While these are worthy recommen-
dations, the unfortunate reality is that
disparities exist across, between, and
within states on implementation. In
cities across the nation where students
are overwhelmingly children of color
and children of the poor, where
schools must struggle to educate chil-
dren with considerably fewer human
and material resources than neighbor-
ing districts have, and where teachers
often lack necessary skills, knowledge,
and training, one needs to ask what
standards these represent (Meier,
2000). Where is the necessary support
in these educational settings to sustain

everyday teaching practice, let alone
support for teachers to complete
board certification requirements?

Support is lacking also in that
schools operate within a perspective of
naive, rather than critical, pragma-
tism. This often results in school re-
form and change efforts that follow a
“bandwagon” mentality or “silver bul-
let” approach without a critical assess-
ment of the problem and how best to
solve the problem. Transforming cur-
riculum and teaching into rich intel-
lectual inquiry requires educators to
confront constructs such as individual
differences, intelligence, and behav-
ioral conditioning. Yet the (school en-
vironment) reform mill does little to
create climates in which teachers can
critically examine the historical and
theoretical underpinnings of these and
other ideas. Instead of forming profes-
sional communities committed to
using knowledge, analytic skill, and
critical perspectives to shape their
practice, teachers are asked to swallow
“expert” prescriptions for such tech-
niques as interdisciplinary units or
problem-based learning. Oakes, et al.
(2000) believe that to gain widespread
“buy in,” reform leaders often grind
complex ideas down into catchy slo-
gans, lists of best practices, and vi-
gnettes from model schools. Watered-
down wisdom makes its way into
packaged materials and prescribed
“trainings.” Such technical assistance
nearly always blocks the deep inquiry
and learning that fundamental shifts
in norms and practices require.

A 1997 study that examined the im-
pact of the certification process of the
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National Board of Professional Teach-
ing Standards found several factors
that contributed to a general lack of
support among K–12 institutions for
national board certified teachers
(Rothberg, Futrell, & Lieberman,
1998). The first had to do with a lack
of awareness among K–12 administra-
tors of the NBPTS process or a lack of
sufficient support services or provision
of time to assemble the required port-
folio materials. This lack of under-
standing about the process also re-
sulted in a lack of congruence between
K–12 in-service or professional devel-
opment programs and national board
standards.

Criticisms Concerning 
“Opportunity to Teach”

While the standards are often per-
ceived as an opportunity for teachers
to learn more about the profession of
teaching and how to work more effec-
tively with students, if schools lack the
conditions that make it possible for
teachers to be successful, how can
teachers be faulted and held account-
able? Where is the accountability
from the perspective of schools? How
can standards overcome the problems
of outdated materials, run-down
school buildings, and inadequate
space? Where is the “opportunity to
teach?” In studying the challenge of
higher standards, the National Coun-
cil on Education Standards and Test-
ing, a bipartisan task force of educa-
tors and legislators created by
Congress in the early 1990s to exam-
ine the feasibility and desirability of a

national system of education standards
and tests, held that in addition to
content and student performance
standards there should be system per-
formance standards (O’Neil, 1993).
Standards such as these would assess
the success of schools, districts, states,
and the nation as a whole in helping
all students attain high performance
standards.

Concerning standards that would
require schools to provide necessary
support for teachers, Rothberg and
colleagues (1998) found frequent dis-
crepancies in educational philosophy
between the NBPTS and K–12 insti-
tutions. The realities of school envi-
ronments, such as large class sizes, of-
ten made the standards difficult to
implement. To date, with all the pro-
fessional content associations that
have developed quality student per-
formance/teaching standards, the only
content area that addresses standards
or systems of support for quality
teaching practices is the field of sci-
ence. But even with these, where is the
accountability on the part of schools
to enforce these standards or the
monetary support from the local,
state, and federal levels to ensure that
conditions are in place so that teachers
have “opportunities to teach?”

The Future of Standards in
Higher Education
In addition to attending to the many
problems that remain in all the stan-
dards branches—accreditation, licens-
ing, and certification—one needs to
ask what value, if any, standards have



in advancing the field. Standards are
important in providing a sense of di-
rection in which to proceed as well as
providing a set of priorities for placing
energy, resources, and efforts. As is
true with other educational initiatives,
however, the emphasis is often mis-
placed. First a “one-size-fits-all” men-
tality seems to exist concerning the
standards, disregarding some of the is-
sues and concerns raised throughout
this chapter. Another problem with
standards is that they often become
ends in and of themselves, rather than
the means to achieve the ends. If the
end is about ensuring quality teachers
for our nation’s children and youths,
then standards should be used to stim-
ulate debates on what constitutes
quality teaching among K–12 schools
and within institutions of higher edu-
cation.

In K–12 settings, the standards, es-
pecially the NBPTS and INTASC
standards, could be used as a spring-
board to open a dialogue among
teachers, administrators, parents, and
the community about quality teaching
practices. The standards could be-
come the focus for relevant and au-
thentic staff development training at
the school or district level. Teacher-
supported study groups and staff
meetings could focus their attention
on the standards through the initia-
tion of meaningful conversations
about the standards. Dialogue and re-
flection on the standards could be
used as part of a more authentic
teacher evaluation process. Teachers
could also be encouraged and sup-
ported to participate in the process. In

these ways the standards become a
means to the end, rather than the goal
itself.

In schools of education, the stan-
dards should become the impetus for
rethinking teacher education at the
preservice, in-service, and graduate
levels. The standards could provide an
opportunity for faculty to engage in
debate and dialogue about the content
and process of their programs, be used
to develop programs that are more co-
herent in nature, and become the basis
for establishing school/university
partnerships grounded in an authentic
collaboration. But until many of the
issues that have been raised through-
out this chapter are addressed, the
standards movement may just become
one more of those educational initia-
tives that educators “ride out” with a
“this too shall pass” mentality.

APPENDIX

NCATE Standards
Standard 1: Candidate Knowledge, Skills,
and Dispositions fall within the purview
of this paper. Criteria to meet this stan-
dard include the following specifications
of teacher candidates:

They have in-depth knowledge of the
subject matter that they plan to teach and
are able to demonstrate their knowledge
through inquiry, critical analysis, and syn-
thesis of the subject.

They reflect a thorough understanding
of pedagogical content knowledge; have
an in-depth understanding of the subject
matter that they plan to teach, allowing
them to provide multiple explanations and

222 CERTIFICATION OF TEACHERS



223A Critical Analysis of Standards 

instructional strategies so that all students
learn; and present the content to students
in challenging, clear, and compelling ways
and integrate technology appropriately.

They reflect a thorough understanding
of professional and pedagogical knowl-
edge and skills as shown in their develop-
ment of meaningful learning experiences
to facilitate learning for all students. They
reflect on their practice and make neces-
sary adjustments to enhance student
learning. They know how students learn
and how to make ideas accessible to them.
They consider the school, family, and
community contexts in connecting con-
cepts to students’ prior experiences and
applying the ideas to real-world problems.

They have an in-depth understanding
of the professional knowledge demon-
strated through the collection and analysis
of data related to their work, reflection on
their practice, and use of research and
technology to support and improve stu-
dent learning.

Their work with students, families, and
communities reflects the dispositions ex-
pected of professional educators, and they
are able to recognize when their own dis-
positions may need adjustment and are
able to develop a plan to do so.

They accurately assess and analyze stu-
dent learning, make appropriate adjust-
ments to instruction, monitor student
learning, and have a positive effect on
learning for all students.

Interstate New Teacher
Assessment and Support
Consortium (INTASC) Standards

Knowledge of Subject Matter
The teacher understands the central con-
cepts, tools of inquiry, and structures of
the discipline(s) he or she teaches and can

create learning experiences that make
these aspects of subject matter meaningful.

Knowledge of Human Development
and Learning
The teacher understands how children
learn and develop, and can provide learn-
ing opportunities that support their intel-
lectual, social, and personal development.

Adapting Instruction for 
Individual Needs
The teacher understands how students dif-
fer in their approaches to learning and cre-
ates instructional opportunities that are
adapted to learners from diverse cultural
backgrounds and with exceptionalities.

Multiple Instructional Strategies
The teacher understands and uses a variety
of instructional strategies to encourage
students’ development of critical-thinking,
problem-solving, and performance skills.

Classroom Motivation and 
Management Skills
The teacher uses an understanding of in-
dividual and group motivation and behav-
ior to create a learning environment that
encourages positive social interaction, ac-
tive engagement in learning, and self-
motivation.

Communication Skills
The teacher uses knowledge of effective
verbal, nonverbal, and media communica-
tion techniques to foster active inquiry,
collaboration, and supportive interaction
in the classroom.



Instructional Planning Skills
The teacher plans and manages instruc-
tion based upon knowledge of subject
matter, students, the community, and cur-
riculum goals.

Assessment of Student Learning
The teacher understands and uses formal
and informal assessment strategies to eval-
uate and ensure the continuous intellec-
tual, social, and physical development of
the learner.

Professional Commitment 
and Responsibility
The teacher is a reflective practitioner
who continually evaluates the effects of
his or her choices and actions on others
(students, parents, and other professionals
in the learning community) and who ac-
tively seeks out opportunities to grow
professionally.

Partnership
The teacher communicates, interacts
with, and fosters relationships with school
colleagues, parents, and agencies in the
larger community to support students’
learning and well-being.

National Board of Professional
Teaching Standards
The National Board for Professional
Teaching Standards seeks to identify and
recognize teachers who effectively en-
hance student learning and demonstrate
the high level of knowledge, skills, abili-
ties, and commitments reflected in the
following five core propositions:

1. Teachers are committed to students and
their learning. 

Accomplished teachers are dedicated to
making knowledge accessible to all students.
They act on the belief that all students can
learn. They treat students equitably, rec-
ognizing the individual differences that
distinguish one student from another and
taking account of these differences in
their practice. They adjust their practice
based on observation and knowledge of
their students’ interests, abilities, skills,
knowledge, family circumstances, and
peer relationships.

Accomplished teachers understand how
students develop and learn. They incorpo-
rate the prevailing theories of cognition
and intelligence in their practice. They
are aware of the influence of context and
culture on behavior. They develop stu-
dents’ cognitive capacity and their respect
for learning. Equally important, they fos-
ter students’ self-esteem, motivation,
character, civic responsibility, and their
respect for individual, cultural, religious,
and racial differences.

2. Teachers know the subjects they teach
and how to teach those subjects to stu-
dents.

Accomplished teachers have a rich under-
standing of the subject(s) they teach and appre-
ciate how knowledge in their subject is created,
organized, linked to other disciplines, and ap-
plied to real-world settings. While faithfully
representing the collective wisdom of our
culture and upholding the value of disci-
plinary knowledge, they also develop the
critical and analytical capacities of their
students.

Accomplished teachers command spe-
cialized knowledge of how to convey and reveal
subject matter to students. They are aware of
the preconceptions and background
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knowledge that students typically bring to
each subject and of strategies and instruc-
tional materials that can be of assistance.
They understand where difficulties are
likely to arise and modify their practice
accordingly. Their instructional reper-
toire allows them to create multiple paths
to the subjects they teach, and they are
adept at teaching students how to pose
and solve their own problems.

3. Teachers are responsible for managing
and monitoring student learning. 

Accomplished teachers create, enrich,
maintain, and alter instructional settings to
capture and sustain the interest of their stu-
dents and to make the most effective use of
time. They also are adept at engaging stu-
dents and adults to assist their teaching
and at enlisting their colleagues’ knowl-
edge and expertise to complement their
own. Accomplished teachers command a
range of generic instructional techniques,
know when each is appropriate, and can im-
plement them as needed. They are as aware
of ineffectual or damaging practice as they
are devoted to elegant practice.

They know how to engage groups of stu-
dents to ensure a disciplined learning environ-
ment and how to organize instruction to allow
the schools’ goals for students to be met. They
are adept at setting norms for social inter-
action among students and between stu-
dents and teachers. They understand how
to motivate students to learn and how to
maintain their interest even in the face of
temporary failure.

Accomplished teachers can assess the
progress of individual students as well as
that of the class as a whole. They employ
multiple methods for measuring student
growth and understanding and can clearly
explain student performance to parents.

4. Teachers think systematically about
their practice and learn from experience.

Accomplished teachers are models of edu-
cated persons, exemplifying the virtues they
seek to inspire in students: curiosity, toler-
ance, honesty, fairness, respect for diver-
sity, and appreciation of cultural differ-
ences and the capacities that are
prerequisites for intellectual growth, as
well as the ability to reason and take mul-
tiple perspectives, to be creative and take
risks, and to adopt an experimental and
problem-solving orientation.

Accomplished teachers draw on their
knowledge of human development, sub-
ject matter, and instruction, and their un-
derstanding of their students, to make
principled judgments about sound prac-
tice. Their decisions are grounded not
only in the literature, but also in their ex-
perience. They engage in lifelong learn-
ing, which they seek to encourage in their
students.

Striving to strengthen their teaching,
accomplished teachers critically examine
their practice, seek to expand their reper-
toire, deepen their knowledge, sharpen
their judgment, and adapt their teaching
to new findings, ideas, and theories.

5. Teachers are members of learning com-
munities.

Accomplished teachers contribute to the
effectiveness of the school by working col-
laboratively with other professionals on in-
structional policy, curriculum development,
and staff development. They can evaluate
school progress and the allocation of
school resources in light of their under-
standing of state and local educational ob-
jectives. They are knowledgeable about
specialized school and community re-
sources that can be engaged for their stu-



dents’ benefit and are skilled at employing
such resources as needed.

Accomplished teachers find ways to
work collaboratively and creatively with par-
ents, engaging them productively in the
work of the school.
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Promoting Compliance through
Professional Standards

A number of states are engaged in the
restructuring of teacher certification
programs, expanding from specified
course work and pencil and paper test-
ing to include evaluation of profes-
sional practices and portfolio exhibi-
tion.1 To direct the evaluation of
teacher performance, teacher certifi-
cation standards have been con-
structed by the National Board for
Professional Teaching Standards (NB-
PTS) in conjunction with Educational
Testing Services (ETS) (Danielson,
1996; National Board for Professional
Teaching Standards, 1989) and by the
Interstate New Teacher Assessment
and Support Consortium of the
Council of Chief State School Offi-
cers (INTASC, 1995). INTASC stan-
dards have been most often referenced
in establishing state policies for initial
certification; the NBPTS has been

promoted by states to foster profes-
sional development and provide a sec-
ond tier for certification (e.g., Illinois
State Board of Education [ISBE],
1999). PRAXIS III was developed by
ETS to facilitate the assessment of
teacher competencies consonant with
the NPBTS framework. Teacher edu-
cation programs in colleges and uni-
versities are attending to state and na-
tional standards in course work and
field experiences to retain accredita-
tion and to ensure that their students
will meet certification requirements.

An examination of these profes-
sional standards calls to mind the
warning of David Labaree (1997) that
not only is credentialing not equiva-
lent to education, it can clandestinely
serve as a surrogate activity. Although
the teacher certification standards cer-
tainly contain numerous salutary char-
acteristics of meaningful education
practice, the standards are specifically
designed to prepare teachers to partic-
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ipate in the dynamics of contemporary
U.S. schools. There are, however, im-
portant imaginal, creative, and critical
dimensions of being an educator that
are not addressed by the standards.
Most notable is removing the respon-
sibility for crafting a curriculum from
the identity of the teacher, dismissing
the importance of critical reflection
on educational purpose, and moving
the most socially significant student
evaluation outside of the context of
classroom instruction. Any thinking
and acting as an educator that might
prove confrontational to the purposes,
policies, and structures of conven-
tional schooling are absent.

INTASC and NBPTS standards
fail to promote a critical, deliberative,
or democratic vision for the educator’s
craft. When used as the exclusive de-
termination of the worthwhile activi-
ties of an educator, or, for that matter,
when subjected to a limited interpre-
tation as credentialing requirements,
these teacher certification standards
promote the bureaucratization of
teaching. This may result in the pro-
duction of an efficient and effective
functionary of the state, but it is ques-
tionable whether it evokes an educa-
tor. A conflict can result between
preparing future teachers for certifica-
tion and engaging in education for
meaning. Analogous to Jean Anyon’s
(1980) study of curriculum activities
and how they differ contingent on the
social class of students, a reading of
teacher certification standards that
suggests that candidates follow recipes
or give the right answers stands in
contrast to historical and contempo-

rary curricular approaches that foster
creativity; teach the personal and po-
litical skills needed to live in commu-
nity with learners; and challenge social
assumptions about what is worth
knowing, being, and sharing. A closer
examination of teacher certification
standards evidences that imagination
and vision are not high priorities in
listing teacher competencies, particu-
larly when considering the role of the
teacher in curriculum development.

How Teacher Standards
Interpret Curriculum
Development
Although we are not prone to conspir-
atorial theorizing, we find it remark-
able that the current national options
for teacher standards (PRAXIS III,
INTASC, and NBPTS) all work from
a very sparse interpretation of the
questions for developing curriculum,
instruction, and assessment proposed
by Ralph Tyler and conventionally
termed the “Tyler rationale” (Tyler,
1949) in their identification of the
teacher’s responsibilities in curriculum
development.

The PRAXIS III components of
professional practice, promoted by
Educational Testing Service for assess-
ment of teacher performance, is sur-
prisingly the most useful of the various
proposed teacher certification stan-
dards frameworks. Curriculum devel-
opment is placed in the first of four
domains of practice, “Planning and
preparation.” It is a design consistent
with Tyler’s proposal; the six compo-
nents of planning and preparation re-
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flect dimensions of the rationale, from
selection of instructional goals based
on knowledge of subjects and students
to instructional design and assessment.
The design of curriculum is the focus
of Component 1c of PRAXIS III: “Se-
lecting instructional goals.” Charlotte
Danielson remarks in her rationale
and explanation for this component:
“In classrooms organized as a commu-
nity of learners, however, teachers en-
gage students in determining these
goals. As students assume increasingly
greater responsibility for their own
learning, they select their own learn-
ing tasks in pursuit of shared goals”
(Danielson, 1996, p. 68).

The admonition to fashion a cur-
riculum by, with, and for learners (Schu-
bert & Lopez Schubert, 1981) is not
supported, however, in the scoring
rubric that is used by ETS to evaluate
a teacher’s performance. The rubric
considers, rather, whether the goals
that are employed by the teacher are
valuable, clearly stated, suitable for di-
verse learners, and balanced in the in-
tellectual skills that are engaged. The
only indication offered regarding for
whom the goals should be valuable is
at the “distinguished” level. Align-
ment to “curriculum frameworks and
standards” is presented as the distinc-
tion between the highest level of per-
formance and proficiency, not whether
students are involved in determining
curricular goals. Although there are
two other components in the domain
titled “Professional Responsibilities”
that would appear also to have rele-
vance to curriculum considerations,
neither “reflecting on teaching” nor

“contributing to the school and dis-
trict” make reference to curriculum
reflection or development as requisite
activities.

The NBPTS bases its system for
national certification on five proposi-
tions stated in the document “What
Teachers Should Know and Be Able to
Do” (NBPTS, 1989). The presenta-
tion of curriculum in this document is
unambiguous in its support for the
traditional academic disciplines.
“Teachers represent the collective wis-
dom of our culture and insist on main-
taining the integrity of the methods,
substance, and structures of discipli-
nary knowledge. In the face of pres-
sures to portray knowledge in weak
and diluted forms, they keep firm”
(NBPTS, 1989, p. 14). Although Pro-
position 5, the description of the
teacher’s role as a member of learning
communities, does encourage teachers
to engage in the “analysis and con-
struction of curriculum,” the descrip-
tion of this responsibility is relegated
to reviewing existing curriculums to
ensure that they are responsive to
“learning goals and objectives estab-
lished by state and local authorities”
(NBPTS, 1989, p. 2). The description
of curriculum development is again
similar to the Tyler rationale, but with
the very important exception that
Tyler suggested the use of philosophy
as a screen for selecting significant
learning objectives and emphasized
the consideration of the lives of the
learners in determining what was im-
portant to teach (Tyler, 1949, p. 33).
Neither screen is advanced as impor-
tant to curriculum development.



The principles of the INTASC
teacher certification standards include
reference to curriculum development
for two core standards. The first prin-
ciple states: “The teacher understands
the central concepts, tools of inquiry,
and structures of the discipline(s) he
or she teaches and can create learning
experiences that make these aspects of
subject matter meaningful for stu-
dents” (INTASC, 1995, p. 4). Cur-
riculum is tightly defined as knowl-
edge and skills derived from academic
disciplines, with the concession that
the instructor should be capable of
making connections to other disci-
plines for instructional effectiveness.
Principle 7 states: “The teacher plans
instruction based upon the knowledge
of subject matter, students, the com-
munity, and curriculum goals.” The
assumption in this principle is that
each curriculum goal is one of four
elements that constitute instructional
plans and that these goals are deter-
mined outside of the agency of the
teacher.

PRAXIS III, NBPTS, and IN-
TASC standards rely on the academic
disciplines content standards that
were developed by national learned
societies. These standards have been
translated into state policy as the basis
for a legitimate curriculum. For ex-
ample, the Illinois State Board of Ed-
ucation Content Standards for Teach-
ers (ISBE, 2000) dovetails the Illinois
learning standards (ISBE, 1997) with
the content area standards in each of
the various teaching fields. The “cur-
riculum” skills of an early childhood
or elementary educator, for example

(with language taken directly from the
INTASC standards), consist of acquir-
ing a functional knowledge base (cen-
tral concepts, tools of inquiry, and
structures of content) in the academic
disciplines of language arts, mathe-
matics, science, physical development
and health, the fine arts, and social
studies (the latter at the elementary
level only) and creating “meaningful
integrated learning experiences”
(ISBE, 1997, pp. 1, 16). Relative to the
high school content-area standards,
although there is no lack of standards
provided by the state of Illinois (thirty
standards for language arts teachers,
eleven for mathematics teachers, nine-
teen for science teachers, and twenty-
nine for social studies teachers, with
additional standards for further spe-
cialization), curriculum skills are con-
fined to having an accurate under-
standing of learning standards and
being a prudent consumer of instruc-
tional materials that will assist stu-
dents in meeting learning standards.

Although PRAXIS III, NBPTS, and
INTASC standards promote connect-
ing the disciplines across the curricu-
lum, this is advocated as an effective
instructional technique to engage stu-
dents in learning the academic disci-
plines, not as a curricular orientation.
John Dewey’s suggestion that curricu-
lum be fashioned around the social in-
terests and problems that are relevant
to the community of learners is not
represented (Dewey, 1931). Whereas
Dewey saw the value of the problem-
based interdisciplinary curriculum for
the purposes of developing delibera-
tion, the democratic exercise of scien-
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tific inquiry, these variations on the-
matic of interdisciplinary connection
are promoted because they will en-
hance student motivation and provide
avenues for teaching content.

The various teacher certification
standards proposals share the follow-
ing conclusions on curriculum con-
struction as it relates to the qualities of
effective teaching:

1. Curriculums are based on the
knowledge and skills developed
by well-established academic dis-
ciplines translated into govern-
mental policies concerning what
constitutes meaningful learning
for young people. Thus, teacher
certification standards take cur-
riculum to mean the national or
state content standards or cur-
riculum frameworks. The effec-
tive teacher implements instruc-
tion that addresses these
standards.

2. The standards-based curriculum
may be subject to the learning
needs of diverse students, but it
is not open to criticism or analy-
sis by the teacher in considering
competing philosophic or social
orientations (e.g., experientialist,
critical reconstructionist, post-
modernist).

3. Curriculum development con-
sists of the writing of classroom-
specific objectives or outcomes
that are based on governmental
content standards and the selec-
tion of the appropriate artifacts
for effectively presenting this
curriculum. The teacher “creates

an effective bridge between cur-
riculum goals and students’ expe-
riences” (INTASC, principle 8).

4. An abridged Tyler rationale re-
mains the basis for understand-
ing curriculum development,
with the deliberate exclusion of
social analysis in some models
(INTASC, PRAXIS III), lack of
attention to the lived experiences
of the learners in the local com-
munity, and the uniform exclu-
sion of philosophic screening of
objectives.

Three Qualities of the
Authentic Educator
Those who are familiar with the his-
torical evolution of curriculum in this
century are aware that these standards
are not and historically have not been
responsive to the calls for critical re-
flection on what is taught in schools
(Marshall, Sears, & Schubert, 2000).
There has never been an emphasis on
standards as pronounced as it is today,
however, and never before have these
standards been driven by an engine of
large-scale assessment instruments
that “gatekeep” credentials. Profes-
sional associations in most of the ma-
jor subject areas have designed elabo-
rate statements of standards. The
National Council for Accreditation of
Teacher Education (NCATE) has
formed an alliance with these learned
societies so that these academic soci-
eties establish the standards and con-
duct the program review for colleges
or universities seeking accreditation
(NCATE, 1995). State certification



examinations are driven by teacher
certification content-area standards.
Student promotion is possible in many
states only by passing an assessment
battery derived from state content
standards.

The content standards before us to-
day (and the goal statements and tests
designed to enforce them) are legiti-
mated by teacher certification stan-
dards as the new curriculum. We ar-
gued earlier in the chapter that these
certification standards share a com-
mon process of curriculum develop-
ment, a process that mutes the voices
of educators and learners while sug-
gesting a warmed-over version of the
Committee of Ten and Committee of
Fifteen recommendations for schools
from 1893 and 1895 (Willis et al.,
1994): clearly defined academic disci-
plines with knowledge controlled by
specialist/experts, now measured by
other specialist/experts. The policy
makers and specialist/experts are pro-
viding answers to our fundamental
and complex curriculum questions:
What is worth knowing, experiencing,
needing, doing, being, becoming,
sharing, and contributing as individu-
als and as societies?

If a professor of education has aspi-
rations of developing future educators
rather than certified public employees,
we suggest that he or she expand on
the identity of the educator provided
in these standards in at least three di-
rections. The first direction is to pro-
voke in educators a consideration of
the philosophic orientation that
shapes that educator’s vocation and

ponder the value dimension of the
profession (e.g., Jackson, Boostrom, &
Hansen, 1993). Educators are engaged
in philosophic inquiry, investigating the
value assumptions of their students,
their school colleagues, and their own
metaphysical, epistemological, and ax-
iological convictions. This translates
to introducing teacher candidates into
conversations on the values that con-
stitute a curriculum, as we have advo-
cated in an earlier reflection. “We
contend that there is a need for more
question-asking, exploration of forms
of knowing, and imaginative reconsid-
eration of learning and less program-
ming and prescription” (Thomas &
Schubert, 1997, p. 284). This is a con-
versation that not only includes con-
temporaries who write and speak
about the possibilities of the educative
act, but engages historical remem-
brance of our intellectual ancestors
and listens to what they have to say
about standards and curriculum. At
minimum, it requires participation in
the philosophic screening that Tyler
contended was a necessary component
of curriculum development. Our aspi-
ration, however, is that contemporary
thinking in education create new ways
of envisioning curriculum that are re-
sponsive to postmodern contributions
in understanding knowledge and
power.

Another direction reflects on the
role of teacher educators as critical in-
terpreters of existent curriculums and
creators of new curriculums, novel
forms of instruction, and appropriate
methods of assessment with others
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(e.g., Connelly & Clandinin, 1988;
Schubert & Ayers, 1992). To expand
only slightly on Elliot Eisner’s con-
cept, an educator is a democratic connois-
seur (Eisner, 1994). He or she is able
to articulate quality in process, per-
formance, and products in education.
She or he develops these characteristic
qualities by deliberating democrati-
cally with all who wish to speak to the
educator’s craft, not only those who
assume authority by credentialing, bu-
reaucratic status, or popular vote.
Through this ongoing exchange of
views (standards being a legitimate ex-
pression of this discussion), the crite-
ria of worth continue to evolve. De-
mocratic connoisseurs also possess the
critical vision to recognize the pres-
ence of educational quality in their
own work and in the work of the sys-
tems in which they exercise their craft.
The democratic connoisseur also con-
siders how social, political, and eco-
nomic interests are advanced or
thwarted in education.

A third responsibility of those who
educate educators is to encourage di-
rect and passionate involvement in
political and social changes for the
benefit of humanity. This involves
promotion of democratic practice un-
derstood as community deliberation
and commitment (Fraser, 1997) and
public advocacy for social policies that
attempt to redress injustice and public
criticisms of state actions that oppress
or institutionalize inequality (e.g.,
Freire, 1973). The standards move-
ment was created by an exercise of po-
litical and economic power; it can also

be contested, resisted, and protested
by learning communities that recog-
nize that their needs are not being ad-
dressed in a curriculum designed from
afar. We call for a revival of progres-
sivism in the Deweyan context (see
Dewey, 1948). Rather than view hu-
man action as an inevitable redistribu-
tion of privilege, we suggest that the
ethical focus of the educator be on en-
couraging authentic progress, under-
stood as actions that effect positive
and sustaining benefit for individuals,
societies, and the environment. An ed-
ucator is a progressive activist.

Reinterpreting Teacher
Standards: Placing INTASC
Principles in Context
If a professor or educator accepts the
philosophic, democratic connoisseur,
and progressive activist dimensions of
the educator’s craft, he or she will
strive to model these qualities in his or
her own labors as well as advancing
these qualities in teacher candidates.
When professors of education incor-
porate these attributes into the exist-
ing portraits offered in certification
standards, the characteristics or prin-
ciples of the effective teacher can be
coopted into a more dynamic, vital
understanding of the educator’s craft.
As an example of this translation, we
will look at each of the ten principles
that direct the INTASC standards for
teachers in light of these three addi-
tional attributes of the educator (IN-
TASC, 1995). We have stated the IN-
TASC principle in brief in each case



but have striven to remain authentic
to the INTASC framework.

INTASC Principle 1
Principle 1: The teacher possesses ex-
pert disciplinary knowledge and can
meaningfully share this knowledge
with students. 

Although it is obvious that the de-
signers of this principle meant “aca-
demic disciplines,” the qualities of
philosophic inquiry, democratic criti-
cism, and progressive activism require
that teachers be responsible to educate
in more than a single academic disci-
pline when addressing the problems,
relationships, and mysteries of living.
The “discipline” of a teacher is how
he or she integrates various languages
for understanding or realms of mean-
ing (Phenix, 1964) so that he or she
shares self and invites the community
of learners to consider and employ the
various languages in the development
of their own “disciplines.”

The notion of discipline needs to
be expanded to recognize that multi-
ple forms of discourse or “disciplines”
shape perception, meaning, theory
construction, and modes of inquiry.
This concept is consonant with tradi-
tional academic disciplines (e.g., sci-
entific literacy, numeracy, language
arts) and Howard Gardner’s theory of
multiple intelligences (Gardner, 1993,
1999). It is important to note that crit-
ical participation in a discourse,
whether as a traditional academic dis-
cipline (e.g., mathematics, science,
language arts, fine arts), the expression
of an intelligence (e.g., kinesthetic,

musical, intrapersonal), or a sociopo-
litical perspective (e.g., gender, race,
culture, class), challenges the assump-
tions or unattended issues within the
discourse. This criticism is attained by
placing knowledge claims of different
disciplines or discourses in dialogue
and not abandoning the aspiration
that by engaging in this multiple dis-
course criticism, problem solving and
insight are possible. Thus, all teachers
need to be able to facilitate an under-
standing of diverse academic and so-
cial disciplines.

Beyond this expanded understand-
ing of “disciplinary” knowledge, there
is another aspect of this principle that
must be considered. If the curriculum
is to be subject to continual conversa-
tion and is to have a progressive
heuristic, students, not teachers or
evaluators or assessments, are the final
arbiters of “meaningfulness” in learn-
ing experiences. Just as we encourage
teachers to engage in challenging the
value assumptions and critically and
democratically deliberate curriculum
proposals, the classroom must also be
a place where conversations about the
curriculum take place.

INTASC Principle 2
Principle 2: The teacher attends to
human development in all its dimen-
sions and provides learning opportu-
nities that cultivate development.
Developmental stage theories are in-
structive and have expanded our un-
derstanding of the maturation of hu-
man beings within and across various
cultural milieus. These theories of in-
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tellectual, social, or personal develop-
ment, however, are insufficient if they
result in the stereotyping of students
or limit access to adventure and op-
portunity. What is required at the out-
set is to attend to the individuals who
compose a learning community. It is
important to know who they are, what
they do, and what they would like to
become. What are their value assump-
tions? What are their interests and
concerns? How can the classroom be a
community of learners engaged in
continual renewal?

INTASC Principle 3
Principle 3: The teacher knows that
students learn differently and adapts
instructional opportunities to these
differences. 

This standard encourages knowl-
edge of multiple intelligences, learn-
ing style differences, and exceptional-
ity. It calls for attending to the needs
of students whose first language is not
English, as well as students with di-
verse academic background and family
and cultural values when designing
and implementing instruction. The
principle is an acknowledgment of the
multicultural reality of contemporary
schooling.

Christine Sleeter and Carl Grant
(1999) provide a useful framework for
understanding the various ways that
educators can interpret “multicultural
education.” A socially conservative
option interprets multicultural educa-
tion as “teaching the exceptional and
culturally different.” This approach
accommodates and adapts the domi-

nant society’s curriculum through in-
struction so that students who are not
from the dominant cultures can be
successful in achieving the state-sanc-
tioned content and performance stan-
dards. Other options include a human
relations approach, based on princi-
ples of tolerance and respect for dif-
ferences in conventional practices; a
single studies or elective programs ap-
proach (e.g., African-American his-
tory); and multicultural education that
incorporates diverse cultural perspec-
tives in determining the curriculum.
Sleeter and Grant are advocates for a
posture that promotes social recon-
struction through the critical interac-
tion of cultural differences and the
critical examination of power and op-
pression in cultural relationships.

The INTASC principle as de-
scribed in the section “Knowledge,
Dispositions, and Performances That
the Teacher Should Possess” suggests
that multicultural education should be
defined principally as accommodating
difference to ensure that students with
differences can meet standards that
are set outside of their culture or iden-
tity. In contrast, for adopting the addi-
tional qualities—that an educator be
philosophic, a democratic connois-
seur, and a progressive activist—only a
curriculum that is responsive to differ-
ences in culture and identity can be
regarded as a meaningful interpreta-
tion of this principle.

INTASC Principle 4
Principle 4: The teacher uses instruc-
tional variety to encourage the devel-



opment of problem-solving, critical-
thinking, and performance skills. 

The proposal that instruction be
varied to be engaging and effective is
commendable. In this principle, we
concede that the authors recognize
that without attending to the back-
ground and capacities of the learners,
even a cleverly orchestrated variety
show is unlikely to result in the cogni-
tive engagements that are the desired
outcome. The apparent disconnect
between curriculum and instruction
that is suggested in this principle is,
however, most disturbing. The pecu-
liar notion that any content can be
made interesting if the instructor ap-
plies his or her instructional skills,
finding clever and interactive methods
of packaging the concept so that it is
“attractive” to different students (au-
dience members), is contrary to the
need to build from reflection on the
values of the community. Video games
that have come on the market in re-
cent years (e.g., MathBlaster) that
teach traditional disciplinary knowl-
edge and skills in an arcade game fash-
ion are but one high-tech version of
this idea. In observing teachers and
student teachers, we have seen many
game-show formats (Jeopardy, So You
Want to Be a Millionaire) used as a sta-
ple in instruction, employed to
achieve variety of content. What is
missing in this interpretation of the
teacher’s craft is the recognition that
all meaningful curriculum has a voice
and that this voice must be listened to
carefully and respectfully when con-
sidering instruction. When the cur-
riculum is trivial or irrelevant, instruc-

tion needs to be “dressed up” to make
the content attractive to the students.
If the effort is successful, a student
may “compliment” the teacher by say-
ing, “You made a boring subject inter-
esting!” Who did the teacher fool with
all this fancy footwork? The student
still recognizes the curriculum for
what it is.

Another example of this disconnect
is forcing an instructional model on a
curriculum without being sensitive to
the tone of the content, a skill that de-
mands sensitivity. This can occur with
either conventional or even innovative
classroom practice. One of the authors
recently previewed a promotional
piece on problem-based learning that
examined the decision of the United
States to drop atomic bombs on
Japanese cities in World War II as an
ill-structured problem. Although the
teacher employs several interactive
instructional innovations (KWL,
graphic organizers, cooperative learn-
ing), the end result rings hollow. This
is an important narrative in our na-
tional and global history; it is a cur-
riculum that one must reflect on
philosophically, democratically, and
ethically before determining how to
bring this issue to a community of
learners. The good-faith effort of the
teacher and students to employ this
new instructional strategy in order to
engage in critical thinking and prob-
lem solving evoked none of the im-
mensity, drama, and tragedy of this
decision. What did the students learn
from this exercise about war, about
governments, and about being
human?
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INTASC Principle 5

Principle 5: The teacher establishes a
learning environment that motivates
students to learn and behave in ways
that engage learning and promote
positive social interaction.

The knowledge base that describes
this principle can lead to the accept-
ance that it is not only possible but de-
sirable to manipulate the motivation
and behavior of others. At the same
time, the principle advocates for
“democratic values in the classroom”
and acknowledges intrinsic motivation
as the most compelling director of be-
havior. Jere Brophy (1998) has sug-
gested an approach that is consistent
with the ideas we presented in re-
sponse to principle 4 on instruction.
“Motivation to learn” is different from
extrinsic motivation, where the reward
stands apart from the required behav-
ior, and intrinsic motivation, where
the student acts because he or she
finds personal value in the behavior,
bringing this value to the behavior.
Motivation to learn brings the lesson
to the student and brings the student
to the lesson. What this means is that
the instructor must first think about
how the curriculum and instruction
speak to the lives of the community of
learners and then facilitate the invita-
tion as well as the conduct of learning,
ensuring that students will find the ex-
perience educative and personally ex-
pansive. The emphasis in Brophy’s
proposal is that motivation to learn is
an educational process of responding
to values, encouraging reflection on
purpose and process, and effecting an

understanding of the worth of learn-
ing; it is not manipulated outside of
the student’s cognitive or affective de-
liberation.

INTASC Principle 6
Principle 6: The teacher employs ef-
fective communication to foster active
inquiry, collaboration, and supportive
interaction in the classroom.

We concur that the experts got this
principle right in most respects. They
are careful to note that effective com-
munication is as much about listening
and being with others as it is about
speaking. This principle also recog-
nizes that encouraging the students to
converse with one another is every bit
as important as having an engaging
public speaker at the front of the
room. The desired performances de-
tailed in the document, however, em-
phasize the teacher’s ability to be a
“great communicator.” Freire (1973)
has convincingly argued that educa-
tion must be based on humanistic dia-
logue and that the teacher can con-
sider him- or herself competent only
when the students can communicate
their lives, their concerns, and use lan-
guage to confront oppressive and re-
pressive conditions.

INTASC Principle 7
Principle 7: The teacher plans instruc-
tion based on the interaction of the
subject matter, the students, the com-
munity, and curriculum goals.

The substance of this principle has
already been discussed in the context



of how the INTASC standards speak
to curriculum development. On the
surface, this provides a model of cur-
riculum development that is related to
the Tyler rationale; however, the lack
of philosophic screening and the fail-
ure to prioritize the lives of the learn-
ers as the beginning point of design-
ing curriculum and instruction require
that the principle do more than is
suggested.

INTASC Principle 8 
Principle 8: The teacher uses various
assessment techniques to evaluate and
monitor the development of the learn-
ers.

The ascendance of assessment as a
valued competence for teachers has
given rise to the encouraging use of
performance assessments and portfo-
lios. The past decade has also wit-
nessed the expansion of large-scale
assessment. Consistent with the philo-
sophic, critical, and progressive quali-
ties of an educator, important consid-
erations in assessment are whether the
assessment is measuring meaningful
qualities, whether it is responsive to
information that the learner is seek-
ing, and whether the information
from assessment is of benefit to the
one who is being assessed. Large-scale
assessment can indeed provide useful
information for some purposes (e.g.,
program improvement). The problem
is that large-scale assessment has been
employed to do things that it is not
particularly good at doing, especially
in its contemporary alliance with con-
tent standards and the micromanaging

of student accountability from afar. It
is questionable, when used inappro-
priately, whether such assessments are
measuring qualities that are meaning-
ful (particularly to the one being as-
sessed) and whether there is any real
benefit to the person being assessed. It
is our contention, with regard to the
benefits of large-scale assessment, that
such instruments should never be used
as the sole determinant in making im-
portant social decisions about individ-
uals (e.g., denial of opportunity).

Self-assessment of processes, per-
formances, and products that matter to
the learner, conducted with honesty
and care, is likely to be the most
worthwhile endeavor. The problem is
that we seldom offer any of these kinds
of activities in the conventional school
setting. The closest kin in validity is
structured criticism and reflection of-
fered by the community of learners
(with the teacher facilitating this as-
sessment) for improvement of the
learner’s work. The further away from
the learning community that assess-
ment construction, administration,
and interpretation moves, the more
questionable its validity and its utility
to effect improved understanding.

INTASC Principle 9
Principle 9: The teacher is a reflective
practitioner committed to continued
professional growth.

Directly related to this principle is
the second responsibility of the pro-
fessor of education enumerated ear-
lier: to invite teacher candidates to be-
come democratic connoisseurs of
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education; the principle implies that
the teacher understands the various
forms of self-inquiry, extending be-
yond consideration of technique to
the consideration of the interactions
of the various commonplaces of the
school and to social critical inquiry.

The current enthusiasm for reflec-
tive practice and for action research is
in danger of being co-opted by stan-
dards advocates who may limit reflec-
tion to the fine-tuning of technical
competencies. According to Kenneth
Zeichner’s levels of reflection (Zeich-
ner & Liston, 1996), in technical re-
flection the practitioner examines
craft to strive for improvement in ef-
fectiveness. A second level of contex-
tual reflection builds on Joseph
Schwab’s (1983) admonition to con-
sider the practical dimensions of edu-
cation. Practical reflection encourages
the consideration of the interaction of
the educator with the subject matter,
the students, and the institutional
context. Contextual reflection exam-
ines the situational and institutional
factors that frame practice and finds
problems that may arise from social
assumptions, purposes, and aims that
are contrary to the well-being of the
student or client. Critical reflection
challenges all conventional assump-
tions about the educator’s craft and
strives to determine whose power and
knowledge interests are being ex-
tended and promoted through this ac-
tivity (e.g., Parker, 1997). Unless re-
flection is encouraged on all three
levels, there is not likely to be move-
ment to reconstruct standards as a
contributory rather than a controlling

influence on the curriculum and the
profession; of particular importance is
developing reflection on the effects of
implicit and explicit personal, politi-
cal, economic, social, and class policies
and actions on the educator’s craft. 

Professional growth is synonymous
with growth as a teacher/learner, a
companion, a global citizen, and a
person. To advocate for “training” in
instructional innovation or new as-
sessment designs is not likely to renew
the profession, particularly when
those subject to in-service are not
consulted on whether this training is
responsive to their professional needs.
Parker Palmer’s (1998) suggestion of a
more introspective approach to pro-
fessional growth and renewal is more
consonant with the attributes that we
are advocating.

INTASC Principle 10
Principle 10: The teacher is a col-
league in the widest sense, interacting
with the entire school community.

The temptation here is to be pedes-
trian in interpreting the school com-
munity. We encourage the teacher to
include in the community those who
are currently writing about educa-
tion’s purpose. Opportunities to com-
municate with educators besides the
person across the hall are more avail-
able than ever before through the ex-
pansion of technology. Collegiality
should extend to parents and students.
It should also extend to the crafters of
the many other curricular artifacts
that help students learn: media, the
music industry, the toy industry, the



Internet, museums, and recreation
and social organizations.

Conclusion
The preceding interpretation of the
INTASC principles is intended both
as a sample exercise and as a personal
invitation. It is an exercise insofar as
every professor in every college of ed-
ucation under accreditation in every
state is being confronted with the re-
quirement to integrate standards
much like these into the design of her
or his program for teacher prepara-
tion. We recognize that we have two
options: Let the standards interpret
our careers, or let our professional
convictions interpret the standards.
We advocate for the latter. The pro-
cess that we have followed, a reflec-
tion on the foundational qualities that
we profess as essential to the educa-
tor’s craft, followed by a recasting of
state and national certification stan-
dards by self-selected priorities, is now
reflected in the conceptual frame-
works of our respective universities.

This interpretation is also a per-
sonal invitation. It has helped us to re-
member the elements of education
that we truly value and to prioritize
our commitments to our students and
our colleagues. We extend an invita-
tion to others to share their ideas with
us on points of congruence and points
of contention. Through this process,
we are confident that we will expand
our self-understanding as philoso-
phers of education, as democratic con-
noisseurs, and as progressive activists,

qualities that we uphold as essential in
our profession.

Notes
1. For example, see the list of state

participants in the teacher certification
projects conducted by the Council of
Chief School Officers.
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Since the creation of a system of com-
mon schools in the early 1800s, ideas
about poverty have shaped ideas about
public schooling and educational re-
form in the United States (Kaestle,
1983). Today, we hear a lot about the
need to “encourage” poor children
with words of hope and possibility,
based on the assumption that what
they need is more faith in themselves
and confidence in their academic abil-
ities. We also hear, especially from
some of the harshest critics of public
schooling, about the need to tolerate
“no excuses” from “the educational es-
tablishment and its apologists,” who
allegedly foster a “culture of de-
featism” rooted in an “ideology of vic-
timhood” (Carter, 2000, pp. 2–3).

Two sides of the same coin, the dis-
courses of encouragement and of “no
excuses” invite us to overlook the sig-
nificance of poverty in schooling, the
first by focusing attention narrowly on
the psyches of poor children and often
therefore away from broader social

forces of impoverishment, and the
second through caricature, ridicule,
and a grab for the moral high ground.
For example, according to the most
recent book published in the Heritage
Foundation’s “no excuses” campaign,
“apologists [for the educational estab-
lishment] claim that the legacies of
poverty, racism, and broken families
cannot be overcome when it comes to
educating our nation’s neediest . . .
[and consequently] that poor children
are uneducable” (Carter, 2000, pp.
2–3, 7). As a faculty member in a
school of education and therefore a
member of the “education establish-
ment,” I know of no one who makes
this claim. Nevertheless, in position-
ing themselves against such alleged
beliefs, proponents of a “no excuses”
discourse encourage us to equate be-
lief in the educability of all children
with a particular school reform
agenda—namely, one centered around
a test-driven curriculum and skills-
based instruction that links student
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promotion and graduation as well as
teacher pay and retention to the re-
sults of high-stakes, standardized
tests.1 Anyone who questions this
agenda presumably then lacks faith in
the educability of poor children.

Meanwhile, researchers continue to
document the physical and emotional
toll poverty takes on children’s lives,
including their educational lives
(Books, 1998; Duncan & Brooks-
Gunn, 1997; National Commission on
Children, 1991; Polakow, 1993, 1998;
Sherman, 1997). Shunned by many
doctors, dentists, and schools and ef-
fectively from most residential com-
munities, poor children and their fam-
ilies end up surrounded by almost
every social ill imaginable: pollution,
violence, drugs, disease, unstable em-
ployment, jobs that pay less than a liv-
ing wage. All of this inevitably affects
schooling. Although acknowledging
this says nothing about the educability
of poor children, it does suggest what
it would mean to take seriously the
potential effects of poverty.

I recently interviewed nine princi-
pals and assistant principals of high-
poverty schools in upstate New York.
The administrators spoke straightfor-
wardly about what poverty means for
their students: hunger, unstable hous-
ing, frequent moves, and so on. They
also minimized the significance of all
this in their own work. “We don’t
want to be seen as making excuses,” an
assistant principal explained, when I
asked explicitly about the apparent re-
luctance to speak about the signifi-
cance of poverty in schooling. Rather
than “motivating” school leaders and,

through them, teachers and students, I
believe the “no excuses” discourse sti-
fles thought about the educational sig-
nificance of poverty in ways that are
not helpful to anyone, least of all to
children whose minds, bodies, and
emotions are often deeply affected by
poverty.

In her essay “The Emperor’s New
Clothes,” Patricia Williams (1997) ar-
gues that just as a collective silence
arose around the emperor’s nakedness
in the Hans Christian Andersen story,
despite what his subjects saw with
their own eyes, so too has a discourse
of “colorblindness” arisen around the
continuing significance of race in this
society. Within this discourse, wide-
spread racism hides behind an ideal of
colorblindness, an ideal unrealized but
affirmed as if thereby made real. Just
as the townspeople in the fable denied
the imperial nakedness they person-
ally witnessed, proclamations of color-
blindness in our own time and place
harbor some level of self-deception,
Williams argues. Many of us proclaim
to be true what we experience as false,
namely, the idea that color really
doesn’t matter any more. Like the em-
peror’s subjects and servants, we fear
that talking honestly—in our case,
about the continuing significance of
race in this society—would reflect
badly on us. More appealing to many
people, Williams suggests, is the idea
that although race once mattered in
this society, those days fortunately are
gone. From more than one of my stu-
dents and practicing and preservice
teachers, I have indeed heard, “I don’t
see race, I see children.”
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I believe a similar push to “not see”
the educational significance of poverty
hides the damage wrought by systemic
poverty and, consequently, seriously
constrains thought about educational
reform. Mounting evidence shows
that poor children, arguably those
who need the most from public
schools, continue to receive the least
by any measure, regarding school
building conditions (Kozol, 1991),
teacher quality,2 curriculum quality
(Oakes, 1985), and relationships with
adults willing and able to make other
opportunities available (Stanton-
Salazar, 1997). For example, see the
findings of Jean Anyon’s (1997) study
of New Jersey schools. Nevertheless,
the notion that maybe poverty doesn’t
matter so much after all is showing up
in educational reform reports shaped
by powerful political agendas and is
being institutionalized in school poli-
cies and practices.

Like the conspiracy of silence in the
face of the emperor’s nakedness, the
suggestion that poverty need not mat-
ter so much in schooling serves other
purposes. Although often regarded as
a way of providing hope and encour-
agement to the poor, playing down
the significance of poverty in chil-
dren’s school lives hands “ownership
of the problem” of poverty to poor
children, their families, their teachers,
or school administrators. Minimizing
the educational significance of poverty
does not magically whisk it away. It
just hinders serious public discussion.

In an article in the New York Times
Magazine, James Traub (2000) ac-
knowledges the difficulty of arguing,

as he nevertheless does, that “educa-
tional inequality is rooted in economic
problems and social pathologies too
deep to be overcome by school alone.”
Traub states as “painful” fact his belief
that over the last thirty-five years “we
have fiddled with practically every-
thing you could think to fiddle with”
in an effort to improve the opportuni-
ties of poor children, albeit with little
result (p. 54). Arguably, “fiddle” is all
we have done, with little sincerity and
so, predictably, with little result. Nev-
ertheless, Traub understands the poli-
tics of the discourse: “Why say any-
thing [about the efficacy of schooling]
that could discourage the children,
parents and teachers who so desper-
ately need encouragement?” he asks
rhetorically. “Why give aid and com-
fort to the opponents of high stan-
dards?” (p. 54).

These questions, which do haunt
the discourse on school reform, are
loaded. They represent a false choice.
It is not necessary to choose between
(1) taking the education of all chil-
dren, especially poor children, seri-
ously and (2) confronting the real
challenges in schooling, especially
those that come with the territory of
poverty. “Encouragement” severed
from clear-sighted understanding of
what poverty means for children does
little besides set the stage for export-
ing blame—to poor children and fam-
ilies, to teachers and administrators,
or to teacher educators, if not all of
the above. Profession of faith, even
blind faith, in public schooling as a
step to doors of opportunity is not the
only alternative to the implied coun-



terview that, like it or not, the chil-
dren of the poor for the most part
grow up to be poor and the children
of the rich to be rich, regardless of
what transpires in the classroom. It is
possible to acknowledge the actual
challenges of schooling in a class-
stratified society without bowing to a
societal structure regarded as unalter-
able. I will say more about the politics
of contemporary talk about poverty
and schooling after considering some
of the comments school administra-
tors shared with me.

Administrators on Schooling
and Poverty
During the summer of 1999 I inter-
viewed nine principals and assistant
principals in seven schools in upstate
New York.3 In all but one of the
schools, most of the students (50 to 85
percent) were eligible to receive free
or reduced-price lunches, a commonly
used index of poverty. I asked the
school administrators to talk with me
in part to gather information to share
with my own teacher-education stu-
dents and in part to compare adminis-
trators’ perspectives on the relation-
ship between schooling and poverty
with those advanced by people outside
the profession. I anticipated arguing
that in these times of high-stakes edu-
cational change, when politicians
across the nation are lining up to
champion “standards” and when state
after state is wrestling with various
schemes for privatizing public educa-
tion, it is vital for school leaders to
bring their insights more fully into the

public arena. The interviews left me
with a heightened sensitivity to all that
works against such a contribution
from school leaders, including the
pressure exerted by a politically com-
plicated and ideologically charged
public discourse on poverty and
school reform.

Although the interviews were con-
versational, all included these ques-
tions: Is poverty an educational issue?
If so, why exactly? How, specifically,
does poverty affect your school? Most
of the administrators offered straight-
forward information that probably
will surprise no one reading this arti-
cle. They spoke of hunger, of illness,
of students floundering without advo-
cates in a system ill equipped to meet
their needs, and of disruption caused
by family evictions and seasonal or
temporary employment.

The need [for students] to work
interferes with time to study. Care of
siblings is sometimes a factor.

—High school administrator, Yonkers

Kraft elbow macaroni and Doritos too
often are staples. Covert racism within
the staff. There are also health issues,
asthmatics. The garbage is not picked
up; [students] are inhaling
contaminants. The air is foul in areas
where things are burned illegally.
—Elementary school principal, Yonkers

No one is going to bat for the poorer
kids. The parents don’t have the
wherewithal and they are scared of
school. I can’t have fluent conversations
with native Spanish speakers. We
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[school people] don’t embrace the
parents because of our own limitations.

—Intermediate school principal, 
upstate New York

Children come in without preschool
experience, immunizations, or
preventive health care. . . . Families
are often homeless, living in cars.
Families are often evicted because their
homes are condemned or because rents
are exorbitant. With transportation,
you could live out of the city and get
something better for less. Five to 10
percent of the student body is
chronically mobile. Some children
register in October. Education is not a
priority when food and shelter are in
jeopardy. There is sometimes a lag [in
registering children in school] after a
move. Learning often isn’t focused on
the ABCs, but rather on worries:
Where is my classroom? Who is my
teacher? Who will be my friend?
Children are preoccupied with these
things and this interferes with
learning.

—Elementary school principal, 
Middletown

There’s been a decline in needy students
since a trailer park was closed down.
[What happened to the students?] The
families moved; the students went
elsewhere. This was hard. The parents
often did not have a car, so meeting
with them was difficult. They often
didn’t have a phone either, but usually
did have Medicaid, which made it
possible to get services like outside
counseling. . . . Our third-grade PEP
[Pupil Evaluation Program] was up

last year [compared with the year
before when the students living in the
trailer park were enrolled]. Also,
discipline referrals have dropped.
—Elementary school assistant principal,

upstate New York

Along with the preceding types of
comments, with few exceptions the
administrators made a point of affirm-
ing the abilities and aspirations of stu-
dents living in poverty with state-
ments like these:

Their academic ability is equal [to that
of other students].

—High school administrator, 
Yonkers

Whether belief or fantasy, students
have high aspirations.

—High school principal, 
upstate New York

Questions about parents evoked
mixed feelings:

Parents don’t always know what to do.
They don’t know about postsecondary
education. We [teachers and
administrators] have to convince the
parents that their child should go
on. . . . Hispanic parents expect schools
to take care of all educational
concerns—hence, it is very odd for
them to come in making demands.
They believe the school has the
knowledge.

—High school principal, Yonkers

All parents want the best for their
children. I’ve had crack-addicted



mothers in my office demanding the
best for their children.
—Elementary school principal, Yonkers

What are the problems? Preoccupation
on the part of the parents with other
habits, such as drugs. Parents check in
with the school only when they are
stresssed, by their kids or the school,
and then they come in a reactive mode.
[They] trust in the system, perhaps too
much. Parents say they don’t read the
school newsletter because they trust the
school: “We believe you will do the
right thing.” And [there is the] belief
that schools should do it all. Parents’
attitude is: “We feed and water them.
You do the rest.”

—High school principal, 
upstate New York

Parents want their kids to do well in
school. With whatever they can bring
to this world to make that happen,
they’re doing it. When they have
difficulty getting to school, it’s often
because the school is a magnet facility
and they don’t have cars and have
younger children at home.

—Elementary school principal, 
Yonkers

The school administrators also
spoke of racism harbored in teachers’
biases, of a general lack of understand-
ing of the role of culture in education,
and of self-interested union agendas:

The impact of poverty on education
depends on where the child is going to
school. Teachers and what they bring,
such as personal biases and

expectations, are the critical variables.
Success is predicated on expectations. If
I am a white person in the Northeast,
if all my educational experience has
been here, I will have an Ivy attitude.
. . . The real issues for economically
disadvantaged pupils are teachers’
knowledge of culture and knowledge of
teaching modalities.

—High school assistant principal, 
upstate New York

The constituents [teachers] aren’t
representing the clients [students].
Unions . . . need to recognize the
difference between “adult working
conditions” and “student learning
conditions,” which schools control.

—Elementary school principal, 
Yonkers

Most of the administrators volun-
teered strong affirmation not only of
the abilities and aspirations of chil-
dren and youths growing up in pov-
erty, but also of the opportunities
open to them:

Poverty is not a deterrent. It makes
children stronger. It’s not an easy road,
but it’s not a dead end either.

—High school administrator, Yonkers

Poverty makes the kids’ job more
challenging, not mine. . . . Schools
have always been a refuge for poor
kids.

—Elementary school principal, 
Yonkers

The gold ring is a possibility. You’re
only limited by your own fears. We

250 CLASS AND SOCIOECONOMICS



251Saying Poverty Doesn’t Matter Doesn’t Make It So

have to not only give this message, but
also the means. We need to tell you
[students] every day: yes you can.

—Intermediate school principal, 
upstate New York

Although poverty is a risk factor, you
cannot use poverty as an excuse for
academic achievement.

—High school principal, 
upstate New York

The Discourse on Poverty 
and Schooling

The research is conclusive: Chronic
shortages of nutritious food, unstable
housing, emotional stress, inadequate
health care, environmental poisons—
all of which poor children suffer in dis-
proportionate numbers—complicate
schooling, at best. Meeting the educa-
tional needs of poor children conse-
quently requires more from teachers,
schools, and the broader society. Al-
though the nation’s highest courts
have never acknowledged the signifi-
cance of the educational inequities
poor children suffer as a group,4 a ma-
jor piece of federal legislation, Title I
of the Elementary and Secondary Ed-
ucation Act, which provides funds to
local school districts that serve large
numbers of poor children, stands as of-
ficial recognition of the toll poverty
takes on children and youths.

So too do the administrators’ com-
ments about all that poverty means for
students and to some extent for them-
selves. Almost all of these administra-
tors are struggling continually to “do
more with less,” spending long hours

and many vacations writing grant pro-
posals seeking private funding for
much-needed services, and dipping
into their own pockets, in some cases
considerably, to help students in one
way or another. No money for lunch,
for a ticket to the prom, for a dress for
the prom, to pay college application
fees, to make college tuition pay-
ments—the administrators I spoke
with are “fixing” all of these poverty-
related problems by “throwing money”
(their own) at them.

Given all that these school leaders
point out goes hand-in-hand with
poverty—hunger, stress-induced dis-
traction, frequent absences and school
changes, exposure to environmental
poisons, and so on—it’s difficult to un-
derstand some of their other com-
ments. In what sense does poverty
challenge students but not their teach-
ers? In what sense are poor children
(or any children for that matter) lim-
ited only by their own fears? And why
the caution that although a risk factor,
poverty ought not be used as an ex-
cuse? Why assume the two go to-
gether—recognition of the “risks” of
poverty and efforts to “excuse” low
achievement?

The administrators’ seemingly con-
tradictory suggestions—that, on one
hand, poverty doesn’t affect their own
work that much, and that, on the
other, it affects their work in clear,
quantifiable ways—make sense only in
the context of a larger discourse on
poverty and school reform. As an il-
lustration of the ideological frame-
work shaping this discourse, consider
the 1986 film Stand and Deliver. Based



on former high school teacher Jaime
Escalante’s work with Chicano stu-
dents in a Los Angeles barrio, the film
illustrates the kind of thinking about
poverty and school reform that is both
pervasive and dangerous in the sense
that it undermines serious discussion
of the educational significance of
poverty.

Early on in Stand and Deliver, the
principal of Garfield High shares
some bad news with the math faculty:
The school’s accreditation is in jeop-
ardy; improvements in student
achievement must be shown by the
end of the year. As depicted in the
film, this is a school where the princi-
pal refers to students as “little bas-
tards,” students strip their teachers’
cars, physical education instructors
double as math teachers, and parents
seemingly have little interest in or ap-
preciation of their children’s educa-
tion. “If we fail,” the principal warns,
“we’ll be put on probation.” Offended
by the suggestion, the chair of the
math department protests: “If we fail?
You can’t teach logarithms to illiter-
ates. These kids come to us with
barely a seventh-grade education. If
you want higher test scores, start by
changing the economic level of the
community. There isn’t a teacher here
who isn’t doing everything he possibly
can.” At this critical juncture Es-
calante speaks up. “I’m not,” he says.
“I could teach more.” “What do you
need?” the principal asks, skeptical but
intrigued. “Ganas,” he replies. “That’s
all I need is ganas.”

As the fact-based story unfolds, Es-
calante proves his point that given ad-

equate desire and perseverance on the
part of teacher and student alike, the
effects of poverty, years of low-quality
schooling, and institutionalized racism
can be overcome. Escalante ridicules
goof-off students who appear headed
toward dead-end jobs: “Tough guys
don’t do math; tough guys deep-fry
chicken for a living,” he tells them. In
an effort to push his students into a
consciousness of opportunity, Es-
calante almost dares them to cling to
their beliefs that schooling doesn’t
matter. “Ten million people out of
work—that’s a negative number,” a
young man retorts when Escalante
tries to explain the concept of negative
and positive values. “We’re going to
need a lot of Kleenexes,” Escalante
snaps back.

Escalante announces a “new school
order” on his second day at the school:
“We will begin each class with a quiz.
There will be no free rides, no ex-
cuses. You already have two strikes
against you. There are people in this
world who will assume you know less
than you do because of your names
and your complexion. But math is the
great equalizer. When you go for a
job, the person giving you that job will
not want to hear your problems and
neither do I. You’re going to work
harder than you have ever worked be-
fore. The only thing I ask from you is
ganas—desire.”

The new teacher invites those un-
willing to play by these rules to free up
their seats in the class. Some do, but
those who stay end up passing the AP
[Advanced Placement] calculus exam
with flying colors—twice, the second
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time to disprove disbelievers at the
Educational Testing Service. We learn
at the end of the film that this level of
achievement was not a fluke. For at
least five years thereafter, the number
of Garfield students passing the AP
calculus exam continued to rise.

The film makes me cry. The stu-
dents and their teacher work so hard
and accomplish so much. It’s gratify-
ing to see them finally get some well-
deserved public acknowledgment of
their academic achievements. Rela-
tionships develop, Escalante seems to
find a long-sought sense of meaning
and purpose in his life, and the stu-
dents grow in confidence and compe-
tence. Racism is outed and individual
potential affirmed.

The film also leaves me feeling ma-
nipulated. Are these really the only vi-
able perspectives on the relationship
between schooling and poverty: either
Escalante’s belief that, given the requi-
site desire, schooling can open doors
to the children of the poor and render
social injustices irrelevant, or his de-
partment chair’s suggestion that, given
entrenched mechanisms of social re-
production, schooling cannot signifi-
cantly alter class structures? Why
frame thinking about schooling and
poverty in this polarized way?

The Politics of “Not Seeing”
A long tradition of scholarship sup-
ports the view, caricatured in the film
Stand and Deliver, that for the most
part schools reflect and shore up
broader societal structures and there-
fore do very little to “level the playing

field” (e.g., Bowles & Gintis, 1976).
Sadly, the plethora of test scores now
circulating among state departments
of education and showing up in local
newspapers does little to challenge
this observation. When the New York
State Education Department reported
the results of a fourth-grade math test
and of eighth-grade math and lan-
guage arts tests for the year 1999, the
scores for the huge conglomeration of
New York City districts were distress-
ingly predictable: “The city districts
that performed poorly, like those that
performed well, scored almost exactly
as the socioeconomic status of the
children in them would have pre-
dicted. You could have predicted the
fourth-grade test scores of all but one
of the city’s 32 districts merely by
knowing the percentage of students in
a given district who quality for a free
lunch” (Traub, 2000, p. 52).

Results of the 1999 Florida Com-
prehensive Assessment Test revealed
the same pattern. Florida grades its
schools on the basis of their students’
test scores. Across the state, no school
in which fewer than 10 percent of the
students qualify for the free lunch
program scored below a C, and no
school in which more than 80 percent
of the students qualify for the free
lunch program scored above a C
(Wilgoren, 2000).

A 1999 study confirmed that “level
of school funding and child poverty
have substantial and statistically sig-
nificant net effects on average student
achievement among the school dis-
tricts of America” (Payne & Biddle,
1999, p. 11). Payne and Biddle’s calcu-



lations showed that if scores in the
Second International Mathematics
Study had been generated solely by
well-funded schools in low-poverty
districts, the United States would have
ranked second only to Japan among
the twenty-three participating na-
tions. On the other hand, if scores had
been generated solely by very poorly
funded schools in high-poverty dis-
tricts, “our aggregate achievement
score would have been below those of
all other industrialized nations studied
and nearly on a par with those of Ni-
geria and Swaziland!” (p. 11). These
numbers suggest poor children are not
being educated to vie competitively
for opportunities in higher education
and professional work. These num-
bers say nothing at all, of course,
about the potential of individual stu-
dents, poor or not, to learn, but speak
volumes about the school experience
of poor children, that is, about what
poverty actually means in schooling.

I cite this research not to argue for
resignation and throwing up one’s
hands, but rather to critique the con-
ceptual straitjacket perpetrated in
films like Stand and Deliver, in the re-
cent “no excuses” discourse, and even
in the comments of well-meaning,
dedicated school professionals. The
suggestion that schools can do either
everything or nothing at all is a
pseudo choice, a stacked deck. Who’s
going to side with the naysayers? This
“good guys, bad guys” scenario pro-
vides a backdrop for a whole genre of
“inspirational” stories of teachers and
students who succeed against the odds
(Ayers, 1994). The “good guys” (e.g.,

Escalante) have faith and hope in
young people; the “bad guys” (e.g., his
department chair and the Educational
Testing Service) don’t. It’s easy to side
with the former and feel good. How-
ever, mapping the conceptual terrain
in this way—two choices, only one of
which is morally tenable—seriously
constrains informed discussion of the
significance of poverty in schooling.
When hopelessness and fatalism be-
come the only imaginable or morally
permissible alternatives to blind faith
in the efficacy of schooling, little seri-
ous discussion of the significance of
poverty in the educational lives of
children is possible.

In such an ideological climate, get-
tough policies that “hold schools ac-
countable, regardless,” make sense. So
does the use of high-stakes testing to
control almost every aspect of schools
(curriculum, instruction, and assess-
ment; students’ promotion and gradu-
ation; teachers’ and administrators’
pay and tenure). So do professional
preparation programs for educators
that invite little thought about what
poverty actually does to and means for
children. So too do task force reports,
such as one issued by the American
Council on Education (1999), which
states: “We know now that the quality
of the teacher is the key to improved
student performance regardless of the
condition of the schools, the affluence
of the child, the nature of the commu-
nity, or any other element in the lives
or educational environment of school
children” (pp. 5–6).

The assertion that the condition of
schools, the material well-being of
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families, and the dynamics of commu-
nities are not even worth thinking
about—of no regard—in considera-
tions of how best to improve student
performance flies in the face of dec-
ades of research (e.g., Anyon, 1997;
Coleman et al., 1966; Kennedy et al.,
1986; Kozol, 1991, 1996; Wilson,
1987). It is also unnecessary to make
such an assertion if the point is simply
to affirm the educational importance
of teachers. This affirmation does not
require dismissing entirely the signifi-
cance of school facilities in good re-
pair, of families able to stay afloat fi-
nancially, or of community supports
for parents and other caregivers for
children.

It’s hard not to feel that little has
been learned. This discourse has a
long history. In the wake of the con-
troversy over the Moynihan report on
the black family in the 1960s, many
scholars have shied away from serious
research and commentary:

The vitriolic attacks and acrimonious
debate that characterized that contro-
versy proved to be too intimidating to
scholars, especially to liberal scholars.
Indeed, . . . in an effort to protect their
work from the charge of racism or of
“blaming the victim,” liberal social sci-
entists tended to avoid describing any
behavior that could be construed as un-
flattering or stigmatizing to racial mi-
norities. Accordingly, for a period of
several years and well after this contro-
versy had subsided the growing prob-
lems of poverty concentration, jobless-
ness and other social dislocations in the
inner-city ghetto did not attract serious

research attention. Until the mid-
1980s, the void was partially filled by
journalists, and therefore conclusions
about the behavior of inner-city resi-
dents were reached without the benefit
of systematic empirical research or
thoughtful theoretical arguments.
(Wilson, 1997, p. 753)

Wilson (1997) fears the same thing
could happen again in the wake of the
more recent controversy over the use
and misuse of the term underclass. The
contemporary discourse on poverty
and schooling suggests these concerns
are warranted. Although there is no
scarcity of research in this area,
“thoughtful theoretical arguments”
seem overshadowed by overstated
proclamations about the power of
schools to render all other social injus-
tices meaningless. At best, this is
naive, at worst, a politically shrewd
manipulation that ultimately pits
teachers and students against each
other.

In the prevailing, show-me-the-
numbers climate, polarized, all-or-
nothing thinking about the relation-
ship between schooling and poverty
leaves school leaders in the untenable
position, ultimately, of making pov-
erty not matter so much after all.
When high-profile school reform re-
ports, popular films, and even some
professional preparation programs
denigrate talk about the educational
significance of poverty as “making ex-
cuses,” school leaders predictably will
speak cautiously. This in turn deprives
the public of important insights and
undercuts advocacy for poor children.



If poverty doesn’t really matter, why
go to bat for poor children?

Three decades ago, Robert Rosen-
thal and Lenore Jacobson (1968)
warned that educational policy makers
were asking the wrong question:

Over time, our educational policy ques-
tion has changed from “Who ought to
be educated?” to “Who is capable of be-
ing educated?” The ethical question has
been traded in for the scientific ques-
tion. For those children whose educa-
bility is in doubt, there is a label. They
are the educationally, or culturally, or
socioeconomically, deprived children
and, as things stand now, they appear
not to be able to learn as do those who
are more advantaged. (p. 181)

We seemingly have come full circle,
trading in the scientific question for
the earlier question, recast in the terms
of what Cornel West (1999) calls mar-
ket values. As a superintendent in
Florida, where teachers and students
at the time were coping with the ef-
fects of high-stakes testing linked to a
statewide voucher program,5 says:
“When a low-performing child walks
into a classroom, instead of being seen
as a challenge, or an opportunity for
improvement, for the first time since
I’ve been in education, teachers are
seeing them as a liability” (Jim May,
quoted in Wilgoren, 2000).

Who ought to be educated? Who-
ever looks like a net gain for all those
with a stake in the test scores.

However damaging perceptions of
deprivation may be, construing chil-

dren oppressed by poverty instead as
test-score liabilities is hardly progress.
A “no excuses” discourse invites this
shift in perception in many ways. Just
as the claim “I don’t see race, only
children” enables racism to flourish
unacknowledged and therefore uncri-
tiqued, the claim not to see poverty,
only children, enables the experience
of poverty and all that goes with it to
bear down on children with force, but
without acknowledgment and so with-
out protest. With poverty very often
comes hunger, unstable housing,
chronic stress, disproportionate expo-
sure to environmental poisons, and the
need to endure “quiet forms of shame”
day in and day out (Weissbourd, 1996,
p. 14)—and consequently lower test
scores, on the whole. Not seeing all
that affects academic achievement
does not somehow purify standardized
measures. Instead, it transforms chil-
dren weighed down by poverty into li-
abilities to be avoided in the race for
high numbers.

Mounting evidence suggests that as
a group, the children of the poor, es-
pecially those in high-poverty schools,
are not receiving anything remotely
resembling an adequate education. A
polarized discourse on schooling and
poverty that invites either get-tough
directives of “no excuses” or inspira-
tional proclamations of hope and faith
in individuals, regardless of the social
oppressions they endure, does not
challenge this reality in any way.
Changing this discourse might, and
that will require school leaders and
others genuinely concerned with the
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education of all our children to speak
up clearly and persistently, like the
little boy in Hans Christian Ander-
sen’s story, about what we see and
know, even if this costs us something.
I believe it is neither “no excuses” nor
“more encouragement” that poor
children need most, especially if these
attitudes are based on a rose-colored
“not seeing,” but rather the opportu-
nity and support that can come only
from clear-sighted acknowledgment
of all that so profoundly discourages
children and robs them of their
courage.

Notes
1. See, for example, Samuel Casey

Carter’s (2000) conclusions in No Excuses:
Lessons from 21 High-Performing, High-
Poverty Schools, published by the Heritage
Foundation as part of its “no excuses cam-
paign.”

2. The Education Trust’s (1998) report
on “good teaching” includes statistics on
the number of teachers with majors in
their fields of instruction in low-poverty
vs. high-poverty schools. Although the
precise relationship between good teach-
ing and major-in-the-field is unclear
(Friedman, 2000), this does suggest one
more way in which poor children get less.

3. This research project was supported
by a Research and Creative Projects
Award from the State University of New
York at New Paltz. In accord with funding
requirements, I have concealed the identi-
ties of those interviewed.

4. See San Antonio Independent School
District v. Rodriguez, 541 U.S. 1 (1973).

5. At the time I was writing this article,
the Florida voucher program was facing a
challenge in state court.
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I’ve been thinking about underground
bunkers lately. I recently visited a
Russian underground bunker that had
been built during World War II. The
exterior of the building that stood
over the bunker looked rather unre-
markable, blending into the gray, win-
ter streetscape without distinction.
Hidden beneath ground level, how-
ever, far below the city streets, deep
within the holdings of reinforced
steel, was something quite extraordi-
nary: a bunker built for Stalin during
the Second World War, a bunker un-
known even to city residents for
decades.

How does a massive bunker get
built without a city knowing? Some
people say that city residents were as-
tonished in the 1990s to learn of the
long-term existence of the bunker.
How, people asked, could such a
bunker have been built without their
knowledge? Even if no one had spo-
ken of the construction, how had vast

amounts of excavated earth been re-
moved without the city people seeing
signs of it? I stood there, in this once
secret bunker in a once secret city,
whose name had been omitted from
many maps until the 1990s, thinking
about what people do not want to
know, what they cannot bear to know,
and what we keep secret from others
and from ourselves.

Though my visit has long since
passed, the bunker keeps returning to
me in the form of questions. What
might we not want to know about par-
ticular situations or issues? Why are
some things visible to people and
other things not? What kinds of psy-
chic reinforcements do individuals
and groups create as defenses against
their fears or losses? The image of the
bunker and the questions its existence
raises have returned to me again in re-
lation to the standards-based reform
movement in education, including
high-stakes “accountability” testing.
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In this chapter, I discuss the idea that
some of John Dewey’s writing on the
unconscious might inform our think-
ing about the standards-based reform
movement. Despite Dewey’s use of
the scientific method as his model for
education, Dewey also expressed
views that are not easily contained
within such a framework. Dewey’s
writing on the influence of uncon-
scious desires on teaching and learn-
ing can shed light on how the stan-
dards movement might tell us more
about what adults need from students
than about what students need to
know and be able to do.

“Why have men become so at-
tached to fixed, external ends?” asked
John Dewey in 1922. Today we might
ask why many people have become so
attached to fixed, external standards
and standards-based testing results.
Standards have been touted as a means
of accomplishing a variety of tasks, in-
cluding introducing rigor to the cur-
riculum, raising achievement, increas-
ing productivity, fostering rational
curriculum planning, and allowing for
the monitoring of teaching, learning,
and resources. In the past decade,
standards and standards-based high-
stakes testing have been shaping views
of learning, the discourse on educa-
tion, and school practices (Husen &
Tuijnman, 1994; Jennings, 1998; No-
ble, 1997). More than forty states have
enacted legislation for standards,
thirty-three of them including high-
stakes testing with exit exams and
benchmark tests to determine
achievement (Relic, 2000).

Although we still do not know all of

the consequences of the standards-
based reform movement, we do know
some things. For example, in some
schools, the high-stakes nature of the
standards-based tests has prompted
increased use of drills and practice
tests. Many teachers report increased
stress, both for themselves and their
students. On the other hand, test
scores of students in minority groups
in some states have been rising. Do
the ends justify the means? If so,
which ends do we choose? Dewey
warned that the goodness of any end
result makes no difference. Whenever
an end is set up as “complete and ex-
clusive, as demanding and justifying
action as a means to itself, it leads to
narrowness; in extreme cases fanati-
cism, inconsiderateness, arrogance,
and hypocrisy” (Dewey, 1922, p. 73).
High-stakes testing is leading to a nar-
rowing of education in inequitable
ways. Which children do you think
will get taught things beyond the
tested curriculum: those children of
low achievement and low socio-
economic class, or those children of
high achievement and high socioeco-
nomic class? Many high-stakes tests
serve only as punishments for students
who fail to pass exams. The tests do
not even adequately address some of
the economic issues frequently cited
as their rationale, for they do not as-
sure certified graduates of jobs, let
alone highly skilled and highly paid
jobs (Noble, 1997).

Why do people see some possible
consequences and not others? Accord-
ing to Dewey (1922), we refuse to see
the multiple consequences that are

260 CONSEQUENCES OF STANDARDS



261Standards, Dewey’s Aims, and Learning

possible with any one action, because
we wish to justify what we do by
focusing on a particular desired conse-
quence. We avoid “a reasonable sur-
vey of consequences because of a sub-
conscious recognition that it would
reveal desire in its true worth and thus
preclude action to satisfy it—or at
least give us an uneasy conscience in
striving to realize it” (Dewey, 1922, p.
75). Thus, our aims or ends-in-view
are but a “means to unification and
liberation of present conflicting, con-
fused habits and impulses” (Dewey,
1922, p. 75). Individuals select one
end over another based upon which
one can best psychically unify, and
provide a release for, their conflicting
desires. The same Dewey who advo-
cates a systematic, scientific approach
to education thus also seems to sug-
gest that our aims and fixed ends often
are intimately linked to our uncon-
scious desires. Dewey (1922) proposes
that aims begin with an initial “emo-
tional reaction against the present
state of things and a hope for some-
thing different” (p. 78). Fixed ends,
writes Dewey, are but “props for a
feeling of safety” (p. 80).

We can view fixed ends, therefore,
as types of psychic defenses. For ex-
ample, fixations on standards-based
accountability testing can serve as a
safe distraction that contains our fears
and psychic losses. They can provide
an illusion of certainty to the uncer-
tain process of learning. Advocates of
accountability testing cite rising test
scores as clear evidence of learning,
but learning cannot be measured in
neatly planned yearly increments.

Learning cannot be mapped by a one-
size-fits-all fixed curriculum of man-
datory knowledge and skills. Learning
cannot be standardized.

The object relations approach
within psychoanalysis suggests the im-
portance of attending to the relation-
ships between the student and the
teacher, and between the student and
the subject matter (Waite, 1999). This
relational, intersubjective view of
learning, which recognizes learner di-
versity as well as the cognitive and af-
fective aspects of learning, fits with
Dewey’s concern for continuity in
means and ends. (Rejecting Allport’s
criticism that Dewey had no theory of
human selfhood, Calapietro [1999]
has argued that Dewey actually had a
pragmatic view of the self that was
grounded in his concept of interacting
organisms.) Dewey (1939) speaks to
the need for continuity between
means and ends by referring to an es-
say by Charles Lamb on the origin of
roasted pork.

According to Dewey (1939), in the
essay Lamb describes how roast pork
was first discovered when a structure
that housed pigs accidentally burned
down and the owner burned his hand
in touching the roasted pigs. He then
licked his fingers to cool them and
tasted roast pork for the first time.
From then on, roast pork was ob-
tained by burning down houses.
Dewey proposes that readers enjoy
the story because they perceive the
“absurdity of any ‘end’ which is set up
apart from the means by which it is to
be attained and apart from its own fur-
ther function as means” (p. 97). Roast



pork was not a deliberate end during
the first fire; it was an unforeseen, un-
intended consequence.

Dewey (1922) proposes that our
aims, or ends, are “stumbled upon” in
the beginning: “Men like some of the
consequences and dislike others” (p.
71). Might we be burning down
schools today just to obtain a common
set of what are often minimal-level
skills for children? Is it possible that
other aims and consequences were
discounted when we tasted some of
the results of testing: rising levels of
achievement on limited tests of those
skills? Accountability testing of stan-
dards-based knowledge and skills,
when viewed from this perspective,
provides particular results with some
certainty, although with costs to those
in our schools. When rising test scores
are pointed to as evidence of the suc-
cess of standards-based accountability
testing, we must ask ourselves if ac-
countability and rising levels of mini-
mum skills are worth the cost of the
means to get there. We still do not
know all of the unintended effects of
standards and high-stakes testing on
learning, children, teachers, or public
education.

We may be burning down public
education and hurting children and
teachers in our quest for higher test
scores. We do not know. Standards
may be leading us to the creation of a
narrow, managerial, competition-
based definition of education. We do
not know. The standards-based re-
form movement could be opening the
door to more charter schools and
vouchers. We do not know. Standards

may be encouraging education (and
educators) to be externally defined
and managed by narrow, short-term
economic interests. We do not know.
We may be failing to see the extent to
which economic interests—fueled by
consumerism, technological advances,
an increasingly global marketplace,
and fears of perceived losses and fu-
ture economic, moral, and cultural de-
cline—have already shaped and rede-
fined American public education,
sliding us into a consumer-driven, pri-
vatization of public education. We do
not know.

There is much that we do not know
about the long-term effects of stan-
dards and high-stakes testing. The
public has failed to engage in ongoing,
necessary dialogue on the aims of edu-
cation and the nature of learning, and
educators have failed to lead this dis-
cussion. This failure can even be
viewed as a moral abdication, allowing
politicians, business people, and oth-
ers outside the field of education to
define and manage education in terms
of narrow, short-term ends, what
Dewey calls “ends-in-themselves.”

Another possible consequence of
the standards-based reform movement
is its influence on our views of student
learning and assessment. For example,
Dewey (1904) asks us to consider that
one of the potential costs of gaining
immediate skill can be the power to go
on growing. He comments on the
abilities of some learners (in this case,
beginning teachers) to surpass those
who seemed more capable initially. He
proposes that placing “undue prema-
ture stress” on securing immediate ca-
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pability can stunt the development of
even the most promising learner. The
transfer-of-learning perspective that
looks at performance for future learn-
ing (PFL) suggests a need for more as-
sessments that look at performance
over time. Assessments should move
from being static, one-shot measures
to dynamic environments that provide
opportunities for new learning (Brans-
ford & Schwartz, 1999). The high-
stakes testing movement largely has
ignored such considerations that
would provide more continuity be-
tween means and ends, as Dewey
urged.

Frequently touted reasons for the
use of standards and standards-based
accountability assessments include in-
creasing academic rigor and the rais-
ing of levels of achievement. Dewey
(1922) cautioned that there are always
multiple and unintended conse-
quences for any action, although peo-
ple permit the view of their desired
end to “blot from perception all other
undesired and undesirable conse-
quences” (p. 74). We can refuse learn-
ing. We can repress what we do not
want to know. For example, Dewey
(1922) proposes that intelligent
people can focus on particular conse-
quences and seem not to see a broader
range of possible consequences,
plunging “with their own desires into
the unceasing flow of changes, and
seiz[ing] upon some object as their
end irrespective of everything else” (p.
73). According to Dewey (1922), we
avoid surveying all of the possible
consequences for unconscious rea-
sons: “The survey is avoided because

of a subconscious recognition that it
would reveal desire in its true worth
and thus preclude action to satisfy it—
or at all events give us an uneasy con-
science in striving to realize it. Thus
the doctrine of the isolated, complete,
or fixed ends limits intelligent exami-
nation, encourages insincerity, and
puts a pseudostamp of moral justifica-
tion upon success at any price” (p. 75).

Possible negative consequences can
be discounted or rationalized: “One
reminds oneself that one’s end is jus-
tice or charity or professional achieve-
ment or putting over a deal for a
needed public improvement, and fur-
ther questionings and qualms are
stilled” (Dewey, 1922, p. 74). Simi-
larly, the ends of higher achievement
and accountability are said to justify
the means, including high-stakes test-
ing. Dewey’s views on these kinds of
justifications are clear, and we have
been choosing to ignore them.

Although Dewey embraced a scien-
tific method that included control, ex-
periment, and objective test, he also
thought that trying to specify the pre-
cise knowledge that a student should
achieve creates a situation where ends
are “remote, distinct, and separate
from practical contingencies and the
dynamic purposes of pupils” (Ar-
chambault, 1964, p. xxiii). Dewey
(1934) believed that traditional school
methods and subject matter failed to
take into account learner diversity. A
uniform curriculum assumed that “all
human beings are as much alike as
peas in a pod” (p. 5). Dewey also an-
ticipated some of the student reac-
tions to contemporary external ends,



writing that “unwillingness to learn
naturally follows when there is a fail-
ure to take into account tendencies
that are urgent in the existing make-
up in an individual. All sorts of exter-
nal devices then have to be resorted to
in order to achieve absorption and re-
tention of imposed subject matter and
skills” (p. 6).

Schools now put up posters and
have pep rallies to encourage high
achievement on tests. Some teachers
have resorted to using food to reward
children for testing-related tasks.
These are just some of the ways that
standards seem to be influencing what
goes on in schools. We do not know
all of the unintended ends.

Dewey’s ideas regarding the influ-
ence of unconscious desires suggests
that adults may want different things
from the standards movement than
their professed desired consequences.
In other words, what do adults want
from children in the name of stan-
dards? Education standards may serve
to reassure the public in uncertain
times. Dewey (1922) suggests that
“love of certainty is a demand for
guarantees in advance of action” (p.
80). Standards might provide adults
with the illusion of security to allay
fears regarding the ability of an in-
creasingly diverse population to sup-
port them as they age. Standards
might provide adults with an illusion
of security to allay fears regarding the
national ability to compete in an in-
creasingly global economy.

Standards might also provide some
adults with a feeling of superiority; in
calling for more rigor in the curricu-

lum for others, they place themselves
above those others. Standards and
standards-based testing, as fixed ends,
might have appeal as comfortable,
morally justifiable ends that do not re-
ally require debate and dialogue after
some initial inclusive participation.
Perhaps we do not want to admit that
we really do not want to participate in
the hard, intellectual work of ongoing
debate and dialogue on the aims of ed-
ucation. Despite years of talking about
standards, there has been little sus-
tained national dialogue on the aims
of education and what it means to live
a good life. Could these be some of
the unintended effects of standards?

Despite Dewey’s striving for a sys-
tematic and scientific approach to edu-
cation, his writing also seems to ac-
knowledge some of the uncertainty
and unpredictability of learning. His
writing on the influences of our un-
conscious desires on aims and ends
suggests the psychic nature of learn-
ing. Learning cannot be reduced to, or
contained by, rational aims and ends,
standards, and high-stakes testing.

It is interesting that the public has
largely accepted systems of standards
and accountability tests without con-
tinued outcry. We rationalize that it is
okay to teach to the test, if the test is
based upon the standards, no matter if
the standards themselves are narrow,
short-term ends. Perhaps we are fail-
ing in moral education, starting with
ourselves. What kinds of bunkers are
we building?

Standards and standards-based
high-stakes tests all too often have be-
come Dewey’s ends-in-themselves.
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Dewey (1922) thought that aims
should be “ways of defining and deep-
ening the meaning of activity” (p. 72).
Aims, or “ends-in-view,” should be
considered means: “In a strict sense an
end-in-view is a means to present ac-
tion; present action is not a means to a
remote end” (p. 72). Contrast this
view with the practices arising out of
the marriage of standards and ac-
countability, when politicians know
that they need to show results in a
short period of time. High-stakes test-
ing has created an atmosphere where
teaching to the test is acceptable. Re-
call what Dewey said about ends-in-
themselves: “When ends are regarded
as literally ends to action rather than
as directive stimuli to present choice
they are frozen and isolated” (p. 73).
Standards might be more defensible if
they were used to promote genuine
dialogue and debate on important
questions and issues. Standards might
be more defensible if used as true
guides, as when Dewey talked about
using the stars to navigate toward
ever-moving destinations (Dewey’s
endless ends). Instead, all too often in
our nation’s schools, tests have be-
come the final destination.

Notes
This chapter is based on a paper presented
on April 24, 2000, at the annual meeting
of the American Educational Research As-
sociation, New Orleans.
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Many citizens, politicians, and even
educational leaders in the United
States believe that the school curricu-
lum is pretty much the same every-
where and, with minor updates be-
cause “new stuff happens,” has always
been the same. Little could be further
from reality. The knowledge of the
various disciplines, it is believed, is
pretty much the same in Alaska as it is
in Alabama, and the goal of education
is to simply inculcate this knowledge,
to insert it into the minds of students.
This “commonsense” data-transmis-
sion model of curriculum is the one
that persists in the new packaging of
technical standards. We develop a
body of objective knowledge, transmit
it to students who commit it to mem-
ory, and then we test them to see how
much they “mastered” (Slattery, 1995;
Kincheloe, Slattery, and Steinberg,
2000; Pinar et al., 1995).

Over the past thirty years a number
of curricular scholars have challenged

this traditional story, offering a recon-
ceptualization of the nature of curricu-
lum and the purposes of curriculum
development. Scholars such as Wil-
liam Pinar, Madeline Grumet, JoAnne
Pagano, William Reynolds, Maxine
Greene, Nelson Haggerson, Alan
Block, William Schubert, Patrick Slat-
tery, Marla Morris, and many others
have formulated alternative perspec-
tives on what curriculum entails. In-
stead of simply involving a course of
study, the curriculum might involve a
more holistic view of a student’s expe-
rience, the analysis of the individual as
he or she relates to the world, the
process of inquiry about self and
world and the insights that are pro-
duced in such an activity, and so on. If
the curriculum involves these dy-
namics, then classroom pedagogies,
teacher education, evaluation proce-
dures, and standards of educational re-
form would have to be reconceptual-
ized as well.

DEVELOPING A CURRICULUM 
OF COMPLEXITY

Substituting Connectedness for Fragmentation

Joe L. Kincheloe

C U R R I C U L U M



This essay examines curriculum de-
velopment as it might take place in
standards of complexity and in the
struggle to deal with reductionistic
impulses. What might we have to
know to develop a curriculum of com-
plexity? Taking into account issues of
knowledge production; the sociocul-
tural, political, and economic context
in which schooling takes place; the
skills and insights of scholar-teachers
operating in the zone of complexity;
and an awareness of the different pur-
poses that different educational sys-
tems have pursued, the curriculum of
complexity flies in the face of those
who have viewed curriculum develop-
ment as a simplistic and technical ma-
neuver. There is nothing simple about
the way that curricula are put together
and sold to the public as official. If we
look at only a few factors involved in
this process, then we gain tremendous
insight into its complexity.

The Curriculum of Our Lives:
Knowledge, Subjectivity, 
and Content
In the technicist curriculum of reduc-
tionistic standards, validated knowl-
edge is taught to students regardless
of where they come from or their so-
cial and personal relationship to the
subject matter. Such a curriculum is a
body of discrete knowledge separate
from those who learn it or the con-
texts in which it is learned. The Carte-
sian separation of knower and known
with its assumption of an objective
world “out there,” regardless of the
experience of the perceiver, philo-

sophically grounds the technicist cur-
riculum. Advocates of a curriculum of
complexity maintain that if knowledge
is the prerequisite for social action,
and if social action transforms knowl-
edge, then knowledge cannot be con-
ceived as static and certain—the foun-
dation is laid for the social-political
construction of reality and the so-
ciopolitical construction of the cur-
riculum. What is included in the tech-
nicist curriculum and its conception as
a separated body of subject matter are
always a political process.

As a political process, certain cur-
ricular knowledge might serve my best
interests while not serving your best
interests. For example, the particular
knowledge in this curriculum is im-
portant because it sheds a warm light
on my best interests. The knowledge
in that curriculum does not make
people such as me look very good.
Several years ago I heard the follow-
ing comment from a historically savvy
local entrepreneur:

As a businessman who believes in the
unfettered free enterprise system, I
would prefer you not include a lot of
material on American labor and its re-
action to its situation in the late nine-
teenth century in our school district’s
curriculum. Such information makes
American business people look too
mean and insensitive—it’s bad PR for
us. It raises too many questions in the
minds of students about the unqualified
benefits of the free market. I would
rather the curriculum include descrip-
tions of the philanthropy of Andrew
Carnegie.

268 CURRICULUM
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Of course, the politics of curricu-
lum does not often reveal itself so
openly. Usually such concerns as ex-
pressed by our businessman are artic-
ulated in a far more arcane and
shielded manner.

Thus, as with the social construc-
tion of what we refer to as “reality,”
the same dynamic is at work with the
curriculum—it is a social and political
construction and is always the result of
a typically covert and not generally
known set of historical and contempo-
rary political battles. Like all knowl-
edge and all curricula, knowers also
belong to a particular, ever changing
historical world. Humans, being part of
history, are reflexive subjects—they are
entities who are conscious of the con-
stant interaction between themselves
and their world. This interaction and
the consciousness that comes out of it
recognize that all knowledge, all cur-
ricula, are fusions of knowers and what
is known operating in a context shaped
by power. The point that emerges here
that is so important to curriculum de-
velopment in the standards conversa-
tion is that the curriculum is never an
objective structure. It is always ideo-
logically inscribed and a result of spe-
cific political choices. Thus, in a demo-
cratic society, it can never be developed
innocently or without conflict. Stan-
dards from this perspective must al-
ways be fought over.

The problem with some of the ad-
vocates of top-down technical stan-
dards is that they believe the curricu-
lum that emerges from their standards
is the “truth.” They operate on a be-
lief structure that the ancient Greeks

referred to as the myth of Archimedes.
The myth assumes that the human
perceiver occupies no space in the
known world, that there is a point—
the Archimedean point—from which
the world can be seen in its entirety.
The knowledge produced from this
point cannot help but be true. Advo-
cates of top-down technical standards
see their curriculum as emerging from
the Archimedean point. The lesson of
the myth, of course, is that there is no
such point and thus all of our views of
reality are from partial, limited per-
spectives, and as a result our knowl-
edge of the world is partial and lim-
ited. Since we can never develop
knowledge apart from ourselves and
our lives, then our curriculum should
understand the ways our lives shape
our knowledge of the world and how
knowledge in turn shapes the nature
of our lives. Here is the complex act of
analysis, here is where our cognitive
ability is boosted to a higher power,
here is where the curriculum of com-
plexity earns its spurs.

As living parts of the world that we
are trying to figure out, we can ap-
proach it only from the existing politi-
cal, epistemological, and cognitive
infrastructures that shape our con-
sciousness. Limited in this way, we
can see only what our mind allows.
With this restriction, we are free to
construct the world any way we de-
sire. This is not to say, however, that
the outcomes of our constructions
will not be confused and may be even
destructive. We may, for example,
adopt a worldview such as the me-
dieval Europeans. In this view of the



world, sanitation was irrelevant and
thousands of individuals died as the
result of the black plague. Obviously,
this was not an adequate construction
of the nature of the world. This
recognition confronts us with calls to
develop a way of determining valid
constructions of reality.

All that advocates of the complexity
principle can do in response to such a
need is to lay out some guiding con-
cepts for judging more-adequate and
less-adequate constructions:

1. The constructions are consistent
with our democratic, multiper-
spectival system of meaning

2. The constructions are helpful in
our attempt to attain goals that
encourage self-direction and
productive membership in dem-
ocratic communities

3. The constructions are internally
consistent

4. The constructions contribute to
the ability of humans to function
and survive

5. The constructions are appropri-
ate for the purpose of the in-
quiry and knowledge production

6. The constructions avoid reduc-
tionism, as they recognize the
contextual complexity of the sit-
uation in question

7. The constructions help us con-
struct a curriculum of complex-
ity that produces rigorous schol-
ars, helps individuals understand
themselves in relation to the
world, educates lifelong learners,
and raises more questions than it
answers (Fosnot, 1988; Bohm

and Peat, 1987; Leshan and
Margeneu, 1982; Pinar, 1994;
Block, 1995)

Thus, as standards of complexity
put together the curriculum of our
lives, we begin to gain insight into a
far more rigorous and exciting notion
of curriculum development. Curricu-
lum planners operating in the zone of
complexity tell the public, political
leaders, teachers, and students that the
reductionist effort to deny the influ-
ence of values, historical circum-
stances, and political considerations in
the construction of the curriculum is a
power-produced smoke screen. Our
understanding of curriculum develop-
ment and our attempts to engage in it
always depend on our social location
and the epistemological and political
frames we use to make sense of curric-
ular issues. Consider that these frames
are the glasses through which we ob-
serve the world. We all have them
whether we know it or not, and such
frames are always constructed by indi-
viduals in a manner that falls outside
the boundaries of Cartesian science—
they cannot be subjected to empirical
verification. The curriculum develop-
ers operating within the box shaped by
the assumptions of top-down techni-
cal standards claim that none of these
dynamics exist, that they are nonparti-
san educators simply in pursuit of the
facts.

Indeed, they are the Jack Webbs of
standards, asking only for the facts,
serving no cause but the truth. They
have not yet grasped the notion that
every historical era, every culture pro-
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duces particular rules as to what may
be described as a “fact.” Different
rules privilege different causes—and
everyone, everywhere has one (or
more) of these agendas, even though,
again, they may not know it. And this
is a key goal of a curriculum of com-
plexity: to help individuals understand
the causes they serve, the assumptions
that drive them, the agendas they pro-
mote, and how all of this shapes their
perception of self and world. Another
central tenet of standards of complex-
ity emerges here: “facts” about the
world are constructed by living and
breathing people; they are not just
“out there” waiting to be discovered
(Aronowitz, 1983, 1996; Elliott, 1989).
The disclosure of this constructed
nature of knowledge and curricula
marks the end of the teacher’s, the
learner’s, or the standards developer’s
innocence. With this realization we
enter a new passageway in the maze of
reality.

The Ideological Curriculum:
Unpacking Political Baggage
Thus, a positivistic curriculum that
operates in the name of rigor and a
hard-boiled realism insults the very
concept of rigor, as it fails to account
for the forces that construct self, re-
search, knowledge, and the definition
of curriculum itself. Not only is the
technicist, positivistic standards-bearer
isolated from the forces that shape
him or her, but the curriculum pro-
duced is also isolated from the condi-
tions that give it meaning to students
and teachers. The concept of photo-

synthesis, for example, in the technical
standards–driven curriculum becomes
simply a disembodied word to be de-
fined in a dictionary-type manner.
The miraculous process as it plays it-
self out in the lived world of the for-
est, for instance, or in the everyday life
of the community is lost in the disem-
bodiment process commonly observed
in the technical standards–driven cur-
riculum.

The very features of photosynthesis
that grant it importance are filtered
away in the reductionist curriculum.
I’m reminded of a class I was excited
to take in my freshman year at a small
college in the mountains of Virginia.
The trees that surrounded the science
building were some of the most beau-
tiful I had ever seen. I hoped that the
botany class would teach me more
about them. By the end of the first
month of the term, I could hardly
make myself attend the class. We
memorized endless botanical cate-
gories and taxonomies. Not once did
we ever look out the window as part of
the classroom pedagogy. The life
force of botany had been killed in that
“rigorous” classroom. I made a D.
The curriculum existed apart from my
lived experience. The knowledge that
was delivered in the classroom had de-
cayed in its isolation from the world.
It smelled like rotten meat.

The positivistic curriculum of tech-
nical standards provides predigested,
secondhand, ready-made knowledge.
The ideological nature of such a cur-
riculum helps us understand not only
how curriculum development takes
place but also how power works to
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shape society. Ideology as a social dy-
namic that shapes the world by mak-
ing unequal relations appear natural
constructs the technical curriculum as
if it could be no other way. It is, after
all, a presentation of the truth about
the world, simply the facts, a reflec-
tion of the cosmos. Understanding the
complexity of knowledge production,
we appreciate the naïveté of such rep-
resentations of neutrality. Thus, stan-
dards of complexity in the name of
rigor and consciousness of how power
shapes knowledge insist that educators
subject any curriculum—a curriculum
produced by advocates of standards of
complexity included—to ideological
analysis. What are the political inter-
ests behind the concept of the curricu-
lum proposed? If the curriculum is of-
fered simply as a course of study, what
political assumptions undergird the
subject matter included and excluded?

This complex ideological criticism
of curriculum and education in gen-
eral is more important than we might
initially think. Such critique not only
is about power and its distribution in
an educational context but involves
our cognitive abilities as well. For ex-
ample, scientific innovation emerges
not from a linear accumulation of ob-
jective curricular data gleaned from a
knowledge of previous “discoveries.”
Major reconceptualization comes out
of a metanalysis of the ideological and
epistemological assumptions on which
the framework supporting knowledge
production and the academic curricu-
lum is grounded. Complex insights
and discipline-changing analyses are
produced not as much by asking ques-

tions within the framework as they are
by asking questions about the frame-
work (Reinharz, 1979; Gadamer,
1975; Carspecken, 1999). Our very
notion of complexity helps us under-
stand how fields advance and curricu-
lum is reformed. The complexity
principle demands a set of inquiries
about the framework of disciplines,
about the cultural, epistemological,
and ideological assumptions on which
they rest.

As scholars operating in the zone of
complexity ask questions about the
empirical generalizations of a disci-
pline, the trustworthiness of linear
cause-effect research designs, the use
of knowledge produced to control the
lives of individuals living in the do-
main being researched, or the effects
of knowledge produced by methods
that isolated social, educational, psy-
chological, or physical phenomena
from the larger contexts that gave
them meaning, they begin to knock
down disciplinary houses of cards.
Thus, the limitations of the old disci-
pline are exposed, and the possibility
for revolutionary insight is unleashed.
The types of questions delineated
here can be described as tools to help
scholars reflect ethically on domains
of practice that emerge from knowl-
edge production and curriculum de-
velopment. The epistemological, ethi-
cal, and educational malformations
that come out of these dynamics pro-
duce the need for action. But first we
must recognize that the malforma-
tions exist. Students who have been
subjected to the curriculum of techni-
cal standards with its eclipse of frame-
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work-related forms of metanalysis are
less likely to discern such malforma-
tions—often they see them as “just the
way things are.”

In the reductionistic curriculum of
technical standards operating under
the mantle of objectivity, particular
antidemocratic and inegalitarian forms
of social organization are promoted
and justified. A quick journalistic ex-
ample may help us understand this dy-
namic on a concrete level. Until the
Vietnam War, journalists were often
taught a reductionistic notion of ob-
jectivity, often referred to as “official-
source journalism.” Tom Wicker
writes that journalists who did not rely
on governmental and corporate offi-
cial sources were considered subjec-
tive, if not subversive. But their front-
line experience in the Southeast Asian
jungles changed the minds of many in
the profession as they began to un-
cover the lack of truth in the informa-
tion provided by official governmental
sources. As reporters spent time with
Vietnamese people, low-ranking U.S.
officials in the hinterland, and soldiers
and nurses, they began to uncover a
very different picture of how the war
was going.

These reporters surrendered their
official-source “objectivity,” and in the
manner of complex researchers began
seeing for themselves and analyzing
for themselves, often at the risk of
physical harm and governmental
wrath. From the perspective of those
who fought the war and cared for its
victims, the claims of the Pentagon
spokespeople, the generals, and the
ambassadors began to appear fatuous

and hollow. The reporters had taken a
dangerous and subversive step: they
had abandoned their official-source
objectivity for a phenomenological
firsthand engagement with the lived
world of the war. It was at this very
point that they were accused of bias;
the dominant view of proper reporter
behavior was able to persuade a large
portion of the U.S. public of their
“misguided, pro-Communist” motives
(Bogdan and Biklen, 1982). This is a
wonderful example of how ideology
works—objectivity is that knowledge,
research methodology, pedagogy, and
curriculum that maintain the status
quo of existing power relations. Sub-
jective and biased political knowledge,
research methodology, pedagogy, and
curriculum challenge the status quo.

The Scourge of Stupidification:
The Reductionistic Curriculum
of Technical Standards
Modernist reductionistic views of the
world have been trapped by the mind-
set that locates truth in external real-
ity. Curriculum in the educational
standards that emerge from this mind-
set becomes little more than an effort
to accurately reflect this reality in a
way that avoids challenging the status
quo. Indeed, Cartesian reductionism
represents thought as simply an inner
process conducted in the minds of au-
tonomous individuals. The thoughts,
moods, and sensations of these indi-
viduals are separate from their histo-
ries and social contexts. If thinking
and curriculum development are to be
seen as simply mirroring external



events, the need for a theory of com-
plexity or an understanding of con-
sciousness construction is irrelevant.

From this perspective, the ability to
conceptualize or to engage students
with the complexity of knowledge
work has little to do with culture,
power, or discourse or the tacit under-
standings unconsciously shaped by
them. From the Cartesian perspective,
the curriculum becomes merely a
body of knowledge to be transferred
to the minds of students. More com-
plex observers may contend that this is
a naïve view, but the naïveté is recog-
nizable only if knowledge formation is
understood as a multidimensional and
ambiguous social activity. Mind is
more than a repository of signifieds, a
mirror of nature. An epistemology of
complexity assumes that the mind cre-
ates rather than reflects, and the na-
ture of this creation cannot be sepa-
rated from the surrounding social
world (Benson, 1989; Bowers and
Flinders, 1990; Harned, 1987; Denzin
and Lincoln, 2000; Knobel, 1999).

As advocates of standards of com-
plexity build a curriculum, they are
acutely aware that knowledge emerges
neither from subjects nor from objects
but from an interactive relationship
between the knower (subject) and the
known (object). Drawing from Jean
Piaget, this relationship is represented
by the assimilation-accommodation
dyad. Employing these conceptualiza-
tions, teachers operating in the zone
of complexity conceive knowledge as
culturally produced and recognize the
need to construct their own criteria
for evaluating its quality. This con-

structivist sense-making process is a
means by which teachers can explain
and introduce students to the social
and physical world and help them
build for themselves an epistemologi-
cal and ideological infrastructure for
interpreting the phenomena they con-
front. Such teachers realize that be-
cause of the social construction of
knowledge, their interpretations and
infrastructures are a part of the cos-
mos but are not simply a reflection of
the cosmos. As a result, the curricu-
lum they develop is self-consciously
fallible and unafraid to highlight the
mistakes made by curriculum develop-
ers working in its name. This process
of understanding the nature of cur-
riculum, its all-important relationship
to the individual’s act of learning, and
its metaperspective on its relation to
the world is the key feature of a cur-
riculum of complexity. It is by gaining
these insights that we begin to escape
the stupidification of the reductionist
view of knowledge and the rote learn-
ing of information fragments of the
technical-standards curriculum.

If we pause to think, we all know
the reductionistic curricular story: in
the name of efficiency, we identify the
specific body of information to be
learned and the “proven” methods of
teaching and learning it. Such a posi-
tivistic bedtime story forces us to ac-
cept without question that the specific
body of knowledge to be learned is
valid, that it belongs in our class-
rooms. Teachers and educational re-
searchers need not trouble themselves
with inquiry about the ideological in-
terests of this knowledge. Educational
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researchers need concern themselves
only with empirical investigations of
how best to teach this information—
how to insert it into the minds of stu-
dents so it can raise the test scores. If
we manipulate this variable in this
specific way, do students acquire more
or less of the knowledge? Thus, many
would argue, educational issues in this
positivistic framework are reduced to
technical issues. Questions of ends or
purposes are subservient to questions
of means or techniques. Social scholars
have labeled this tendency “instru-
mental rationality.” Advocates of com-
plex approaches to educational re-
search argue that the purpose of
educational activity must always be an
integral aspect of the research process.

When teacher researchers separate
purpose from educational research,
the tendency to break learning into
discrete pieces considered in isolation
is perpetuated. In the instrumental ra-
tionality of James Mill’s “mental me-
chanics,” through Edward Tichener’s
structuralism, to behavioral objectives
and componential objectives, and now
to technical standards, educators have
assumed that the whole was never
more than merely the sum of the
parts. Houses from this perspective
are no more than the nails and lumber
that go into them, and education is no
more than the average number of ob-
jectives mastered. Many educators
have referred to this fragmentation
process as “bitting.” It is not hard to
imagine a curriculum caught in the
bitting process. Students copy infor-
mation from chalkboards and over-
head projectors and skim textbooks to

find information fragments that would
answer the questions both in the stan-
dards study guides and on the multi-
ple-choice tests.

Children listen (when they’re not
talking), they respond when called
upon, they read fragments of the text-
book, and they write short responses
to questions provided on worksheets.
They rarely plan or initiate anything
of length or conceptualize their own
projects. They rarely even write es-
says. They are learning to be de-
skilled, to be passive, to be citizens
who are governed, not citizens who
govern. They are being taught not to
seek deep structures that move events,
but to examine only the surface level
of appearance. They will not under-
stand the concept of consciousness
construction or the subtlety of the
process of hegemony. Ideology will
remain a foreign abstraction in their
eyes—they will be stupidified, as Don-
aldo Macedo (1994) puts it. Those
students who will transcend such
blindnesses will make their emancipa-
tory journey in spite of their class-
room experiences, finding analytical
inspiration oftentimes outside the
school context. The technical stan-
dards–driven curriculum serves to
perpetuate the most pernicious effects
of bureaucratized school practices
(Bracy, 1987; Ohanian, 1999).

Just as positivistic standards present
an authoritarian view of how curricu-
lum development should take place,
they also shape how teachers relate to
expert-produced knowledge about ed-
ucation. In the context created by re-
ductionistic technical standards, we



276 CURRICULUM

know that experts produce pedagogies
that are applied to achieve the goal of
higher standardized-test scores. Such
reductionistic “expertise” sets up a
context where the factory-model divi-
sion of labor is reproduced: the expert
conceptualizes the teaching act and
produces theory; the practitioner exe-
cutes the directives of the official data.
The teacher is alerted to some weak
component of his or her pedagogy by
the expert’s comparison of it to a re-
search-grounded scientific theory.
The expert then provides the teacher
with a choice of scientifically validated
teaching strategies. The teacher exer-
cises his or her professional autonomy,
selecting, applying, and then practic-
ing a strategy in a supervised training
session where contextual variables
have been controlled. The result is a
scientific curriculum that efficiently
teaches the official factoids.

All phases of such a process depend
on an instrumentally rational concern
with the measurable results of particu-
lar strategies. Does the strategy serve
to raise standards-driven test scores?
No questions are asked of issues such
as: the worth of raising the scores, the
tacit view of intelligence embedded in
them, or the educational and political
side effects of viewing their improve-
ment as the primary goal of teaching.
Value dimensions, ideological dimen-
sions of human practice escape the vi-
sion of this authoritarian reduction-
ism. No room for uncertainty or
spontaneous innovation exists; teach-
ers and students lose their ability to
shape the curriculum in light of their

needs and local conditions. Educa-
tional research on the part of the ex-
perts is reduced to the attempt to find
relationships between specific teaching
skills and test-score improvement. We
make “remarkable” findings that are
passed along to teachers and teacher-
education students—for example, the
more time students study a particular
subject, the greater the possibility that
they will raise their test scores in that
subject. Such a reductionistic logocen-
trism—an embrace of reason accom-
panied by the exclusion of the affec-
tive, the emotional aspects of learning
and knowing, and the cultural context
in which it takes place—forces us to
focus on the least-important aspects of
curriculum development, aspects that
are inevitably the most measurable
(Kroath, 1989; Eisner, 1984; Schön,
1987; Pinar, 1994).

The reductionistic logic of the stu-
pidified curriculum attempts to train
teachers to place their faith in a ra-
tionalized curriculum of pretests, drill
work, and posttests. Such an orienta-
tion tames the pedagogical imagina-
tion, as creative teachers find that they
are increasingly viewed as trouble-
makers and malcontents. In the reduc-
tionistic logic of top-down technical
standards, teachers are conditioned to
internalize as common sense a profes-
sional approach that breaks the com-
plex task of teaching into a series of
simple steps that even unskilled labor-
ers can perform—that is, they have
been deskilled. As efficiency expert
Frederick Taylor put it to one of his
workers: “[You’re] not supposed to
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think; there are other people paid for
thinking around here” (quoted in
Wirth, 1983, 12). The need for the
judgment of the worker would be
eliminated in Taylor’s efficient system.
The devisers of technical standards
learned well Taylor’s scientific man-
agement lessons. Using the technical
controls of technical standards, teach-
ing and curriculum development are
rationalized; the conception of the
pedagogical act is separated from its
execution.

In a technical standards–driven cur-
riculum, teachers do not need to learn
the intricacies of subject matter, nor
do they need to understand the socio-
historical context in which the knowl-
edge to be taught was produced. All
they need to do is take the content of
the standards, break it into compo-
nents, present it to the student, and
test him or her on it. How can the
malcontents argue with this process?
It is a pedagogy as right as rain, so
commonsensical it defies the need for
justification. Why would we need
teachers to be scholars, curriculum
developers, or knowledge workers in
this technical standards–driven con-
text? Obviously, we don’t—well-edu-
cated teachers, a rigorous teacher edu-
cation, and practitioners capable of
producing research about their com-
munities, schools, and students are all
irrelevant in the deskilled content of
top-down technical standards. Stan-
dards of complexity envision a differ-
ent world, a different curriculum, a
different purpose for education than
do technical standards.

Outcome-Based Evaluations
and Curriculum Development:
The Tail Wags the Dog

The danger of the positivistic, reduc-
tionistic quest for certainty again re-
veals itself. The teacher evaluations,
the curricula developed, and the abil-
ity grouping that come out of this sa-
cred educational science are clothed in
the garb of technical expertise (Cher-
ryholmes, 1988). The force field of re-
ductionistic certainty surrounds them,
rendering them impenetrable to the
misgivings of those directly affected:
creative teachers with negative evalua-
tions; individuals from low-status cul-
tures whose experiences, whose subju-
gated knowledge are absent from
school curricula; and brilliant students
with unique learning styles whose tal-
ents are not appreciated by the culture
of the schools nor measured by stan-
dardized tests. Contrary to the as-
sumptions of the positivistic cult of
certainty that too often shapes school
practice, meanings are never closed
but remain forever open—open to
negotiation.

Interpretations are never final be-
cause humans are incapable, thank
God, of a final perception. A student
may be taught and evaluated by a gag-
gle of teachers, but only one may rec-
ognize the genius previously over-
looked. Knowledge doesn’t age well; it
often turns to vinegar. New facts
come to light, and fresh interpreta-
tions uncover new relationships that
render traditional accounts passé. Al-
bert Einstein the student is viewed as a



failure, the scientist as a genius. Yes-
terday’s certainties are tomorrow’s su-
perstitions. Deliver me from the
dreary universe where everything can
be known (Slaughter, 1989; Reinharz,
1979; Lincoln and Guba, 1985). Such
is the world of the camp science-
fiction movie where a time traveler
changes one event, and scientists in
charge of the time-travel project
“know” that if this particular event is
changed then a particular set of conse-
quences will result. Such cinematic
depictions illustrate the simplicity and
determinism of positivistic science’s
quest for certainty. This same quest
for simplicity and certainty shapes the
logic of technical standards and the
curriculum it demands.

In the name of reason, the curricu-
lum is stupidified, and many come to
believe that teaching and knowledge
production could take place in no
other way. Like work in bureaucra-
tized old factories, standards devisers
and school-district office staffs take
apart the curriculum, sequencing
knowledge, numbering it, and sub-
numbering it—for example, perform-
ance objective 1, activity 7. Teacher
lesson plans are required to match an
official format and to fit particular
standards-driven objectives and profi-
ciencies. Subjects such as English with
a diverse range of content are reduced
to measurable proficiencies involving
reading comprehension and grammar.
Social studies and science are recon-
structed into fragments of facts (fac-
toids) and arbitrary pieces of jargon.
Measurability thus takes precedence
over substance and significance.

Deeper, more complex, more exis-
tentially significant questions are set
aside because we cannot control con-
textual variables. If the goal of educa-
tion is to produce a kind of thinking
that sees beyond surface appearances
and focuses on both solving problems
and imagining unthought-of problems
to solve, then evaluations centered
around outcome measures do not tell
us much about our successes and fail-
ures. Such a standards orientation
tends to force teachers to direct their
attention to isolated skills and quantifi-
able entities that render the entire
process inauthentic and inert. If teach-
ers, students, and schools, for example,
are assessed on the basis of how much
homework is assigned, then teachers
will be leaned upon to increase home-
work assignments. It doesn’t take an
astute observer to figure out that if the
homework is repetitive memory work,
then students will learn little and feel
more alienated, more uninterested in
school. They will be stupidified.

The standardized test–driven evalu-
ation of technical standards and out-
come-directed research in general of-
ten convey an inappropriate message
to teachers, administrators, and the
public, sometimes with dangerous
consequences. When researchers, for
example, studied airline performance,
they asked which airline had the best
record for being on time. When such
a factor is analyzed outside a variety of
contextual factors, such as safety, seri-
ous consequences may result from air-
lines scrambling to achieve a better
on-time record. Along the same line,
researchers who evaluate teachers on
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the basis of particular outcomes may
miss the brilliance of their lessons if
they do not take into account particu-
lar contextual factors. Knowing a stu-
dent’s special needs may move a
teacher to abandon a particular con-
tent objective in order to provide a
pupil with a much-needed success ex-
perience. The validation of the stu-
dent’s ability may mean far more to
both the long-term emotional and the
learning needs of the child than would
a short-term factual understanding
(McNeil, 1988; McNay, 1988; David,
1988).

Good teachers frequently under-
stand the irrational and hurtful effects
of the types of educational evaluation
that emerge from an instrumentally
rational concept of knowledge pro-
duction. I have often watched teachers
pressured by top-down technical stan-
dards divide their classes into two seg-
ments: one that is challenging and
thought provoking and another that
teaches simplified, context-stripped
information for student use on stan-
dards tests. High school biology
teachers have reported that they teach
a textbookish, misleadingly simplified
version of photosynthesis for profi-
ciency tests and then a real lesson that
explains why their test-based descrip-
tion doesn’t explain the actual com-
plexity of the process. This form of
teacher resistance to the malforma-
tions of instrumental rationality
taught students a valuable lesson—the
official content of the proficiency
test–guided curriculum negated the
ambiguity of physical reality and pro-
vided only partial and misleading in-

formation about the world. In the
name of “tough standards,” state edu-
cational agencies unable to see beyond
the instrumental rationality of posi-
tivism establish policies that require
teachers to focus on simple skills that
are easily tested—not on sophisticated
thinking styles, creative activity, or
rigorous scholarly activity.

Thus, outcome-directed pedagogies
based unwittingly on Taylor’s effi-
ciency procedures for pacing assembly
lines remake teaching into a set of
generic behaviors. Drawing upon sci-
entific management and a simplifica-
tion of cognitive psychology, teacher
evaluation based on such a model de-
vises lists of behaviors that teachers
must exhibit. When I was teaching
teachers at Clemson University, I was
legally required as a student-teacher
supervisor to use South Carolina’s
mandated teacher-assessment instru-
ment (the Assessment of Performance
in Teaching [APT]) to evaluate my
practice teachers. The instrument re-
duces teaching to fifty-one perform-
ances that must be passed by the state’s
teachers and student teachers. Word
always circulates among the student
teachers that for the APT observation
a certain type of lesson is required—a
lesson unlike the student teacher’s nat-
ural teaching style. Thus, on APT
evaluation day, the lesson an observer
sees is quite different (and usually less
challenging) than the norm.

The APT assessors and evaluators
in similar evaluation models do not
need to possess subject-matter expert-
ise in the classes they observe. Such
knowledge would be irrelevant be-



cause the teaching skills are generic—
verified technical acts that emanate
from the empirical research base.
Thus, teachers can achieve perfect
scores on the assessment instrument
even though their understanding of
the subject is weak and their lesson is
boring and trivial. Teaching may be
judged on the basis of whether simple-
minded activities are consistent with
ill-conceived goals, whether all the
materials that are to be used in the les-
son (for example, chalk, chalkboard,
overhead projector, and the like) are
listed in the lesson plan, or whether a
teacher uses a student’s name to illus-
trate a point in the lesson. These are
actually three of the fifty-one per-
formances mandated by the South
Carolina State Department of Educa-
tion’s APT. Thus, teachers and evalua-
tors are reduced to puppets of the
APT’s tyrannical instrument, as are
curriculum developers, teachers, and
students in relation to the top-down
content standards and their evaluation
instrument—the standardized stan-
dards test (Haney and Madaus, 1989;
McNeil, 1988). Obviously, technical
standards and other reductionistic
mandates dramatically shape how
teachers teach, what they teach, and
other curricular dynamics.

Linda McNeil (1988) writes of the
effects of this rationalized way of see-
ing and the outcome-driven evalua-
tions in the domain of teacher eval-
uation. On days when they are
evaluated, creative teachers often re-
vert to a very traditional curriculum
because evaluators would not under-
stand an analytical and creative lesson.

Because of such demeaning require-
ments, many teachers have for the first
time felt the need to engage in politi-
cal action. They are ready to organize
to try to reclaim control of teaching
from the technocrats who in the name
of scientific research take away teach-
ers’ prerogatives to do what they know
their students need—to be free from
the oversimplified rote learning re-
quired by the standards tests. In this
positivistic context, the best practices
of teachers are rarely linked with as-
sessment procedures.

McNeil provides an excellent ex-
ample of teacher frustration and ad-
ministrative blindness. In a workshop
designed to engage students in the
role of active, creative workers in the
classroom, one teacher questioned
how such an effort could be accom-
plished in light of the instrumentally
rational system of assessment used by
the school. A principal responded that
it would be easy. If students were en-
gaged in a project, the principal as-
sured her, an evaluator would just
come back at a more appropriate time.
The designers of technical stan-
dards–driven teacher-evaluation stra-
tegies confuse technique for teaching,
management for pedagogy, and test-
score improvement for successful
learning. In this reductionistic con-
text, it is the best teachers who are
frustrated by this situation, the best
teachers who begin to think about
leaving. When student test scores are
tied to teacher career advancement
and merit pay, creative teachers make
up their minds—they have to leave
teaching or at least the school district.
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Top-down technical standards re-
flecting reductionism and technical
rationality have weakened the voice of
teachers, while centralizing the gover-
nance of schools and the construction
of curricula. Because it has the bless-
ing of objective science, many teach-
ers, administrators, and community
members cannot see the positivistic
dimension of educational policy and
teaching emanating from such a per-
spective. They cannot see that there
are particular values, political perspec-
tives, and power dynamics inscribed
on the standards-driven curriculum.
Any curriculum, of course, bears the
fingerprints of particular values, polit-
ical perspectives, and power dynam-
ics—the important point is to under-
stand which ones and how they affect
the educational process in particular
and the community and society in
general. Those who define what con-
stitutes validated, objective knowledge
about education will control schooling
in the United States.

Indeed, one of the greatest dangers
of technocratically reformed, stan-
dards-driven schools of the twenty-
first century is that by supporting
merely one view of educational excel-
lence the very assumptions on which a
pluralistic, egalitarian, democratic so-
ciety is based are undetermined. Ques-
tions of ethics and justice are neglected
by policies emanating from a research
tradition that by nature cannot address
them. Such questions are relegated to
the fuzzy realm of personal judg-
ment—a realm that must always be
subservient to the authority of impar-
tial scientific analysis (Salganik, 1985;

Porter, 1988; Hinchey, 1998). Here
rests a central danger of positivistic re-
ductionism and the view toward stan-
dards and curriculum that it promotes:
proponents of such a curriculum can
travel the high road of objectivity,
whereas its detractors are represented
as subjective and unscientific, of offer-
ing curricular policies based on mere
opinions. The construction of a cur-
riculum of monocultural data illustrat-
ing the greatness of the United States
to be memorized by students is pre-
sented as an objective rendering of the
most important knowledge that can be
known. The teaching of the great pro-
ductions of numerous world cultures
and the effort to encourage questions
about democratic practice are viewed
as subjective politicizations of the
curriculum.

In this political game, he or she
who can claim curriculum objectivity
wins. The point that a curriculum of
complexity makes again and again is
that no curriculum is objective; it al-
ways represents a point of view—it
comes with baggage. In my research
on schools, I hear educational and po-
litical leaders again and again maintain
that curriculum development is easy:
just teach the most important knowl-
edge about our civilization. If this en-
cyclopedia is successful, the public and
political and educational leaders will
begin to realize that this is not
simple—it is, to use a phrase impor-
tant to this work, complex. And the
more we learn about the study of cur-
riculum, the more complex we under-
stand the process to be. Whose
knowledge? What criteria do we use



to make such a decision? Whose civi-
lization? Only European civilization?
Do we include African, Asian, and in-
digenous civilizations? There is tre-
mendous disagreement among Ameri-
cans on the answers to these questions
in the first decade of the twenty-first
century.

In the industrialized workplace of
the past 125 years, analysts have often
found that the way in which work has
been evaluated has constituted the pri-
mary mechanism through which em-
ployers have controlled employees.
Thus, the assumptions that guide ex-
perts in their construction of evalua-
tion instruments take on greater im-
portance than they themselves may
realize. Teachers do not use objective
test results or highly technical evalua-
tion instruments to judge their own
teaching. Since the advent of techno-
cratic reforms, teachers and their
workplace supervisors have more and
more come to hold different concep-
tions of the way teaching should be
carried out—a situation that opens the
door to a range of potential conflicts.
Educational leaders tend to emphasize
task uniformity, whereas teachers tend
to value task diversity. After the imple-
mentation, for example, of Tennessee’s
Master Teacher Plan in the 1980s,
which was constructed on an out-
come-based model of research, teach-
ers voiced strong displeasure because
of the conflicting visions of the teach-
ing task.

Tennessee teachers were troubled
by a loss of professional autonomy
that impeded their ability to provide
appropriate instruction. The stan-

dardized procedures and curriculum
that were justified by the knowledge
base of empirical research moved
teacher concerns away from the needs
of individual students (Rosenholtz,
1987). The Tennessee master-teacher
experience illustrates one of the cen-
tral concerns of standards of complex-
ity: policy makers in education too of-
ten lack an understanding of the
assumptions that underlie an evalua-
tive act and the pedagogical and polit-
ical consequences of particular views
of what constitutes educational ex-
pertise and school policy. If political
and educational leaders do not under-
stand these dynamics, then scholar-
teachers must teach them. Standards
of complexity may reverse the typical
flow of communications in the educa-
tional hierarchy—teachers may speak
with an authoritative voice to their
managers. Teachers with the input of
the community in which they teach,
educational analysts, scholars in the
various disciplines, and their students
can develop a curriculum, while their
administrators and supervisors help
create conditions under which it can
be successfully implemented. Power is
redistributed—the worm turns.

The Cognitive Reductionism of
Technical Standards: Moving to
a New Curriculum Landscape
A central feature of standards of com-
plexity involves the recognition of the
dumbing-down aspect of the posi-
tivism and reductionism that support
technical standards. This dumbing-
down process is not random but seems
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to possess particular features that ap-
pear whenever positivistic and reduc-
tionistic ways of seeing are applied to
institutions. Thus, as argued previ-
ously, in the name of rationality these
modernist dynamics produce irra-
tionality, or a cognitive reductionism.
Such pathology seems to result from
Cartesian science’s tendency to focus
on “the world out there” rather than
the “me in here.” We have focused on
“the things of the world” without
studying the act of perception, with-
out an understanding of how our indi-
vidual location in the world shapes
what we see and how we see it. Thus,
we end up with a naïve notion of how
we see differently from one another.
Without insight into the complexity
of perception, we are often ready to
fight and even die over the “truth” of
our particular mode of perceiving.

Caught in this cognitive reduction-
ism, this Cartesian dualism, we find
ourselves able to gather copious data
about matter and energy but unable to
increase our insight into the minds
that put such information to use. For
example, over the past 2,000 years we
have increased our capacity to wage
war, while at the same time learning
little about the causes of war (Leshan
and Margeneu, 1982; O’Sullivan,
1999). Operating in this context, we
simply do not understand that the way
we see the world and ourselves is not
random: it is socially constructed. Our
consciousness is socially constructed
and our identity is socially produced.
With this insight, a key aspect of cur-
riculum development becomes identi-
fying the forces that shape who we

are, the process by which this takes
place, and what we can and should do
about it. Without such knowledge, we
do not know why we see the world as
we do, where our beliefs come from,
or the origins of our biases and preju-
dices. Our ethical sense is under-
mined, as we simply accept the cul-
tural ways of seeing that surround us
without gaining access to the notion
that these merely constitute one mode
of perception among many.

As a curriculum of complexity
works to highlight the construction of
our consciousness, we begin to gain a
more sophisticated sense not only of
who we are but also of the nature of
those who are different from us. In
such a study, we come to appreciate
them and their ways of seeing. In this
process, the curriculum of complexity
explores what we have to learn from
them, how our interaction with them
leaves us intellectually and ethically
richer than we were before. Engaging
in these types of studies, the curricu-
lum of complexity attempts to address
the limitations of cognitive reduction-
ism. Bringing hidden social, cultural,
and cognitive infrastructures to con-
sciousness, the curriculum of com-
plexity empowers teachers, students,
and parents to make conscious, in-
formed choices concerning their lives.
In the context of cognitive reduction-
ism and the educational standards it
produces, the curriculum often works
to hide these ever important concerns
from the public conversation about
education. Our educational system is
much weaker because of it.

Reflecting this cognitive reduction-
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ism, students and teachers move
through sixteen to twenty years of
schooling without ever being induced
to think about their own thinking and
the infrastructures and discourses that
have shaped it (Bohm and Peat, 1987).
The discourse of modernist science
with its obsession with measurement,
for example, has shaped the nature of
teacher education and the form that
schools have taken. Educational sci-
ence has devoted much attention to
the development of more precise sys-
tems of measurement and the applica-
tion of such measurement to the mind
of the learner. As a result, many edu-
cators and laypeople cannot think of
intelligence in any terms other than
quantitative; they cannot think of so-
phisticated cognition in any other way
than standardized-test scores.

Overcoming the Fragmented
Curriculum: Standards of
Complexity and the Search 
for Connectedness
This positivistic reductionism and the
curriculum it supports have frag-
mented the world to the point that in-
dividuals are blinded to certain forms
of human experience. Attempting to
study the world in isolation, bit by bit,
educational scientists have separated
the study of schools from society. For
the purpose of simplifying the process
of analysis, disciplines of study are di-
vided arbitrarily without regard for
larger context. In this mode of think-
ing, technical standards have been for-
mulated outside of the wider cultural

and political concerns for empathy.
Without these dynamics, difference is
often read as deficiency, if not pathol-
ogy. This holds not only cognitive im-
plications but social, cultural, and po-
litical ones as well. As politicians
mandate technical standards and test-
driven curricula, they extend these
problems and create an exaggerated
form of cognitive reductionism. Find-
ing its roots in this modernist frag-
mentation, the curriculum of techni-
cal standards exacerbates a “factoid
syndrome” where students learn iso-
lated bits and pieces of information
for multiple-choice tests.

Here rests a central concept of this
essay and of the encyclopedia in gen-
eral: the cognitive reductionism of the
technical standards–generated cur-
riculum fragments meaning as it frag-
ments information. In this curricular
context, the relationships that connect
information about the world and pro-
vide meaning to human observers are
dismissed from consideration. Think
about it: the very features of the world
that help us make sense of it are
undermined by the rationalized and
fragmented curriculum of technical
standards. Understanding these rela-
tionships and applying such insights to
the effort to make the world a better
place should construct the foundation
of the curriculum. At the very least, it
should not be ignored. To dismiss
such dynamics in the shaping of the
curriculum is a form of irrationality
that we hope will be viewed as primi-
tive in a few years. This concept is not
difficult to understand, and once the
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public appreciates it, educational re-
form will never take place in the same
way again.

This modernist fragmentation and
the cognitive reductionism it produces
have weakened our ability to see the
relationships between our personal ac-
tions and the cosmos. As we come to
value autonomy over participation,
isolation over communion, we begin
to view natural phenomena as objects
for exploitation and manipulation. Sci-
ence thus mutates into a device for
prediction and control that is comfort-
able when, in the name of progress and
short-term profits, it leads to a rape of
the natural world (Rifkin, 1989). Thus,
the fragmentation of information and
meaning and the cognitive reduction-
ism of technical standards produce re-
verberating consequences throughout
the social world. What we are analyz-
ing here involves the often hidden or-
ganizing principles upon which a soci-
ety constructs itself and its future.
Thus, these ideas are central not only
to education but also to who we are as
inhabitants of the planet.

Our unquestioned educational trek
for absolutism and certainty results in
a twelve- to sixteen-year training pro-
gram for Cartesian-Newtonian mo-
dernity. Modernist technicist curricula
emphasize quantities, distance, and lo-
cation, not qualities, relationships, or
context. Modernist reductionistic as-
sumptions are deeply embedded in
various aspects of school life. The
tests typically given in technical stan-
dards–driven schools, for example,
prepare students to think in terms of

linear causality and quantification—
the foundation of modernism. Be-
cause we are not taught to think in
complex terms, in terms of exposing
the tacit assumptions in our conven-
tions and everyday practices, disem-
powered teachers are oblivious to the
fact that they are propagating a spe-
cific ideology when they design their
curricula and administer the stan-
dards-driven “objective” tests.

Modernist education is chained to a
bed covered with a crazy quilt of unex-
amined assumptions. These hidden
assumptions dictate the questions
asked about schooling in the public
conversation and the tenets of the re-
form proposals offered by politicians.
Modernists attempt to piece Humpty-
Dumpty back together again by em-
ploying more and more of the king’s
horses and men—they attempt to re-
form schools with only our existing
tools. They think of schools in the
context of the old paradigmatic as-
sumptions, refusing to realize that the
educational crisis is symptomatic of
the larger enigmas of modernist frag-
mentation (Ferguson, 1980; O’Sulli-
van, 1999).

Scholar-Teachers as 
Curriculum Developers
In the beginning years of the twenty-
first century, U.S. society does not
view elementary, junior high or mid-
dle school, and high school teachers as
scholars. In the context of modernist
reductionism, why should teachers be
scholars if all they do is simply pass



along knowledge created by experts
and test students on their mastery of
such data? Indeed, most Americans do
not hold an image of teachers that is
characterized by individuals engaged
in reflection and research, sharing
their work with others, constructing
their workplace, producing curricu-
lum materials, and publishing their
research for other teachers and com-
munity members in general. In a re-
ductionistic worldview, these activities
for teachers seem like unnecessary
complications of what seems like a
simple act of knowledge transfer.
Standards of complexity must reedu-
cate the public about the role of teach-
ers if we are ever to produce an educa-
tional system that moves us to new
levels of social, scientific, democratic,
and ethical accomplishment.

Thus, standards of complexity are
dedicated to the production of scholar-
teachers who can recognize and rem-
edy the fragmented irrationality of the
technical standards–driven curricu-
lum. These scholar-teachers treat stu-
dents as active agents, render knowl-
edge problematic, utilize dialogical
methods of teaching, and seek to make
learning a process where self-under-
standing, self-direction, and learning
to teach oneself are possible. Scholar-
teachers help students become good
citizens with the insight to identify so-
cial conditions that harm people and
the civic ability to envision and imple-
ment alternative forms of social and
political organization (Aronowitz and
Giroux, 1985; McLaren, 2000; Kinch-
eloe and Steinberg, 1997). Thus, the
scholar-teachers operating in schools

shaped by standards of complexity are
agents of democracy who understand
the relationship between learning and
the future existence of a democratic
state. There is nothing simple about
democratic living; students must un-
derstand complex social relationships
if they are to comprehend the way
power operates to smash the fragile
concept of democracy.

Scholar-teachers in standards of
complexity understand the technical-
ization, rationalization, and bureau-
cratization of technical standards that
erase the democratic vision of what
schools can become. Operating with a
vision of this possibility, scholar-
teachers in standards of complexity
work to integrate the knowledge of
the academic disciplines, student ex-
perience, popular culture, and the ef-
fects of dominant modes of thinking
in the larger effort to help students
and community members make sense
of their relationship to the world.
Using knowledge from history, litera-
ture, math, physics, biology, chem-
istry, environmental studies, anthro-
pology, political science, philosophy,
and a critique of disciplinarity,
scholar-teachers examine the pro-
cesses of identity construction, knowl-
edge production, learning to teach
oneself, democratic participation,
technological innovation, and social
change. An amazing curriculum can
be developed with these concepts in
mind—a curriculum that changes lives
and the world for the better.

As scholar-teachers examine these
complex processes, they turn the
lenses of analysis upon themselves and
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their own professional education. As
researchers and knowledge workers in
the curriculum of complexity, they are
empowered to reveal deep structures
that shape the professional activities of
teachers. In the process, they develop
a reflective awareness that allows them
to discern the ways that teacher per-
ception is shaped by the socioeduca-
tional context with its accompanying
linguistic codes, cultural signs, and
tacit views of the world. This reflec-
tive awareness, this stepping back
from the world as we are accustomed
to seeing it, requires that the prospec-
tive teachers construct their percep-
tions of the world anew.

This reconstruction of their per-
ceptions is conducted not in a random
way but in a manner that undermines
the forms of teacher thinking that ap-
pear natural, that opens to question
expert knowledge that has been offi-
cially verified. Reflectively aware
teacher-researchers ask where their
own cognitive forms come from, in
the process clarifying their own sys-

tem of meaning as they reconstruct
the role of practitioner. The ultimate
justification for such scholarly activity
is practitioner empowerment—an em-
powerment that provides teachers the
skills to overcome the modernist ten-
dency to discredit their integrity as
capable, self-directed professionals
(Slaughter, 1989; Carr and Kemmis,
1986; Carson and Sumara, 1997). In
this new context, scholar-teachers can
get on with the process of developing
the curriculum of complexity.

Indeed, there is much more to
teaching and curriculum development
than meets the reductionistic eye,
more than is included in technicist
teacher-education programs. The pur-
pose of a complex teacher education is
not to learn the right answers, the
hand-me-down knowledge of the re-
search experts; on the contrary, such a
rigorous teacher education consists of
making the most of the unanticipated
complications of the classroom. Tech-
nicist methods courses and student
teaching do not address the innate un-
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certainty of the curriculum—they at-
tempt to deny it. Thus, teacher educa-
tors operating in the context of stan-
dards of complexity refuse to provide a
generic form of teaching and expert-
developed curriculum that are applica-
ble to all students in all contexts.

Neither do they attempt to reduce
the uncertainty of the profession by
the application of quick technical
fixes. Complexity implies a humility,
an admission that teacher educators
also agonize over the confusing uncer-
tainties of everyday practice. To oper-
ate otherwise would be to revert to the
dishonesty of modernism’s veil of cer-
tainty (Clark, 1987; Hicks, 1999;
Block, 1995; Wertsch, 1991).

A Complex Curriculum 
of Exploration: Life in
Epistemological Hell
Scholar-teachers operating in the cur-
riculum of complexity leave behind
the reductionistic quest for certainty
and its unthinking, rote memoriza-
tion–based “curriculum of final truth.”
Comfort with uncertainty allows
scholar-teachers the freedom to ex-
periment and to be transformed by
the process. They are free to be falli-
ble and to learn from their fallibility.
Marilyn Ferguson writes that “uncer-
tainty is the necessary companion for
all explorers” (1980, 107). Thinking of
themselves as explorers helps scholar-
teachers with their curriculum of
complexity come to a key realization:
education should be a tremendously
exciting process filled with wonder,
surprise, and passion. As I watch stu-

dents operate in schools shaped by
technical standards memorize data for
their standardized exit test, I under-
stand why they are so bored and alien-
ated. The mere idea of studying an ex-
citing curriculum that is connected to
the world and their lives is not even
remotely imaginable to them. Given
their experiences, I must sound like a
creature from another planet when I
speak of the passion and excitement of
learning.

Scholar-teachers know that the de-
bate over curriculum in the contem-
porary standards conflict is nothing
new. As pointed out numerous times
in this encyclopedia, the debate has
waxed and waned throughout the his-
tory of U.S. education. The only way
to escape this time warp, with its peri-
odic replay of the same old arguments
and its perpetual spinning of our cur-
ricular wheels, involves understanding
that it exists. Scholar-teachers must be
aware of these historical replays and
combine such an awareness with a de-
tailed understanding of how knowl-
edge is produced, verified, and canon-
ized, and how it makes its way into the
curriculum. Teachers in standards of
complexity are knowledge workers
who have the ability to uncover the
ideological and cultural interests hid-
den in the official knowledge of the
curriculum and the way curriculum is
conceptualized. Such ideological and
cultural interests exert a dramatic im-
pact on the social, political, and eco-
nomic status quo. Thus, the curricular
stakes are high.

In the past twenty-five years—not
to mention the past two centuries—
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this curricular debate has played out
again and again. Consider, for ex-
ample, the pronouncements of leading
technical-standards promoter Chester
Finn. Since the mid-1970s, Finn has
maintained that educators must use
standardized testing and test-driven
curricula to ensure quality in U.S.
schools. As a model of a positivist,
Finn promotes a set of absolute con-
tent standards that lays the foundation
for an objective measurement of
progress. Without these absolute con-
tent truths, Finn and the advocates of
technical standards argue, U.S. society
and its schools will fall into an abyss of
relativism that will undermine the
very foundations of Western civiliza-
tion. Professional historians, for ex-
ample, who understand the complex-
ity of producing and validating
historical knowledge do not fall into
an abyss of relativism because they are
operating in a zone of complexity.
They make the best judgments they
can, given their limited vantage
points; understand the values that
shape their interpretations; and,
knowing that their findings are tenta-
tive, stand ready to change their
analyses with the addition of new van-
tage points and information.

Such a complex reality represents
the fourth circle of epistemological
hell for Finn (1982). In the name of
quality, he implores the American
people to let the positivistic experts
determine the goals of schooling and
the composition of the curricular con-
tent to be memorized by students. The
cult of the expert is alive and well, as
teachers are socialized to accept their

deskilled role in the educational work-
place. In Finn’s configuration, there is
no reason for rigorous colleges of edu-
cation with scholarly expectations for
teachers. Instead of an academic
teacher education, professional educa-
tion in Finn’s context might as well in-
volve a six-week training course in in-
structional methods—similar to the
way trainers are now taught in the mil-
itary. At the very least, in such a reduc-
tionistic mode, knowledge of teaching
practice is commodified, packaged,
and distributed to teachers. Teachers
are expected, in turn, to think of cur-
riculum as a body of prepackaged
knowledge of various subjects that is to
be “dished out” to passive students.

The curricular consequences for
such a reductionistic perspective are
unfortunate. Finn and his fellow advo-
cates of technical standards have re-
nounced the “relational” intent of aca-
demic knowledge and education in
general (Aronowitz and Giroux, 1985;
Hinchey, 1998). This relational intent
involves an understanding of who we
are and the forces that have shaped us.
It concerns the ability to connect the
knowledge of the disciplines with the
ever changing conditions under which
everyday life takes place. In this con-
text, the ability to connect different
forms of knowledge to one another be-
comes a key ability of teachers and stu-
dents. The logic of Finn’s absolutism
and the reductionistic evaluation tech-
niques that accompany it preclude the
ability to examine the students’ facility
with these connections.

Of course, the only knowledge pos-
itivistic evaluation procedures are ca-



pable of measuring is the fragments of
data that by themselves provide little
insight into the nature of reality. In
order to objectively evaluate our stu-
dents and to compare the quality of
teaching techniques in Finn’s reduc-
tionistic cosmos, curricula must be
standardized and focused on the meas-
urable. The relational intent of
knowledge is irrelevant in this con-
text—it is much too imprecise, too
subject to individual variation. So
once again in the name of certainty,
positivists substitute measurability for
significance and meaning. Reflecting
this irrationality of rationality, Finn
and his fellow technical-standards ad-
vocates choose fragmentation over
connectedness, low-cognitive-level
memorization over high-cognitive-
level analysis, political naïveté and
passivity over engaged citizenship,
teacher deskilling over professional
integrity, and curriculum as isolated
content over curriculum as a complex
living process.

The world is a much better place in
what Finn considers epistemological
hell with its fascinating uncertainty
and complexity. Teachers in standards
of complexity learn to live comfort-
ably in conditions where uncertainty
is accepted and simplistic reductionis-
tic answers and final truths are always
questionable. Of course, one of the
most important tools in the effort to
deal with the chaos of everyday school
life—that is, Finn’s hell—is for teach-
ers to become researchers, to build a
curriculum grounded in research skills
and knowledge work. In the early
twentieth century, John Dewey

(1916), recognizing these dynamics,
proposed a form of teacher research
that challenged technicist reduction-
ism. Teacher research as conceptual-
ized in standards of complexity re-
flects Dewey’s notions, as it undercuts
dominant culture’s comfort with exist-
ing definitions, curriculum organiza-
tion, and sociocultural injustice. In a
dominant culture that has not valued
self-reflection on the part of its
teacher professionals, practitioner re-
search becomes a key pedagogical ac-
tivity as it pushes professionals in a va-
riety of fields to reconsider their
assumptions (Greene, 1988, 1995).

Eluding the Fragmentation
Trap: The Connected
Curriculum, Its Complex
Processes, and 
Alternative Content
A curriculum of complexity always
views human beings, society, the phys-
ical world, and the pedagogical pro-
cess as interconnected features of a
broader framework, a deeper order.
Each of these features gains its mean-
ing as part of this and many other
relationships. As such realms of con-
nection are revealed in relation to hu-
mans, new evolutionary possibilities
for the species are brought into focus.
Positivist educators armed with their
top-down technical standards have
failed to think in terms of this con-
nectedness and the possibilities it
raises for human becoming. The notion
of new forms of human being and
cognition seems never to occur to
those involved with technicist educa-
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tion. Advocates of technical standards
fall into the fragmentation trap, mani-
festing the scourge of cognitive reduc-
tionism as they allow the compart-
mentalization of knowledge to define
its importance. As we compartmental-
ize the world and knowledge about it,
we draw boundaries between what is
spoken and what remains unspoken.
In this context, students may graduate
from high school never having given a
thought to what disciplines exclude
from analysis. I don’t think it is inac-
curate to argue that the greatest
artists, writers, inventors, doctors,
business and labor leaders, teachers,
and researchers that emerge from pos-
itivistic schooling have to learn how to
think at a higher level outside of their
formal educational experiences. They
acquire their cognitive power in spite
of rather than as a result of schooling.
The connected curriculum of stan-
dards of complexity will fix this frag-
mented stupidification process.

As educational leaders, politicians,
and the U.S. public begin to under-
stand the nature and limitations of re-
ductionistic fragmentation in educa-
tion, schooling will begin to change.
The weight of history is on the side of
standards of complexity and the cur-
riculum it supports. To avoid reduc-
tionism in curriculum and cognitive
development, teachers and students
must learn to derive meaning from di-
rect experience. Learning from and
extending the knowledge derived from
direct experience, as in primary re-
search, we move into a realm of con-
nectedness where new awarenesses
carry us beyond the boundaries of

conventional ways of thinking. As we
pursue this connectivity in these
relationships among data, context, ex-
perience, and the complexity of per-
ception, Western education may over-
come its scholarly malaise and move
toward higher dimensions of human
experience.

Simply put, a curriculum of com-
plexity understands that knowledge
does not exist in isolation. Knowledge
conceived in the zone of complexity is
always in process—it comes from
somewhere and is going somewhere.
From this perspective, knowledge
viewed as an “end product” to be con-
sumed misses the very nature of
knowledge. Standards of complexity
are grounded in this process-based,
interconnected understanding: knowl-
edge can never be viewed outside its
genesis, the process of its production;
it can never be conceptualized outside
of its relationship to other informa-
tion and other contexts. Whenever we
attempt to view knowledge outside of
these boundaries, we make a logical
mistake that holds serious conse-
quences and produces a chain of re-
ductionistic ramifications. In the most
basic curricular sense, the knowledge
taught in technical standards is iso-
lated in the preceding ways from the
life experiences of students. Such a
technicist view of knowledge, of
course, sets off a flood of reductionis-
tic ramifications such as teaching to
test, loss of meaning, student and
teacher boredom, stupidification, edu-
cational standardization, diminished
creativity, and cognitive reduction-
ism—just to name a few.



Another consequence of the view of
knowledge assumed within the reduc-
tionistic curriculum involves its pres-
entation as absolute truth. When we
know something for certain, little
need exists to pursue alternative ways
of knowing. Such alternative or, from
the perspective of certainty, deviant
ways of seeing are dismissed as irrele-
vant for the reductionistic, frag-
mented curriculum. Such information
is not viewed as an important source
of new insight or socioeducational in-
novation (Romanish, 1986; Schön,
1987; Capra, 1996; O’Sullivan, 1999).
As we study these reductionistic rami-
fications of the fragmented curricu-
lum of technical standards, we under-
stand the fear generated among
reductionists by the diverse concep-
tual frameworks brought to school by
philosophical diversity and the analy-
sis of the knowledge-production
strategies of diverse cultures. Stan-
dards of complexity and the connected
curriculum they produce are fasci-
nated with diversified conceptual
frameworks and knowledge-produc-
tion strategies. In this way, we argue,
social, political, psychological, scien-
tific, and educational innovations take
place.

Positivistic scholars and their edu-
cational allies have long maintained
that when we give credence to a vari-
ety of methods of seeking and validat-
ing information, the knowledge we
produce becomes muddled and con-
fused. In this context, we come to un-
derstand the positivistic, reductionis-
tic use of the term rigor. Used in this
context, rigor has implied a conceptual

clarity and consistency and the elimi-
nation of bias—meaning the severing
of human connection from the knowl-
edge production. In this “objective”
context, all connections to the knowl-
edge in question are irrelevant, and
different contexts are immaterial.
Thus, reductionistic rigor limits the
way in which information might be
interpreted, one way being the ideal.
To facilitate such rigorous knowledge
production, proponents have called
for a universal language of ideas in
which all research problems could be
formulated. In this manner, debate
over the complexities of linguistic
meaning would be eliminated and ob-
jectivity would be ensured. Thus,
knowledge, it is argued, could be pro-
duced with great accuracy as the com-
plications of observer bias and lan-
guage imprecision would be solved
(Eisner, 1984). Curricula of truth
could then be developed and passed
on to students.

The reductionistic, disconnected,
positivistic belief in an underlying nat-
ural order where there is regularity in
human action exerts a profound im-
pact on knowledge production and
curriculum development. These regu-
larities, or social laws, positivists
maintain, are best expressed through
quantitative analysis and the language
of mathematics. The assumptions of
social regularity and certainty behind
this disconnected, decontextualized,
positivistic tradition dramatically in-
fluence social and educational practice
and curriculum development. What
begins as a research method slowly
evolves into a view of the world that
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includes descriptions of what humans
should know, exactly what such
knowledge means, and how they
should behave as a result of knowing
it. Curriculum that is grounded in
positivism assumes that the laws of so-
ciety and the knowledge of human ex-
istence are verified and are ready to be
inserted into the minds of children.

Positivistic educational “engineers”
devise curricula and organizational
strategies for schools as if there were
no uncertainties or ambiguities in the
social, physical, psychological, and ed-
ucational worlds. Students in these
circumstances, advocates of standards
of complexity charge, are controlled
and manipulated like animals in a bi-
ology laboratory. The sacred and au-
thoritative rituals of positivistic sci-
ence grant these practices a halo of
sanctity and legitimacy. Advocates of
technical standards exploit this halo to
the utmost (Popkewitz, 1981; Hin-
chey, 1998). To overcome the power
of the reductionist halo, standards of
complexity view multiple readings of
reality as basic aspects of knowledge
production, cognitive development,
and the construction of curricula. An-
alyzing and comparing the processes
and results of these multiple readings,
advocates of complexity lead the
charge into uncharted social, cogni-
tive, and educational waters.
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Democracy and Standards 
of Complexity

Working with standards of complexity
is the responsibility of all those in-
volved in education for democracy.
Involved are parents, teachers, admin-
istrators, curriculum planners, re-
searchers, students, teacher educators,
politicians, experts in academic disci-
plines, school boards, and a host of
other people interested in maintaining
and creating a democratic world.
Standards of complexity are systems
that contain a great many independent
variables combined with all the fea-
tures and information flow that every
citizen has a right to access. These are
actually the original foundations of
modern democracy: political rights
and freedoms for all. For example,
variables such as time-space, history,
gender, identity, Western privileging,
and social contexts act upon the world
in a manner that modern education
has missed. As the world’s variables in-

teract and intersect, standards of com-
plexity support the democratic foun-
dations of justice and equality. Sys-
tems of modern democracy and
standards of complexity interact to
create a postmodern democracy. How-
ever, both systems have also been re-
duced over time for political manipu-
lation and economic privileging of
those wishing to accumulate power.
We are led to believe the masses need
to be brought under the same stan-
dards in order to access that power.
Each individual and institution con-
cerned about the future of education
as a major source of freedom can no
longer work only with the theories
and practices of traditional standards.

Based on the scientific rationality of
Western European logic, the founda-
tions of modern education have
reached their limits in setting stan-
dards. The exclusiveness of traditional
standards are questionable in a post-
modern democratic education. Al-
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though Western logic is included in
standards of complexity because of the
knowledge and values it has con-
tributed to modern education, it also
is challenged for its dominance and
exclusiveness over other systems of
knowledge and values.

Meanwhile educational theories and
practices are being influenced and
challenged by theories of complexity
and pedagogically framed by postfor-
mal contexts (which do not separate
thinking, teaching, and learning into
traditional formalist categories such as
disciplinary knowledge [see Messer-
Davidow, Shumway, & Sylvan, 1993]
or educational psychology’s clinical
empiricism of intellectual, social, cog-
nitive, emotional, and moral develop-
ment [see Kincheloe, Steinberg, &
Hinchey, 1999]). The momentum gen-
erated by teaching and learning in the
context of complexity includes features
of chaos theory (borrowed mainly
from the natural, physical, and chemi-
cal sciences and literature; see Cove-
ney & Highfield, 1995; Hayles, 1991;
Prigogine & Stengers, 1984; Ruelle,
1991; Sarder & Abrams, 1998) and
from critical cultural studies (heavily
reliant on critical theories such as
Marxism, feminism, postmodernism,
postcolonialism, poststructuralism,
radical hermeneutics, and deconstruc-
tionism). Theories in studies, for ex-
ample, of race, gender, class, and sexu-
ality constantly challenge and change
status quo knowledge and essential-
ized, commonsense practices. Because
standards of complexity are inclusive,
the historical, social, and political con-
texts of traditional knowledge, disci-

plines, and values are considered part
of the complexity but challenged as
singular, exclusive, and dominant.

Knowledge and values shaped by
the student’s and teacher’s autobiogra-
phy supply further complexity in addi-
tion to the diversity presented by the
student’s background and interests. Af-
ter thirty-five years of teaching, I rig-
orously attempt to apply to my own
practices many features of the stan-
dards of complexity of which I am
aware. However, I frequently recog-
nize moments when I employ tradi-
tional, formalist, reductionistic teach-
ing, such as objective methodologies,
checklists, and traditional literary and
standard textbook resources. The need
to be phenomenologically sensitive (to
the context-specific lived experiences
of body, otherness, space, and time) to
every furled forehead, internal experi-
ences, students’ personal contact or
not with the subject under study,
emerging identities, and considera-
tions of cultural diversities between
and within such areas as genders,
races, classes, religions, sexualities, col-
onized subjects, identities, and plural-
ity make it impossible to consider any-
thing less for education than standards
of complexity. Furthermore, a post-
modern democracy demands no less.

Standards of complexity are acti-
vated by the force of intersecting rela-
tionships between, to name a few,
texts, teachers, students, parent expec-
tations, and politicians’ agendas. As
the momentum, volume, parts, space,
and time increase, teaching and learn-
ing follow several major features of
complexity. Terms that have been used
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to describe these features include:
nonlinear, unpredictable, novelty,
creativity, spontaneity, unstable un-
periodic behavior, context sensitive,
divergence, diversity, disorder, self-
organizing, changes, new modes of
thinking and behavior, networks of
feedback loops that alter the course of
action, few if any limitations, structure
in far from equilibrium conditions,
unteleological, neither means nor
ends. To live in the complexity means
on the edge of chaos—dynamic—al-
ways in process. Mingle the principles
and practices of the old with the con-
temporary, and standards of complex-
ity push every student into the zone of
proximal development, the place
where the principles of idealism, hope,
possibility, and freedom intersect for a
creative and democratic future.

In this chapter, I present some the-
oretical applications of standards of
complexity to actual practices. The
discussion includes teaching sessions
of a few traditional simple standards as
listed explicitly in curriculum docu-
ments, starting points for generating
standards of complexity. The majority
of the examples are drawn from uni-
versity courses that I teach. In other
writings I can produce similar exam-
ples from kindergarten to secondary
school as a demonstration that stan-
dards of complexity are applicable and
possible for all ages of students and
teachers. In academic writings and ed-
ucational texts, it seems that complex-
ity is still the enemy of the state, foe to
controlling the standards that hold the
nation together (see Nash, Crabtree,
& Dunn, 2000). The longer that latter

argument lasts, the sooner democracy
crumbles. But how to capture the
complexity in printed text without the
technological abilities of hypertext has
been the struggle of many postmod-
ern fiction writers (e.g., David Bar-
thelme, Italo Calvino, Angela Carter,
Carlos Fuentes, David Lodge, Ishmael
Reed, and a host of others who have
tampered with the structures of mod-
ern texts; see McHale, 1987). It re-
mains my struggle in writing and in
pedagogical practice.

The Advent(ure) of Complexity
While young public school students
seem to live in a state of negative ca-
pabilities (Keats), formal schooling
seems to have reduced that state for
university students in teacher educa-
tion. When I begin any course in my
areas of cultural studies, literacy, and
drama, it seems that I must order the
content, readings, assignments, due
dates, and evaluations for the students.
To reduce and organize their lives
through a course outline, I conform to
university policy, which is taken for
granted as a normal demand from stu-
dents. So when I started one course in
critical/cultural literacy, after handing
out the formal outline, the students
and I entered the field of complexity.
The simple beginnings of the course
outline evolved into what at times the
students felt was chaos: What do you
want us to write? How many words? Is
there an exam? To where and why did
the freedom, wanderlust, and self-
organizing skills of young learners
disappear?



To reduce the sense of chaos and
free students’ imaginations to the en-
suing complexity, I guarantee that I
will, with their rigorous input, give
them the grades (still university and
public school criteria) they are com-
fortable with. If they are not satisfied
with the grades on essays and assign-
ments (I don’t feel exams are rigor-
ous), they can rewrite from my feed-
back until they are satisfied they have
explored the feedback to saturation.
Libraries, newspapers, other courses,
media, literature, documents, web
sites, interviews, tutorials, face-to-face
discussions, peers, phone calls, and
now e-mail are only a few of the feed-
back mechanisms they can use. The
strictest expectations on my part are
that they attend classes, since I rarely
if ever work from textbooks or photo-
copied handouts; I work mainly from
my own notes, not ignoring the feed-
back (challenging it if need be, even
the negative, but not ignoring it), and
I use the nonlinear feedback instead of
expecting some methodological for-
mulas. To develop rigor, the feedback
process from the teacher and others
prevents linearity and predictability
and loops back to the student as re-
sponsibility for self-organization. In
addition, I still mix lecture with group
discussions. Both are done as feedback
to the students’ questions and work-
to-date more than a transmission of
knowledge.

Complexity fuels an energy sup-
plied by self-organization and feed-
back, which generates new informa-
tion and questions for the student. At
the same time, the feedback also loops

through the teacher. Feedback to each
student’s work should alter or chal-
lenge his or her thinking, which re-
quires the teacher to turn back on his
or her own thinking. While some con-
sistency and patterns of response
emerge, the teacher realizes that feed-
back to each student’s work will only
be democratic and continue the stan-
dard of complexity if infinite possibili-
ties are circulated. Thus no method-
ologies or set questions/comments can
be used as feedback. They can be used
only as acceleration into complexity,
not as a world to simplify.

In all this momentum, eventually
students and teachers feel they need a
point of equilibrium, rest, balance, or
simplicity to manage, to prevent stress
and disorder, to achieve objectives and
external organization. The students’
phenomenological frustration and/or
stressed voices call for the teacher to
address the conditions of what Pri-
gogine and Stengers (1984) call dissi-
pative structures. In these far-from-
equilibrium conditions, where “new
types of structures may originate
spontaneously” (p. 12), students, ac-
customed to formalist pedagogy and
disciplinary knowledge from text-
books and lectures, assume that they
are not learning or going to pass the
course if there is not a constant and
explicit state of equilibrium. When
working with standards of complexity,
however, no two students or the
teacher can be in a state of equilib-
rium. Just as the student senses equi-
librium, the feedback mechanisms, no
matter who or what the source, in-
crease the complexity. However, I find

300 DEMOCRACY



301Standards of Complexity in a Postmodern Democracy

I devote a large part of the course con-
tent to changing their experience and
discourse of the dissipative structure
of complexity from abnormal to nor-
mal and mainstream. I assume that
this will transfer to their own teach-
ing, although I know this is not likely
unless the students enter their profes-
sional career with resistance to for-
malist teaching and traditional trans-
mission of standards. I try to assure
them that younger students are not as
socialized as they are into the culture
of formalism, so that teaching stan-
dards of complexity is possible. But
getting a job, keeping the job, and get-
ting the permanent position are, as
student teacher Anna claims, “the rea-
son we won’t try to change things
[modern education].”

In fact, student teaching and pro-
fessor evaluations still emphasize
these singular standards for maintain-
ing order and control. These are the
traditional discourses of standards of
Western logic, where objectivity, facts,
checklists, programs, methods, and
technology dominate as if natural and
neutral. Although a few students, out
of the thirty-five to forty in the class
living through standards of complex-
ity, never seem to become engaged, I
find fewer of them than those who
suffer from boredom or teacher/pro-
gram dependence in the reductionist,
methodological pedagogy of simple
factual standards. To me, teaching the
standards of complexity keeps me as
revitalized and as free as the students
of any age level.

The discussion in this section is not
to suggest that the advent of complex-

ity only happens at the beginning of a
course or lesson. Systems of complex-
ity run through every moment of en-
gagement in a democratic, postmod-
ern teaching-learning context. A
particular level of constant energy is
required even in moments of silence
and reflection.

All Things Considered 
Means Never Being Done
The previous discussion makes it ap-
pear that there is no substance or con-
tent in standards of complexity, that it
is mere process, ideas in far-from-
equilibrium conditions, free form—no
standards at all. But this is not so.
Without question, there is more sub-
stance owing to the fact that content
and form are not separate entities but
work together, a host of variables, di-
verging and intersecting as the stu-
dents spontaneously interact with var-
ious feedback systems. Democracy
(here all logic is included) enters the
complexity as dialogue. Negotiation
and resistance confront the main-
stream and centers, dominant, stable,
and normal with facts and values that
are usually overlooked, uncertain, dis-
puted, abnormal, and infinite. All ele-
ments and features of the context are
considered, especially those over-
looked as insignificant by long-stand-
ing conceptual frameworks, methods,
and mainstream knowledge. Students
in formalist contexts are taught to
look for constants and ignore other
information. Teachers work only
within boundaries of their expertise,
academic discipline, conceptualized



frameworks, and traditional discourse.
In standards of complexity, there is no
value assignment except for justice
and freedom, no dominant and non-
dominant, no right and wrong, no
good and evil as created by Western
dualisms/binarisms. All possibilities
are considered, and there are fewer
missed opportunities. Participation by
all and of all—the intent of modern
democracy and the hope of postmod-
ern democracy—is the standard that
guides us through the hyperreality of
complexity.

Opening Standards 
to Complexity
Previously I mentioned that I would
give actual examples of the theories of
standards of complexity in practice/
action. I began with how a course out-
line is already packed with a multitude
of features that are characteristic of
complexity in a postformal pedagogy.
To continue from the course outline, I
move into the recognizable content of
a course. It happened, in large part,
spontaneously.

A precedent-setting Supreme Court
case based on the Indian Act gave lo-
cal Aboriginal fishers in Australia the
right to fish out of season and without
quotas. Unable to do so, nonaborigi-
nal fishers protested by trashing Abo-
riginal lobster traps and claiming that
Aboriginal fishers should have to fol-
low the same rules as they do or lob-
ster will be overfished and the indus-
try will be closed. Newspapers and
television become the major public
source of information, supposedly re-

porting without bias—just the facts
and events as they happened. These
media sources became the passport to
enter into standards of complexity.
Similar events occurred a year earlier
in regard to Aboriginals lumbering
freely on crown land (land set aside by
nonnative government for their use
only). The opposition was mainly
from national pulp and paper corpora-
tions and local non-native lumberers.
Again, the two major sources of infor-
mation were the newspaper and televi-
sion. The study of Aboriginal life was
pursued because the topic is a highly
recommended standard field of study
in several curriculum guides and text-
books. North American curriculum
frequently requires units of study on
Aboriginal culture. I emphasize cul-
ture because that appears to be the
emphasis, instead of, for example, crit-
ical antiracist and postcolonial read-
ings of Aboriginal worlds. Discussion
of these two areas, one very sponta-
neous and one a standard area of disci-
plinary curriculum study, occurred
during a critical/cultural literacy
course.

Nothing that followed throughout
the course was planned, expected, or
predictable. I was to teach student
teachers how to teach critical literacy
and cultural studies. Their back-
ground and mine—Do we still teach
like we were taught?—were informed
by certain information about Aborigi-
nal life that must be taught and tested.
We were taught that students in
kindergarten to grade five studied tra-
ditional Aboriginal life, all lumped to-
gether or compared by traditional
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tribal location and dress. Corridors
are still filled with photocopied pic-
tures of Inuit hunting seals with har-
poons, same picture, same colors (just
don’t go outside the lines). Middle
grades still studied modern Aboriginal
life with “they’re just like us” an-
tiracist, multicultural humanism-hu-
man race slogans. Secondary students,
usually only if it’s required, engage in
some historical, cultural, or political
studies of Aboriginal life. The texts,
however, are usually written by non-
aboriginals or are from noncritical
perspectives or reduce knowledge of
Aboriginals to generalizability and es-
sentialism. In teacher education, some
students study Aboriginal life and his-
tory in social studies courses or from a
center in the faculty that offers
courses in the area. However, I now
was informed differently to read and
write, to deconstruct and rewrite from
systems of feedback. I now was aware
that with complexity in the forefront,
our past knowledge about Aboriginal
life was to be challenged and that new
thoughts, new truths would emerge.
But there are always misreadings and
contradictions as the elements keep
rearranging themselves in the context
of complexity (Sarder & Abrams,
1998).

The issues and events surrounding
the Aboriginal fishing rights opened
the door to complexity. I brought in
articles about the events from differ-
ent local, provincial (state), and na-
tional newspapers. The students broke
into groups, each group with different
examples to discuss concerning the
knowledge and values being generated

about Aboriginal life in general and
specific to this event. Usually groups
reported back what they found in rela-
tion to the task set. But critical studies
ask for a different reading than a read-
ing just for information. I collected
the students’ charts to use at the end
of the course. At this point, no discus-
sion was held of their findings.

These are students with a first de-
gree in a variety of disciplines, but few
have a critical studies background;
those that do, usually have one in fem-
inism. Assuming that the students had
limited to nil background in critical
literacy, I provided some background
and discourse by assigning texts as
representations—of Aboriginals, of
government, of fishing; of rights,
equality, power; of gender, law and or-
der, history, class, race, and so forth.
At first, we discussed how they’ve
been taught to read a text or book.
They tended to use text to mean book,
but I use it in a critical, semiotic man-
ner as anything that generates mean-
ings that combine into larger patterns
that have been socially constructed to
have certain meanings and to do cer-
tain things (Thwaites, Davis, &
Mules, 1994). We expanded on the
notion of text to include printed and
oral text, architecture, space, time,
movies, visuals, and ourselves. I also
added hypertext at this point to em-
phasize that reading in a postmodern
world (what’s that, they query?—later,
say I) is like clicking your TV remote
and receiving multiple channels as if
one program. This makes sources of
text as complex as the many possible
ways of making sense of them.



I ask the students to list on file
cards the kinds of questions they
would be asked before or after reading
the newspaper articles. My intention
is for them to recognize how a reader
reads in a particular way depending on
the questions they are asked by or ask-
ing of the text. The students are to
categorize the questions into five gen-
eral types: (1) traditional text analysis
using Bloom’s taxonomy (fact, analy-
sis, synthesis, and so on); (2) reader-
response (What do you think of ––– in
the text? What don’t you under-
stand/agree with in the text?); (3) per-
sonal response: finding something in
the text that relates to somebody,
someplace, some event, some problem
they know of or have experienced; (4)
critical cultural (Who is writing this in
relation to the subjects/topic? Who is
assigned power or not in/by this text?
What are the historical, social, and
political contexts? How are gender,
race, class, subjectivity, and so on, rep-
resented in this text? [see Berry, 1995
and 2000, for a plethora of examples]);
and (5) other ways of categorizing.

Most of the questions fell into the
first category, very few in the second
and fourth, and none in the third.
Those in the fifth category, after dis-
cussion, usually fell into the first cate-
gory. Many students were confused
and skeptical when I said that the
kinds of questions they are asked or
they ask of the text reveal a lot about
what they think/theorize reading is. Is
it a matter of applying a hierarchy of
question as most of them had on their
file cards? Reading, knowledge, and
value are more than a simple hierar-

chy of standard questions that have
been filtered out of the complexity of
reading the world of the text. They
came to realize, although maybe not
accept, the rigor demanded as the
course proceeded. “But what about
the exams?” “ How will we know if the
students have learned anything?” were
some of the persistent questions that I
heard from the student teachers. The
pedagogical turbulence indicated
near-equilibrium was headed for far-
from-equilibrium conditions. Ideas
were already being reorganized. More
energy was required to understand
and construct knowledge. Complexity
was in practice (Sarder & Abrams,
1998).

As questions from the first four ar-
eas were asked of the articles, different
readings were already being gener-
ated. The students themselves created
new questions, which seemed to open
up the discussion to multiple readings
of text. The text was reread to uncover
possible readings that kept folding
back on themselves to produce new
truths and logic. Once the students
seemed comfortable, other dimen-
sions were added to the reading of the
articles. We were moving deeper into
standards of complexity, both teacher
and students. The ontological states of
teaching and learning were moving
deeper into engagement: from attrac-
tion to attention to interest to concern
to investment to commitment to pas-
sion and maybe a bit of learning
(Heathcote, 1983). Each of us work-
ing at different levels of engagement
with the texts added to the complexity
of the pedagogical context. Ontologi-
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cal play, not method, is where truths
can be found, according to Gadamer
(1982).

Any text, both within and between
texts, is filled with a complex play of
meanings; social codes/representa-
tions; and cultural, political, and his-
torical beliefs and attitudes—at times
explicitly but most often encoded in a
set of relationships between text, read-
ers, and society. From their initial
simple reading of the articles, where
the students recorded mainly factual
information about the issue (the file
cards indicated so), further complexity
was generated by the different ways of
questioning and reading the texts. If
equilibrium, predictability, comfort,
and security were their goals, mine
was to intervene in that simplicity. I
introduced two new features and dis-
course of critical cultural studies taken
from Thwaites, Davis, and Mules
(1994, pp. 83–86) that seemed com-
patible with standards of complexity:
myth and addressee position. Thwaites
and colleagues described four ways
that myth works in texts depending on
the social group and context of the
readers: (1) Myth and values are never
fixed in meaning, (2) a myth’s struc-
turing function and effect for a text is
not always predictable, (3) meanings
and values emerge as the text is read
by socially positioned readers, and (4)
the values and myths represented by a
text may be taken up and either agreed
to, reinterpreted, or opposed by read-
ers (pp. 83–84). “We know. Back to
the drawing board [text],” chorused
some students at the back of the room.
“And the other feature of texts,” I

chanted back, “is how the reader ac-
cepts or not the addressee position the
text offers” (p. 84). “Geeeeeez, Kathy,
aren’t we overdoing it [rereading]!”
Sensitive to every comment and want-
ing to take the students seriously, I
mention that overinterpretation is a
concern of some theorists like Um-
berto Eco (1992). Are there limits to
what a text can mean? Are the author’s
(readers’) intentions relevant to estab-
lishing these limits? Should some
readings be ruled out as overinterpre-
tations? The concerns they have are
expressed by other experts. Complex-
ity breeds infinity. Teachers breed en-
abling conditions to create conditions
of complexity.

Texts (note I’m still referring to
“any” text, not just printed ones) set
up three types of readings depending
on how they are used by the reader.
Readings may be dominant or pre-
ferred, negotiated, or oppositional and
resistant. In other words, a text can re-
produce the dominant representations
of society or conflicting/contradictory
ones. Each reader with a certain ad-
dressee position has the right and
freedom to interpret the text differ-
ently. Readers interpret from their po-
sitioning and experiences in gender,
race, class, sexuality, and occupations,
as well as their historical, educational,
social, economic, and political back-
grounds. The institutional contexts in
which readers are socialized also influ-
ence their interpretation: family,
school, church, and community. I used
the example of representations of fam-
ily to clarify how three different read-
ings could apply. In the 1950s, the



dominant/mainstream reading of fam-
ily in North America would include
features such as married male-female
with two children, nuclear, middle-
class, white, Christian, suburban, pro-
fessional, living under one roof. Over
the past few decades, however, that
dominant representation gradually has
been negotiated by family structures
represented by terms such as single
working female, heterosexual, nonde-
nominational, white, unmarried par-
ent with occasional support from state
and extended family. An oppositional
reading would include the terms mi-
grant, rural, nonwhite, homosexual,
immigrant, nonmarried, no children.

Two hundred years ago, dominant
representations of family would have
been quite different, as would be any
social and historical contextualized
production of a text. Power is created
and maintained by being or moving
into the dominant structures. Politi-
cians constantly use the dominant
structures to anchor votes or legit-
imize policies and action. We looked
at how party platforms claim increas-
ing violence is due to declining family
values and violence on TV. By this
logic, they mean the family values of
the dominant. Now we question the
logic of the modern world built by and
for the dominant (male, white, Christ-
ian, and so forth). This is not the logic
of a postmodern democracy, we slowly
began to realize.

These multiple ways to read and
reread text were building the stan-
dards of complexity. No longer a read-
ing of the articles for information and
maybe bias, multiple readings were

initiating other features of complexity.
I know each time I teach a course, the
elements of complexity are always in-
troduced but never in a predictable,
linear fashion. Maybe that’s why I usu-
ally score low for organization on my
evaluations by students. A compli-
ment, perhaps?

The standards of complexity were
building not only in and through the
rereadings but through the students’
writings and rewritings. We employed
a version of the writing process devel-
oped in education mainly by Atwell
(1998), McCormick-Calkins (1991),
Graves (1984), and others, in addition
to the critical-writing and rewriting-
the-world process modeled on writers
from the margins, for example, women
(Behar & Gordon, 1995; Olson &
Hirsh, 1995), non-Western writers
(Thiong’o, 1994), homosexual writers
(Summers, 1995), and writers on the
“politics of the other.” Critical feed-
back from peers and teacher on their
thinking and writing placed the stu-
dents in a constant state of rethinking
and rewriting the world through revi-
sions of their words. They freely—in-
dividually, in pairs, or in small groups
—selected a standard academic disci-
pline, topic, issue, objective, outcome,
or goal listed in the guidebooks.
Throughout the course, the students
wrote and rewrote drafts of essays or
reports (another standard to intro-
duce!) based on the principles and
practices of complexity. Remember,
with constant rigor and feedback, they
can write themselves to the desired
grade. I find the product of their final
writing is superior and more indica-
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tive of their learning than are term
and final exams. It required them to
go beyond memorizing information
and forgetting it the next day. They
were also required to self-organize,
produce new knowledge, contextual-
ize their thinking through the rewrit-
ings, and not write to regurgitate.

Back we went to the articles on
Aboriginal fishing rights and reread
them from our different addressee po-
sitions. For example, we noticed that
whites called it a fishing dispute, a
point of discourse that later became
important in discourse analysis and
deconstruction. I emphasized bina-
risms created by Western thought and
discourse: rights/disputes, right/
wrong, good family/bad family, pro-
fessional experts/local fishers, govern-
ment/Aboriginals, me/you, us/them,
male/female, white/red, rich/poor,
smart/stupid, heterosexual/homosex-
ual, young/old, Western culture/East-
ern culture, modern/premodern,
city/rural, able/disabled—to name a
few. I had the students use traditional
Western fairy tales to pick out the bi-
narisms and the discourse that privi-
leged one construct of the binarism
over the other. For example we dis-
cussed how women, men, race, class,
and family are represented in the sto-
ries, who is privileged, marginalized,
silenced? What discourse creates the
binarisms? We used ideas from cur-
rent children’s popular stories: good
mother/bad mother, middle class/
poverty class. We looked at attitudes
and behaviors, relationships, and bina-
risms generated by good boy ac-
tions/good girl actions, good girl ac-

tions/bad boy actions. We added our
own signifiers to the binarisms and
created volumes of examples—it be-
came gamelike—but valuable in learn-
ing how binarisms float through our
texts, knowledge, and values in a
taken-for-granted manner that over
time and space we take as natural and
normal.

Eventually we leave standard, domi-
nant representations unchallenged,
erase the oppositional, consent to sta-
tus quo, assume rights and privileges
are natural and not assigned by posi-
tion through gender, race, and so on.
We read the texts hegemonically. I’m
not sure where the term hegemony
was introduced to the class. It seems it
might have been somewhere between
the first readings of the articles and
the lesson on binarisms, or was it just
after the latter? It became the favorite
buzzword for a while, used humor-
ously without understanding, but then
becoming important to the rereading
of the articles. More important, con-
sent without force or coercion—the
process of hegemony—became the
feedback initiative to researching how
Aboriginal fishing rights were an issue
in 1999. From here, and organized in
large part by the students, they
brought in copies of treaties, sections
of the Indian Act, articles and books
from other education courses and dis-
ciplines (one from a psychology class
that was heavily challenged by Aborig-
inal and non-Aboriginal students in
the class), and more clippings from
magazines and radio/TV newscasts on
the issue. They also brought in an
aboriginologist (an elder interpreter of



Indian law, Loomis Sappier), old and
current westerns and action films
(John Wayne, the standard American
hero, was deconstructed), old and cur-
rent textbooks with past and present
representations and facts of Aboriginal
life, and personal stories. The sources
of texts—printed, visual, media,
people, stories—became unlimited
and were always taken back through
our own constructs and readings from
the initial newspaper articles. The ad-
ditional sources were not used as a
standard integrated unit, as is so com-
mon in educational studies. They were
used as a study in standards of com-
plexity, creating hypertext, where
boundaries between content, form,
and function were blurred, and disci-
plinary knowledge disappeared into
formations of new knowledge and val-
ues, in many cases not yet named. We
didn’t plan a unit on standards of com-
plexity. We created it spontaneously
and lived it spontaneously, overlapped
with rereading and rewriting.

Sometimes in a course I move the
students’ work through more detailed
theories and practices of feminism,
race theory, postmodernism, radical
hermeneutics, or deconstruction, dis-
cussing how the readings from these
fields are similar and different, how
they intersect to reveal privilege and
power. We did some work on decon-
struction. Karen, at the end of a class,
said as a summary and a question:
“Okay, deconstruction means to dis-
mantle Western logic? What’s that
and where do we find it?” The class
sessions I’ve discussed in this chapter
were done in the allocated time of a

term, thirty-six hours over three
months. There remain two areas that
the students were introduced to and
used that became very important to
practicing standards of complexity and
working toward a postmodern democ-
racy: critical autobiography and post-
colonialism.

Throughout my discussion, it
might appear that our work with stan-
dards of complexity did not reach a
level of chaos. We did, however, work
at the edge of chaos. That became ap-
parent halfway into this study, when
we embarked on writing critical auto-
biographies. Most, if not all, of the
students in the courses I teach come
from Western European ancestry:
English Loyalists and French Acadi-
ans. There is a predominance of
women in primary education and
equal representation in secondary ed-
ucation, with English literacy and so-
cial studies the two most represented
disciplines. Several students come
from rural areas, with fishing, farm-
ing, and lumbering the major occupa-
tions of their parents, friends, and rel-
atives; they are working class and
politically conservative, with hints of
liberalism and a very, very slight hint
of socialism (mostly in regard to med-
ical care, not education!). Some stu-
dents come from different back-
grounds from the majority, but the
important point is that every student
brings differences to the world. I in-
troduced critical autobiography as a
way of unpacking our socially and his-
torically constructed knowledge and
values: how they came to know, be-
lieve, act, read, and value the way they
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do; who played a part in that—family,
friends, books, community, school,
church, film, television, and, currently,
the ever-dependable Internet. On the
first writing they did what I call the
therapeutic psychological analysis, a
linear narrative of their lives. I had to
intervene in the dominance of psycho-
analysis and offer alternative readings
of their autobiographies.

I found I had to share an unpub-
lished article I had written called “Lo-
cations of Whiteness in Autobiogra-
phy.” I gave a minilecture on critical
white studies taken mainly from
Daigle (2000), Delgado and Stefancic
(1997), Frankenberg (1997), Ho Fatt
(1998), and Kincheloe, Steinberg, Ro-
driguez, and Chennault (1998). I
talked from memories of how I was
shaped by my female gender, race
(white), working-class/middle-class
background, Christian upbringing,
physical difference (polio), and subur-
ban background. Institutions from
family to church to books and com-
munity were fairly status quo in my
early years. It was not until I went to
university in a large city that I was ex-
posed explicitly to differences. Faces,
rituals, attitudes, strangeness, and va-
riety challenged my simple life. After
reading my thirty pages of theory and
locations of autobiography, the stu-
dents rewrote their autobiographies
with a critical edge. They did not have
to share publicly if they chose not to,
nor present potentially sensitive and
controversial parts of their lives. As we
shared and related our critical autobi-
ographies to how we read the repre-
sentations in the newspaper articles

about the fishing rights, we were
pushed to the edge of chaos. The au-
tobiographies of three white students
and one Aboriginal student in the
class were directly related to the arti-
cle: One’s boyfriend was a lobster
fisher, as was one’s father and one’s
husband. The Aboriginal student re-
mained distant on the matter for a
while: “I don’t want to be the token
Indian in the class,” she claimed.

Heated debate, that binary struc-
ture of Western culture, began to
openly enrage two of the invested
white students to the point that one
exited the class and the other wanted
the discussion halted after the entire
class became split for and against Abo-
riginal fishing rights. In respect for
those not present, to restructure the
class around critical dialogue and
complexity, to include the plurality of
legitimate perspectives, to consider
contradictory and conflicting state-
ments, and to practice postmodern
democracy, I stopped the class at mid-
point. Students could talk to me in
private if needed, a debriefing, so to
speak. I asked for suggestions on what
to do next. Dismissal was the sugges-
tion chosen, with my condition we re-
visit this event in the next class. As a
critical theorist, I felt I couldn’t dis-
miss the incident but must use it as a
“teachable moment.” I was nervous
and afraid about what would happen
at the next class (if they showed up),
creating new energy in my teaching.

The incident fed the notion of a
postmodern democracy, not purely
but close. It was an opportunity for
discussion on what standards of com-



plexity and postmodern democracy
meant to me, to the course, and to the
students’ practices, then and in their
future teaching. Conclusions ranged
from “poppycock, impossible, futile,
too idealistic” to “I think I understand
what you mean.” “You [this course]
changed my life.” “I’ll try it but what
about the tests and exams the students
have to take?” Yes complexity some-
times will reduce to simple, manage-
able practices. Unfortunately.

From the heat and passion of criti-
cal autobiographies, maybe a bit of
learning. From the autobiographies, it
seemed extremely important to add
the discourse and principles of post-
colonialism to the landscape. This was
complex because most of the students
and the teacher inherited a colonial
consciousness from their ancestral
roots and socialization into a colonial
culture; because some students were
members of the colonized culture and
had lost most of their ancestral knowl-
edge and values; because the text was
packed with representations of colo-
nialism left unchallenged by non-Abo-
riginals for five hundred years; be-
cause in a postmodern democracy,
quality and inclusiveness replace
simple standards, methods, and ab-
solute truth as the organizing princi-
ple. Rereading and rewriting texts is
one of the major ways we create con-
ditions truthful to social justice.

The application of postcolonial the-
ory to the texts we used, including our
autobiographies, was another feature
that created unstable, unpredictable,
multiple, infinite new knowledges and
further far-from-equilibrium condi-

tions about the world and about our-
selves. “The complexities of colonial
and postcolonial subjects and identi-
ties” (Loomba, 1998) required another
set of questions and rereadings of our
original text. New discourse to work
with was another contribution of post-
colonial theory to our pedagogy of
complexity. Several authors played a
major role in developing postcolonial
theory to dismantle the logic of West-
ern culture and challenge the colonial
constructs of dominant texts. The stu-
dents and I grew up with the discipli-
nary and literary canons that we never
challenged because of the constructed
superiority of the colonizers’ knowl-
edge, values, language, institutions,
and organizing structures. Said (1978)
introduced us to how the East has
been constructed by the West; Ash-
croft, Griffiths, and Tiffin (1995) ed-
ited a comprehensive reader on post-
colonial studies. I used their glossary
of key concepts in postcolonial studies
(1998). I used a series of questions
generated by Loomba (1998) in her in-
troduction that added to our already
exhaustive list of questions mentioned
previously, questions such as: How
does the colonial encounter restruc-
ture ideologies of racial, cultural, class,
and sexual difference? The discussion
of the relationship between capitalism
and colonialism (p. xvii) opened the
texts to further rereadings and dis-
course analysis. At this point, the
course was ending and postcolonialism
was at least another feature added to
the students’ standards of complexity.

In some ways, the course sounds di-
rected by me instead of representing
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the self-organizing, spontaneous, un-
predictable conditions that standards
of complexity demand. Each time I
teach the course, the elements and
principles are there; they just keep re-
arranging themselves. Over the course
there are changes to the organization,
the knowledge, the perspectives, the
students, and me. What is intended by
this discussion is to briefly demon-
strate the pedagogy of complexity,
where traditional standards are chal-
lenged and resisted as contradictory to
a democratic education. Other au-
thors in this book and elsewhere argue
cogently for standards of complexity
in our education for a postmodern
democracy.
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One morning, second graders John,
Lee, and Marcia burst into my
(David’s) classroom excited about
sharing their shoeboxes filled with
rocks and shells. After sharing their
treasures with me, they sat on the
floor exuberantly displaying them to
anyone who showed interest. For me,
as their teacher, the immediate ques-
tion became: Should I incorporate the
students’ interest in rocks and shells
into the life, and therefore the cur-
riculum, of the classroom, and if so,
how? The incident also raised less im-
mediate and larger questions: How do
we achieve standards without subject-
ing students to standardized tests and
standardization in learning? How
should curriculum decisions be made
in the classroom? What is the role of
the teacher as the more experienced
person? How do we ensure that stu-
dents are learning what they need to
know in order to live in and with the
world?

In this chapter we use examples
from our own elementary teaching to
demonstrate our Deweyan approach
to teaching as a passionate, moral, and
intellectual enterprise. We begin by
asserting that even though we do not
follow the prevalent approach of using
prepackaged curriculums and stan-
dardized tests, we hold our students to
high standards. We object to linking
standards to high-stakes standardized
tests that are used, not as they might
be, to improve instruction, but instead
to rank and hold “accountable” stu-
dents, teachers, and schools. We then
turn to describing the principles that
guide us in our teaching practices.
Our principles reflect Dewey’s ideas
that the school should be democrati-
cally organized so that students culti-
vate the ways of being democratic citi-
zens, that teachers should base their
authority on their greater experience,
and that the curriculum should con-
nect the experience of the student
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with the “achievements of the past and
the issues of the present” (Dewey,
1963, p. 23). 

Our vision contrasts sharply with
the current emphasis on linking cur-
riculum standards to high-stakes stan-
dardized tests. National curriculum
organizations such as the National
Council of Teachers of Mathematics
and nationally commissioned organi-
zations such as the one that created
the National History Standards led
initial efforts to create subject area
standards. While we find the curricu-
lum standards useful as teaching
guides, we object to more recent ef-
forts to connect standards or curricu-
lum frameworks to standardized tests
that are used to assess not only stu-
dents but also individual teachers and
schools. Linking standards to stan-
dardized tests, tests that are increas-
ingly used to determine whether stu-
dents should be promoted from one
grade to another or from high school,
has resulted in mandated state control
of what knowledge is of most worth
(Kornhaber, Orfield, & Kurlaendar, in
press; McNeil, 2000). “Although
states . . . deny that these frameworks
amount to ‘curriculum,’ their practical
effects are the equivalent, particularly
when frameworks, standardized tests,
and textbooks are aligned” (Ross,
2000, p. 208). Rather than promoting
teachers as thoughtful and knowing
practitioners capable of thinking
about their teaching, “standards and
related efforts [such as standardized
tests] undercut teachers’ abilities to
make professional judgments about
what to teach” (Ross, 2000, p. 219).

For both of us, a central educational
goal is cultivating in students the
“ways of being” required of demo-
cratic citizens. Like Dewey, we believe
students learn to be democratic citi-
zens through making decisions within
the democratically organized institu-
tion of school. Dewey argued that for
students to become participatory
members of a democratic community,
they must have the “power of self-
direction and power of directing oth-
ers, powers of administration,” and the
“ability to assume positions of respon-
sibility” as citizens and workers. More-
over, students must have “a command
of the fundamental methods of inquiry
and the fundamental tools of inter-
course and communication” (Dewey,
1902, p. 93). Therefore, we aim to
provide students with opportunities
for decision making and responsibility.

However, by stating that students
should be involved in making deci-
sions regarding their own learning, we
are not implying, as have some “pro-
gressive” educators in both Dewey’s
time and in the 1960s and 1970s (e.g.,
Neill, 1960; Holt, 1970, 1972), that
students should entirely direct their
own learning or that all learning is of
equal significance. For example, we
disagree with Holt, who stated: “I
think children would like to divide
their lives between children’s activi-
ties, things thought up and done by
children for their own purposes; and
adults’ activities, things thought up
and done by adults for their own pur-
poses, with children taking part. But I
am more and more troubled by the
thought of adults thinking up things

314 ELEMENTARY EDUCATION



315Standards, Not Standardization

for children to do, no matter how cre-
ative” (Holt, personal communication,
1979).

Holt (1972) further stated that
schools should model themselves after
a Swedish school he visited where the
adults and children do what they want,
and the teachers never suggest, how-
ever subtly or gently, that children do
any activity.

In contrast, we agree with Grau-
bard, who in Free the Children (1972)
wrote one of the clearest and most
thoughtful analyses of the misconcep-
tions of those promoting traditional
curriculum and teaching and those
promoting laissez-faire reforms in the
1960s and ’70s. He criticizes Holt for
arguing that there is no sense in
choosing any subject matter over any
other. “Holt assumes,” writes Grau-
bard, “that the criterion to be used is
future usefulness of the knowledge,
and that we cannot do a good job of
predicting this, because knowledge
and the world are changing so fast”
(1972, p. 217).

Graubard rebuts that we do have
some idea of what knowledge is
worthwhile. Certainly, he suggests,
learning multiplication and tic-tac-toe
are not of equal value. Further, what
students should learn can be deter-
mined without relying on what Dewey
described as either a “subject-matter
centered” or “child-centered focus”
(1915, pp. 6–7). While we may rightly
reject the idea that the curriculum
should come entirely from the
teacher, wrote Dewey, the task then
becomes not to see “the child as the
starting point, the center, and the

end” (1915, p. 7) but to respond to the
“problem of discovering the connec-
tion which exists within the experi-
ence between the achievements of the
past and the issues of the present”
(1963, p. 23). We need to avoid reject-
ing the experience of either the adult
or child. Dewey stated: “Because the
older [traditional] education imposed
the knowledge, methods, and the rules
of conduct of the mature person on
the young, it does not follow, except
on the basis of the extreme Either-Or
philosophy, that the knowledge and
skill of the mature person has no di-
rective value for the experience of the
immature” (Dewey, 1963, pp. 21–22).

Dewey described the former ap-
proach, in which adults imposed their
views on the young, as constituting ar-
bitrary authority. Instead, argued
Dewey, we need to develop an ap-
proach that makes use of the adult’s
natural authority. Dewey again:

The greater maturity of experience
which should belong to the adult as ed-
ucator puts him in a position to evalu-
ate each experience of the young in a
way in which the one having the less
mature experience cannot do. It is then
the business of the educator to see in
what direction an experience is head-
ing. There is no point in his being
more mature if, instead of using his
greater insight to help organize the
conditions of the experience of the im-
mature, he throws away his insight. . . .
The mature person, to put it in moral
terms, has no right to withhold from
the young on given occasions whatever
capacity for sympathetic understanding



his own experience has given him.
(Dewey, 1963, p. 38)

The following example from the el-
ementary teaching of one of the au-
thors (David) in the 1970s in Kansas
highlights the necessity for teachers,
as adults, to use their greater experi-
ence to guide the students.

The dialogical relation between the
experience of teachers and students:
Kindergartners learn geology.

In my classroom I usually team-
taught with another teacher. Each
day we posted activities for which
students could sign up, some of
which were led by one or both of
the teachers, some led by students,
and some students could do on
their own. As children entered the
classroom one morning, a five-
year-old boy asked me to read the
book about the Grand Canyon that
his father had brought back from
hiking the canyon. I agreed and
posted listening to the book as one
of the possible activities for which
children could sign up.

Later, when sitting with students
to read the book, I began by asking
if they knew how the canyon was
formed. The students responded by
suggesting earthquakes and torna-
does as the likely causes, to which I
responded that the river eroded the
soil, forming the canyon. After the
students exclaimed that I couldn’t
possibly be correct—they described
my explanation as crazy—I offered
to teach a unit over the next month

that would demonstrate sedimenta-
tion, erosion, and the formation of
canyons. If they would agree to
participate in the lessons over the
next month, I would plan the unit
and begin teaching it within a few
days. They agreed, and for a month
we explored erosion through a vari-
ety of projects. For example, we
studied the effects of rainwater on
our playground and the erosion
and layers of sedimentary shale and
limestone in a streambed. We con-
structed and used a “stream table”
to explore how erosion varied de-
pending on the amount and force
of water, the slope of the land, and
the kinds of soil.

In this example the curriculum
grew out of the students’ interest in
canyons. However, they did not ini-
tially express an interest in geology;
indeed, they did not know that such a
scientific discipline existed. Rather, I
took their nascent interest in canyons
and expanded it to include the field of
geology. Further, I agreed to teach the
unit only when they agreed that it was
something they wanted. After all,
since geology is not typically included
in the kindergarten curriculum, there
would be no harm in not teaching it
and moving on to something else.

My questioning the students re-
garding their knowledge of geological
processes and offering to teach geol-
ogy depict how I differ from Holt’s
view and agree with Dewey’s. While
Holt would wait for the students to
ask, Dewey would argue that the adult
has a “natural authority” based on
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greater experience that needs to be
brought to the situation. I was not, I
would argue, imposing my authority
arbitrarily but offered my greater ex-
perience and knowledge as an organ-
izing force and resource.

In the preceding example, with
kindergarten students, the adult was
primarily responsible for organizing
the curriculum. But it is also possible
for teachers and students to share the
organizing experience. The process of
organizing students’ learning experi-
encing is key. Dewey wrote that “find-
ing the material for learning within ex-
perience is only the first step. The next
step is the progressive development of
what is already experienced into a
fuller and richer and also more organ-
ized form, a form that gradually ap-
proximates that in which subject-mat-
ter is presented to the skilled, mature
person” (Dewey, 1963, pp. 73–74).

In the following example, from
David’s classroom teaching of prima-
rily older elementary students in the
early 1970s in Omaha, Nebraska, the
teachers and students collaborated in
developing the curriculum. Further,
because collaboratively determining
curriculum is not without its prob-
lems, progress ebbed and flowed, with
at one point all the participants tem-
porarily resigning from the project.

Learning Together: 
Developing a Television
Program on City Planning
While my (David’s) interests have in-
cluded architecture and city planning,
I had not thought about developing a

curriculum around these two interests
until students began to express inter-
est in them. I regularly arranged for
my students, ages five to thirteen, to
present at conferences. One fall, sev-
eral students and I participated in a
conference at which we attended a
session on designing and building
playgrounds. Consequently, we began
designing our own.

The following year we moved to a
different building that consisted of
only two large rooms. Under the lead-
ership of another teacher, Ken, we be-
gan building lofts and partitions in or-
der to create new spaces in the school.
The children became excited by the
new spaces and worked with teachers
to create spaces for different activities.
As we moved around shelves, lofts, ta-
bles, sofas, and chairs, we talked about
how different arrangements affected
our movement and feelings of spa-
ciousness and privacy.

Later in the year, several children
asked if we could visit an architectural
office. I arranged a visit, and the chil-
dren were impressed with the archi-
tects’ planning, drawings, and models.
After that experience I built a drafting
table, and the children began design-
ing buildings, drawing elevations and
floor plans, and building models from
their plans.

In the meantime we had been asked
by the local public television affiliate
to do a program on some aspect of
government; they suggested “how a
bill becomes a law.” Because of our
developing interest in design and the
environment, Ken and I decided to
propose to the older elementary stu-



dents that we create a program on city
planning by focusing on Omaha’s re-
gional planning agency: The Metro-
politan Area Planning Association
(MAPA).

The students initially responded en-
thusiastically, in part because of the
prospect of “being on television.”
However, developing a half-hour show
required more than enthusiasm. My
own thinking inclined toward the po-
litical and theoretical, which proved,
not surprisingly, too difficult for the
students and too difficult to portray.
Ken had some ideas for the actual
presentation, promoting the idea of
explaining MAPA by “filming a tour”
of the agency with the students por-
traying agency employees.

Unsure of what we would actually
do (of course, none of us had ever
written a television program), we first
tried to learn about MAPA by reading
MAPA’s publications, interviewing
staff, and sitting in on a board meet-
ing. Besides becoming bored, we did-
n’t understand what MAPA really did,
in part because the agency’s role in
area planning was unclear. None of
the students came up with feasible
ideas, and Ken and I began to pressure
the students to develop the promised
program. I realized that my ideas were
inappropriate. The students rejected
the idea of a “tour” as “sophomoric,
but they had no ideas of their own.

After several months we gave up on
the project. The students and teachers
were frustrated and tired. But after
letting the project remain dormant for
a few weeks, we started to explore new
ways of learning about MAPA. We

toured some of their projects, met
with a staff member, looked at their
maps, and videotaped some “person-
on-the-street” interviews. We began
to get a better understanding of issues
regarding urban renewal and subur-
ban sprawl. We set deadlines and actu-
ally began to believe that we had
something to say. From then on, the
students knew what they could do,
and completing the project was easier
and more enjoyable.

The final half-hour program was
composed of two dozen short vi-
gnettes that only children could have
conceived. We herded fifty-five stu-
dents off to the studio where the stu-
dents took responsibility for all the as-
pects of creating a program: setting up
the scenery, manning the cameras,
creating special effects, and, of course,
acting. A few vignettes should suffice
to convey the students’ spirit.

We had learned that some areas
near streams and rivers were desig-
nated as “hundred-year flood plains,”
meaning that the area would flood on
average once a century. Two building
uses were permitted in such areas:
drive-in theaters and the misleadingly
named “mobile homes.” Therefore, in
one vignette an owner of a mobile
home stands outside his front door
just as it begins, through special ef-
fects, to rain. Then, as water, through
more special effects, begins to rise
around the homeowner, a MAPA em-
ployee comes up to query the home-
owner about whether he knew that he
lived in a flood plain, patiently show-
ing him a regional planning map. As
he does so, the mobile home floats off.
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Other vignettes included can-can
dancers singing a song praising city
planning and a student narrating stu-
dents’ photographs portraying down-
town urban renewal and the environ-
mental effects of suburban sprawl. In
the end we included every one of the
fifty-five students in some aspect of
the production. The program, which
we titled MAPA Who? was shown on
public television and later used by
MAPA to introduce regional planning
to area citizens.

Throughout the project, teachers
and students frequently exchanged
leadership roles, and on one occasion
everyone quit, giving everyone time to
gain perspective and to come back
with better ideas. The teachers were
clearly in charge of the overall plan-
ning, but the students owned the cre-
ative process of writing and acting. In
fact, the kinds of vignettes the stu-
dents wrote were more creative than
any the adults could have written. I,
for one, would not teach about re-
gional planning through can-can
dancers!

In these two examples from David’s
classroom, teachers used their greater
experience to organize and direct the
curriculum. In the first example, the
impetus for the unit came from a stu-
dent’s interest in the Grand Canyon,
and the teacher organized the unit. In
the second example, the interest came
from both teachers and students, with
students taking the primary responsi-
bility for the creative aspects of the
project. In the following example, we
turn to Aggie’s classroom, where stu-
dents democratically decide many as-

pects of the school day and entirely di-
rect their own learning on one day
each week.

The Classroom as a Democratic
Community: Classroom
Practices and Committee Day
In teaching and organizing my (Aggie)
classroom, I am guided by five princi-
ples. First, what occurs in my class-
room should be about students and
not about the teacher. In planning ac-
tivities and responding to students, I
try to remember that what is impor-
tant is what the students are learning,
not whether they are trying to satisfy
some arbitrary demands. For example,
when we begin an activity I monitor
myself so I will not tell them that they
need to do it in a particular way. In-
stead I ask: What information are you
interested in? Where do you think
you will find it? What will you do
when you find it?

As I ask them questions, I remind
myself that while it may take more
time for the students to figure things
out for themselves, it is crucial that
they do so. I am reminded of the par-
ent who told me that she, rather than
her daughter, cleans the guinea pig
cage at home. When I remarked that
her daughter did an excellent job of
caring for the class guinea pig, she
replied that she cleaned the cage be-
cause it was easier for her to do so. It
has been said that a classroom teacher
makes over three thousand decisions a
day. Are we, as teachers, too quick to
make decisions for students because it
is easier than engaging students to fig-



ure out what to do and what and how
to learn?

Second, students need to drive the
agenda. The students need to be able
to make decisions about what occurs
during the day. In our classroom, the
students are responsible for many of
the daily routines or rituals, such as
lunch count, attendance, morning
meeting, and class meeting. Although
I have done the actual schedule for the
day and week, they will identify a need
on a particular day and will adjust the
schedule to fit the need. For example,
if books are needed for independent
reading and research, the students will
schedule library time. The student in
charge of morning meeting also ac-
knowledges transition time. As each
activity draws to a close, the student
announces that it is time to transition
to the next activity.

Third, in a classroom we are all
learners and teachers. While it is clear
that I know more than the students, I
am continually learning about and
with them. They teach one another
and me. I am always struck by the stu-
dent who asks me, “Did you know
that?” and I did not. I have become
comfortable saying, “I never heard of
that” or “I didn’t know that”; if neces-
sary, we will research together to find
more information. By responding
honestly, I don’t look or act like the
adult who has all the answers; I be-
come a learner alongside the students.

Fourth, children need to be physi-
cally and verbally active in order to be
engaged. Students learn through lan-
guage and need to be provided oppor-
tunities to use language in meaningful

ways. Talking among themselves en-
ables students to review and think
through what they are learning.

Fifth, teachers need to know their
own belief system about learning. Our
practices are driven by the belief sys-
tem we hold. Once we can articulate
our beliefs, we can then reflect on
whether our practices match our
beliefs.

These principles have led to stu-
dents’ becoming central to creating
curriculum, as well as teaching and
learning from one another. In the fall
of 1995 several students asked me if
they could use class time to demon-
strate some science experiments they
had tried at home. Since I was con-
cerned that by setting aside only a few
hours for this we would not give their
experiments adequate attention, I sug-
gested that we set aside an afternoon,
which worked well. Soon after, we be-
came involved in a time-consuming
project with two other classes. I sug-
gested that from then on we set aside a
whole day for projects. For the past
three years my students have been us-
ing one day per week to carry out
projects by committee.

At the beginning of the year stu-
dents choose which day of the week
will be committee day and assign it a
name. Over the past years committee
day has been called Project Day, Ter-
rific Tuesday, and Wacky Wednesday.
Once the day is established, students
are asked to think of a subject area or
topic that interests them. After deter-
mining their research question and
naming their committee, they are en-
couraged to recruit other students.
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After forming the committee mem-
bership and refining the research goal,
the goal is shared with the whole class
so students can help clarify the com-
mittee’s goal. Next, each committee,
to guide their research, charts what
they know and want to know. Com-
mittees then turn to undertaking their
research. Students work on the com-
puter, read encyclopedias, go to the li-
brary, discuss with their committee
members, and talk with adults about
what they have discovered. Students
accomplish more on committee day
than during the rest of the week.

Near the end of the day, all the
committees share with the class the
activities they did in working toward
their goal. When they have completed
all their work, including reports and
demonstrations, they present what
they have learned to the class. When
committees present, they ask for com-
ments and feedback from the whole
class. I am continually amazed at the
seriousness with which students ques-
tion and respond to presenters.

After the year has begun, commit-
tees form whenever students express
an interest that they can entice others
to join. After enlisting other members,
they develop a goal and describe what
they will learn. On committee days
each committee’s goals are reviewed at
the beginning and middle (“half-
time”) of the school day. Students ask
each other to clarify what they are re-
searching and what they think they
will learn.

This day remains sacred through
the year. Students will add and sub-
tract activities from other days, but

committee day remains the same.
They express resentment of any activ-
ities that interfere with the day. When
asked why they value committee day,
they consistently answer: “We get to
choose what we want to learn about
and how we want to share our learn-
ing.”

Over the last two years, students
have investigated a variety of topics,
including tsunamis, deserts, bears,
parrots, World War I, Germany,
newspapers, caterpillars, and butter-
flies. One summer, two students
started a committee to learn about
Anne Frank’s life, an interest originat-
ing with an older sister. The students
continued the committee in the fall
because they wanted to teach their
classmates. “Maybe,” they stated,
“other kids don’t know who she was.
We want to tell them.” Students often
engage in projects not only for their
own learning but because they are tak-
ing responsibility for one another’s
learning.

Part of the process of committee
days includes assessing the students’
learning. For me, assessment is a con-
tinuous process of determining where
children are in their learning. I’ve
asked my students: “How do you
demonstrate to Ms. Seneway what you
have learned?” One student wrote:
“Look at a project, think about how
people would talk about it, like if they
did a good job or needed to do better;
kids evaluate other kids not in the
committee; you evaluate yourself and
go back and think [about] what I did,
how did I do it, and did I like it or
not?”



I’ve also asked the students how
they might assess their other activities.
They’ve responded: “Tests; stuff like
cursive papers, one when started and
one now; keep a portfolio; tell what
happened; math think-alouds [stu-
dents report on how they think
through a problem]; writing letters;
projects for science, do problems;
make a book or resources about grass-
lands; retells.” Students actively deter-
mine how they will be assessed.

In order to carry out a project suc-
cessfully, the students engage in set-
ting standards to be reached and as-
sessing whether they met them. They
use skills from all the disciplines: read-
ing, writing, speaking, social studies,
math, science, and the arts. The stu-
dents and I are, therefore, actively en-
gaged in a democratically organized
classroom that achieves the standards
without focusing on students’ scores
on standardized tests.

Committee day is just one feature
of my democratic classroom. Students
as a group decide how long we will
work on an activity and what counts as
satisfactory work. Further, we make
many decisions by consensus, so stu-
dents have a real voice in the life of the
classroom. We often vote on issues,
but rather than a simple yes-or-no
vote, I ask students to show “fist, three
fingers, or five fingers.” A fist means
you strongly disagree with the pro-
posal and cannot live with it, three fin-
gers means you are in agreement, and
five fingers means you strongly agree.
Recently, all the students in our school
building began raising money for a
playground. In my classroom students

had been collecting money for several
months to save the rain forest. A stu-
dent suggested that we donate the
money already collected for the rain
forest to the playground. Using the
consensus method, the class president
(an office that rotates weekly) asked
for “fist, three, or five.” Many fists
were raised, and those students had to
explain why they could not live with
the idea. Debate ensued, and the class
officers sought a middle ground. Fi-
nally one of the students said, “Even if
we don’t give money to the play-
ground, it will be built, and the rain
forest is more important than what we
need.” With that comment, those who
agreed with the original proposal
changed their minds, and all agreed to
keep the money for the rain forest.

Reaching High Standards
without Standardization
In our own elementary teaching we
have aimed, like Dewey, to develop
classrooms in which students partici-
pate in deciding what and how they
will learn within a community that
continually asks: “What is worth
learning? How will we assess what we
learned? How will we teach others?”
In this way we collaborate in develop-
ing meaningful standards and assess-
ment methods.

Further, we have not divided the
curriculum into what Dewey described
as “formal and artificial” subject areas
that are contrary to “the way a child
[and, we would add, adults outside of
educational institutions] would see
them” and that “obfuscate rather than
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enhance their relationship to human
purpose” (Dewey, 1896, pp. 64–65).
Instead, we desired that our students
become engaged in asking and answer-
ing essential questions that are central
to making sense of the world as a
whole. For example, David’s students,
in researching, writing, and producing
MAPA Who? were engaged in answer-
ing questions regarding the goals and
issues involved in regional planning. In
answering those questions and then
presenting them to others, the stu-
dents learned, at minimum, history,
geology, politics, writing, and acting.

Our assessment has focused not on
how well students perform on centrally
created standardized tests but on how
well students demonstrate their learn-
ing to other students and the teachers.
The real test, we feel, of whether stu-
dents have achieved high standards is
in the complexity and sophistication
of the students’ learning. That kinder-
gartners become excited about geol-
ogy and fourth graders about Anne
Frank and the holocaust demonstrates
that high standards can be achieved by
developing an environment in which
teachers and students engage in the
dialogical process of introducing one
another to the wider world.
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From Barbara Thayer-Bacon’s three
blind men and the elephant, we come
to understand the meaning of episte-
mology. Building on her essay, I will
examine the reductionistic epistemol-
ogy or positivism that grounds techni-
cal standards. Then I will develop an
epistemology of complexity that
moves us to a far more intricate and
sophisticated understanding of the
ways our view of knowledge pro-
foundly shapes the nature of the edu-
cation we embrace. For readers who
do not have a background in philoso-
phy, please do not be frightened by
the term epistemology. The word signi-
fies a very simple concept—the study
of knowledge. The word and the con-
cepts it represents are too important
to waste only on philosophy majors.
Epistemology is important because it
invisibly shapes not only the form
school takes but also the way we think,
our consciousness, the way we see the

world, our images of ourselves, even
our identities.

Indeed, epistemology matters as it
shapes us and the world around us.
Epistemological questions might in-
clude: How do we know? Is that true?
Is this an objective test? Why do you
believe that? Is history based on fact
or interpretation? Are the answers on
the standards exit test based on truth,
or are they opinion? What we refer to
as knowledge is problematic. Human
knowledge—knowledge about hu-
mans, groups of humans, human insti-
tutions, human interaction, and
knowledge derived by research con-
ducted by humans—is constructed by
a variety of forces. In this portion of
the encyclopedia, we will analyze the
complex notion of epistemology in
light of its effect on educational stan-
dards and the purpose of education in
general. Any knowledge, any curricu-
lum, any method of teaching, any
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standard assumes—whether con-
sciously or not—an epistemological
stance. Standards of complexity main-
tain that anyone involved with devis-
ing standards or with teaching or
learning should be keenly aware of
these epistemological dynamics.

One task of epistemology is to pro-
vide theories of the nature of knowl-
edge, of its genesis and its justifica-
tion. Traditionally, many scholars have
assumed that once we were conversant
with theories of knowledge, we would
be better prepared to proceed with
our research and teaching. These di-
verse theories of knowledge, of
course, conflict with one another over
the definition of “true knowledge”; in-
deed, some epistemologies deny even
the possibility of true knowledge.
Nevertheless, different epistemologies
promote different forms of knowledge
along with different methodologies,
ways of knowing, and ways of learn-
ing. Thus, we accept religious knowl-
edge and ways of knowing, ethical
knowledge and ways of knowing, lin-
guistic knowledge and ways of know-
ing, intuitive knowledge and ways of
knowing, and emotional knowledge
and ways of knowing. “How do you
know you’re in love?” “I just know; I
feel it very strongly.”

In the social and physical sciences
and in educational and psychological
fields, scholars in the past three
decades have been confronted with an
epistemological crisis. The crisis has
produced some difficult questions for
researchers and educators. What is the
proper method of pursuing social,
physical, and educational knowledge?

What constitutes knowledge in these
domains? How do we teach such forms
of knowledge and knowledge produc-
tion? How do we—or even should
we—teach about the epistemological
disagreements among various scholars
in classrooms? There is great dissatis-
faction among social and physical sci-
entists and educational and psycholog-
ical researchers with the positivistic
definitions of knowledge—though the
discomfort is not by any means univer-
sal. Among the uncomfortable, no
consensus has been reached on a new
definition of knowledge. The debate
over technical standards and standards
of complexity represents its extension
into the realm of educational policy.
The debate over epistemology and the
way the epistemological crisis is re-
solved will exert a profound impact on
humanity—it will shape the nature of
what we deem knowledge. And to a
significant extent, we are what we
know—it shapes us.

No matter what scholarly, social,
cultural, educational, or even voca-
tional domain, epistemology is always
lurking in the shadows, shaping what
is going on. The following is an ex-
cerpt from my book Toil and Trouble:
Good Work, Smart Workers, and the In-
tegration of Academic and Vocational Ed-
ucation. In this section of the book I
am exploring the forces that shape our
view of workers:

Contrary to mainstream depictions of
it, schooling is always a struggle over
particular ways of life and particular
epistemologies. Epistemology refers to
the nature of knowledge, what consti-
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tutes it and how we produce it. The de-
bate over how America deals with work
education is an epistemological debate
over what knowledge is of most worth.
Two worlds have developed within
schools: one, a world that values aca-
demic knowledge and prepares stu-
dents for college; the other, an “anti-
matter world” that values the
knowledge of work and prepares stu-
dents for jobs. Because mainstream so-
ciety refuses to value the knowledge of
job preparation, the status of work-re-
lated knowledge is very low. Thus, so-
ciety treats vocational high school stu-
dents as if they are deficient and
incapable of thoughtful behavior.
These epistemological assumptions
structure not only work education but
also the nature of work itself. For ex-
ample, if the knowledge of particular
jobs is not valued then low incomes and
dehumanized work places are justified.
The phrase, “he’s just a maintenance
worker” reveals so much. Since he
works in an unvalued, low-skill job,
why should we care if he has input into
how the job is performed, or if he
makes a livable wage, or if he and his
family have health care coverage?
These epistemological assumptions
also determine what jobs are appropri-
ate for particular demographic groups
to perform, e.g., jobs suitable for
women, racial minorities, or youths.
Struggle after struggle arises as individ-
uals from these groups attempt to ob-
tain “inappropriate jobs.” (1995, 32)

It is important to note that any no-
tion of epistemology has been erased
from the discussion and debate over

educational standards. Such an omis-
sion is deeply troubling because edu-
cational standards are by nature an
epistemological issue. In the following
pages, I will delineate two important
epistemological stances. In no way do
I mean to imply by such a categoriza-
tion that there are no other epistemo-
logical positions possible—of course
there are. The reason I chose the epis-
temology of modernism—posi-
tivism—and an epistemology of com-
plexity is because technical standards
consistently seem to be influenced by
positivism and an epistemology of
complexity grounds our standards of
complexity. Drawing upon Thayer-
Bacon’s insights into epistemology
and this description of positivism and
complexity, readers should enter the
standards conversation with an ex-
panded perspective. A key to making
sense of many of the entries in this en-
cyclopedia revolves around the episte-
mological distinctions in this chapter.

The Epistemology of
Modernism: Positivism
The epistemological position of
Cartesian modernism is known as pos-
itivism. Few philosophical orienta-
tions have been so influential on the
way we live our lives and construct ed-
ucation as modernist positivism. Yet,
concurrently, few philosophical orien-
tations have been so little understood.
From a technical perspective, the term
positivism began to be used widely in
the nineteenth century. French
philosopher Auguste Comte popular-
ized the concept, maintaining that hu-



man thought had evolved through
three states: the theological stage,
where truth rested on God’s revela-
tion; the metaphysical stage, where
truth derived from abstract reasoning
and argument; and the positivistic
stage, where truth arises from scientif-
ically produced knowledge. Comte
sought to discredit the legitimacy of
nonscientific thinking that failed to
take “sense knowledge” (knowledge
obtained through the senses and em-
pirically verifiable) into account
(Kneller, 1984; J. Smith, 1983). He
saw no difference between the ways
knowledge should be produced in the
physical sciences and in the human
sciences, and he believed one should
study sociology just like biology. This
had a dramatic impact on the way we
would approach the educational act.
Social knowledge and information
about humans would be subjected to
the same decontextualizing forces as
the study of rocks. Social, educational,
and psychological scientists would
pull people out of their cultural set-
ting and study them in laboratory-like
conditions.

Society, like nature, Comte argued,
is nothing more than a body of neutral
facts governed by immutable laws.
Therefore, social actions should pro-
ceed with lawlike predictability (Held,
1980). In a context such as Comte’s,
education would also be governed by
unchanging laws; the role of the edu-
cator is to uncover these laws and then
act in accordance with them. For ex-
ample, educational laws would include
universal statements regarding how
students learn and how and what they

should be taught. The positivist edu-
cator, in other words, sees only one
correct way to teach, one correct body
of knowledge to transmit to students,
and he or she has unwavering faith
that scientific study can reveal these
methods and knowledge if we search
for them diligently.

The following ten characteristics of
positivism help us understand the im-
pact of epistemology on our con-
sciousness, the larger society, and
technical educational standards.

1. All knowledge is scientific knowl-
edge. First, positivism insists that only
scientifically produced information
should be regarded as authentic hu-
man knowledge. Scientific knowledge
can be verified and proven. It is
knowledge about which we are posi-
tive—hence the name positivism.
When Newton formulated the theory
of gravity, he told us that the apple al-
ways falls to the ground and that what
goes up must come down. No excep-
tions to these scientific generalizations
exist. Scientific knowledge is not
merely one form of knowledge, the
positivists maintain, for knowledge
can be produced only by science. Posi-
tivists hold nonscience in disdain, and
they dismiss ways of knowing through
religion, interpretation, metaphysics,
intuition, and emotion as unverifiable
nonsense. This might help us to un-
derstand why indigenous and native
people were thought by modernist
European colonizers to be ignorant
savages.

The positivist view of the world ex-
erts a dramatic impact on all of us,
teachers in particular. If expert-
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produced scientific knowledge consti-
tutes the only valuable information
about education, then schooling
should be organized so that experts
and administrators simply tell teachers
how to perform their jobs. And this is
exactly what devisors of technical
standards have done. In this situation,
experts do all of the thinking, and
teachers merely execute plans. Any
thoughts about the purposes of educa-
tion and the daily work of the complex
classroom remain separate. The posi-
tivistic context denies teachers their
skills, and the teaching act and class-
room practice are torn apart. Once
deskilled, teachers are provided with
teacher-proof materials and must sim-
ply implement lessons prepared in ad-
vance by textbook companies, com-
puter programs, or state and district
supervisors—all of these knowledge
providers are tied to the standards
provided. The teacher then functions
as a proctor in an ACT, SAT, or stan-
dards-test session by reading instruc-
tions, distributing materials, regulat-
ing time, monitoring for cheating, and
answering questions.

Teacher-proof curriculum materials
assume that teachers are incapable of
making instructional decisions and
must be guided through their daily
work. Examples of teacher-proof ma-
terials include “scripted” lessons that
teachers actually read to their classes.

The teacher says, “OK class, take
out your books and turn to page 23.
Do not proceed until all books are on
desk and open to the appropriate
page.” Then the teacher says to a se-
lected student: “Read the first sen-

tence on flax production in Brazil,
Karen.”

Unfortunately, this positivism-
inspired school scenario is becoming
all too familiar. Standards of complex-
ity fight such positivism and continue
the effort to secure or restore teacher
empowerment in democratic work-
places where they are viewed as self-
directed and reflective professionals
rather than monitors. The political
implications of teacher-proof materi-
als and the logic behind them alarm
those of us who value democracy;
thus, standards of complexity chal-
lenge this first premise of the episte-
mology of positivism: that all true
knowledge is scientific.

2. All scientific knowledge is empiri-
cally verifiable. Positivism assumes that
when we use the phrase scientific
knowledge, we are referring to knowl-
edge that can be verified empirically
(through the senses). What the eye
sees, what the ear hears, what we can
count, what we can express mathemat-
ically—these things constitute empiri-
cal knowledge. But the complexity
principle contends that many aspects
of education resist empirical valida-
tion. These invisible factors might in-
clude ways of seeing or sets of assump-
tions. They might include a student’s
feelings of hurt or humiliation, the
self-esteem of an abused child, or the
value positions that move people to
join a political revolution—such hu-
man dynamics do not lend themselves
to quantification or empirical verifica-
tion. Indeed, the existence of posi-
tivism itself as a force that shapes what
we “see” cannot be empirically veri-



fied. In other words, positivism cannot
study its own assumptions because
they are not empirically verifiable.

When we encounter educational
knowledge and content standards that
use such an epistemological base ex-
clusively, we find it limited in what it
can tell us about schooling and the
learning process. Indeed, when stu-
dents learn from materials produced
by such a positivist science, they tend
to find that the most important as-
pects of education are left out or dis-
torted. To become the best possible
teacher, one should understand the
epistemological dynamics of knowl-
edge production. Knowledge about
the world and about the educational
cosmos in particular is never neutral.
It is always based on a set of values and
assumptions about the nature of the
world and the people who live in it.
These epistemological dynamics
shape beliefs about the purposes of
education, the knowledge it deems
valuable, and the way it is taught.

3. One must use the same methods to
study the physical world as one uses to
study the social and educational worlds.
Serious problems result when one ap-
plies positivistic physical-science
methods to the study of the social
world, education, or, after Einstein,
the physical world itself. A key aspect
of positivistic research in the physical
sciences involves the attempt to pre-
dict and control natural phenomena.
When applied in psychology and edu-
cation, physical-science methods then
apply such knowledge as a tool to con-
trol human beings. Thus, students
come to be viewed, understood, used,

and controlled just like any other
thing. Positivism loses sight of the idea
that the objects of social, psychologi-
cal, and educational research—hu-
mans—possess a special complexity that
sets them apart from other objects of
study.

Positivist social, psychological, and
educational scientists fail to under-
stand that the physical scientists they
emulate impose their observations on
the objects under observation. Physi-
cal scientists do not have to consider
the consciousness of their objects of
study or their history and sociocultu-
ral contexts. Neither need they con-
sider their own consciousness and as-
sumptions, many argue—though I
don’t agree. This makes research on
humans different from the study of,
say, sulfuric acid or field mice. If we
fail to understand this difference, then
we miss the very elements that make
us human, that shape us or restrict our
freedom.

Here rests one of the key points in
our discussion of epistemology in gen-
eral and positivism in particular: mod-
ernism and its positivist epistemology
lead to a devaluation of human beings
and a depersonalization of our institu-
tions. People become merely more
variables in a larger social equation;
our sacredness as spiritual beings dis-
appears. Think of how degraded we
feel when we are being processed by
large institutions—insurance compa-
nies, welfare agencies, university busi-
ness offices, the court system—that
see us as a social security number or
Case 5 on the docket. Impersonal pos-
itivism promotes this kind of treat-
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ment. If for no other reason, anything
that exerts this much impact on the
social world deserves attention in the
analysis of standards and educational
purpose.

4. If knowledge exists, it exists in some
definite, measurable quantity. Positivism
teaches that we can express knowledge
in mathematical terms. If something
exists, positivists argue, we can meas-
ure how much of it exists. Indeed, we
can express the generalizations, prin-
ciples, and theories derived from posi-
tivistic data in mathematical language
(Beed, 1991; Garrison, 1989). Posi-
tivists define systematic observation
that produces valid knowledge in
terms of mathematical experiments. In
this context, researchers look for
mathematical relations between vari-
ables. If such mathematical relations
emerge, then they generalize the rela-
tionships to produce a universal law.

Many of us who call for standards
of complexity and a democratic system
of meaning find ourselves uncomfort-
able with the positivist assumptions
that “to be is to be measurable” and
that human endeavor can be expressed
in mathematical terms. Much of what
education researchers have to study
does not lend itself to measurability or
even direct observation. To address
this problem, positivists developed
what they call “reduction sentences,”
which are characteristics that summa-
rize statements in a way that makes
them easier to observe and measure. A
hard-to-measure concept such as
hunger in a positivist epistemology
becomes “20 percent loss of original
body weight” for a mature man or

woman. Since weight is a measurable
concept, hunger can be expressed in
terms of weight. Behavioral psycholo-
gists who operate within a positivistic
context label such reduction sentences
“operational or working definitions.”
Thus, we develop operational defini-
tions for concepts such as intelligence
(what one scores on an IQ test), pro-
ductivity (output by workers per
hour), and quality education (a 10 per-
cent increase in exit-test scores). In-
deed, positivists argue, even concepts
such as love or creativity can be opera-
tionally defined and measured.

These operational definitions may
or may not help us understand the
phenomena under investigation. But
such an orientation often focuses our
attention on merely the symptoms of
larger issues or ideas—that is, on the
consequences rather than the causes.
Thus, a belief in the measurability of
everything actually distorts our under-
standing of reality, because it hides the
assumptions often made in the pro-
duction of knowledge. For example,
what mental characteristics do ques-
tions on a standardized standards test
really address? Short-term memory?
The ability to store and call up a wide
range of factual data? Certainly, stan-
dards tests cannot measure an ability
to see connections between ostensibly
unrelated concepts or the skill to ap-
ply such understandings to the identi-
fication and solution of problems.
Such tests de-emphasize such diffi-
cult-to-measure but important abili-
ties, whereas easy-to-measure but
trivial abilities gain center stage. Edu-
cation is thus undermined, reduced to



memorization, computation, and
busywork with little purpose or con-
nection to the passions and complexi-
ties of human beings. Examine the
way standardized-test scores in Texas
were increased in the late 1990s and
the early twenty-first century: state
educational officials merely eliminated
the lowest 20 percent of test takers. In
these positivistic testing situations,
learning becomes a mindless game,
the trivial pursuit of abstract and inert
information.

5. Nature is uniform and whatever is
studied remains consistent in its existence
and behavior. Positivists assume that
the objects they study will remain
constant. They believe in an underly-
ing natural order in the way both the
physical and the social worlds behave.
These regularities, or social laws, pos-
itivists argue, are best expressed
through quantitative analysis using
propositional language and mathe-
matics. The goal for educational re-
search within this tradition, therefore,
is to develop theories that regularize
human expression and make it pre-
dictable.

An epistemology of complexity
posits, by contrast, that human beings
are much less regular and predictable
than the positivists portray them. As
humans exhibit their irregularities and
unpredictabilities—their diversity—
agents of complexity make the case
that men and women defy positivist
attempts to reduce their behavior to
measurable quantities. Teachers and
students, for example, are hardly uni-
form, predictable, and consistent in
their personalities, actions, psycholo-

gies, and responses. Contrary to posi-
tivist opinions, humans are not ma-
chines whose behavior can be easily
broken down into separate parts.
Thank goodness researchers cannot
yet provide full and final explanations
of the human dynamic. These should
be central issues in the standards de-
bate because we are talking about how
the social and human world is studied,
taught, and learned. When we find a
statistical correlation between social
dynamics, we still have not asked what
exactly the correlation means. Differ-
ent observers may interpret (a key act
in an epistemology of complexity) the
correlations very differently. What
criteria do we use to determine the va-
lidity of different interpretations? And
since human beings are constantly
changing and evolving entities, is the
interpretation we offered last week of
the correlation between particular so-
cial features still valid this week? At
the very least, we recognize a com-
plexity in these matters that modernist
positivists often miss. This would
seem to lay a firm foundation for a
more rigorous form of scholarship,
teaching, and learning.

6. The factors that cause things to hap-
pen are limited and knowable, and in em-
pirical studies these factors can be con-
trolled. Positivists believe that variables
can be isolated and studied independ-
ently to determine specific causes for
individual events. Following Newton’s
laws of the physical universe, they be-
lieve that for every action there is an
opposite and equal reaction, and that
these actions and reactions can be
identified and measured. Positivists
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refuse to acknowledge the complexity
of the world, especially the world of
human beings. The world, they be-
lieve, is neat and tidy, and the noise
and confusion foisted on it by the “hu-
manness of human beings” makes pos-
itivists edgy. Research would be so
much easier if researchers and the re-
searched could only avoid this untidy
world and the imprecise medium of
verbal language.

Positivists dream of a spick-and-
span science in which all researchers
are identical, unbiased, infallible
measuring instruments. Modernist
positivism accepts a cause-and-effect
linearity that works like a machine.
For example, when the human body
breaks down, doctors may reliably
identify one certain factor immedi-
ately contributing to the illness. But in
reality, the causes are always multiple.
Some are environmental, some psy-
chological, and some physical. Diet,
stress, chemicals, exercise, emotions,
heredity, and viruses all affect the
health of the human body, and these
multiple causes rarely function in a
simple, easily traced manner. Life
processes, like social and psychologi-
cal processes, are rarely neat and tidy;
we must view them in the context that
shapes them if we want to make sense
of the way they operate.

As we think about the positivistic
assumption that causative factors are
limited and knowable, imagine the
way we study classroom management
or, as some call it, discipline. Hun-
dreds of researchers have studied
classroom discipline in the past thirty
years. In addition to problems of

sample size and the relationship be-
tween what gets defined as good disci-
pline and desirable educational
achievements, the control of variables
in discipline research presents several
other special difficulties. Literally
thousands of unmentioned factors can
significantly influence what happens
in any classroom (D. Fiske and R.
Schweder, 1986; Barrow, 1984). One
student may respond to a specific
teacher’s discipline one way—not be-
cause of the discipline itself but be-
cause he or she is accustomed to a cer-
tain type of discipline at home. For
example, a student raised in a permis-
sive home may interpret a subtle,
mildly coercive, noncorporal discipli-
nary act quite differently from a stu-
dent raised in a strict home where
punishment is physical. To the student
from the strict home, subtle discipline
reveals the teacher’s weakness. An-
other student reacts differently to the
subtle, mildly coercive discipline be-
cause of the nature of his or her rela-
tionship with the teacher. One stu-
dent, whose parents are long-time
acquaintances of the teacher, may
know the teacher as a trusted friend.
When confronted with corrective ac-
tion of any kind, this student may feel
uncomfortable because he or she is
unaccustomed to conflict in his or her
relationship with the teacher. What
appears to the observer to be a mild
admonishment provides a great deal
of embarrassment to the student. An-
other student is affected by the pres-
ence of an outside observer and reacts
in a way that is inconsistent with prior
behavior. Still another student’s be-



havior may be triggered by Tourette’s
syndrome or some other physical con-
dition that may or may not be diag-
nosed or known to the teacher. A re-
searcher can hardly account for all the
possible variables that may affect what
is being observed (Barrow, 1984). Vet-
eran teachers recognize this. When a
supervisor or observer enters the
classroom, the atmosphere changes
dramatically. Students who are usually
well behaved and participate actively
may suddenly become disrespectful or
inattentive.

So the various facets of a student’s
or a teacher’s nature, of every individ-
ual’s background, of every context,
and of all the interrelationships and
combinations of factors may be each
or in conjunction the key elements in
explaining what happens in a class-
room. This reflects what is sometimes
called chaos theory, or complexity theory.
These crucial elements elude posi-
tivist researchers. In this context, a
professional education that provides a
teacher with five scientifically vali-
dated “surefire methods” to discipline
students no matter who they are is
probably worthless. Unless the meth-
ods are contextualized by attention to
the teacher’s philosophical assump-
tions; the purposes of education he or
she embraces; and the ethnic, class,
socioeconomic, religious, cultural,
racial, and gender backgrounds of the
students, such methods generally will
lead one astray. In fact, they often can
keep a teacher from connecting with
students in a way that motivates, vali-
dates, and inspires them. This is ex-

actly what classrooms structured by
technical standards often do.

7. Certainty is possible, and when we
produce enough research we will under-
stand reality well enough to forgo further
research. The goal of positivist re-
search involves the quest for answers
to specific questions, and such a quest
implies a definite end point. But be-
cause we cannot control all variables,
as we just saw—because the factors
that cause various behaviors are un-
limited—the quest for positivist cer-
tainty is futile and quixotic. If we learn
anything definite from positivist sci-
ence, it is that our ideas about the
world change with new revelations
and that they will continue to change,
probably for all time. The chance of
arriving at some juncture in human
history where research becomes un-
necessary because we all understand
the nature of reality is slight.

Better, then, to abandon the quest
for certainties that focus our attention
on the trivial—on only those things
we can easily measure. One of the rea-
sons history tests often emphasize
dates, people, places, and battles is
that teachers find it easy to measure
whether students have “learned” this
kind of information. They find it
much harder to evaluate an essay test,
with its potential ambiguity and com-
plexity. In fact, the quest for absolute
certainty in testing and evaluation en-
courages the lowest form of thinking
(rote memorization) and dismisses
higher-level thinking (analysis, inter-
pretation, contextualization, and
application).
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For these and many other reasons,
democratic educators often view with
skepticism the certainty with which
positivists make “valid” arguments.
Advocates of standards of complexity
are generally inclined to have a more
humble and limited perspective. In-
deed, it seems safe to predict that edu-
cational researchers will never deter-
mine the five best ways to teach
economics, the five steps to teaching
excellence, or the eight steps to teacher
popularity. There are as many good
ways to teach as there are good teach-
ers, and some of them conflict. I am
always humbled when I watch great
teachers teach and find that they are
brilliant at what they do. Though I
disagree with their conclusions and
many of the decisions they make, I
still would argue that they are great
teachers who inspire many of the stu-
dents who may find me boring and
even offensive. Indeed, what we do
successfully in one context may fail in
another. The best teachers adjust les-
sons and adapt to changing classroom
environments. This relatively simple
concept is exactly what technical stan-
dards don’t understand. All teachers,
technical advocates argue, must teach
alike. Standards of complexity reject
this “Stepford teaching.”

Discuss this concept with an experi-
enced teacher in a departmentalized
school who teaches five periods of
math every day, and he or she will tell
you that even though the lesson plans
may be identical, each period proceeds
differently. The teacher may gain an
insight in the first period that is appli-

cable in the next four periods. A stu-
dent in the second period may ask a
question that alters the structure of
the lesson. Students in each class ask
different questions, have different per-
sonalities, have unique learning styles
and learning needs, and respond dif-
ferently because of the time of day,
weather conditions, events in the
school schedule, and so forth. A uni-
form lesson plan for all five sections of
the class may be possible, but because
of the complexity teachers cannot
control, uniform lessons are not. In
fact, even if teachers could control
every lesson, such control would hin-
der learning. The best teachers are
comfortable with the variety of inter-
pretations, paradigmatic insights, ex-
periential understandings, political
perspectives, and historical analyses
their students bring to class.

8. Facts and values can be kept sepa-
rate, and objectivity is always possible.
Unlike positivists, I do not consider
scientific research a value-free activity.
The popular image of science reflects
the belief that the only parameters
that limit a scientist’s activities are in-
tellect and curiosity. This belief is mis-
leading because values and power dy-
namics continually shape research. If
educational researchers operate in a
college of education dominated, for
example, by positivist assumptions
about the nature of research, then
they might lose such career benefits as
tenure if they attempt to conduct re-
search that deviates from the rules of
positivist methods. More important,
because financial grants from govern-



ment and private foundations often
determine the type of research that
takes place, funded inquiries typically
reflect the values and interests of
funding agencies. A brief survey of ac-
cepted and rejected grants will illumi-
nate the political values that drive
knowledge production in education
and elsewhere.

Nevertheless, positivist educators
continue to insist that researchers sup-
press their personal value judgments,
convictions, beliefs, and opinions
(Beed, 1991). They insist that empiri-
cal inquiry should remain value free
and objective and that values are
tainted because they are subjective.
Thus, the proclamations issued from
the positivist pulpit project the illu-
sion of political and moral neutrality.
Accordingly, the wizard may be ex-
posed, and the epistemological rules
that dictate exactly what we can and
cannot count as facts must be uncov-
ered (Garrison, 1989).

The implicit rules that actually
guide our generation of data almost
always reflect specific worldviews, val-
ues, religious and political perspec-
tives, and definitions of intelligence.
Research can never really be nonparti-
san, for we have to choose the rules
that guide our research. Inquiry,
teaching, or standards development
can never really be nonpartisan, for we
have to choose the rules that guide our
research, our methods, and our
choices. Particular rules focus our at-
tention on certain aspects of education
and deflect it from others. Positivism,
for example, focuses our attention on
education as a technical act. When we

measure certain aspects of education
to determine how well school systems
or particular schools or teachers are
doing, we cannot separate this ques-
tion from the political issue of what
schools should be doing. Therefore, if
positivist research can establish the
criteria by way of research instru-
ments that measure how well we are
doing, it has also established what we
should be doing. If I believe the role
of schools is to develop critical, demo-
cratic citizens who seek to do away
with social injustice, I will develop dif-
ferent educational standards than
someone who does not hold these be-
liefs. Positivism becomes a political
instrument of social control, even
while its adherents proclaim their
neutrality, their disinterestedness, and
their disdain for mixing politics and
education (Bowers, 1982).

For example, if researchers describe
students’ readiness for work as the
ability to follow orders, respect au-
thority, and function as team players,
the schools with good evaluations
teach these skills. The “objective” pro-
cess of defining work readiness con-
ceals some very specific values: From a
variety of ways to define work readiness,
the researchers choose the definition
closest to their political and economic
beliefs. They want to prepare a society
of compliant workers who obey orders
without raising questions or challeng-
ing authority. Having made a value-
driven choice, the researchers, con-
trary to their protestations, are no
longer political innocents.

The same holds true for the teacher
who gives a multiple-choice test. The
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test appears to be an objective, value-
free instrument of evaluation, but
closer examination reveals a set of hid-
den value assumptions. In construct-
ing the test, the teacher had already
chosen the textbook on which the test
material was based, a value choice that
prioritized one book over several oth-
ers. The teacher also considered par-
ticular material from the book to be
more important than other material, a
value choice of some “facts” over oth-
ers. The teacher chose a multiple-
choice format over other evaluation
formats, a value choice that advanced
certain forms of learning (fact memo-
rization) over others (for example,
analysis, interpretation, and applica-
tion in an essay or a series of short
written answers). Such value choices
are inherent in teaching and living.
Although we can hardly avoid them,
we should understand that we are
making them. This awareness is a key
goal of a democratic education and
the type of rigorous standards it de-
mands. With this understanding, we
can change the world of education.
Such recognitions ground a demo-
cratic form of education and consti-
tute a cardinal aspect of higher-order
thinking.

9. There is one true reality, and the
purpose of education is to convey that real-
ity to students. Positivists generally
contend that one best way to accom-
plish a task exists somewhere. For ex-
ample, given one undisputed best way
(best method) to teach, the purpose of
the positivist teacher educator is to
pass that method along to students;
the purpose of the positivist biology

teacher is to pass along the “truth”
about biology. Advocates of complex-
ity know that the truth about biology
is not simple. At the very least, it de-
pends upon whom you ask. Educa-
tional science grounded in positivist
research assumes that the laws of soci-
ety and the knowledge of human exis-
tence are verified and immutable and
ought to be inserted directly into the
minds of children. Operating on this
assumption, educational “engineers”
devise curricula and organizational
strategies for schools as if no ambigui-
ties or uncertainties in the social,
physical, and educational worlds exist.
Nothing is problematic: “Columbus
discovered America.” “The Indians
were an impediment to westward ex-
pansion, but by the turn of the century
this hindrance had been removed.”
“After the Mexican War ended and
land disputes had been resolved, the
size of the United States increased.”
All of these “facts” express points of
view that many scholars don’t accept.
Pass the facts along to students; don’t
ask too many questions about the val-
ues and assumptions embedded within
them. In standards of complexity, an
understanding of these embedded val-
ues and assumptions in a variety of
fields is important to becoming an ed-
ucated person.

Contemporary culture teaches us to
revere science and the scientific
method and, interestingly enough, to
accept its primacy on faith, which is to
say, unscientifically. The authoritarian
voice of positivist science silences our
languages of intuition, aesthetics, spir-
ituality, and insight. The view of sci-



ence that regards the aesthetic and
subjective as soft, effeminate, impres-
sionistic, and nonscientific devalues
such articulations. Cowed by the au-
thority of positivist science, we accede
to its demands and allow it to define
teachers as mere practitioners (Aron-
owitz, 1983; Koller, 1981; Eisner,
1984; Hinchey, 1998; Hicks, 1999;
Britzman, 1991).

In his studies of the street-corner
culture in Toronto’s Jane-Finch Corri-
dor, Peter McLaren found students
from lower socioeconomic classes
questioning the school’s view of them-
selves as passive recipients of sacred
and official facts. The teachers less
frequently questioned their own pas-
sive position in relation to the expert
producers of knowledge (McLaren,
1989). When positivists control
knowledge and student-teacher evalu-
ations, we find the range of behaviors
considered to be good teaching con-
siderably narrowed. Many positivistic
educational supervisors find it easy to
label creative lessons that fail to follow
the “one best method” unsatisfactory.
Thus, teachers earn rewards less for
their sophisticated notions of compe-
tence and creativity and more for their
adherence to a prescribed format.
Like workers on a factory assembly
line, teachers in positivist school sys-
tems become rule followers with little
influence over how the rules are made.
They become the executors of mana-
gerial strategies for keeping students
on the task of rote memorization.
Even among the best teachers, the
passion for creativity and engagement
slowly erodes as positivistic science

becomes ever more deeply entrenched
in our schools and society. Blind faith
in positivism may be one of the great
tragedies of our era. But along with
many researchers and scholars who
are aware of epistemological complex-
ity, we are trying to reverse its philo-
sophical dominance.

10. Teachers become “information de-
liverers,” not knowledge-producing pro-
fessionals or empowered cultural workers.
In such a positivist context, we wonder
why society should bother with
teacher-education programs or even
with educating teachers past the
eighth grade—and among many
right-wing advocates of technical
standards, there are calls to end the
type of teacher education advocated
here. If teachers are merely informa-
tion deliverers, we need hire only
those with the abilities to read the
scripted teacher-proof material and
intimidate and control students. In the
technical standards–driven schools
emerging in the early twenty-first
century, managers are calling for ex-
actly these types of teachers. In such a
context, the idea of a scholarly teacher
with interpretive, analytical, or re-
search abilities becomes irrelevant.
School is simply a memory game in
which the more creative teachers
make memorization palatable by cre-
ating contests and mnemonic devices
designed to ease rote learning. Only a
desire to compete or to please their
teachers or parents can motivate stu-
dents in such an educational purga-
tory. Education has no intrinsic value,
no connection to the lived world of
human beings.
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Indeed, knowledge-producing,
scholarly teachers who understand the
tenets of positivism can be viewed as
dangerous undesirables in unreflective,
technical standards–driven schools. In
my own teaching experience, I have
been viewed by administrators as a
subversive who exerted a negative in-
fluence on my students. When I was
teaching geography and history in
high school, my principal told me af-
ter observing a geography class: “Why
don’t you get rid of all that interpreta-
tion and analysis crap and just give the
students the facts they need to know?
They’ll be happier and I’ll be happier.”
I couldn’t do it. I had to get behind the
epistemological curtain and find out
why these facts and not others. My

view of teaching transcended mindless,
positivistic information delivery. If I
had wanted to be a deliverer, I could
have gone to work for Domino’s. In a
positivist, technical standards–driven
system, I will probably be better off
there. Certainly, my administrators and
supervisors will be happier with my ca-
reer decision. Indeed, technical stan-
dards–driven, positivistic schools will
drive the best and brightest teachers
away from the profession. Such teach-
ers will find it increasingly difficult to
deal with the black-and-white authori-
tarian orders given to them. They will
find a new vocation where they can ex-
ercise their own professional judgment
and retain a degree of creative control.
Epistemology matters.

The Characteristics
of Positivism:

The Epistemology
of Modernism

All scientific knowledge
is empirically verifiable

If knowledge exists,
then it exists in some
definite, measurable
quantity

Teachers become "information
deliverers," not knowledge-
producing professionals or

empowered cultural workers

Certainty is possible, and
when we produce enough

research we will understand
reality well enough to

forego further research

All knowledge is
scientific knowledge

One must use the
same methods to 
study the physical
world as one uses
to study the social
and educational
worlds

There is one true reality,
and the purpose of

education is to convey
that reality to students

Facts and values
can be kept separate,

and objectivity is
always possible

The factors that cause
things to happen are

limited and knowable,
and in empirical studies

these factors can be
controlled

Nature is uniform, and
whatever is studied remains
consistent in its existence
and behavior

The Epistemological Assumptions behind Technical Standards



Understanding Epistemology—
We Appreciate the Need to
Respect Our Teachers and Raise
Our Expectations of Them:
Complex Teachers as Scholars

After all the technically rational stud-
ies of “what works” are completed, all
the practical methods are dissemi-
nated, and all the standards are writ-
ten, teaching will still primarily be a
scholarly activity. What does this
mean? It implies that educational
leaders and teachers must be capable
of creating an environment in which
scholarship can thrive and analytical
thinking can develop. To accomplish
such difficult tasks, teachers must be
capable of analysis and synthesis
themselves. A complex teacher educa-
tion must do its part to contribute to
such abilities. Teacher educators must
be aware of the ways in which posi-
tivist epistemology structures the
school in a way that subverts such
abilities. Teachers must be prepared
for the assault on their psyches that
they will face in schools marked by
prespecified objectives, top-down
standards, and strict accountability
based on standardized posttests.

Analysis, synthesis, interpretation,
research skills, and epistemological
awareness are the martial arts for the
twenty-first-century teacher. Given
the threat against teacher conceptual-
ization and teacher control presented
by the positivist structure of many
technical standards–driven schools,
educators need black belts. Teachers
so equipped will be able to take data,
concepts, methods of knowledge pro-

duction, and social and pedagogical
theories and adjust them to the de-
mands of diverse learning situations.
Such teachers by necessity must be
committed to independent democratic
thinking rather than to an unanalyzed
allegiance to positivistic, prespecified
practices. Teacher education that pro-
motes such professionalism empha-
sizes the type of contextual studies
that aids teachers in their quest to for-
mulate questions of purpose. When
they are able to formulate and con-
template such questions, teachers are
ready to assume a larger role in re-
defining the nature and spirit of what
an educator does. Empowered by such
abilities, they are now ready to help
change the conditions under which
they work. These intellectually capa-
ble, self-directed, empowered teachers
will create a workplace in which schol-
arly work is nurtured and teacher con-
trol of the conceptualization of their
own teaching is jealously guarded. In-
competent and authoritarian adminis-
trators will not survive very long as
leaders of such a competent and self-
confident teaching force that under-
stands the dangers of positivistic tech-
nical standards.

Teachers armed with historical and
epistemological understandings will
ask good questions of education. They
will be seekers of patterns, revealers of
hidden agendas and ideologies, and
agents of educational progress. Such
educators will demand modes of
teacher evaluation that go beyond as-
sessment of classroom cleanliness, or-
der, and student test scores. First, the
new evaluation will demand evaluators
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who themselves possess the aforemen-
tioned analytical skills; second, it will
respect and appreciate the potential
diversity of individual teacher goals,
while it facilitates the attempts of
teachers to work out the relationship
between curricular conception and ex-
ecution; and third, it will patiently ob-
serve and aid the efforts of educators
to glean meaning from the plethora of
elements that continually shapes and
reshapes a learning environment
(Mathison, 2000).

Teachers who are good question
generators and question askers will
hold subject-matter knowledge up to
creative critical inquiry. Teachers in
higher education, though often pos-
sessing superior command of a body
of information, sometimes fail their
students as they fail to question the
significance of certain knowledge in
the overall education of an individual.
The study of education promoted in
an epistemology of complexity con-
cerns itself with questions about the
meaning of the knowledge of a disci-
pline, its connection with the lived
world, its role in education, its proper
place in a course of study, and its con-
textual relationship to the lives of the
students (Cadenhead, 1985).

As standards of complexity view
teaching as a critical scholarly activity,
educators automatically begin to think
of such questions. Teacher education
operating in the epistemological zone
of complexity may choose to examine
the great teachers of the past, focusing
on the relationship between educa-
tional purpose and pedagogical meth-
ods. As individuals note the diversity

of methods and purposes utilized by
successful teachers throughout his-
tory, they begin to recognize the posi-
tivistic attempt to foist on teachers
rationalized, predetermined, stan-
dardized methods applicable in all cir-
cumstances as an unfortunate expres-
sion of a rationalized bureaucracy.
Such standardization serves the ideol-
ogy of deskilling and reductionism as
it attempts to control teachers by
specifying instructional behaviors and
rendering them measurable. Thus, ac-
countability is facilitated and quality is
undermined.

Teachers who are empowered by
their ability to analyze and synthesize
are free to choose pedagogical meth-
ods that are based on their own knowl-
edge production, consistent with their
own epistemological beliefs, compati-
ble with their own temperaments, and
contextually sensitive to their students’
needs. They are not obliged to follow
a manual written by someone else;
they are capable of determining their
own guidelines. There is no finite
quality of good methods; there are as
many methods as there are imaginative
teachers to think of creative ways of
approaching, producing, and deliver-
ing information. An understanding of
an epistemology of complexity alerts
teachers to their limitless options. It
frees them to consider possibilities
congruent with informed notions
about ideal classrooms. An epistemol-
ogy of complexity provides teachers
the metaperspective that enables them
to talk about the language, discursive
location, and ideological assumptions
of a body of knowledge. In this way, it



takes teachers and students to a social
and cognitive place where few educa-
tional experiences can go. Standards of
complexity push the frontiers of learn-
ing and human possibility.

A rigorous, complex teacher educa-
tion takes these epistemological un-
derstandings to rethink the nature of
the knowledge acquired in the class-
room, how it was presented, and the
ways it was learned. Was it presented
unproblematically as truth? Were al-
ternate interpretations provided? Were
the values implicit in the information
exposed? What were the epistemolog-
ical assumptions of the teacher? What
were the student’s epistemological as-
sumptions now that you understand
what epistemology is? With these un-
derstandings, teachers become schol-
ars who move to a new level of con-
sciousness. They see pedagogical and
ideological features of schooling that
were previously invisible. With this
new knowledge and set of conceptual
understandings, they are prepared to
turn the rigor and value of their teach-
ings up a couple of notches. They now
have the ability to connect their les-
sons to the lived worlds of their stu-
dents and to engage them in a rigor-
ous exploration of themselves, the
world, and their relation to it. This is
no simple task.

Constructing an Epistemology
of Complexity
To escape from the TV-dinner peda-
gogies and the covert ideological dis-
tortions of technical standards while at
the same time pushing for new under-

standings and life-changing modes of
teaching, it is important to understand
an epistemology of complexity. In this
context, we can construct our own
democratic system of education and
imprint our creative stamp on profes-
sional practice. In that spirit, the fol-
lowing is a delineation of a democratic
transformative epistemology that rec-
ognizes the complexity of the lived
world and the teaching act. To be a
scholarly researcher and knowledge
worker who is capable of creating rig-
orous schools that offer quality educa-
tion for everyone regardless of race,
ethnicity, or economic background,
this epistemological understanding is
basic.

Knowledge Is Socially Constructed

What we designate as knowledge is
complex and always problematic. So-
cial knowledge, knowledge about hu-
mans, and knowledge produced about
education are all shaped by a variety of
forces—they are always constructed
by human beings. The angle from
which an entity is seen, the values of
the researcher that shape the ques-
tions he or she asks about it, and what
the researcher considers important are
all factors in the construction of knowl-
edge about the phenomenon in ques-
tion. Any knowledge presumes an
epistemological stance. Most of the
time, knowledge producers don’t even
know their own epistemological
stance. Such a lack of consciousness
exerts a dramatic effect not only on
the nature of knowledge production
but also on how the social, physical,
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and educational spheres operate. Posi-
tivist educators do not understand the
epistemological assumptions they are
making. As democratic educators, it is
our charge to understand our own and
other people’s epistemological stance,
to understand how the knowledge we
come into contact with has been con-
structed. Such an understanding
changes the way we see the world
around us, as we begin to understand
the problems and limitations of what
is known.

Thus, if knowledge is socially con-
structed, then democratic educators
are interested in the nature and effects
of that construction. If knowledge
about the world does not just exist
“out there,” waiting to be discovered,
but is more of a construction of hu-
man minds, then democratic educa-
tors want to understand that process.
This constructivist epistemological
view holds profound implications for
knowledge production and teaching in
that democratic teachers seek no final
perspective on a topic—they know
different constructions of events will
continue to be produced as times and
thus perspectives change. Knowledge
is always in process, always subject to
new perspectives molded by social and
historical change. Thus, constructivist
teachers, for example, are very suspi-
cious of those who would offer the “fi-
nal truth” or the “last word” on the
Mexican War or the role of African
Americans in U.S. history. In this
same context, science teachers under-
stand that after Albert Einstein our
view of the nature of gravity was dra-
matically different.

The epistemological crisis I refer-
enced earlier in this essay is real.
Many researchers and educators are
horrified by the constructivist con-
tention that findings in the sciences
depend on the research methods em-
ployed. The uniqueness of the infor-
mation obtained from different ap-
proaches to research has led to the
existence of separate bodies of knowl-
edge. When the same event or phe-
nomenon is studied by a variety of
methods, the information produced
has little covariation. This means that
researchers using different methods
share so little common ground that
they have no way to relate their di-
verse findings.

Understanding that knowledge is a
social construction, democratic teach-
ers come to realize that their job is
much more complex than once per-
ceived. Whose knowledge do we
teach? Positivistic knowledge? So-
cially constructed knowledge? Nei-
ther? Both? Why or on what basis do
we write our educational standards
and choose our curriculum? These are
not simple questions, but if educators
are to rise above a deskilled status,
then they must deal with them. In the
domain of educational psychology, for
example, consider how this dynamic
plays out. When a specific intelligence
test is examined by a complexity-
grounded sociologist and a psychome-
trician (a psychologist who statistically
measures different aspects of cognitive
functions), divergent constructions of
the test’s use and meaning emerge. To
the sociologist who assumes the value
of an epistemology of complexity, the



test reflects an unexamined set of so-
cioeconomic and cultural assumptions
about the nature of intelligence. To
the psychometrician, the test may suf-
fer from internal inconsistency—that
is, its rank ordering of individuals rel-
ative to their intelligence differs sig-
nificantly from other intelligence
tests. Thus, from the psychometri-
cian’s perspective, it is a flawed instru-
ment. The point, of course, is that de-
pending upon the paradigm (the
model used for making sense of a body
of knowledge), our views of this test
may vary widely. A rigorous education
must understand these epistemologi-
cal dynamics.

Consciousness Is a 
Social Construction

This constructivist theme runs
throughout our epistemology of com-
plexity. As with knowledge, human
consciousness is not something that
exists independently of the world. Our
consciousness, identity, self-concept,
and view of our relationship to the
world and other people are shaped by
the culture in which we live, our his-
torical era, our family, our peer group,
and the information with which we
come into contact. In part, we are what
we know. For example, if, as Tom Puk
(1994) argues, students are taught a
false history, a view of the past that
never existed, then our understanding
of knowledge as a social construction
assumes even more importance. Our
study of epistemology and knowledge
production takes on (in the language
of philosophy) ontological dimensions

(ontology is the branch of philosophy
that studies the nature of being, what it
means to be human). If we are what we
know, then our very being is shaped by
these epistemological issues. In my
opinion, that makes them more than
worthy of study.

Although we appear to one another
as single, bounded identities, an epis-
temology of complexity maintains that
we humans are socially superab-
sorbent—like humanoid Husky paper
towels. This simply means that our
consciousness is shaped by that with
which we come into contact. Again,
we are more complex social beings
than the Cartesians imagined. In hy-
perreality, we are all part TV game-
show host, evangelist, interviewee in a
breakfast cereal commercial, cop or
criminal, and local news anchor. All
personalities are latent and, given the
right stimuli, are ready to come alive.
Thus, the boundaries of individualism
begin to fade like the chalk lines of a
late inning batter’s box. As they do, we
become more aware of a critical con-
structivism’s (the term is used here to
denote a consciousness of the effects
of power) notion of the social con-
struction of the individual. Indeed, we
even begin to recognize the limita-
tions of middle-class notions of indi-
vidualism. In the name of individ-
ualism, we are taught a “me-first”
perspective on self-gratification that
renders us vulnerable to appeals such
as “I believe in equality; everyone gets
a tax cut—rich or poor!” This empha-
sis on self-gratification trivializes criti-
cal conceptions of citizenship, friend-
ship, and sexual relationships, as each
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becomes something designed to get
what we want. Of course, technical
standards use testing not only as a
sound way of assessing the value of ed-
ucation, but also as a means of moti-
vating our individualistic students. As
we gain an awareness of the construc-
tion of our consciousness, maybe it
becomes possible to critically recon-
struct our understanding of the nature
of individualism and interdependence.

Always concerned with power, this
epistemology of complexity studies
the exaggerated role it plays in the so-
cial construction of consciousness.
Teachers employing the democratic
system of meaning analyze their own
and help students analyze their con-
sciousness constructions, especially
around the ways race, class, gender,
and religious dimensions of power
contribute to the process. Novices in
this context would explore the histori-
cal purposes of schooling and how
these purposes were manifested in
their own school lives and their own
consciousness constructions. In other
words, an epistemology of complexity
would transform teacher education
into an intense sociopsychological and
cultural analysis of the effects of
schooling. The ways that women and
men construct their consciousnesses
and the role that education plays in
that process would become a guiding
concern of college and university
teacher education and school and
community consortiums—an innova-
tion that would necessitate interdisci-
plinary connections and research al-
liances across universities, school
districts, and local communities.

Democratic teachers use this epis-
temological understanding of con-
sciousness construction to shape the
purposes of their teaching and self-ex-
plorations. In this context, such teach-
ers seek a variety of methods to
heighten individual awareness. Ed-
mund Husserl, the great phenomenol-
ogist (phenomenology is concerned
with the study of consciousness, as it
attempts to grasp the ways individuals
make meaning among themselves and
other people), delineated research
methods designed to facilitate under-
standing of the structure of conscious-
ness and its relation to the world. One
aspect of this method, bracketing, in-
volves consciously setting aside every-
day, accepted assumptions about one’s
immediate perceptions (Chamberlin,
1974; Schwandt, 2000). Once this
bracketing of assumptions takes place,
the individual examines and makes ex-
plicit all the meanings that were hid-
den in initial perceptions. In this way,
individual awareness is heightened as
previously hidden assumptions are re-
vealed. The individual thus finds him-
self or herself more in touch with the
values, political forces, fears, and asso-
ciations that unconsciously direct his
or her actions. Continued analysis of
such factors may uncover their ori-
gins, thus contributing to greater self-
understanding and self-knowledge.
The foundations of the phenomeno-
logical method must rest on a self-
knowledge that, once gained, allows
teachers and students to turn their fo-
cus outward to more textured under-
standings of the interior experiences
of others. Thus, we become more sen-



sitive to the ways consciousness is so-
cially constructed. We begin to under-
stand the impact certain forms of edu-
cation make on individuals and groups
of students. In this way, the scholarly
rigor of the educational enterprise is
intensified.

Power Plays an Exaggerated Role in
Shaping the Production of “Truth,”
of Constructing Our Consciousness

An epistemology of complexity under-
stands that there is simply no such
thing as neutral or unpoliticized
knowledge, no matter what advocates
of technical standards may argue. In
its social construction, knowledge is
shaped by the dynamics of power.
Who’s producing it and for what pur-
poses? In the construction of our con-
sciousness, power plays an exagger-
ated role in the process as one must
hold power to produce certified public
knowledge. Epistemologically aware
educators reject the reductionistic no-
tion of politically neutral research into
social phenomena, arguing that such a
stance constitutes a form of ideologi-
cal mystification—that is, an attempt
to hide the political interests of educa-
tional practice and the research about
it. For example, when Lynne Cheney
as the head of the National Endow-
ment of the Humanities fought
against the history standards devel-
oped by professional historical associ-
ations, she charged them with a politi-
cization of history education. How
could they produce such a biased cur-
riculum, she asserted, mentioning, for
example, Harriet Tubman more than

Nathan Hale? As with most advocates
of technical standards, she put forth
her content standards as politically
neutral. If researchers fail to keep the
normative, political, or value dimen-
sion of educational research in mind,
the research they produce and the
ends to which it is applied will simply
serve to reproduce hegemonic social
relations—in Cheney’s case the exclu-
sion of African Americans from the
curriculum. Thus, from a complex
epistemological perspective, an aware-
ness of the value orientation of
research is essential, as it brings to
consciousness the fundamental em-
bodiments of power that move social
and educational events (Soltis, 1984;
Kincheloe and Steinberg, 1997).

Beloved emancipatory educator
Myles Horton put this power-related
concept so simply in his conversation
with Paulo Freire in 1990:

When I first started thinking about the
relationship of learning and social
change, it had nothing to do with
Highlander [the Highlander education
center in Tennessee]. It was years ear-
lier when I was debating with myself
this whole idea of neutrality. Academi-
cians, politicians, all the people that are
supposed to be guiding this country say
you’ve got to be neutral. As soon as I
started looking at that word neutral and
what it meant, it became very obvious
to me there can be no such thing as
neutrality. It’s a code word for the exist-
ing system. It has nothing to do with
anything but agreeing to what is and
will always be—that’s what neutrality
is. Neutrality is just following the crowd.
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Neutrality is just being what the system
asks us to be. Neutrality, in other
words, was an immoral act. I was think-
ing in religious terms then. It was to
me a refusal to oppose injustice or to
take sides that are unpopular. It’s an ex-
cuse, in other words. So I discarded the
word neutrality before I even started
thinking much about educational ideas.
Of course, when I got more into think-
ing about educational ideas and about
changing society, it became more and
more obvious that you’ve got to take
sides. You need to know why you take
sides; you should be able to justify it.
(Horton and Freire, 1990, 171)

Thomas Popkewitz (1981) main-
tains that educational research ex-
presses the researcher’s interests in at
least two important ways:

1. The research we undertake re-
flects our view of sociopolitical
values. Our research allows us to
reconcile what we see as social
contradiction and to ponder the
consequences of the actions of
institutions. For example, we
may see a class-stratified society
beset by problems resulting from
the existence of a so-called per-
manent underclass. We want to
know how the arrangement of
educational institutions affects
this situation. Our research ques-
tions and the manner in which
we approach our study have been
shaped by our value orientations.

2. Since scientific research (espe-
cially quantitative research) holds
such a high status in the society,

many individuals promote the
belief that educational problems
can be solved only through the
application of rigorous science.
Thus, solutions that emerge
from community participation
and democratic negotiation are
dismissed—society has come to
rely on the cult of the expert,
those social scientists with pre-
cise, dispassionate answers to
technical problems.

When researchers fail to note the
existence of this omnipresent value di-
mension, Kenneth Howe (1985) con-
tends, unpleasant outcomes typically
result:

1. The research will be useless as
information that informs practi-
cal action. Value judgments are
inseparable from educational de-
scriptions because of the rela-
tionship between educational re-
search and educational practice.
If researchers do not allow values
to serve as a link between re-
search and practice, educational
inquiry will be irrelevant to what
teachers and administrators actu-
ally do. In other words, the rela-
tionship between what we know
and how we act upon the knowl-
edge is problematic. Values in-
form not only what we claim to
know but the actions that we take
as a result of the knowledge as
well.

2. Value-free research will be insuf-
ficient. If research in the field is
not grounded upon explicitly



stated values that are open to
evaluation, little benefit will ever
be derived from such research.
Thus, energy and resources will
have been wasted.

3. Value-free research holds the po-
tential to produce harmful re-
sults. When research purports to
be value free but covertly pro-
motes specific values, various
groups and individuals are ren-
dered quite vulnerable. Students
who are culturally different may
be labeled emotionally disturbed,
young girls and boys who at-
tempt to transcend gender re-
strictions may be seen as malad-
justed, or thoughtful young
people with intelligent questions
about social convention may be
labeled as troublemakers. Pow-
er’s ability to dominate hides in
the shadows of knowledge pro-
ducers’ claim to neutrality and
objectivity.

Obviously, values in social knowl-
edge production affect human beings
in very concrete ways. If the values of
research are typically hidden, then the
justifications for the educational poli-
tics that are based on them are also
concealed. When such restrictions are
out of sight, teachers have only a re-
stricted view of why they do the things
that they do. An analysis of the histor-
ical forces that have structured values
is an integral part of a democratic edu-
cation. As we know, research is never a
neutral means to a particular end. Re-
search and its methodology grow out
of the values of a particular worldview.

This particular worldview, this para-
digm, determines what constitutes le-
gitimate research or an acceptable way
of thinking. Even though positivistic,
instrumentally rational research mod-
els have been challenged in some aca-
demic settings, they still dominate the
mind-sets of many elementary and
secondary schools. Emerging from
business and military sources, con-
temporary manifestations of positivis-
tic research inject the values of busi-
ness management and the military
into the life of the school. Here is
where phenomenological, semiotic,
and ethnographic forms of research
become so important to the demo-
cratic teacher. They provide the tools
with which we reveal the forces that
make schools what they are, that tac-
itly construct the goals of education
(Orteza, 1988; Cherryholmes, 1988).

Why do social and educational re-
searchers use particular words, meta-
phors, and models when they design
their inquiry, interpret it, and suggest
policies based on it? Their research
language reflects the effects of the in-
fluence of power in the larger society.
Power, as Michel Foucault has argued,
has served to censor, exclude, block,
and repress like a great superego; but,
he continues, it also serves to produce
knowledge, creating effects at the level
of consciousness construction. As a
censor in educational research, power
serves to limit what constitutes a legit-
imate question, excluding “danger-
ous” investigations such as explo-
rations of how class factors affect
student performances in school. As a
producer in social and educational re-
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search, power serves to reward partic-
ular ways of seeing and particular ac-
tivities. For example, educational re-
searchers who desire success in the
field learn and follow particular re-
search norms that allow them the re-
wards of funded grants and promo-
tions based on scholarly productivity.
The way different research orienta-
tions draw boundaries between what is
acceptable and what is not constitutes
the ideological dimension of the act of
inquiry (Cherryholmes, 1988). Here,
power is at work, promoting particu-
lar views of educational excellence and
educational failure—often around
race and class demarcations.

As democratic teachers, we make a
mistake when we assume that this
power is always consciously exercised
by a cabal of conspirators seeking to
control the educational world. Much
of the time, the ideological construc-
tion of consciousness emanating from
sources of power does not take place
at the level of conscious intention. For
example, positivistic educational re-
searchers most of the time do not seek
to design research that results in the
perpetuation of business and military
values in school practices. School ad-
ministrators do not typically seek to
use educational research that represses
ethical considerations and questions
of justice in their efforts to run their
schools. And teachers most of the time
certainly do not consciously attempt
to suppress their students’ ability to
think at a more critical level, nor do
they try to punish the underprivileged
or reward the privileged. But all of
these unfortunate things happen, and

most of the time we have no clue why.
We don’t catch on because we don’t
understand the subtle dimensions of
power reproduction, that is, how
codes, symbols, and signs subtly con-
struct our worldviews. As teachers
who are researchers, we begin to see
how educational research produced by
such subtle forces legitimizes particu-
lar values and delegitimizes others,
and we begin to expose the false neu-
trality of technical standards and the
ways particular students are hurt by
this erasure of power interests.

Emphasis on Consciousness Even
Though It Is Hard to Measure
Empirically: William Pinar’s Currere

This point in our delineation of an
epistemology of complexity is an ex-
tension of the above subsection “Con-
sciousness Is a Social Construction.”
We begin with this assumption and ex-
tend it by arguing that even though
consciousness does not lend itself to
positivistic quantitative measurement,
it still is the most important domain in
the educational process. The behavior-
ist psychologist B.F. Skinner was so
disturbed by the positivistic immeasur-
ability of consciousness that he simply
proclaimed that it didn’t exist. Skinner
was the perfect example of a modernist
positivist, and his pronouncement
about consciousness is quite revealing
for democratic teachers guided by
standards of complexity: even though
consciousness is the domain that may
best express our humanness, if it didn’t
lend itself to positivist methods then it
was nonexistent. Skinner’s pronounce-



ment once again illustrates the way the
world is socially constructed by the
hidden power of our epistemological
assumptions. The existence of con-
sciousness was not as important in
Skinner’s formulation as the frame-
work he used to understand reality.

Consciousness is obviously an es-
sential part of what it means to be hu-
man, many analysts, including the
phenomenolgists, have argued, and
should be studied if we are ever to
gain significant insight into the affairs
of human beings. However, the study
of consciousness, phenomenologists
warn, is limited by two important fac-
tors: (1) consciousness is not an object
that is similar to the other objects of
nature; and (2) there are aspects of
consciousness that cannot be studied
via traditional quantitative methods of
science. Ever fascinated with the con-
tent of elusive consciousness, there-
fore, phenomenologists cannot be
concerned with the empirical question
of what is or is not real. They simply
begin with the nature of conscious-
ness—whatever that nature might
be—as significant data to be studied.
At the very least, the study of human
consciousness is different from the
study of nature in that humans—un-
like rocks, acids, and atoms—are
meaning-making entities. This mean-
ing-making or thinking process will
shape humans’ behavior in ways that
differentiate people from rocks. If you
kick a rock, for example, you know
pretty well how it will react. Kicking a
human, however, will elicit a wide va-
riety of actions depending on the hu-
man kicked and the context in which

he or she is kicked. Such a human re-
sponse does not lend itself to precise
measurement and predictability.

Phenomenology attempts to render
problematic all presuppositions about
the nature of its own activity, the ob-
ject being investigated, and the
method appropriate to this kind of in-
quiry (Husserl, 1970). The attempt to
rid oneself of as many presuppositions
as possible grants phenomenology the
prospect of unmasking hidden as-
sumptions about the nature of reality.
Phenomenologists also attempt to
view consciousness as intentional,
meaning that it is directed toward a
specific object. Another way of ex-
pressing this thought is that con-
sciousness is consciousness of some-
thing. Thus, phenomenologists think
that it is absurd to divide reality (or
the research process) into subjects and
objects. The two cannot be separated,
and the attempt to do so distorts real-
ity (Steward and Mickunas, 1974;
Schwandt, 2000).

Thus, an important concept about
knowledge production that holds pro-
found implications for the scholarly
insights of complex educators emerges
in this context. As these educators at-
tempt to evaluate, produce, and teach
information, they begin to differenti-
ate between research that does and
does not understand the special status
of human consciousness and the epis-
temological insights it necessitates.
Democratic teachers operating in the
zone of complexity are suspicious of
data that are produced by experts who
don’t grasp the difference between hu-
man beings and sedimentary rocks.
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They are also suspicious of the con-
tent standards grounded in such infor-
mation. Phenomenology may provide
one of the best methodological path-
ways for educators to grasp the
specifics of this epistemological prob-
lem. It is obsessed with the effort to
discern the meaning individuals as-
cribe to their lived worlds. Phenome-
nological understanding involves put-
ting oneself in place of another person
and attempting to re-create his or her
feelings in oneself. Using this empa-
thetic function, phenomenology pro-
vides a much thicker, deeper, and use-
ful form of social knowledge than the
Cartesian attempt to record the fre-
quency of particular behaviors.

It is easy to see the impact of phe-
nomenology on modes of research
such as ethnography. When re-
searchers ask not about the absolute
meaning of a work of art but instead
of its meaning for a certain individual
or a group, they move research in new
directions. The qualitative knowledge
that emerges when researchers ask
about and attempt to interpret the
meanings that particular persons give
to particular phenomena allows us
new understandings and unique per-
spectives on social events and the hu-
man beings who participate in them.
The human realm of intersubjective
meaning becomes accessible in a way
never imagined by positivistic re-
searchers, as scholars interrogate the
conventions, forms, and codes of
everyday life (J. Smith, 1983; Don-
moyer, 1985; Soltis, 1984; Denzin and
Lincoln, 2000; Kincheloe and Mc-
Laren, 2000).

Phenomenologically produced un-
derstanding of the way individuals
construe their world and their place in
it is one way in which intersubjective
knowledge leads us to new dimensions
of seeing social experience. In educa-
tional inquiry, such ways of seeing al-
low educators to understand how
teachers and students give meaning to
their lived worlds in light of social and
cultural forms that they reflect and
help produce. Indeed, such forms of
inquiry facilitate our understanding of
the often hidden and always ambigu-
ous process by which education initi-
ates us into our culture (Carspecken,
1996, 1999). Positivism and the tech-
nical content standards it justifies are
totally uninterested in these dynamics.
“Why should we bother with phe-
nome-what-ya-may-call-it? All we
need to do is teach students the truth.”

Phenomenology is a qualitative al-
ternative to the epistemology of posi-
tivism. It presents in a sense a starting
point for a democratic teacher in stan-
dards of complexity to move beyond
the positivistic, reductionistic mind-
set that too often runs the schools,
perpetuates teacher deskilling, and
makes schools bad workplaces. Using
our democratic system of meaning
and its concern with understanding
and acting justly in the sociopolitical
world, we embrace a phenomenology
of complexity that helps us abandon
the role of teacher as a deskilled im-
plementer of administrative policy; no
longer do we see research as a part of a
process of explaining, controlling, and
predicting. Phenomenology teaches
us that we cannot understand an edu-



cational act without understanding the
framework, the context within which
teachers, students, and administrators
give meaning to their thoughts, feel-
ings, and actions. Our critical phenom-
enology takes us one step beyond tradi-
tional conceptions of phenomenology
by adding our concern with power to
the mix. We must question the power
relations, the ideological forces that
shape that framework, the context that
helps construct our thoughts, feelings,
and actions (Fowler, 1984; Wilson,
1977; Kincheloe and McLaren, 2000).
We are comfortable on this difficult
terrain because ours is an epistemol-
ogy that understands and seeks to deal
with the complexity of the world.

Phenomenology teaches scholarly
teachers to abandon positivistic, de-
ductive devices such as prior hypothe-
sis formation that restricts researchers
by directing their attention to often
irrelevant variables. As with qualita-
tive forms of research in general, the
focus of our study in phenomenology
emerges as the inquiry progresses. We
focus on the perceptions of individu-
als, seeking the insider’s perspective.
Of course, at the critical level, we
search for the various ways this per-
spective is constructed by larger social
forces. To the critical phenomenolo-
gist, the most influential reality of the
many realities with which humans
must deal is human perception. This
reality is more important than any so-
called objective reality because people
act on what they perceive—percep-
tions have consequences, they move
events, they shape lives. Consider how
these ideas affect teaching and knowl-

edge work, for example. While the
positivist seeks objective, factual, veri-
fiable portrayals of reality, phenome-
nologists will seek to understand the
participants’ comprehension of what
is happening and how such percep-
tions affect their lives. Because they
hold such different goals, research
data derived via the two approaches
will present quite different perspec-
tives on the world, the school (Fetter-
man, 1988). They will construct pro-
foundly different curricula. Which
one will you teach? I don’t think a
teacher can stay neutral here.

Certainly, one of the most impor-
tant thinkers of the late twentieth and
early twenty-first centuries about these
issues is educator William Pinar. His
work in this epistemological domain is
essential knowledge for democratic
teachers. In his attempt to develop a
practical method of analyzing the edu-
cational experience of the individual,
Pinar takes this phenomenological ori-
entation and fuses it with psychoanaly-
sis and aesthetics. He calls his analyti-
cal form currere (the Latin root of the
word curriculum, meaning the investi-
gation of the nature of the individual
experience of the public). We are re-
turned once again to the inner psycho-
logical world (the Lebenswelt) and to its
relationship to the educational experi-
ence. A traditional criticism of much of
the theoretical work in education is
that it is not connected with the every-
day experiences of teachers and stu-
dents. Pinar’s use of the concept of cur-
rere helps bring about the synthesis of
theorizing and Lebenswelt with all the
benefits that are to be accrued from
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such a fusion (Pinar, 1975, 1994,
1999).

Pinar claims that in currere-based
research and teaching, meaning is typ-
ically derived from the analysis of the
relationship between signs and experi-
ence. Taking his cue from Maxine
Greene (1975), Pinar contends that
the quest for an understanding of ex-
perience impels researchers to tap
their own subjectivity so that common
sense may be transcended—that is, we
must go beyond what we take for
granted. As knowledge workers in
schools, we must ask questions such as:
What is involved in moving beyond
the commonsense world? How does
one initiate the process? What possible
benefits are to be derived? Are there
examples of other individuals who
have accomplished such a complex
move, and what did they gain? How do
such attempts affect what we know in
education? It is through such ques-
tions that we approach the Lebenswelt,
or, in Pinar’s words, “that realm of the
Lebenswelt associated with currere”
(Pinar, 1975, 396).

As we engage in this phenomeno-
logical bracketing of experience in our
own lives, Pinar argues that we are
better prepared as researchers and
teachers to apprehend the contents of
consciousness as they appear to us in
educational contexts. The liberation
that results involves a freedom from
modes of perception that reflect cul-
tural conditioning and result in inau-
thentic and counterdemocratic behav-
ior. We must loosen our identification
with the contents of consciousness so
that we gain some critical distance

from them—a metaperspective. From
our new vantage point, we may be able
to see those psychic realms that are
formed by conditioning and uncon-
scious adherence to repressive social
convention. Using currere, teachers in
the complexity zone demystify the
ideological construction of their own
and their students’ consciousnesses.
Empowered with this ability, teachers
in schools shaped by standards of
complexity are able to move beyond
pseudoneutrality and help students ex-
amine and participate in the great is-
sues of our time.

Once we have embarked on our
quest to understand currere, Pinar tells
us, we will uncover a great diversity of
formats and sources. Teachers will
gain great insight into the conscious-
nesses of themselves and their stu-
dents. The educational Lebenswelt
comes in a variety of packages—one
package may contain historical infor-
mation, another the insights of free
association, another the contempla-
tions of specific literary passages, and
still another ostensibly insignificant
slices of school life. Both cognitive
and intuitive insights (or a creative
synthesis of the two) will inform our
perception of currere.

At first, Pinar concludes, the infor-
mation derived from our attempt to
examine currere may be idiosyncratic.
Eventually, however, our examinations
will uncover aspects of a collective or
transpersonal realm of educational ex-
perience. In other words, once we
transcend the unique details of an in-
dividual’s biography, we may unlock
the doors to a secret room where fun-



damental structures of human experi-
ence have been hidden from view.
Such structures may, as phenomenolo-
gists have anticipated (Merleau-Ponty,
1962), appear very different when
viewed at the stratum of individual
personality but may be very similar
when analyzed at the level of their
roots. The understanding of these ba-
sic structures and their relationship to
the sociopolitical world and thus their
impact on education may be one of
the most important outcomes of phe-
nomenological research applied to the
educational Lebenswelt (Pinar, 1975,
1994; Pinar et al., 1995). Instead of
just throwing out fragments of data
and hoping students commit them to
memory, teachers using currere in
standards of complexity help students
make meanings that are connected to
their individual lives. Education can
never be the same.

Concern with Logic and Emotion and
Feeling in the Process of Knowing:
The Importance of Empathy

With a little reflection, we realize that
in our everyday life we often speak of
different epistemologies, different
ways of knowing, without even think-
ing about it. We all have some idea of
a positivist epistemology when we say
that science proves that nicotine
causes cancer in lab rats. But most of
us make counter-Cartesian epistemo-
logical knowledge claims as well. Con-
sider for instance: “I knew when I met
him that he couldn’t be trusted”—in-
tuitive knowing; “My heart told me I
loved her”—emotional knowing; “My

‘gay-dar’ went off the screen when she
walked in the room”—empathetic
knowing; “I know there is more to life
than meets the eye. I plan to enjoy the
afterlife immensely”—spiritual know-
ing; “Don’t tell me there’s no God. I
know Jesus is my personal savior”—
divine knowing; “If I have to explain
rap music to you, you’ll never under-
stand it”—cultural knowing. An epis-
temology of complexity recognizes
that there are many ways of knowing,
some more appropriate in particular
situations than others. For example, I
did not use a positivistic way of know-
ing to discern whether or not to marry
my wife, Shirley. I relied much more
on an emotional form of knowledge, a
feeling. If I ever have to have my ap-
pendix removed, I hope my surgeon
uses a different epistemological per-
spective as she decides where to make
her incision—you get the idea. The
epistemological concept I want to get
across here is that both logical and
emotional ways of knowing are impor-
tant in schools shaped by standards of
complexity. I will lay out how educa-
tors can use both epistemological ori-
entations, sometimes together, some-
times separately, for emancipatory
effect.

Feminist educator Madeline Grumet
(1988) extends our understanding of
the epistemologically complex at-
tempt to transcend sole reliance of
logic (logocentrism) by connecting
with an epistemology of the body, of
feeling. Science, she argues, has been
emeshed in a male-dominated snare of
logical abstraction. Grumet has
sought new methods of inquiry that
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are capable of drawing the body and
feeling into the public conversation
about education. Making use of quali-
tative research methodologies such as
history, theater, autobiography, and
phenomenology, she confronts andro-
centric abstraction with the uncer-
tainty, specificity, and contradiction of
the private, the corporeal, the femi-
nine. From the perspective of the
guardians of the positivistic tradition,
such epistemological confrontations
constitute overt subversion. After ex-
posure to such concepts, inquiry can
no longer be viewed as a cold, rational
process. As feeling, empathy, and the
body are injected into the research
and teaching process, as the distinc-
tion between knower and known is
blurred, as truth is viewed as a process
of construction in which knowers play
an active role, passion is injected into
inquiry. Democratic teachers see
themselves as passionate scholars who
connect themselves emotionally to
that which they are seeking to know,
understand, and teach.

Several decades ago, Michael
Polanyi wrote about personal knowl-
edge—that is, a way of knowing that
involves the passionate participation
of the knower in the act of knowing.
Guided by such notions, complex edu-
cators embrace a passionate scholar-
ship, a reconceptualized science that is
grounded upon and motivated by our
values and solidarities (Belecky et al.,
1986). Passionate knowers use the self
as an instrument of understanding,
searching, as Madeline Grumet has,
for new methods to sophisticate the
way the self is used in research. Søren

Kierkegaard anticipated this notion of
feminist passion, arguing in the first
half of the nineteenth century that
there is an intimate connection be-
tween commitment and knowing.
Subjectivity, he maintained, is not
simply arbitrary; instead, it reflects the
most profound connection between an
individual thinker and the world.

As inquirers grow passionate about
what they know, they develop a deeper
relationship with themselves. Such a
relationship produces a self-knowledge
that initiates a synergistic cycle—a cy-
cle that grants them more insight into
the issue being investigated. Soon,
Kierkegaard argued, a form of per-
sonal knowledge is developed that ori-
ents the mind to see social life as more
than a set of fixed laws. Social life is
better characterized as a process of be-
ing, a dialectic where the knower’s per-
sonal participation in events and the
emotional insight gained from such
participation move us to a new dimen-
sion of knowing. Not only did
Kierkegaard anticipate the concept of
passionate knowing and Polanyi’s per-
sonal knowledge, but he also foreshad-
owed a post-Piagetian, postformal
mode of thinking; produced knowl-
edge; and developed curricula that
ground our notion of a rigorous edu-
cation (Reinharz, 1979; Kincheloe,
Steinberg, and Villaverde, 1999).

Another precursor of the notion of
passionate scholarship that shapes our
rigorous education (and should serve
to humble Eurocentric academicians)
concerns the ways that indigenous
peoples have defined knowing. Note
the similarities of Afrocentric and



American Indian ways of knowing
with the counterpositivistic perspec-
tives of Kierkegaard, Polanyi, and ad-
vocates of an epistemology of com-
plexity. To such peoples, reality has
never been dichotomized into spiri-
tual and material segments. Self-
knowledge lays the foundation for all
knowledge in the African and Native
American epistemologies. Great im-
portance has traditionally been placed
on interpersonal relationships (soli-
darity), and a connected logic has
moved these traditions to appreciate
the continuum of spirit and matter, in-
dividual and world.

Indeed, indigenous ways of know-
ing and the European positivistic tra-
dition come into direct conflict over
the epistemological issues of mind and
body, individuals and nature, self and
other, spirit and matter, and knower
and known—a conflict that has gener-
ated serious historical consequences.
It is only in the past thirty years that
some Eurocentric people have come
to recognize the epistemological so-
phistication of indigenous ways of see-
ing that discern a unity in all things
and a connected spiritual energy em-
bedded in both human and natural el-
ements. Thus, that deemed primitive
by traditional Western scholars be-
comes, from the perspective of demo-
cratic teachers, a valuable source of in-
sight into our attempt to extend an
emancipatory education (Myers, 1987;
Nyang and Vandi, 1980; Semali and
Kincheloe, 1999).

The ability to create a new form of
thinking that brings together logic
and emotion and the human capacity

for empathy is dependent on our un-
derstanding of the forces that shape
the self—a theme that emerges time
and again in our quest for a demo-
cratic pedagogy and rigorous educa-
tion. Knowledge of self allows re-
searchers to understand how social
forces and research conventions shape
their definitions of knowledge, of in-
quiry, of effective educational practice.
Knowledge of the self allows them the
consciousness to choose between epis-
temologies that depersonalize the
process of knowing in hopes of gain-
ing certainty and producing pure ob-
jective knowledge and research orien-
tations that assert that since the mind
of the observer is always involved, it
should be utilized as a valuable tool.
Humans possess a tacit knowledge
that can be drawn upon to make sense
of social and educational situations.
Such tacit, intuitive knowledge guides
researchers as they conduct inter-
views, make observations, document
analyses, and so on. A primary pur-
pose of the democratic form of knowl-
edge work is to connect teachers to
the nature and formation of such tacit
knowing and, in turn, to help them
learn how to employ it for maximum
benefit.

Can’t Separate Knower from
Known—Thus, the Questions 
the Knower Asks Shape 
What Can Be Known

Throughout this discussion of an epis-
temology of complexity and what it
means for democratic teachers, I have
alluded to the inseparability of the
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knower and the known. This point is a
brief extension of this basic epistemo-
logical understanding and its high-
lighting of the profound importance
of question formulation in shaping the
knowledge we produce. Simply put,
there is no knowledge without a
knower. As a living being, a perceiving
instrument, the perspective of the
knowledge producer must be granted
the same seriousness of attention as is
typically accorded the design of re-
search, the research methods in tradi-
tional forms of inquiry (Lowe, 1982;
Gordon, Miller, and Rollock, 1990).
This understanding should be a cen-
tral feature of every rigorous class-
room.

Like knowledge, the knower also
belongs to a particular, ever changing
historical world. The human being as
a part of history is a reflective subject,
meaning, an entity who is conscious of
the constant interaction between hu-
mans and their world. Such a critically
conscious knowledge worker–teacher
recognizes that all knowledge is a fu-
sion of subject and object. In other
words, the knower personally partici-
pates in all acts of understanding.
Moreover, the world in general, the
educational world in particular, is not
an objective structure, but a con-
structed, dynamic interaction of men
and women organized and shaped by
their race, class, gender, and countless
other features. Thus, it is impossible
from the perspective of an epistemol-
ogy of complexity to conceive knowl-
edge without thinking of the knower
(Reinharz, 1979; Lowe, 1982).

This separation of the knower and

the known is a cardinal tenet of the
positivist epistemology and the educa-
tional standards it supports. The im-
pact of this “way of seeing” on the
theory and practice of Western sci-
ence and education has been pro-
found. As discussed elsewhere in the
encyclopedia, René Descartes’s analyt-
ical method of reasoning, often termed
reductionism, has formed the founda-
tion of modern scientific research.
Cartesian reductionism asserts that all
aspects of complex phenomena can be
best appreciated by reducing them to
their constituent parts and then piec-
ing these elements together according
to causal laws (Mahoney and Lyddon,
1988). This is the opposite of an epis-
temology of complexity.

The educational implications of
this epistemological understanding
are compelling. In particular, such an
epistemological awareness highlights
the importance of the questions an ed-
ucator might ask. What knowledge is
produced in the teaching domains de-
pends on the questions asked about
the topics at hand. Democratic educa-
tors engage themselves and their stu-
dents in the process of revealing the
questions and the values that generate
them that stand in the shadows of all
data. This ability is necessary to the
formulation of a complex, rigorous,
and democratic education as it helps
unlock the secrets to why a curriculum
contains this information and not
other types of knowledge.

Such an epistemological analysis
forces us to move beyond positivism’s
concern with simply answering unana-
lyzed questions or solving pre-



arranged, structured problems. This
question-formulating, problem-pos-
ing stage, Albert Einstein argued, is
more important than the answer to
the question or the solution to the
problem. Critical democratic teachers
are question analysts and problem
posers. When epistemologically naive
teachers set up a problem, they select
and name those things they will no-
tice. Thus, questioning is a form of
world making—how we select the
problems and construct our worlds is
based on the values we employ. With-
out an epistemological consciousness,
teachers and administrators learn how
to construct schools but not how to
determine what types of schools to
construct. In other words, teachers,
school leaders, and teacher educators
need to realize that school and class-
room problems are not generic or in-
nate. They are constructed and un-
covered by insightful educators who
possess the ability to ask questions
never before asked, questions that lead
to innovations that promote student
insight, sophisticated thinking, and
social justice (Schon, 1987; Ponzio,
1985).

If the genius of, say, an Einstein re-
volved around his ability to see prob-
lems in the physical universe that no
one else had ever seen, then the genius
of a teacher in standards of complexity
revolves around his or her ability to
see physical, psychological, social, and
educational problems that no one else
has ever seen (Kincheloe, Steinberg,
and Tippins, 1999). The application
of such skills moves education to a
level unimagined by teachers trapped

within the positivistic tradition. Not
only is such an educational orientation
grounded in a democratic conception
of teacher empowerment, but it also
serves to expose previously hidden
forces that shape the consequences of
the educational process. It is a testi-
mony to what can happen, what can
be revealed, when teachers transcend
the limitations of positivistic defini-
tions of research and explore the rela-
tionships between the knower and the
known.

With these understandings in mind,
the very source of the knowledge
found in classroom texts and curricu-
lum guides involves the asking of
value-laden questions. Julie Ellis (1998)
writes that in her classroom, she as-
signs interpretive exercises where stu-
dents attempt to make sense of the
texts they have encountered in class.
In this context, she asks students to
identify the questions that drive their
interpretations and the origins of such
inquiries. In this way, students can un-
derstand that questions produce
knowledge, values produce questions,
and that one’s location in the web of
reality produces the values we hold.
Such recognitions provide students
and teachers a far more sophisticated
view of why individuals (themselves
included) believe what they do, why
the world operates the way it does,
and what they might do to bring about
democratic and egalitarian change.
This is one example of a rigorous
classroom in schools shaped by stan-
dards of complexity. Such activities
can be adapted for use even in early el-
ementary education.
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Starting with questions such as:
Why does this exist? Or more specifi-
cally, why does homelessness exist? Or
what can be done to improve the situ-
ation? teachers engage students in a
reflective awareness of their own
questioning processes. Being exposed
to that which is different from our
common experiences—different cul-
tural understandings and epistemolo-
gies, for example—may be central to
our attempt to raise new questions, to
become the Einsteins of education.
Paulo Freire helps us in this context
not only as he teaches how to expose
the questions hidden in all knowledge
forms but also as he demonstrates his
ability to formulate critical democratic
questions concerning information
with which we are confronted. When
we are aware of our values and how
they help shape our questions, we are
much better equipped to make sense
of an incoherent body of data. We be-
come in this context interpreters of
the social world who understand the
roots of our own and other people’s
explanations of human affairs (Freire
and Faundez, 1989). What dramatic
cognitive leaps such understandings
catalyze.

Our View of the World Is Grounded
on the Perspectives of Those Who
Have Suffered as the Result of
Existing Arrangements

Often those who produce knowledge
about the world come from the domi-
nant culture—academics infrequently
base their views of reality on the view-
points of marginalized and excluded

individuals. Because of this tendency,
scholars who validate the views of the
marginalized have in essence encoun-
tered “difference.” And as we have
contended, our consciousness is raised
when we take difference seriously.
Valuing the productive power of dif-
ference, democratic teachers take a
cue from liberation theologians in
Latin America and begin their analy-
ses of social and educational institu-
tions by listening to those who have
suffered most as a result of their exis-
tence. This understanding constructs
a key distinction between technical
standards and standards of complexity.

Derived from dangerous memories
of history that have been suppressed
and information that has been disqual-
ified by educational gatekeepers, the
perspectives of those who have suf-
fered or “subjugated knowledge” play
a central role in an epistemology of
complexity. Through the conscious
cultivation of these low-ranking forms
of knowledge, alternative democratic
and emancipatory visions of society,
politics, education, and cognition are
possible. In a democratic curriculum,
subjugated knowledge is not passed
along as a new canon but becomes a
living body of knowledge open to dif-
ferent interpretations. Viewed in its
relationship to the traditional curricu-
lum, subjugated knowledge is em-
ployed as a constellation of concepts
that challenges the invisible social and
cultural assumptions embedded in all
aspects of schooling and knowledge
production. The subjugated knowl-
edge of African Americans, Native
Americans, working-class people,



women, and many other groups has
contested the dominant culture’s view
of reality.

Confronted with subjugated knowl-
edge, individuals from white main-
stream culture begin to appreciate the
fact that there are multiple perspec-
tives on all issues. Indeed, they begin
to realize that textbooks discard data
about unpopular viewpoints and in-
formation produced by marginalized
groups. Curricula that include subju-
gated perspectives teach a lesson on
the complexities of knowledge pro-
duction and how this process shapes
our view of ourselves and the world
around us. The curriculum cannot
stay the same if we take the knowledge
of working-class men and women seri-
ously; if we get beyond the rosy, ro-
manticized picture of immigration to
the United States and document the
traumatic stories of the immigrants; if
we seek out women’s perspectives on
the evolution of Western culture; or if
we study the culture that enslaved
Africans brought to the New World.

The white cultural power blocs that
dominate North America in the first
decade of the twenty-first century
seem oblivious to the need to listen to
marginalized people and take their
knowledge seriously. Western power
wielders are not good at listening to
information that does not seem to
contribute to hegemony—their ability
to win the consent of the subjugated
to their governance. Knowledge that
emerges from and serves the purposes
of the subjugated is often erased by
making it appear dangerous and
pathological to other citizens. Draw-

ing up work within the discipline of
cultural studies that seeks to reverse
conditions of oppression, subjugated
knowledge seeks new ways of validat-
ing the importance and relevance of
divergent voices. Technical standards,
it must be pointed out, want not an in-
clusive curriculum of multiple per-
spectives but information to be ac-
cepted as truth with no dissenting
voices—an authoritarian curriculum.
Subjugated viewpoints are excluded
not merely from schoolrooms and
curriculum guides, but from other
sites of knowledge production, such as
popular culture, as well. Having be-
come a major pedagogical force in
Western societies over the past few
decades, the popular culture “curricu-
lum” is monitored for emancipatory
expressions of subjugated knowledge.
Though not always successful, power
wielders attempt to neutralize the sub-
jugated forms of knowledge that find
their way into TV, the movies, popu-
lar music, the Internet, and other pop-
ular cultural sites (Dion-Buffalo and
Mohawk, 1992; J. Fiske, 1993; Mullin,
1994; Nieto, 1996; McLaren and
Morris, 1997).

Thus, teachers devoted to the value
of subjugated knowledge uncover
those dangerous memories that are in-
volved in reconstructing the process
through which the consciousness of
various groups and individuals has
come to be constructed. Such an
awareness frees teachers, students, and
other individuals to claim an identity
apart from the one forced upon them.
Indeed, identity is constructed when
submerged memories are aroused—in
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other words, confrontation with dan-
gerous memory changes our percep-
tions of the forces that shape us, which
in turn moves us to redefine our
worldviews, our way of seeing. The
oppressive forces that shape us have
formed the identities of both the pow-
erful and the exploited. Without an
analysis of this process, we will never
understand why students succeed or
fail in school; we will be forever blind
to the tacit ideological forces that con-
struct student perceptions of school
and the impact such perceptions have
on their school experiences. Such
blindness restricts our view of our own
and other people’s perception of their
place in history, in the web of reality.
When history is erased and decontex-
tualized, teachers, students, workers,
and other citizens are rendered vulner-
able to the myths employed to perpet-
uate social domination.

When we study social domination
along with subjugated histories and
cultures such as those of women and
non-Western societies, we are able to
expose the socially constructed nature
of Western science, the logic implicit
within it, and the curriculum derived
from it that often accepts ecological
destruction and the exploitation of na-
ture. Science is not the only area
where an epistemology of complexity
searches for alternative subjugated
knowledge, for such information ex-
ists around each axis of domination. In
the domain of gender, for example,
critical analysts value ways of knowing
that have traditionally been viewed as
feminine. Such forms of knowledge
expose the hidden gender assumptions

as male centered, as they provide al-
ternative ways of looking at the socio-
cultural world. Ways of understanding
and functioning in the world em-
ployed by disabled people, such as the
use of sign language, are forms of sub-
jugated knowledge that can be taught
in a multidimensional, complex cur-
riculum. Also important in this con-
text is gay and lesbian subjugated
knowledge that provides significant
insight into the construction of sexual
preference, sexual desire, and the cul-
tural dynamics of gender-role produc-
tion. Both homosexually oriented and
heterosexually oriented individuals
can gain insight into the production of
their identities from a confrontation
with such subjugated knowledge.

Because of their race, class, and
gender positions, many educators are
insulated from the benefits of the dou-
ble consciousness of the marginalized
and are estranged from a visceral ap-
preciation of suffering. Until I was
placed in a lower-track set of courses
as a high school student—I was not
viewed as a good student—I never un-
derstood what it felt like to be viewed
as “slow.” Such an experience alerted
me to the pain of my fellow slow stu-
dents and provided me with a deeper,
lived understanding of students in
such a position. Such empathy has, in
my opinion, served as one of the most
important insights I have brought to
my career as an educator. Such aware-
ness is a subjugated knowledge, a way
of seeing that has been ignored in too
many educational situations, technical
standards in particular.

Contemporary social organization



and its sanctioning of the suffering of
various individuals and groups such as
low-track students are often viewed as
acceptable in the curriculum of tech-
nical standards. Educational leaders
who often come from dominant groups
don’t typically challenge the ways of
seeing that justify the prevailing social
and educational system. What lived
experiences would create a cognitive
dissonance within the minds of such
leaders that would make them uncom-
fortable with the status quo? The op-
pressed—though often induced by the
mechanisms of power to accept injus-
tice and to deny their own oppres-
sion—often use their pain as a motiva-
tion to find out what is not right and
to discover alternate ways of con-
structing social and educational real-
ity. Standards of complexity draw
upon this epistemological dynamic
and make it a central aspect of their
efforts to develop curriculum. The
benefits of such an educational orien-
tation are dramatic as students gain
the cognitive benefits of seeing the
world from different angles.

There Are Multiple Realities—
Realities Constructed by Our
Location in the Web of Reality

An epistemology of complexity
teaches us that the reality we construct
depends on our location (or place-
ment) in the web of reality. Cartesian
reductionism privileges a single, sci-
entifically validated vantage point
from which we can perceive “the one
true reality.” With different locations
in the web of reality come different

perspectives on the world around us
(Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Denzin and
Lincoln, 2000; Briggs and Peat, 1989;
Slaughter, 1989). Educators who un-
derstand an epistemology of complex-
ity understand that reality, schools,
and texts of all types hold more within
them to be discovered than first im-
pressions sometimes reveal. In this
sense, different frames of reference
produce multiple interpretations and
multiple realities. Contrary to the
problem solving of positivism, an epis-
temology of complexity sees the mun-
dane as multiplex and continuously
unfolding (Greene, 1988, 1995; Hag-
gerson, 2000).

An epistemology of complexity
constructs a distancing from reality
that allows an observer diverse frames
of reference. The distancing may range
from the vastly distant astronauts
looking at Earth from the Moon, to
the very close, as in Georgia O’Keeffe
viewing a flower. At the same time,
this complex epistemological perspec-
tive values the emotional intimacy of
feminist connectedness that allows
empathetic passion to draw knower
and known together. In the multiplex
vision of reality, linearity often gives
way to simultaneity, as texts become a
kaleidoscope of images filled with
signs and signifiers to be examined.
William Carlos Williams illustrated
such complex qualities in the early
twentieth century as he depicted mul-
tiple, simultaneous images and frames
of reference in a verbal manner.
Williams attempted to poetically in-
terpret Marcel Duchamp’s Nude De-
scending a Staircase with its simultane-
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ity serving as a model for what might
be labeled cognitive cubism. Democra-
tic teachers in standards of complexity
use such ideas to extend the holo-
graphic nature of their own and their
students’ memories, as they create sit-
uations where students come to view
reality from as many frames of refer-
ence as possible. The single angle of
the traditional photograph is replaced
by the multiple angles of the holo-
graphic photograph (Dobrin, 1987;
Mandell, 1987; Talbot, 1986, 1991).

Armed with their cognitive cubism,
democratic teachers come to under-
stand that the models of teaching they
have been taught, the definitions of
inquiry with which they have been
supplied, the angle from which they
have been instructed to view intelli-
gence, and the modes of learning that
shape what they perceive to be sophis-
ticated thinking all represent a partic-
ular vantage point in the web of real-
ity. Like reality itself, schools and
classrooms are complex matrices of
interactions, codes, and signifiers in
which both students and teachers are
interlaced. Just as epistemological
complexity asserts that there is no sin-
gle, privileged way to see the world,
there is no one way of seeing the class-
room, intelligence, the purpose of ed-
ucation, or teacher or pupil success.
Once teachers escape the entrapment
of the Cartesian-Newtonian way of
seeing, they come to value and thus
pursue new frames of reference in re-
gard to their students, classrooms, and
workplaces.

In this context of complexity with
its multiple frames of reference, the

Cartesian-Newtonian quest for a final
certainty about the knowledge we
produce and consume seems limited
and parochial. If we have learned any-
thing in recent years, it is that our
ideas about the world change and that
they will continue to change in the
coming years. The chance of arriving
at some juncture in human history
where further research will become
unnecessary because we will under-
stand the nature of reality—as many
social scientists and psychologists pre-
dicted rather recently—is slim. There
is unlikely to be any single research
strategy or theoretical view that will
allow us to grasp the whole of reality.
In this context, the multiple perspec-
tives of an epistemology of complexity
expose the tyranny of technical stan-
dards’ one-dimensional, authoritarian
view of the world.

Given such prospects, an episte-
mology of complexity tells us that
knowledge workers should welcome a
proliferation of research paradigms
and take advantage of the new angles
they provide for viewing the world.
This epistemological pluralism or
eclecticism will take our understand-
ing of the world to previously unex-
plored dimensions. Those who accept
pluralism will recognize that divergent
theoretical systems and research para-
digms designate different phenomena
as data and that what we consider real-
ity cannot be separated from the
methodological procedures employed
to produce those conclusions (Eisner,
1984). The path to such eclecticism,
however, is beset with obstacles. In-
deed, philosophers of science speak of



a crisis in inquiry. It is a crisis with
roots in two attempts: (1) the fight to
free science from the positivistic quest
for certainty; and (2) the struggle by
those freed from the first quest to fig-
ure out what to do with their free-
dom—in other words, how to cope
with the choices presented by accept-
ing multiple frames of reference.

Evidence of the crisis is manifested
by an inability to agree upon standard
criteria for judging the progress of a
field of study. With so many frames of
reference available, many scientists
find it increasingly difficult to make
evaluations across the wide range of
activities undertaken in the name of
their disciplines. Maybe even more
disconcerting is the inability of knowl-
edge producers to understand the as-
sumptions, aims, and languages of one
another. Yet, what is the alternative?
The attempt to bond our studies in a
common language with shared as-
sumptions takes us back to a positivis-
tic quest for a universally understood
language of research—an Esperanto
of inquiry.

Shared aims in knowledge produc-
tion, advocates of an epistemology of
complexity maintain, stifle our cre-
ativity and interpretive possibility.
Much of the great physical and social
scientific research of the past seemed
irrelevant to the patriarchs of the dis-
ciplines when it was first encountered.
In the most healthy scientific situa-
tion, there is generally little consensus
about what the next step should in-
volve, which method should be uti-
lized to pursue the next step, or how
exactly success should be measured.

The price of our abandonment of the
quest for certainty is untidy diversity,
but the world itself (especially the ed-
ucational world) is not all that neat (J.
Smith, 1983; Eisner, 1984).

Thus, We Come to Understand
Where We Are Located in the 
Web of Reality: Becoming Humble
Knowledge Workers

From the previous point, we can ap-
preciate that individuals cannot sepa-
rate what they perceive from where
they stand in the web of reality. By un-
derstanding an epistemology of com-
plexity, educators can become more
aware of where they stand in the web
and how it shapes their views of world
and self. These epistemological con-
cepts lay the foundation for the con-
cept of positionality. Positionality in-
volves the notion that since our
understanding of the world and our-
selves is socially constructed, we must
devote special attention to the differ-
ing ways individuals from diverse so-
cial backgrounds construct knowledge
and make meaning.

Thus, depending on our location in
the web with its diverse axes of power,
we will designate what constitutes the
most important information in the
curriculum very differently. For ex-
ample, when I read E.D. Hirsch’s con-
struction of what essential knowledge
citizens should know, I never cease to
be amazed at how his location as a
white, upper-middle-class, American
male shaped his choice of knowl-
edge—it is predominantly made up of
data about white, upper- and upper-
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middle-class males from a Western
heritage. I want Hirsch (and myself)
to understand the ways his (and my)
location in the web of reality shapes
his (my) perspectives about such con-
tent standards.

An epistemology of complexity
teaches us about the world’s compli-
cated weblike configuration of inter-
acting forces. Knowledge producers,
like all of us, are entangled in, not dis-
engaged from, the web. As previously
asserted, knower and known are insep-
arable—both a part of the web of real-
ity. No one in this weblike configura-
tion of the universe can achieve a
godlike perspective—no one can to-
tally escape the web and look back at it
from afar. We all must confess our
subjectivity; we must recognize our
limited vantage point. To recognize
how our particular view of the web
shapes our conception of educational
reality, we need to understand our his-
toricity—our position in time and
space. Positivist epistemology and the
knowledge production it supports tend
to ignore the way our historicity
shapes our consciousness; as a result,
our concept of the world is stripped of
its complexity and reduced to a static,
one-dimensional frame. Thus, the
positivistic knowledge producer feels
confident that he or she can make pre-
cise predictions, settle controversial
questions once and for all, and ignore
the complex, interactive process within
which all social activity is grounded.
From this positivistic perspective, lin-
ear mathematics controls the variables,
eliminates extraneous influences, and
paints a “realistic” Norman Rockwell

portrait of education (Doll, 1989;
Slaughter, 1989). In this context, advo-
cates of technical standards confuse
the painting with reality.

Because democratic teachers un-
derstand their limited view of the
world from their locations in the web
of reality, they embrace a new humil-
ity in their knowledge work. They
claim new perspectives, not truth,
when producing information about
the social world. For example, demo-
cratic teachers avoid particular forms
of patriarchal, positivistic knowledge
production that promote a particular
view of the world as simply right or
wrong. Drawing upon feminist re-
search methods, democratic teachers
understand that our location in the
web of reality undermines the possi-
bility of an absolute pronouncement
about physical scientific, mathemati-
cal, historical, social, or political
“truth.”

Thus, democratic teachers operat-
ing in standards of complexity always
pause before announcing an interpre-
tation. In a patriarchal culture, such a
pause may not be viewed as a bow to
complexity as much as it is perceived as
a sign of weakness, an inability to
“shoot from the hip” like John Wayne
as researcher. Feminist analysts thus
tend to avoid the either-or thinking
that can serve as an obstacle to the
complex epistemological ability to
conceptualize multiple frames of refer-
ence, to imagine a variety of solutions
to perplexing situations. Positivistic ei-
ther-or thinking promotes less investi-
gation of the “whys” in a physical sci-
entific or sociopolitical situation; an



epistemology of complexity, always
digging deeper, places great value on
the asking of “why” questions. “Why”
questions lead to ambiguity, uncer-
tainty, and, one hopes, humility that
shakes up the dominant epistemologi-
cal terrain of certainty (Greene, 1988,
1995; Anderson, 1987).

As we confront the new electronic
world with its globalization, exploding
imagery, and cultural interchange, our
epistemology of complexity with its
self-reflection based on an awareness
of where we are situated in the web of
reality becomes extremely valuable.
No longer are we comfortable with
macho proclamations of our ability to
totally comprehend reality. We begin
to speak in terms of constructions of
reality. With our awareness of the var-
ious information filters that are em-
ployed by the media and other power
groups, we begin to understand the
process by which things get con-
structed. As democratic teachers reject
positivism’s universal reason as the
supreme form of knowing the so-
ciopolitical world, they seek alternate
forms of thinking and epistemological
approaches that are historically and
socially contingent, that are grounded
in an awareness of what can be seen
from particular locations in the web of
reality. The view one gets of Manhat-
tan standing in the canyons of Wall
Street is very different from what one
sees of the same island in an airplane
making a low approach into JFK Air-
port. Both views are partial—just like
all other perspectives on the city.
There is no one correct point in the
web from which we can see everything

large and small about Manhattan.
What is a “true” picture of Manhat-
tan? Concurrently, what is a true pic-
ture of chemistry?

Understanding Where We Are
Located in the Web of Reality, 
We Are Better Equipped to Produce
Our Own Knowledge

As complex democratic teachers learn
their location in the web of reality, un-
derstand the ways it affects them and
other producers of knowledge, and
appreciate the contingency of social
information, they begin to grasp the
need to become producers of their
own knowledge. In positivist teacher-
education programs, and the technical
standards they support, teachers don’t
produce knowledge. James Garrison
(1988) finds such a situation strange
and remarkable. No wonder teachers
are disempowered, Garrison argues;
they are not even viewed as profes-
sionals. The knowledge they convey
to students is on loan from the ex-
perts; it is not the property of the
teachers and their students. Teachers
as researchers audaciously claim the
right to participate in the production
of knowledge, while at the same time
retaining their humility concerning
the tentative, provisional nature of the
knowledge. Standards of complexity
cannot operate without scholarly
teachers capable of conducting re-
search and teaching such abilities to
their students.

The production of new knowledge
gleaned from the lived world of the
students and the members of the com-
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munity surrounding the school is very
much a part of a critical, democratic
effort to reconceive the role of educa-
tion around a democratic system of
meaning and an epistemology of com-
plexity. As long as officially certified
experts retain the power to determine
what counts as knowledge, little edu-
cational reform is possible. Education
will continue to be pushed and pulled
every few years by fads moving schools
in one direction or another. If we hold
the power to produce our own knowl-
edge, then we are empowered to re-
construct our own consciousness. The
tyranny of expert-produced interpre-
tations of traditions can be subverted
and our futures can be reinvented
along the lines of a critical epistemol-
ogy of complexity.

This issue of knowledge control
moves us into a direct confrontation
with teacher power. We cannot main-
tain a view of students as democratic
participants and teachers as disem-
powered technicians. More than sixty
years ago, John Dewey argued that
teachers must assume the power to as-
sert their perspectives on matters of
educational importance with the as-
surance that this judgment will affect
what happens in schools. Present
technicist models of teacher education
do not accept this argument, often
teaching novices not to seek empow-
erment, not to think in an indepen-
dent manner. Indeed, the hidden
curriculum of technicist teacher edu-
cation and technical standards pro-
motes a passive view of teachers; they
are seen as rule followers who are ren-
dered more “supervisable” with their

standardized lesson-plan formats and
their adaptation to technical evalua-
tion plans. Such a reality teaches a
hidden curriculum of disempower-
ment to students. Complex, demo-
cratic teachers, for their students’
sake, must rebel against such totalitar-
ianism, encourage their students to be
uncomfortable with authoritarian pro-
nouncements of truth in texts, and
help them become researchers of mul-
tiple perspectives on any data con-
fronted. Both teachers and students in
standards of complexity become
knowledge producers.

This ethic of teacher and student as
researchers is central to the notion of
rigorous educational reform promoted
here. Our epistemology of complexity
pushes this ethic even further, assert-
ing that if we are serious about our
work as agents of democracy, then we
must help all citizens become re-
searchers—the future of democracy
depends on it. Dewey argued that in a
truly democratic society where all par-
ties have a voice in the formulation of
policy, parents and community mem-
bers must be participants in the public
conversation about education. These
citizens need the empowerment that
an understanding of primary and sec-
ondary research can provide. One of
the most democratic roles a public ed-
ucator might play involves sharing re-
search skills with the public, especially
the disempowered public. This is a
radical action on a number of levels.
First, it negates the cult of the expert.
It helps destroy the myth that men and
women should seek guidance from
those blessed with society’s credentials



to direct them. In this way, it cele-
brates human self-direction. Second, it
expands the role of the teacher. The
teacher moves from classroom techni-
cian to active political agent, as he or
she views education as a vehicle to
build an egalitarian community. And
third, it positions the school as an
agent of democracy that is dedicated to
an ethic of inclusion and negotiation.
Operating as a democratic agent, the
school seeks to uncover those forces
that thwart participation as its teachers
carefully map the web of reality that
supports such powers.

Research, of course, involves the
production of new knowledge. Paulo
Freire and Ira Shor (1987) write of a
complex concept of knowing, arguing
that there are two moments of know-
ing: (1) the production of new knowl-
edge; and (2) when one knows the ex-
isting knowledge. What typically
happens is that we separate these two
moments. Rigorous research in stan-
dards of complexity insists that they
be brought together. Knowledge in
technicist classrooms is produced far
from the teacher and the students.
Knowing is thus reduced to taking ex-
isting knowledge and transferring it.
The teacher is not an inquirer who re-
searches existing knowledge; he or she
is merely a specialist in knowledge
transference.

Teachers in this situation lose the
indispensable qualities that are man-
dated by scholarly knowledge produc-
tion: critical reflection, a desire to act,
discomfort, uncertainty, restless in-
quiry, and the like. When such quali-
ties disappear in teachers, schools be-

come places where knowledge that
supports dominant interests is stored
and delivered. Knowledge is produced
by official researchers, scholars, text-
book writers, and sanctioned curricu-
lum committees—it is not created and
re-created by teachers and their stu-
dents in the daily life of the school.
Teaching and researching, the official
story goes, are separate entities. Rig-
orous teaching is not viewed as a form
of inquiry. The symbiotic ties between
teaching and research are not seen.

In this context, we begin to get a
more specific perspective on the na-
ture of a complex and rigorous form
of knowledge production in U.S.
classrooms. We are attempting to cre-
ate not objective knowledge for stor-
age in a warehouse, but a useful form
of knowledge that can be applied to
teaching and social problems, that is
connected to the lived world and the
complex web of reality. If educators
don’t possess an understanding of the
purpose of knowledge production and
its relationship to their teaching, then
studying research methods and episte-
mology is irrelevant. In my next point,
I will explore this dynamic in more
detail, focusing on a form of knowl-
edge production that produces practi-
cal knowledge for social and demo-
cratic action.

Producing Practical Knowledge 
for Social Action

Knowledge based on connections,
John Dewey (1916) argued, is con-
cerned not only with the immediacy
of the knowledge itself but also with
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the vantage point it creates from
which to consider a new experience.
To Dewey, the content of knowledge is
what has happened, that is, what is
considered finished and settled. But
the reference of knowledge, he argued,
is the future. Knowledge in the
Deweyan sense provides the means of
understanding what is happening in
the present and what is to be done
about it. In a typical pragmatist con-
text, Dewey was concerned with the
consequences of ideas—in the lexicon
of this section, the practical value of
knowing something. It is this prag-
matic aspect of Dewey’s theory of
knowledge that informs the critical in-
tent of education itself. As Aronowitz
and Giroux (1985) put it: “the ability
to connect contemporary experience
to the received information that oth-
ers have gained through their general-
ized experience” (9). Here rests a cen-
tral feature of an epistemology of
complexity and standards of complex-
ity: knowledge in complex epistemol-
ogy does not simply rest after it is pro-
duced and learned. It goes to work, it
has use value, it is worth the process
engaged in learning it.

Positivist educators have never un-
derstood the notion of practical
knowledge, of knowledge based on
connections. This lack of understand-
ing has profoundly shaped the history
of U.S. education and the type of
knowledge that has been included in
its curriculum across the decades. The
notion of epistemological complexity
is lost in this positivistic context, as
curriculum developers failed to com-
prehend the inexact and ever changing

nature of practical knowledge. Tech-
nicist educators, Dewey maintained,
regard knowledge as an entity com-
plete in itself. Dewey’s Hegelian back-
ground, with its emphasis on the di-
alectic, helped move his view of
knowledge beyond the “knowledge in
isolation” format. The dialectical no-
tion of process grounded his view of
the nature of knowledge. Knowledge
from this perspective could never be
viewed outside the context of its ori-
gins and its relationship to other in-
formation. We have to call to mind,
Dewey wrote, only what passes in our
schools as acquisition of knowledge to
understand how it lacks any meaning-
ful connection with the experience of
students. A person, he concluded, is
reasonable in the degree to which he
or she sees an event not as something
isolated “but in its connection with
the common experience of mankind”
(342–43). Of course, positivists do not
possess the evaluative ability to meas-
ure such a practical, connected form
of knowledge. Thus, they assume that
it doesn’t exist.

As we know, positivists seek to pro-
duce a form of knowledge—some-
times referred to as a formal knowl-
edge—that is a timeless body of truth.
Such a formal knowledge is removed
from connection with the world, from
consideration of its consequences.
Privileged in the schools, formal
knowledge is viewed as separate from
issues of commitment, emotion, or
ethical action. Indeed, such a formal
knowledge often privileges social
adaptation rather than social action.
The objectivity inscribed in formal



knowledge often becomes a signifier
for political passivity and an elevation
to an elite sociopolitical and economic
location. Thus, in its “esteemed posi-
tion,” formalism refuses to analyze the
relationship between knowledge pro-
duction and democratic and profes-
sional and vocational practice. Teach-
ers obtain formal knowledge and then
are expected to directly insert it in
their classes.

Such application of formal knowl-
edge involves, for example, pro-
nouncements such as: “The research
tells us to teach language and literacy
in this way.” The problem here in-
volves formalism’s failure to study the
complex relationship between profes-
sional knowledge about education and
educational practice. Formalism fails
to discern the phenomenological com-
plexity of teaching—that is, the com-
plicated ways knowledge, conscious-
ness, everyday life, and professional
practice intersect. Without this critical
recognition, knowledge production is
irrelevant to school teachers. Formal
knowledge production too often fails
to question the relationship between
professional knowledge and indeter-
minant zones of practice characterized
by complexity, conflict, ambiguity, and
uniqueness. Such a practical zone ex-
ists outside the boundaries of posi-
tivism and the formal knowledge it
produces. Epistemological formalism
can’t cope with everyday life’s and the
classroom’s ill-formed problems.

With this type of understanding,
complex, democratic teachers can de-
velop new epistemologies of practice
that employ multiple frames of refer-

ence. Such different views allow us to
observe professional practice from the
perspectives of different stakeholders
in the educational process. We begin
to understand that knowledge about
practice is not universal but contin-
gent on the particular context in
which it is applied. Viewing from the
perspective and needs of marginalized
groups, we may see that practices that
might work with students from privi-
leged backgrounds may serve to fur-
ther oppress students facing the forces
of class bias and racism. Teachers with
this epistemological understanding
begin to understand in a very practical
way that there is not one answer to
any question, one accurate representa-
tion of an event, or one right way to
teach macroeconomics or biology.

Educators guided by their episte-
mology of complexity seek to produce
a dialogical form of knowledge. Such
knowledge is many times expressed as
a series of questions and tentative an-
swers rather than an arrogant factual
knowledge. In this complex context,
educators produce knowledge that is
less linear and procedural (for ex-
ample, the four steps to teaching the
way a bill becomes law) and more cir-
cular and recursive (for instance, how
do we help a group of low-achieving
students to perceive research abilities
as important in helping them achieve
personal goals?). In this way, teachers
as knowledge producers are emanci-
pated from formalistic, decontextual-
ized, and universal rules for conduct-
ing research and teaching their
students.

Such positivistic rules often allow
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teachers and educational leaders to see
only “what is there.” That which is
readily apparent often involves the
least significant aspects of a situation.
As they are emancipated from the for-
malistic, teachers as knowledge pro-
ducers decenter their perception in
ways that allow them to see previously
occluded relationships among enti-
ties—not just discrete features. In-
formed by these insights, researchers
produce a practical knowledge charac-
terized by three features: an integra-
tive dimension, an applicative dimen-
sion, and a hermeneutic (interpretive)
dimension.

The integrative dimension con-
structs meaning for isolated facts in
the process, placing data into a larger
perspective, connecting it to under-
standings emerging from a variety of
disciplines, and questioning its moral
and political inscriptions. The ap-
plicative dimension questions how
knowledge can be applied to impor-
tant problems. The hermeneutic di-
mension searches for the variety of
ways knowledge can be interpreted
and the various horizons (contexts)
within which it can be viewed. In all of
these dimensions, emphasis is placed
on the process of knowing rather than
the production of a final, positive
knowledge.

The practical knowledge champi-
oned here cannot even be produced by
positivist researchers—positivist for-
mal knowledge and complex practical
knowledge are incommensurable, an
epistemological mismatch. Complex
practical knowledge must be produced
by a process informed by and contin-

gent on context. It is an embodied
form of knowledge that cannot be sep-
arated from specific contexts. Like in-
digenous knowledge, practical knowl-
edge is less informed by abstract rules
of research procedures than by an inti-
mate understanding of a specific situa-
tion. In line with the various features
of an epistemology of complexity,
practical knowledge is produced by a
form of research that uses the human
self as an instrument of inquiry and
emotional and logical insight. Demo-
cratic teachers in standards of com-
plexity feel they have contributed to
the production of practical knowledge
when they are able to describe the liv-
ing context in which the knowledge is
based. Human interactions and experi-
ences that take place in these breathing
contexts are not events to be simply
described but complex circumstances
to be interpreted.

In their awareness of these living
contexts, democratic educators expose
the values and contradictions in values
that shape the contexts themselves and
their own questions about them.
Thus, the level of awareness of social
and physical complexity is raised. The
practical benefits of such a heightened
awareness of complexity help us es-
cape the simplistic, reductionistic data
of more traditional epistemologies.
Awareness of such omnipresent values
helps us explain the meaning of the
context and the uses to which such
meaning can be applied. In this con-
text, the knowledge producer comes
to understand that these values are not
absolute qualities but perpetually sub-
ject to questioning, interpretation,



clarification, and transformation. Ap-
preciating the complex relationship
connecting knowledge, values, and
context, critical analysts can cope with
random occurrences via their self-
reflective, self-evaluating, and self-
adjusting orientation. Thus, they are
attuned to and undaunted by the
messy aspects of everyday life.

The move from explanatory knowl-
edge to practical knowledge demands
a profound sociocognitive and episte-
mological leap. Such a move consti-
tutes a criterion for a reconceptualized
notion of rigor. Such a criterion falls
outside the boundaries of formal re-
search with its prearranged, opera-
tional definition of rigor as fidelity to
an objectivist methodological proce-
dure. It is important to delineate this
new notion of rigor in relation to the
language of educational excellence
and calls for high standards. Our
reconceptualized notion of rigor and
the epistemology of complexity that
grounds it can help teachers reshape
the public conversation about high-
quality, rigorous education. This new
notion of rigor is also important as
democratic teachers and students pro-
duce practical knowledge for inclusion
in the curriculum.

How do we exercise courageous
and smart citizenship in diverse com-
munities? How do we reconceptualize
our social values in light of the episte-
mological concept of difference?
Where do we begin the process of
helping the public rethink its notion
of intelligence as more than high
scores on standardized tests? How do
we help students and other teachers

understand the ways poverty and
racism inscribe themselves on the
consciousness of the oppressed and
undermine their relationship with
learning? All of these questions form
the basis for the production of practi-
cal forms of knowledge that sets up
the possibility for individual self-
direction and community-building ac-
tion. With such questions in mind and
an understanding of an epistemology
of synthesis, integration, and applica-
tion, we can begin to produce knowl-
edge and engage consciousness in a
way that leads to progressive social
and educational change. As epistemo-
logical horizons are expanded, human
possibility is enhanced. We can all be-
come people who push the moral,
civic, cognitive, and democratic enve-
lope. Standards of complexity can help
us get on with this task.

Appreciating the Nature 
of Complexity: 
Overcoming Reductionism

In this context, a brief review of the
nature of complexity may be in order.
The web of reality is composed of too
many variables (or, as Nobel Prize
winner Ilya Prigogene puts it, “extra-
neous perturbations”) to be taken into
account and controlled. One extrane-
ous variable, for example, in an educa-
tional or any other experiment can
produce an expanding, exponential ef-
fect. Inconsequential entities can have
a profound effect in a complex, nonlin-
ear universe. The shape of the physical
and social world depends on the small-
est part. The part in a sense is the
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whole, for via the action of any partic-
ular part the whole in the form of
transformative change may be seen. To
exclude such considerations is to miss
the nature of the interactions that con-
stitutes reality. The development of a
counter-Cartesian reconceptualization
of education and educational knowl-
edge production does not mean that
we simplistically reject all empirical
science—obviously, there are ques-
tions in education that involve count-
ing, figuring percentages and averages,
and so on. It does mean, however, that
we conceive of such empirical ques-
tions as one part of the web, that is, the
interactive configuration.

A complex epistemological recon-
ceptualization of education means rec-
ognizing, as Dewey did, as feminist
epistemology does, that the knower
and the known are intimately con-
nected, that a science that separates
fact from value, purpose, belief, and
complexity is a pseudoscience di-
vorced from the Lebenswelt, the lived
world of human consciousness. Such a
reconceptualization reminds us as
knowledge producers that we can dis-
play our findings and argue for their
value, but always with a hesitation, a
stutter, a tentativeness—never as the
simple truth (Besag, 1986b; Doll,
1989; Briggs and Peat, 1989).

The complexity of reality may be il-
lustrated by medical and mechanical
examples. When the human body
breaks down, doctors may identify a
certain factor, but the “cause” of the
illness is always multiple. Living enti-
ties are always composed of a multi-
tude of feedback loops—a cardinal

concept in chaos theory. A home fur-
nace is one of the most familiar forms
of a simple feedback loop. We all know
that when the room cools down below
the temperature set on the thermostat,
the thermostat responds by switching
on the furnace. As the furnace heats up
the room to a point above the second
temperature set on the thermostat, the
furnace automatically shuts off. The
ear-splitting screeches produced when
a microphone is placed close to a
speaker, feedback, is another example
of a feedback loop. Output from the
amplifier is detected by the micro-
phone and looped back into the ampli-
fier. The chaotic sounds that result are
the consequence of a feedback loop
where the output of one stage turns
into the input of another. Because hu-
man beings are composed of so many
feedback loops—for example, the
transformation of food into energy, the
increase in heart rate in the presence
of danger, and so on—the attempt to
study them takes on far more complex-
ity than traditional conceptions of
cause-effect linearity could imagine
(Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Briggs and
Peat, 1989; Capra, 1996; O’Sullivan,
1999).

In order to study such complex sys-
tems, educators have to move from hi-
erarchic to heterarchic conceptions of
order. Positivism saw an inherent or-
der in the physical and social world:
for example, the divine right of kings
to govern or Carl Brigham’s (the
founder of the Educational Testing
Service) hierarchy of the intelligence
of ethnic groups. Researchers operat-
ing in an epistemology of complexity



maintain that if orders exist, then they
exist side by side; if one order domi-
nates, it is merely temporary and is
subject to a variety of rapidly shifting
forces. Because of this heterarchic
conception of order, any simplistic no-
tion of determinism is destroyed. In a
hierarchic universe, positivists have
maintained that if a knowledge pro-
ducer knows the location and velocity
of all the bits and pieces of the world,
then the future can be predicted and
controlled. But change is complex,
and qualitative researchers informed
by a complex epistemological under-
standing have to accept the notion
that change occurs dramatically and
unpredictably (Lincoln and Guba,
1985; Denzin and Lincoln, 2000;
Briggs and Peat, 1989).

Operating in a closed system where
variables are controlled, positivists
have often promoted an orderly and
predictable view of change. When the
variables were controlled and pro-
tected from outside contamination,
equations could be formulated and ex-
act predictions about the physical, so-
cial, and educational worlds could be
devised. But even ostensibly very mi-
nor variables could have dramatic ef-
fects, sometimes not exhibiting them-
selves for long periods of time. When
they did manifest themselves, their ef-
fect seemed to the positivistic re-
searcher as an aberration, probably a
mistake in the construction of an equa-
tion. Not only does the critical analyst
in the counter-Cartesian context lose
the possibility of certainty, but he or
she is also faced with a need to find

methods of exploring these complex,
multiple constructions of reality.

In this context marked by complex-
ity, think of an everyday classroom. A
wide variety of kids with different
backgrounds, special needs, different
home experiences, diverse strengths
and weaknesses, and changing moods
and dispositions inhabit those desks in
our rooms. As we survey our class-
rooms, we come to realize that there is
more to teaching than meets the mod-
ernist eye, more than is included in
technicist teacher-education programs.
The purpose of an epistemologically
complex teacher education is not to
learn the right answers, the hand-me-
down knowledge of the research ex-
perts; on the contrary, a complex,
democratic teacher education consists
of making the most of the unantici-
pated complications of the classroom.
Technicist methods courses and stu-
dent teaching do not address the in-
nate and complex uncertainty of teach-
ing—they attempt to deny it. Thus,
complex teacher educators refuse to
promise the provision of a generic
form of teaching applicable to all stu-
dents in all contexts. Neither does it
promise to reduce the uncertainty of
the profession by the application of
quick technical fixes. The counterre-
ductionist turn implies an admission
that teacher educators also agonize
over the confusing uncertainties of
everyday practice. To do otherwise
would be to revert to the dishonesty of
modernism’s veil of simplicity and cer-
tainty (Clark, 1987).

An epistemology of complexity
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adopts a progressive view of knowl-
edge that even as information is being
gathered by researchers, it is being an-
alyzed and interpreted. A more posi-
tivistic view of knowledge assumes that
only after one knows the facts is he or
she ready to analyze. Such a view
misses the important point that what
we designate as the facts is an act of in-
terpretation—in the case of positivistic
research, it is an unconscious act of in-
terpretation. Privileged knowledge
producers often assume that knowl-
edge is a static or inert entity—writers
of elementary and high school text-
books and content standards often take
this viewpoint. Knowledge production
operating with an understanding of an
epistemology of complexity proceeds
tentatively, ever mindful of ambiguity
and uncertainty. When we know for
certain, little need exists to pursue al-
ternative ways of knowing. “Deviant
ways of seeing” are dismissed as irrele-
vant; they are not viewed as an impor-
tant source of new insight and socioed-
ucational innovation (Romanish, 1986;
Schon, 1987).

This view of knowledge production
and teaching within an epistemology
of complexity revolutionizes the way
we conceptualize education. The neg-
ative consequences of the quest for
certainty are avoided, as teacher-
researchers and teacher educators be-
gin to imagine and construct new
ways of thinking about teaching and
teacher education. If the act of teach-
ing was known and constant, teachers
could act on empirical generalizations
and teacher educators would know ex-

actly what teachers needed to know to
perform successfully. But teaching is
not constant and predictable; it always
takes place in a microcosm of uncer-
tainty. Thus, what we call valuable
practitioner knowledge is elusive.
How to teach teachers what to do in
conditions of uncertainty is even more
elusive.

The positivism of professional
schools of education in the early twen-
tieth century used Cartesian science to
eliminate the uncertainty of profes-
sional practice and replace it with em-
pirical knowledge about the teaching
act. The cult of the expert in the edu-
cational sphere precluded an admis-
sion of uncertainty. The uniqueness of
particular teaching situations was ig-
nored by educational researchers or
experts whose clients demanded offi-
cial knowledge—knowledge that spec-
ified the scientifically sanctioned
“right way” to proceed (Schon, 1987).
In a culture that relies on the expert
for guidance, uncertainty doesn’t play
well; indeed, denial of the useless
complications of complexity with the
attendant certainty that can be as-
serted signifies strength and positive,
affirmative leadership in a macho, pa-
triarchal culture. The higher our lev-
els of epistemological understanding,
the weaker our perspectives often ap-
pear to a culture that has been condi-
tioned to buy into a quest for cer-
tainty. This cruel irony tends to
impede the attempt to teach complex,
sophisticated, critical thinking and to
retard the movement to put teachers
into positions of control over their



workplaces. Teachers with an episte-
mological consciousness of complexity
must resist asking experts to tell them
what to do when they experience diffi-
culty. This does not mean they can’t
ask experienced educators for advice;
they must also adeptly resist frustrated
students’ calls to “just tell us what you
want us to memorize and we’ll do it.”
Teaching with an understanding of
epistemological complexity is a subtle
task that takes practice and patience.

One of the major problems of U.S.
schooling involves its inability to un-
derstand this epistemology of com-
plexity, its inability to deal with ambi-
guity, to perceive ambiguity as a
valuable characteristic. Without such
an understanding, educational leaders
have continually sought naïve and
simplistic answers to the complex so-
cial and cognitive questions that con-
front education—a reflection of the
epistemological predisposition of
modernism to seek certainty in its in-
quiries about human and educational
affairs. Rigorous education operating
in standards of complexity attempts to
overcome our socially engrained dis-
comfort with the enigmatic, our desire
to have something we can all subscribe
to together, and our need for a shared
certainty.

Critical, democratic teachers who
embrace an epistemology of complex-
ity deal with a realm so complex that
they must accustom themselves to the
mistakes they will make in their at-
tempt to make sense of it all. We will
never have enough data to be assured
that we “have it right.” In this com-
plex context, our goal for teachers is

not that they parlay the truth to their
students, but that they turn out stu-
dents who are aware of both the com-
plexity of the process and their own
and other individuals’ fallibility in
their quest to understand the world
and themselves. What an amazing
scholarly insight this would be.

All Knowledge Is in Process, 
a Part of a Larger Process

An epistemology of complexity is in-
separable from an epistemology and
pedagogy of process. Positivism and
the educational standards it supports
see the fundamental nature of reality
as “separate things.” Reality and con-
sciousness itself in a process-oriented
epistemology are seen as fundamen-
tally a collection of processes, always
interacting with other things and
processes, and thus always changing.
Process, thus, is the fundamental state
of the physical and social worlds.
Processes are more fundamental to re-
ality, therefore, than separate enti-
ties—a notion that flies in the face of
Cartesianism (Mashalidis, 1997).
Knowledge in this epistemological
context has a past and a future; we al-
ways see it in a particular stage of its
development. When knowledge is re-
moved from its process(es), it is no
longer capable of being known—it has
become known, resulting in its life force
being stripped away (Postman, 1995;
Krievis, 1998). When teachers witness
such a move in the top-down techni-
cal-content standards they are pro-
vided, they witness an epistemological
murder.
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Aware of a complex epistemology of
process, democratic teachers under-
stand that the knowledge of today
changes tomorrow. It is not stable, im-
mobile, or static. Albert Einstein
clearly understood this dynamic and
used it to change the way we under-
stand the world around us. Using his
understanding of nineteenth-century
German philosopher George W.F.
Hegel’s concept of process, Einstein
walked through a conceptual window
unimaginable to most individuals
trapped in a Cartesian-Newtonian
house. Writing in the nineteenth cen-
tury, Hegel was conceptually uncom-
fortable with Isaac Newton’s absolutist
explanation of gravity and the way
things work. Most important for our
educational, social, and cognitive con-
cerns, Hegel was unimpressed with
the manner in which Newton reached
his conclusions about the physical uni-
verse. From Hegel’s perspective, every
entity’s existence could be understood
only in relation to other things. In his
philosophical view, the concept of re-
lationship took on an importance not
valued by Newton and his scientific
descendants.

Relationship was so significant to
Hegel that he described the interac-
tion between entities as a living
process. In such a process all things in
the world are affected and shaped by
all other things—just as in Einstein’s
relativity theory, mass works on space
and space works on mass (“Einstein on
spacetime,” 1998). Operating without
the benefit of this lesson, educators
fall into the irrationality of the fragmen-
tation of conventional reason. We see the

importance of the world in things in
themselves, in isolation from their
contexts, removed from the larger
processes that provide their meaning.
Informed by Einstein’s lesson, the cur-
riculum becomes more than frag-
ments of data. In the call for educa-
tional standards over the past few
years, we have seen the effects of this
failure to learn Einstein (and Hegel’s)
lesson: We judge educational quality
by the quantity of data accumulated
(Woods and Grant, 1998; Madison,
1988).

An epistemology of process was so
important to Einstein that he could
not have developed the general theory
of relativity without it. A quick look at
the relationship between process and
the genesis of the theory is instructive
to all teachers. Picking up where we
left off in the introduction to the en-
cyclopedia, Einstein often used the
notion of a rubber sheet stretched
over a baking dish to explain the com-
plex notion of space. When a bowling
ball or a BB is placed on it, the sheet is
bent or warped around the objects.
This distortion exemplifies what mas-
sive objects such as the sun or the
moon do to the fabric of space. This is
one of the basic concepts of Einstein’s
general theory of relativity. The rub-
ber sheet is flat when no objects are
placed upon it; Einstein referred to
this as the absence of gravity. When
the bowling ball depresses the sheet,
the curvature around the depression
represents a gravitational field. A BB
rolled along the sheet will fall into the
trough, just as an asteroid will fall to
Earth if it gets too close to its gravita-



tional field. The more massive the ob-
ject, the greater the bending of space.
The bowling ball will distort the sheet
more than the BB.

So, according to Einstein, mass
causes a depression in space. If a
comet, for example, moves too close
to a star, then it is drawn into its grav-
itational well and seized. Thus, enti-
ties in space follow the shape of the
universe when they fall to Earth. They
are not pulled by some gravitational
force! Whereas the rubber sheet is
merely a metaphor and reduces the
complexity of Einstein’s relativity, it
does help us appreciate the structural
unity of space, matter, and motion—
the process of space. (A tricky part is
that we have to add time to that unity
as well.) Gravity, therefore, is simply a
part of the structure of the universe—
and, amazingly, Einstein figured that
out. Objects fall into the valley in
space-time produced by the bowling
ball or sun. In this context, the orbits
of the sun’s planets can be better con-
ceptualized; Mercury and Venus as
well as Neptune and Pluto “roll”
around the indention in space caused
by the sun’s gravity trough.

The general theory of relativity
even asserted that if a massive object
in space is disturbed, then it will cause
ripples in space like ripples from a
rock splashing in a pond. In space,
these “gravity waves” are illustrated
again by the rubber sheet, as we imag-
ine dropping a ball bearing on it. BBs
and bowling balls placed on other por-
tions of the sheet will be affected by
the dropping of the ball bearing. Ein-
stein asked us to use our rubber sheet

to imagine a massive object that re-
volves. In this situation, the “gravity
well” it produces in space is not just a
depression in the rubber sheet but a
spinning indentation that twists space.
Such twisting induces other objects
around it to move in particular ways.
Although the general theory of rela-
tivity is, undoubtedly, very complex
and mysterious, the point I am making
about it is quite easy to understand.
This point holds revolutionary signifi-
cance for our analysis of epistemology
and educational reform.

As Einstein sought to understand
the force of gravity, he discovered that
there is no such thing as “nothing-
ness” in the structure of the universe.
Space, like everything else, is some-
thing—it is an intrinsic part of the fab-
ric of the cosmos. Space is neither
empty nor separable from matter. The
relationship between space and matter
is central to making the universe what
it is. In light of Einstein’s assertion,
the old Newtonian notion of gravity
was destroyed; but most important to
our point, the Newtonian universe
and the Cartesian-Newtonian way of
looking at the universe (epistemology)
were overturned. When Newton de-
veloped his universal theory of gravi-
tation in the 1600s, he focused on
gravity as a thing-in-itself. If gravity,
as he believed, was simply a force, why
would one look at it in any other way?
Thus, he and especially those who
came after him, followed the emerg-
ing scientific method and removed
gravity from its larger process so it
could be efficiently analyzed. And this
was exactly their mistake (“Astronom-
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ical instruments,” 1999; “Gravita-
tional radiation,” 1998; “Still right.
. . . ,” 1998; Evans, 1997; Woods and
Grant, 1998; Peoria Astronomical So-
ciety, 1998).

Einstein operating in the first
decades of the twentieth century was
able to escape the Newtonian mistake
that had misled physicists for a quarter
of a millennium by one conceptual
move. Instead of searching for gravity
as a thing, he saw it as a relationship, a
part of a grander process. Einstein saw
gravity in relation to other aspects of
the universe. Indeed, he understood
that the relationship between matter
and space—illustrated by the rubber
sheet, bowling balls, and BBs—is ex-
actly what makes the world what it is.
What we experience as gravity is not a
force made up of tiny gravitons but a
reflection of the structure of the uni-
verse moving us along a path existing
in curved, multidimensional space.
Space, he figured, is not the package
in which the universe is stored—it is a
key aspect of the process of creation.
For those who understood the basic
idea of Einstein’s theory, the physical
world could never be viewed the same
way again (Woods and Grant, 1998).

The focus on process connecting
space, time, and matter that eventu-
ated in Einstein’s revolutionary theo-
ries can also change our social con-
sciousness, cognition, and education.
As we pursue modes of thinking that
account for changes and interactions
in the physical, social, and psychologi-
cal domains, we begin to gain dramat-
ically different and more complex per-
spectives on that which surrounds us.

In this concept of interactive pro-
cesses, the etymology of Shirley Stein-
berg and my concept of postformalism
or postformal thinking is revealed. At
this point, however, it is important to
explain Einstein’s role in leading us to
new ways of making meaning, to new
appreciations of the process of both
being and becoming (Kovel, 1998).

Using Einstein’s example of think-
ing in physics and Hegel’s dialectical
insights, we are led to post–Cartesian-
Newtonian forms of analysis. In this
context, we begin to appreciate the
hidden processes that place the physi-
cal, social, psychological, and educa-
tional worlds in a sea of constant
change. Newtonian and Cartesian
ways of seeing often provide a meta-
phorical photograph of an entity. This
photograph is an isolated moment in
time, a still life that may miss the sig-
nificance of the larger dynamic of
which it is but a part. When we see—
as postformalism labels it—facts as a
part of a larger process, we begin to
understand how things move beyond
what they are but still retain their
identity. For example, though gravity
no doubt exists, it moves far beyond its
existence as an entity involved merely
with the attraction of one object to an-
other when conceived as a part of an
inclusive whole—the structure of the
universe. Imagine the difference be-
tween a science lesson taught to mid-
dle school students about gravity that
takes this processual feature into ac-
count and one that doesn’t.

The process-based thinking delin-
eated here is a form of holistic analysis
that insists on the inseparability of



mind and body, politics and econom-
ics, math and science, consciousness
and cultural context, facts and values,
the biological and the social, and grav-
ity and matter. What education in its
disciplinary organization or in its frag-
mentation of information treats as
separate, an epistemology of complex-
ity considers parts of larger processes.
There is nothing wrong, process ana-
lysts maintain, with separating entities
for the purpose of labeling and analy-
sis as long as this step is followed by
the act of putting them back together.
Step 1: gravity is defined as the attrac-
tion of one object to another; step 2:
this attraction is viewed as a result of
the interrelationship among space,
mass, time, and motion. Thus, this
mode of analysis can be described as
examining an entity from differing
vantage points: (1) gravity as experi-
enced by an earthling throwing a
baseball into the air and watching it
return to Earth; and (2) gravity from
the perspective of one who views (or,
like Einstein, is capable of imagining)
the universe as a whole and frames it
in such a perspective. Understanding
both modes and their relationship is
important in the complex effort to
make sense of gravity (Bookchin,
1995; Kovel, 1998; Levins, 1998).

Thus, informed by these ways of
seeing, an epistemology of process
and complexity assumes that little in
the universe is as it appears to be. In
this context, democratic teachers ar-
gue that considering an entity only as
a thing-in-itself can be viciously mis-
leading. The reason for this examina-
tion of Einstein’s general theory of

relativity in an educational context in-
volves his phenomenal ability to avoid
this Cartesian-Newtonian quicksand
and to model a rigorous form of
process-oriented cognition that can
lead us out of the cognitive and educa-
tional briar patch in which we are
presently ensnared. The implications
of such a critique of Cartesian-New-
tonian logic (conventional reason) are
sobering and are not offered frivo-
lously. Based on Einstein’s mode of
thinking and numerous analyses of the
limitations of mainstream Western
epistemology, complex, democratic
teachers come to understand that
there are important flaws in accepted
forms of logic, research, and knowl-
edge production.

Do not misread this assertion. I am
not arguing that we throw out the
Cartesian-Newtonian baby with the
bathwater—that is, that mainstream
science is of no benefit. Of course, it
is; its contributions are significant and
well documented. An epistemology of
complexity maintains, however, that
we can do better, go further, and ad-
dress the limitations inherent in the
Cartesian-Newtonian system—in par-
ticular, the limitations Einstein had to
overcome to develop his frame-shat-
tering theories. An epistemology of
complexity demands a new rigor in
cognition and education. Such an
epistemological approach helps teach-
ers develop ways of transcending con-
ceptually impoverished definitions of
high educational standards grounded
in recall of fragmented bits of knowl-
edge—long on memorization and
recitation, short on an understanding
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of larger processes, interpretation, ap-
plicability and transferability, and con-
nectedness. When students and teach-
ers move into the processual realm,
they gain the ability not only to ex-
plain the dynamics that move events
but also, like Einstein, to develop the
capacity to transform them in pro-
gressive ways (Kovel, 1998; Woods
and Grant, 1998; Lawler, 1975).

With these Einsteinian insights
into an epistemology of process, we
begin to notice the processural nature
of other aspects of the lived work.
Consciousness, for example, can be
understood as a process-oriented dy-
namic. Consciousness and knowledge
acquisition in this context are not sep-
arate entities, things-in-themselves,
but parts of a mutually constructive
process. As with the process connect-
ing the knower and the known, con-
sciousness cannot be understood sepa-
rate from the world. With this
understanding, we can reconceptual-
ize education not only as an epistemo-
logical dynamic but also as an onto-
logical force as it shapes who we are as
human beings (Mashaldis, 1997). In
such a processural context, disciplines
of knowledge cannot be arbitrarily
separated from one another but must
be viewed as parts of larger multidisci-
plinary contexts.

Teachers who attempt to act on
their understanding of this epistemol-
ogy of process, of course, have to con-
tinually battle the forces of positivism
within the schools—especially in tech-
nical standards. Instead of exploring
and constructing new insights into
mathematical, physical, linguistic, so-

cial, cultural, and political processes,
teachers and students in the grips of
Cartesianism are fed a diet of isolated,
unproblematized data. Such a peda-
gogy works not to promote analytical
thinking and stimulate the social
imagination but rather to adjust one
uncritically to the status quo. Con-
trary to such Cartesian teaching, a
complex epistemology of process
alerts teachers and students to the re-
alization that meanings are never
closed but remain forever open in
light of the appreciation of another
process in which they can be under-
stood. Positive knowledge doesn’t age
well; it often turns to vinegar. New
facts come to light, and fresh interpre-
tations uncover new processes that
render traditional accounts passé. Al-
bert Einstein the student is viewed as a
failure, the scientist as a genius. Yes-
terday’s certainties are tomorrow’s su-
perstitions (Slaughter, 1989; Rineharz,
1979; Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Den-
zin and Lincoln, 2000).

The Importance of Interpretation:
Hermeneutics

Ever since positivists applied physical
science methods to social science re-
search, there has been a struggle to
address those aspects of the human
condition that need not just counting
but understanding. The information
that social analysts collect may include
observed behavior, documents, and ar-
tifacts, but these source materials can-
not be separated from the meanings
granted them by past, present, and fu-
ture human agents. The hermeneutic



dimension of research attempts to ap-
preciate this question of meaning by
focusing on the interpretive aspects of
the act of knowledge production. In
positivism, this hermeneutic dimen-
sion is typically dismissed. Under-
standing that all knowledge is an in-
terpretation, teaching based on an
epistemology of complexity places
great emphasis on the hermeneutic
dimension.

An epistemology of complexity ap-
preciates that in knowledge produc-
tion—no matter how much Cartesian
experts may argue that the facts speak
for themselves—interpretation is al-
ways at work. Sometimes it is a con-
scious process (as in education based
on standards of complexity); many
times it is unconscious (as in positivis-
tic education and research). Neverthe-
less, it is always there (Grondin, 1994;
Gross and Keith, 1997; Rosen, 1987;
Vattimo, 1994). The hermeneutic act
of interpretation involves, in its most
elemental articulation, making sense of
what has been observed in a way that
communicates understanding. Not
only is all knowledge production
merely an act of interpretation, but,
hermeneutics contends, perception it-
self is an act of interpretation as well.
Thus, the quest for understanding is a
fundamental feature of human exis-
tence, as encounters with the unfamil-
iar always demand the attempt to make
meaning, to make sense. The same,
however, is also the case with the fa-
miliar. Indeed, as in the study of com-
monly known texts, we come to find
that sometimes the familiar may be

seen as the most strange. Thus, it
should not be surprising that even the
so-called objective writings about both
the physical and the social domains are
interpretations, not value-free descrip-
tions (Denzin, 1994; Gallagher, 1992;
Jardine, 1998; D. Smith, 1999).

Learning from the hermeneutic
tradition and an epistemology of com-
plexity, educators have begun to reex-
amine textual claims to authority. No
pristine interpretation exists; indeed,
no methodology, social or educational
theory, or discursive form can claim a
privileged position that enables the
production of authoritative, unques-
tionable knowledge. Knowledge pro-
ducers must always speak and write
about the world in terms of something
else in the world, “in relation to. . . .”
As creatures of the world, we are ori-
ented to it in a way that prevents us
from grounding our theories and per-
spectives outside of it. Thus, whether
we like it or not, we are all destined as
interpreters to analyze from within its
boundaries and blinders. Within these
limitations, however, the interpreta-
tions emerging from the hermeneutic
process can still move us to new levels
of understanding, appreciations that
allow us to “live our way” into an ex-
perience described to us.

Despite the impediments of context,
hermeneutically informed teachers can
transcend the inadequacies of thin de-
scriptions of decontextualized facts
and produce thick descriptions of so-
cial texts characterized by the contexts
of their production, the intentions of
their producers, and the meanings mo-
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bilized in the processes of their con-
struction. The production of such
thick descriptions and interpretations
follows no step-by-step blueprint or
mechanical formula. As with any art
form, hermeneutical analysis can be
learned only in the Deweyan sense—
by doing it. Researchers in this context
practice the art by grappling with the
text to be understood, telling its story
in relation to its contextual dynamics
and other texts first to themselves and
then to a public audience (Carson and
Sumara, 1997; Denzin, 1994; Gal-
lagher, 1992; Jardine, 1998; Madison,
1988; Ellis, 1998).

These concerns with the nature of
hermeneutical interpretation come
under the category of philosophical
hermeneutics. Working this domain,
hermeneutical scholars attempt to
think through and clarify the condi-
tions under which interpretation and
understanding take place. The herme-
neutics that grounds complex knowl-
edge production moves more in the di-
rection of normative hermeneutics in
that it raises questions about the pur-
poses and procedures of interpreta-
tion. In its critical context, the purpose
of hermeneutical analysis is to develop
a form of cultural criticism revealing
power dynamics within social and cul-
tural texts. Teachers familiar with criti-
cal hermeneutics build bridges be-
tween reader and text, text and its
producer, historical context and pres-
ent, and one particular social circum-
stance and another. Accomplishing
such interpretive tasks is difficult, and
researchers situated in normative

hermeneutics push ethnographers, his-
torians, semioticians, literary critics,
and content analysts to trace the
bridge-building processes employed
by successful interpretations of knowl-
edge production and culture (Gal-
lagher, 1992; Kellner, 1995; Kogler,
1996; Rapko, 1998).

Grounded by the hermeneutical
bridge building, educators in a herme-
neutical circle (a process of analysis in
which interpreters seek the historical
and social dynamics that shape textual
interpretation) engage in the back-
and-forth of studying parts in relation
to the whole and the whole in relation
to its parts. No final interpretation is
sought in this context, as the activity
of the circle proceeds with no need for
closure (Gallagher, 1992; Peters and
Lankshear, 1994; Pinar et al., 1995).
This movement of whole to parts is
combined with an analytic flow be-
tween abstract and concrete. Such dy-
namics often tie interpretation to the
interplay of larger social forces (the
general) to the everyday lives of indi-
viduals (the particular). A critical
hermeneutics brings the concrete, the
parts, and the particular into focus,
but in a manner that grounds them
contextually in a larger understanding
of the social forces, the whole, and the
abstract (the general). Focus on the
parts is the dynamic that brings the
particular into focus, sharpening our
understanding of the individual in
light of the social and psychological
forces that shape him or her. The
parts and the unique places they oc-
cupy ground hermeneutical ways of



seeing by providing the contextualiza-
tion of the particular—a perspective
often erased in positivism’s search for
abstract generalizations (Gallagher,
1992; Kellner, 1995; Miller and
Hodge, 1998; Peters and Lankshear,
1994).

When these aspects of the interpre-
tation process are taken into account,
analysts begin to understand Hans-
Georg Gadamer’s (1975) contention
that social frames of reference influ-
ence researchers’ questions, which, in
turn, shape the nature of interpreta-
tion itself. In light of this situating
process, the positivist notion that a
text has one valid interpretation evap-
orates into thin air. Researchers,
whether they admit it or not, always
have points of view, disciplinary orien-
tations, and social or political groups
with which they identify (Kincheloe,
1991; Lugg, 1996). Thus, the point is
not that knowledge producers and
teachers should shed all worldly affili-
ations but that they should identify
those affiliations and understand their
impacts on the ways a researcher, a
teacher, or a standards writer ap-
proaches educational issues. Gadamer
labels these world affiliations of re-
searchers their “horizons” and deems
the hermeneutic act of interpretation
the “fusion of horizons.” When re-
searchers and teachers participate in
the fusion of horizons, they enter into
the tradition of the text. Here they
study the conditions of its production
and the circle of previous interpreta-
tions. In this manner, they begin to
uncover the ways the text has at-

tempted to represent truth (Berger,
1995; Ellis, 1998; Jardine, 1998;
Miller and Hodge, 1998; Slattery,
1995). Is it not obvious that such a
process moves the quality of educa-
tion, the rigor of teaching and learn-
ing, to a new level?

The hermeneutic tradition puts the
politics of interpretation at center
stage in education and knowledge pro-
duction. Like ordinary human beings,
complex knowledge workers make
history and live their lives within
structures of meaning they have not
necessarily chosen for themselves. Un-
derstanding this, students of herme-
neutics realize that a central aspect of
their sociocultural analysis involves
dissecting the ways people connect
their everyday experiences to the cul-
tural representations of such experi-
ences. Such work involves the unrav-
eling of the ideological codings
embedded in these cultural represen-
tations. This unraveling is compli-
cated by the taken-for-grantedness of
the meanings promoted in schools and
other social institutions and the typi-
cally undetected ways these meanings
are circulated into everyday life (Den-
zin, 1992; Kogler, 1996). The better
the analyst, the better he or she can ex-
pose these meanings in the domain of
“what goes without saying,” that activ-
ity previously deemed “noise” unwor-
thy of comment. Schools need a
healthy dose of this analysis of what
goes without saying. The interpretive
rigor of the hermeneutic tradition is an
essential ingredient in our recipe for
rigorous educational reform.
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Locating the Frontier of Classroom
Knowledge at the Points Where One’s
Personal Experience Intersects with
Academic Information

In an epistemology of complexity,
teachers are hermeneutical scholars
who engage in rigorous thinking, ex-
tensive reading, ongoing dialogue,
thorough analysis, and synthetic re-
flection. Technical standards and the
teaching they support are grounded in
the positivist epistemological assump-
tion that knowledge is an external
body of information independent of
human beings. The teacher’s role in
this context is to insert this knowledge
into the minds of students. Fre-
quently, this “knowledge” is a body of
isolated facts (factoids) to be commit-
ted to memory by uninterested stu-
dents. Evaluation procedures that em-
phasize the retention of isolated bits
and pieces of data strengthen this view
of knowledge.

Conceptual thinking vanishes as
technical standards–driven classes
trivialize learning. Students are evalu-
ated on the lowest level of human
thinking—their ability to memorize.
This “stupidification” process is di-
rectly related to the unstated, tacit
positivist epistemology lurking in the
hallways of the school. Thinking skills
involving the ability to ask unique
questions, to see connections among
concepts, or to apply conceptual un-
derstandings lose importance. Em-
powered teachers aware of this episte-
mology of complexity focus on using
these thinking skills to guide the in-

teraction between them and their stu-
dents and the content and learning
processes that they all want to engage.
In this situation, both students and
teachers reinterpret their own lives
and in the process uncover new in-
sights and talents. Unless students and
teachers can incorporate academic in-
formation into their lives to produce
new knowledge, their schooling will
remain an ideological rite of passage
into an existentially unconscious
adulthood.

If teachers cannot engage their stu-
dents in the development of an episte-
mological consciousness where they
can produce knowledge, then my ef-
fort to educate thoughtful, emanci-
pated, knowledgeable teachers is quite
irrelevant. Why bother requiring a
college degree if teachers simply de-
liver factoids? Why struggle to inter-
est teacher-education students in the
task of knowledge production, the
quest for an epistemological con-
sciousness, the effort to expose the
values hiding in particular kinds of in-
formation and modes of teaching, or
the formulation of questions about the
effects of social context or power?
The genius of great thinkers lies much
less in their ability to retain the infor-
mation they encounter than in their
ability to produce new knowledge.
When teachers gain an epistemologi-
cal consciousness and come to under-
stand that the collision of student ex-
perience with the information of the
humanities, social sciences, and physi-
cal sciences produces new knowledge,
then traditional information is not



simply discarded. Complex, demo-
cratic teachers indeed reexamine what
constitutes traditional knowledge, the
traditional canon, but at the same time
recognize value in the knowledge that
others have produced.

The important epistemological
point here is that we interrogate this
knowledge and consider it in light of
new contexts and questions. As we de-
velop this point, the new contexts and
questions on which we are focusing
here involve our personal experiences
and consciousnesses. How does this
academic information, we ask, help us
rethink, reinterpret, our prior experi-
ences? How does it affect our political
beliefs, our view of citizenship, our
view of the way the physical world op-
erates? How does it help (or hinder)
us from becoming the people we want
to become? What does it mean to us,
given where and how we have lived
our lives? These questions and others
like them are important steps in the
creation of emancipatory knowledge
because they preclude the epistemo-
logically reductionistic, concrete-level
“mastery” of secondary (secondhand)
data and the disempowerment they
leave in their wake. There has to be
more to education than this. Brilliant
teachers are always working on new
ways to help their students connect
their lives to secondary academic data
in ways that create new syntheses of
knowledge, new ways of being.

Appreciating the epistemology of
complexity, teachers understand that
there is nothing simple about setting
up this synthesis of secondary or aca-
demic information and personal expe-

rience. Such teachers grow comfort-
able with the uncertain, tentative syn-
theses that they and their students de-
velop. They are keenly aware of the
presence of contradiction and treasure
the effort to integrate ostensibly dis-
similar phenomena into new revealing
combinations. Teachers conscious of
these epistemological dynamics escape
the confines of Cartesianism and set
foot into new pedagogical, ontologi-
cal, and even cosmological (used here
to mean the nature of the universe and
the inseparability of the nature of life
and human consciousness from this
larger whole) realms.

Only an individual with a con-
sciousness of epistemological com-
plexity who understands self in its crit-
ical, cosmological (interconnected)
context is ready to jump into this new
realm. Whereas the formal, opera-
tional orientation of Cartesianism
functions on the basis of isolation of
parts, linear causality, and determin-
ism, the epistemology of complexity
assumes a holism based on a complex,
nonlinear interconnection of events.
In particular in the context of my pre-
vious point, this holism involves the
continuum of cosmos and self. Where
does the cosmos end and the self be-
gin? The frontier that connects (not
separates) world and self is a living
part of both (O’Sullivan, 1999; Van
Hesteran, 1986; Kramer, 1983).

As democratic teachers grow accus-
tomed to this self-world connected-
ness, they are reminded once again of
the epistemology of complexity’s re-
jection of universal, correct ways of
viewing the social, physical, and edu-
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cational worlds. Such teachers not
only will see multiple interpretations
of social phenomena but also will be
able to identify the contexts from
which they emanate and the ways they
intersect with the life experiences of
themselves and their students. They
appreciate what systems of meaning
various knowledge producers have
employed to shape the data they dis-
seminate—from whose perspective
their stories are told.

With these understandings, educa-
tors emancipate themselves from
Cartesianism and the structural forces
that limit human ability to see the
world from outside our restricted
place in the web of reality. In logic-
centered modernism, this monitoring
of self-perception was subverted in
positivism’s discounting of the central-
ity of the terrain of private, inner real-
ity. In line with the modernist im-
pulse, what purpose did the realm of
consciousness serve in the process of
industrialization, the quest for mate-
rial progress, or the manly conquest of
nature? As epistemological complexity
rediscovers the sensuous and erotic di-
mensions of humanness, it incorpo-
rates such notions into new ways of
exploring and perceiving the social,
physical, educational, and even intrap-
ersonal domains (Gordon, Miller, and
Rollock, 1990; Kramer, 1983; Slaugh-
ter, 1989).

Such new modes of thinking, pro-
ducing knowledge, and teaching incor-
porate sensual and self-knowledge in
interesting and rigorous ways. Teach-
ers, researchers, and teacher-re-
searchers who do not understand the

way information interacts with their
own experiences and shapes their own
consciousnesses tend to misconstrue
the pronouncements, actions, and feel-
ings of others. The multiple readings
characteristic of a complex epistemol-
ogy are remote to modernist, formal
teachers and knowledge producers, as
they seek comfort in the prescribed
methods, the objectivity, and especially
the depersonalization of traditional
positivistic social and educational sci-
ence. Such positivistic teachers and
knowledge producers are nervous pur-
veyors of the correct answers of tradi-
tional positivistic science (Van Hes-
teran, 1986; Steinberg and Kincheloe,
1998).

In a sense, the positivist, objectivist
tradition provides a shelter in which
the self can hide from the deeply per-
sonal issues that permeate all social
and educational phenomena. Such
personal issues, if it were not for the
depersonalization of Cartesian knowl-
edge production, would force an un-
comfortable element of researcher
self-disclosure. Epistemologically con-
scious teachers, of course, move be-
yond this positivist veil of secrecy, ex-
ploring and revealing how their own
perspectives and values came to be
constructed—how the information
they encounter shapes their pedago-
gies and worldviews. They transcend
Cartesian formalism’s concern with
problem solving by seeking the gene-
sis of the problems they discern. In
this way, they develop a form of in-
trapersonal intelligence, as they learn
to contextually examine the origins
and nature of their own thinking—a



key aspect of becoming an educated
person.

Reflective Ontology: Searching for
New Forms of Human Being

One of the most important ways that a
complex education moves us to new
levels of consciousness and being in-
volves gaining awareness of ourselves
as social and historical beings. Individ-
uals who gain such an awareness un-
derstand how and why their political
opinions, religious beliefs, gender
roles, or racial perspectives have been
shaped by dominant perspectives. Our
epistemology of complexity plays such
an important role in this attempt to
gain new understandings and insights
as to who we could become. As it ex-
poses the particular ways knowledge is
produced and the impact it exerts on
the shaping of self, we all begin to un-
derstand that our present state of be-
ing (our ontological selves) is in part a
social and historical construction. Just
as it has been shaped by social action,
it can be rethought and reshaped by
social action. This subsection, our last
feature of an epistemology of com-
plexity, blurs the lines of knowledge
production and being (ontology), as
we focus on how we move from the
gaining of epistemological conscious-
ness to new ways of being human. In
this context, teachers and their stu-
dents move into a realm where they
pursue what might be labeled a “re-
flective ontology.”

A critical epistemology of complex-
ity promotes self-reflection that results
in attitudinal changes. The basis of

these changes rests on insights into the
scars and traumas of the past. Teachers
thus help their students begin the
process of understanding themselves
by bringing to consciousness the
process by which their identities were
formed. Action that is to be taken by
students to address social pathologies
such as racism, sexism, or class bias
that shape individual consciousness
can begin to be negotiated once self-
reflection has taken place. Prudent on-
tological action that involves asking
questions of ethics, morality, politics,
emotion, and gut feeling does not take
the form of rules and precise regula-
tions. Our understanding of a demo-
cratic system of meaning vis-à-vis an
epistemology of complexity provides a
framework of principles around which
can be discussed action rather than a
set of procedures. Teachers who en-
gage in the quest for new, expanded,
more just, and interconnected ways of
being human—a democratic, reflective
ontology—are never certain of the ex-
act path of action they will take in such
a pursuit. An awareness of contextual
factors will always complicate the
effort.

A part of the democratic, reflective
action we might take involves ques-
tioning accepted definitions of partic-
ular social entities such as intelligence,
school success, a good society, popu-
larity, or competence. As active inter-
preters with a social and ontological
imagination, we can redefine such no-
tions in more just and conceptually
expanded ways. In such a context, we
can involve ourselves and others in a
process of social reconstruction, edu-
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cational reconceptualization, and self-
improvement. According to an episte-
mology of complexity, we hold the
power to reconstruct our conscious-
ness. If this is the case, then in a re-
flective ontological context, we pos-
sess the ability to reshape ourselves—a
process that given our location in the
social web of reality concurrently
demands that we reinterpret our tradi-
tions and reinvent our futures to-
gether in solidarity with other self-
directed human agents.

The thinking of teachers and stu-
dents is intimately connected to these
ontological features. As epistemologi-
cally conscious teachers and students
get behind the curtain of the lived
world, they come to understand both
the complexity and the limitations of
history. Teachers ask not only how do
we know but also why does knowing
matter to us in this particular place
and time? How does this knowledge
shape me? What does it demand of me
now that I know it? Such questions are
central to the reconceptualization of
the civic self and to the future of
democracy in a world where power
squashes democratic impulses (Pang,
Gay, and Stanley, 1995). Given such
hostile sociopolitical circumstances,
democratic educators seek catalysts
for ontological evaluation. How do we
use our epistemological consciousness
to push the boundaries of humanness?

A key step involves freeing our-
selves from the machine metaphors of
positivism. An epistemology of com-
plexity recognizes the reductionism of
viewing the universe as a well-oiled
machine and the human mind as a

computer. Such ways of seeing subvert
an appreciation of the amazing life
force that inhabits both the universe
and human beings. This machine cos-
mology positioned human beings as
living in a dead world, a lifeless uni-
verse. Ontologically, this positivism
separated individuals from their life-
less surroundings, undermining any
organic interconnection of the person
to the cosmos. The life-giving com-
plexity of the inseparability of human
and world was lost, and the study of
people was abstracted—removed from
context. Such a removal has had disas-
trous ontological, psychological, and
social effects. Human beings in a sense
lost their belongingness to the world
and people around them (O’Sullivan,
1999).

Again, Ladi Semali and my (1999)
concept of the importance of indige-
nous knowledge in the twenty-first
century emerges. With the birth of
modernism and the scientific revolu-
tion, many premodern, indigenous
epistemologies, cosmologies, and on-
tologies were lost—ridiculed by Euro-
pean modernists as primitive. Al-
though there is great diversity among
premodern worldviews, there do seem
to be some discernible patterns that
distinguish them from modernist Eu-
ropean perspectives. In addition to de-
veloping meaning systems that were
connected to cosmological perspec-
tives on the nature of creation, most
premodern viewpoints saw nature and
the world-at-large as living systems.
Western, often Christian, observers
condescendingly labeled such per-
spectives as pantheism or nature worship



and positioned them as an enemy of
the notion of monotheism. As such,
they needed to be stamped out and re-
placed with a belief in the one true
God. Not understanding the subtlety
and nuance of such indigenous views
of the world, Europeans subverted the
sense of belonging that accompanied
these enchanted views of nature.
European Christomodernism trans-
formed the individual from a con-
nected participant in the drama of
nature to a detached, objective, deper-
sonalized observer.

The modernist individual emerged
from the process alienated and disen-
chanted. As Edmund O’Sullivan (1999)
puts it, Cartesianism tore apart “the
relationship between the microcosmos
and the macrocosmos” (82). Such a
fragmentation resulted in the loss of
cosmological significance and the be-
ginning of a snowballing pattern of
ontological imbalance. A reflective
ontology involves the process of re-
connecting human beings on a variety
of levels and in numerous ways to a
living social and physical web of real-
ity, to a living cosmos. Teachers in this
context help students connect to the
civic web of the political domain, the
biotic web of the natural world, the
social web of human life, and the epis-
temological web of knowledge pro-
duction. In this manner, we all move
to the realm of reflective ontology
where new ways of being and new
ways of being connected reshape all
people.

Philip Wexler (2000) picks up on
these ontological issues, arguing that

an intuitive disenchantment with posi-
tivist fragmentation and its severing of
the self-environment relationship are
fueling a diffuse social revaluation. He
employs the term revitalization for this
mass decentered movement taking
place throughout Western societies. It
constitutes an attempt, he contends, to
resacralize our culture and ourselves.
Such an effort exposes the impact of
Eurocentrism and positivism on what
human beings have become, as at the
same time it produces an ontological
“change from within.” Understanding
the problems with positivism’s lack of
self-awareness or concern with con-
sciousness and interconnectedness,
Wexler’s resacralization picks up on
wisdom traditions to construct an on-
tology of complexity. In this context,
the Cartesian bifurcation of the mind
and body is repaired, and new relation-
ships and comfort with the body,
mind, and spirit are pursued. In the
transcendence of modernist notions of
bodily ego-greed, a new understanding
of the body’s role in meaning making is
obtained.

Resacralization positions the body
in relation to cognition and the
process of life itself. The body is a
corporeal reflection of the evolution-
ary concept of autopoiesis—self-organ-
izing or self-making of life. Autopoiesis
involves the production of a pattern of
life organization. Cognition in this
ontological context involves the
process of self-production. Thus, life
itself is a cognitive activity that in-
volves establishing patterns of living,
patterns that become the life force

390 EPISTEMOLOGY



391From Positivism to an Epistemology of Complexity

through self-organization. If life is
self-organized, then there are pro-
found cognitive, epistemological, and
ontological implications. By recogniz-
ing new patterns and developing new
processes, humans exercise much
more input into their own evolution
than previously imagined.

Human evolution (and, in the con-
text of our discussion, cognitive evolu-
tion) is not as random as previously
thought. Life is self-produced in forms
of escalating diversity and complexity.
The interaction of different living
forms can catalyze the self-production
feature of living systems. In both its
corporeal and its cognitive expressions,
the autopoietic life process reaches out
for difference, for novelty, to embrace
its next ontological level (Wexler,
2000; Capra, 1996). Teachers who un-
derstand an epistemology of complex-
ity can use these ontological notions to
rethink their lives and their teaching.
With these understandings, we can
“self-organize and reorganize” educa-
tion to achieve new levels of complex-
ity where new patterns and processes
allow us to rethink the nature of our
being and the possibility of our being.
Schooling in this complex context
takes on an unprecedented impor-
tance, as it pursues ways of knowing
and being that shape the evolution of
the human species. Thus, standards of
complexity and the epistemological
complexity on which they rest not only
can improve schooling but also can
place education where it should have
been all along—at the forefront of our
journey into the future.
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The Blind Men and the Elephant

There were six men from Industan
to learning much inclined
who went to see the elephant
though each of them was blind
so that by observation
each might satisfy his mind.1

Many of us are familiar with this
poem, having read it in school and
laughed at the silly blind men who
didn’t know they were feeling differ-
ent parts of an elephant: One felt the
tail and thought the elephant was like
a rope, another felt a leg and thought
the elephant was like a tree. One felt
the ear and decided the elephant was
like a fan, one felt the trunk and re-
ported the elephant was like a snake,
one felt the side of the elephant and
suggested the elephant was like a wall,
and the last man felt the elephant’s
tusk and announced the elephant was
like a spear.

The poem serves as a metaphor for
this chapter. Maybe the six blind men

from Industan are not so silly after all;
maybe they represent all of us, as we
struggle to make sense of the complex
world in which we live. I plan to refer
to the elephant poem and see if it can’t
help us understand the world in a new
way and from a different perspective
than we’ve been taught.

Richard Rorty describes philoso-
phers as poets, prophets, and sooth-
sayers. Theirs is the task of trying to
envision the world in new ways, trying
to redescribe the familiar through the
use of imagination and metaphors
(Rorty, 1989). Philosophers do not
have a “God’s-eye view” or an “inside
line to truth.” Their skills, the ability
to reason and envision, are ones that
are available to all, as are their tools,
including logic and critical thinking.
With this in mind, I plan to use the
metaphor of the six blind men from
Industan and their elephant to take
another look at knowledge. I will look
at the distinctions and categories
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people have created to describe
knowledge and suggest that perhaps
these past descriptions are in need of
revision. I will suggest that defining
and describing epistemology, a study of
theories of knowledge, the way many
others have described it leads to a nar-
row representation of the world and
creates serious problems that need to
be addressed. Is it possible that in
defining knowledge we have excluded
qualities that are essential to knowl-
edge? Have we focused on parts of the
elephant and lost sight of the larger
animal? Is what we are each describing
part of something much larger and
more comprehensive then any of its
parts? I strive to soften distinctions
and encourage a more interactive per-
spective among categories such as
epistemology, metaphysics, and psy-
chology; the knower and the known;
and belief and knowledge.

This examination and redescription
of epistemology as a branch of philos-
ophy is necessary in order for me to be
able to offer my own epistemological
theory, what I wish to describe as the
nurturing of a relational epistemology.2
This chapter is meant to motivate the
development of an expanded concep-
tion of epistemology. The further de-
velopment of a relational epistemol-
ogy is published in another article.3 In
this chapter I look at others’ contribu-
tions to epistemological theory. In do-
ing so, I hope to bring out some im-
portant issues and concerns, as well as
others’ attempts to address these con-
cerns. I intend to highlight past epis-
temological theories and then turn my
discussion to some key theorists who

are currently working in the field of
epistemology, hoping that the past
theories, which have influenced the
current theories, will indirectly be in-
cluded in the conversation. I have
chosen these people based on their ex-
tensive contributions to the discussion
and my judgment that they represent
different perspectives that need to be
heard.4 The second section of the
chapter highlights key classical episte-
mological answers to the question,
What is it to “know”? The third part
describes current epistemological the-
ories and uses these theories as a way
to examine the questions and concerns
others have raised about a traditional
approach to epistemology. The fourth
part concludes with the need to re-
describe epistemology.

The Elephant Poem 
in Relation to Past Theories
Please imagine that the elephant
poem is a metaphor for theories that
explain what it is to know—epistemo-
logical theories. There are many ex-
amples of important theories from our
past, and it is impossible for me to do
any of them justice in the space al-
lowed. But I hope that by highlighting
some and comparing them to the ele-
phant poem, I will demonstrate the
need to reexamine our conceptions of
epistemology.

Plato described knowledge as
something that was Ideal, beyond the
grasp of the world that we experience
as reality (Plato, 1970a, p. 17). Even
though we may each experience a dif-
ferent kind of elephant, we can all un-
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derstand what an elephant is, because
we each have an idea of “Elephant-
ness” in its Ideal Form. According to
Plato, our souls have all knowledge
before they are born and inhabit a
physical body. It is the inhabiting of a
physical body that causes our souls to
forget that knowledge. Learning is re-
membering what we each already
knew: “The soul, then, as being im-
mortal and having been born again
many times, and having seen all things
that exist, whether in this world or in
the world below, has knowledge of
them all; . . . for as all nature is akin,
and the soul has learned all things,
there is no difficulty in a man eliciting
out of a single recollection all the rest
. . . ; for all inquiry and all learning is
but recollection” (Plato, 1970a, p. 17).

It does not matter to Plato that
each of us experiences the world in a
different way; because we are souls in-
habiting our bodies, we are blind to
knowledge (what is true), just like the
six blind men. We cannot trust our
senses and be sure we really know
what it is we are experiencing. We
must tune in to what our souls know.
Only by tuning in to the knowledge
one’s soul already possesses can a per-
son hope eventually to realize the
truth of what he experiences. Others,
such as teachers, may act like mid-
wives and help guide the soul on its
journey, but ultimately each soul must
find the answers by itself. Finding the
answers, realizing the Ideals, is to have
knowledge of what is true, according
to Plato.

“The Myth of the Cave,” in Plato’s
Republic, is a wonderful story that

presents “reality” as something that is
socially constructed. The people in
the cave experience what they think is
“reality”; but what they are really ex-
periencing are shadows on the wall, as
they sit, chained and unable to move
or turn their heads to see there is a fire
behind them; objects they thought
were real are just shadows, the real ob-
jects being carried by people behind
them. Like the blind men from Indus-
tan, their senses deceive them, and
they cannot trust their experiences:
“The prison-house is the world of
sight, the light of the fire is the power
of the sun, and you will not misappre-
hend me if you interpret the journey
upwards to be the ascent of the soul
into the intellectual world, . . . my
opinion is that in the world of knowl-
edge the Idea of good appears last of
all, and it is seen only with effort”
(Plato, 1970b, p. 85).

Many students who read Plato’s Re-
public and “The Myth of the Cave” are
struck by the profoundness of his de-
scription. He has escaped the problem
of our experiences of “reality” being
partial and flawed by saying we should
not trust our experiences anyway.
What we need to do is trust our souls.
Plato points out one of the key tools
available to any person striving to
know truth: what he calls divine con-
templation. Divine contemplation is
the tuning in to one’s soul in search of
answers.

Whereas our argument shows that the
power and capacity of learning exists in
the soul already; and that just as if it
were not possible to turn the eye from



darkness to light without the whole
body, so too the instrument of knowl-
edge can only by the movement of the
whole soul be turned from the world of
becoming to that of being, and learn by
degrees to endure the sight of being,
and of the brightness and best of being,
or in other worlds, of the good. (Plato,
1970b, p. 86)

Aristotle argued that knowledge
was obtained through tuning in to the
soul, to one’s ideas, and testing out
those ideas through one’s experiences
(Aristotle, 1970). He presented the
case that ideas can be deceptive and
misleading, just as our experiences can
be deceiving. We know that six blind
men can feel different parts of an ani-
mal, develop ideas of what they are ex-
periencing, and never realize they are
each feeling the same animal. If each
of these six men never have an idea of
elephant, but rather have ideas of
ropes, snakes, spears, fans, walls, and
tree trunks, their ideas will not help
them see the truth about what they are
experiencing. Aristotle hoped that the
use of both our ideas and our experi-
ences would lead us to knowledge:
“Reasoning on matters of conduct
employs premises of two forms . . .
one universal is predicated of the man
himself, the other of the thing” (Aris-
totle, 1970, p. 117).

Stating that one’s ideas and one’s ex-
periences can both be flawed, Aristotle
sent the Western world philosophers
off on a task that still has not been re-
solved. Some philosophers have devel-
oped epistemological theories that
have leaned in Plato’s direction and fa-

vored ideas, such as Descartes (1960);
some have made suggestions that have
leaned toward favoring experiences
over ideas, such as Locke (1894).
Descartes recommended that the blind
men use a doubting method whereby
everything they can doubt, they should
dismiss, until they reach that which
they take to be self-evident; what is be-
yond doubt is what they can be sure is
true. This view says that what our
minds believe to be self-evident we can
trust to be a mirror of the world as it
exists. Locke recommended that, since
each of us came into this world as a
blank slate (tabula rasa) with no knowl-
edge prior to birth, it is our experi-
ences we must rely on, along with our
ability to reason.

Others have tried to find a balance
between ideas and experience, as Aris-
totle recommended. Kant suggested
that what we can know is not inde-
pendent reality, “the thing in itself,”
but always reality as it appears to hu-
man beings. Our perceptions of the
world are a result of our interaction
with the external world and the active
powers of our minds (Kant, 1966).
C.S. Peirce suggested that since all of
us are flawed individuals who can’t
trust our ideas or our experiences,
what we need to do is work with oth-
ers, as a community of rational inquir-
ers, to help further our knowledge and
understanding (Peirce, 1958).

Like Aristotle, Peirce approached
truth from a scientific perspective.
Peirce said we seek answers, new solu-
tions, and therefore get closer to
truth, as we run into problems with
our current beliefs and start to have

400 EPISTEMOLOGY



401An Examination and Redescription of Epistemology

doubts about what we thought was
“truth.” For Peirce, the only method
other than a priori speculation (Plato’s
Ideals) is the “self-corrective” scien-
tific method, whose experimental re-
sults are always subject to revision on
the basis of further evidence (Peirce,
1958, p. 92).

Truth, for Peirce, is absolute, but
none of us will ever know absolute
truth, because we are all limited be-
ings. This is Peirce’s theory of fallibil-
ism. Truth is something we are emerg-
ing toward, for with each generation of
inquirers we have more understand-
ing. “The opinion which is fated to be
ultimately agreed to by all who investi-
gate is what we mean by the truth, and
the object represented in this opinion
is real. That is the way I would explain
reality” (Peirce, 1958, p. 133). Truth is
not something one person can find, all
on his own; it is found through the
collection of all rational inquirers’ in-
vestigations; because it takes all of us,
the truth in the end will be the same
for all of us. “The method [for fixing
beliefs] must be such that the ultimate
conclusion of every man shall be the
same, or would be the same if inquiry
were sufficiently persisted in. Such is
the method of science” (Peirce, 1958,
p. 107). As Peirce described truth, it is
something the last person on earth will
know: “True opinion must be the one
which they would ultimately come to”
(Peirce, 1958, pp. 133–134).

Kant would advise the six blind
men from Industan that they can
never know the elephant as the-thing-
in-itself, Elephant, but only the ele-
phant as it is represented in relation to

their experiences and their minds.
Peirce would advise the six blind men
to start talking to each other and share
the information each of them has.
Only by acting as a community of in-
quirers can they hope to gather a
more complete understanding of ele-
phants, one they can all agree upon.
But they had better be cautious and
aware that because they are limited
human beings, they will likely not un-
derstand all there is to know about
elephants because the next generation
will build on the knowledge they have
gained through sharing with each
other, and the next generation will
reach an even better understanding of
elephants than current inquirers can
possibly reach.

The Elephant Poem in 
Relation to Current Theories
The issues and concerns about episte-
mology are still debated today as heat-
edly as they were in early Greece. If
we look at the debate in the present, it
can be described this way: We begin
with the world as a given (there is an
elephant), and then say any descrip-
tion of the world, the sense that is
made of the world, is something
people create; the meanings people
give to the world derive, in part, from
the descriptions people develop to ex-
plain the world, “reality.” So the blind
men of Industan offer descriptions of
what they experience, each experienc-
ing a different part of an elephant; this
feels this way, based on their past ex-
periences and the meanings that have
been attached to those experiences.



When one man feels a snakelike
shape, the trunk of the elephant, he
describes the elephant as a snake,
based on the meaning he has attached
to an object having that particular
shape. Attaching meaning to what
each man describes helps each person
make sense of the world he is experi-
encing, the part of the elephant.

Sociologists have labeled this mak-
ing sense of the world the “social con-
struction of reality” (Berger & Luck-
mann, 1966).5 People give meaning to
the reality they experience, through
language, and then pass that meaning
on to their children through conversa-
tion and education. Children internal-
ize their parents’ socially constructed
“reality” through the language they
learn and what they are taught. “The
child does not internalize the world of
[his or her] significant others as one of
many possible worlds. [She or he] in-
ternalizes it as the world, the only ex-
istent and only conceivable world, the
world tout court” (Berger & Luck-
mann, 1966, p. 134). One could imag-
ine that each blind man from Industan
had children whom he proceeded to
teach that an elephant is a fan, a snake,
or a spear, because that is “reality” as
he knows it. He has pieced together
that “reality” and then passed it on as
“reality” to his children. His children
do not know that this view of ele-
phants is partial or flawed; they take it
to be truth, the only way an elephant
could possibly exist, for example, is in
the shape of a fan. Elephants as fans
(or snakes, or walls) is the only way
they can conceive of “Elephantness.”

If descriptions of the world are cre-
ated by people, that means they are
open to reexamination, criticism, and
possible redescribing. For we know
from the six blind men poem that
people are fallible and flawed in their
understandings; their experiences and
insights are partial and limited, and
their views are affected by their sur-
roundings. Descriptions of the world
and theories of why things are so are
explanations that are socially con-
structed by people, who are contextual
beings. People exist in relation to
other people,6 and they are “embedded
and embodied” (Benhabib, 1992).
People are born into a setting, a cer-
tain time and place, surrounded by a
certain culture, inhabiting a body that
is uniquely their own, relating to at
least one other person (even in utero),
their mother. All of this social context
makes it necessary to assume that
people have a past and have been af-
fected by other people’s views. They
are not neutral, impartial, objective be-
ings; their approach to the world is
transactive (Dewey, 1965), meaning
that people affect the world and each
other, individually and collectively, just
as the world affects people. My belief
is that people are able to become re-
flective and critical of their context,
but how that happens will need to be
discussed. Improving people’s skills
necessary for the development of
knowledge, such as reasoning and cri-
tiquing skills, imagining and intuiting
skills, and communicative and rela-
tional skills, makes it possible for
knowledge to continue to grow and
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develop, as well as be redescribed and
become more beautiful.7

Dividing Up the Elephant

Fields of study such as philosophy,
psychology, sociology, and anthropol-
ogy are descriptive categories people
have developed over time as a way of
making sense of the world. (I am refer-
ring to the descriptive categories that
have been developed by the Euro-
Western world, as those are the ones
of concern here.) Branches within
those fields provide further descriptive
categories. For philosophy these
branches include metaphysics, aesthet-
ics, ethics, politics, and epistemology.
Epistemology, as it has been defined
historically by philosophers, involves
study of the justification of people’s be-
liefs, not how people come to believe
certain things (the province of sociolo-
gists and psychologists). Philosophy is
concerned with the normative status of
knowledge claims and what warrants
those claims (the evidence for the
claims); psychology and sociology are
concerned with causal questions of
how beliefs are developed.

Epistemology is a branch of philos-
ophy that considers theories of knowl-
edge and looks at truth as a necessary
condition for knowledge. One cannot
“know” something that is false; such
knowledge would not be classified as
knowledge, but rather as a belief. Be-
liefs are not necessarily true. Mere be-
liefs, or right opinions, are stated as “S
believes that p.” “S” is the subject, and
“p” is the object of the proposition.

Rational beliefs are ones that are sup-
ported by compelling reasons (“S has
good reason to believe that p”). “S
knows that p” means that S has evi-
dence for the truth of p, S believes
that p, and that p is true.8

If we compare the preceding state-
ments with our elephant poem, we
recognize that the blind men take
their study of elephants (the world)
and divide it up into more manageable
categories. When they are trying to
understand how they have come to
know about the elephant, they say
they are studying psychology. When
they are looking at themselves in rela-
tion to others studying the elephant,
they say they are studying sociology.
They say that with either of these
kinds of studies, the kinds of claims
they will be making are causal ones.

When the blind men are trying to
make universal claims of truth about
elephants, they are studying philoso-
phy. They say they offer evidence to
support those claims. When they are
trying to make universal claims about
the beauty of elephants, the blind men
say they are studying aesthetics. When
they are looking at the essence of ele-
phantness, and the necessary and suf-
ficient qualities of elephants, the blind
men say they are studying meta-
physics. When they are trying to make
claims about what they know about
elephants in a universal sense, they are
studying epistemology. As the blind
men define knowledge, they will only
say that they know something that is
true. In order for something to be
true, they say, they must believe that



something is true, have compelling
reasons to support their belief about
such-and-such being true, and such-
and-such must be true.

Let us consider these categories and
distinctions, as the blind men have de-
fined them, and see if there are any
problems in dividing the world (ele-
phants) up in this way. Have we
missed anything by focusing on ele-
phants in parts? When we divide the
elephant into parts in order to handle
better the studying of it, have we
stopped understanding the whole?
Have we ever been able to understand
the whole elephant? Do these cate-
gories provide the best way to con-
sider elephants, or should we redesign
our categories and redescribe our
studies of elephants (the world)? In
separating the study of the people who
study the elephant from study of the
elephant itself, have we created any
problems or concerns? I will begin in
the middle, with the field of episte-
mology, as commonly defined, then
move to the distinctive studies within
philosophy, then look at the field of
philosophy itself, in relation to others,
in hopes of teasing out some problems
and concerns that dividing up the
world this way may have caused or
overlooked. As I do so, I plan to add
some “blind women’s” perspectives
into the discussion.

Belief, Knowledge, and Truth

Given that I am hoping to offer an im-
proved theory of knowledge, a rela-
tional epistemology, I begin with epis-
temology and the suggestion that we

take a closer look at how the field has
been defined. The Enlightenment
conception of epistemology assumes
“(1) that knowledge properly so-called
is autonomous in that it is of no epis-
temological significance whose it is;
(2) that knowledge acquisition may be
of psychological interest but it is irrel-
evant to an epistemologist’s quest for
criteria of justification, validity, and
verification; and (3) that knowledge is
objective in the sense that discussion
of the character and epistemic circum-
stances of subjects has nothing to con-
tribute to the proper epistemological
task of assessing the product” (Code,
1987, pp. 25–26). In other words, the
blind men are trying to gather knowl-
edge of elephants. Who these blind
people are or how they derive this
knowledge is not of concern; from an
epistemological perspective, what’s of
concern is the knowledge they derive.
That derived knowledge is separate
from the blind men who have derived
it, and if what they derive is in fact
knowledge, it should be true for any of
us, no matter who we are, what our
perspective is, or what our situation is.
From the perspective of the field of
epistemology, as commonly defined,
what the blind men need to be con-
cerned with is what evidence they will
have in finding knowledge.

Remember my earlier statement
that the blind men would define as
knowledge only something that is
true. In order for something to be
knowledge, the blind men (S) must
believe that such-and such (p) is true,
they must have compelling reasons to
support their belief that p is true, and
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p must be true. The first requirement,
that the blind men must believe that p
is true, doesn’t help find knowledge
very much, for we know it’s possible
for the blind men to believe that an
elephant is a fan or a spear or a rope!
(Just as we know it is possible for
people to believe the world is flat.)

How about the second require-
ment? The blind men need “com-
pelling reasons” to support their belief,
but what counts as “compelling rea-
sons”? This has been a heatedly dis-
cussed topic since the beginning of the
study of philosophy. Remember, Plato
said we can’t trust our experiences
alone to give us good reasons, and
Aristotle said we can’t trust our ideas
alone, either. The criteria philosophers
have used to help judge reasons in-
clude clarity, consistency, coherency,
cohesiveness, and comprehensiveness.
Are the reasons clearly stated, do they
follow logically and not contradict
each other, do they make sense, do
they answer all the questions we can
ask, do the reasons fit together with
other beliefs we consider knowledge?
Isn’t it possible to imagine that our
blind men are very clever and can give
reasons to support their beliefs about
elephants that are clear, consistent, co-
herent, cohesive, and comprehensive,
and yet not be true? (We certainly had
good reasons to believe the world was
flat.) And isn’t it possible to imagine
that each of our six blind men would
have different interpretations of what
they take to be clear, or consistent, or
coherent? In other words, aren’t the
criteria themselves subject to different
interpretations?

This leads us to the final criterion
for knowledge, that p is true. Accord-
ing to Enlightenment epistemological
theory, the ultimate object of knowl-
edge is reality itself. Even though one
blind man may believe that the ele-
phant is a fan and have compelling
reasons to justify his belief, that does
not make the elephant a fan, unless it
is true that it really is. But how is the
blind man ever going to know whether
what he believes is true or not? We
seem to have ended up in a circular
theory. Does this mean that there is
nothing we can say that we know for
sure? Is knowledge ultimately based
on faith? Somehow such a theory of
knowledge does not appear so helpful
after all. What’s the point of having a
theory of knowledge about the world
when there is nothing we can say that
fits safely into that theory, for there is
nothing that we can say for sure that
we know?

Maybe we can find some help in
understanding the value of epistemology
as a category by turning to a current
epistemologist. I will describe Harvey
Siegel’s position because it is clearly
an absolutist one and contrast it with a
qualified relativist position embraced
by many “blind women” feminist
philosophers such as Flax, Code, Jag-
gar, and myself.

Absolutism versus 
Qualified Relativism

Siegel has been complimented by
philosophers such as Burbules for
moving epistemology away from vul-
gar absolutism to an absolutism that is



less dogmatic, one that opens the door
to fallibilism and pluralism. Siegel says
that “contemporary epistemologists—
absolutists and relativists alike—reject
certainty, dogmatism, and all the other
features of vulgar absolutism” (Siegel,
1987, p. 164). The sort of absolutism
he recommends is a “non-dogmatic,
non-certain, corrigible, fallible, non-
unique absolutism” (Siegel, 1987, p.
164).

Translated to our elephant meta-
phor, Siegel is saying that all of us who
are currently working in the field of
epistemology realize that we cannot
be certain we understand all there is to
know about Elephants (the world, as
reality, as truth). We all understand
that people are limited and make mis-
takes and that people have many dif-
ferent views and perspectives on ele-
phants.

Although such a description of ab-
solute may not sound very absolute,
for Siegel, “absolutism is a necessary pre-
condition of epistemological inquiry”
(Siegel, 1987, p. 165; italics added).
What’s absolute about a “non-dog-
matic, non-certain, corrigible, fallible,
non-unique absolutism” is “the possi-
bility of objective, non-question beg-
ging evaluation of putative knowledge
claims, in terms of criteria which ad-
mit of criticism and improvement”
(Siegel, 1987, p. 162).

In other words, Siegel believes
there must be some way to evaluate
our different theories on elephants
and judge that some are better than
others; at the same time he acknowl-
edges that what we use as criteria for
judging people’s theories on elephants

could also be flawed and must be open
to criticism as well.

For Siegel, a “relativist must regard
epistemological debate as pointless,
insofar as there is, for the relativist, no
possibility of genuinely answering
central epistemological questions”
(Siegel, 1987, p. 165). The relativist
“gives up the absolutist conception of
rightness” and therefore “cannot as-
sert that foundationalism (non-foun-
dationalism), correspondence (coher-
ence) theories of truth or justification,
causal (reliabilist, defeasibility, etc.)
theories of knowledge, or the like are
non-relatively right. But genuine episte-
mological debate does have as its aim the
determination of the non-relatively right
answers to these questions” (Siegel, 1987,
p. 166; italics added).

While Siegel goes to great length in
his book, Relativism Refuted, to distin-
guish absolutism from “vulgar abso-
lutism,” he is not so gracious with rel-
ativism. According to Siegel, only a
“vulgar absolutist” believes that it
doesn’t matter what one’s perspective
is, in relation to the elephant; one can
still know the elephant in its entirety
(truth). Vulgar absolutist epistemolog-
ical orientations have been labeled by
feminists, such as Lorraine Code, with
the help of Donna Haraway’s astute
observation, as “the view from no-
where.” But is there only one view of
relativism, or is it possible that there is
a “vulgar relativist” view as well as a
“qualified relativist” view? “Vulgar
relativism,” the belief that it doesn’t
matter what one’s perspective is, in re-
lation to the elephant, for all perspec-
tives are right (true), has been labeled
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by Code and Haraway as “the view
from everywhere.” “Relativism is a
way of being nowhere and claiming to
be everywhere” but “absolutism is a
way of being everywhere while pre-
tending to be nowhere”(Code, 1993,
p. 40).

We saw from the preceding discus-
sion concerning the way epistemology
has been defined, and the guidelines
that have been given for helping to
find knowledge, that indeed the guide-
lines seem rather circular and poten-
tially pointless. They don’t seem to
help us find knowledge (what is true).
At most, we can hope that Peirce is
right in saying that we are getting
closer to truth. Believing that we can-
not find the truth about elephants does
not mean we have to embrace all theo-
ries about elephants as being true.
What it does mean is that we must ac-
knowledge that we don’t know the
Truth about Elephants. We still try to
describe elephants and seek to find out
more information and learn more
about elephants. We continue to in-
quire. And we try to support our un-
derstandings about elephants with as
much “evidence” as we can socially
construct, qualified by the best criteria
upon which we can agree. A qualified
relativist, such as Jaggar, Flax, Code,
or myself, grounds her claims “in ex-
periences and practices, in the efficacy
of dialogical negotiation and of action”
(Code, 1993, p. 39).

While Siegel agrees with the need
to reject a formal conception of ra-
tionality and to “regard rationality as a
substantive epistemic notion, involv-
ing the contents of sentences ration-

ally related” (Siegel, 1992, p. 228), he
says that if rationality is determined
by “the actual activities, decisions, and
judgments which people make, then I
see a big problem: namely, there is no
room on this view for actual activities,
decisions, and judgments to be irra-
tional, for there is no role for criteria
to function in assessing specific activi-
ties, decisions, and judgments as ra-
tional (or not)” (Siegel, 1992, p. 229).
Siegel wishes to argue that “rational-
ity” (as a concept) is dependent on the
idea of “absolutism,” and “absolutism”
is dependent on a criterion of “right-
ness” (truth) that must be objective
and nonrelative, not something so-
cially constructed. Yet he has agreed
that the criteria used to judge rival
claims must be subject to critical as-
sessment and improvement. Siegel
says he is not saying philosophers have
a “God’s-eye view of truth” or claim-
ing that he has found an Archimedean
point. If the presently accepted crite-
ria (the absolutist’s belief system) can
be critically assessed, Siegel suggests
the criteria can be self-correcting and
corrigible.

Principles embody rationality and de-
fine and assess reasons in a tradition at
a time. As the tradition evolves, so do
the principles which define and assess
reasons. So what may count as good
reason in a tradition may change over
time; today’s compelling reason may be
seen as less compelling tomorrow . . .
Still, the principles which determine
the compellingness of reasons at a time
apply to all putative reasons impartially
and universally. . . . [T]he principles



which define reasons and determine
their force may change, but rationality
remains the same. (Siegel, 1987, p. 251)

But if one embraces fallibilism and
pluralism, one has to admit that the
criteria as presently accepted could be
wrong, right now. A qualified relativist
position, such as the one I am propos-
ing, says that, given the presently ac-
cepted criteria, this is the best judg-
ment I can make, but I am aware that
my criteria may be limited and I could
be wrong. Although this statement
seems to be exactly what Siegel is say-
ing with his definition of “absolute,” as
cited previously, it really is not, as
Siegel believes he can say even more.
Here is where I think epistemologists
who embrace an Enlightenment con-
ception of epistemology, as defined
previously, overestimate their abilities.
I believe fallibilism and pluralism are
theories that admit to the social con-
struction of reality. Siegel does not
agree with me. While he admits that
what he believes, right now, might be
wrong—the possibility is there—that
does not itself show that he is wrong,
right now. If it did, then everything
would in fact be wrong, since every-
thing could possibly be wrong. If not
wrong, Siegel says, then what he be-
lieves is right: absolutely right (right/
wrong being understood as contradic-
tories). And his reasons can also be ab-
solute, as he has defined absolute.9

I think Siegel’s point is: “As long as
I believe p is true, and I have com-
pelling reasons to believe p is true, I
can claim to be right, because p is
true, even though my claiming to be

right is always subject to fallibilism.
My being right, absolutely, is inde-
pendent of my showing that I am.”
This is because there is a p that is true,
independent of me and whether I can
show that I am right or not. There is
an elephant, who is an elephant, ab-
solutely, independent of what any of
us think about elephants and how any
of us have defined elephants. Siegel is
saying: “I am right, absolutely, if what
I believe is right.” What I am saying
is: “I believe I am right, qualified by a
socially constructed view of knowl-
edge, so I know I could be wrong.”

Enlightenment philosophers have
defined epistemology in such a way
that the concept of absolutism is built right
into the definition of what epistemology is.
Siegel, who embraces this definition,
helps us to understand a central con-
cern that all epistemologists must ad-
dress. The Enlightenment conception
of epistemology implies that people
must have something absolute that
they can appeal to, theory, or they
cannot claim to know what is right.
Unfortunately, or fortunately (de-
pending on one’s view), in the end the
criteria used to support theories are
fallible themselves, and that must be
admitted. I cannot offer truth claims
that are absolute any more than Siegel
or anyone else can. I can offer new
theory to try to explain how it is we
know and argue and debate with
people as to why I think my descrip-
tion of reality is more inclusive or
beneficial than others presented previ-
ously. That is all any of us can do.

Historically, epistemologists have
assumed the value of absolutism in the
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very way they have defined the field of
epistemology. Absolutist epistemolo-
gists have argued for the value of ab-
solutism because it offers people the
opportunity to judge what’s right;
qualified relativists, such as myself,
push for the inclusion of context be-
cause it forces people to open the door
toward acknowledging they could be
wrong, that “right” is judged from a
social perspective. We are all, as epis-
temologists, hoping to warrant our
theories in reality and to arrive at
knowledge, but qualified relativists are
acknowledging how extremely diffi-
cult that is to do, given that each of us
is so embedded within our own so-
cially constructed “realities.”

Philosophers who embrace the
Enlightenment conception of episte-
mology not only overestimate their
abilities; they also tend to act as gate-
keepers to the field of epistemology.
Absolutist epistemologists do not con-
sider qualified relativists even to be
epistemologists due to the fact that
qualified relativists have not embraced
the field of epistemology as absolutist
epistemologists have defined it, with
an assumption of absolutism. Whereas
some feminists, such as Code, con-
clude there can be no feminist episte-
mology given the Enlightenment con-
ception of epistemology, I choose to
try to broaden the definition of episte-
mology.

I would also like to present the case
that the way the branch of philosophy
called epistemology has been defined,
in terms of distinguishing it from
other branches, limits the possible
questions and concerns an epistemol-

ogist can address to a dangerously thin
level. Let me elaborate further.

Ontology and Epistemology

Philosophers have distinguished on-
tology as a branch of philosophy, sepa-
rate from epistemology, since the days
of the early Greeks. By making such a
distinction, philosophers have as-
sumed that being can be separated
from knowing, for ontology is the
study of being (what is, the essence of
things) and epistemology is the study
of knowing (what is truth). These cat-
egorical distinctions separate knowers
from knowledge/ideas. The distinc-
tions treat knowledge as if it has a life
of its own. This seems to me to be an-
other central problem for philoso-
phers.

As I have established, philosophers
have created categories, distinguished
fields of study, and branches within
those fields, which are based on cer-
tain values and, therefore, biases. I ex-
plained in the discussion on belief,
knowledge, and truth that those cate-
gories are based on an assumption of
absolutism. Separating knowledge
from being assumes philosophers are
able to be neutral, objective seekers of
truth. It assumes that it doesn’t matter
which blind man is studying ele-
phants, from which perspective, or
that the blind man is from Industan.
The character and circumstances of
the knowers is not important; it is the
assessing of the product, knowledge,
that is important. And yet we know
from the work of feminist scholars as
well as scholars in the area of cultural



diversity that people’s values and bi-
ases can be found in how they have
defined what questions are worth con-
sidering, what methods for addressing
those questions are considered valid,
and what ideas and solutions are
sound (Jaggar, 1989). I agree with this
statement by Flax: “I assume here that
knowledge is the product of human
beings. Thinking is a form of human
activity which cannot be treated in
isolation from other forms of human
activity including the forms of human
activity which in turn shape the hu-
mans who think. Consequently,
philosophies will inevitably bear the
imprint of the social relations out of
which they and their creators arose”
(Flax, 1983, p. 248).

Gregory Bateson, a naturalist, ef-
fectively described the problem this
way:

In the natural history of living human
being, ontology and epistemology can-
not be separated. [One’s] (commonly
unconscious) beliefs about what sort of
world it is will determine how [one]
sees it and acts within it, and [one’s]
ways of perceiving and acting will de-
termine [one’s] beliefs about its nature.
The living [human] is thus bound
within a net of epistemological and on-
tological premises which—regardless
of ultimate truth or falsity—become
partially self-validating for [him/her].
(Bateson, 1972, p. 314)

Let me give an example of this “net
of epistemological and ontological
premises,” and how the premises be-
come self-validating, that can be re-

lated to the elephant poem. Histori-
cally, many epistemological theories
have described knowers as au-
tonomous, rather than describing in-
dividual knowers as being developed
out of a community of other knowers,
certainly affected by their environ-
ment and the people that surround
them. Peirce is an example of an ex-
ception to this autonomous approach
to knowers, as he recognized the in-
fluence we have on each other’s opin-
ions. But even Peirce argued that we
each have “a critical self” within us,
which helps us persuade others and
makes it possible for us to distinguish
between absolute truth and what we
do not doubt (Peirce, 1958, p. 191).
That “critical self” within us is what
separates us from others and helps us
be able to think on our own. Peirce
also favored a “scientific method” for
approaching knowledge, one based on
reason and logic, rather than one that
might acknowledge the value of imag-
ination and intuition, for example.

If one assumes a person can dis-
cover truth by himself, then one will
approach the study of elephants on an
individual basis. Each of the six blind
men from Industan will not worry
about trying to discuss his individual
theories with the others who are also
examining the elephant, in hopes of
gaining a better understanding. In-
stead, each blind man may even avoid
contact with the others for fear they
might bias his own inquiry or distract
him. A person who believes knowers
are autonomous will trust that he can
critique, from his own individual per-
spective, and find fault with what oth-
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ers have proposed. Yet we can under-
stand, with our example of the blind
men, how faulty one individual’s per-
spective can be. On his own, a person
can decide that the elephant is like a
snake or a spear! If a man believes that
knowers are autonomous, he is capa-
ble of believing he is right without
necessarily testing his theory against
those of others. Even when he goes to
test his theory against other theories,
if he believes he has the ability to cri-
tique others’ theories against his own,
he will confidently dismiss others’ the-
ories (that the elephant is like a wall or
a rope) as faulty.

If the blind men favor the “scien-
tific method,” as Peirce and many
other philosophers have throughout
time, then each will try to collect data,
likely based on their senses and their
ability to reason. Yet we can predict
that with such an approach to knowl-
edge, the men may never arrive at an
understanding of the whole elephant,
as it exists. They will need to be able
to imagine a whole that is greater than
the sum of its parts. They will need to
be creative and use their intuitive
skills, and they will find that if they
rely on their feelings and emotions as
well as their mind, they will be more
successful in their efforts to be cre-
ative and intuitive.

I want to question the assumption
that knowers are autonomous, given
the view that our “reality” is some-
thing that is socially constructed. I also
want to consider whether or not it is
even valuable to view each of us as au-
tonomous knowers. Accepting Peirce’s
view that we are all fallible beings and

that truth is something we continue to
get closer to as we work together and
share our perspectives with each
other, why would we want to embrace
a view of epistemology that encour-
ages us to look at people as separate
knowers? Why not embrace a descrip-
tion of epistemology that encourages
us to see how interrelated and inter-
connected the world is, including the
people within it? If Peirce is right,
then our only hope of understanding
the world, even partially, comes from
our willingness to work together and
welcome each other’s contributions in
an effort to understand them, before
we critique them and dismiss them.

I also want to question the assump-
tion that the best approach to knowl-
edge is through the use of one’s rea-
soning ability, to the exclusion of
other potential tools. It is not that I
want to dismiss reasoning as a valuable
tool, for certainly it is one I am relying
on considerably in the writing of this
chapter. But I am also using the
metaphor of six blind men from In-
dustan and their study of the elephant
to encourage a better understanding
of what knowledge is. The metaphor
helps us to imagine and intuitively
make connections, and to understand
how ideas are related. The metaphor,
if successful, improves understanding.
I did not think of this metaphor by
methodically reviewing research arti-
cles and epistemological theories. It
came to me as a flash of insight, after
struggling to find a helpful image. It
did not come to me when I was using
my logical reasoning skills, but rather
when I was not “working” at all, but



instead was getting ready for bed. I
suspect most of us make connections
and understand the world in new ways,
often “by accident,” when we are not
trying to figure things out. Acknowl-
edging and valuing the “other” tools
available to us in knowing the world
we live in is something I hope to ac-
complish with a relational epistemo-
logical approach.

Philosophy and Psychology

I have demonstrated that the cate-
gories and distinctions concerning
epistemology as a branch of philoso-
phy are based on assumptions of abso-
lutism and autonomy, and favor meth-
ods for understanding that emphasize
reason and the mind. What about the
distinction that has been made be-
tween psychology and philosophy?
Philosophers have described the epis-
temological task of assessing the qual-
ity of reasons as being quite separate
from any discussion of the character
and epistemic circumstances of sub-
jects. Historically, epistemological
theorists have argued that criteria for
warranting knowledge claims can be
found without having to consider the
way human beings know. This view of
knowledge treats it as a product quite
separate from human beings, some
“thing” that is “out there” or “in
here.” Depending on one’s perspec-
tive, therefore, any of the six blind
men should be able to discover the
truth about elephants, either by using
their experiences and exploring ele-
phants “out there” or by tuning into

their soul’s awareness of elephants “in-
side” themselves.

If one views knowledge as some-
thing people contribute to, as some-
thing that people weave together, then
the distinctions between knowers and
knowledge are no longer so clear. In
fact, they become intertwined and in-
terrelated. When one begins to un-
derstand the interactive connection
between social beings and ideas, one
realizes it is necessary to look at the
kinds of relationships people experi-
ence and which ones enhance the de-
velopment of ideas and the weaving of
knowledge. Ethical and political issues
need to be addressed in an epistemo-
logical theory that looks at knowledge
as created by people, not just knowl-
edge per se, for the quality of the so-
cial relationships people have will af-
fect the ideas being constructed or
created, especially in terms of whether
or not the ideas have the opportunity
even to be expressed.

With such a view of knowledge, it
becomes important to ask questions
like these: Why are these six people
who are studying the elephant all men?
Why are they all blind, and what effect
does their blindness have on their the-
ories about elephants? Where did
these men come from, and what is the
context of their social situations? How
is it they have no prior experience of
elephants, yet they are adults and live
in a land where elephants are central to
their social system?

I wish to argue that any attempt to
look at knowledge claims separate
from an examination of how those
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claims were derived is to make a seri-
ous mistake. “A theory of knowledge
that lacks a reasonable understanding
of how human beings can and do ac-
quire and add to knowledge must be
of dubious relevance. Sound psycho-
logical insights form an invaluable,
sine qua non basis for any theory of
knowledge that purports to explicate
the way human beings know” (Code,
1987, p. 32). The historical distinc-
tions epistemologists have made effec-
tively remove epistemology as a field
of study from the practical-political is-
sues a feminist epistemology must ad-
dress. As I am redescribing epistemol-
ogy, any theory of knowledge is
clearly affected by knowers and their
circumstances. Like Lorraine Code, I
argue that “theories that transcend the
specificity’s of gendered and otherwise
situated subjectivists are impotent to
come to terms with the politics of
knowledge” (Code, 1991, p. 315).

The writing of a relational episte-
mology is motivated by the desire to
expand what epistemology means to
include the qualities of knowing that
have historically been viewed as detri-
mental or distracting to the obtaining
of knowledge, qualities such as feel-
ings, emotions, and intuitions, which
are usually linked to women rather
than men. I choose to attempt to re-
describe knowledge, and the only
tools I have available to me are the
same ones that are available to anyone
else: my ability to reason and think
critically, my intuition, my relational
skills and communication skills, my
emotions and feelings, and the fact

that these are questions I care enough
about to pursue. Like any other
philosopher, all I can ever hope to do
is “attempt to describe how under-
standing is possible in particular con-
texts; [philosophy] cannot create a
universalizing theory of knowledge
that can ground and account for all
knowledge or test all truth claims be-
cause these are necessarily context de-
pendent” (Flax, 1990, p. 38).

Am I not trying to offer a universal-
izing theory of knowledge myself? I
argue for the need to redescribe
knowledge, and I present the case that
what I am doing I consider to be epis-
temology. I cite evidence to support
my claim that the field of epistemol-
ogy has been too narrowly defined and
has been based on assumptions such as
that absolutism, autonomy, and knowl-
edge are products separate from hu-
man beings as knowers. I do think it is
possible to justify claims concerning
reality, but I am also aware that it is
hard to know if what one considers
“evidence” is real, rather than socially
constructed.

The relational epistemological the-
ory I plan to describe is one I will offer
up for discussion. I do not claim to
have the best theory, the truest theory,
for I know many other theories will
follow mine and that others currently
are being developed, based on under-
standing I do not have. Although it is
not the truest, the best, the most com-
plete, or the final explanation of
knowledge, I do think it has important
advantages to offer over other episte-
mological theories. One of the advan-



tages is that it is a more encompassing
description of knowledge, because a
relational epistemology includes vital
aspects of knowledge that other theo-
ries tend to overlook or exclude from
the discussion. My attention to and
valuing of such qualities as relational-
ity and caring in an intersubjective
world should make a relational episte-
mological theory one that is more in-
clusive and less open to ideological
abuse. Both women and men should
find this theory applies to them, in-
cluding people from different ethnic
backgrounds and ways of life. This
must be the case if I am right at all in
my claim that the theory I am devel-
oping is an improved description of
how people know. I also hope that a
relational epistemology opens the
possibilities for valuing contributions
from all people. We need each other
to nurture the constructing/quilting
of knowledge and help make it sound,
comprehensive, coherent, and cohe-
sive, as well as beneficial and beautiful.
Whether this theory meets these cri-
teria or not (or other criteria deemed
valuable and important) must be
tested by all of us as contributors to
knowledge.

A Redescription of
Epistemology
In the process of gaining a voice,
growing and developing as human be-
ings, people learn from others.
Through others we learn language and
our culture, how to communicate with
each other, and ways of relating with
each other. Because of this necessary

social beginning that all human beings
have, which helps form who we are, we
can never claim to know solely based
on our own individual perspective.
Who we are as individuals and how we
think depend greatly on the social re-
lationships we have with others and
the time, place, culture, and social set-
ting we are born into. Qualities such as
our language and our gendered cus-
toms all affect the constructing of
knowledge. A relational epistemology
views knowledge as something that is so-
cially constructed by embedded, embodied
people who are in relation with each other.

Given that we are social beings con-
tingently placed in this world, affect-
ing each other from the beginning, it
is easy to understand that we need
each other in order to be better
thinkers. The idea that one person, all
by himself, could claim to find Truths,
Facts, or know the Answers begins to
sound absurd. Nobody enters this
world without a history, which has al-
ready begun before birth. Nobody is
able to develop thoughts or a language
to express one’s thoughts without hav-
ing contact with others. And nobody
can come into contact with others
without being affected by them. How
can we think we find solutions all by
ourselves? Such an idea begins to
sound arrogant, to say the least. Solu-
tions to problems and truths are things
that emerge and evolve, just as we do,
for we participate in their develop-
ment. No one of us can ever hope to
find Truth, because of the sure fallibil-
ity of individual human knowledge,
due to its contingency; but all of us to-
gether, as communities of knowers,
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can work together, share with each
other what each of us understands in-
dividually, and collectively help to cre-
ate theories of knowledge for the next
generation of knowers to contribute
to. With such a model, knowledge
takes on a fluid image, always being re-
described as it changes and develops;
the quality of the theories is dependent
on the ability of people to relate to
each other and share their insights.

With a relational epistemological
theory, it is important to discuss how a
sense of self is evolved and the impor-
tance of that development to the con-
structing of knowledge. I assume
knowledge is constructed by human
beings who are in relation with each
other. These human beings were once
young children, and when they were
born they were not born with a sense
of self. Historically, epistemologists
have tended to treat people, when
they come into the discussion, as if
they were adults who never went
through the process of being formed
through relations with others. I as-
sume that people begin their lives in a
relationship (even in utero), that they
are already interacting with someone
else and affecting that other person
(mother) as well as being affected by
that other person, before they are
physically born. People are not iso-
lated beings who are born fully devel-
oped. I assume people develop a sense
of self through their relationships with
others, which are internalized and in-
teract with their own innate constitu-
tions. I take early infantile experiences
and child rearing to be vital to the
constructing of knowledge.10 I assume

relationships, first with one’s mother,
then with others, develop prior to as
well as simultaneous with the develop-
ment of language, thoughts, and ideas.
It is because we are social beings in
caring relations with each other that
we develop a sense of self, our own
voice. Without the opportunity to de-
velop a healthy sense of self, one can-
not become a knower/thinker able to
contribute to the construction of
knowledge.

By this account, we develop our
thinking skills as we develop our com-
munication skills and our social skills,
by being in relationships with others.
We test out our ideas with other
people, and we come across problems
we must solve while relating to other
people. What we come to believe is an
answer or a solution—our most trust-
worthy knowledge—is derived through
the use of conversation with others.
What implications this relational the-
ory of knowledge has for education (in
particular, formal schooling) must also
be addressed. 
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Notes
1. “The Blind Men and the Elephant”

is an old tale from India. A children’s book
version is retold by Lillian Quigley (The
Blind Men and the Elephant, New York:
Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1959). I will use
the term men in describing past epistemo-
logical theories because they were written
by men, and that is one of the underlying
points of my feminist perspective.

2. I cannot identify the exact source for
this term; it occurred to me as I was read-
ing a long list of works by feminist writers.
This relational epistemology could also be
labeled a social feminist epistemology.
Three works by philosophers who helped
me see the need for a relational epistemol-
ogy were as follows:

Grimshaw, Jean. (1986). Philosophy and
Feminist Thinking. Minneapolis,
MN: University of Minnesota Press.

Noddings, Nel. (1984). Caring: A Fem-
inine Approach to Ethics and Moral Ed-
ucation. Berkeley, CA: University of
California Press.

Ruddick, Sara. (1989). Maternal Think-

ing: Toward a Politics of Peace. Boston:
Beacon Press.

3. Barbara Thayer-Bacon. (1997,
Spring). “The nurturing of a relational
epistemology.” Educational Theory, 47(2),
239–260.

4. I do not wish to imply, by my choice
of authors, that there are not many impor-
tant contributions being made by others,
whom I have had to simply reference or
leave out of this discussion. Please see, for
example, the works of Robert Ennis,
Richard Paul, and John McPeck, as well as
those of Judith Butler, Nancy Fraser,
Linda Nicholson, Nancy Harstock, and
Iris Young.

5. Berger and Luckmann begin their
treatise by noting they are not claiming to
answer the philosophical question, how is
one to know? The sociologist is forced to
use quotation marks around “reality” and
“knowledge.” Sociologists can’t differenti-
ate between valid and invalid assertions
about the world, whereas a philosopher “is
driven to decide” (Berger & Luckmann,
1966, p. 2).

6. My original sources for this idea are: 

Mead, George Herbert. (1934). Mind,
Self, and Society: From the Standpoint
of a Social Behaviorist. Charles W.
Morris (Ed.). Chicago: University of
Chicago Press.

Dewey, John. (1944). Democracy and
Education. New York: Macmillan.
(Originally published 1916).

For more on “social epistemology,” see
the works of Steve Fuller, Alvin Goldman,
and John Hardwig. I am indebted to Steve
Norris and Harvey Siegel for these refer-
ences.

7. I am suggesting that other than the
typical criteria used by philosophers to
justify theories as based on compelling
reasons—criteria such as clarity, coher-
ence, and consistency—there are other
criteria that should be considered as well,
such as beauty, elegance, harmony, inclu-
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siveness, and beneficiality. I will say more
on this later.

8. Harvey Siegel points out that this
way of discussing knowledge is found in
the introduction to any epistemology text.
My sources for this description were John
Hardwig, 1985, “Epistemic Dependence,”
Journal of Philosophy, 82(7): 335–349, and
Siegel’s direct correspondence to me. Bur-
bules labels this description of epistemol-
ogy the “Enlightenment conception”
(Burbules, 1992).

9. Siegel, personal correspondence,
August 1994 and May 1995.

10. I am not alone in drawing attention
to the infant in discussions of epistemol-
ogy. See the works of Seyla Benhabib,
Jane Flax, Nel Noddings, and Sara Rud-
dick.
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Dewey’s theory of educational evalua-
tion was significantly shaped by his
opinion of what the nature, aims, and
means of education are. Given this
philosophical perspective, it is not sur-
prising to find that for him educa-
tional evaluation is a comprehensive
social and institutional endeavor: Each
aspect of society—the family, neigh-
borhood, school, community, and
larger environment—needs to be eval-
uated in the light of the purpose of
cultivating individuals and communi-
ties who are progressively becoming
more capable of growing and sustain-
ing that growth in a democratic set-
ting. Educational evaluation should
focus upon both means and ends, pay-
ing particular attention to the ends of
personal and societal growth. The
growth Dewey envisioned was a de-
veloping understanding and associated
behavior that is immediately impor-
tant but also enabling in the future.
Whether evaluating schools and
neighborhoods or teachers and stu-

dents, primary attention should be
given to the quality of thought, imagi-
nation, creation, communication, and
behavior exhibited by individuals.
These emphases set Dewey apart from
most educational thinkers in his and
our day and provide a framework for
critiquing educational assessment and
evaluation endeavors today.

In Dewey’s day, educational evaluation
was not yet a specialized area of study,
and its complexities, challenges, bene-
fits, and dangers were not well known.
Still, many informed people during his
lifetime knew that teachers regularly
made assessments of students’ per-
ceived abilities, needs, interests, and
prospects in life and of those experi-
ences and studies that would be suit-
able for them to pursue. Sometimes
less consciously, society as a whole,
school districts in general, and admin-
istrators in particular—often tracking
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students into allegedly appropriate ca-
reers or on the basis of assumed abil-
ities—made similar evaluations or
judgments about students. Society, in-
cluding many parents, held expecta-
tions for schools and teachers, and
consequently, they were subject to in-
formal and formal evaluation. Schools,
for example, were expected to teach
students what was deemed apposite for
the young, and teachers were held ac-
countable for their behavior outside of
schools as well as inside.

An outgrowth of Dewey’s setting
and thinking, then, was a rather com-
prehensive theory of educational eval-
uation that complements his wide-
ranging understanding of education.
Recognition of the conscious and un-
conscious evaluation practices of his
time, combined with Dewey’s belief in
the value of growth in education, led
him to think a great deal about ongo-
ing or formative evaluation. He saw
the relationship between formative
evaluation and the important effects
and potential of a child’s social setting,
including the family, neighborhood,
community, school, and broader envi-
ronment. Thus, he believed that any
kind of social arrangement, including
schooling, should undergo an ongoing
evaluation that leads to continual im-
provement and transformation. What
he had to say about educational evalu-
ation and schools, sometimes in pass-
ing or apropos of other topics, was
very different from the beliefs of many
other thinkers, except, possibly, for
the reflective common sense and prac-
tice of better classroom teachers.

In writing about schools, Dewey’s
ideas touched not only students,
teachers, the curriculum, and teaching
methods, but also the classroom and
school organization, teachers’ rela-
tionships with administrators and their
employers, the attitudes of teachers
and administrators, and the school’s
connection with local and larger com-
munities. In fact, he seemed to have
found it difficult to make any sharp
distinction between educational and
social evaluation and reform. Conse-
quently, his theory of educational eval-
uation ultimately involved an analysis
of how society and schools contribute
to the educative learning or growth of
students, educators, and other citizens.
His largely implicit but comprehen-
sive view of educational evaluation,
then, was one that reviewed what so-
cial entities were doing for and with
children and youth. To restate the
idea, Dewey believed that educational
evaluation, decontextualized from
multitudes of learning variables and
focused narrowly on schools, curricu-
lums, pedagogy, teachers, and stu-
dents, suffers from a myopic under-
standing of the nature, aims, and
means of education.

Given Dewey’s comprehensive theory
of educational evaluation, the range of
his interests, and the fact that his com-
ments on the subject are sprinkled
throughout his writings, the focus of
this essay is limited to a select set of
subtopics. In particular, attention is
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given to the evaluation of teacher
preparation programs, aspiring teach-
ers, practicing teachers, P–12 students,
school environments, personal growth,
curricular experiences, data interpre-
tation, economic conditions, educa-
tional purposes, and sound pedagogy.
Dewey’s thinking about teachers is an
interesting place to begin. He noted
the importance of teachers’ being
masters not only of their subject mat-
ter but also of how students think. The
former emphasis was a major concern
for Dewey, and he stressed that teach-
ers should “overflow” with knowledge
(Boyston, 1981–1991, vol. 8). The lat-
ter expectation includes understanding
what children think and talk about, the
games they play, why they abandon
certain activities and move to new
ones, and the growth of their un-
planned actions (Boyston, 1981–1991,
vol. 17). Moreover, mastering how
students think involves being “able to
keep track of . . . mental play, to recog-
nize the signs of its presence or ab-
sence, to know how it is initiated and
maintained, how to test it by results
attained, and to test apparent results by
it” (Boyston, 1976–1983, vol. 3, p.
254). Both attained and apparent re-
sults are important for the teacher to
examine, therefore, as a means of de-
termining the thinking that led to
them and, at times, the cognitive
processes that will be needed to obtain
different results. Dewey concluded
that “the supreme mark and criterion
of a teacher” is this insight into the
“soul-action” of students (Boyston,
1976–1983, vol. 3, p. 254).

If Dewey is correct, prospective
teachers’ knowledge of their teaching
fields may be a legitimate area of as-
sessment and evaluation. Their under-
standing of the psychological develop-
ment and learning of students in
general might also be a legitimate
concern of those who evaluate teacher
preparation programs. But Dewey was
interested in more: He wanted pro-
spective teachers to learn how to study
and come to a thorough understand-
ing of their future students—their
thinking, spontaneity, habits, and so
forth. Educational evaluation from
this perspective could involve coming
to understand how aspiring teachers
are prepared to use and how practic-
ing teachers actually use child-study
skills to aid them in teaching. More-
over, practicing teachers may be eval-
uated in part by determining how well
they understand each student and
whether they are able to lead each into
an appropriate understanding of the
content being taught. In turn, schools
could be partially evaluated for their
ability to create enabling environ-
ments or learning atmospheres where
teachers pursue individual child study
and use the information they learn
about each child, perhaps over a pe-
riod of several years.

Talk of “the supreme mark and cri-
terion” of the good teacher shows the
priority Dewey attached to this idea.
The point of evaluation is to promote
learning and growth, the kind of learn-
ing that gives meaning to the learner’s
present life and to the life of his or her
community. Questions of priorities are



what we might expect philosophers to
bring to a discussion of evaluation.
And Dewey’s priorities are clear: the
quality of the educational experience
itself and its promotion of students’
growth—the capacity for more, fuller,
and richer experiences—are what mat-
ter. The quality that interested Dewey
falls into two spheres; learning should
have both an immediate and a later im-
pact (Boyston, 1981–1991, vol. 13).
Educative learning, in contrast with
non- and miseducative experiences,
entails growth in the present and the
disposition for ongoing growth in the
future. An important question for
schools and teachers, then, is whether
the experiences designed, the environ-
ment created, and the curriculum de-
veloped involve and create capacities
for additional, broader, and deeper
learning by students in the future. Or
are the experiences merely noneduca-
tive or, perhaps, even miseducative? A
related question is how well schools
and teachers can support claims for
immediate and later growth. What
kinds of information, performance,
and outcomes enable educators and
others to assess and evaluate the qual-
ity of student growth? Are standard-
ized tests useful? If so, in what ways?
What other types of information and
data are needed?

Another illustration of Dewey’s in-
terests can be seen in the way he treats
the subject of the learner and the qual-
ity of her or his growth. Dewey is well
known for his objections to traditional
examinations as frequently employed
by schools during his lifetime. He did
not, however, appear opposed to the

gathering of worthwhile information
about individual students or educa-
tional environments. Conversely, he
rejected an emphasis on external
rewards and punishments—such as
grades, promotion, awards, and
prizes—that was at the expense of an
intrinsic interest in learning (Boyston,
1976–1983, vol. 9). Many schools in
his day valued norms, comparative
standings, tests, promotions, and
measurement of student achievement
and IQs, but he insisted that good
teachers should be more interested in
quality, specifically the “quality of ac-
tivity and consequence [means and
ends] . . . than [in] any quantitative el-
ement” of learning (Boyston, 1981–
1991, vol. 3, pp. 259–261). The effort
to establish school norms, averages,
and classification systems was particu-
larly objectionable, he argued, because
schools should be primarily interested
in “individuality,” and the grouping of
students for “social purposes” should
place a high value on “diversity of
ability and experience” (Boyston,
1981–1991, vol. 3, pp. 260–261).

Dewey understood the relationship
of the learner and the environment in
which learning occurred, including
both the school and the classroom. He
believed schools should be places
where the individual student is well
known and cultivated, where distinct
and different talents are prized and
nurtured, and where the quality of
one’s thinking and performance is un-
derstood and refined. Schools should
not be places where the aim is unifor-
mity of standards and abilities. At this
juncture, it is important to recall
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Dewey’s stern warning against a peda-
gogy that dulls one’s appreciation, ap-
plication, and meaning-making ap-
proach to learning and that results in
the acquisition of little more than
sterile information: “What avail is it
to win prescribed amounts of informa-
tion about geography and history, to
win ability to read and write, if in the
process the individual loses his own
soul: loses his appreciation of things
worth while, of the values to which
things are relative; if he loses desire to
apply what he has learned and, above
all, loses the ability to extract meaning
from his future experiences as they oc-
cur?” (Boyston, 1981–1991, vol. 13, p.
29). Assessment and evaluation that
promote pedagogical standardization
and sterility and inhibit an enthusias-
tic engagement with ideas and issues
by students and teachers constitute a
fundamental educational vice even
when they are accompanied by a mod-
est development of basic skills and val-
ued information. Policy makers, board
members, and educational administra-
tors who unintentionally or intention-
ally promulgate this kind of assess-
ment and evaluation do great harm to
students, schools, and society, accord-
ing to Dewey.

This emphasis of Dewey need not
lead to the conclusion that only an un-
derstanding of the individual is worth-
while and that schools and classrooms
are unimportant. Indeed, the opposite
is the case, but the understanding of
groups should provide insight into
how to create more educative environ-
ments and communities for individu-
als learning in social groups. Dewey

seemed to have little if any interest,
however, in comparing one school to
another, except in citing what he
deemed the admirable features of the
diverse and progressive schools and
various educational practices he ob-
served (Boyston, 1976–1983, vol. 8).

The fact that Dewey had little in-
terest in comparing schools was not
because he wanted students simply to
enjoy the present, disregard all tradi-
tional learning outcomes, and merely
learn of societal occupations, as some
critics contend. Many of his proposals
did involve learning about ordinary
home and work activities, but these
had an educational mission: under-
standing activities that form part of
and give meaning to what people do
every day. The learning experiences
were not focused on training in skills
that were deemed useful in raising a
family, getting a job, or preparing a
meal. Instead, these experiences were
designed to contribute to the child’s
understanding of the world—begin-
ning, in order to avoid rote learning
and seemingly pointless content, with
what was familiar and seemed to the
child to need explanation—and were
meant to lead directly to an apprecia-
tion of reading, writing, adding, and
subtracting and, eventually, to a study
of academic disciplines: the fields of
inquiry and creativity that represent
the best available understanding of the
world.

The school curriculum and related
learning experiences, then, should be
evaluated in terms of their ability to
connect the past and present in the life
of each student and to promote future



educative experiences for everyone. In
particular, school experiences were to
be evaluated in terms of their being
able to take a child’s “crude experi-
ences and organize them into science,
geography, arithmetic, or whatever
the lesson of the hour is” (Boyston,
1976–1983, vol. 8, p. 254). Dewey be-
lieved that whatever information or
funds of knowledge a child already has
form part of a subject that the teacher
is attempting to teach, and that the
most appropriate pedagogy will use
this prior knowledge and build a con-
scious understanding of the subject on
this largely unconscious foundation
(Boyston, 1976–1983, vol. 8). But as-
sessing what each student has learned
in these different disciplines is not a
simple matter, for what each person
brings and learns varies to a large de-
gree by social and, especially, eco-
nomic background and personal inter-
est. Today, diverse classrooms make
this practice more challenging for
teachers but, perhaps, all the more
important.

Teachers cannot afford to be naive
about learning experiences and their
outcomes, whether occurring before,
outside of, or in schools. Dewey once
told the story of a visit to a classroom
in which students were studying the
composition of the earth. Asked what
the center of the earth was like, the
class answered, together, “igneous fu-
sion.” When the teacher inquired fur-
ther about what their answer meant,
there was no reply. Rephrasing the
question to ask if the center of the
earth was cold or hot still produced no
response from the students. Dewey’s

lesson was obvious: Learning unre-
lated to other experiences and under-
standings and the mere recitation of
words, facts, and formulas will not do
in any school that values quality of
thinking and performance. What mat-
ters is what the child understands and
can do with or make of words, facts,
and formulas. A similar point was
made by Dewey when he discussed
facts or data and their meaning for ed-
ucators or anyone else: Facts or data in
themselves may be dead, meaningless,
or, worse, misleading (Boyston, 1981–
1991, vol. 8). In understanding indi-
viduals and their multiple learning en-
vironments, it is critical that the selec-
tion and interpretation of facts or data
be made and that it be recognized that
neither the data nor their interpreta-
tion is final or beyond debate (Boys-
ton, 1967–1992, vol. 3). The absence
of this perspective—that data need to
be carefully selected, studied, and un-
derstood as well as challenged and
clarified by other pertinent data and
interpretations—appears to be one of
the major shortcomings of much con-
temporary discussion and, unfortu-
nately, prescription and prohibition by
policy makers regarding education.

Some people today seek to reduce
reliance on teachers’ interpretations
and judgment with so-called culturally
fair and objective assessment instru-
ments. Dewey, however, observed that
no one comes to a task—whether cre-
ating an examination or interpreting
data or analyzing problems—with a
“virgin mind” (Boyston, 1981–1991,
vol. 8, p. 214). In view of this slant and
his emphasis on the quality of learning
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experiences and growth, Dewey would
probably be a great deal more com-
fortable with explicitly qualitative as-
sessments and evaluations—whether
portfolios, performances, discussions,
or essays—that acknowledge the mul-
tiple ways in which individuals can le-
gitimately grow and show their
growth and understanding than with
standardized tests and measurements.
One may speculate that if standard-
ized instruments are to be employed
in a Deweyan scheme of things, they
should be used as one of many efforts
to understand the “soul-action” of the
pupil and used as reflective psychome-
tricians recommend.

Dewey’s theory of educational eval-
uation diverged from the thinking of
his contemporaries in other ways. Let
us return to the student and learning
to demonstrate his departure from the
beliefs of others. If learning is to be
meaningful to the learner, he argued, it
must begin with what is already signif-
icant—one’s immediate experience.
Consequently, what is taught and
learned should often look different
from one community or school to an-
other. He drove this idea home by
averring: “No one would question that
a child in a slum tenement has a differ-
ent experience from that of a child in a
cultured home; that the country lad
has a different kind of experience from
the city boy, or a boy on the seashore
one different from the lad who is
brought up on inland prairies” (Boys-
ton, 1981–1991, vol. 13, p. 22). This
being the case, it seems safe to suggest
that Dewey believed that comparing
the results of a school on the seashore

with another on the prairie, for ex-
ample, without considering a range of
other factors, would be nearly mean-
ingless, especially with younger chil-
dren. It would also seem to be evalua-
tive nonsense if the curriculum of
either locale were taken as the stan-
dard of what should be taught and
studied in all locales. Would Dewey
also argue that comparing the results
of one teacher in an economically di-
verse school with the outcomes of
another teacher in an economically
homogeneous school, without consid-
ering a range of other factors, is both
mindless and meaningless?

Educational evaluation influences
schooling in other, less expected but
powerful ways. Dewey saw the subtle
impact that informal and unofficial
evaluation can have on teaching and
teachers. When teachers are viewed—
informally evaluated—as being largely
incapable of professional behavior and
judgment, there is an effect that can-
not be ignored on both practicing
teachers and the appeal of the profes-
sion. The environments in which
teachers work and the responsibilities
and respect they are given are tacit
evaluations and can have a profoundly
negative impact. His stinging words
were as follows: 

There is not a single body of men and
women in the world . . . among whom
the development of professional spirit
would not be hampered if they realized
that no matter how much experience
they got, however much wisdom they
acquired, whatever experiments they
tried, whatever results they obtained,



that experience was not to count be-
yond the limits of their immediate ac-
tivity: that they have no authorized way
of transmitting or of communicating it,
and of seeing it was taken into account
by others. (Boyston, 1976–1983, vol. 7,
p. 111) 

When potential educators under-
stand this unspoken evaluation of
teachers, many turn to other opportu-
nities. People who wish to think, be
creative, and use their imaginations are
often repelled by the kind of school
culture Dewey described, for they are
largely designed for people who will
mechanically or unthinkingly follow
prescribed aims and means. The free-
dom implicit in the professional judg-
ment, autonomy, responsibility, and
ethics teachers require would probably
make largely standardized methods of
evaluating teachers, teaching, schools,
and students highly suspect for Dewey.
Furthermore, if conditions or lack of
resources make significant success un-
likely, talk of holding teachers or ad-
ministrators accountable for the highly
improbable result would be meaning-
less or, worse, morally wrong from his
perspective.

In Dewey’s theoretical framework, ed-
ucational evaluation is chiefly a matter
of purposes: What kinds of people do
we want to cultivate for life in a reflec-
tive and dynamic democracy? What
are we assessing and trying to evalu-
ate? Where are our activities going to

take us? What do we expect to learn
and how will the information assist us
in educating individual students? He
saw problems not so much in the
processes of evaluation as in the sig-
nificance of what is being evaluated
and the uses to which evaluations will
be put: Measuring wrong or trivial
things distorts the whole activity, and
acting on the basis of largely irrelevant
or unimportant information is at least
counterproductive and often unethi-
cal. An enterprise that is directed to-
ward promoting personal and social
growth necessarily has little use for
summative evaluation per se, just as
one that values individuality may have
little use for comparisons of individu-
als or groups or schools or districts or
states or nations. Where, Dewey
might ask, are our priorities, and why
do we avoid evaluating them and, in-
stead, continue to identify and exam-
ine misleading but more easily meas-
ured indicators of something else? To
others, he might inquire, what do
these facts, information, and data have
to do with developing reflective and
growing individuals and communities?
We should evaluate the entire assess-
ment enterprise to see how, if at all, it
relates to our educational purposes.
For still others, he may say, how do we
know that students are growing in
their understanding, appreciation, and
application of chemistry and democ-
racy and that this growth is providing
a foundation for the future develop-
ment of individuals and social groups?
When we evaluate our claims and the
evidence, what do we find?
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Another of Dewey’s interests is tied
to our purposes, or where we wish to
go: What can schools reasonably be
expected to achieve, and for what ends
can they fairly be held accountable?
Considering the social setting of stu-
dents, the teachers, and the school,
what can we expect each to be able to
achieve? While he did not excuse edu-
cators from legitimate responsibilities,
he was adamant about the powerful
effects of social, especially economic,
conditions on students, communities,
and schools: “Life . . . opportunities
. . . values . . . education . . . are mainly
determined by economic conditions”
(Boyston, 1981–1991, vol. 4, p. 225).
Even so, he stressed that educators
and other citizens have a moral re-
sponsibility to advocate for changing
economic conditions and material en-
vironments to better meet the needs
of children (Boyston, 1981–1991, vol.
4). Believing in the power of eco-
nomic influences was not an excuse to
blame the external environment; it
was a challenge or, better, a charge to
change the external educational envi-
ronment of children.

Dewey’s theory of educational eval-
uation, therefore, is a warning against
taking hastily designed, narrowly fo-
cused, easily measured, and largely
quantitative approaches to under-
standing educational environments
and their means, ends, and results. In-
stead, he challenges us to think care-
fully and frequently about our pur-
poses and to find pertinent indicators
of progress toward them. He stimu-
lates us to cherish, look for, and evalu-

ate the development of a number of
important qualities and dispositions
that are involved in pedagogically ex-
citing teaching and learning. These
include tendencies to appreciate rigor-
ous thinking in any field, make sense
of random and planned experiences,
and apply the most defensible claims
of knowledge to solving problems. He
encourages us to examine and evaluate
how educators weave together the past,
present, and future in experiences that
immediately influence but also open
the door to future personal and social
growth. He invites us to evaluate how
effective educators are in leading stu-
dents from their crude understandings
of art, science, history, and democracy
to a fairly sophisticated understanding
and personal appropriation of these
realms. He inspires us to prepare and
nurture professional educators who
are masters of their content and peda-
gogy and who are disposed to study
their students as well as the communi-
ties where they live. He charges us
with the responsibility of understand-
ing and seeking to transform our fami-
lies, neighborhoods, communities, and
schools in order that they can become
fully functioning and complementary
educational environments. He asks us
to seize the opportunity to be thought-
ful inquirers, participants, and evalua-
tors in the development of society,
schools, and individuals, in part by
means of an ongoing collection and
application of relevant facts and data
about our purposes, how we pursue
them, and what standards or indicators
guide us and inform us along the way.



In essence, he encourages us to be
imaginative, evaluative thinkers as we
plan for, engage in, and assess educa-
tional activities in any environment.

Bibliography
Boyston, J. A. (Ed.). (1967–1972). The

early works of John Dewey, 1882–1898

(Vols. 1–5). Carbondale: Southern Illi-
nois University Press.

Boyston, J. A. (Ed.). (1976–1983). The
middle works of John Dewey, 1899–1924
(Vols. 1–15). Carbondale: Southern
Illinois University Press.

Boyston, J. A. (Ed.). (1981–1991). The
later works of John Dewey, 1925–1953
(Vols. 1–17). Carbondale: Southern
Illinois University Press.

428 EVALUATION



A Brief History

The concept of school accountability
has mushroomed into one of the most
heated, controversial, and least under-
stood issues in the current educational
debate. Holding teachers, districts,
schools, and students accountable to
state-mandated learning standards
seems to be the public policy mantra,
and indeed the vogue, as we enter the
twenty-first century. Yet the discus-
sion regarding standards and assess-
ment has focused more on what stu-
dents need to know than on how they
come to know it. Few citizens, other
than a handful of policy makers in the
current educational community, have
observed, let alone entertained a dis-
cussion regarding, the necessity to
teach students how to think.

In the spring of 1999, I had the
unique opportunity to help revitalize
the standards debate in the state of

Florida. I was asked by Dr. Maria de
Armas, Director of the Office of Ad-
vanced Academics for Dade County
Public Schools, to devise a taxonomy
of critical/creative thinking standards
that teachers in the district’s Academic
Excellence Program might use to
teach and assess students in academi-
cally enriched classes. While I be-
lieved and continue to believe that
critical and creative thinking princi-
ples and strategies should be taught to
all students throughout all ranges of
subjects, I felt that the opportunity to
work with teachers in the third largest
school district in the United States
was important. I have been fortunate
enough to work with Dr. de Armas for
the past nine years, during which her
creativity and commitment to critical
thinking and critical thinking instruc-
tion and assessment have been evi-
dent. Her pledge to foster critical and
creative thinking, as well as her faith

429

FLORIDA’S ADVANCED 
ACADEMIC STANDARDS FOR 
THE ASSESSMENT OF CRITICAL 
AND CREATIVE THINKING

Danny Weil

F L O R I D A S TAT E  S TA N D A R D S



and belief in the ability of both teach-
ers and students, captured my interest
and motivated me to develop the proj-
ect. Dr. de Armas also realized the ne-
cessity of tying teaching to assessment
and assessment to teaching, and con-
curred with the belief that the more
authentic the teaching, the more au-
thentic the assessment.

Dr. de Armas and I conceived of the
project in the following manner:

1. Develop the critical and creative
thinking standards.

2. Share them with teachers and
professionals in the Office of Ad-
vanced Academics for feedback
purposes.

3. Schedule a two-day in-service
workshop for K–12 teachers us-
ing the critical and creative tax-
onomy of standards as the focus.
This would provide an opportu-
nity to introduce the standards to
teachers and allow them to infuse
them into their curriculum and
develop assessment based on
their understanding of the criti-
cal/creative thinking standards.

4. Allow teachers the time to use
these strategies and assessment
principles in their classrooms in
an attempt to help them develop
their own individuality when de-
signing and assessing instruction
while at the same time providing
them with innovative experimen-
tation.

5. Reunite with teachers to dia-
logue about what they thought
was effective and ineffective,
their evaluation of the critical

thinking standards, and what
barriers they felt impeded their
abilities to utilize this manner of
instruction and assessment. (See
Appendix A for a diagram depict-
ing the themes and organization
of the workshop.)

Both Dr. de Armas and I reasoned
that having a healthy dialogue with
teachers about critical/creative think-
ing and then affording them the time
to utilize methods and strategies for
teaching and assessing thinking would
allow teachers to think about and
identify their own practices. Building
metacognitive opportunities into the
process, we contemplated, would al-
low teachers to think creatively and
intellectually about their own teaching
processes. This would motivate them
to recognize what they thought was
valuable and what they thought should
be changed in their curriculum and
instructional methods, along with rec-
ognizing where they might be able to
learn more about critical and creative
thinking and instruction. The opera-
tive assumption was that by becoming
more creative and critical in our own
thinking, we are better able to help
others think critically.

For historical purposes, it is impor-
tant to mention that I have been
working with Dade County Public
Schools as a consultant in the area of
critical thinking for close to ten years.
My work with the district has included
conducting workshops on how to
teach critical thinking to limited Eng-
lish proficiency students. I have
worked closely with the district and
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their office of bilingual education in
designing workshops in legitimate as-
sessment, including the use of portfo-
lios, performance assessment, and
other forms of authentic assessment.
In conjunction with the district, I have
been active in assisting in the produc-
tion of critical thinking educational
films and resources for teachers of all
grades. I also have participated in the
district’s annual critical thinking con-
ferences and have worked closely with
Dr. de Armas throughout a nine-year
period in furnishing powerful in-serv-
ice opportunities for teachers of all
grades. Many of these in-services have
included modeling critical teaching in
Dade County Public School class-
rooms through working directly with
students, as well as conducting dia-
logues with teachers following the
modeling sessions.

In the summer of 1999, at the urg-
ing of Maria de Armas, I drafted the
critical and creative thinking standards
using the Miami–Dade County Public
Schools’ Curriculum Options for Acade-
mic Excellence Program as a vehicle for
providing examples of how strategies
in critical and creative thinking might
be implemented. For this reason, I
have arranged the standard taxonomy
and discussion that follows by intro-
ducing the principle of critical/cre-
ative thinking and then discussing the
application of a given principle to as-
pects of classroom curriculum. The
idea was also to connect theory to
practice by providing examples of the-
ory in practice as well as a formal and
informal depiction of critical thinking
standards and how these standards

might be conceived by a young pri-
mary student. (I have included a stu-
dent’s view of these standards as well
as an informal depiction in Appendix
A and Appendix B, respectively.)

Dr. de Armas and a group of teach-
ers from the Office of Advanced Acad-
emics worked with me throughout
1999 as I honed and refined the stan-
dards. I was fortunate to work with
these teachers and professionals, who
aided me tremendously with the de-
velopment of the critical/creative
thinking taxonomy. Later in 1999, I
returned to work with teachers from
various schools in actual theoretical
understanding and implementation.

All in all, the workshops held in
1999 were successful. I was able to
work with about ninety teachers from
throughout the district in several two-
day workshops. Teachers who did at-
tend the workshops held in 1999 were
excited about the opportunity to dia-
logue about how to teach for thinking
and creativity and were enthusiastic
about the opportunities and chal-
lenges to infuse critical thinking in-
struction within their curriculums.
They also found that the time af-
forded them to dialogue and think
critically about their own profession
and engage in critical metacognition
regarding teaching, learning, and the
assumptions they have developed was
immensely important in allowing
them to see alternative ways of look-
ing at the teaching-learning world.

It was interesting, in working with
teachers as well as staff, that all the
teachers commented about the rush to
adhere to state standardized tests and



that this kept them from teaching cre-
ative and critical thinking. Most all
agreed that these standardized tests
did little to help students think more
critically or creatively, failed to assess
reasoning, provided no opportunities
or incentives for metacognitive work
or directions in curriculum redesign,
and acted as an impediment to au-
thentic learning and assessment. This
was precisely because teaching-to-the-
test took valuable time away from real
instructional practices that promised
to help students think. This is an im-
portant observation, as Florida is one
of the more controversial states in-
volved in academic accountability
measures. Dade County Public
Schools are also involved in the na-
tion’s first statewide voucher system,
adopted in April of 2000, a system
based on holding schools, teachers,
and students accountable to state stan-
dards. Yet the majority of teachers
agreed that their independence, cre-
ativity, and methods of instruction had
all been compromised by the Florida
Comprehensive Assessment Test
(FCAT), Florida’s statewide assess-
ment instrument. If the FCAT was
preventing teachers from teaching
critically and creatively, these teachers
wondered how the state could require
such tests without input from teachers
themselves. Furthermore, finding
themselves held hostage to an inau-
thentic, state-mandated test and see-
ing their schools rated with an A, B,
C, D, or F had left many teachers de-
spondent, shocked, and in a state of
intellectual and emotional turmoil and
despair.

Dr. de Armas is an enlightened ad-
ministrator committed to offering
teachers powerful opportunities to de-
velop their critical capacity to teach
students how to think. None of the
work we accomplished with the few
teachers we were able to work with
could have been done without her
leadership and vision. Whether her ef-
forts and those of her staff will be
fruitful or even allowed to continue
will greatly depend on the politics of
education and how the controversy
over learning and teaching becomes
dialogically translated in the Dade
County Public School District. Un-
fortunately, the theory and practices of
the district are vitiating administrative
and teacher efforts at increasing the
critical and creative thinking of Dade
County’s children. All Florida citizens
should be alarmed. At this point in
time, with the school district’s slavish
allegiance to illegitimate state stan-
dards, the critical and creative pro-
gram that Dr. de Armas and I theo-
rized and developed has been shelved
indefinitely. Our plans to have teach-
ers experiment with the standards and
then return for dialogue was sabotaged
by preparation for state-mandated
testing.

I was pleased to have been enlisted
to develop the critical and creative as-
sessment standards for the Office of
Advanced Academics and felt privi-
leged to work closely with teachers. I
seriously believe that the time I did
work with teachers allowed all of us to
begin to reformulate a dialogue re-
garding what it means to think intelli-
gently and creatively. We also discov-
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ered our own criticality and creativity
and thought deeply about how we
might reconstruct our curriculums,
instructional methods, and assessment
practices to help students develop
their critical and creative potentials.
While my frustration lies with Dade
County Public School’s myopic view
of student achievement and their dis-
trict practices in demoralizing and
deskilling teachers, my optimism rests
on my assumption that the creative
performance art of teaching and
learning will refuse to be reduced to
an act of mechanical attainment and
standardized evaluation. My enthusi-
asm is also built on my ardent belief in
our citizens’ ability to understand and
struggle for educational opportunities
that develop the critical capacities of
all our nation’s children.

By escalating the public’s awareness
of critical and creative thinking, Dr.
de Armas and the teachers who partic-
ipated in the critical/creative thinking
project in the state of Florida, and
particularly in the Dade County Pub-
lic Schools, have done a tremendous
service to our nation’s children.

The following is a formal depiction
of the critical and creative thinking
standards that I developed for the
Florida Dade County Public Schools
Academic Excellence Program.
Though these are certainly not the
only critical and creative thinking
skills that should be taught to stu-
dents, I felt that the following thirty-
five concepts were an important be-
ginning. In presenting this taxonomy,
I acknowledge the issue of multiple
intelligences and do not make any

claims that these thirty-five concepts
are exhaustive or exclusively signifi-
cant. Rather, these principles and
strategies of critical and creative
thinking have been developed so that
teachers, parents, and students might
gain an insight into what it means to
think critically and how we as educa-
tors might organize and develop criti-
cal and creative thinking curriculums
that engage reasoning, self-author-
ship, and inventiveness. At the very
least, I am hoping that they provide a
subject matter and forum for contin-
ued viable and imaginative discussions
regarding what students should know
and how they might come to know it.

The Standards

Critical and Creative Thinking
Standards for Dade County Public
Schools Advanced Academic Program

Mission: Students will demonstrate
growth and development in critical
and creative thinking.

A Taxonomy of Critical and Creative
Thinking Goals and Objectives for
Students and Teachers

Rationale: Critical and creative
thinkers are interested in developing

Written and prepared for Dade County Public
Schools Office of Advanced Academics by Dr.
Danny Weil, The Critical Thinking Institute.
Edited by Holly Kathleen Anderson, MA.
Copyright © Dr. Danny Weil, the Dade
County Public Schools Academic Excellence
Program.



their capacity to solve problems, make
decisions, and continuously assess
their thinking to determine its
strengths, weaknesses, and limitations.
They are imbued with a sense of
imagination and curiosity that calls on
them to seek complex answers to com-
plex questions. They are uncomfort-
able with complacency and seek to
find new and innovative ways of ap-
proaching life’s possibilities. They are
particularly interested in developing
effective modes of thinking in the cog-
nitive areas of abstract, systematic,
evaluative, and collaborative thinking,
and they are aware of the affective
area of emotional intelligence and its
relationship to creative and critical
thought. Critical thinkers seek to rou-
tinely evaluate their thinking and as-
sess their thought patterns relative to
criteria. They seek to subject what
they think they know to critical scru-
tiny in the interest of achieving the
best results, the best decisions, and the
best solutions to problems. Finally,
critical and creative thinkers are con-
cerned with all of the above as it af-
fects good judgment and innovation.

The following represents a taxon-
omy of critical and creative thinking
goals and objectives. They have been
divided into categories associated with
modes of thinking that have been rec-
ognized as important in the develop-
ment of critical and creative thinking.

Abstract thinking is thinking that is
comfortable and fluent with large
ideas, a thinking that heralds ambigu-
ity. Abstract thinking is thinking that
is articulate and comfortable with ab-
stractions and symbolic representa-

tions of information and ideas. Ab-
stract thinkers reason deductively
from general concepts to particular
situations.

Systematic thinking is grounded on
an understanding that we as human
beings construct systems and that
there is a logic to all disciplines, theo-
ries, perspectives, and positions. Sys-
tematic thinkers understand ideas and
their interrelationships. Systematic
thinking experiences ideas not in iso-
lation from one another, but holisti-
cally within a complex web of interre-
lated ideas and principles. Systematic
thinking seeks to constantly relate the
parts to the whole and whole to parts
and is essential to unlock logical sys-
tems of thought for purposes of analy-
sis and evaluation.

Evaluative thinking routinely exper-
iments with and assesses its own work
and underlying thinking. It is thinking
that experiences itself in a constant
state of pregnancy as it continually
gives birth to new ideas and creative
ways to foster improvement. Evalua-
tive thinking is a commitment to think-
ing that is constantly scrutinizing itself
and the thinking of others in the in-
terest of self-betterment and continu-
ous improvement. It is motivated and
achieved by inner questioning and at-
titudes of humility and courage.

Collaborative thinking recognizes
our interdependence on the thinking
of others. It is thinking that incorpo-
rates attitudes and dispositions that
collaboratively confront increasingly
complex problems within an atmos-
phere of civility and inquiry. It is
founded on the notion of synergy: that
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if people follow a rational sequence of
events and incorporate good values
and attitudes of thinking amongst
each other, they will perform beyond
the sum of their individual resources.
Collaborative thinkers understand
that they do not surrender their indi-
viduality simply because they harness
their efforts with others. On the con-
trary, much like a musician in an or-
chestra, collaborative thinkers under-
stand that working with others serves
to increase individual effectiveness
and sense of self.

Emotional intelligence, or the affec-
tive dimension of learning, recognizes
that critical and creative thinking is
more than just sets of cognitive skills
but also involves a compilation of atti-
tudes or dispositions that must be cul-
tivated and nourished. Developing
emotional intelligence involves expe-
riencing a variety of situations with
others and learning to understand
how others see and process the world.
Critical thinking teachers know that
this intelligence is learned, and they
seek to offer students opportunities to
develop an insight into the attitudinal
aspect of thinking. They also know
that these attitudes and dispositions
are indispensable for open-minded
critical and creative thinking and are
recognized as essential for teaching
creative and critical thought.

The Five Dimensions of Critical 
and Creative Thinking Behaviors
and Attitudes

1. Problem-Solving and 
Decision-Making Dimension

S-1 Defining and Identifying
Problems

S-2 Defining and Identifying Goals
S-3 Using Information Critically
S-4 Distinguishing Relevant from

Irrelevant Information
S-5 Questioning Deeply: Learn-

ing to Think Socratically
S-6 Examining and Evaluating

Assumptions and Beliefs
S-7 Generating and Assessing

Effective Decisions and
Solutions

S-8 Exploring Consequences and
Implications

S-9 Making Plausible Inferences,
Coming to Good Conclu-
sions, Making Effective Deci-
sions, and Learning to Inter-
pret Critically

S-10 Giving Reasons and Evaluat-
ing Evidence and Alleged
Facts

2. Analytical and Evaluative 
Thinking Dimension

S-11 Avoiding Overgeneralizations
and Oversimplifications

S-12 Developing Criteria for
Evaluation

S-13 Evaluating the Credibility of
Sources of Information

S-14 Analyzing or Evaluating
Arguments, Interpretations,
Beliefs, or Theories

S-15 Analyzing and Evaluating
Actions or Policies

S-16 Comparing and Contrasting
Ideals with Actual Practice

S-17 Evaluating Perspectives,
Interpretations, or Theories



3. Systematic Thinking Dimension

S-18 Comparing Analogous Situa-
tions: Transferring Educa-
tional Insights into New
Contexts

S-19 Making Interdisciplinary
Connections

S-20 Noting Significant Similari-
ties and Differences

4. Collaborative Thinking Dimension

S-21 Reasoning Dialogically: Com-
paring Perspectives, Interpre-
tations, and Theories

S-22 Reasoning Dialectically:
Evaluating Perspectives, In-
terpretations, and Theories

S-23 Developing One’s Perspective
S-24 Listening Critically
S-25 Practicing Questioning:

Learning to Explore Beliefs,
Theories, and Perspectives

5. Emotional Intelligence/
Affective Dimension

S-26 Independent Thinking:
Developing an Investigative
Orientation

S-27 Developing Intellectual
Empathy

S-28 Developing Intellectual
Humility

S-29 Developing Intellectual
Imagination and Curiosity

S-30 Developing Intellectual
Efficacy

S-31 Developing a Tolerance for
Ambiguity

S-32 Developing Intellectual Per-
severance and Discipline

S-33 Developing Intellectual 
Courage

S-34 Developing Intellectual
Civility

S-35 Developing Intellectual
Integrity

The Problem-Solving and 
Decision-Making Dimension

Principle S-1: Defining and Identifying
Problems. Learning to clearly and
precisely define problems in thinking
is a substantial goal of critical thinking
instruction. Fifty percent of all prob-
lem solving involves defining the
problem. All good decisions and solu-
tions to problems require a clear un-
derstanding of what the actual prob-
lem is. Helping students separate
causes from solutions, symptoms from
problems, and subproblems from real
problems is essential for teaching stu-
dents to think critically. For example,
defining the wrong problem can send
a student down the wrong path to, at a
minimum, irrelevant solutions, and
ensure that she will not understand
the subject matter or concepts she is
examining. Helping students define
problems—to take what they are
learning and phrase inquiry in the
form of questions to be answered
through research and collaboration—
is a goal of critical instruction. We
want our students to define the issues
they are learning and then take intel-
lectual responsibility for pursuing
reading, writing, speaking, and listen-
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ing in the interest of answering their
own questions. This requires a clear
understanding of exactly what prob-
lems are and how we go about identi-
fying them. Furthermore, it involves
learning how to frame problems in di-
vergent ways, ways that call upon ex-
pansionary thinking in the interest of
creativity.

Application to Classroom Instruction.
The classroom application was con-
ducted through the Miami–Dade
County Public Schools Curriculum
Options for Academic Excellence
Program (COAEP). Using journal-
ism, both print and broadcasting,
COAEP provided students with op-
portunities to identify and examine
problems. Teachers can ask questions
like journalists do in identifying, dis-
tinguishing, and solving problems.
Students can research the ways that
reporters identify and examine public
and private problems. They can be-
come animated to see problems as en-
vironmentalists see them in all parts of
the world and then discuss solutions
to problems from various points of
view. They can come to understand
that how we frame issues as problems
often is a result of our point of view,
and they can learn to identify points of
view when analyzing problem state-
ments. This can be extremely impor-
tant in environmental studies (CO-
AEP), where points of view abound.
Students can be encouraged to iden-
tify problems for journalistic purposes
and then write about these problems
for a real audience. In environmental
studies (COAEP), students can iden-

tify and target specific environmental
problems in their communities,
neighborhoods, state, or country.
Through an understanding of point of
view gained through speech, debate,
and literature (COAEP), students can
discuss how people with different
points of view see different problems
and why. They become actively in-
volved in critical analysis and problem
solving. They can then discuss these
points of view through debate or dis-
cussion. By examining problems and
issues within these contexts, students
can learn what happens if problems
are ill-defined or if they have not been
adequately examined.

Principle S-2: Defining and Identifying
Goals. Whenever we think, we think
for a purpose; our thinking seeks to
accomplish something. All disciplines,
subject mater, and in fact human en-
deavors in general have a purpose.
Helping students see the goals and
objectives in what they are studying is
essential to help them understand sub-
ject matter. Many problems with stu-
dents’ understanding of, for example,
biology or history come with the fact
that they do not know why they are
studying biology or history—what bi-
ologists and historians attempt to ac-
complish through their scholarly en-
deavors. By not identifying the goals
contained within various disciplines,
students cannot be expected to under-
stand the discipline as a system. For
example, without understanding what
a biologist seeks to accomplish by
studying cells, let’s say, the student



cannot possibly hope to identify bio-
logical problems in the area of cellular
formation or development. We cannot
take for granted that our students un-
derstand what historians, biologists,
mathematicians, artists, or journalists
do; in fact, we should assume the op-
posite and engage students in discus-
sions as to the purposes behind study-
ing one subject or another. Similarly,
students too have goals, in the form of
assignments, within any academic
pursuit. Are they clear as to what they
are attempting to accomplish and
why? Have they identified their own
objectives and the objectives of in-
struction in a given area?

Application to Classroom Instruction.
Using speech and debate (COAEP),
students can identify the goal of a per-
suasive speech or argument. The
teacher can ask them to identify the
objectives of a debate and then organ-
ize their thinking around accomplish-
ing this objective. In environmental
science (COAEP), students can exam-
ine and discuss environmental goals,
deciding whether they are rational.
They can research various environ-
mental concerns and see how prob-
lems and goals are related in environ-
mental studies. In art, students can see
how artists’ goals are enhanced by the
materials they choose to use and how
a clear understanding of one’s goal as
an artist can impact greatly on the vi-
sual representation of their work
(COAEP). For example, teachers can
query students regarding the goals in-
volved in using oil-based paint as op-
posed to watercolors. Students can see
the goals in art processes and then en-

gage in their own art activities, setting
goals and trying processes designed to
enhance their artistic goals. Using
shared inquiry through literature, stu-
dents can be animated to state clearly
and precisely story characters’ goals
and how their objectives and purposes
affected their characters (COAEP).
And through simulated activities (CO-
AEP), students can capture this un-
derstanding by setting their own goals
and attempting to accomplish them in
the form of simulations.

Principle S-3: Using Information Criti-
cally. Critical thinkers recognize the
importance of using reliable and rele-
vant sources of information. They
constantly seek to validate sources for
information, and they give less cre-
dence to sources that lack integrity or
those that are biased. Critical thinkers
know that they must question infor-
mation critically to determine its
overall validity. They pay critical at-
tention to how information is used
and marshaled for a particular pur-
pose. They also are aware of how in-
formation is used, classified, and cate-
gorized. For example, critical thinkers
know that there is more than one
point of view on any given issue and
that people often marshal and assem-
ble information differently, depending
on their positions, claims, and as-
sumptions. They interpret informa-
tion within the wide context of a sys-
tem of thought, not in isolation.
Critical thinkers understand that to
use information correctly they must
pay attention to how they organize the
information—how they categorize it
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and sort it. They realize that precon-
ceptions figure into the use of infor-
mation, and they constantly seek to
see information from more than one
point of view. When using informa-
tion, critical thinkers understand they
have an obligation to verify the
sources of information and seek alter-
native sources. Finally, they recognize
that to avoid becoming roadkill on the
information superhighway, they must
spend time analyzing and evaluating
information before they use it.

Application to Classroom Instruction.
As students do research in any area of
concern, whether it be art, environ-
mental studies, literature, or drama
and theater (COAEP), they will be ex-
posed to information within the field.
As teachers, we can question students
as to the sources of their information,
encourage them to seek out alterna-
tive sources, and then work with them
to use information to gain knowledge.
Through our questions and activities,
we can help students see how people
studying various subject matters ac-
quire, examine, and organize informa-
tion for problem-solving purposes.
For example, in reporting a story in
journalism, either broadcast or print,
students should be encouraged to seek
and examine a wide variety of infor-
mation on a given issue (COAEP).
Through research they can be ani-
mated to pursue information from
various points of view and then com-
pare and contrast the information to
see patterns or discrepancies. In this
way they can begin to see how various
journalists use information and for
what purposes.

In simulated learning (COAEP) in-
volving hands-on experiences, stu-
dents can assemble information, clas-
sify it, and then use it to solve
problems or make plausible inferences
about their subject matter. Drama and
theater production (COAEP) can be
used as a forum to present informa-
tion to a larger audience. This can
share scientific or historical informa-
tion through a play or skit. And using
information from various sources, stu-
dents in environmental studies can
make plausible inferences about world
climate and then discuss problems or
solutions to environmental problems
(COAEP). Throughout these endeav-
ors teachers should ask students how
they assembled the information they
received, what their sources were and
how they determined their reliability,
what patterns they saw in the informa-
tion, and how they would use the in-
formation to make predictions or de-
cisions. Students would be queried as
to how they might depict this infor-
mation for others, how others might
react to the information they have,
and what someone who disagreed with
them might say. By getting students to
appreciate and develop a healthy atti-
tude regarding information acquisi-
tion and depiction, one helps them
prepare for a world where information
has become one of the central features
of modern life.

Principle S-4: Distinguishing Relevant
from Irrelevant Information. For stu-
dents to think critically they must be
able to tell the difference between
facts that are relevant to a specific sit-



uation and those that are not. Critical
thinkers focus attention only on rele-
vant facts and seek to ferret out irrele-
vancy in their information bank. Since
relevance is always subject to point of
view, students must understand that
the determination of relevancy of facts
within any discipline is a matter of de-
bate and discussion. They must be-
come comfortable with putting forth
positions and then defending why
they believe facts or information are
relevant or not and how this affects
problem solving within a discipline.
What is relevant in one context may
not be relevant in another. If we want
students to become good purveyors of
information, they must consistently
seek to categorize information within
categories of relevance.

Application to Classroom Instruction.
When discussing an issue or problem,
when giving reasons for a position or
conclusion, or when arguing for a par-
ticular solution or decision, students
can become sensitive to how they use
information that is relevant. Many
students assume all information is rel-
evant within a context and thus do not
know how to organize their thinking
around the facts needed to make plau-
sible arguments or seek valid conclu-
sions. By asking students how specific
facts would affect their decisions, or
how certain information relates to
what they are studying, teachers can
help students to see the necessity for
relevant information. For example, in
speech and debate (COAEP), students
would be encouraged to organize their
positions around information relevant
to the topic. When students are work-

ing at putting together a speech or de-
bate, the teacher can ask why they
picked specific facts or information
and how these relate to the goals of
the debate or problem addressed in
the speech. When sorting or evaluat-
ing groups of pictures in art instruc-
tion, for example (COAEP), students
can explain why they feel the artist put
certain images in her work. When
viewing a picture of a spring day in an
impressionistic painting, students can
be queried as to why the artist in-
cluded certain visualizations in her
painting and why she left others out.
In literature (COAEP), students can
read a chapter of a text or story and
note relevant details that they can
then summarize in writing, offering
reasons for thinking the details were
relevant. They can share and discuss
what they thought and thus see the
necessity of relevance. Social studies
in particular allows students to see
how people with various positions or-
ganize information around their
claims. Finally, children can develop a
sensitivity to relevance by creating
their own stories with irrelevant facts
and then read each other’s stories to
pick out the irrelevancies.

Principle S-5: Questioning Deeply:
Learning to Think Socratically. Critical
thinkers know that to pursue issues
with any depth they must put a large
premium on questions. Being on the
quest implies that we have many ques-
tions about the knowledge we seek to
obtain. Helping students raise impor-
tant questions about what they are
studying will prepare them for the
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quest for knowledge within a subject
area and allow them to create their
own knowledge. Critical thinkers try
to figure out what they do not know
and thus see the importance of ques-
tioning as a source of probing their
reasoning and the reasoning of others.
Since each subject area has its own set
of unique questions, helping students
see these questions as an organizing
basis for all disciplines helps them to
understand the discipline as system.
For example, the questions we ask in
history are not the questions we ask in
math; the questions we seek to answer
in science are not the questions we ask
when we seek to understand the Eng-
lish language. Helping students de-
velop sensitivity toward and insight
into the various questions that are rel-
evant to a discipline helps them seek
answers and solutions to subject-mat-
ter problems; this helps students learn
to state problems about what they are
learning for inquiry purposes.

Application to Classroom Instruction.
Since texts fail to develop questions
that delve very deeply, it is the respon-
sibility of both the student and teacher
to formulate critical thinking ques-
tions that promise to uncover the dis-
cipline in question. One idea the
teacher can use is to start any activity
by asking what kinds of questions stu-
dents might have about what they are
going to study. This allows them to
begin to generate questions that can
serve as the basis for classroom discus-
sion or activity. For example, in study-
ing global warming (COAEP), stu-
dents might be asked by the teacher
before inquiry begins what questions

they have about global warming or the
environment. These could be listed on
the board and then used as the basis
for a classroom discussion as well as
research and writing. In journalism
(COAEP), students can be encouraged
to conduct interviews using questions
they have formulated beforehand.
When reading texts (COAEP), stu-
dents can turn the text headings into
questions and then read to answer
their own questions. They can then
formulate questions that go beyond
the text and find sources for answers
that they can then judge critically.

Helping students ask and formulate
questions should be a central goal of
critical and creative instruction; teach-
ers should model their own formation
of questions out loud to students, let-
ting students see them questioning
themselves and the world around
them. Students should be encouraged
through inquiry instruction to develop
an understanding of the external ques-
tions we ask others and the internal
questions we ask ourselves. For ex-
ample, when appreciating art (CO-
AEP), students might wish to think
about questions they would ask the
artist if she were present. When or-
ganizing a speech, students might be
asked what questions they need to ask
themselves to assess whether they are
accomplishing what they have set out
to accomplish. By helping students see
internal questioning as metacognition,
or the art of self-assessment, students
can begin to develop an outlook to-
ward the world that seeks understand-
ing through questioning as opposed to
self-righteousness through mere state-



ments. They can then begin not only
to answer questions, but to question
answers.

Finally, the variety of questions we
ask students will help to model for
them the types of questions that they
should be thinking about.

Principle S-6: Examining and Evaluat-
ing Assumptions and Beliefs. Critical
thinkers know that the starting points
for all reasoning are the assumptions
or beliefs we form as human beings.
Whether on a personal level or within
academic disciplines, assumptions
make up the foundations for all knowl-
edge and lead us to conclusions about
math, science, history, environmental
studies, and so on. Distinguishing be-
tween what one knows and what one
merely believes is the goal of critical
thinking; independent critical thinkers
seek out assumptions both in their
own reasoning and in the reasoning of
others and subject them to the magni-
fying glass of scrutiny. They know
that to proceed based on false assump-
tions will inevitably lead to false solu-
tions and misguided decisions. Help-
ing students question assumptions in
scholarly endeavors as well as within
their own personal lives must be a goal
of instruction. Helping students un-
derstand the assumptions they make
and the assumptions they will be
studying is essential for artful critical
thinking instruction. Furthermore,
students should be animated to ques-
tion assumptions in the interest of
creativity and self- improvement. Stu-
dents must first recognize assump-
tions and then distinguish them from

facts before they can evaluate them; it
is this process that should be afforded
rigorous instructional time.

Application to Classroom Instruction.
Since assumptions are within every-
thing that we hear, read, see and do,
teachers should look for opportunities
to encourage students to identify as-
sumptions. Every discipline is based on
assumptions about the discipline. For
example, when studying dinosaurs we
make assumptions about their size and
diet based on bones and other paleon-
tological evidence. We also make in-
ferences based on these assumptions.
Working with students to help them
identify the underlying assumptions
behind what they are studying is cru-
cial for teaching them to make plausi-
ble assumptions. For example, within
literature-based inquiry (COAEP),
students can be questioned as to what
assumptions characters in stories are
making and how these assumptions af-
fect their decisions, solutions, and ac-
tions. They can then be asked about
their own assumptions regarding this
issue or that issue. In chess (COAEP),
players make assumptions and then
engage in moves based on what they
believe or assume is the best strategy.
Engaging students in metacognitive
activities that help them identify these
assumptions and how they affected
their game is an excellent lesson. 

Asking students for their own as-
sumptions can be part of any academic
pursuit. For example, when studying
the environment or reading journalis-
tic pieces (COAEP), students can be
asked what assumptions the authors
might have had and what assumptions
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they themselves have regarding the is-
sues. They can be encouraged to com-
pare and contrast assumptions on one
issue or another for recognition and
evaluation purposes. In drama and
theater (COAEP), students should be
able to see the importance of under-
standing the assumptions of a charac-
ter before that character is acted out.
Understanding a character’s belief
structure is essential to a good dra-
matic enactment of that character’s
persona. Similarly, if students were to
engage in simulation (COAEP), for
example conjuring up an imaginative
civilization or city, they would need to
identify the assumptions that underlie
how the city would be run and what
rules and laws might be adopted. Fi-
nally, through questioning, teachers
can ask students to examine their own
assumptions within any area of aca-
demic endeavor and then discuss their
reasons and evidence with other stu-
dents in the form of a speech or de-
bate (COAEP).

Principle S-7: Generating and Assessing
Effective Decisions and Solutions. Gen-
erating and assessing effective deci-
sions and solutions to problems is a
goal of critical thinking. Critical
thinking is required to obtain good re-
sults, and critical thinkers know that
good results are the product of good
reasoning. Because solutions and deci-
sions must be generated and conjured
up in thought, critical thinkers know
that using information wisely, identi-
fying problems clearly, and subjecting
assumptions to the light of scrutiny go
a long way toward generating solu-

tions and decisions. They also know
that the process of generating effec-
tive solutions and decisions is not a
product of hasty or sloppy decision
making or problem solving, but is a
slow methodical process whereby
comparisons are employed to seek the
best solution or the best decision. Be-
cause solutions and decisions affect
others, critical thinkers know the im-
portance of points of view, and they
seek points of view when attempting
to generate effective solutions and de-
cisions. Because critical thinking is
based on nonlinear, divergent think-
ing, critical thinkers know that the
more expansionary their thinking be-
comes (that is, the more abstract and
holistic), the more creative their solu-
tions and decisions will be.

Application to Classroom Instruction.
Unfortunately, what teachers and stu-
dents confront in most textbooks rela-
tive to problem solving and decision
making are problem-solving steps that
the student is forced to accept when
attempting to solve a problem.
Whether it is an algorithm in mathe-
matics or a positivistic approach to a
social studies problem, the approach
tends to be the same: linear, conver-
gent thinking steps whereby students
are never encouraged to generate their
own solutions or, at a minimum, to
understand how the solutions or steps
we generate are formulated. This un-
necessarily limits the divergent think-
ing process that seeks to expand rea-
soning through consideration of a host
of problem-solving approaches. Stu-
dents need to consider how others ap-
proach problems and come to solu-



tions, not just study linear models that
ask for blind obedience rather than for
thinking. For example, when dis-
cussing environmental solutions with
students (COAEP), the teacher can
bring into consideration many points
of view, perhaps those of Native
Americans, farmers, business people,
or labor organizers. Encouraging stu-
dents to see how others have formu-
lated problems and generated solutions
allows them to see different reasoning
and problem-solving approaches. As
discussed earlier, problem solving and
solution generation rely to a great de-
gree on the problem formulation, or a
clear and precise understanding of the
problem. Thus, it is recommended
that the teacher have the student state
the problems to be solved or decisions
to be made clearly.

Students should explore causes of
problems, for example, causes of a
problem they are looking at journalis-
tically (COAEP); after reasoning
within multiple points of view about
these causes, they may seek to refor-
mulate the problem. This encourages
creative, divergent thinking and helps
students see the relationship between
the solutions and decisions they gen-
erate and the problems they are at-
tempting to solve. In speech or debate
(COAEP), students should seek to
marshal reasons for their conclusions
and solutions and explain how they
came to generate these conclusions.
Teachers can ask questions of students
that encourage them to identify the
problem, come up with solutions, ex-
amine solutions, and recognize multi-
ple points of view surrounding issues
and problems. In chess, for example

(COAEP), students should be able to
see how their decision to play the
game one way is a generated solution
on their part; they should seek to un-
derstand their game as an attempt to
solve a problem. Finally, in environ-
mental studies (COAEP), teachers
might want to provide students with
opportunities to evaluate solutions
tried and to propose alternative solu-
tions based on examined assumptions
and beliefs.

Principle S-8: Exploring Consequences
and Implications. Critical thinkers can
see the implications or consequences
of statements and thinking. They rea-
son consequentially. This allows them
to develop a richer and fuller under-
standing of the meaning and implica-
tions of their thinking. Critical thinkers
know that all thinking has implica-
tions, and they seek to understand the
consequences, or what follows from
thinking. When considering beliefs or
decisions, critical thinkers analyze the
implications of such beliefs or actions.
Understanding that all thinking has
consequences allows critical thinkers
to plan alternative courses of action,
anticipate a wide range of solutions to
problems, and learn to prioritize con-
clusions, decisions, and solutions based
on the implications and consequences
of their thinking.

Application to Classroom Instruction.
Teachers should ask students to state
consistently the implications of the
thinking they are confronting or em-
bracing. When using literature
(COAEP), teachers can ask students to
state the implications of a character’s
actions. They can then work to change
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the story relative to the consequences
they would like to see. In environmen-
tal studies (COAEP), students should
be able to state the implications of
changes in environmental policy, who
is affected, problems that arise, and as-
sumptions behind policy decisions.
Through questioning they can come
to evaluate the policies relative to the
consequences as seen from multiple
points of view. In art appreciation and
instruction (COAEP), students should
be able to comment on the implica-
tions of using specific colors or brush
strokes when painting for one purpose
or another. This will allow them to see
the painting as a system that itself has
a logic, that painting decisions are
based on the consequences of style and
stroke, not simply a product. When
conducting speeches or debating is-
sues (COAEP), students should be
able to argue for points of view based
on consequences that they have ana-
lyzed. This will allow them to develop
a critical understanding of debate.

Principle S-9: Making Plausible Infer-
ences, Coming to Good Conclusions, Mak-
ing Effective Decisions, and Learning to
Interpret Critically. An inference is a
statement about the unknown based
on what is known. All of us make in-
ferences; we could not live without
them. Within the body of all disci-
plines can be found inferences or con-
clusions about the world. Scientists in-
fer the climate on Jupiter only to be
confronted with evidence from the
Space Telescope that tells them their
inference was wrong. Social scientists
advocate policy solutions to problems
that they infer are correct only to dis-

cover they might have been wrong.
Critical thinking seeks to reach sound
conclusions, make effective decisions,
and generate good solutions based on
observation and information. It is
thinking obsessed with good judg-
ment. Critical thinkers know it is im-
portant to distinguish what they ob-
serve from what they conclude, and
they distinguish instances when they
are guessing from instances when they
are coming to sound conclusions.
They also know that it is important to
include the reasoning of other points
of view when making decisions and
generating solutions. They are aware
of the tendency of bias in thought and
look for evidence before coming to
conclusions. When interpreting situa-
tions, critical thinkers know that their
perception of the world influences
how they see reality or interpret life’s
messages, and they seek to examine
the assumptions underlying their in-
terpretations and are interested in
how others interpret similar situa-
tions. Since all of our interpretations
are based on what we infer, critical
thinkers know that they must subject
inferences to critical examination in
the interest of good judgment.

Application to Classroom Instruction.
Teachers can animate students to
make inferences based on almost any
academic pursuit. Students in primary
grades can be asked to infer aspects of
the world when dinosaurs roamed;
students in older grades can be asked
to make inferences about classmate ac-
tions or school policies; and using lit-
erature (COAEP), all students can be
asked to make inferences about story
titles, characters, and story actions.



Using chess as an example of inference
generation, students can discuss how
their inferences have consequences for
the way they play the game. They can
explain how they arrived at conclu-
sions to play the game one way or an-
other and begin to see how their rea-
soning develops.

In environmental science instruc-
tion (COAEP), students can propose
their own inferences or predictions as
to what might happen if specific envi-
ronmental policies were or were not
adopted. When conducting science
experiments, they can learn to distin-
guish their observations from their in-
ferences and learn to interpret the re-
sults of experiments critically. This
will allow them to develop scientific
thinking as opposed to just “doing sci-
ence.” In art appreciation (COAEP),
students can infer situations, issues,
and history from paintings and then
use research to check the accuracy of
their inferences. Of course, teachers
should help students generate per-
sonal examples from their own lives of
when they might have made good or
bad inferences and what happened.
Helping students gain insight into the
conclusions they come to, the deci-
sions they make, and the interpreta-
tions they engage in promotes good
judgment and character development
through reasoning.

Principle S-10: Giving Reasons and
Evaluating Evidence and Alleged Facts.
Since critical thinking is reasoning, or
coming to conclusions based on rea-
sons, critical thinkers know that their
reasoning has elements or compo-

nents that they must pay attention to.
They are interested in taking apart
their reasoning and the reasoning of
others in the interest of systematic un-
derstanding. They look to see how the
dance we call reasoning is assembled
and know that the dance is composed
of steps. Critical thinkers know that all
reasoning requires evidence for con-
clusions reached, and critical thinkers
have a healthy appreciation for evi-
dence and reasons. Teachers must learn
to give reasons for their own actions,
decisions, and directives. This model-
ing will allow students to see the im-
portance of evidence in reasoning.
When reasoning, critical thinkers are
comfortable being asked for and giv-
ing reasons for their conclusions or
decisions. They do not find a request
for their evidence intimidating or
threatening. In fact, they consistently
look for reasons and evidence in what
they are studying and in the claims
they make and hear. More than that,
critical thinkers look for evidence that
does not agree with their conclusions,
and they invite critique of evidence
that does. Critical thinkers know that
evidence is what we use to support
claims or arguments; it’s proof. They
also know that not all information and
facts are evidence, and they work to
evaluate evidence that is collateral to
assumptions or claims. Finally, critical
thinkers know that evidence is not al-
ways complete, accurate, or relevant,
and they evaluate evidence with a set
of criteria.

Application to Classroom Instruction.
Teachers should always ask students
for their reasons when they come to

446 FLORIDA STATE STANDARDS



447Florida’s Advanced Academic Standards 

conclusions about anything. Teachers
can consistently ask questions like:
How do you know? Why do you think that
is true? What evidence do you have?
When students’ answers seem incom-
plete or not fully developed, the
teacher should continue probing their
reasoning. They might ask questions
like these: What other evidence do you
have? How do you know the information
is true? What assumptions are you mak-
ing, and how do you know they are true?
When discussing interpretations of
literature or art (COAEP), students
should be routinely asked to show
specifically where in the material they
got that interpretation. The sentence,
passage, or art representation can be
clarified and discussed and the stu-
dent’s interpretation better under-
stood and examined. Students can
learn to distinguish evidence from in-
formation by instruction in the rela-
tionship between claims and evidence.
For example, in environmental studies
(COAEP), students should be encour-
aged to examine environmental claims
from multiple groups with different
points of view in light of the evidence
and reasons being used to support the
claims. They might then use speech or
debate (COAEP) to discuss the evi-
dence and comment on its veracity or
validity. Some questions teachers
might wish to ask would include: Why
do you think so? How do you know?
Where did the evidence come from? How
do we know it is true? What is the evi-
dence supporting? Why? Is there any rea-
son to question the evidence? What rea-
sons? How might we find out what other
evidence exists?

Analytical and Evaluative 
Thinking Dimension

Principle S-11: Avoiding Overgeneral-
izations and Oversimplifications. Sim-
plifying problems and experiences in
an attempt to make them easier to
understand and act upon is natural
and normal and a necessary part of
analytical and evaluative thinking.
Generalizations and simplifications by
themselves are not bad; however,
oversimplifying and overgeneralizing
(viewing issues in terms of black and
white, with no sensitivity to their
complexity and intricacy) can result in
miscommunication, misrepresenta-
tion, and outright distortion. For ex-
ample, viewing people or groups as
“all bad or all good” is an example of
an oversimplification leading to a
stereotype. Seeing the differences be-
tween useful simplifications that serve
to inform and misleading oversimpli-
fications that seek to misrepresent and
distort is an important critical think-
ing skill. When analyzing and evaluat-
ing situations, critical thinkers seek to
scrutinize generalizations, probe for
exceptions, and as a result use appro-
priate qualifiers in their language
when discussing issues and beliefs.
They are aware of the problems with
overgeneralized language, such as in
using the terms everyone, all people, al-
ways and never.

Application to Classroom Instruction.
Using children’s literature to enhance
reading skills (COAEP), teachers can
ask questions about literature that
tends to oversimplify. For example, if
a literature selection overlooks factors



by stating only one cause of a problem
situation, or event, the teacher can
pose questions seeking students’ rea-
soning regarding other possible con-
tributing factors. For example, teach-
ers can ask questions such as these:
Was it all M’s fault? How or in what
way? Did X help create the problem? How
and why? Is this situation “just like that
one”? What are some differences? Also,
through simulations of events (CO-
AEP), students can play devil’s-
advocate roles and bring other points
of view to the material they are study-
ing. This is especially true for history
or social studies, where simplistic rea-
sons for behaviors or simplistic causes
of situations are often put forth.
Through such activities as speech or
debate (COAEP), students can be in-
structed and encouraged to develop
insight into the appropriate use of
qualifiers in language such as highly
likely, probably, not very likely, often,
usually, seldom, I doubt, most, many, and
some. This allows students to under-
stand the principles of generalization.

Principle S-12: Developing Criteria for
Evaluation. Since critical thinking is
a search for merit, truth, and conse-
quently good judgment, critical
thinkers know that developing and us-
ing criteria for evaluation is an impor-
tant thinking process. They know that
their judgments are the result of the
criteria they apply to their thinking.
And critical thinkers know that prefer-
ential criteria (that is, the criteria we
develop to make choices such as what
to wear or what ice cream to buy) are
different from the criteria we develop

to form reasoned judgments. Critical
thinkers know that reasoned judgment
involves the necessity to include mul-
tiple points of view, whereas preferen-
tial judgments are simply what we like
and require no other points of view.
Further, critical thinkers are aware
that they have values and how those
values enter into the formation of
their judgments and criteria. When
developing criteria, critical thinkers
are aware of the purpose of their eval-
uation; they pay attention to what is
being evaluated and the function that
the evaluation is supposed to serve.
Critical thinkers know that criteria
can vary depending on points of view,
and thus they seek to identify and take
into consideration a wide variety of
points of view when engaging in fair-
minded evaluation.

Application to Classroom Instruction.
Whether working in environmental
studies, art appreciation, or literature
(COAEP), the student will always be
evaluating. Whenever this occurs, the
teacher can ask the student the pur-
pose of the evaluation, what they are
attempting to evaluate, the criteria
they are using or developing, and the
consequences of the evaluation. Stu-
dents need to gain insight into the dif-
ference between the preferential crite-
ria they use, such as what movie to go
to or what shoes to buy, and the crite-
ria we develop when engaging in rea-
soned judgment. When evaluating a
theater performance (COAEP), for
example, the student should be able to
explain her criteria for deciding what
was good about the play and what was
not. The teacher can then ask how
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preferential criteria might be different
from the criteria we use to make judg-
ments that require reasoning. When-
ever the teacher discusses criteria in a
group setting, she should elicit multi-
ple points of view and ask students for
their reasoning as to how they devel-
oped their criteria and why. The
teacher might share how she evaluates
students and discuss her criteria with
them. Students should be encouraged
through questioning to compare and
contrast differing criteria and then
come to conclusions as to why they
are different and the consequences of
using one set or another.

As much as possible, students
should be encouraged to develop cri-
teria for their own mental perform-
ance in and out of school, so that they
can learn to routinely examine their
own lives against criteria they have au-
thored. These metacognitive activities
can take the form of simulations
(COAEP) and performance and port-
folio assessment. Helping students to
see that criteria are issue-specific and
then having them develop and apply
criteria will give them opportunities to
gain insight into the purpose and ob-
jectives of a criterion. Some questions
that might be useful would be: What
are we evaluating? Why do people evalu-
ate X? What are Xs for? Can you name
and describe an X that is good? One that
is bad? How did you decide what is good
and bad? Are there other categories of cri-
teria we should consider when evaluating
X? What are the characteristics of a good
X and why? When student responses
are too vague or reveal little, the
teacher can ask what the student

means. This allows the student to ex-
plicate and at the same time see the
importance of the criteria for choos-
ing words when attempting to com-
municate.

Principle S-13: Evaluating the Credibil-
ity of Sources of Information. In a
world that is characterized by infor-
mation overload, learning to assess the
reliability of sources of information is
essential for today’s consumer of in-
formation. Critical thinkers know that
the information they receive is only as
good as the source it comes from.
They are concerned with evaluating
sources of information; they know
that vested interests serve often to
skew information, and they seek alter-
native points of view when evaluating
sources of information. Critical
thinkers analyze not simply informa-
tion that supports their position but
also information that leads to dis-
agreement. They consistently seek
contradictions in information and
then seek to reconcile discrepancies.
They realize that misinformation and
misperception influence how we
think, and thus we often see what we
want to see even if it is not there. Crit-
ical thinkers pay close attention to the
tendency for bias when judging the
credibility of informational sources.

Application to Classroom Instruction.
When discussing an issue upon which
people disagree, one that requires rea-
soned judgment, the teacher can en-
courage students to gather informa-
tion from a variety of sources
representing different points of view.
We want students to research differ-



ent points of view if they are to see
how information is assembled by vari-
ous frames of reference. They can dis-
cuss discrepancies in the information
and then discuss motives behind vari-
ous points of view and how these mo-
tives might influence the information
provided. In speech and debate
(COAEP), students should be encour-
aged not only to verify their sources of
information but also to research
sources that are not in line with their
own reasoning. This is essential think-
ing for debate exercises, as debaters
should be able to clearly and precisely
set forth information and sources their
opponents will rely on. When looking
at art criticism (COAEP) and espe-
cially published art critiques, students
could be animated to discuss the
sources of the critique and how they
feel these sources might influence the
critique itself.

Principle S-14: Analyzing and Evaluat-
ing Arguments, Interpretations, Beliefs,
or Theories. Instead of using mere
preference as a tool for agreeing or
disagreeing with a position or claim,
critical thinkers know that they must
base their judgments on reasoning.
They seek to penetrate arguments and
assess their merits by using their rea-
soning to explore assumptions, how
arguments assemble and verify infor-
mation, the consequences and impli-
cations of beliefs and theories, and
how arguments frame issues and for
what purposes. Critical thinkers are
sensitive to strengths and weaknesses
in arguments, and as we have dis-
cussed, they develop criteria they use

to judge claims and premises. When
evaluating or judging an argument or
position, critical thinkers have a
healthy appreciation for evidence and
attempt to justify claims and conclu-
sions in light of the evidence set forth
to substantiate them. Furthermore,
critical thinkers analyze arguments
and theories in opposition to one an-
other—alongside one another, so to
speak—as a way of highlighting key
assumptions and differences, contrast-
ing claims, and comparing what they
might have in common.

Application to Classroom Instruction.
Whether they are working on envi-
ronmental studies, speech and debate,
literature, or art appreciation (CO-
AEP), students will be presented with
arguments, interpretations, and be-
liefs. Their job will be to analyze them
in the interest of reasoned judgment.
Therefore, these moments should be
capitalized on by the teacher to teach
processes for analyzing arguments and
theories. Instead of asking students if
they disagree or agree with a position,
the teacher should encourage students
to analyze positions alongside one an-
other. A teacher might use questions
like these: What do these arguments pro-
pose? How are they different? What in-
formation do they rely on? Why is it dif-
ferent? What sources does the information
come from? Why do they use different
sources? What reasons and evidence are
given with these points of view in favor of
their assumptions? What are their as-
sumptions anyway? By practicing ana-
lytic techniques such as identifying as-
sumptions, looking for evidence,
noting how arguments use informa-
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tion, or analyzing their own purposes
and how they see problems or ques-
tions at issue, students develop the mi-
croskills of familiarizing and practic-
ing analytic techniques. They soon
become more comfortable in knowing
what to look for and how to put forth
a good argument. Thereafter, in
speech they can plan better by know-
ing the components of argumentation
(COAEP). In journalism, they can
write a more comprehensive account
of events by knowing how their infor-
mation fits into theories and interpre-
tations (COAEP). And in literature,
they can better understand characters
and their mental formulations (CO-
AEP). Whenever possible, teachers
should encourage students to develop
their own theories, ideas, and argu-
ments and then share them with oth-
ers for purposes of analysis. This al-
lows them to transfer these critical
thinking insights into their own lives.

Principle S-15: Analyzing and Evaluat-
ing Actions and Policies. All of us are
asked each and every day to evaluate
actions and policies. Whether it is
judging behavior, rules, procedures,
actions of people, or the actions of
ourselves, we are constantly analyzing
and evaluating actions and policies.
When evaluating actions and policies,
critical thinkers pay copious attention
to criteria and the consequences of ac-
tions and policies. They know that ac-
tions rest on assumptions, and critical
thinkers list evaluating assumptions as
an important aspect of evaluating and
analyzing actions and policies.

Application to Classroom Instruction.

When reading literature, students are
consistently introduced to the actions
of storybook and literature characters.
The teacher can encourage students
to raise questions about the actions
and policies they read about. The
teacher can ask questions such as
these: Why did X do that? What were
the consequences of his actions? What rea-
sons did he give for his actions? Who bene-
fited from his actions and who did not?
Why? How do you decide what actions to
engage in? What do you think about . . . ?
When looking at pollution in studying
environmental policies (COAEP), stu-
dents should examine and analyze the
policies. They should look at the poli-
cies as they affect all points of view
and not just the point of view of the
environmentalist or polluter. They
should have opportunities to discuss
school policies and classroom policies
and, if possible, develop their own
rules for actions. This way they can
learn how policies are designed, for
what purpose, for whose benefit, un-
der what conditions, and surrounding
what issues. This allows them to eval-
uate real policies in a real context. And
of course, when studying history and
social studies, students can consis-
tently analyze and evaluate the poli-
cies of governments, countries, corpo-
rations, and citizens.

Principle S-16: Comparing and Con-
trasting Ideals with Actual Practices.
Critical thinkers attempt to contrast
facts and ideals. They understand the
gap between reality and possibility.
This is especially true for those inter-
ested in self-improvement and social



improvement. Without the ability to
see ourselves accurately and clearly,
we are not able to admit to our weak-
nesses and frailties. The tendency is to
see ourselves and social reality wedded
to what we would like ourselves and
reality to be, not what they truly are.
Critical thinkers seek to see the gaps
between what currently exists and
what might be, between what is and
what is not. They understand that
pointing out the discrepancy between
ideals and actual reality is a necessary
and fundamental thinking skill.

Application to Classroom Instruction.
Whenever students study and discuss
society and social issues, whether they
are environmental, judicial, social, or
ethical, they should be comparing
ideals with actual practices. In litera-
ture, students could compare and
contrast actions and statements by
characters and narrators to show dis-
crepancies between ideals and actual
practice. When discussing issues such
as generosity and honesty, for ex-
ample, students can be encouraged to
express their views on generosity and
honesty in actual practice. They can
use examples from their own lives to
show relevance and understanding.

Because textbooks consistently
present sanitized versions of social
events, students should be afforded re-
sources that allow them to see how
what is depicted ideally compares to
actual practice. For example, when
studying the free market, students can
see where this ideal is violated in real-
ity. This means looking under the sur-
face of the claim to find actual situa-
tions where this assumption does not

work. Socially idealistic claims are
made in environmental studies by
people of many points of view, and
students need opportunities to see
how actual practice compares to these
claims. In assembling speeches or de-
bates, students should be able to sub-
mit evidence from actual practice that
shows idealistic claims to be false.
This allows them to pay attention to
details while at the same time learning
to analyze generalities through
specifics. The teacher might animate
students to become conscious of their
own actions and how their actions
might or might not be supporting the
ideals and behaviors the students
themselves profess or want. These dis-
cussions can be used to talk about
school policy, behavioral problems,
and conflict resolution.

Principle S-17: Evaluating Perspectives,
Interpretations, or Theories. Whenever
we evaluate perspectives, interpreta-
tions, and theories, we lay them beside
one another in order to test their
weaknesses and strengths. We want to
see how ideas stack up against one an-
other so that we can judge them. We
call this dialectical reasoning. As soon
as we begin to scratch the surface of
perspectives or theories, we begin to
see which ideas are consistent, which
clash, which are not logical, which are
rational, and on and on. We do this so
we might develop our own perspec-
tive, find ideas we wish to integrate
with those we already accept, and rec-
oncile conflicts that might exist. To do
this, we need to feel comfortable mov-
ing in and out of conflicting theories,

452 FLORIDA STATE STANDARDS



453Florida’s Advanced Academic Standards 

beliefs, and points of view. We engage
in the notion of critique in the interest
of synthesis or the development of
new ideas.

Application to Classroom Instruction.
When the student is faced with two or
more points of view on any issue, she
must evaluate perspectives and inter-
pretations side by side. This dialectical
reasoning can be encouraged through
stories in literature (COAEP). Speech,
debate, and environmental studies all
engage divergent points of view (CO-
AEP) and thus can be opportunities
for reasoning dialectically. Real life af-
fords countless opportunities to rea-
son dialectically, and students should
be encouraged to express their own
voice alongside that of authority when
evaluating perspectives. Questioning
assumptions, inferences in thinking,
how information is used, the conse-
quences of thinking, and how points
of view identify goals and problems
would be the substance of discussion.
Students should be questioned as to
how people with conflicting points of
view reason, and they should be able
to analyze the constituent parts of a
reasoned argument.

Systematic Thinking Dimension

Principle S-18: Comparing Analogous
Situations: Transferring Educational In-
sights into New Domains. Whenever
we think, our mind organizes infor-
mation in such a way that we are able
to use it. When we apply ideas to new
situations, we look for analogies.
Analogies allow us to transfer what we
are learning or discovering into our

own lives in new contexts. Analogies
help make learning relevant and
should be encouraged as a form of vi-
sualizing thinking. Critical thinkers
forever look to transfer what they
have learned into new contexts. They
know that this transfer, or learning to
reason by analogy, enhances their abil-
ity to capture an idea or system of
thought. By offering teaching and
learning opportunities that are per-
sonalized and relevant, students can
begin to see how education affects
their own lives and the issues they in-
volve themselves in. For students to
gain insight into how to analogize sit-
uations, they must have opportunities
to organize course material. By organ-
izing material and then applying in-
sights to a multitude of analogous sit-
uations, students will be able to see
repeated patterns, common situations,
and varied organizing principles. Fur-
thermore, they will increase their abil-
ity to retain information because they
will learn how to develop analogous
thinking as a form of reference for
what they are learning.

Application to Classroom Instruction.
Critical teaching asks students to be-
come authors of their own learning. It
encourages them to do this by apply-
ing what they have learned to other
situations that are analogous. For ex-
ample, when studying an environmen-
tal problem (COAEP) in one state or
one community, the student might be
encouraged to look for analogies or
similar situations in their own com-
munities or states and then study how
the situation has been handled. This
will allow them to transfer the insights



from one situation into another, to
find out what is similar and what is
different. In studying literature (CO-
AEP), students should be able to com-
pare and contrast analogous situa-
tions. Conflicts in literature usually
parallel something in real life, and the
teacher should look for opportunities
for students to transfer their insights
into concrete, relevant situations they
might face.

When learning a new skill or dis-
covering a new insight or way of doing
something, students should be en-
couraged to use it in other, analogous
situations. This way they will see the
shortcomings and merits of the skills
they use. When learning a drama
principle (COAEP), for example, the
teacher could discuss with students
how it might be used in analogous sit-
uations, like giving a speech or pre-
senting an impassioned plea to a jury.
And by encouraging students to come
up with analogies of their own, the
teacher can assess whether learning
has taken place.

Principle S-19: Making Interdisciplinary
Connections. Critical thinkers do not
let the fragmented approach to learn-
ing control their thought patterns.
They look to conceive of the parts rel-
ative to the whole and the whole rela-
tive to the parts and thus know the ne-
cessity of transferring insights across
and through disciplines. They under-
stand that all learning is interdisciplin-
ary. By using insights from one subject
matter to understand another, they are
able to uncover similarities in systems,
patterns, and thoughts among disci-

plines. By approaching issues from a
multitude of different perspectives,
critical thinkers develop a more holis-
tic approach to learning and under-
standing that offers greater width and
depth.

With the assembly-line or frag-
mented approach to knowledge that
divides knowledge into disciplines or
subject matters, students unfortu-
nately often do not see the interdisci-
plinary connections among the sub-
jects. They come to see mathematics
as something done during math pe-
riod or math time and not as some-
thing that, let’s say, the author or the
artist does. They learn that the arbi-
trary distinctions between disciplines
control their thinking, and they have a
difficult time discovering the logic of
what they are learning.

Finally, by offering comments,
questions, demonstrations, and exam-
ples of what they are learning, students
will be able to see the interdisciplinary
connections between their lives and
what they learn in school.

Application to Classroom Instruction.
Teachers can begin by viewing the in-
terdisciplinary connections between
what they teach and what they want
students to learn. They can begin of-
fering reading and writing in mathe-
matics as well as art instruction in sci-
ence. They can involve students in
speeches and debates that allow them
opportunities to see issues from varied
points of view (COAEP) while orches-
trating various disciplines. They can
have students involve themselves in
simulations that call upon them to
harness reading, writing, and speaking
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in the service of a project. And, when-
ever possible, teachers should look for
opportunities to collaborate with
other teachers in weaving disciplines
together. In this way learners become
actively involved in extending their
learning into other contexts. Students
could be given opportunities to write
brochures about what they are learn-
ing in environmental studies (CO-
AEP), which would incorporate vari-
ous skills and disciplines. And teachers
can ensure that a good variety of re-
sources are available that look at issues
from a broad perspective involving a
host of disciplines. Students can then
perform research and writing using
these resources. In studying journal-
ism they can be encouraged to cover
stories from more than one angle,
working together to develop the story
(COAEP). With the Internet, there is
no shortage of interdisciplinary con-
nections in learning, and the com-
puter should be used to highlight the
dependency of one subject on another.

Principle S-20: Noting Significant Simi-
larities and Differences. Noting signif-
icant similarities and differences is a
lifelong activity. Critical thinkers ap-
proach this process with an under-
standing that the way we note differ-
ences and similarities in theories,
points of view, and actions influences
who we are, how we choose to experi-
ence reality, and our choices and judg-
ments. Critical thinkers understand
that we look for similarities and differ-
ences in reality depending on our pur-
pose, our reason for wanting to figure
something out. Similarly, we call at-

tention to what is similar and different
about situations for a specific purpose
or goal. What is important and not
important in noting these differences
is essential to critical thinkers, who
also are sensitive to the fact that often
what appear on the surface as differ-
ences are really similarities in disguise.

Application to Classroom Instruction.
Students are always asked by texts and
teachers to compare and contrast
something or other. Whether it is an
idea or a weather phenomenon, stu-
dents are asked to note differences and
similarities. Yet these activities are of-
ten devoid of purpose, and the student
is instead immersed in trivial pursuits
executing mechanical cognitive func-
tions for no seeming purpose. For ex-
ample, comparing shoe size might be
important to a shoe salesperson or
athlete, but it is of little importance to
a first grader. Although the activity
may be cute, if it is not attached to
specific purposes, students fail to
transfer insights into relevant con-
texts, and the lesson is not learned.
Whenever possible, ask students to
compare and contrast for specific pur-
poses. Use relevant, real-life activities
to teach this concept, because it is best
learned within the context of daily life.
When using academic materials, ask
students what they think could be
compared and contrasted and why.
For example, in literature (COAEP),
we might want to have students com-
pare and contrast storybook charac-
ters or literature characters for the
sake of illuminating an idea, such as
friendship or love. With this goal in
mind, students can then use the results



of the comparing and contrasting to
draw conclusions about people, de-
velop criteria, and judge actions. Stu-
dents should be actively seeking asso-
ciations and learning to develop
connections between ideas.

Collaborative Thinking Dimension

Principle S-21: Reasoning Dialogically:
Comparing Perspectives, Interpretations,
and Theories. When we engage in di-
alogical thinking, we engage in dia-
logue and communication to reason
our way through problems and issues.
This thinking involves an exchange of
differing points of view in an atmos-
phere of civility and inquiry. Critical
thinkers wish to engage in fruitful dia-
logue aimed at uncovering truth or
merit. Critical thinkers attempt to de-
velop a dialogue that seeks to process
ideas, to consider goals and purposes,
to look at information and assump-
tions, and to generate and evaluate so-
lutions relative to consequences. They
know that much of what parades as
problem-solving dialogue is really
posturing and ego defensiveness. By
learning to integrate critical thinking
principles and strategies within dia-
logue, students learn to become more
focused when discussing subject mat-
ter and subject matter issues; students
learn a language for thinking. Stu-
dents also learn to concentrate on ask-
ing questions as opposed to making
statements, and they cultivate Socratic
thinking when they are pursuing is-
sues. Their dialogue becomes rich and
issue specific when necessary, while

they attempt to avoid unnecessary ego
posturing.

Application to Classroom Instruction.
By raising and entertaining open-
ended questions about whatever is be-
ing studied, students are afforded am-
ple time to engage in dialogue. By
modeling questioning in front of stu-
dents and consistently asking students
for their input concerning ideas,
teachers can encourage and engage
students’ dialogical thinking. Posing
problems helps by affording students
the questions necessary to probe
through reasoning. When pursuing
environmental studies (COAEP), stu-
dents can be encouraged to put what
they are learning in the form of a ques-
tion and then, with or without teacher
direction, begin to dialogue about the
issue. Of course, debate is a form of di-
alogue (COAEP), and debate teams
can be fostered to engage students in
the dialogue of persuasion or argu-
mentation. When conducting simula-
tions (COAEP), students can write
their own dialogues between people
regarding issues and then act out the
dialogues. It is necessary, in learning
dialogical reasoning, to deal with is-
sues that lend themselves to reasoned
judgment in an atmosphere and envi-
ronment that encourages students’
ideas and discussion. In this environ-
ment the teacher facilitates discussion
and concentrates on asking questions.

Principle S-22: Reasoning Dialectically:
Evaluating Perspectives, Interpretations,
and Theories. When we reason di-
alectically, we are reasoning about and
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between different points of view. Our
purpose is to test the strengths and
weaknesses of ideas and opposing
points of view. Placing our ideas
alongside those that are different or in
disagreement with our ideas lets us
synthesize our understanding, reject-
ing some ideas and accepting others.
This is a difficult process for those
who have strong beliefs, and it is pre-
cisely for this reason that learning to
reason dialectically is a critical think-
ing skill. However, to reason dialecti-
cally, we must be clear and precise
when analyzing points of view. We
cannot assume an understanding of
competing theories and ideas, but we
must strive to ensure that we actually
understand them and then reason
from premises not in keeping with our
own. This means that we must first
recognize the point of view before we
can even begin to reason about or
within it, and it is through questioning
that we begin to excavate or uncover
the point of view in question. Further-
more, reasoning dialectically involves
dialogical reasoning as we discuss and
debate ideas. But, more important,
learning to reason dialectically trans-
lates into learning to understand
points of view clearly and accurately,
state them, and then examine the mer-
its and weaknesses of the ideas before
we reject or embrace them.

Application to Classroom Instruction.
Whenever students are faced with
competing theories, ideas, or points of
view, they can practice reasoning di-
alectically. A debate (COAEP) or a
simulated court trial (COAEP) offers

ample opportunities for students to
learn the art of dialectical reasoning.
Whenever they engage in mock trials
or simulations (COAEP), they are
scrutinizing the claims of those with
competing points of view. In literature
(COAEP), young children can do the
same by attempting to decide who is
right or wrong or who might be
telling the truth or lying. Journalism
and broadcasting (COAEP) should
provide opportunities for students to
discover multiple sides of a story and
then learn to report in a dialectical
manner. And in environmental studies
(COAEP), there is no shortage of di-
vergent points of view on controver-
sial issues that promise to engage stu-
dents’ dialectical thinking.

Principle S-23: Developing One’s Per-
spective. Developing our own per-
spective is a human process that in-
volves and forms our identity. How we
sort out our experience in the world,
the ideas we are exposed to, and the
beliefs we adopt to some extent define
who we are as human beings. Uncriti-
cal thinkers assume that there is only
one perspective that is valid—theirs.
Critical thinkers understand that the
notion of perspective is a result of per-
ception and how we see and organize
the world. They understand that there
are many perspectives and differing
perceptions about the world that have
merit. While uncritical thinkers em-
brace their perspective as the only
perspective, critical thinkers analyze
differing points of view and develop
their perspective through dialectical



analysis and insight. They know that
developing one’s own perspective is an
arduous task that requires reasoning
within and about different points of
view. Good critical thinkers look for
and are sensitive to evidence that does
not support their point of view. Criti-
cal thinkers understand that they must
scrutinize their own claims and per-
spectives through questioning, and
they seek to subject their reasoning
and theories to rigorous examination
and evaluation.

Application to Classroom Instruction.
Through dialectical and dialogical
reasoning, one develops perspective.
Assuring that students have adequate
opportunities to engage in perspective
building is crucial. In debates, journal-
ism, speech, and simulations (CO-
AEP), students can learn to develop
their perspectives in light of what oth-
ers believe and then learn to defend
and challenge what they believe. Be-
cause texts generally fail to engage
students in thoughtful dialectical and
dialogical learning, the teacher must
constantly seek to bring in competing
theories, ideas, and points of view. In
art appreciation (COAEP), for ex-
ample, students can talk about art and
develop their own perspectives as to
what is good art and what is not. In
this manner they learn to develop
artistic criteria and learn to reason ar-
tistically. Asking students to look at
relevant life issues, policies, rules,
laws, and arguments and then engag-
ing them in discussions, one on one or
with the teacher, allows them to de-
velop their ideas and explore other
points of view. What the teacher

wishes to do is ask students what they
believe and why. This calls upon them
to look at what they believe and en-
courages them to inquire as to how
they might have come to believe what
they believe and what the implications
might be.

Principle S-24: Listening Critically.
Many people are selective listeners
rather than active listeners. This
means that they selectively listen to
ideas, theories, and points of view, and
as a result hear what they wish to hear,
not what is actually being said. Criti-
cal thinking teaches active listening or
the ability to understand clearly and
precisely through listening to the
points of view or theories of another.
Critical thinkers know that to listen
critically is paramount for good rea-
soning, and they also know how diffi-
cult it can be to integrate auditorily
the thinking of another into one’s own
thinking. Furthermore, critical think-
ers know that good communication is
a two-way street that requires not only
that we broadcast our ideas, but that
we listen to others. The act of critical
listening is an act of accurate and pre-
cise interpretation of what one is lis-
tening to. When entertaining another
point of view through auditory means,
critical thinkers know it is important
to place their thoughts on probation
and actually enter into the point of
view in an attempt to follow its train
of thought.

But listening is more than artful
hearing. It is a form of reasoning that
requires that we engage ourselves in
silent dialogue, questioning as though
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we might locate ourselves within the
body of the thought of another. Good
listeners know that they need clarifica-
tion for words and concepts, and they
seek examples and clarification from
what they are hearing. Critical listen-
ing is a skillful process developed over
time with practice. It is a highly skilled
process that is absolutely essential for
good learning.

Application to Classroom Instruction.
Modeling good listening must be a
main goal of critical thinking teachers.
Using questioning to ensure that we
understand what our students are say-
ing models for students the art of crit-
ical listening. Using patience, helping
students slow their thinking down,
and engaging them in thoughtful con-
versations shows them the value of lis-
tening critically and engages them as
thoughtful participants in their own
educational drama. But modeling is
not enough; students should consis-
tently be learning how to listen to
other students, and this is a difficult
chore for both the teacher and the stu-
dent. We can ask students to listen to
their fellow classmates and explain
their reasoning: Shareka did you under-
stand what Carlos just said? Juan, can
you tell us what she just said? The
teacher should ask students to clarify
in their own words what they have
heard, whether it is another student’s
words or something else they are lis-
tening to. When viewing videos or ed-
ucational movies, the teacher can stop
the video, ask students what they
heard and saw, and ask them to explain
it in their own words. Having students
act out, in simulations (COAEP), dis-

cussions that involve good listening
can help them see the importance of
listening. Debates and speeches
(COAEP) provide opportunities for
students to listen critically and give
examples of what was said to ensure
understanding.

Finally, all good dialogical and di-
alectical reasoning requires critical lis-
tening, and teachers can metacogni-
tively discuss with students the
consequences of poor listening. They
can discuss strategies for listening and
use these strategies in any thoughtful
discussion.

Principle S-25: Practicing Questioning:
Learning to Clarify and Explore Beliefs,
Theories, and Ideas. At the heart of
critical thinking lies questioning. If
nothing else, good critical thinkers
know the value of questions. They
know that the word quest comes from
the word question, and they know that
to obtain knowledge one must ques-
tion deeply. Furthermore, they know
how to focus their questions surgi-
cally in an attempt to ask the right
ones. They are aware that every disci-
pline has its own unique set of ques-
tions, and they seek to capture an un-
derstanding of the questions asked in
different disciplines. Critical thinkers
not only are comfortable with asking
questions, but do not feel intimidated
or threatened when their thinking is
questioned. They understand that
questions are tools that excavate and
probe thought, and they know that to
figure out what they do not know
they will need the power of questions.
Helping students practice questioning



in an environment of inquiry and ci-
vility is essential to develop their crit-
ical thinking capacities. It is not sim-
ply teacher-generated questions that
we are after. Critical thinking teach-
ers know that helping students for-
mulate their own questions about
what they are studying and learning
will prepare them for continuous,
lifelong learning.

Application to Classroom Instruction.
Texts provide few opportunities for
students to learn how to generate
questions. On the contrary, they ask
the questions and students answer
them. We want students to ask and
answer their own questions so that
they might begin to learn how to
probe the logic of what they are study-
ing. For example, when introducing a
new concept in environmental studies
(COAEP), such as ecology, the
teacher might ask students to generate
a list of questions they might need an-
swered to understand the concept bet-
ter. After watching an educational
video, the teacher might ask students
to pair up and write down everything
they remember from the film and then
turn what they wrote into questions to
be answered by other students. Using
critical reading techniques, students
can learn to turn what they are read-
ing into questions. Turning bold sub-
headings into questions allows stu-
dents to read to answer their own
questions. Of course, when engaging
the whole class in discussion, the
teacher should encourage students to
ask questions they would need to have
answered to understand better what is
being studied. These questions can be

written on the board to be used as a
basis for further classroom discussion
or as assignments. 

Because many students have little
experience or negative experience
with questioning, it is important to in-
troduce the ideas slowly and gently.
Students need to feel comfortable
when they are questioned and when
they are questioning, and this will
only happen if they see questioning as
an effective way to uncover the best
decisions or solutions to problems and
academic pursuits. They must be en-
couraged to discuss their own or other
learner’s responses and beliefs. There-
fore, modeling good questioning
every step of the way is essential for
critical thinking teachers. Teachers
should be seen thinking out loud in
the form of asking questions in front
of their students, probing for meaning
and understanding.

In journalism and broadcasting
(COAEP), students will have many
opportunities to use questioning to
uncover ideas and explore issues. How
students put together journalistic sto-
ries could be discussed, and question-
ing could be highlighted as a means
for storytelling.

Finally, to teach students the art of
questioning, it is necessary to pose
problems as part of the curriculum,
that is, to present what is being stud-
ied in the form of questions to be re-
searched and answered. This allows
students to see disciplines and subject
matter as little more than problems to
be solved or issues to be decided and
helps them learn to think in terms of
questions as opposed to answers.

460 FLORIDA STATE STANDARDS



461Florida’s Advanced Academic Standards 

Emotional Intelligence/
Affective Dimension

Principle S-26: Independent Thinking:
Developing an Investigative Orientation.
Critical thinking at its core is inde-
pendent thinking, or thinking for one-
self. Critical thinkers use critical skills
and insights to reveal and reject beliefs
that are irrational. They try to figure
things out for themselves, seek to de-
velop their own perspectives and have
a healthy orientation toward investi-
gation and independent research.
They thoughtfully form principles of
thought and action and do not mind-
lessly accept ideas that are presented
to them without investigation. They
are not easily manipulated and place a
high premium on discovering knowl-
edge as opposed to mindlessly and
passively accepting information and
ideas. Finally, developing an investiga-
tive orientation means that critical
thinkers strive to determine for them-
selves the relevancy of information
and when and how to apply a concept
or use a skill. They are self-monitor-
ing self-starters who enjoy using their
minds to uncover complex answers to
complex problems.

Application to Classroom Instruction.
Students should be encouraged to dis-
cover information and use their
knowledge to think for themselves.
Merely giving students “facts” or
telling them “the right way” to do
things promises that they will be
trained, not educated. So, for example,
in all the areas of COAEP, students
should be motivated to think for them-
selves and investigate new ideas. In the

area of simulations, for example (CO-
AEP), students would be encouraged
to take an active role in their own
learning, not by simply involving
themselves in activities, but by making
predictions and plausible inferences
and generating and assessing solutions
to problems within the body of those
activities. Using children’s literature
(COAEP), students can be encouraged
to formulate their own ideas and then
defend them or assess them for valid-
ity. They can be encouraged to engage
in environmental research and in-
quiries (COAEP), and within journal-
ism and broadcasting (COAEP) to em-
ploy investigative pursuits and skills in
the interest of community develop-
ment. Literature lessons (COAEP) can
be remodeled so that students group
and discuss writings they have read,
entertaining different ways to classify
and organize them. Activities in speech
and debate (COAEP) allow students to
put forth their independent points of
view and then begin the process of as-
sembling information that provides
evidence for their positions or beliefs.
Similarly, engaging students in chess
activities allows them to develop inde-
pendent thought and action as they
test and communicate complex chess
ideas and investigate the results.

Principle S-27: Developing Intellectual
Empathy. Intellectual empathy asks
us to exercise reciprocity, or place our-
selves in the shoes of others, so to
speak, who may not look at the world
the way we do. It is a particularly diffi-
cult skill in the face of the tendency to
accommodate our own self-justifying



belief systems, often adopted through
habit or custom. Intellectual empathy
asks us to consider points of view
fairly, even if they do not agree with
our experience, morals, and principles.
It asks us to reason fairly by overcom-
ing the tendency to wed ourselves to
egocentric perceptions and belief sys-
tems. Often, we tend to judge other
positions, thinking, issues, and theo-
ries, without accurately and precisely
reconstructing them as points of view.
What fair-minded critical thinking re-
quires is that we fairly and accurately
construct the reasoning of another in
such a way that we reason from their
premises, capture their logic, and ac-
curately reconstruct their points of
view. Developing intellectual empathy
contrasts with developing what often
poses for critical thinking: the ability
to manipulate ideas and others for
one’s own purposes and agenda. Ma-
nipulation and misrepresentation also
require cognitive abilities, but they are
not the abilities of critical thinking.
Learning to reason within points of
view that are not in keeping with our
own is essential for higher-order learn-
ing and character development. The
opposite of empathy is narrow-mind-
edness, which is precisely what we do
not wish to encourage in students.

Application to Classroom Instruction.
Using the relevant experiences of
everyday life, the teacher can encour-
age fair-minded thinking by ap-
proaching conflicts and disputes as
teachable moments. Patience, empa-
thy, and understanding of learners
themselves must be evident in teacher

practice. Helping students evaluate
thinking when conflicts arise teaches
them essential principles of mediation
and conflict resolution as they begin
to pay attention to their thinking and
the thinking of others. They learn to
enter into other points of view em-
pathically and to communicate com-
passionately and with recognition. In
simulations (COAEP), classroom or
playground disputes can be recon-
structed and acted out. Students can
engage in setting up real-life or simu-
lated mediation procedures for resolv-
ing disputes when they arise that re-
quire reasoning within disputed points
of view.

In discussing literature (COAEP),
teachers can use questioning to help
students artfully reconstruct the point
of view of different storybook charac-
ters for purposes of fair-minded evalu-
ation. Debate allows for a principled
exchange of ideas and points of view
(COAEP). Debate and speech can be
used to help students learn to state the
position of others clearly and accu-
rately, as well as learn to clarify their
thinking with evidence and reasons for
what they agree with and what they do
not agree with. Journalistic and broad-
cast endeavors (COAEP) can be ana-
lyzed to help students develop criteria
for fair-mindedness; students might
analyze articles and broadcasts to see
if the authors exercised empathy in re-
porting on various issues. When actu-
ally engaged in journalism and broad-
casting, students can be animated to
treat issues fairly, that is, from multi-
ple points of view; as a class, students
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might discuss the difficulties in devel-
oping fair-minded thinking.

Principle S-28: Developing Intellectual
Humility: Learning to Place Our Judg-
ment on Probation. If critical thinking
is to some extent figuring out what
one does not know, then humility is a
necessary component. Humility asks
us to recognize and admit that we
have not figured everything out, that
there are limits to what we know and
think we know. It asks us to substitute
self-righteousness with self-question-
ing and is based on the assumption
that one should not claim more than
one knows. The opposite of intellec-
tual humility in this context would be
intellectual arrogance, or claiming
more than we know. Arrogance oper-
ates to damage learning opportunities
because arrogant persons fail to in-
clude and examine diverse informa-
tion and points of view. “Why should I
read more or listen more?” asks the
arrogant person. “After all, I have it all
worked out!” Humility implies that it
is okay to say, “I don’t know.” Without
humility, students cannot distinguish
between what they know and what
they merely believe, and thus the cog-
nitive work required by critical think-
ing cannot be done.

Humility does not ask us to be sub-
missive or indecisive but to acknowl-
edge the limits of our knowledge and
to put together plans to acquire the
knowledge we need. In recognizing
that we might not have enough infor-
mation, or have not looked at an issue
from varied points of view—or per-

haps do not have the evidence we need
to accept or reject an idea—we learn
to suspend judgment, placing it on
probation until the necessary analysis
has been done. Thus, humility oper-
ates to arrest snap judgments or com-
pulsive decision making and problem
solving.

Application to Classroom Instruction.
Teachers can teach humility in the
way they present course material. For
example, when studying any disci-
pline, teachers can encourage students
to make a list of questions that they
would need to have answered in order
to understand what they are studying.
This can be done in pairs or individu-
ally, and the questions themselves can
serve as the basis for class discussions
or as questions to be researched in co-
operative groups. By using question-
ing as a tool to help students figure
out what they do not know, teachers
help students to understand that
learning is a process and not simply a
result. They come to understand that
saying I don’t know can be translated
into powerful questioning opportuni-
ties to create work plans to find out
more. When researching, students can
come up with questions and then ex-
change them with other students, thus
answering each other’s questions as a
basis for learning.

Perhaps the most important thing a
teacher can do to teach intellectual
humility is to model it whenever pos-
sible in front of students. Students
need to see their teacher as the em-
bodiment of the attitudes and values
of humility if they are going to gain



insight into humility as a worthwhile
value. Critical thinking teachers un-
derstand that it is important to think
out loud in front of their students and
actually muddle through thoughts at
times, admitting that they do not have
all the answers. They also know that
humility is not a weakness but a
strength, and they seek to model it
whenever possible. Modeling humility
would entail stating I don’t know when
confronted with questions one has not
thought about or had time to answer.
Then, with the class, a plan can be put
together to find out what is missing
and how to go about getting the an-
swers. This contrasts with the ten-
dency on behalf of some teachers to
pretend they know the answer in or-
der to avoid saying they do not know.

Principle S-29: Developing Intellectual
Imagination and Curiosity. Develop-
ing the ability to imagine how things
might be or what answers might exist
to complex questions is essential for
critical thinking. Having the courage
to dream and think beyond the limita-
tions of a given moment transfers into
developing insight into the necessity
for further exploration and discovery.
Further, imagination develops an
emotional intelligence that allows one
to cultivate hope, creativity, and possi-
bility. Helping students gain insight
into imaginative thinking equips them
with the understanding that there ex-
ist a multitude of creative solutions to
complex problems and many possibili-
ties for rational learning and living.
Furthermore, creative and critical
thought require a curious mind that

seeks questions and answers. Armed
with curiosity, students can begin to
go beyond minimalism, or reducing
inquiry to what is expected from
them. Instead, they can look for new
and innovative ways to extend their
inquiry and feedback into all areas of
study they are pursuing. This curiosity
and imagination has the potential to
translate into lifelong living and cre-
ative problem solving as students be-
gin to see the expansionary potential
of their minds and discover inquiry as
a powerful process for continuous life-
long learning.

Application to Classroom Instruction.
Teachers can have students use a vari-
ety of methods to develop their cre-
ativity and imaginative minds. Simula-
tions (COAEP) encourage students to
develop themes within what they are
learning and to generate questions that
go beyond simple rote memorization
and learning. They can use debate
(COAEP) as an opportunity to do re-
search into areas they are curious
about and then learn to structure their
learning for presentation purposes.
Journalism and broadcasting (CO-
AEP) can encourage students to dis-
cover new ideas and new points of
view and can help them gain insight
into the benefits of curiosity. By help-
ing students formulate questions
within any subject area that goes be-
yond the simple representation of the
subject in texts, teachers help students
discover that their questions will actu-
ally tell them more than the texts do.
This often encourages them to do re-
search to find out new information and
ideas. Art and theater (COAEP) allow
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students to develop their creative qual-
ities by using their imagination and cu-
riosity to discover new ways to repre-
sent sets, perspective, ideas, art, and
artwork. By linking art history with ac-
tual history instruction, students can
learn to think holistically about art and
its context in history and social reality,
and they can then be encouraged to
use their curiosity and imagination to
find out more about a certain period in
history. Whenever possible, teachers
should capitalize on students’ interests
and motivate them to inquire and dis-
cover more about what they are learn-
ing or hope to learn.

Principle S-30: Developing Intellectual
Efficacy. Critical thinkers acquire an
important emotional intelligence,
which involves developing confidence
in the power of reason to solve prob-
lems. They realize that life is little
more than problem solving and deci-
sion making, and they believe in their
abilities to solve life’s problems with
their minds. They also realize that rea-
soning is an act that requires the use of
reason, and they believe that develop-
ing better reason leads to better rea-
soning, better results, and better deci-
sions, as well as better solutions to
problems. Therefore, the develop-
ment of confidence in one’s reasoning
ability goes hand in hand with the de-
velopment of self-esteem. Self-esteem,
as used here, is based on competence,
and competence is accomplished
through skillful and clear thinking.
The development of self-esteem must
involve the development of one’s con-
fidence to reason. Confidence in rea-

son is an attitude that motivates
people to keep their minds open, con-
front irrational change through rea-
sonable discussion, and make sense of
the world with the expectation that
sense can be made. Making sense of
subject matter and believing one can
do it are at the heart of individual ac-
complishment. Students who believe
they can accomplish academically will
translate this insight into their per-
sonal life and become lifelong learn-
ers, equipped with the confidence not
only that can they learn, but that
learning can help them make sense of
the world and of themselves.

Application to Classroom Instruction.
Every time you, as a teacher, reason in
front of your students, every time you
model for them that sense can be
made out of academic material, rules
and regulations, and daily activities,
you are modeling self-efficacy, or the
belief in one’s ability to make sense of
the world. Sharing your reasoning
with students is essential for good
modeling. When you question stu-
dents and encourage them to question
and then seek answers to their own
questions, you are setting up opportu-
nities for empowerment and the de-
velopment of confidence. Students
should be encouraged to question
deeply within all areas of school life,
including academic disciplines. They
should be animated to see what they
study as a system with reasonable or
unreasonable constructs, and they
should be encouraged to think about
their roles as thinkers and learners.
Many students have no confidence in
reason because they are rarely asked to



reason; rather, they are told what to
do, when to go to bed, what grammar
rules to use, what scientific principles
are important, and what social studies
questions will be on the test. Because
they often do not see reason being
used effectively in their own lives, be-
cause they have few models for rea-
soning, they come to see reason itself
as unreasonable and do not count on
their mental faculties and independent
thinking to figure out problems and
make decisions. As a teacher you can
ask students why a person learns this
skill or that skill, as opposed to me-
chanically introducing skills in a rote
manner. When students engage in
chess activities, for example (COAEP),
the teacher can ask them for their rea-
sons for executing various moves.
When developing a story for journal-
istic purposes (COAEP), students can
be animated to give their reasons for
writing the report one way or another.

By asking children to consistently
reason their way through subject mat-
ter, you, as a teacher, are teaching
them the power of reasoning. Capital-
izing on students’ daily lives and inter-
ests by critically questioning them and
asking them to apply what they have
learned to their own lives, teachers
encourage the transfer of faith in rea-
son to daily life.

Principle S-31: Developing a Tolerance
for Ambiguity. Ambiguity is a state of
affairs that connotes a lack of clarity.
Ambiguous situations are not quite
clear or have not been figured out
fully. Developing a tolerance for am-
biguity or situations that are not clear,

that do not have black-and-white an-
swers and for which information
might be lacking, is essential in a
world that is increasingly subject to
rapid global changes. Becoming com-
fortable with unresolved situations,
with uncertainty, and with unfamiliar
situations and complex questions is an
essential attitude for critical thinking.
Many people have developed rigid
ways of looking at the world, and
when faced with uncertainty, change,
and lack of clarity, they often become
immobilized. Many people rummage
through their past looking for answers
to the future. Confronting ambiguous
relationships and situations with a
sense of confidence in our critical
thinking is paramount if we are to sort
through tremendous change and com-
plex fluctuations. The development of
tolerance for ambiguity leads to diver-
gent thinking or expansionary think-
ing. Those with this tolerance have no
problem with frequently changing
patterns and thoughts that are hard to
hold in one place. They look toward
processes as opposed to results, and
they learn to move comfortably in and
out of situations.

Application to Classroom Instruction.
Whenever possible, it is important to
have students research and report on
open-ended questions. Social studies,
environmental studies (COAEP),  and
journalism and broadcasting (COAEP)
allow students to tackle problems that
are somewhat ambiguous or unclear.
They can be encouraged to find out
what information is missing, how they
might find the information they need,
how they should classify it and use it,
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and for what purposes it should be
used. They can be encouraged to de-
velop alternative scenarios in the event
that circumstances do not develop as
they think they should. This affords
them opportunities to engage in con-
sequential and anticipatory thinking.
In simulations (COAEP), students can
be encouraged to develop imaginary
worlds containing mystery and enigma
(COAEP).

Problem-solving opportunities in
all disciplines that allow for more than
one way to solve problems help stu-
dents see that there are not necessarily
black-and-white answers and rigid
processes for problem solving. This
translates into more mental ease when
facing situations that are ambiguous.

Principle S-32: Developing Intellectual
Perseverance and Discipline. Solving
problems and making decisions can be
an arduous process that takes time and
effort. Critical thinkers know that to
develop good thinking takes time, and
they know they must discipline their
minds to focus, analyze, and integrate
what they learn. They recognize the
need to struggle with time manage-
ment, to prioritize what they feel is
important, and to arrest the tendency
toward impulsiveness and impatience.
In a culture that tells students that
they can be anything or accomplish
anything with little or no effort, from
reading ten books in five minutes to
learning a language in thirty days, it is
not difficult to understand why many
students do not persevere and disci-
pline their thinking. Patience and
hard work lose their shine in a quick-

fix culture of immediate gratification.
Helping students gain insight into ac-
complishment and its relationship to
hard work is essential if we are to help
them develop critical thinking skills.
The development of intellectual per-
severance will help students develop
confidence in their reasoning abilities
as they see that hard work does pay off
in the long run, and they learn to slow
their thinking down in the interest of
better mental performance.

Application to Classroom Instruction.
Literature (COAEP) can provide in-
sight into the benefits of intellectual
perseverance and discipline. Students
can discuss characters’ actions and de-
cisions; for example, using stories such
as The Tortoise and the Hare, students
can not only get insight into the para-
ble, but perhaps transfer this insight
into their own life. Studying great
artists and their works can help stu-
dents see what is involved in actual art
production and the hard work that it
entails (COAEP). They can be ani-
mated to engage in lengthy art proj-
ects that require them to persevere
and discipline themselves for long pe-
riods of time. Chess (COAEP) pro-
vides another excellent way to develop
perseverance and mental discipline as
it requires time to make rational
moves. Students can be encouraged to
discuss what they did with their minds
during a chess game and how focus or
discipline helped them. Children’s
own experiences should be used to de-
velop this concept and can form the
basis for writing activities or classroom
discussions. When looking at environ-
mental problems, students can develop



problem approaches in groups and
then discuss how they came up with
their thinking (COAEP).

What teachers need to do is raise
deep questions that require deep
thinking and design activities as much
as possible that are lengthy projects
that require time to complete. In this
way students will come to see that
how they persevere and discipline
their minds has everything to do with
the results they get, both academically
and in real life.

Principle S-33: Developing Intellectual
Courage. Having the courage to con-
front one’s own irrationality is essen-
tial for critical thinking. Admitting to
mistakes in thinking requires a great
deal of intellectual courage and is an
essential trait if we are to arrest our
mistakes and improve our thinking.
Critical thinkers know that it takes in-
tellectual courage to admit that you
might have judged someone or his or
her ideas unfairly. Furthermore, to
think independently requires that we
develop the courage to squarely face
ideas that are unpopular or viewpoints
that are not fashionable. Critical
thinkers do not want to get lost in the
anonymity of a crowd, but seek to de-
termine for themselves what is true,
what is right, and what they should
believe.

Without courage when engaging in
collaborative problem solving, “group-
think” can develop as cowardice re-
places confrontation. To have the
courage to confront ideas one does
not think are rational takes a commit-
ment to courageous thinking that is
often absent from many students as

they seek to belong to one social
group or the next.

Application to Classroom Instruction.
Simply stated, teachers promote intel-
lectual courage as an attitude of think-
ing when they include students in
consistent open-minded discussions.
Teachers who encourage questioning
and confrontation over ideas and
dialectical and dialogical reasoning
develop the courage to confront irra-
tionality. They also know that contro-
versy creates courageous moments,
and they seek to raise controversial is-
sues when discussing ideas; they work
to provide a comfortable atmosphere
for raising ideas. When discussing en-
vironmental issues (COAEP), for ex-
ample, multiple points of view should
be brought in so students can take po-
sitions and learn to defend what they
believe. Debate allows for the defense
of one’s ideas (COAEP), and students
should be encouraged to marshal evi-
dence for what they believe in an at-
mosphere of civility. Bringing in un-
popular beliefs through journalism or
broadcasting (COAEP) allows people
to take positions, discuss them, and
then look at their own thinking to see
if changes are necessary. Individuals
and groups who exercised courage
when confronting unpopular ideas—
political, social, and personal—should
be the object of inquiry. Students’
lives should consistently be harvested
for relevant opportunities to discuss
peer group pressure, decision making,
and problem solving.

Principle S-34: Developing Intellectual
Civility. Reasonable minds may dis-
agree, but it is the form of disagree-
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ment that remains salient. Learning
how to agree to disagree in the face of
a lack of consensus is paramount. It is
not enough to ask students to work in
groups if they do not have the ability
to act and behave civilly toward those
who hold ideas with which they dis-
agree. And we cannot have dialectical
and dialogical learning opportunities
if students do not know how to engage
in them. Helping students gain insight
into how we as human beings behave
civilly in light of controversy is essen-
tial if we are to learn to cooperate in a
learning environment. We may not all
agree, but we do not have to be dis-
agreeable to disagree.

Application to Classroom Instruction.
Any time students are engaged in de-
bate (COAEP) or are discussing ideas
related to what they are studying, they
have opportunities to develop insight
into the necessity for civility. As a
teacher you will look for opportunities
that allow for open-ended discussions
that involve various points of view.
This gives students opportunities to
see that disagreement does not have to
be disagreeable. Further, the teacher
can work with students to help them
develop processes for dealing with dis-
agreement. This allows them to en-
gage in mediation and conflict resolu-
tion through simulations (COAEP) or
real-life activities. Whenever we allow
students to discuss their own beliefs
and worldviews with other students,
we encourage this form of reasoning.
Using cooperative groups as much as
possible for classroom problem solv-
ing and decision making will allow
students to develop civility in collabo-
rative contexts. With the development

of intellectual civility among students,
a climate of courtesy and respect be-
comes evident in the classroom.

Principle S-35: Developing Intellectual
Integrity. Holding ourselves up to
the same thinking standards that we
hold others to is paramount for the
development of integrity in thinking.
The tendency is to have lower stan-
dards for ourselves than we do for
others, which is hypocritical and anti-
thetical to integrity and honesty in
thinking. People who can honestly ad-
mit discrepancies in their thinking,
who seek to raise the bar, so to speak,
for themselves as well as others and
who look to hold themselves up to the
same rigorous standards they adopt
for others, have integrity in thought.
Because critical thinking requires con-
sistent intellectual standards, it is
paramount that students gain insight
into the role of integrity in thinking
and have opportunities to develop it.

Application to Classroom Instruction.
It is important for teachers to model
integrity for students. Favoritism, in-
consistent application of standards and
rules, and lack of modeling give the
opposite message to students. Thus,
the critical thinking teacher is aware of
her actions and seeks to explain to stu-
dents why she has done this or that.
When discussing ideas in texts with
students, critical thinking teachers look
to see if abstract ideas are applied con-
sistently. They lead lengthy discussions
in the area of application of standards
and judgment because they know that
students, like many people, judge oth-
ers differently than they judge them-
selves. Current events provide count-



less opportunities to discuss integrity
and honesty in thinking. In literature
(COAEP), students are encouraged
not only to judge characters but also to
talk about their own lives and how dif-
ficult it might be to act with integrity
and why. Critical thinking teachers en-
courage inquiry into controversy and
contradictions and reason with their
students in open formats or individu-
ally. They also work with students in
all areas to develop reasoning criteria
and then reason with students about
the criteria, noting their students’ ten-
dency to favor themselves.

Organization of the In-service
The appendix represents a visual rep-
resentation of the proposed in-service
for teachers regarding the new critical
and creative thinking standards for
gifted and academic excellence pro-
grams. This in-service, ideally, en-
compasses three days.

The first day should consist of an
overview and discussion of the new
standards and their relationship with
teaching, learning, and classroom in-
struction. Participants will be able to
understand critical and creative think-
ing and the district standards and ac-
tivities that enforce and reinforce its
development. They will be able to ex-
amine their own practice and develop
an understanding of teaching theory
and methodology. Further, there will
be an overview of Socratic questioning
and metacognition and how these
powerful methods and tools of in-
struction can be used to facilitate stu-
dents’ thinking and learning.

Day 2 will be devoted to designing

critical thinking lesson plans. Teachers
will involve themselves in creating ac-
tivities that infuse critical and creative
thinking skills and principles as iter-
ated by the new district standards, de-
velop questions for instruction that
fuel thinking about subject matter,
and plan how instruction will take
place, that is, the grouping of students
and time management. Teachers will
discuss graphic organizers, mind-
mapping, and other tactics and tools
for teaching critically.

Day 3 will be devoted to the assess-
ment of both critical and creative
thinking skills as well as rudimentary
skills. The appropriateness of per-
formance assessment, portfolios, and
multiple exam approaches to instruc-
tion will be examined and discussed
within the context of the new stan-
dards. Participants will be able to tie
effective teaching to effective assess-
ment, completing full circle the criti-
cal-creative thinking paradigm.

This chapter is based on the proposed
district standards regarding critical
and creative thinking and attempts to
tie practice to theory. By focusing on
the standards and then offering teach-
ers opportunities to plan lessons in ac-
cordance with these standards, their
practical application and use can be
assured. Finally, as teachers collabora-
tively practice preparing lessons based
on the new district standards, they will
become more comfortable with both
the language of thinking and the ac-
tual implementation of critical and
creative thinking lesson plans.
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Appendix B:
Critical and Creative Thinking
Standards as Might be
Explained by an Unnamed,
Fictional Student

Hi, I’m a sixth-grade student, and I
would like to explain the critical
thinking standards as they affect my
ability to learn and study.

Problem Solving and 
Decision Making

S-1: Sometimes, I work on the wrong
problem because I haven’t taken the
time to figure out what I am trying to
solve. It really helps me to think
clearly about issues and problems so I
don’t waste time looking for solutions

to problems that don’t exist or prob-
lems that I shouldn’t be thinking
about.

S-2: Many people pursue goals that
are unrealistic or unjustifiable. When
I’m studying, I want to make sure that
I understand exactly what I am trying
to accomplish. For example, when we
studied Greek history, I had to ask the
teacher why people study Greek his-
tory or I wouldn’t know what was im-
portant or unimportant. Some people
do things in school, and they don’t
even know why!

S-3: There is so much information!
Especially now with the Internet. My
teachers help me think about informa-
tion critically, which means that I have
to think about how I use information

Critical and Creative Thinking Lesson Plan Design for 
Dade County Public Schools Gifted and AEP
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to solve problems or make decisions
and how people in the fields I am
studying learn to classify, sort, and use
information to come to conclusions
and solve problems.

S-4: With so much information,
when I am studying I have to be able
to find the information that I can use
and discard the information that is not
useful. Some people underline every-
thing in a book with a yellow high-
lighter, for example. They just don’t
know what is important and what is
not important in what they are trying
to study, so they underline everything!
Not me. I figure out what is important
or relevant and then concentrate on
that. That makes life easy!

S-5: I have learned how to question
what I am studying really deeply. I try
to figure out the questions that scien-
tists, or historians, or artists ask when
I am studying those things. By con-
centrating on the questions that
people ask, I find I am more successful
in figuring out subjects. This is true in
my own life as well. I have learned to
ask myself questions a lot and this has
really helped me make decisions and
solve problems.

S-6: Boy, do we take a lot for
granted! I try to figure out what I be-
lieve and what I really know so I can
examine what I believe. I do this with
other people too! This is hard, but
when I am studying, I also try to figure
out the assumptions or beliefs that are
behind the claims that people make.
This helps me figure out where they
are coming from and how they come
to conclusions and make decisions.

S-7: We sure do have to make a lot

of decisions and solve a lot of prob-
lems just to stay alive! I want to make
good decisions and solve problems
well because I know that my judg-
ments will affect how I live. So I think
about how I do these things before I
do them so that I can do them right!

S-8: Sometimes people make deci-
sions without even thinking about
what might happen. I try not to do
this. I want to think about what might
happen so I can prioritize my thinking
before I make a decision. And when I
am studying, I try to think about the
consequences of what I am studying
and how people in history or math, for
example, look at the consequences of
solving a problem one way or another.
This helps me understand what I am
studying better.

S-9: I learned that the way I see the
world is how I interpret things and
come to conclusions. I try to learn to
interpret the world for myself and
make good decisions. By understand-
ing what an “inference” is, I have
learned how to extend my learning
logically. This really helps me think
better in whatever I am doing or
studying.

S-10: Some people just say things,
and then when you ask them why they
think that way, they get mad. I think it
is important for people to give reasons
and evidence for what they think in-
stead of just saying “because.” I look
for reasons and evidence in what I am
trying to study. For example, we were
studying causes of the Civil War, and
there were more than two points of
view. Before I would accept one or the
other, I had to hear the evidence those
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with each point of view came up with
to support their position. And when I
write certain types of persuasive pieces
for school, I always try to give evi-
dence and reasons for what I believe.
This helps me figure out if I am right
or wrong and lets people, especially
my teachers, figure out where I am
coming from.

Analytical and Evaluative Thinking

S-11: My mom says that sometimes I
make statements about people and
things by saying “all people,” “every-
body,” or “all of this” or “all of that.”
I’m like everybody else, I guess. I
sometimes make vague and general
statements about people and things
before I have had time to really think
about what I am saying. For example,
we were studying about immigration
in school and I was thinking that we all
immigrated to the U.S. But then the
teacher said that some of us did not
immigrate but, like slaves, were forced
to relocate here. Learning to avoid
overgeneralizing about people and
learning to avoid being too simple in
my thinking has helped me listen and
think more critically. It also allows me
to present my ideas better in what I am
studying because I pay attention to ex-
ceptions to the rule, not just the rule
itself. Does that make sense?

S-12: We all have to make judg-
ments. My mom makes them every
day, and so do I. People who study
history make them, and English, and,
well, all subjects we study have people
who make judgments. I learned that
when we make judgments we need to

have criteria; that means a set of
things we use to judge. My teachers
have helped me learn to think about
the criteria I use to make judgments
and the criteria others use in different
subjects to make judgments. My
teachers make judgments about my
grades and I need to know what crite-
ria they use so I can do my best work!

S-13: Remember when we talked
about information? With so much in-
formation, I know it is important to
find out where the information comes
from—its sources. Not all sources are
good, and I am learning how to evalu-
ate the credibility of sources of infor-
mation, and this helps me think better.

S-14: It seems that every subject, in
fact, every person has a point of view
and argument for one thing or an-
other. Even me! I am learning how to
evaluate arguments and beliefs by de-
veloping criteria and learning how to
judge. This means that I don’t believe
everything I hear or read, but first, I
want to see how the arguments are
made and what they might mean.

S-15: People do things, and it is my
responsibility to analyze and evaluate
what they do. This is true for myself
and others, as well as whatever I am
studying. We were studying Martin
Luther King Jr. and trying to evaluate
his actions during the Civil Rights
Movement. I wouldn’t have been able
to understand him as a person if I
couldn’t understand his actions.

S-16: Sometimes things sound
good but are impractical. Know what I
mean? Things sound good sometimes,
but how do they really work in reality?
I try to think about that when I am



studying. This helps me modify my
thinking.

S-17: Not only do I have my own
interpretations and perspectives, but
not everybody agrees with me, and I
need to see how other people come to
their own perspectives and then evalu-
ate them in light of what I believe.
This is hard. I want people to believe
what I believe, and sometimes I am
not clear or precise when trying to see
how others interpret the world. I
guess you have to see the world from
their point of view, their perspective,
don’t you?

Systematic Thinking

S-18: I have found that sometimes sit-
uations can be the same, even if they
look different. They can also be dif-
ferent, even if they look the same. I
like to see if I can see analogies in
what I am studying and learning. Anal-
ogies help me because they are a visual
way to use words, and when I find
them, I can see how they fit into what
I already know.

S-19: I like to see what the different
subjects I am studying have to do with
each other. So, for example, I like to
see how word problems in math help
me read better, and how what I study
in art might have something to do
with history. By learning to see the
connections between subjects, I learn
and understand more. We were study-
ing math, and I could see how it re-
lated to what we were doing in sci-
ence! Boy, did that help me!

S-20: When I study things, I like to
see what they might have in common

and what might make them different.
When we studied how Mexican-
Americans live in the United States, I
looked to see what was different or the
same between how they live and how
African-Americans or Europeans live.
By paying attention to what is the
same and different in the things I do
and study, I can better understand
how things relate, what makes them
different or the same, and how this
understanding might help me. I do
this at the store when I look for prod-
ucts my mom wants to buy. Some-
times some products are cheaper than
others, but you wouldn’t know it if
you couldn’t compare and contrast,
would you?

Collaborative Thinking

S-21: When we think, it really helps if
we talk about what we are thinking
about. Teachers who ask me what I
think and ask other people what they
think are good teachers, because they
know that talking about things really
helps one learn. These teachers get us
involved in talking about what we are
studying instead of lecturing to us.

S-22: When I get two or more
points of view on issues, I try to under-
stand what each point of view means
before I develop my own point of view.
This is hard, though, because I have to
stop thinking about what I believe and
enter into all these different points of
view to understand what others think.
But in the end, this really helps me un-
derstand others and myself.

S-23: Developing your own per-
spective is really important. I want to
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make sure that I am thinking for my-
self and not letting others tell me what
to believe or what my perspective or
point of view should be.

S-24: Learning to listen to people
and what they say is really hard.
Sometimes I think I’ve heard someone
when really all I’ve done is heard what
I wanted to hear. Listening critically
means that I listen to what people say,
not what I want them to say.

S-25: I love to ask questions! But
you have to practice. When my teach-
er asks us to make up questions or ask
questions, I really try because I know
that the questions I ask will have a lot
to do with whether I understand
something or whether I get the right
answer. I love teachers that give me
practice in questioning.

Emotional Intelligence/
Affective Dimension

S-26: Figuring things out for yourself
is where it’s at! I hate it when people
tell me what to think or how to do
things. I want to use my brain to in-
vestigate and figure things out. Don’t
tell me how to do it until I have tried
it myself!

S-27: It’s hard to understand people
and what they think. I try, though, and
this means that I have to enter into
their point of view and see the world
the way they see it. Not because I
agree with them, but because I want to
understand them.

S-28: I don’t always know things,
and I think it is okay to say, “I don’t
know.” This helps me admit to what I
know so that I can learn more! But

many people don’t do that. They pre-
tend they know things, and I think
this stops them from really learning.
They need to ask more questions and
stop trying to be right all the time.

S-29: Imagining and wondering are
things I really like. Sometimes, I just
sit around and think about why things
are the way they are and how I could
make them better. I am really curious
about things too, and this helps me ask
questions and explore things. It also
helps me understand people.

S-30: Some people I know have
such low self-esteem. I think that’s be-
cause they don’t believe in themselves.
Well, since I have been learning how
to think better, I feel a lot more confi-
dent in myself. I know I can’t do
everything I want, but by believing in
my ability to think, I think I have re-
ally increased my own feelings of self-
worth. And this means that I will take
risks and try things I might not have
tried before!

S-31: Sometimes things aren’t so
black and white. Sometimes, things
are downright confusing. I know
when they are confusing it’s easy to
give up trying to understand them,
but I have learned to accept the fact
that not everything is clear. So I just
try harder to make sense out of the
world, what I am studying, my friends,
and myself.

S-32: Some of my friends just give
up when they can’t do things. Not me.
I know that trying really hard is how
you get to be successful. I try to disci-
pline my thinking and really hang in
there when I don’t understand some-
thing. It usually works!



S-33: Having the courage to say
that you don’t agree with people, even
when they all think they’re right and
you’re wrong, is hard. I try to be
courageous and disagree when I don’t
believe in what people are saying.
This is hard. There is so much pres-
sure to just go along. I also like to ad-
mit when I make mistakes so I don’t
make them again. Sometimes I don’t,
though, and that is when I know I am
being afraid and being a coward.

S-34: When I talk with people that
don’t agree with me, it is easy to get
mad at them. But I try to figure out
what they are saying and deal with
that instead of making put-downs and
just making people feel bad. It’s easy
to put people down; it’s harder to un-
derstand what they are saying and
then deal with that.

S-35: I guess we all do things and
say things that we shouldn’t. And if I
judged other people differently than
myself, that wouldn’t be fair. I try to
judge people’s thinking just like I do
my own, but I know that’s hard. If I
didn’t, though, nobody would want to
work with me or play with me. It’s im-
portant to treat people and their
thinking the way you would want to
be treated. 

Appendix C:
Critical and Creative Thinking
Standards Informally Depicted:
Dade County, Florida
Following is an informal depiction of
the critical and creative thinking

strategies, in a format that allows
them to be easily explained to parents,
teachers, and administrators.

Problem Solving and 
Decision Making

S-1: Our children begin to learn it is
important to be sure you clearly un-
derstand the questions you are trying
to answer or problems you are trying
to solve before you look for answers or
solutions. This strategy teaches stu-
dents to think about how they define
problems and issues and how misiden-
tifying problems can result in faulty
thinking.

S-2: Our children learn to identify
the goals and purpose of what they are
studying or pursuing. This strategy
teaches students to think critically
about what they are attempting to ac-
complish, their goals and objectives,
and the goals and objectives of others.

S-3: Our children begin to think
critically about information, its
sources, and how to sort, classify, and
otherwise form information into pat-
terns from which they might make
plausible inferences. This strategy
teaches students to think about and
use information critically to solve
problems.

S-4: Our children begin to think
critically about information and its
relevance. This strategy teaches stu-
dents how to distinguish between in-
formation that is relevant to what they
are pursuing and information that is
not relevant.

S-5: Our children begin to think in
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terms of the important questions they
need to ask to find out more about
what they are learning. This strategy
teaches students how to formulate
deep questions in given subject areas
to extend their knowledge.

S-6: Our children begin to think
about what they know and what they
merely believe. This strategy teaches
students how to critically examine and
evaluate their own beliefs and the be-
liefs they confront in their studies.

S-7: Our children begin to think
critically about how they make deci-
sions and generate solutions to prob-
lems. This strategy teaches students
how to make good decisions and ar-
rive at good solutions as well as how to
assess their thinking processes.

S-8: Our children begin to see that
the solutions and decisions they and
others come to have consequences,
and they begin to learn to critically ex-
plore the consequences of solutions,
decisions, and problems in what they
are learning. This strategy teaches
students how to prioritize their think-
ing and examine alternatives in light
of their implications.

S-9: Our children begin to learn
how to critically interpret situations
and information and how they come
to conclusions and make decisions.
This strategy teaches students infer-
ential logic: how to make statements
about the unknown based on what is
known.

S-10: Our children learn to give
reasons and evidence for what they
believe and to evaluate the reasons
and evidence others offer for what

they believe. This strategy teaches
students how to evaluate evidence and
reasons in what they are learning and
in their own lives.

Analytical and Evaluative 
Thinking Dimension

S-11: Our children begin to see when
they are thinking in overgeneralities
and when they might be too simplistic
in their thinking. This strategy teaches
students to recognize when they and
others are not being specific in their
thinking and gives them an opportu-
nity to refine their thinking.

S-12: Our children begin to under-
stand what criteria are and how they
might develop criteria for use in judg-
ing situations, themselves, and others.
This strategy teaches students how
criteria are developed and used.

S-13: Our children begin to de-
velop an understanding that not all in-
formation is reliable and that the
sources of information are important
when evaluating information. This
strategy teaches them what sources of
information are, how they differ, and
how they might affect what they are
thinking.

S-14: Our children begin to analyze
what they say and what they do and
what others say and do. This strategy
teaches them what arguments are,
how to interpret them, and how to
evaluate them.

S-15: Our children begin to learn
to evaluate rules, policies, and behav-
ior. This strategy teaches them what is
involved in analyzing and how they



can apply analysis to what people do,
say, and think.

S-16: Our children begin to learn
to distinguish what is ideal from what
is actual practice. This strategy en-
ables students to understand that of-
ten what might be stated as an ideal
way of doing things, approaching
problems, or making decisions varies
from what actually goes on in reality.

S-17: Our children begin to under-
stand what perspectives are, how they
are interpreted, and how beliefs form
points of view. This strategy teaches
students that they and others have
perspectives, what a perspective en-
tails, and how they might evaluate
perspectives.

Systematic Thinking Dimension

S-18: Our children begin to see how
to apply what they are learning to di-
verse situations. This strategy teaches
students what analogies are and how
they might use analogies in thinking,
as well as how to transfer what they
are learning into new contexts so they
might learn more.

S-19: Our children learn how the
logic of a discipline is related to that of
other disciplines and how they might
connect what they are learning in one
subject to insights in another. This
strategy teaches our students the rela-
tionships among the subjects they are
learning so they might understand
them as systems.

S-20: Our children begin to look at
situations, actions, people, and prod-
ucts and note how they might be the
same and how they might be different.

This strategy teaches students what a
similarity is, what a difference is, and
how to use similarities and differences
to make choices, analyze situations,
and develop problem-solving abilities.

Collaborative Thinking Dimension

S-21: Our children begin to under-
stand the power of dialogue as a way of
learning and reasoning about diverse
perspectives and ideas. This strategy
teaches students how to dialogue with
others about what they are thinking,
whether they agree or disagree with
what they are hearing or reading.

S-22: Our children begin to see
how entering into points of view not
in keeping with their own, reasoning
from their premises to their conclu-
sions and then stepping back to see
what they believe in light of what oth-
ers believe, is important for learning
to understand people and situations.
This strategy teaches students how to
evaluate points of view by reasoning
within them as well as how to recon-
cile what they believe with what oth-
ers believe.

S-23: Our children begin to see
how their own thinking and perspec-
tives are developed. This strategy
teaches students to think for them-
selves and learn to develop their own
points of view regarding issues,
people, and situations.

S-24: Our children begin to see
what it means to listen critically and
actively as opposed to selectively and
passively. This strategy teaches them
what active listening would entail,
how to sum up what people say for the
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sake of understanding, and how to lis-
ten to points of view to understand
their logic.

S-25: Our children begin to see the
power of questioning as a form of
learning about themselves, what they
are studying, and others. This strategy
teaches students how to question
deeply, to go beyond questions that
simply call for information and learn
to question assumptions, language,
points of view, and whatever they are
learning.

Emotional Intelligence/
Affective Thinking Dimension

S-26: Our children begin to see the
power of investigation and how to fig-
ure things out for themselves. This
strategy teaches students to investigate
independently what they are learning
and not to depend on others for the
answers to questions or life’s problems.

S-27: Our children begin to see the
importance of understanding others,
even if they do not agree with them.
This strategy teaches students to enter
into diverse points of view with the
object of understanding them.

S-28: Our children begin to learn
that it is okay to say “I don’t know.”
This strategy teaches students how to
admit to their mistakes, realize when
they don’t understand something, and
learn to replace self-righteousness
with self-questioning.

S-29: Our children begin to see the
power of curiosity and how curiosity is
used to find answers to complex ques-
tions, to seek to understand, and to
imagine how problems can be solved

or decisions can be made. This strat-
egy teaches students the power of
imaginative and curious thinking and
helps them capture what it means to
“wonder” about life and what they are
learning.

S-30: Our children begin to see the
power of reasoning, and as they do,
they develop self-esteem and a belief
that they can solve life’s problems
through thinking. This strategy helps
students develop self-confidence in
their ability to think.

S-31: Our children begin to see that
often there are no black-and-white
answers for situations and issues. This
strategy helps students understand
that life can be unclear, that what they
are studying or attempting to under-
stand may not be transparent, and that
this is okay.

S-32: Our children begin to learn
to arrest their impulsivity and take
their time when reasoning. This strat-
egy teaches students that there are no
quick-fix solutions to complex prob-
lems and lets them know that disci-
plined thinking and trying as hard as
they can will help them become suc-
cessful.

S-33: Our children begin to see
what it means to be intellectually
courageous: that it is okay to admit
you’re wrong, to discover you have
made a mistake, or to disagree with
others rather than simply going along
with them. This strategy teaches stu-
dents that being courageous in their
thinking might make them different at
times, but that this is okay as long as
they can defend what they believe in
light of what others believe.



S-34: Our children begin to see that
put-downs have no place in think-
ing—that you don’t have to be mean
or uncivil to someone just because you
do not agree with him. This strategy
helps students develop an understand-
ing of how to engage in civil dialogue
when they don’t agree with someone
or something.

S-35: Our children begin to see that
it is necessary to evaluate others and
their thinking the same way that they
evaluate themselves and their think-
ing. This strategy teaches students
that the rules they apply to others
should be rules they are willing to ac-
cept in their own lives.
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The politics of the current standards
debate, with its recent emergence,
challenges, and promises, must be un-
derstood within the sociohistorical
context that spawned it. Historically,
we can find a critical rethinking and
reexamination of intelligence and edu-
cational standards in a multitude of
educational and psychological theo-
retical pursuits throughout the twenti-
eth century. These include the social
functionalism of the factory school,
the Dewey progressivism of the early
1900s, critical pedagogy—notably in
the persona of Paulo Freire—neo-
functionalism, insights into critical
thinking, poststructural psychoanaly-
sis, and Vygotskian understandings of
cognition and theories.

Yet unfortunately, as educational au-
thor and reformer Herbert Kliebard
has lamented, school change move-
ments generally fail to understand the

history of educational reform in the
United States. According to Kliebard,
“New breakthroughs are solemnly
proclaimed when in fact they represent
minor modifications of early proposals,
and, conversely, anachronistic dogmas
and doctrines maintain a currency and
uncritical acceptance far beyond their
present merit” (Kliebard, 1970, p.
259). Kliebard calls upon educators to
examine new and popular school re-
form proposals from a historical per-
spective. For our purposes, this exami-
nation will specifically focus on the
historical development of education as
these developments affect the debate
regarding educational standards.

Defining Educational Purpose:
Why Do We Teach?
There are many perspectives on the
role or purpose of schools in society—

481

FROM FUNCTIONALISM TO
NEOFUNCTIONALISM AND
NEOLIBERALISM

Developing a Dialectical Understanding of the
Standards Debate through Historical Awareness

Danny Weil

F U N C T I O N A L I S M



what they should teach and how this
teaching and learning should be as-
sessed. The aspiration of this chapter
is not to give a prolonged or detailed
characterization of the myriad frames
of reference on the subject. However,
characterizing at least some of these
points of view in terms of how the de-
bate is currently constructed is essen-
tial to a truly meaningful dialogue
about assessment and standards.

Currently, popular political debates
regarding literacy, standards, and as-
sessment continue to concentrate on
anecdotal evidence and attention-seek-
ing headlines that really do little or
nothing to help teachers, their stu-
dents, or their students’ parents move
toward a genuine curriculum of think-
ing and learning. Furthermore, many
parents and community members con-
tinue to labor under old paradigms of
literacy, intelligence, and assessment.
These paradigms are fueled and nur-
tured by an ignorant and demagogic
media that continues to separate as-
sessment from learning while seeking
to frame the complex issue of educa-
tion in either back-to-basics or out-
come-based education—for both pub-
lic schools and private schools.

American Industrialism and 
the Twentieth-Century
Development of the 
Factory School
The end of the Civil War and the years
immediately after brought unbridled
economic growth and development to
America. New scientific and techno-
logical developments fueled the expan-

sion of markets and configured a
deeply changing nation. More and
more Americans began to find resi-
dence in large urban centers, leading
to the increased development and ex-
pansion of cities. Coupled with immi-
gration, the increased urbanization
and industrialization of the late nine-
teenth century and early twentieth
century lent rapid growth to U.S. in-
dustry and a new concentration of eco-
nomic power in the hands of emerging
industrialists and corporations.

With immigration changing the
political and cultural landscape of the
United States in the late 1800s, not
only were larger urban centers grow-
ing, but for the first time they were
growing with people other than white
Anglos. Along with this rapid growth
came the need to assimilate these
newly arriving immigrants into the
melting pot of “mainstream” Ameri-
can life. An obvious and logical forum
for this was the public school. Most
work in urban centers during this time
was factory work, so the emergence of
the American public school began to
resemble the factory. Bells were
sounded to signal the beginning of
classes, desks were bolted to the floor
in regimented rows, and strict disci-
pline and a rigidly imposed social or-
der prevailed (Kincheloe, Slattery, and
Steinberg, 2000, pp. 151–152).

The costs of building these new
factory type schools were justified in
the minds of the public by appeals to
the “national interest.” The argument
was simple. Immigrant children were
in the United States because the na-
tion needed the labor of their parents
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to become rich and prosperous. This
market rationale argued that educat-
ing these “immigrant children” would
bring a positive return on investment,
namely, a more productive workforce
and a more competitive nation. One
leading educational functionalist at
the time, Ellwood Cubberley, wrote:
“Our schools are, in a sense, factories
in which the raw products (children)
[his parentheses] are to be shaped and
fashioned into products to meet the
demands of life. The specifications for
manufacturing come from the de-
mands of twentieth century civiliza-
tion, and it is the business of the
school to build its pupils according to
the specifications laid down” (Cubber-
ley, 1916, p. 338).

If the public school represented the
factory, the students themselves were
little more than the raw material or
objects of production; graduates were
seen as the products to be fashioned
by the public school system. In the
emerging modern public schools of
the United States, children, especially
immigrant children, were to be
trained to follow directions and rou-
tines, learn proper English, and de-
velop rudimentary “basic skills,” such
as reading, mathematical, and writing
skills. Schooling, in a sense, developed
as a center for socialization and indoc-
trination as America entered the in-
dustrial age.

Post–Civil War America also saw
market interests and business con-
cerns rapidly permeate public schools.
Not only was the curriculum of public
schools immersed in the growth, reg-
ulation, and maintenance of urbaniza-

tion and the rise of industrialization
and factory existence, but these ele-
ments of modernization were also im-
plicated in the development of a mod-
ernist conception of knowledge and
intelligence.

Between 1880 and 1920, as the fac-
tory-style public school system
emerged, so too did the philosophy
that specified that the reality and life
of both students and teachers needs to
be scientifically oriented and regulated
(Kincheloe et al., 2000, p. 153). This
period saw the development of stan-
dardized tests, with an emphasis on
sorting and categorizing mechanisms
that would place students on specific
curricular tracks. Modern rationalism
and specific, delineated ways of know-
ing emerged as the measure of intelli-
gence, and the new standardized tests,
such as the Stanford-Binet IQ test,
were designed to calibrate and classify
students based on emerging modernist
notions of intellectual behavior. These
instruments of assessment also gave
specific direction to teachers, identify-
ing specifically what they should be
doing in their classrooms.

The IQ test had its origins in 1904
France, where Alfred Binet attempted
to study and recommend procedures
for educating mentally retarded chil-
dren (Binet, 1905). The test itself was
forged in the fires of actual and exis-
tent material conditions found in
early-twentieth-century capitalist
France and reflected the values, inter-
ests, needs, and focuses not only of Bi-
net himself but of his cultural and so-
cioeconomic milieu.

In 1905, Binet proposed a thirty-



item scale of intelligence, a set of
norms so to speak, to measure what
contributes to classroom achievement.
After Binet’s death in 1911, his nor-
mative scale was revised, producing
the Stanford-Binet IQ test. The test
has been revised many times since its
inception and is still generally consid-
ered the standard measure of intelli-
gence in Western societies.

Formalist reason, Cartesian-New-
tonian science, and the techno-ratio-
nalist necessities of the emerging in-
dustrial revolution, coupled with the
need to develop a psychology or
managerial science of the mind, all in-
fluenced and contributed to the theo-
retical development and practical im-
plementation of the normative scales
found in the IQ test. Similar consider-
ations of historical reality would be
necessary to understand any assess-
ment, not simply the IQ test, as their
development, use, and analysis is al-
ways historically situated and must be
understood against the specific socioe-
conomic conditions from which they
arose. Examining these conditions
allows us to see why and how intelli-
gence was defined and how this defini-
tion affects our organization of educa-
tional occasions for students and
productive opportunities for teachers.
Such analysis also affords us an insight
into the role of standards and assess-
ment.

The Development of
Functionalist Theory
The burgeoning industrial capitalism
of the late 1800s and the early 1900s

needed schooling to preserve, extend,
and legitimize the economic relations
of production and the arrival of new
forms of unprecedented consumption.
Consequently, during this period we
see the rise and development of an ed-
ucational philosophy called “social
functionalism”: education organized,
implemented, and controlled to meet
the functional needs of business and
economic interests. These needs could
be equated with what was necessary in
the workplace and then taught and as-
sessed. The assessment of students
would be metaphorically similar to as-
suring quality control, much like the
quality control assurance of products.

Directly associated with the social
functionalism of schools was the ex-
cessive preoccupation with the values
of productivity, efficiency, and thrift
(Goodman, 1995, p. 6). With the de-
velopment of the assembly line,
specifically the contributions of Fred-
erick Taylor to the new science of
business management, efficiency, pro-
ductivity, and speed began to capture
the imagination of the American pub-
lic. Factory work relied on workers
who could follow instructions, take
simple directions, and work swiftly to
increase production with maximum
efficiency.

Industrial production proceeded at
levels heretofore unheard of and the
power and ideology of industrialized
production became the national ideol-
ogy during this period. It is hard not
to see the parallel between this histor-
ical period and today. Although con-
temporary production has shifted to
technological and service work as the
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United States enters into the “third
wave,” or postindustrialism, infatua-
tion with technological, cybernetic ty-
coons and the ideology of efficiency
and “lean production” still dominate
U.S. culture. School-to-work pro-
grams are important aspects of many
public schools and have arisen, partly,
in response to the demands of the new
social functionalism, which is de-
signed to prepare students for the
needs of changing production in the
twenty-first century.

The social functionalism prevalent
in the philosophy of early-twentieth-
century educational discourse along
with a preoccupation for speed and ef-
ficiency was described by leading re-
former Franklin Bobbitt, one of the
key social functionalists for the indus-
trial-age school restructuring move-
ment. In 1924, Bobbitt claimed:

It is helpful to begin with the simple as-
sumption to be accepted literally, that
education is to prepare men and
women for the activities of adult life;
and that nothing should be included
which does not serve this purpose.
. . . The first task is to discover the ac-
tivities, which ought to make up the
lives of men and women; and along
with these, the abilities and personal
qualities necessary for proper perform-
ance. These are educational objectives.
When we know what men and women
ought to do then we shall have before
us the things for which they should be
trained. (Bobbitt, 1912, pp. 259–271)

The adult activities to which Bob-
bitt referred were tied to economic

necessities that resulted from changes
in the relations of production and
consumption that were exploding at
the time.

Further, not only did the industrial
age have an impact on the purposes
and goals of education, but the social
functionalism of the time also affected
staffing patterns, curricular construc-
tion, and instructional design (Good-
man, 1995, p. 6). What R.E. Callahan
referred to as the “cult” of efficiency
and productivity had an effect on
every aspect of schooling (Callahan,
1962). The modern science of busi-
ness management, called Taylorism
after its creator, was rapidly being im-
plemented in school production as
well. Educational goals were restruc-
tured and redefined as increasing pro-
ductivity in schools—in essence, in-
creasing the quantity of what students
learn. So the factory school began to
predetermine outcomes and then plan
backwards to restructure education so
that these outcomes could be reached.
As early as 1913, Bobbitt declared:

The third grade teacher should bring
her pupils up to an average of 26 cor-
rect (addition) combinations per
minute. The fourth grade teacher has
the task, during the year that the same
pupils are under her care, of increasing
their addition speed from an average of
26 combinations per minute to an aver-
age of 34 combinations per minute. If
she does not bring them up to the stan-
dard 34, she has failed to perform her
duty in proportion to the deficit; and
there is no responsibility beyond the
standard. (Bobbitt, 1913, pp. 21–22)



Specifically stated learning objec-
tives that could be measured, con-
trolled, and regulated became the lan-
guage of educational discourse. These
objectives were tied to what was
needed or what was functional within
the emerging industrial society. With
an “objectives first” approach to edu-
cation and schooling, curriculum un-
derwent unique changes. Not only
were educators concerned with effi-
ciency and production, but they also
believed strongly in the practice of
differentiated staffing (Goodman,
1995, p. 10). Knowledge acquisition
was fragmented into disciplines and
subjects, much like the work on as-
sembly lines in industrial factories.
The most important goal for the so-
cial functionalists and efficiency edu-
cators of the day was to reduce the
number of educational workers by
maximizing their instructional effi-
ciency. Thus, not much different from
what Taylor advocated in the factory,
no one person was to ever be respon-
sible for too many different tasks. Sci-
entism and the instrumentalist ap-
proaches of functionalist educators
divided teaching up into distinct and
differentiated tasks staffed by different
individuals.

The reconfiguration of the school
day and the redesign of curriculum
during the industrial revolution in the
early part of the twentieth century
helped shape what we know now as
the large, urban public school and its
accompanying public school curricu-
lum. As we shall see, Bobbitt’s appeal
to link school to work was not much
different from positions taken by cer-

tain educational policy makers and
business leaders today. And in the
same way that Taylorism and the new
science of business administration in-
fluenced the conception and organiza-
tion of schooling during the early
twentieth century, contemporary
changes in production, consumption,
and business management theory con-
tinue to exert a tremendous influence
on the standards debate today.

Progressive Educational
Responses to the 
Factory School
Although the factory style of educa-
tion during the late nineteenth cen-
tury and early twentieth century im-
posed a functionalist, industrial
education on all American citizens—
African American, Native American,
newly arriving immigrants, and Ang-
los—and even though the prevailing
wisdom at the time argued for imper-
sonal factory schools grounded on
modernist approaches to curriculum
and teaching, many educators pro-
tested. They not only saw the factory
school as an impersonal social ar-
rangement, but they also saw indus-
trial society and the factory itself as an
impediment to human development.
Margaret Haley, union organizer and
teacher-activist at the time, expressed
the following observation: “Two ideals
are struggling for supremacy in Amer-
ican life today; one the industrial
ideal, dominating through the su-
premacy of commercialism, which
subordinates the worker to the prod-
uct and the machine; the other ideal of
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democracy, the ideal of educators,
which places humanity above all ma-
chines, and demands that all activity
shall be the expression of life” (Tyack,
1974, p. 257).

Educators like Haley opposed what
they viewed as the rigid and imper-
sonal social order imposed by factory
life. They felt that the rise of corpora-
tions and corporate power were far
more menacing to American life than
the role of government (Kincheloe et
al., 2000, p. 159). These educational
progressives wanted schooling to cre-
ate educational experiences that ex-
panded children’s involvement in
citizenship activities and civic respon-
sibility, and they argued that public
education must construct its mission
and purpose to this end.

Besides W.E.B. DuBois and Haley,
one of the most prominent progres-
sive educators and philosophers dur-
ing the early part of the twentieth cen-
tury was John Dewey. Like Haley,
Dewey argued against the reduction
of schooling to mere functionalism—
boring and repetitive tasks designed to
prepare students for future work.
Dewey’s argument against social func-
tionalism maintained that the role and
purpose of education should be to
prepare students to live fully in the
present, not simply to prepare them
for the future. Like Boyd Bode, an-
other progressive educator of the
time, Dewey argued that for schooling
to become merely a preparatory insti-
tution for future market needs was de-
humanizing and denied children the
opportunity to find relevance and
meaning in their lives. Dewey com-

mented: “The ideal of using the pres-
ent simply to get ready for the future
contradicts itself. It omits, and even
shuts out, the very conditions by
which a person can be prepared for his
future. We always live at the time we
live and not at some other time, and
only by extracting at each present time
the full meaning of each present expe-
rience are we prepared for doing the
same thing in the future. This is the
only preparation, which in the long
run amounts to anything” (Dewey,
1938, p. 49).

Dewey’s description of the purpose
and objective of education was very
clear:

The problem of education in its rela-
tion to the direction of social change is
all one with the problem of finding out
what democracy means in the total
range of concrete applications; domes-
tic, international, religious, cultural,
economic, and political. . . . The trou-
ble . . . is that we have taken democracy
for granted; we have thought and acted
as if our forefathers had founded it
once and for all. We have forgotten
that it has to be enacted anew with
every generation, in every year, in
every day, in the living relations of per-
son to person, in all social forms and
institutions. Forgetting this . . . [w]e
have been negligent in creating a
school that should be the constant
nurse of democracy. (Dewey, 1940, pp.
357–358)

Dewey was convinced that democ-
racy is not a “thing” that is found, but
an idea that is perpetually created. His



notion of education rested upon a citi-
zenry that wishes to develop the abil-
ity to visualize the type of society they
want to live in. Dewey and his pro-
gressive contemporaries continued to
argue against social functionalism and
for a different conception of schooling
and educational purpose. They looked
to assessment to measure how students
think, not what they think.

Although the debate between pro-
gressive educators like Dewey, Boyde,
DuBois, and Haley on the one hand
and Bobbitt and Cubberley on the
other was intense and controversial, in
the end it was functionalism that tri-
umphed over progressivism. There
are many reasons for the triumph of
social functionalism in the U.S. educa-
tional debates in the early twentieth
century, not the least being the cost of
subsidizing and operating public edu-
cation as an enterprise. Progressive
educational ideas would have required
new structural configurations of
school, an emphasis on quality educa-
tion as opposed to educating quanti-
ties of students, and the introduction
of new assessments and more creative
and innovative curricula. Social func-
tionalist approaches to education, on
the other hand, were less expensive
precisely because within the factory
style school, students could be “pro-
duced” on an educational assembly
line in much larger numbers than with
the craftsmanship required by pro-
gressive education (Wirt & Kirst,
1992). Similarly, with standardized
tests, quality control could be rigidly
fixed without variation.

Perhaps even more importantly, the

progressive agenda for education was
highly controversial and threatened
the elite agenda of control and power
that was taking shape in industrialized,
modernist America. With the emer-
gence of union activism and socialist
movements, the creation of the for-
mer Soviet Union in 1917, and the so-
called Red scare and the Sacco and
Vanzetti trial of the 1920s, the last
thing that U.S. policy makers in edu-
cation, business, or politics wanted
was an education for social liberation
and individual realization. Business in-
terests, policy makers, and politicians
were worried that opening up educa-
tion to such things as personal aware-
ness, democracy, social exploration,
and critical analysis might compel the
public to examine the social, cultural,
and economic relations that governed
their lives. Such education, it was
feared, could pose a considerable
threat to power, authority, and control
and was of little interest to the cap-
tains of a market society undergoing a
huge economic expansion, technolog-
ical revolution, and rising industrial-
ization. Their notion of education for
social function and control was far
more pragmatic, designed to support
an emerging industrial world where
commercialism relied on disciplined
workers and responsible consumers.
Socialization and indoctrination were
to be the norm for schooling, and tests
and measurement instruments were
developed to assist in ensuring that
this indoctrination and socialization
became the subject of education.

As a result of this climate, Dewey’s
progressive ideas had little support
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from administrators and other educa-
tional policy makers. And so, although
the debates between progressives and
social functionalists continued to
dominate educational discourse dur-
ing the early part of the twentieth cen-
tury, schools were increasingly organ-
ized based on factory models and their
curriculums wedded to organizational
and intellectual endeavors that pro-
moted education as preparation for
work.

The argument between Booker T.
Washington and DuBois and between
the educational functionalists and ed-
ucational progressives is as heated to-
day as it was at the beginning of the
twentieth century—perhaps even
more so. The issues that confronted
educators in the early twentieth cen-
tury—curriculum construction, access
to quality education, the education of
minority children and newly arriving
immigrants, race, gender equity, social
class, market capitalism, technological
innovation, work, efficiency and pro-
duction, and the purpose and goals of
education—represent challenges that
are similar to but different from those
of today. 

Post–World War II Policy and
the Politics of Public Education
After World War II, public education
in the United States experienced some
of its most dramatic challenges and
changes. In the context of the Cold
War, McCarthyism, economic pros-
perity, suburban development, techno-
logical innovations in consumer goods,
the advent of television and advertis-

ing, the growth of the civil rights
movement, and the rapid development
of scientific innovation and discovery,
controversial and rancorous debates
arose over the role of education and
universal access to school facilities.

Perhaps the most important event
to mark post–World War II social,
racial, and educational politics was the
1954 Supreme Court decision on
Brown vs. Board of Education. Up until
this time, what was referred to as the
separate-but-equal doctrine, set forth
as law in the famous Plessy vs. Ferguson
case, governed relations between
Blacks and Whites. The Brown deci-
sion swept Plessy away forever, declar-
ing the separate-but-equal doctrine
“inherently unequal” (Brown v. Board
of Education. 347 U.S. 483, 74 Sup. Ct.
686. 1954). Further clarifying its posi-
tion on the matter, the Court once
again legally intervened in a follow-up
decision by stating that public school
systems that had been segregated up
until that time now had to become de-
segregated (Brown vs. Board II. 349
U.S. 294, 75 Sup. Ct. 753).

The court decision also brought up
the issue of “states’ rights” versus fed-
eral control—an issue older than the
Civil War. Many conservative south-
erners felt that decisions regarding lo-
cal issues should be left to the bodies
of state and local government, not
mandated by the federal government.
At the time, many conservatives saw
the Supreme Court decision in Brown
vs. Board of Education as a federal inva-
sion of states’ rights.

Another important post–World
War II event that was to have a mas-



sive impact on the nation’s school sys-
tems and continued influence on pub-
lic debate over education was the ad-
vance of the Soviet Union into space
with the 1957 launching of the Sput-
nik. American leaders reacted to the
Soviet success with shock and disbe-
lief, arguing that the Soviet Union
now threatened U.S. sovereignty.
Business leaders, military leaders, and
educational policy makers scrambled
to assign the blame to American pub-
lic schools. Attacks on public educa-
tion intensified, partly because it was a
convenient target, easy to blame not
only for the nation’s lack of global and
economic competitiveness but also for
the new permissiveness, apparent in
everything from rock and roll music
to new conventions regarding sexual-
ity and conformity (Kincheloe et al.,
2000, p. 164).

With the launching of Sputnik and
the perceived Soviet superiority in
matters of technology and military de-
velopment, the federal government
began to become more involved in the
legal and economic realities of public
education. The National Defense and
Education Act was passed in the late
1950s, focusing the educational em-
phasis primarily on science, mathe-
matics, foreign language, guidance,
career counseling, and vocational en-
deavors. The federal government also
appropriated and spent massive sums
for the construction of schools and
buildings.

Worried that the Soviet Union was
achieving technological and military
dominance over the United States, ed-
ucational policy makers saw them-

selves as the custodians of the public
educational system. Education was
now to be perceived as a vehicle for
gaining skills necessary for the promo-
tion of the “national interest,” and it
was directly linked to defeating com-
munism at any cost. For the first time
in its history, the U.S. government de-
clared education a national preoccu-
pation and a national interest. The
public schools were still organized as
large factories, but now they were fac-
tories that were more preoccupied
with the regulation of the curriculum.
In this atmosphere of political fear
and educational purpose tied to mili-
tary and technological preparedness,
the voices of progressive education
were muted and silenced.

Today’s efforts to promote an edu-
cational marketplace through priva-
tized school choice can be traced di-
rectly to the work of conservative
economist Milton Friedman in 1955.
Unlike those proponents of public ed-
ucation who sought to restructure and
reform factory-style public schools,
Friedman proposed that every family
be given a federal “voucher” for each
child attending any school. Under the
proposed plan, the vouchers, all of
equal worth, would be funded by pub-
lic monies and would allow families to
choose any school that met minimal
governmental oversight. Parents
could also add their own resources to
the value of the voucher, and schools
would operate like businesses, setting
their own tuition and admission re-
quirements (Friedman, 1955).

Friedman’s proposal failed to attract
public interest at the time, and the
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prevailing ideology argued that a
simple retooling of the curriculum
and the addition of advanced place-
ment classes would remedy any prob-
lems associated with public education.
Further, with the Brown decision, any
primacy of states’ rights over federal
law in the form of state-imposed de-
segregation was now illegal. Although
at the time Friedman voiced his sup-
port for integration, by asserting the
primacy of freedom over equality, his
proposal threatened to further segre-
gation, directly or indirectly (Re-
Thinking Schools, 1996). However,
even though it was rejected by the
public at the time, the Friedman pro-
posal would return with a vengeance
in the late 1980s and early 1990s.

The importance of the post–World
War II era in education is significant
to any understanding of the current
debates regarding public schools,
specifically charter schools. Issues re-
garding states’ rights, race, market ini-
tiatives, and “failing American
schools,” so predominant in the edu-
cational discourse of the 1950s, now
appear again in the topics and ques-
tions that the educational community
faces today.

The Decade of the 1960s and
the Politics of Standards
Post–World War II America experi-
enced conformity in the 1950s, but
the 1960s were anything but conven-
tional. Changes in educational policy
and the debate over educational pur-
pose and access during the 1960s must
be situated and understood within the

context of political activism and resis-
tance that characterized the decade.
Anti-war demonstrations, the Civil
Rights movement, boycotts, the emer-
gence of the gay movement in 1969,
multiculturalism, feminism, assassina-
tions of political leaders, and the mul-
tiple marches on Washington all
worked directly to change the concep-
tion of American identity and Ameri-
can consciousness. And the decade of
the 1960s was to have a dramatic and
far-reaching impact on educational is-
sues and schooling as well.

Probably the most important politi-
cal event of the 1960s was the passage
of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. Not
only did passage of the act guarantee
African Americans access to all public
facilities, but it empowered the U.S.
government to ensure compliance
with the act by bringing discrimina-
tion suits against any institution or lo-
cal governmental body charged with
discriminating. According to esti-
mates, almost 99 percent of Black stu-
dents in the eleven southern states re-
mained in segregated schools in the
late 1960s (Orfield, 1969, p. 45). In
accordance with the Civil Rights Act,
schools that segregated were now to
be stripped of any federal aid.

Another consequential legislative
enactment in the 1960s was the pas-
sage of the Elementary and Secondary
Act of 1965. Signed into law by Presi-
dent Johnson as part of the War on
Poverty, the act would provide an-
other nail in the coffin for segregated
schools by bringing even more African
Americans into the mainstream of
public schooling.



The fight over desegregation was
often a violent one, and the Supreme
Court once again was forced to act
with its decision in Green vs. City
School Board (391 U.S. 430. 1968). The
issue involved so-called freedom-of-
choice plans that had been adopted by
some in the South as a way of avoiding
desegregation. The Green decision
outlawed these schemes as barriers to
desegregation, further ensuring that
schools would be desegregated in ac-
cordance with the Brown decision.

In the late 1950s and the 1960s the
U.S. public school system became in-
creasingly desegregated, and immense
changes in public education occurred
during this time in the South. For the
first time, African Americans were al-
lowed to attend public schools with
Whites, albeit at times under protec-
tion of the National Guard. Universal
access to education was won through
the struggles for equality and justice
on behalf of African Americans, mem-
bers of labor movements, students,
feminists, and other groups.

The 1960s also witnessed intense
debates over school curriculum. The
roots of what is currently termed the
“multicultural” movement in educa-
tion finds its origins in the radical
challenges put forth by progressive
educational forces in the 1960s and
early 1970s. The movement toward a
multicultural curriculum originated
largely among the nation’s culturally
subjugated and marginalized peoples,
such as African Americans, Mexican
Americans, Native Americans, and
women. Proponents of multicultural-
ism criticized traditional schools for

their admission practices vis-à-vis
people of color; they condemned the
academic establishment for its sub-
servience to business interests; they
reprimanded schooling for its racist,
sexist, and culturally biased curricu-
lum; they chastised hiring practices
for women and minorities; they ex-
posed the pernicious practice of track-
ing; they lambasted the curriculum for
its claim of neutrality; and they la-
bored assiduously to ensure the estab-
lishment of beneficial entitlement
programs such as bilingual education
and Title VII–mandated educational
programs.

Multiculturalism argued that a lack
of understanding and acceptance of
racial differences was a recognized
problem for teachers and students
alike (Stent, Hazard & Rivlin, 1973, p.
73). Among the voices of the multicul-
tural educational community there
were calls to directly address issues of
prejudice and discrimination in class-
room curriculum. Multicultural theo-
rists posited that schools should not
seek to melt away cultural differences
within our pluralistic society but in-
stead should celebrate these differ-
ences in an atmosphere of educational
inquiry. Therefore, they pointed out,
schools should be oriented toward the
cultural enrichment of all students
though programs aimed at the preser-
vation and extension of cultural plu-
ralism. They put forth the idea that
cultural diversity is a valuable resource
that should be recognized, preserved,
and extended, and they argued that
only by directly confronting racism
and prejudice can society ensure an
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understanding and appreciation for
human dignity (Weil, 1998).

The movements and educational
struggles that took place during the
1960s and early 1970s produced a new
language and vocabulary of educa-
tional critique. Coupled with the cri-
tiques of schooling listed above was a
call for the abolition of inequality in
school financing and for a commit-
ment to federal funding for educa-
tional programs. The struggle for uni-
versal access, for changes in the
curriculum, and for the passage of so-
cial legislation in the 1960s pro-
foundly changed public education in
the United States. These movements
lent new currency to the progressive
calls for a democratic educational pur-
pose that had started with Dewey. Old
progressive arguments and positions
regarding the role and purposes of ed-
ucation that had been silenced by the
Cold War of the 1950s began to re-
emerge in the national debate. Ameri-
can identity itself was under recon-
sideration, as diversity and an
understanding of difference became
intense objects of controversy and de-
bate. This was to be especially true in
universities, many of which were agi-
tated sites of militancy and resistance
at the time.

Neoliberalism, Conservatism,
the 1980s, and the Politics 
of Standards
When President Jimmy Carter re-
ceived the endorsement of the Na-
tional Education Association (NEA)
in his bid for presidency in 1976, it

was the first time that the nation’s
largest teachers’ union had endorsed a
candidate for president of the United
States. Carter owed this backing to his
promise to establish a cabinet-level
Department of Education. The NEA
had lobbied for such a national cabinet
position since World War I. Finally,
with the union endorsement, Carter
raised education to the cabinet level in
1980.

While Carter proved to be more
conservative than many observers had
expected from an “education presi-
dent,” there is little doubt that it was
Ronald Reagan, Carter’s successor,
who left a lasting conservative ideo-
logical stamp on American public edu-
cation. Considering the Department
of Education an unnecessary expense
and perceiving it as an imposition to
states’ rights, Reagan sought to abol-
ish the department directly after his
1980 election. Invoking free market
enterprise and the logic of market
forces as the panacea for American so-
cial and economic troubles, Reagan
and his administration embarked on
restructuring social policy, including
education, to reflect the primacy of
market solutions to public problems
(Lugg, 1996).

Calls for the dissolution of the De-
partment of Education met with se-
vere resistance that made it impossible
for conservatives to abolish the depart-
ment. As a result, the Reagan adminis-
tration sought to reconstitute the De-
partment of Education, transforming
it into a vocal mouthpiece for contro-
versial policies like organized prayer,
public and private school choice, and



school vouchers. As a result, depart-
ment representatives leveled blistering
attacks against public education, teach-
ers’ unions, and curriculum.

It was in 1983 that the best-publi-
cized educational achievement of the
Reagan administration was issued in
the form of a book-length report enti-
tled A Nation at Risk. Issued by the
National Commission on Excellence
in Education (NCEE), the report pro-
vided a scathing critique of the public
education system, arguing that Ameri-
can education had become a bastion of
mediocrity. The report concluded that
the state of American education was
actually threatening the nation’s fu-
ture economic growth. With its dire
predictions and warnings, A Nation at
Risk once again focused public atten-
tion on the issue of education as an
economic issue. As educational ur-
gency took on market proportions,
progressive educational concerns were
not considered a priority (NCEE,
1983).

After the Nation at Risk study was
released in 1983, scores of magazines
and news reports jumped on the band-
wagon, concentrating on the supposed
“failure of public education.” That
year, Newsweek rushed to press a
scathing story that asked if the schools
“could be saved.” The report con-
cluded that progress from generation
to generation was being “shattered”
by the mediocre condition of Ameri-
can schools (Saving Our Schools,
1983).

Responsibility for the recessionary
economic crisis that plagued America
during the early 1980s was placed

squarely on the back of the public ed-
ucational system. Public education
was now seen as an inhibitor to eco-
nomic growth (Shor, 1986, p. 108).
Like the Sputnik scare decades prior, A
Nation at Risk was used to sound a
wake-up call to educators and policy
makers. This time, instead of Soviet
superiority in outer space, it was the
influx of quality goods from Japan that
was thought to be the threat to na-
tional security. The ability of the
United States to compete globally, it
was argued, was jeopardized by a pub-
lic educational system that simply did
not work.

To build the case for the mediocrity
of the school system, the NCEE had
turned to an analysis of the Scholastic
Aptitude Test (SAT) scores. The
NCEE pointed to the long decline in
SAT scores that had occurred from
1963 to 1980. It also compared U.S.
education to other Western school
systems, pointing out areas where the
U.S. system did not measure up to its
counterparts. Playing off a sense of
political patriotism and economic na-
tionalism, the Nation at Risk report
pointed out that the United States
would continue to be a preeminent
country only so long as material bene-
fits and great ideas remained part of
the country’s legacy. The report ar-
gued that the nation’s national security
was in jeopardy as long as the public
schools threatened this legacy
(NCEE, 1983).

In June of 1983, another report, en-
titled Action for Excellence: A Compre-
hensive Plan to Improve Our Nation’s
Schools, was published by the state

494 FUNCTIONALISM



495Neofunctionalism and Neoliberalism

governors’ group, called the Educa-
tion Commission of the States (ECS).
Often referred to as the “Hunt Re-
port” after Governor James B. Hunt
of North Carolina, the report contin-
ued to echo the notion that American
schools were failing (ECS, 1983, pp. v,
3).

The alarms did not stop with the
Hunt Report. The next major state-
ment regarding the state of public ed-
ucation was issued in September of
1983 with the National Science Board
(NSB) report. In its dramatic study
entitled Educating Americans for the
Twenty-First Century, the NSB docu-
ment warned that:

The nation that dramatically and
boldly led the world into the age of
technology is failing to provide its own
children with the intellectual tools
needed for the 21st century. . . . Already
the quality of our manufactured prod-
ucts, the viability of our trade, our
leadership in research and develop-
ment, our standard of living, are
strongly challenged. Our children
could be stragglers in a world of tech-
nology. We must not let this happen;
America must not become an industrial
dinosaur. We must not provide our
children a 1960’s education for the 21st

century world. (NSB, 1983)

The exigencies of education were
once again being linked to the nation’s
economic readiness, or lack of it. The
1980s built the case for a super func-
tionalism. Instead of the rudimentary
skills required by the social function-
alism of industrialization, the new in-

formation and technological revolu-
tion in American society needed a dif-
ferent type of worker with different
kinds of skills. Preparing students for
the twenty-first century technological
and cybernetic revolution, or the
“third wave,” became the mantra of
reports like A Nation at Risk. Calls to
bring education “back to basics” saw
this as the antidote for the economic
crisis, in a move similar to the “objec-
tives first” clamor in the early 1900s.
The NSB report defined the new cog-
nitive-economic relationship between
school and work in the following way:

Alarming numbers of young Americans
are ill equipped to work in, to con-
tribute to, profit from and enjoy our in-
creasingly technological society. Far
too many emerge from the nation’s ele-
mentary and secondary schools with an
inadequate grounding in mathematics,
science, and technology. This situation
must not continue. . . . We must return
to the basics, but the “basics” of the 21st

century are not only reading, writing,
and arithmetic. They include commu-
nication, and higher problem-solving
skills, and scientific and technological
literacy. (NSB, 1983)

Under this superfunctionalism, the
new basics were now defined as “ultra-
basics”—such as science, computers,
higher-order reasoning, social studies,
foreign language, and academic Eng-
lish. Schools were now to place these
basics at the core of their curricula.
While the “second wave” of educa-
tional restructuring had been estab-



lished for the industrial age of the
early 1900s, the third-wave restructur-
ing movement of the 1980s would fo-
cus on preparing students for the in-
formation/technology age—an era of
neoliberalism—the economic, histori-
cal, and philosophical posture that ad-
vocates a market primacy and domina-
tion.

Educator Larry Hutchins expressed
the third-wave functionalist restruc-
turing argument like this: “The old
design worked relatively well for the
society it served; it brought schooling
to millions of immigrants [who]
. . . were needed to stoke the engines
of the industrial society. Today’s soci-
ety no longer requires such a work
force. We need people who can think
and solve problems using information
and technology” (Hutchins, 1990, p.
12).

Neoliberal goals like maintaining
the American empire, creating better
goods and services, dominating world
markets, and creating the new work-
force of the future were all interwoven
into the calls for a new and radical re-
structuring of schools. Any discussion
about what type of society Americans
wished to create or about the relation-
ship between school, democracy, cul-
ture, and the emerging cybernetic so-
ciety was conspicuously absent from
the concerns of third-wave restruc-
tionists. Furthermore, as with the effi-
ciency production arguments of the
industrial age, teachers were encour-
aged to develop curricular goals based
on step-by-step procedures and time
schedules as their labor became more
disenfranchised from creativity and

they themselves became significantly
de-skilled (Goodman, 1995, p. 10).

During the 1980s, the educational
reform movement increasingly found
expression in a language of business ef-
ficiency, productivity, choice, and the
application of management theories to
the educational enterprise. More than
at any other time, test scores became
the products of schools. Students be-
came the workers who create this
product using instructional programs
given to them by the “educational
maintenance organization.” Teachers
were increasingly transformed into
shop managers who preside over stu-
dents’ production through classroom
management techniques that operate
as technologies of power; school prin-
cipals became the plant managers who
manage the school personnel to ensure
that the product corresponds to the
standards; specialists, such as social
workers or school counselors, were
employed to handle students’ emo-
tional needs; and altercations became
defined as educational disputes that
arise between the school and parents
(Goodman, 1995, p. 11). Transformed
into classroom managers overseeing
student-workers, teachers became fur-
ther disengaged from the nature of
teaching; conception was further di-
vorced from execution as teacher-
workers were galvanized to follow pre-
scribed “teaching recipes” in the form
of preformulated lesson plans. With
the rise of prepackaged instructional
materials, intellectual engagement
with the curriculum had now become a
luxury for many teachers, as they were
transformed into mere technicians,
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quality control agents, clerks, and
managers of learning.

Third-Wave Restructuring 
at the End of the Second
Millennium: School Choice 
and the Politics of the 
Charter Movement
The development of the new educa-
tional discourse of business productiv-
ity and efficiency in the 1980s set the
stage for our current educational con-
troversies at the beginning of the third
millennium. As the 1980s came to an
end, unregulated capitalist markets
monopolized mainstream thinking.
Determined that neoliberal market
solutions were the remedy for all of
society’s ills, economists and pundits
warned the nation to concentrate on
neoliberal solutions to social and indi-
vidual problems in order to compete
vigorously in the global arena. Unreg-
ulated markets, unrestricted globaliza-
tion, and privatization were seen as an
advantage for all those interested in
the notion of American progress.

With the fall of the Soviet Union in
1991, this vision of America, one of
unregulated markets and capitalist
hegemony, became the primary vision
for education as well. Not only were
public schools continually perceived
and cast as failing and mediocre insti-
tutions, but now people also began to
suggest that these public schools
would better serve American citizens
if they were forced to compete with
schools that were privatized. They
argued that schools need to develop
students the way that corporations

develop products. School choice pro-
ponents now claimed that the govern-
ment should provide vouchers to pay
for the schooling of students’ or their
parents’ choice. The idea, claimed
voucher adherents, was that private
and public schools could then com-
pete for the most academically able
students. The schools that failed to
prepare students for the emerging in-
formation/technology market in the
most efficient manner would succumb
to a “natural selection” (Kincheloe et
al., 2000, p. 171). Friedman’s proposal
for privatized education was now a fait
acompli.

Economic Conservatives,
Neoliberalism, and the
Neofunctionalist Argument
The educational foundations of American soci-
ety are presently being eroded by a rising tide
of mediocrity that threatens our very future as
a nation and a people. . . . We have, in effect,
been committing an act of unthinking, uni-
lateral educational disarmament.

—A Nation at Risk

The prevailing point of view today,
one that is embraced by both eco-
nomic and neofunctionalist assertions
and that resonates throughout the me-
dia, seems to be that school is merely a
training ground for the necessities of
market civilization—that is, prepara-
tion in school has been transformed
into little more than preparation for
work. With the dramatic changes in
the nature of and relations among the
forces of postmodern capitalist pro-
duction, contemporary neofunctional-
ists have now refashioned and rely on



neoformalist, cognitive notions of in-
telligence that though formal in na-
ture, seek to expand the parameters of
formal psychological theories to in-
clude such things as critical thinking
skills, problem solving, and decision-
making capabilities.

Part of the problem, according to
neofunctionalists, is what they refer to
as failing government schools. They go
on to argue that the cybernetic econ-
omy of information and knowledge
will necessitate the cultivation and
harvesting of the best decision-mak-
ing and problem-solving capacities
among capitalist workers and man-
agers. They talk about managers and
workers as “knowledge workers” who
are able to use new technology, and
they advocate that students be edu-
cated to fashion large amounts of in-
formation and data into patterns from
which they might make plausible in-
ferences about business issues. They
see problem-solving and decision-
making skills—within the context of
postcapitalist society and its political,
social, and economic arrangements—
as the new hemisphere of intelligence.
Adaptation to change, continuous life-
long learning, thinking outside of the
box, flexibility, proactive thinking,
open-minded thinking, intuitive
thinking, and a host of other business
and managerial psycho-babble are
marshaled to meet the “new intelli-
gence” needs of the postmodern capi-
talist global order (American Manage-
ment Association, 2000).

Fundamentally, this means that stu-
dents go to school for the purpose of
learning how to compete in a capitalist

global society; in school students learn
job skills they are told are essential to
get ahead. The National Skill Stan-
dards Board, containing appointees of
President Bill Clinton, adopts this po-
sition in its discussion of standards:
“The National Skill Standards Board
[NSSB] is building a voluntary na-
tional system of skill standards, assess-
ment and certification that will en-
hance the ability of the United States
to compete effectively in the global
economy” (NSSB, 1998).

From this point of view, education,
beginning in primary school, should be
designed to create producers and con-
sumers who unquestionably accept and
adapt to the business models inherent
in capitalist society as well as the power
relations that govern them. The new
political discourse of conservative neo-
functionalism discusses education only
as it relates to markets, national iden-
tity, global competition, increased pro-
ductivity, and unbridled consumption.
Nothing is said about helping students
relate to the world in critical ways that
would allow them to “read their lives.”
For economic conservatives, schools
serve national, global, and neoliberal
market forces—not people.

Even among those CEOs and neo-
functionalists who bemoan the cur-
rent state of education as an anti-
quated testimony to the past and talk
about the need for critical thinking,
the goal is also clearly tied to the
bandwagon of individual economic
necessity. At President Clinton’s 1992
Economic Conference, the former
CEO of Apple Corporation, John
Sculley, stated this quite succinctly:
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We are still trapped in a K–12 public
education system, which is preparing
our youth for jobs that no longer exist.
A highly skilled work force must begin
with a world-class public education sys-
tem which will turn out a world-class
product. . . . It is an issue about an edu-
cational system aligned with the new
economy and a broad educational op-
portunity for everyone. Our public ed-
ucation system has not successfully
made the shift from teaching the mem-
orization of facts to achieving learning
of critical thinking skills. . . . It’s Amer-
ica’s choice: High skills or low wages.
(Sculley, 1992)

According to the new gospel of neo-
functionalism, there is a need not only
for a different kind of production un-
der post-Fordism but for a different
kind of worker—the knowledge
worker, the cognitive elite. This is the
worker who is adaptable and amenable
to multitask work environments, who
has a theoretical understanding of sys-
tems and how they function, who can
work in teams, who can accept new
styles of managerial authority, who can
form data into patterns and then inter-
pret this data for the good of the com-
pany’s profits, who can operate within
wider frames of reference, who seeks
out new information from multiple
sources, and who can solve business
problems and make business decisions.
For neofunctionalists and their eco-
nomic conservative counterparts, the
new millennium is foisting upon us
new neoliberal, market-driven cogni-
tive demands and different and unique
productive relations, and schools must

be ready to accept and meet this chal-
lenge if we want the student-worker to
get ahead and the United States to be
truly able to compete.

Former Labor Secretary Robert
Reich makes similar arguments in his
book, The Work of Nations: “We are liv-
ing through a transformation that will
rearrange the politics and economics
of the coming century. There will no
longer be national economies, at least
as we have come to understand the
concept. All that will remain rooted
within national borders are the people
who comprise the nation. Each na-
tion’s primary asset will be its citizens’
skills and insights” (Reich, 1992, p. 3).

For neofunctionalists like Reich
and Sculley, the argument is clear:
Less desirable jobs will not exist in the
United States but will be shipped
overseas to third-world countries—
the new export economies and assem-
bly lines of global capitalism. More
complex, intellectually challenging
work, they argue, will become the
norm in the United States, and of
course, there will be winners and los-
ers. However, this time the winners
and losers will not only be individuals
within nations, but will actually be en-
tire nations themselves. This is the ne-
oliberal message: Global economic
necessities demand an educational sys-
tem tied to the skills and training nec-
essary to compete in the new millen-
nium of cybernetic global capitalism.
Critical thinking is important only as
it relates to creating critical mass—de-
signing better products, boosting pro-
ductivity, fashioning better customer
service, creating stronger national



identity, and creating a new class of
disciplined consumers and servile
workers. Preparing citizen-consumers
for this “new world order” seems now
to have become the raison d’être of
education and educational sites.

From the perspective of economic
conservatives and neoliberals, educa-
tional assessment and world-class
standards must be linked to what it
means to be successful in the new
global economy. Through their efforts
they have created standard and assess-
ment think tanks, such as Achieve In-
corporated, a nonprofit organization
created by a group of CEOs and the
National Governors Association that
was initially cochaired by IBM’s chief
executive officer, Louis Gerstner Jr.,
and Governor Tommy Thompson of
Wisconsin (now secretary of Health
and Human Services). Such institu-
tions have produced reports like the
National Education Goals Report,
launched in 1989 as a result of the
controversy over the 1983 report, A
Nation at Risk. The Goals Report an-
nounces its mission as follows: “By the
year 2000, American students will
leave grades 4, 8, and 12 having dem-
onstrated competency in challenging
subject matter including English,
mathematics, science, history, and ge-
ography; and every school in America
will ensure that all students learn to
use their minds well, so they may be
prepared for responsible citizenship,
further learning, and productive em-
ployment in our modern society” (Na-
tional Education Goals Report, 1991,
p. 9).

By adopting what they like to call
“world-class standards,” these corpo-
rate and business leaders are working
to identify post-Fordist, neofunction-
alist skills that will be necessary for the
workplace of the future (Mid-conti-
nent Regional Educational Labora-
tory, 1997). The clamor to define
world-class standards and skills has
been linked to the presumed domi-
nance of the United States in the
world economy, and both economic
conservatives and neoliberal policy
makers have tied the development of
these standards to American market
competitiveness. Diane Ravitch, rec-
ognized as one of the darlings and
chief architects of the modern stan-
dards movement, has stated the eco-
nomic conservative and neoliberal ra-
tionale for standards: “Americans
expect strict standards to govern the
construction of buildings, bridges,
highways, and tunnels; shoddy work
would put lives at risk. They expect
stringent standards to protect their
drinking water, the food they eat, and
the air they breathe. . . . Standards are
created because they improve the ac-
tivity of life” (Ravitch, 1996, pp. 8–9).

What is ironic is how this neoin-
strumentalism and postfunctionalism
has been redefined and refashioned to
convey the appearance of progressive
dialogue: the so-called new school re-
formers—the new corporate business
and managerial elites—giving a call to
arms for change. Although the func-
tionalist rationale has changed to that
of neofunctionalism, what has really
changed are the historical necessities
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of capitalism, not a rethinking regard-
ing the role of schools. The contem-
porary reformers, the neofunctional-
ists, still advocate and cling to an
educational theory and practice allied
with the needs of commercial interests
and organized along business organi-
zational theories and practices. The
difference now is simply how they re-
define the new functionalism and in-
strumentalism in face of postmodern
capitalist changes in the relations and
forces of production.

Neoliberalism: 
The Purpose of Education Is 
to Inculcate Basic Skills
Another argument that we hear today
among contemporary conservative ed-
ucational reformers is that schools
must stick to the business of educating
children in basic skills. This is nothing
new. What is new, however, is how
these basic skills are being redefined
in the face of changes in the relations
and forces of production in postcapi-
talist society. What was basic in
Franklin Bobbitt’s time is not so basic
today, according to neofunctionalists.
Where basic skills were once tied to
an industrial society, they are now be-
ing recast in terms of the cybernetic-
information society—the society we
find ourselves in at the beginning of
the twenty-first century.

And not only have basic skills been
redefined and updated to meet the ex-
igencies of postmodern capitalist de-
velopment, but we now also find that
terms such as critical thinking and So-

cratic questioning have been hijacked
from progressive educational theory
and practice and are now being used
to refer to the type of intelligence
businesses believe worker-managers
will need in the new millennium
(Spitzer, 1999).

Indeed, the whole notion of exam-
ining and reexamining cognition has
now become a major preoccupation of
managerial programs, business educa-
tional theories, and actual educational
training classes. Michael Molenda
captures this well when he states:
“Learning achievement is the crucial
product of the educational system.
Schools obviously attempt to perform
many functions in American society,
including socialization of youth into
the community. However, the primary
and unique requirement expected of
schools is the attainment of the
knowledge, skills, and attitudes speci-
fied by state and local boards of educa-
tion. . . . It is what Reich (1991) and
others insist is the vital element for
economic survival” (quoted in Good-
man, 1995, p. 10).

Of course what the postfunctional-
ists don’t tell us is that the develop-
ment of systematic, collaborative,
evaluative, and abstract thinking,
through schools modeled after effec-
tive and efficient business organiza-
tions (Reich, 1992, p. 3), is really de-
signed to develop a cognitive elite—a
postmodern managerial class that can
ensure the smooth workings of global
capitalism. From their point of view,
the successful acquisition of capital
and the velvety operation of techno-



logical control, authority, and mainte-
nance should be the object of educa-
tion—thus the postfunctionalism. The
rhetoric they choose to embrace is one
of citizen inclusivity and an end to the
so-called digital divide—a Jefferson-
ian, democratic education for all. Yet
as we can see by examining any num-
ber of postfunctionalist programs,
their inclusivity is much like that of a
private country club that admits its
members in accordance with rigid,
privileged, class-, gender-, and race-
based criteria. It is a gated community
for the privileged few—affirmative ac-
tion for the affirmed.

For the first time, in a real way, the
notion of public education itself is be-
ing questioned by a new generation of
social functionalists. In the past, edu-
cational discussions and debates fo-
cused on how to bring the nation’s
public school system up to speed, but
the new functionalist arguments actu-
ally question the very efficacy, exis-
tence, and necessity of public schools.
Education is now being conceived of
as an “educational marketplace,” and a
new language of “choice” has emerged
to define the terms of the educational
debate. Progressive educational con-
cerns regarding the role of democracy,
equity, and social justice have been
purposefully marginalized and purged
from educational discourse in favor,
once more, of competitiveness, effi-
ciency, and productivity needs. The
new rhetoric of privatized schooling
and “choice” circumscribes the lan-
guage of the debate, and Americans,
consciously or unconsciously, are now

embroiled in a controversy over the
continued existence of public educa-
tion itself.

Summary
Understanding the historical nature of
American schooling and the contro-
versies that have surrounded and con-
tinue to encompass the definition of
educational purpose is crucial to un-
derstanding the current standards de-
bate. Through meticulous, compas-
sionate dialogue and a serious exchange
of diverse points of view accomplished
in an atmosphere of civility and in-
quiry, the standards debate in this
country can become intellectually en-
riched. We as American citizens can
profit from the controversies in edu-
cation today. Through continued re-
sistance against neoliberal functional-
ist policies and persistent resistance for
educational equity, quality teaching,
authentic assessment, and intellectual
excellence, we as citizens can begin to
design curricula and educational stan-
dards that meet the needs of our citi-
zens in their quest for happy and
productive lives. Without historical
understanding and a critical and rigor-
ous dialogue about educational pur-
pose and the role of neoliberal poli-
cies, the standards debate in this
country promises to hold our nation’s
children hostage to a neofunctional-
ism that prepares students only for the
necessities of postmodern capitalist
life. We need to ask ourselves as a na-
tion: Is this what we really want for
our nation and our children?
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If educational goals and core values are devel-
oped by a few educators in isolation from their
communities, no matter how well thought out
they may be they will not create the conditions
needed for change.

—Tony Wagner

Several years ago, while at an in-serv-
ice day with elementary and middle
school teachers in the state of Wash-
ington, I heard many teachers com-
ment that if we are going to teach for
thinking we had better develop new,
authentic methodologies, theories,
standards, and instruments for assess-
ment. As the teachers began to discuss,
question, and attempt through dia-
logue to develop a clear vision of criti-
cal thinking and what it means to be an
educated person in today’s society, it
became apparent to them that the
standardized tests predominant in edu-
cation today are simply not able to
meet the challenge of quality assess-
ment of student performance, much
less to measure how well students un-

derstand what it means to be a human
being. In fact, almost all of these pri-
mary and middle school teachers
agreed that the standards debate in this
country is little more than a hindrance
to real educational reform, as teachers
consistently complain that they must
prepare their students for assessment
instruments that test simply for basic
skills and rote memorization. These
teachers remarked that in American
education, standards, or assessment,
continues to be linked to a form of
what I call anorexic-bulimic learning,
whereby students starve themselves
until test time only to stuff themselves
with skills, facts, and details to be re-
gurgitated without the benefit of intel-
lectual digestion. Laced to this, they
argued, is the teaching and assessment
of basic skills divorced from meaning-
ful tasks and critical inquiry.

As we sat and discussed the neces-
sity for authentic assessment, as opposed
to the inauthenticity of standardized
tests, almost all the teachers, espe-
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cially those in elementary school,
commented that their students never
asked them how they performed on
the standardized state tests once they
were completed; nor did their parents
seem to use the information the scores
provided to develop a clear idea of
what their children were able to do as
a result of the time they spend in
schools or what it really means to be
educated. For anyone other than po-
litical pundits, real estate agents, and
bureaucrats, the test scores seemed to
them to be of limited use, represent-
ing little more than a collection of
anonymous numerics linked to issues
of bureaucratic control and power, as
opposed to wedded to critical sensibil-
ity, self-assessment, and achievements
in performance.

As I listened to and participated in
the dialogue with these teachers, it be-
came clear to me that these teachers
were becoming aware of the ideologi-
cal nature of the current testing de-
bate and what it implies for teaching
and learning; they were beginning to
see that the controversy over stan-
dards and assessment, in fact the ques-
tion as to the purpose for the entire
enterprise of education itself, is a polit-
ical discussion. Realizing that the debate
over education is in fact a political de-
bate that includes issues of class, race,
culture, and gender allowed these
teachers to begin to move toward an
understanding of what Paulo Freire so
aptly characterized as “education as an
act of freedom as opposed to educa-
tion as the practice of domination”
(Freire, 1970, p. 75). It also allowed
them to connect education and its

purposes to larger issues in society it-
self, to begin to formulate their own
perspectives on the role of education,
intelligence, and what it means to be
an educated person.

Many, if not all of these teachers,
had never been afforded an opportu-
nity to discuss the role of education
and what it means to be intelligent.
Their work was defined as a “divorce
from conception”—the execution of
methodological techniques and prac-
tices that, for the most part, they had
never even been asked to think about.
As teachers, they had been told in
“training” programs that learning and
knowing are neutral acts separated
and divorced from ideology and socio-
historical, economic, cultural, and po-
litical dimensions of life. The schools
of education that “train” teachers as
opposed to “educating them” (Dewey,
1997, pp. 357–358) produce teacher-
technicians who have never been
asked to think about the philosophical
act of teaching, why they teach, for
whom and what purposes knowledge
and education serve, or how educa-
tional practices relate to dominant and
privileged theories of learning.

As we continued our discussions
and questioning, pondering our work
and critically problematizing and ex-
amining the theories that guided our
practice, we became aware that it is
important to first broach the funda-
mental question rarely discussed:
what is the purpose of education and
why should we educate human be-
ings? Of course, the answer to this
question can vary considerably, de-
pending on one’s point of view. Yet we
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all concluded that before we could
even think about what it means to
learn or what it means to educate, let
alone delve into the role of standards
and assessment, the fundamental
question of what we are trying to as-
sess and why must be tied to the
deeper question of why society even
bothers to educate its citizens.

Linking the Discussion 
of Standards to 
Educational Purpose
reporter: Mr. Ghandi, what do you think of

modern civilization?
ghandi: That would be a good idea.

Perusing the newspaper or listening to
television or radio, one might walk
away thinking that we are all in agree-
ment as to which educational stan-
dards should be adopted and what they
should assess. The debate has been
cast as a national debate, and yet as a
nation, we Americans have not been
involved in theorizing the debate or
developing its actualities. There is no
discussion about how the current stan-
dards proposals have been designed,
who designed them, or for what pur-
pose. Leaders and elites have designed
the discourse, tailored the contents,
and dictated the terms of debate.

Yet the current national debate re-
garding standards is important, for it
reveals that it is not the debate we
should be having. Debating standards
is putting the cart before the horse.
The real debate would ask us to incor-
porate into consideration such ques-
tions as What is good teaching? How

does one learn? What is intelligence,
whose interests does it serve, and how
is it achieved? It would be a debate
that invited community, parents, stu-
dents, and teachers to engage in dis-
course about what it means to be hu-
man, how to act in and with the world,
and how to make sense out of one’s
personal life in light of historical and
cultural change.

There are many points of view re-
garding the role or purpose of schools
in society, and it is not the aspiration
of this chapter to give a prolonged or
detailed characterization of the myr-
iad frames of reference on the subject.
However, I think that characterizing
at least some of these points of view in
terms of how the debate is currently
defined is essential to engaging in a
truly meaningful dialogue about as-
sessment and standards. Currently,
popular political debates regarding lit-
eracy, standards, and assessment con-
tinue to concentrate on anecdotal evi-
dence and attention-seeking headlines
that really do little or nothing to help
teachers, their students, or their stu-
dents’ parents move toward a genuine
curriculum of thinking and learning.
Furthermore, many parents and com-
munity members continue to labor
under old paradigms of what it means
to be literate, intelligent, and assessed,
and these paradigms are fueled and
nurtured by an ignorant and dema-
gogic media that continues to separate
assessment from learning while seek-
ing to frame the complex issue of edu-
cation in either back-to-basics or out-
come-based education—in both public
schools and private schools.



Economic Conservatives and
the Neoliberal Argument

The educational foundations of our society are
presently being eroded by a rising tide of
mediocrity that threatens our very future as a
nation and a people. . . . We have, in effect
been committing an act of unthinking, uni-
lateral educational disarmament.

—A Nation at Risk

The prevailing point of view at this
juncture in history, one that is em-
braced by neoliberal assertions and
that resonates throughout the media,
seems to be that school is merely a
training ground for the necessities of
market civilization—that is, prepara-
tion in school is preparation for work.

Fundamentally, this means that stu-
dents go to school for the purpose of
learning how to compete in a capitalist
global society where they are taught
job skills they are told are essential to
get ahead. The National Skill Stan-
dards Board, containing appointees of
President Bill Clinton, adopts this po-
sition in its discussion of standards:
“The National Skill Standards Board
is building a voluntary national system
of skill standards, assessment and cer-
tification that will enhance the ability
of the United States to compete effec-
tively in the global economy” (“Presi-
dent Clinton,” 1999).

From this point of view, education,
beginning in primary school, should
be designed to create producers and
consumers who accept and adapt to
the business models inherent in capi-
talist society as well as the power rela-
tions that govern them. The new
political discourse of conservative neo-

liberalism discusses education only as
it relates to markets, national identity,
global competition, increased produc-
tivity, and unbridled consumption.
Nothing is said about helping students
relate to the world in critical ways. For
economic conservatives, schools serve
national and market forces—not
people. Even for those CEOs and neo-
liberals who bemoan the current state
of education as the antiquated testi-
mony of the past and who talk about
the need for critical thinking, the goal
is also clearly tied to the bandwagon of
individual economic necessity, as illus-
trated by a speech on education made
by the former CEO of Apple Corpora-
tion, John Sculley, at Bill Clinton’s
1992 Economic Conference:

We are still trapped in a K-12 public
education system, which is preparing
our youth for jobs that no longer exist.
A highly skilled work force must begin
with a world class public education sys-
tem which will turn out a world class
product. . . . It is an issue about an edu-
cational system aligned with the new
economy and a broad educational op-
portunity for everyone. Our public ed-
ucation system has not successfully
made the shift from teaching the mem-
orization of facts to achieving learning
of critical thinking skills. . . . It’s Amer-
ica’s choice: High skills or low wages
(Sculley, 1992).

According to the new gospel of
neoliberalism, there is a need not only
for a different kind of production un-
der post-Fordism, beyond the domi-
nance of the assembly line in produc-
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tion, but for a different kind of
worker—the knowledge worker. This
is the worker who is adaptable and
amenable to multitask work environ-
ments, who has a theoretical under-
standing of systems and how they
function, who can work in teams, who
can accept new styles of managerial
authority, who can form data into pat-
terns and then interpret this data for
the good of the company’s profits, who
can operate within wider frames of
reference, who seeks out new informa-
tion from multiple sources, and who
can solve business problems and make
business decisions. For neoliberals and
their economic conservative counter-
parts, the new millennium is foisting
upon us new market-driven cognitive
demands and different productive re-
lations, and schools must be ready to
accept and meet this challenge if we
want students to get ahead and Amer-
ica to be truly able to compete.

Former Labor Secretary, Robert
Reich, makes similar arguments in his
book, The Work of Nations: “We are liv-
ing through a transformation that will
rearrange the politics and economics
of the coming century. There will no
longer be national economies at least
as we have come to understand the
concept. All that will remain rooted
within national borders are the people
who comprise the nation. Each na-
tion’s primary asset will be its citizens’
skills and insights” (Reich, 1992, p. 3).

For neoliberals like Reich and Scul-
ley, the argument is clear: Less desir-
able jobs will not exist in the United
States but will be shipped overseas to
third-world countries—the new as-

sembly lines of global capitalism.
More complex, intellectually chal-
lenging work, they argue, will become
the norm in the United States, and of
course, there will be winners and los-
ers. However, this time the winners
and losers will not only be individuals
within nations, but will actually be en-
tire nations themselves. This is the ne-
oliberal message: Global economic
necessities demand an educational sys-
tem tied to the skills and training nec-
essary to compete in the new millen-
nium of a cybernetic global capitalism.
Critical thinking is important only as
it relates to creating critical mass—de-
signing better products, boosting pro-
ductivity, fashioning better customer
service, creating stronger national
identity, and creating a new class of
disciplined consumers. Preparing citi-
zen-consumers for this “new world
order” becomes the raison d’être of
education and educational sites.

Economic conservatives and ne-
oliberals, however, go even one step
further, arguing that there is now a
need to eliminate what they term
“frills” in education, to narrow the of-
ferings in curriculum, to increase the
number of required subjects, to stan-
dardize schools across the board so
that they are barely distinguishable
from community to community, and
to support and promote a culture of
private accumulation of wealth and in-
dividualistic choice. Silicon Valley en-
trepreneur Ron Unz recently made
this point:

The problem isn’t what schools lack
but what they possess in abundance,



namely half-baked educational fads
produced by elite educational theorists.
The list is quite long: whole language,
bilingual education, inventive spelling,
fuzzy math, constructivist science, end-
less self-esteem programs and other
wrong headed pedagogical experi-
ments. According to numerous studies,
this educational machinery produces
students with the highest self-esteem
but the lowest academic test scores of
any of their global peers. (Unz, 1999,
pp. 6–7)

Unz goes on to propose that the
problem be corrected not by adding to
the curriculum, but by subtracting
from it. He continues: “Instead of
more money, more teachers, more
programs or more days of schooling,
we should be reducing as much of the
burdensome nonsense in public
schools as possible. If a straightfor-
ward academic curriculum seems to
work reasonably well in nearly every
other major nation, the burden of
proof is on those who say that it can’t
possibly be tried in America’s unique
society” (Unz, 1999, p. 7).

Some of this “nonsense” can be
found in such “frivolous pursuits” as
recess in elementary schools. For
many elementary school students, re-
cess and student play has been elimi-
nated in favor of rigid, authoritarian,
and regimented learning. Joy, relation-
ships with others in the world and with
the workings of the world become ed-
ucational add-ons that threaten the
authoritarian structure of education.
Even kid pleasures seem to be under
attack as “cheap frills” (Aronowitz,

1998, p. 6). And of course the main
culprits, as defined by these elite
voices of industry, are public schools
and public education.

From the economic conservative
and neoliberal perspective, educational
assessment and world class standards
must be linked to what it means to be
successful in the new global economy.
Through their efforts, they have cre-
ated standard and assessment think
tanks, such as Achieve Incorporated, a
nonprofit organization created by a
group of CEOs and the National Gov-
ernors Association that was initially
cochaired by IBM’s chief executive of-
ficer, Louis Gerstner Jr., and Governor
Tommy Thompson of Wisconsin (now
secretary of Health and Human Ser-
vices). Such institutions have produced
reports like the National Education
Goals Report, launched in 1989 as a
result of the controversy over the 1983
report, A Nation at Risk. The Goals
Report announces its mission as fol-
lows: “By the year 2000, American stu-
dents will leave grades 4, 8, and 12
having demonstrated competency in
challenging subject matter including
English, mathematics, science, history,
and geography; and every school in
America will ensure that all students
learn to use their minds well, so they
may be prepared for responsible citi-
zenship, further learning, and produc-
tive employment in our modern soci-
ety (National Education Goals Report,
1991, p. 44).

By adopting what they like to call
“world class standards,” these corpo-
rate and business leaders are working
to identify the post-Fordist skills that
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will be necessary for the workplace of
the future (Mid-continent Regional
Educational Laboratory, 1997). The
clamor to define world class standards
and skills has been linked to the pre-
sumed dominance of the United
States in the world economy, and both
economic conservatives and neoliberal
policy makers have tied the develop-
ment of these standards to American
market competitiveness. Diane Rav-
itch, recognized as one of the darlings
and chief architects of the modern
standards movement, has stated the
economic conservative and neoliberal
rationale for standards: “Americans
expect strict standards to govern the
construction of buildings, bridges,
highways, and tunnels; shoddy work
would put lives at risk. They expect
stringent standards to protect their
drinking water, the food they eat, and
the air they breathe . . . Standards are
created because they improve the ac-
tivity of life” (Ravitch, 1996, pp. 8–9).
For conservative standards advocates
like Ravitch, it seems that human edu-
cational standards can be equated with
“quality control” in industry, assuring
that the product conforms to industry
standards.

Cultural Conservatives and 
the Crisis in Education
The national debate on education is now fo-
cused on truly important matters: mastering
the basics . . . insisting on high standards and
expectations; ensuring discipline in the class-
room; conveying a grasp of our moral and po-
litical principles; and nurturing the character
of our young.

—William Bennett

Why should we subsidize intellectual curios-
ity?

—Ronald Reagan

For cultural conservatives, the role of
education is far more complex than
simply producing workers who can
compete in the global economy. Al-
though they agree with the notion of
education for the new workplace of
the future, cultural conservatives ar-
gue that the real role of schools is to
transmit a common individuality, a
single American identity. They under-
stand that education is political and
moral activity, and they look to
schooling as a site for the transmission
of Judeo-Christian values, conserva-
tive morality, and a common Ameri-
can heritage. Thus they place great
emphasis on manipulating symbols,
such as the Bible and the national flag.
Arguing for back-to-basics and priva-
tization in education, these conserva-
tives lament what they characterize as
the Balkanization of American iden-
tity, and they abhor diversity as a
threat to national unity and to a com-
mon American psyche. In the minds
of cultural conservatives, loyalty, pa-
triotism, and obedience to authority
must be rigorously and uncompromis-
ingly taught and can be accomplished
by establishing a common curriculum
(Hirsch, 1988). The cultural conserva-
tive movement also argues that
schools must teach specific facts and
that these facts must never be chal-
lenged, but must rather be accepted as
immutable, permanent truth.

For cultural conservatives, the edu-
cational crisis is really little more than



an indication of a larger crisis—a soci-
ety that has fractured into diverse
points of view, where civility has
eroded and where standardized inter-
pretations of the world have been for-
saken for what they term a “moral rel-
ativism” (Bennett, 1988, p. 9), or
values deficit. They blame the “ex-
cesses” of the 1960s for what they see
as the current crisis in schools and so-
ciety in general, going so far as to
claim, as does P.Y. Pines, that “[f]or
the half decade starting with the late
1960’s, long established academic
standards were abolished wholesale in
a spasm reminiscent of the Red
Guard’s destructive rampage through
China’s classical cultural institutions”
(as cited in Shor, 1992, p. 59).

Despondent over the loss of what
they see as the “golden age of peda-
gogy,” where skills and common, un-
questioned values were the object of
school curricula, cultural conserva-
tives embrace back-to-basics as the
panacea for what is wrong with Amer-
ica. One of the best indications of this
thrust can be seen in a 1977 article
that appeared in Phi Delta Kappan.
Here, Ben Brodinsky characterized
the back-to-basic conservative move-
ment in terms that resonate even
more loudly today. According to
Brodinsky, back-to-basics proposes,
among other things, that the school
day be devoted solely to reading, writ-
ing, and arithmetic and that phonics
be the method used to teach reading.
Textbooks should not display “nontra-
ditional values” in sex, religion, or
politics, and any criticism of national

identity and “American values” should
not be tolerated. Pedagogy is to be
teacher-centered with stern discipline,
not child-centered with student au-
tonomy. Frequent drills and skill-
based curricula, along with teaching
facts to students, should be the norm.
Academic criteria for promotion must
be advocated in place of social promo-
tion. There should be no “frills” in ed-
ucation, such as sex education or con-
troversial discussions of current
affairs. The school day should be filled
with fewer electives and more re-
quired courses in the basics. And the
elimination of experimental and inno-
vative courses and methods for value
clarification, critical discussion, and
inquiry should be purged from educa-
tional corridors. Finally, back-to-ba-
sics, both then and now, advocates the
return of patriotism to schools, along
with religious instruction (Brodinsky,
1977, pp. 87–94).

Cultural conservatives call for a
curricular restoration of authority in
schools whereby teachers are to be
colonial administrators of an educa-
tional plantation. And the same
themes that underlie their calls for
curriculum restoration can also be
found in the attack on what they term
“secular humanism.” As U.S. Senator
Jesse Helms commented not long ago:
“When the U.S. Supreme Court pro-
hibited children from participating in
voluntary prayers in public schools,
the conclusion is inescapable that the
Supreme Court not only violated the
right of free exercise of religion for all
Americans, it also established a na-
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tional religion in the United States—
the religion of secular humanism” (as
cited in Duncan, 1979, p. 92).

The movement today toward
vouchers for religious schools, home
schooling, and the effort to abolish
the teaching of evolution in schools
has its roots in the Religious Right’s
efforts to place religion squarely
within the sphere of public education.
According to cultural conservative
Tim LaHaye, “Today public educa-
tion is so humanistic that it is both
anti-Catholic and anti-Protestant—
because it is anti-God. . . . The chaos
of today’s public education system is in
direct proportion to its religious ob-
session with humanism” (LaHaye,
1980, p. 68).

By defining education as training,
moral indoctrination, authoritarian-
ism, religious instruction, and back-
to-basics, we can easily see why the
national debate over standards, from
the cultural conservative point of view,
is tied to advocating a calibrating ap-
paratus that measures students’
progress as the ability to memorize
and regurgitate preordained and pre-
scribed facts and data, exercise skills in
isolation, digest jingoistic curricula
without questioning, read phoneti-
cally, and obey authority. William
Bennett, the arch–cultural conserva-
tive and former educational “czar,”
stated the cultural conservative posi-
tion clearly: “We neglected and de-
nied much of the best in American ed-
ucation. . . . We simply stopped doing
the right things and allowed an assault
on intellectual and moral standards”

(Bennett, 1988, p. 9). For Bennett and
his cultural conservative cohorts, the
assault on intellectual and moral stan-
dards has led schools away from their
mission—indoctrination and inculca-
tion. These conservatives now rejoice
at what they feel is a return to the
“real” purpose of education—they see
their judgment day as having arrived.

Critical Pedagogy and the
Progressive Postmodernist
Position

The problem of education in its relation to
the direction of social change is all one with
the problem of finding out what democracy
means in its total range of concrete applica-
tions: domestic, international, religious, cul-
tural economic, and political. . . . The trou-
ble . . . is that we have taken democracy for
granted; we have thought and acted as if our
forefathers had founded it once and for all.

—John Dewey

Radical pedagogy and progressive
postmodernism, as pronounced and
defined by Brazilian educator Paulo
Freire in his landmark book Pedagogy
of the Oppressed (1970), attaches a com-
pletely different and contrary meaning
and purpose to education than do cul-
tural conservative, economic conser-
vative, and neoliberal notions of edu-
cation. For Freire and his progressive
postmodern contemporaries, educa-
tion is not an impartial act, but a con-
scious political act of freedom and
love aimed at subjective exploration
and self-reflection, and it should be
grounded in an ethical format that



embraces human beings, their his-
toricity and their search for emancipa-
tion. Much like W.E.B. DuBois, who
early on commented that the role of
education “is not to make carpenters
out of men, but men out of carpen-
ters” (DuBois, 1924, pp. 51), Freire
envisioned education and its goals as
the eradication of human exploitation,
the abolition of human manipulation,
the elimination of avarice and greed,
the rejection of insipid individualism
devoid of individuality, and the rejec-
tion of racial, class, and sexual dis-
crimination and exploitation—not
capitalist competitiveness. Freire him-
self was very clear in this regard: “My
point of view is that of ‘the wretched
of the earth’, of the excluded” (Freire,
1998b, p. 22).

Radical pedagogy believes that
teacher preparation must not be mar-
ried to training but instead should be
attached to a search for personal and
social meaning within historical and
contemporary understanding. And
these teachers believe that knowledge
can never be conveyed or transmitted
as mere facts and information but
must be invented and reinvented
through discursive inquiry and a prob-
lem-posing curriculum that seeks to
help citizens make sense of their cog-
nitive and emotional lives and the
world within which they live.

This does not mean that these
postmodern theoretical positions de-
fine basic skills as unimportant or
hold that they should not be taught;
rather, their proponents argue that
the key is how these skills are taught,
the context within which they are

taught, and how they are incorporated
in the service of enabling the human
being to think and act critically.
Teaching skills in the context of rea-
soning, where emotional intelligence
and rational thinking are reconnected
in the pursuit of intelligent activity
orchestrated and incorporated in the
service of a problem-posing curricu-
lum that is based on inquiry and dis-
covery, is much different than teach-
ing skills in rote isolation along with
indoctrination in the form of cultur-
ally legitimized facts disconnected
from meaning.

Where conservatives and neoliber-
als attempt to regulate the world of
students through standardization, in-
doctrination, and the removal of dis-
course and autonomy, radical peda-
gogy and progressive postmodernist
educational claims assert that educa-
tion must be interested in the con-
sciousness of human beings and a de-
termination to help them “read the
world” through interaction and dia-
logue (Freire, 1970). Postformalism
would advocate teaching ethics with-
out indoctrination, in a context where
students are encouraged to forge their
thinking skills in the fires of contro-
versy and critical scrutiny. Again,
Freire states this position clearly:
“Problem-posing education affirms
men and women as beings in the
process of becoming—as unfinished,
uncompleted human beings in and
with a likewise unfinished reality. The
unfinished character of human beings
and the transformational character of
reality necessitate that education be an
ongoing activity” (Freire, 1976, p. 77).
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Radical Pedagogy, Progressive
Postmodernism, and the
Educational Critique of
Standards and Assessment

Let us view understanding not as a state of
possession of knowledge, but one of enable-
ment. When we understand something, we
not only possess certain information about it
but are enabled to do certain things with that
knowledge.

—David Perkins

As pointed out earlier, in the view of
radical pedagogues and progressive
postmodernists who embrace democ-
racy and the need for a democratized
self as the focus of education, school-
ing must be linked to what it means to
be human. Currently, preparation in
school is defined solely as preparation
for work, and this preparation for
work is sold to the public as prepara-
tion for life. Radical pedagogy and
progressive postmodernist positions
disagree vehemently with this predica-
tion and posit the contrary—that
preparation in school should be prepa-
ration for life, and preparation for life
will, by its very nature, enable students
to be prepared for the exigencies of
work. Certainly rational production is
a necessity for human endeavors, but a
critical and democratically committed
citizenry, they argue, is much more ca-
pable of rational production than an
unconscious manipulated citizenry
grafted onto corporate agendas. They
argue that schools should be centers
for utopian thinking, laboratories of
wonderment, and environments of in-
quiry available to all students. Yet,
progressive postmodernists argue, the

unfortunate reality is that amidst all
the talk of educational reform, schools
are still seeped in the past and thus can
do little to help children create and
invent their future or the future of so-
ciety. Because of their emphasis on ed-
ucation as liberation, progressive post-
modernists have constructed powerful
critiques of economic conservative,
neoliberal, and cultural conservative
arguments for education and educa-
tional standards.

The Standards Debate as Social
Prevarication and Myth
Perhaps the greatest tragedy of modern man
is his domination by the force of myths and
his manipulation by organized advertising,
ideological or otherwise. Gradually, without
even realizing the loss, he relinquishes his
capacity for choice; he is expelled from the
orbit of decisions. Ordinary men do not per-
ceive the task of the time; the latter are in-
terpreted by an “elite” and presented in the
form of recipes and prescriptions. And when
men try to save themselves by following the
prescriptions, they drown in leveling
anonymity, without hope and without faith,
domesticated and adjusted.

—Paulo Freire

Human beings seek to exist in the
world, to make sense of their peculiar
relationships with external and inter-
nal reality. They seek dialogue and re-
lationships with others in order to
claim their humanness and become
free from the external and internal
bonds that bind them. Standards,
claim progressive postmodernists, are
part and parcel of the sickness, the
cognitive dis-ease that is rampant in
education today precisely because



they reinforce the meaningless of edu-
cation—giving meaning only to what
education can do for one materially,
not psychologically or subjectively.
They become little more than a pre-
requisite for accepting and adjusting
to a market society.

To begin with, radical pedagogy
and progressive postmodern educa-
tional theory, hereinafter referred to
as postformalism (Kincheloe, Steinberg,
and Villaverde, 1999), argues that tests
and testing do far more than simply
seek to measure academic perform-
ance or basic skills. From a postfor-
malist point of view, standards and as-
sessment as put forth by both
economic and cultural conservatives
give a false illusion—an ideological
myth of meritocracy and objectivity
that really operates deceitfully as tech-
nologies of power and control (Fou-
cault, 1977). Standards operate as part
of a modernist project, dissecting
thinking into minute fragments and
then testing the fragments separately
from the whole. They also are part of
a monocultural or Eurocentric and
androcentric tradition that places
value on sociocentric truths and cul-
tural claims to superiority.

Postformalism would argue that
conservative standards, hereinafter re-
ferred to as universal standards, are cul-
turally biased, gender discriminative,
and class-based sorting and classifying
mechanisms that surreptitiously seek
to motivate students by holding out
the promise of extrinsic material re-
wards if the standards are met: better
jobs, college entrance, higher in-
comes, and better employment. Uni-

versal standards create a false ideology
of “fairness” that proclaims that indi-
vidual effort is the controlling factor
in determining success, regardless of
one’s social class, sex, race, cultural
background, or particular place in the
social system. Postformalism argues
that the current standards debate ac-
tually serves to suffocate a truly gen-
uine dialogue about the purpose of ed-
ucation, about the meaning of history
and the identity of human beings as
subjects seeking their freedom in the
enterprise of life; instead, the debate
demagogues and couches the contro-
versy over schooling as market com-
petitiveness, global production, better
goods and services, and strong na-
tional identity.

Unfortunately, and yet understand-
ably, the notion of universal standards
resonates with many parents, espe-
cially minority parents and the eco-
nomically and culturally disenfran-
chised, precisely because they want
their children to become successful in
a racially and sexually biased class soci-
ety where wages, for the majority of
people, have scarcely risen in more
than twenty-five years (Sklar, 1999).
And as new jobs emerge and old ones
die out, education is increasingly
looked upon by our citizenry as a way
to endure rapid changes in economic
life—to get ahead; education is a way
out, or at the very least, a way to stay
even and survive. Lower wages, unem-
ployment, and jobs relocated to third-
world countries have created economic
insecurity, misery, and uncertainty
among American citizens, as people
scramble and try to avoid becoming
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the next victim of reorganization,
reengineering, downsizing, or restruc-
turing or being caught in the undertow
as businesses disappear, merge, and are
bought out overnight. The Right ex-
ploits these fears and economic uncer-
tainties with the rhetoric of universal
standards, falsely arguing that if we
only had higher, more normative stan-
dards, education would prepare every-
one for the “new world order” and en-
sure that security and equality would
be reinstituted in mental and material
life. The message is clear: Don’t
change life, change standards.

The Illusion of 
Individualistic Meritocracy

The universal standards debate dis-
guises the way that history constructs
meaning and defines opportunity by
eternalizing standards behind false im-
ages of meritocracy, scientific rational-
ity, and truth. By giving illusion to the
mythology of meritocracy, standards
serve to marginalize, discourage, and
disenfranchise, precisely because they
propose that those who fail to live up
to these technicist standards are indi-
vidual failures and do not belong in
education, that they would be better
served in vocational programs, or that
perhaps they should not be educated at
all. The failure to meet normative
standards becomes defined as an indi-
vidual problem devoid of social con-
text and culpability. The debate refuses
to recognize and discuss socioeco-
nomic issues such as crumbling school
infrastructures, overcrowded schools,
inadequate teaching resources, dys-

functional teacher training programs,
the clandestine nature of teaching in
isolation without mentorship or guid-
ance, the shortage of qualified teachers
(especially among minority communi-
ties), poverty, dysfunctional families,
the lack of early childhood nutrition,
health care, or preschool, low salaries,
the dismal state of parental involve-
ment, poverty, low wages, and the eco-
nomic and political arrangements of
postmodern capitalist society that, if
they do not create these conditions,
certainly allow them to exist. Nor does
the debate recognize intellectual diver-
sity, cultural distinctions, epistemolog-
ical processes and concerns, language
disparities and differences, or gender
discrimination.

Education is a uniquely public and
cooperative activity undertaken in
concert with others for the purpose of
reading the world, forging loving rela-
tionships, living a productive life, and
developing personal and social under-
standing. Yet universal standards cre-
ate a scarcity mentality—a win-lose
situation wherein competition and the
ruthless landscape of grade acquisition
shape educational discourse and prac-
tice under false claims of meritocracy.
Standardized tests base themselves on
and reinforce an ideology of insipid
individualism, where others exist only
as rungs on a ladder for one to “get
over,” to compete with and measure
oneself against. Thus, a uniquely pub-
lic, collaborative activity—learning—
becomes a privatized, competitive ac-
tivity—getting good grades. For this
reason, universal standards are anti-
thetical to human agency and authen-



ticity; they are testimonies to class-,
race-, and sex-based privilege and the
objectification and reification of hu-
man intellectual endeavor. They tear
asunder all forms of educational com-
munity, pitting students against stu-
dents, teachers against teachers, and
citizens against citizens. Universal
standards rigidly enforce hierarchies,
acquiescence, and submission in place
of cooperation, collaborative prob-
lem-solving and shared experience
and dialogue. They operate as an ide-
ological moral authority in the hands
of an immoral constituency.

Furthermore, the current standards
debate gives the false illusion that “we
are all in this together” and that the
standards proposed are objective, fair,
and not culturally, racially, or sexually
biased. The debate does this by
couching rhetoric in words such as
“we,” “us,” “our,” and “together.” The
discussion provides an individualistic
rationale that serves to temper resent-
ment when somebody else gets into
college, or gets the “good” job. “After
all, we’re all working under the same
standards, aren’t we? If you just would
have done better!” Universal stan-
dards impose an “unnatural selection”
on citizens by proclaiming their natu-
ralness, and in doing so they ideologi-
cally manipulate the public with the
falsity of their own mythology. All of
this serves to surreptitiously beguile
students, teachers, and community
into believing that there is no political
agenda, no advocacy of cultural
norms, no prevalence of hierarchical
classifying and sorting—that stan-

dards are a neutral, generic concep-
tion and operation applicable equally
and fairly in the interests of everyone.

Standards and the False Claim to
Universality and Objectivity

Human beings come to educational
sites with different cultures, back-
grounds, opportunities, and con-
straints. Postformalism alleges that ra-
tionalistic universal standards are
really sociohistorical constructs, and
that at this juncture, they are peculiar
constructs allied to the needs of a par-
ticular socioeconomic system—post-
modern capitalism. Postformalists ar-
gue that universal standards are little
more than dominant-based claims, sci-
entific, mechanical formulas and regu-
lations that educational elites proclaim
as immutable and non-transformatory,
but which in actuality are socially and
historically created. By masquerading
as objective science, standards become
a tool for those in power to impose
conformity and ideological servitude
on people and communities; they be-
come what Foucault termed a “tech-
nology of power” (Foucault, 1977)—
that is, a way to decimate difference in
the interest of privilege and ideologi-
cal domination by instrumentalist
policing. The current standard debate
masks difference by failing to ac-
knowledge the diverse epistemological
ways of knowing and perceiving the
world. Difference, be it cultural, gen-
der based, economic, or otherwise, is
sacrificed to a debilitating reduction-
ism that must locate itself within the
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modernistic conception of scientific,
rational, Newtonian thought.

By casting standards as a form of
scientific “truth,” as a universal
techno-rationality, cultural conserva-
tives and neoliberals furtively promise
to abolish cultural and class differences
by imposing a universal, scientific
norm. Imposing uncritical acceptance
and passivity through universal asser-
tions of truth, standardized tests cloak
prevarication in the clothes of veracity.
They foment the idea that there is a
preestablished, nonhistorical, universal
standard for acceptance into the com-
munity of human beings, and in so do-
ing, they attempt to maintain a passive
public that refuses to challenge the
historicity of cultural norms and the
social context and construction of
knowledge. Furthermore, current
standards teach the hegemonic lesson
of obedience by offering ecumenical
rules and preordained procedures that
must be followed in order for both
teachers and students to adapt. Thus,
they reduce education to a mere recipe
that must be followed, as opposed to
an artful process that must be created.

Standards as Instruments of
Technocratic Control

Teaching is an act of love, a perform-
ance art involving creativity and intel-
ligence. Yet, postformalism argues,
universal standards hold students and
teachers hostage to an ideology and
practice of inauthentic learning and
being—a loveless, antiseptic relation-
ship between students and teachers, a

false dualism between the world as an
object to be understood and the
knower seeking to understand. For
this reason standards serve as a
straightjacket that binds both the heart
and the mind, for they impose teach-
ing as an act of functional, instrumen-
tal control—of technological device—
not an act of compassion, caring, and
love. Standards become a means of
covertly managing people and knowl-
edge for private ends. John Fiske re-
minds us of this when he notes:

Knowledge is never neutral; it never
exists in an empiricist, objective rela-
tionship to the real. Knowledge is
power, and the circulation of knowl-
edge is part of the social distribution of
power. . . . The first is to control the
“real,” to reduce reality to the know-
able, which entails producing it as a
discursive construct whose arbitrari-
ness and inadequacy are disguised as far
as possible. The second struggle is to
have this discursively (and therefore so-
cio-politically) constructed reality ac-
cepted as truth by those whose interests
may not necessarily be served by ac-
cepting it. (Fiske, 1989, pp. 149–150)

Critical consciousness and educa-
tion for freedom ask men and women
to critically examine and scrutinize
their social order, not to blindly ac-
cept it—to expunge that which op-
presses them and embrace that which
promises to liberate them. Yet, post-
formalists would argue, universal stan-
dards operate as way of maintaining
the inequitable social order, a way of



controlling both students and teachers
and the production line they work on
so that they might blindly and obedi-
ently reproduce their own oppression.

Standards as they are currently de-
signed are also a way of controlling,
chloroforming, and policing curricula
to ensure that what is taught conforms
to what the cultural conservative and
economic conservative elites feel is im-
portant. Teachers are mandated to
teach to the test, and those who do not
are labeled “maladjusted,” in need of
remediation, and punitively dealt with
accordingly. In Delaware, for example,
20 percent of the educational evalua-
tion of teachers will be based on
whether students make “progress”
within one year with a particular
teacher, regardless of whether students
have come to the class ready or pre-
pared to learn (George Bush, Speech
on education, CNN, September 2,
1999).

“Accountability” becomes the buzz
word for those who embrace the need
for universal standards. Yet the ac-
countability that is advocated is a one-
sided, individualistic accountability,
not a shared, socially collaborative ac-
countability, a mutual accountability
between socioeconomic arrangements
and individual effort and responsibil-
ity. Under the rubric of “accountabil-
ity,” individual teachers and their stu-
dents become individually blamed for
the poor academic performance of in-
dividual students, regardless of the
students’ history of achievement, their
attitudes regarding learning, or their
readiness to learn. George W. Bush
made this position quite clear in his

elitist and cynical dismissal of social
accountability and culpability when he
smugly stated, “Pigment and poverty
need not determine performance”
(George Bush, Speech on education,
CNN, September 2, 1999). The rhet-
oric appears equitable, responsible,
and logical because it seeks to remove
issues of race, gender, and social ac-
countability from the debate while
putting forth the hidden claim that we
all operate on a level playing field.

Universal standards also impose
psychological fear among educational
community members while simultane-
ously de-skilling them by turning les-
son plans into instrumentalist recipes
and antiseptic and generic teaching
formulas. The Mid-continent Re-
gional Educational Laboratory, for ex-
ample, is just one of many think tanks
that now have lesson plans available
on-line that are linked to any state
standard (Mid-continent Regional
Educational Laboratory, 1999), fur-
ther de-skilling teachers by separating
them from the conception of their la-
bor and reducing them to simply tech-
nical instruments—objects in the serv-
ice of education as training and slaves
to the state standards.

In the United States it was once
proclaimed that education is a human
right, a Jeffersonian legacy of a com-
mon democracy. Yet universal stan-
dards insidiously operate as instru-
ments of power, secretly seeking to
destroy public schools through eco-
nomic strangulation in favor of private
and religious schools and vouchers.
They do this ideologically by feeding
the mythological claim that public
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schools and public school teachers are
failing, that they are not living up to
the universal standards that elites have
imposed. The former president of the
Xerox Corporation made this point
quite vigorously when he stated, “At a
time when our preeminent role in the
world economy is in jeopardy, there
are few social problems more telling
in their urgency. Public education has
put this country at a terrible disadvan-
tage” (Kearns & Doyle, 1988, p. 1).

In Florida, universal standards are
currently being used to belittle and
destroy public schools and the stu-
dents and teachers who work in them
in a particularly disturbing manner.
For example, school-by-school report
cards have recently been released that
assign each public school an A, B, C,
D, or F based largely on how the
schools and their teachers and stu-
dents measured up to the state’s pre-
determined standards for competency
on the reading and mathematics por-
tion of the Florida Comprehensive
Achievement Test. Released on June
24, 1999, these school scores serve as
an attention-getting aspect of the new
statewide accountability system, and
they foster in the public’s mind the
notion that public schools are failing
both students and the public at large
(“De Facto National Standards,”
1999). They intimate that teacher
unions are dismissive of accountability
and the idea that teachers should be
held responsible and suggest that
teachers are interested only in higher
wages and benefits for teachers, re-
gardless of their level of competence.
The debate rarely focuses on the fact

that Florida schools serve 75,000 stu-
dents who are foreign born, many of
them living in situations of high
poverty (“De Facto National Stan-
dards,” 1999). From conservative per-
spectives, pointing out such facts is
simply offering a cultural and class-
based excuse for individual failure and
thus more apologies for lack of ac-
countability and social responsibility.

According to the school reform
measures backed by Governor Jeb
Bush and passed by the Florida state
legislature, the state will now offer
vouchers worth $4,000 each to stu-
dents attending Florida public schools
that receive Fs two times in four years.
The students may use the vouchers to
pay tuition at private or religious
schools (Education Week, May 5, 1999).
Such policies will in turn take more
monies from public coffers—bleeding
the public schools, economically
strangling them, further reducing
their ability to function and then hyp-
ocritically blaming them for low
achievement. This is how universal
standards have become an insidious
tool, an instrumentalist weapon in the
political-conservative fight to disman-
tle public education by stigmatizing
schools and those who teach in them
while simultaneously withholding
funds and allowing them to hemor-
rhage to death.

Publicizing test scores is another
attempt to shame teachers, to humili-
ate them, to let low-income and mi-
nority students see themselves as in-
competent or less educable, while
teachers are told that they are dys-
functional and in need of remedial ad-



justment. This tactic also serves to
propagandize and concretize in the
mind of the public the idea that
unions, in this case teacher unions, are
to blame for the problem—that ten-
ure, collective action, or job security
rights shield poor teachers and pre-
vent principals, now called CEOs in
the vernacular of privateers, from hir-
ing good teachers and firing bad ones.
The idea is to cajole the public into an
uncritical belief that unions tie re-
formers’ hands, stand in the way of
progress, and act in students’ worst in-
terests. Certainly this chapter will not
serve as an apologist for all that goes
on in public schools, from the way
they are managed to the way they are
operated. However, the universal
standards debate is a clear attempt to
belittle, rather than intervene and fix,
one of the last vestiges of public life in
America today—public schools.

Universal standards, prescribed
more like mechanical operations and
procedures and stripped of all human-
ness, also become unconscious, ideo-
logical features of instrumentalism
and technological hegemony. They
become the extrinsic reward struc-
tures that children in the early years
ideologically internalize, reward struc-
tures that are echoed later in the eco-
nomic bonus and incentive systems
that will eventually be offered to them
to induce them to produce more, to
fulfill the future needs of the capitalist
workforce. Corporate society needs
this psychological, ideological inter-
nalization process to begin at an early
age in order to prepare citizens for the
competitive rigors and inequality of

capitalist life. Cast in this role, univer-
sal standards operate in the interests
of an authoritarian construction of un-
conscious assumptions and patterns,
as well as strengthening an insidious
individualism so necessary to capital-
ism’s material and ideological survival.
They become the equivalent of Adam
Smith’s invisible hand, guiding our
privatized self-serving interests within
a community of rapacious materialism
and operating to diminish relation-
ships, to foment public distrust and
disharmony, and to inculcate the ide-
ology of competition within the con-
structs of the human consciousness.
Because of this, they are a form of the-
oretical, techno-rational control in the
hands of a bureaucracy devoted to the
desires and needs of a privileged few.

Standards as Big Business

Standards are also big business. The
math and reading lists now linked to
many state standards have a huge im-
pact on what states can buy with citi-
zens’ tax money. The state of Califor-
nia, for example, which recently
approved new state standards in read-
ing and math, will spend more than 1
billion dollars of public monies over
the next four years on textbooks for
classrooms, purchasing texts from cor-
porations such as Houghton Mifflin,
Harcourt Brace, and McDougal Little.
Yet of this amount, the $250 million
spent each year can only be spent on
textbooks that the state has aligned
with the new standards. School dis-
tricts in California may only spend 30
percent of their grant monies on texts
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that are not on the state-approved list.
And these textbook adoptions are
made by a select few, not as a result of
a lively community debate or critical
examination by the teachers who are
forced to use these texts. According to
Judy Anderson, the president of the
California Math Council, a group that
represents 10,000 math educators in
California: “If we define mathematics
as simply following the rules, that’s
what this textbook adoption brings
about. There’s not any thinking going
on here” (“California Approves Text-
books,” 1999, p. 10). Corporations
love the new standards, and so do the
nanny state and federal governments
that promise that the costs associated
with textbook adoption are socialized
while corporations and their stock-
holders privatize the enormous profits.

Standards and the Definition 
of Intelligence

Critical inquiry, critical perception,
and critical consciousness assist hu-
man beings to engage the world, to
see the world as an object independent
of themselves that is capable of being
known, changed, and understood in
relationship to themselves. Education
is responsible for the development of
this critical consciousness and engage-
ment, not the rote memorization and
indoctrination of universally declared
facts and behavioral norms.

As previously discussed, standard-
ized tests, as presently constructed,
are based on assessing whether stu-
dents have digested a set of universally
designated facts. And facts are impor-

tant to conservatives, for as Walter
Feinberg has noted: “Facts—uninter-
preted naked facts—are a sign that the
national identity is intact and that lo-
cal cultural meanings and aspirations
are under control. When facts are
challenged, when every ethnic and
racial group wants its own facts taught
in schools, when there are feminist
facts, Afro-American facts, and gay
facts—then conservatives worry that
the school can no longer be counted
on to transmit a unified national iden-
tity” (Feinberg, 1993, pp. 86–87).

Universal standards liken the intel-
ligent person to a Jeopardy contestant:
a person who is a repository of facts
and information. Intelligence be-
comes commensurate with having in-
formation and basic skills, not with us-
ing information and skills to gain
knowledge and then empowering one-
self through its use. For conservatives,
any counterinterpretation of facts, any
critical inquiry, questioning, or inter-
rogation of these facts threatens the
single conservative national unity, that
is, it threatens those in power by strip-
ping naked their moral and mytholog-
ical political claims about what ideol-
ogy is, what its implications are, and
how it operates to preserve inequality
and the status quo.

And of course, universal standards
serve another more insidious role:
they help to define and reinforce an
undemocratic notion of intelligence
based on solely Cartesian scientific,
rationalistic claims to achievement.
The notion of multiple intelligences,
as developed by Howard Gardner,
which acknowledges that there are



multiple ways of knowing including
indigenous knowledges, women’s con-
sciousness and cognitive processes,
emotional intelligence, and so on, are
discarded in favor of a logical-mathe-
matical, cognitive intelligence. Any
deviation from the universal standard
becomes a deviation from the norm,
and the rationalistic, Cartesian norm
becomes defined as what it means to
be human, to be intelligent.

What Might Critical Thinking
Standards Look Like and 
How Might We Link Them 
to Accountability?

The object of education is to prepare the young
to educate themselves throughout their lives.

—Robert Maynard Hutchins

There are no eternal facts as there are no ab-
solute truths.

—Friedrich Nietzsche

Although postformalism is critical of
the current conservative standards de-
bate for the reasons discussed above,
postformalists also recognize the need
for authentic standards to assess and
measure progress among students.
They too believe that teachers and
students should be held accountable
and responsible, but they also believe
that society itself must be held ac-
countable—that accountability must
be shared between individuals and the
social structures they live in and that
both the objective and subjective con-
ditions of society must be understood
to create this shared accountability.

Postformalism is interested in as-
sessing how students think, not what
they think, and they want standards
and accountability tied to what it
means to be a critical thinker. Postfor-
malists are also committed to helping
students develop the ability to assess
themselves, the ability to develop and
apply criteria to their thinking in the
interest of self-improvement and con-
tinuous lifelong learning. They begin
with the human being—looking to de-
fine what it means to be human and
intelligent—and then they develop
“standards” to assess this humanness
and intelligence. These authentic stan-
dards don’t abandon the teaching of
basic skills. On the contrary, postfor-
malists seek to teach basic skills within
an environment of inquiry that en-
hances and assesses critical and cre-
ative thinking—not simply to teach
basic skills in isolation as repetitive,
boring activities. They are concerned
that skills are best learned and inter-
nalized through their use in harmony
with the construction of collaborative
and individual projects.

Teachers who teach for critical
thinking are interested in developing
their students’ capacity to solve prob-
lems, develop empathy and humility,
make rational decisions, and continu-
ously assess their thinking to deter-
mine its strengths, weaknesses, and
limitations. These teachers seek to
imbue in their students a sense of
imagination and curiosity that calls on
them to seek complex answers to com-
plex questions in a world with oth-
ers—to approach learning as an act of
“figuring out what they don’t know.”
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They are particularly interested in
helping their students develop effec-
tive modes of thinking in the cognitive
areas of abstract, systematic, evalua-
tive, and collaborative thinking, and
they are aware of the affective dimen-
sion of emotional intelligence and its
dialectical relationship to creative and
critical thought. They endeavor to
create a curriculum that helps their
students subject what they think they
know to critical scrutiny in the inter-
est of achieving the best results, the
best decisions, the best thinking, and
the best solutions to human problems.
They understand that the real curricu-
lum is life, and they work with multi-
ple intelligences and offer varied and
interdisciplinary opportunities for stu-
dents to develop these intelligences.
Finally, critical and creative teachers
are concerned with all of the above as
it affects good judgment, innovation,
cooperative living, collaborative prob-
lem-solving, and developing a more
productive and happier life—not sim-
ply making better machines or con-
sumer products. 

The following are just examples of
what some critical and creative think-
ing standards might look like; they are
in no way meant to be definitive or
universal. As you will see, they iden-
tify what we want our students to do,
and so they can be assessed only
through performance or portfolio
evaluation. They are not offered as a
checklist or processes that must be
taught in isolation, but as the type of
mental processes that critical thinking
might employ when solving problems
and making decisions.

• Evaluate data and evidence
• Compare and contrast similari-

ties and differences
• Explore actions, decisions, and

conclusions of oneself and others
• Evaluate actions, decisions, and

solutions of oneself and others
• Clarify generalizations
• Reason inductively, from the

particular to the abstract
• Avoid overgeneralizations and

oversimplifications
• Recognize the logic of points of

view
• Recognize arguments, analyze

them, and then evaluate them
• Distinguish between relevant

and irrelevant information and
data

• Identify sources of information
and develop criteria for deter-
mining the reliability of these
sources

• Develop one’s own viewpoint,
perspective, and outlook

• Think about one’s thinking in
the interest of transformative
metacognition

• Listen critically to others
• Transfer abstract insights to

everyday life
• Reason interdisciplinarily and

synthesize subject-matter insights
• Recognize decisions, analyze

them, and evaluate them
• Identify, develop, evaluate, and

apply criteria to ideas, products,
and performances of oneself and
others

• Make informed decisions by ex-
amining options and anticipating
consequences of actions



• Recognize and describe systems
and their interdependence

• Work effectively in groups to ac-
complish goals

• Reason historically, conceiving
of places, times, and conditions
different from one’s own

• Recognize the influence of di-
verse cultural perspectives on
human thought and behavior

• Develop independent thinking
and an investigative orientation

• Develop intellectual empathy
• Develop intellectual humility

and an insight into egocentric
thinking

• Develop intellectual imagination
and curiosity

• Develop intellectual efficacy and
confidence in one’s reasoning
abilities

• Develop a tolerance for ambigu-
ity

• Develop intellectual persever-
ance and discipline when con-
fronting obstacles and problems

• Develop intellectual courage
• Develop intellectual civility

when dialoguing
• Develop intellectual integrity

Discussing, questioning, and dia-
loguing about these and other critical
thinking standards would serve to re-
cast the debate that has defined teach-
ing as simply the transmission of in-
formation and ideas. Such a discussion
would embrace and call attention to
the fact that the act of education is at
once an act of communication and di-
alogue in search of significance and
meaning. Critical thinking standards

would allow teachers to engage in
teaching as an act of love and creativ-
ity—as opposed to an act of instru-
mentality and technological control.
And of course, since critical thinking
develops and builds character, these
standards would help students manage
their lives as opposed to having them
managed, to author their existence as
opposed to having their existence au-
thored, and to govern their personal
and social behavior as opposed to hav-
ing their behavior governed.

These critical thinking processes (I
use this term to differentiate between
these ideas as processes and these ideas
as skills), can be seen as distinctly dif-
ferent from basic skills. Both are im-
portant and both should be tested. Yet
many teachers have never thought
about the difference between basic
skills and critical thinking processes.
Understanding that these processes
are uniquely different from what we
are told are basic skills is the first step
in understanding how they might be
taught and assessed. It affords us a
starting place from which to dialogue,
discuss, and question the development
of more authentic standards and as-
sessment.

Developing a Public Language
of Literacy and Tools for
Assessment
In teaching for thinking, we are not only in-
terested in how many answers students know,
but also in knowing how to behave when they
don’t know. Intelligent behavior is performed
in response to questions and problems the an-
swers to which are not immediately known.
We are interested in observing how students
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produce knowledge rather than how they
merely reproduce knowledge. The critical at-
tribute of intelligent human beings is not only
having information, but knowing how to act
on it.

—Art Costa

Much has been written within the last
ten years about authentic changes in
critical thinking assessment tools and
techniques—from the use of portfolio
assessment to performance assess-
ment. And there is no doubt that some
of the most exciting work in authentic
assessment today is coming from
those who are using it and will use it—
classroom teachers. Authentic assess-
ment tools such as reading portfolios,
video portfolios, journals, and think-
ing and listening portfolios can all call
upon students to assess their own
thinking and the work they are doing
while providing the classroom teacher
with a documented method for au-
thentic assessment of critical thinking
that meets the needs of parents and
the public, who correctly search for
some accountability in education.
This has the dual benefit of allowing
students to take responsibility for
their learning while at the same time
freeing the teacher to become a facili-
tator of thinking as opposed to a rou-
tinized clerk. Teachers who utilize au-
thentic assessment techniques to
assess critical thinking know that they
are based upon authentic learning that
asks students to probe the cognitive
and affective dimensions of how they
come to understand what they think
they understand. Furthermore, with
authentic assessment, teachers, stu-

dents, and parents can observe student
performance and draw conclusions
about their literacy from these per-
formances, thereby enabling them to
work with students in the interest of
continual self-improvement. This
process can vary from observing the
range of reading and writing skills that
students employ to ascertaining what
these performances show us as teach-
ers. By observing students’ strategies
and what they do when they read and
write, for example, teachers can de-
duce students’ attitudes and disposi-
tions and help them develop emo-
tional and affective dimensions of
intelligence. Authentic assessment
also allows educators to continually
improve their own instructional tech-
niques, to collaborate as intellectuals
as they find out more about how stu-
dents learn, to integrate this knowl-
edge and attempt to develop their ca-
pacity to think critically about their
curriculum and how they might work
with students to develop knowledge.

How we assess students and what
we assess virtually drives, shapes, and
influences what happens within the
classroom. Assessment shapes the cur-
riculum as much as the curriculum
shapes assessment. Understanding the
underlying assumptions and infer-
ences that guide the current conserva-
tive approach to assessment and con-
trasting this with an active literacy, or
postformalist approach to learning and
teaching, is essential for increasing our
understanding of how students learn.
What’s more, we must make our post-
formal positions on assessment under-
standable and accessible to parents and



the community. We must feel com-
pelled to denude the mythology em-
ployed by the elite merchants of pre-
varication and work with parents to
construct a vision of what it means to
be actively literate and educated in to-
day’s society—what it means to think
critically. This means that the educa-
tion of children develops simultane-
ously with the education of parents
and communities, as we collabora-
tively learn to forge a partnership and
dialogue within our communities re-
garding intelligence and learning. We
must look for venues to discuss new
ideas, whether it is in our unions, our
churches, mosques, or temples, at the
grocery store, or in the mall. We can
never allow the mythology of market-
driven forces to script educational the-
atre. Instead we must struggle to
pierce the veil of social and political
mendacity and proclaim the conserva-
tive standards debate for what it really
is—a mythology, a prescription and
recipe that is not in the interests of ei-
ther ourselves or our children.

We also must document students’
performances and provide open, pub-
lic meetings and forums where par-
ents and students are invited to en-
gage in a dialogue with their children
about learning and assessment. This
will assist parents in understanding
what it truly means to be intelligent
and how to provide for their children’s
intellectual growth outside of school.
All of this will be essential if we are to
rupture the hegemony of the standard
mythology and institutionalize au-
thentic procedures for student assess-
ment.

Finally, it is obvious that one can-
not assess what one does not under-
stand. We should not take for granted
that teachers themselves have been
exposed to progressive dialogues re-
garding intelligence, critical thinking,
constructivism, multiple theories of
education, or postformalist principles
regarding learning, motivation, and
teaching. In fact, in light of the dis-
consolate state of teacher education
programs and the demagogic media-
driven debate regarding assessment,
we probably should assume that the
opposite is true.

Similarly, as stated earlier, students
must be taught how to assess their
own thinking and the thinking of oth-
ers so they can become life-long
learners. They must be motivated to
see the logic of what they are studying
and to see the relevance of education
to their daily lives. Helping students
find relevant significance and meaning
within a community of learning will
not only help them become lifelong
learners but will also enable them to
monitor their thinking in the interests
of self-correction and critical reflec-
tion. Students and teachers must un-
derstand that assessing is learning and
learning is assessing—that these are not
separate and distinct activities, as they
have been characterized, but lifelong,
ongoing activities.

The table at right can be used to
compare and contrast what I refer to
as inauthentic standards assessment with
authentic standards assessment.

The implications of these different
theories of literacy on assessment,
teaching, learning, curriculum devel-
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TABLE 1
Comparison of Inauthentic Standards and 

Assessment with Authentic Standards and Assessment

Inauthentic Standards and Assessment Authentic Standards and Assessment

1. Based on isolated items of learning 1. Based on orchestrating items of 
that can be counted and measured learning for a particular purpose or 

goal, or to solve a particular problem
2. Focuses on “getting the right answer” 2. Focuses on not just getting the right 

answer but on uncovering the processes 
one goes through to get answers

3. Provides a “quick fix” numerical 3. Long-term. Based on insights about 
understanding what it means to learn and teach

4. Focuses on the trivial aspects of 4. Focuses on assessing the broad aspects 
learning of literacy, or “the whole person”

5. Skill driven 5. Based on testing skills in the context of 
critical thinking and problem solving

6. Looks at the surface features of 6. Looks at the totality of students’ 
students’ performances performances and serves as a guide for 

future growth
7. Abstracted and divorced from the 7. Relevant and stimulating, motivating 

real lives of students students to question and discover
8. Provides misleading information and 8. Provides complete information that 

direction for further learning and helps to guide and strengthen the 
teaching curriculum and to provide direction for 

both teachers and students for further 
learning and teaching

9. Noninterdisciplinary, failing to help 9. Interdisciplinary, helping students to 
students transfer insights into their transfer subject insights into their own 
own lives lives while enabling them to see how 

disciplines, subjects, and what they are 
learning relate to each other

10. Provides no understanding for 10. Serves as a guide for parents, teachers, 
students, teachers, or parents of what and students as to the meaning of 
it means to be intelligent or educated intelligence and how intelligence can 
in today’s society be cultivated, fostered, and learned

11. Of little use to students, providing 11. Describes literacy as self-assessment 
them with no direction or standards and provides students with a profile of 
by which to develop the art of their work so that they might develop
self-assessment standards by which to improve their 

thinking through transformative 
metacognition

(continues)



opment, and praxis are paramount and
cannot be ignored. A reading and
writing social studies classroom, for
example, that labors under the para-
digm of inauthentic assessment or pas-
sive literacy might ask students to read
short texts, answer simple questions,
select from multiple-choice answers,
and supply missing words in close ex-
ercises. The implications of passive lit-
eracy are explicit: teachers spend less
time on subjects not tested, lecture to
students rather than dialogue with
them, and are unwilling to stray from
the mandated curricula for fear of be-
ing humiliated, penalized, and ostra-
cized. As such, passive literacy builds
on the model of teacher as all-know-
ing subject and student as spectator.

In those classrooms working under
a paradigm of authentic assessment or
active literacy, students might be asked
to read texts with depth and interest,
thereby seeking to understand points
of view and assumptions, and to see
how people arrive at conclusions and
decide to act in a world with others.
Students would be animated to prob-
lematize their learning and create and
answer complex questions that call on
multiple intelligences and a host of
cognitive and affective abilities in the
service of creatively accomplishing a
project, or recognizing and solving
relevant real-life problems; they
would learn to become participants in
their learning. Multiple choice or lim-
ited-response examinations might not
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TABLE 1 (continued)

Inauthentic Standards and Assessment Authentic Standards and Assessment

12. Fails to account for or assess emo- 12. Understands that attitudes and
tional intelligence or attitudes dispositions of learning and emotional 
and dispositions of learning intelligence are synergistically related 

to what it means to be intelligent
13. Serves to control teachers and 13. Helps teachers and students control 

students, what they teach, and what themselves, what they teach, and what 
they think they think

14. Tests disciplines 14. Tests disciplined thinking
15. Fails to account for differences in 15. Understands that knowledge is socially 

race, gender, and socioeconomic constructed and conceives of 
class and refuses to acknowledge the differences as positive
social construction of knowledge

16. Nondialogical 16. Based on communication and dialogue
17. Looks at students as objects or 17. Looks at students as subjects in the 

raw materials to be produced and process of identity formation
worked on

18. Conceives of education as a result only 18. Conceives of education as a process that
produces results
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be abandoned, but their use would be
minimal and only applied to test stu-
dents’ understanding of important ba-
sic skills, while performance and port-
folio assessment would be recruited in
the service of assessing the develop-
ment of critical and creative thinking
and communication processes, along
with students’ actual application of
knowledge and basic skills.

Conclusion

A school should not be a preparation for life. A
school should be life.

—Elbert Hubbard

From a postformal perspective, what
all this means is clear: we must begin
to concentrate our efforts on a public
language of literacy—authentic stan-
dards, intellectual diversity, and criti-
cal thinking assessment that will en-
able us to provide a vision of what it
means to be actively literate as op-
posed to passively literate. We must
speak to issues of accountability and
responsibility in education, but from a
postformal point of view. It is impor-
tant to recognize that institutional and
societal support must be cultivated
and nurtured in order to create an en-
vironment for the achievement of
learner outcomes and goals; the cur-
rent universal standards debate must
be seen as inauthentic and antithetical
to human development. 

Once again, this specifically means
that we as educators must come to un-
derstand that the debate regarding as-
sessment and standards as it is defined
in the popular media is mythological,

jingoistic, propagandistic, and disin-
genuous; that it does little to foster a
healthy, critical discourse regarding
student achievement; that it is politi-
cal. We must reform this debate with a
new language of assessment and learn-
ing, one tied to what it means to be a
human being in search of liberation
and subjective emancipation. The
standards we adopt should help stu-
dents become global citizens, not sim-
ply global producers and consumers.
Standards and assessments should
have as their purpose the promotion
of healthy individual and social
growth through critical reflection.
And they must truly offer opportuni-
ties to all students, regardless of class,
race, culture, or gender.

Societal support and a realignment
of economic and cultural priorities
and reality would also serve as a means
for accomplishing educational goals
and commitments. This would mean
that the debate regarding education
would need to confront objective real-
ity—such as issues of racial, sexual, ed-
ucational, and socioeconomic equi-
ty—directly and honestly, to embrace
the necessity for an acute paradigm
shift toward general societal humanis-
tic values and changes in forums from
the classroom to the workplace, from
the family to the state. It would be
perfidious to propose that equity can
exist within the institutions of educa-
tion while economic and social in-
equality pervades major societal insti-
tutions as a whole. 

For this reason, teachers as intellec-
tuals must become teachers as social
activists, collaborating and reoxygen-



ating their unions with vision and
struggling for a social commitment to
make children the top priority, to pre-
serve and strengthen public education,
to provide adequate nutrition and
health care to families, to furnish safe
schools and neighborhoods, to ensure
the development and distribution of
fair and adequate funding for public
education, to equalize opportunity,
and to support local decision making
by governing bodies. As society and its
institutions forge a partnership for
critical thinking and educational op-
portunities for all students, the pri-
mary indicator of our effectiveness
will be our ability to achieve our
greatest goal: the education of all our
nation’s children and the creation of a
loving world of authentic agency and
caring human beings.
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It is our contention that a principal re-
sponsibility of professors of education
is to create possibilities for the future,
to question assumptions, to imagine
innovative alternatives and their con-
sequences, to see things as they might
be otherwise, to make the strange fa-
miliar and the familiar strange, and to
keep matters of goodness and justice
in the foreground of consideration.
The works of eminent educational
philosophers such as John Dewey and
Maxine Greene are replete with these
values. In contrast, the current enthu-
siasm (mania?) for standards at all lev-
els of education is promoted as a pro-
posal for responsible education, with
standards constructed primarily from
a narrow historical tradition and faith-
fulness to an institutional status quo.
While we can easily accommodate
these standards as intelligent consul-
tants and collaborators in creating a
curriculum that is relevant to the lives
of learners, we cannot abide its pre-
tentious usurpation as the dominant
or even exclusive voice in curriculum

construction or teacher education.
Standards can and have generated
anxiety and exasperation; they do not
evoke inspiration or aspirations.

Standards are more prevalent than
ever before; there are standards for
teachers, for teacher candidates, for
students, for administrators, for coun-
selors. Forerunners of standards for
teachers and students have been seen
before, especially in the post-Sputnik
curriculum reform of the 1950s and
1960s, the behavioral objectives
movement of the 1960s and 1970s,
and the special education emphasis on
individual educational plans (IEPs)
from the 1980s to present (see Schu-
bert & Lopez Schubert, 1981; Schu-
bert, 1986). Nevertheless, the govern-
mental emphasis on standards is
unprecedented at both the federal and
state level. Thanks to GOALS 2000
funding, nearly every state has devel-
oped statewide goals and tests de-
signed to verify the extent to which
standards have been acquired and im-
plemented. Professional associations
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in a remarkable thirteen different dis-
ciplines have designed elaborate state-
ments of standards, most federally
funded as well. 

The prophet of the movement, the
National Council for Teachers of
Mathematics, has already approved a
second edition of their influential stan-
dards. Some school districts have fol-
lowed suit in developing their own
standards with an eye on compatibility
and consistency with state and national
standards. The Association for Super-
vision and Curriculum Development
(ASCD) has published books summa-
rizing these many standards (e.g.,
Kendall & Marzano, 1997). Moreover,
producers of major commercial
achievement tests have adopted na-
tional academic standards to blueprint
their assessment instruments. These
tests, combined with state testing, are
often used to compare and rank indi-
vidual teachers, schools, districts,
states, and real estate. This constitutes
another kind of standard that the pub-
lic has come to accept as valid. Such
misapplications of standardized (a
term that now has two meanings) tests
have overstepped the bounds of
merely providing information that can
be used as a basis for curricular and in-
structional improvement.

Certainly many of these efforts are
well intended. Most of the so-called
blue ribbon commissions, the special
agencies, and particularly the profes-
sional agencies claim to be offering
guidelines, possibilities to ponder, and
even ideas to inspire the work of those
who daily influence students. Care-
fully constructed assessments that of-

fer useful information for personal
and program development can be
helpful to educators. Something ad-
verse (even perverse) happens, how-
ever, as statements of standards move
from the drawing boards to the school
boards and into the lives of teachers
and students. They become the law,
policies to abide by, mandates that
must be implemented, and tests that
confer or deny status.

It is not unusual for schools, espe-
cially those regularly receiving low
test scores (schools that often are lo-
cated in economically impoverished
environments), to feel pressured to di-
rect nearly all of their educational re-
sources and efforts toward raising test
scores. Colleges of education are
themselves giving increased attention
to state teacher certification examina-
tions; recent federal policy mandates
that their teacher candidate scores on
state certification tests be published
for ranking. The transformation that
occurs when guidelines become man-
dates was well depicted by Sir Isaiah
Berlin when he said: “The history of
thought and culture is . . . a changing
pattern of great liberating ideas which
inevitably turn into suffocating strait-
jackets and so stimulate their own de-
struction” (Berlin, 1980, p. 159).

Heralded by their promoters as lib-
erating possibilities or heuristic de-
vices (e.g., Haertel, 1997), standards
have been passed along with such
force of requirement as to repress the
creativity of teachers, students, and
professors of education. The achieve-
ment of standards that can be demon-
strated by a large-scale test score has
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become a kind of “bottom line” (to
use corporate parlance) for judging all
aspects of the educational system. The
consequences for students is that a
hidden curriculum emerges that
makes the test score and the credential
more important than genuine learning
and human growth.

In past eras of such mandates, there
was almost always leeway for school
district and teacher interpretation—at
least a modicum of faith that local au-
thorities could imaginatively tailor
guidelines from the conference rooms
of experts and policy makers to the
idiosyncrasies and special needs or in-
terests of localities. In Behind the Class-
room Door, John Goodlad, Frances
Klein, and associates (1970) noted, for
instance, that the rhetoric of post-
Sputnik curriculum reform was pres-
ent at the surface structure of school-
public relations, but the deep
structure of classroom life (when the
door was closed) represented what
teachers really wanted to do. Assess-
ment was not as stringent then as to-
day; there was little if any formative
evaluation to indicate whether imple-
mentation of reform projects was on
track, and in the end, summative eval-
uation measures were rarely tied ex-
plicitly to goals. Some would argue
that this was a fault of the reform; re-
formers failed to make sure that practi-
tioners did the bidding of outside au-
thorities. Diane Ravitch, for example,
argues that standards must “precede
and be linked to student tests” if pol-
icy makers want the standards to be
taken seriously (Ravitch, 1995, p. 24).
Others might argue, as is our ten-

dency, that less stringent connections
between standards or goals, imple-
mentation, and outcome evaluation
gave local administrators and teachers
opportunity to apply their craft
knowledge to students whose particu-
lar lives could not be known by out-
side authorities.

The current failure to assume that
teachers can creatively make good de-
cisions in light of their knowledge of
the extant situations in which they live
and work has a controlling tone that
lacks faith in others, especially subor-
dinates. Lee Shulman (1986) cites the
novelist John Fowles for insight into
this lack of faith. In Fowles’s novel
Daniel Martin, a political leader is
asked why we have governments and
laws. He replies that it is to prevent
bad dreams about what humans would
do without them. Shulman applies this
to educational policy, noting that we
make and enforce standards to prevent
our bad dreams about what teachers
and local school administrators will do
if we do not control them.

When standards are tied to high-
stakes large-scale assessment, a top-
down controlling mechanism is put in
place that can restrict, indeed subvert,
grassroots intelligence (except perhaps
the intelligence involved in trying to
design motivational and instructional
strategies for student attainment of
these often unengaging standards).
The standards and their large-scale as-
sessments can become autocratic im-
positions that discourage democratic
involvement. Ironically, democratic
citizenship is often claimed to be one
of the ultimate ends of these stan-



dards. Standards advocates have so
cluttered the educational landscape
with required competencies that they
appear to assume that the experts who
are removed from educational situa-
tions and do not know the teachers,
children, and environments in those
situations are in the best position to
say what is needed there. Thus, they
offer the same prescription for all
learners—a strange notion that would
be intolerable to patients in a medical
doctor’s office. Susan Ohanian (1999)
argues convincingly that one size
clearly does not fit all.

The content and competency stan-
dards before us today are the new cur-
riculum, a curriculum mostly devel-
oped by disciplinary learned societies
and translated by state and local policy
makers. These groups, along with test
makers, are more often grounded in
psychometrics, not in curriculum
studies, and stand ready to provide an-
swers to our fundamental and complex
curriculum questions: What is worth
knowing, experiencing, needing, do-
ing, being, becoming, sharing, and
contributing as individuals and as so-
cieties? Implicit in such a complicated
question are issues of what it means to
live a good and worthwhile life, what a
just and fair society is like, and how
human beings should interact with
their natural environment.

These questions are much greater
than mere matters of how to be certi-
fied for the next level of schooling or
for being a teacher or educational
leader. Too, they are greater than the
political and economic worry of
whether we have the competitive edge

in comparison with other nations. In-
deed, the basic curriculum questions
embrace the whole of life that is the
fundamental and pervasive educator of
us all (see Foshay, 2000), which in-
cludes everything that influences the
intellectual, emotional, social, physi-
cal, aesthetic, and transcendental pur-
poses of life. Surely, state goals and as-
sessments and standardized tests deal
with only a minute proportion of the
aspects of life that A. W. Foshay set
forth in his curriculum matrix.

What Noted Curricularists 
of the Past Say that Pertains 
to Standards
We have noted above that standards
are constructed from traditional past
academic practices and perceived con-
temporary demands. Curriculum
scholars of the past who do not share
the curriculum orientations currently
in favor in public policy have much to
say; they provide a cautionary tran-
quilizer for the rampant acceptance
and implementation of the standards
movement as the next “quick fix” for
education and especially curriculum.
We mention a few who, in our view,
are among the most insightful and
whose work helps us form salient
questions about the standards phe-
nomenon and its potential controlling
presence on the lives of students and
teachers.

John Dewey

Whole treatises continue to be written
on John Dewey’s proposal for educa-
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tional reform (e.g., Simpson & Jack-
son, 1997). S. M. Fishman and L. Mc-
Carthy (1998) have reflected on his
contemporary relevance to classroom
practice, and William Schubert (2000)
has written a chapter on Dewey’s phi-
losophy as a basis for more just educa-
tional communities. Deeply embedded
in Dewey’s philosophy of education
(see Dewey, 1902 and 1916) is his pro-
gressive organization of a curriculum
that begins with the psychological—the
needs, interests, and concerns of stu-
dents—and moves to the logical—pub-
lic knowledge in diverse disciplines
and personal knowledge from lived ex-
perience that are effective for delibera-
tion on issues of social significance.

Since standards are tied to Dewey’s
concept of the logical, the standards
movement counteracts the main tenet
of progressive education, that is, to
initiate any educational experience in
responding to the concerns and inter-
ests of students. The problems, rela-
tionships, and mysteries that learners
ponder are the basis for introducing
them to knowledge and skills in exist-
ing subject matter areas, facilitated by
an integrated curriculum that pertains
directly to student growth (see Beane,
1997). To leave students and their
concerns out of the curriculum is akin
to Shakespeare writing Hamlet and
omitting the Prince of Denmark!

In an engaging but little-known
piece in the New York Times, Dewey
elucidated his position on standards
and purposes in a fictional conversa-
tion with members of a utopian soci-
ety that is far advanced in its educa-
tional practices. Dewey wrote: 

Naturally I inquired what were the
purposes . . . of activities carried on.
. . . At first nothing puzzled me more
than the fact that my inquiry after ob-
jectives was not at all understood, for
the whole concept of the school, of
teachers and pupils and lessons, had so
completely disappeared that when I
asked after the special objectives . . . ,
my Utopian friend thought I was ask-
ing why children should live at all, and
therefore they did not take my question
seriously. After I made them under-
stand what I meant, my question was
dismissed with the remark that since
children were alive and growing, “of
course, we, as the Utopians, try to
make their lives worth while to them;
of course, we try to see that they really
do grow, that they really develop.”
(Boydston, 1989, pp. 137–138)

Within a controlling framework of
content standards, where can we hear
the voice of individual students and
small communities of learners? How
can student interests and concerns be-
come the basis for their genuine
growth and development, instead of
the current conception that assumes
students are defective adults in need of
adult experts whose contrived stan-
dards can fix them?

George S. Counts

In 1932, George S. Counts wrote the
landmark social reconstructionist
book, Dare the School Build a New So-
cial Order? Here he asked by implica-
tion: what kind of social order is most
fair and just, and how can school cur-



ricula and teachers contribute to the
reconstruction of this order? Given
that state standards are geared to per-
petuate the existing social order and
its value system, we might take his
question further to ask, how can a new
social order be advanced by states that
are fashioned out of the dominant val-
ues of the existing social order? Are
Counts’s reconstructionist ideas,
which build on Dewey’s reconstruc-
tionist orientation (see Dewey, 1948),
a warranted hope or an unapproach-
able ideal?

Carter G. Woodson

In The Mis-education of the Negro
(1933), Carter G. Woodson antici-
pated much of today’s critical recon-
structionist message to standard bear-
ers (see Schubert, 1996 and 1997). In
the preface of this work, Woodson
starkly depicts how the learning of
African Americans perpetuated the
enslavement of their mental, emo-
tional, and social lives. He observed,
“The problem of holding the Negro
down, therefore, is easily solved.
When you control a man’s thinking
you do not have to worry about his ac-
tions. You do not have to tell him not
to stand here or go yonder. He will
find his ‘proper place’ and will stay in
it. You do not need to send him to the
back door. He will go without being
told. In fact, if there is no back door,
he will cut one for his special benefit.
His education makes it necessary”
(Woodson, 1933, p. xiii). 

Given this insight, we might ask, to
what extent do content standards re-

enforce social class and privilege?
When one set of standards is applied
for all, regardless of their origins, treat-
ment, and circumstances, do they then
become a measuring tool of status?

Harold Rugg

Had there been statements of stan-
dards, state goals, and today’s industry
for achievement testing in the first
half of the twentieth century, Harold
Rugg’s textbooks would probably have
not been published. If we add the con-
trolling interests that direct state
adoption policies in Texas and Cali-
fornia, it is certain that his textbooks
would not have been used in the pub-
lic school. Rugg’s social studies texts,
which sold in the millions, eventually
were smothered by critics who
charged his social inquiry approach
was un-American. These texts criti-
cized injustice and the competitive
ethos in America, encouraging stu-
dents to be democratically oriented
critical thinkers.

With today’s prevalence of text-
books driven by state standards and
curriculum frameworks, how possible
would it be to have alternative con-
ceptions of the curriculum rise to this
level of influence? After publishing
That Men May Understand (1941), in
which Rugg explained the trials and
tribulations of this effort to depart
from the mainstream, he devoted
much of the rest of his career to the
study of human imagination from di-
verse cultural standpoints. This in-
quiry resulted in the posthumous pub-
lication of Imagination in 1963 with
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the assistance of philosopher of educa-
tion Kenneth Benne. Rugg’s interests
were consistently focused on the pro-
jecting of possibilities rather than the
reification of knowledge. What possi-
bilities do content standards invite?

Caroline Pratt

What happens when teachers learn
from their students? In the first half of
the twentieth century, Caroline Pratt,
a dedicated early childhood teacher
and later a professor, titled a book, I
Learn from Children (1948). (Putting
this in the parlance of today, William
Ayers [1993] admonishes teachers to
be students of their students.) Pratt
asks that we try to fit the school to the
child, not mold the child to the
school. To truly see children as having
something to teach us, as grown-ups
and educators, is not to see children as
defective adults. Instead of seeing our
work as deciding what is good for
children to make them better, how can
we help them form the emergent ideas
and concepts about life that are within
them? Standards as mechanisms of
control would not seem appropriate to
this kind of philosophy.

Harold Benjamin

A satirist of education, Harold Ben-
jamin wrote The Saber-Tooth Curricu-
lum (1939) under the pseudonym of J.
Abner Peddiwell. In this work, an old
professor of education lectures a
young teacher-to-be in a bar in Ti-
juana on what he had learned from an
extended sabbatical leave, during

which he studied educational systems
of prehistoric men and women. He re-
vealed to his young tutee that among
key courses in the prehistoric curricu-
lum were Saber-Tooth Tiger Chasing
with Fire and Fish Grabbing with the
Bare Hands. These courses served an
immediate practical value. When gla-
ciers arrived, however, the environ-
mental conditions changed, making
these skills obsolete. Nevertheless,
many of the educational standards-
makers urged that these two great
time-honored curricular areas con-
tinue to be taught, arguing that they
helped build the mind and character!
This story might lead us to question
whether learned societies have en-
sured through their standards the per-
petuation of their discipline—not be-
cause all standards they promote have
relevance to contemporary communi-
ties of learning but rather because
they perpetuate academic custom.

In a 1949 book, The Cultivation of
Idiosyncrasy, Benjamin offered a capti-
vating story called “The Animal
School.” In this school, all students,
for their own good, were taught a “re-
quired curriculum. This was a school
of no nonsense. It was a good, liberal
educational institution. It gave broad
general training—and instruction—
and education too” (Benjamin, 1949,
p. 1). Each of the many kinds of ani-
mals in the forest had their strengths,
but they also had their shortcomings.
For example, the eagle was great in
jumping and excelled in flying classes
but saw no relevance in climbing
classes; the squirrel was a wonderful
climber but a poor flyer. The prodi-



gious strengths that each kind of ani-
mal possessed, their beautiful idiosyn-
crasies, were overshadowed by the re-
quired standards that each animal had
to accomplish in many areas. Old Man
Coyote was wise enough to see the
leveling effect that this standard cur-
riculum was having on learning and he
offered the following advice:

“These schools start with the things
that birds and animals do—or even
more often what they did some time
ago,” explained Old Man Coyote.
“Then the teachers hammer these do-
ings—or as much of them as they can
handle and as they think high toned
enough—into schoolings, courses, cur-
riculums, and subjects. Then they ham-
mered the pups into the schoolings. It’s
a rough and dopey process, and the
teachers have had to invent good expla-
nations to defend it. Discipline, culture,
systematic training—things like that—
are what the teachers use for this pur-
pose.” (Benjamin, 1949, p. 7)

Coyote’s alternative is deceptively
simple: “Turn it around,” said Old
Man Coyote. “Start with the pups. See
what the pups do. Then see what the
school can do for the pups. Then see
what the pups and school together can
do for all the creatures in the woods.
Simple—forwards instead of back-
wards—right end to instead of wrong
end to” (Benjamin, 1949, p. 7). Could
this alternative work in schools today?

Alice Miel

A pioneer of action research by teach-
ers during the 1940s and 1950s, Alice

Miel wrote of cooperative learning
(1952) many years before its contem-
porary revival. Students working col-
laboratively on ill-structured prob-
lems have received considerable
positive attention today, unfortunately
often only as an instructional strategy
for higher achievement on assessment
instruments. Time and again we see
teachers help students realize that co-
operative learning is important only to
have to contradict the message with
the arrival of individual large-scale as-
sessments, where we work only as in-
dividuals and interaction with others
becomes a moral violation. Teachers
announce that these events are really
important, so important as to contra-
dict the admonition to cooperate.

Miel also encouraged teachers to
work together to build schools through
a social process (see her 1946 book
Changing the Curriculum: A Social
Process). With her colleagues, Miel
even encouraged doctoral students to
work together to develop dissertation
research! If on the one hand students
are encouraged to work together on
projects, yet on the other hand the
events that mean the most for their fu-
ture are not cooperative but competi-
tive, what message do they receive? Is
it the message that what really matters
most is not of their making; instead,
their challenge is to demonstrate com-
pliance?

Stephen M. Corey

Like Miel a faculty member at Teach-
ers College, Columbia University, in
the 1940s and 1950s, Stephen Max
Corey called for Action Research to Im-
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prove School Practices (1953). For both
Corey and Miel, the criticism of stan-
dards is simple and direct: If teachers
are supposed to work together to im-
prove the curriculum, and if this im-
provement includes reconstructing
the standards, how can educators suc-
ceed in their craft if the standards are
not subject to their influence?

Thomas Hopkins

Author of one of the first book-length
treatments of curricular integration,
Hopkins combined integration (1937)
with democratic interaction (1941)
and elaborated on the focus of both
with his concept of “the emergent
self” (1954) as the most fundamental
educational project. To help students
pursue the project of self-develop-
ment, he argued, it is essential to
know them well, to help them set
forth standards unique to their own
emergence and growth. Consistently
focused on the development of the in-
dividual, Hopkins believed that four
convictions (a different approach to
standards) constitute the work of the
democratic school. These beliefs are:

• All human beings are accepted
and respected as ends in them-
selves, not as means to ends fixed
by others to promote their fa-
vored institution or fixed system
of life.

• Meaningful education assists the
individual in the discovery and
development of his or her gifts
and capacities.

• The potential capacity is released
and developed by providing ex-

periences that are responsive to
the needs that develop in the life
of the learner. The educator
must place study of the learner at
the forefront of curriculum de-
velopment.

• This process works to improve
the self-acceptance of the learner,
not for some external social stan-
dard. (Hopkins, 1954)

How can this vision of schooling be
effected from afar by policy makers
who do not know the students as indi-
viduals?

Harold Alberty

Following in the footsteps of his men-
tor, renowned progressive philosopher
of education, Boyd H. Bode (Bode,
1938), Harold Alberty articulated a
conception of core curriculum that
has similarities with that of Hopkins,
although Alberty’s work was primarily
with the high school curriculum. Al-
berty presented high school study as a
progression of group study units on
relevant social issues. The develop-
ment of the core curriculum was from
local immediate problems of contem-
porary life to broader community
problems. The secondary school edu-
cation culminated with the examina-
tion of contemporary socioeconomic
issues.

Alberty recognized that most high
schools were constructed around tradi-
tional academic disciplines (a reminder
of how very different schools were in
1947). He offered a transition process
involving six types of curriculum de-
sign, to move from the status quo cur-



riculum to a social core curriculum
that integrated disciplinary knowledge
around controversial issues deliberated
on in democratic discussion toward a
majority decision (Alberty, 1947). He
pointed out that in Type 6, “the core
consists of broad units of work, or ac-
tivities, planned by the teacher and the
students in terms of needs as perceived
by the group. No basic curriculum
structure is set up.” His Type 5
(slightly less radical) “consists of
broad, pre-planned problem areas,
from which are selected learning expe-
riences in terms of the psycho-biologi-
cal and societal needs, problems, and
interests of students” (Alberty, 1947, p.
119). If either a Type 5 or 6 core cur-
riculum were enacted today, what con-
temporary problems and purposes
would emerge? What then would be
the role for externally devised aca-
demic standards? Could they assume
any role beyond advising the curricu-
lum development process?

Theodore Brameld

Theodore Brameld amplified the so-
cial reconstructionist perspective initi-
ated by Dewey and developed by
Counts and Rugg, assuming a more
structured political and global pos-
ture. Unabashed in his promotion of a
new economic order, Brameld identi-
fied education as one of several en-
deavors for building new social and
global relationships. He wrote, “Edu-
cation becomes a constructive force
only when it fuses with the economic,
political, socially creative forces of the
culture—when it is the very stuff of

the growing struggling life of every
large and small community” (Bra-
meld, 1960, p. 178).

In defending a value base on which
to construct a reconstructionist educa-
tion, Brameld arrived at a different
conception of standards for education.
Rather than thinking of standards as
the knowledge and skills to be attained
in academic disciplines, Brameld en-
couraged educators to think of the
standards of human living. He sug-
gested twelve basic needs that are in-
herent in the human condition:

• sufficient nourishment
• adequate dress
• shelter and privacy
• sexual expression
• physiological and mental health
• steady work and income
• companionship, mutual devo-

tion, and belongingness
• recognition, appreciation, status
• novelty and recreation
• literacy and information
• sharing participation
• order, direction, and meaning

(Brameld, 1947, pp. 10–11)

Brameld encouraged educators to
place these human standards before
the learners and ask them to consider
social options for realizing these stan-
dards for all members of the society
and, extensively, all peoples of the
world. The learning community, pro-
vided guidance and resources by
adults, is asked to come to consensus
and act on their deliberation.

With one or more of the social
standards at the center of investiga-
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tion, Brameld suggested a “wheel cur-
riculum” be employed for senior high
school and the first two years of col-
lege. The hub of the wheel is group
consideration of a social issue, based
on one or more of the above basic hu-
man needs, which require social reso-
lution. The spokes are groups of stu-
dents concentrating on different
aspects of the issue who come to-
gether periodically to share research
and proposals (Brameld, 1956, pp.
179–192). Disciplinary knowledge
(the arts, communication, sciences,
mathematics, and the social sciences)
are integrated into the processes of in-
quiry, deliberation, and action.

What would schools look like if
they replaced the academic standards
with standards for human dignity as
the driving force of education?

Ralph W. Tyler

Ralph Tyler is best known in the cur-
riculum field for his rationale for cur-
riculum development (1949), which
consists of questions about four salient
topics (purposes, learning experiences,
organization, and evaluation). He also
insisted that curriculum goals be
placed against two intellectual screens,
the psychological/developmental and
the philosophic. When current stan-
dards for teacher performance refer to
the role of the teacher in curriculum
development, they are uniform in
their selective use of the Tyler ration-
ale. They dismiss the philosophical
screen as an important process in
thinking through what students
should know, share, and become.

Another point that is seldom em-
phasized is Tyler’s insistence that cur-
riculum and instruction should per-
tain to the active social experience of
the learner. In order to relate to this
experience, educators need to know
about learning that occurs in the non-
school lives of their students. In the
late 1970s, when asked to reflect on
what he might add to his rationale,
Tyler (1977) said he would try to em-
phasize more fully the nonschool di-
mensions of student lives. In this
sense, he was saying that to develop
effective curricula, educators must
know students well. This pertains to
students in particular as individuals.
How would standards be transformed
if they were opened to philosophic
conversations and to the lives of the
learners?

Joseph J. Schwab

In the late 1960s, Schwab (1969) ar-
gued that curriculum inquiry suffered
from being too theoretic and should
be practical in character. Practical in-
quiry (drawing from both Aristotelian
and Deweyan roots) should derive its
problems from difficulties in states of
affairs, not generalized states of mind
as in theoretic inquiry. Practical in-
quiry should seek situationally specific
knowledge, not the will-o’-the-wisp of
lawlike knowledge. Practical inquiry
should proceed through interaction
with and embeddedness in the lived
context being studied, not merely
through detached induction and de-
duction about it. Finally, the end of
practical inquiry should not be knowl-



edge qua knowledge, rather it should
be knowledge that informs morally
defensible decision and action.

Schwab (1971) called for eclectic
arts that match theoretic knowledge
to extant situations, tailoring and
adapting such knowledge to situa-
tions—especially knowledge derived
from a repertoire of experience in
comparable situations to enable the
anticipatory generation of alterna-
tives. Elaborating still more, Schwab
(1973) called for a curriculum that is
the dynamic interaction of four com-
monplaces: teachers, learners, subject
matter, and milieu (or environment).
He emphasized that the most impor-
tant curriculum work is to continu-
ously monitor and adapt to changes in
the relationships among these com-
monplaces (Schwab, 1983).

The kind of focus on the situation
that Schwab advocated necessitates
substantial curriculum decision mak-
ing at the situational level. Thus, it
clearly and substantially diminishes
the power and value of generic policy
and standards. Should curriculum cre-
ation be primarily top-down, grass-
roots, or a continual work in progress
based on the thoughtful consideration
of all commonplaces in education?

Phillip Phenix

For those readers who have grown im-
patient with the persistent criticisms
of a traditional academic disciplinary
curriculum, Philip Phenix would ap-
pear to provide comfort. Phenix di-
vided the “various possibilities of sig-
nificant experience” into six realms of

meaning. Two of the realms—the sym-
bolic, which relates to language use and
mathematics, and the empiric, the
method and knowledge of scientific
inquiry (encompassing both the social
and physical sciences)—are strongly
represented in the conventional
school curriculum. A third realm, aes-
thetics, including the languages of mu-
sic, the visual arts, and literature, has a
less prominent role in the schools but
is also represented in the standards
movement.

The fourth realm, synoetics, the
lived reality of the individual either in
personal existence or in relations, is
seldom responded to in disciplinary
content standards. The fifth realm,
ethics, “is based on free, responsible,
deliberate decision” (Phenix, 1964, p.
7). As described by Phenix, this lan-
guage is not represented either in the
standards movement or in conven-
tional schooling. The sixth realm, syn-
optics, refers to integrative languages,
the languages of history (understood
as cultural narrative), religion, and
philosophy. This realm combines the
other realms of meaning into an ever
developing statement of the person’s
understanding of the nature of exis-
tence. Synoetics, ethics, and synoptics
are seldom represented in the conven-
tional academic disciplinary standards.

Phenix contended that the educa-
tion of young people in the United
States lacked direction because those
realms that develop personal expres-
sion and understanding, purpose,
commitment, and integrity are con-
spicuously absent. This absence estab-
lishes a curriculum that serves a
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“democracy of desire,” a directing of
society toward the ends of accommo-
dation and self-gratification. The aca-
demic disciplines are mere diversion if
the larger questions of human purpose
are not given voice. Phenix invited the
educational community to take seri-
ously the profound responsibility of its
profession. Educators are to transform
people who might otherwise be in-
clined to meet only their own limited
interests and distractions to partici-
pate in a human adventure committed
to drawing meaning from life, consid-
ering visions of what is worth living
for. He suggested:

Whatever its visible forms, the impor-
tant goal is that redirecting of life from
finite attachment and acquisitiveness to
the active love of the good. To accom-
plish this change is the supreme end of
all teaching and learning. All increase
in knowledge and skill that confirm one
in his (or her) lust for autonomy is loss,
not gain. From this standpoint, much
of what has been taught and learned in
present day education misses the mark.
Studies that increase the power to ex-
ploit the earth and other people, that
arm one for the struggle for privilege,
that prepare one to pursue his advan-
tage more successfully, destroy rather
than edify a person. The sovereign test
of all education is whether or not it is
religious, that is, whether or not it
tends towards conversion of the person
to unconditional commitment to right
and truth. (Phenix, 1961, p. 243)

What would happen to the tradi-
tional academic standards if they con-

fronted the fuller realms of meaning
that Phenix suggested?

James B. Macdonald

Building from Ivan Illich’s (1972) no-
tion of de-schooling society, James
Macdonald, B. Wolfson, and E. Zaret
(1973) decided to take the debilitating
and controlling aspects of schooling
out of the schoolhouse and make
schools places of meaning-seeking
(Macdonald & Zaret, 1975). Macdon-
ald developed a hermeneutic for a
democratic praxis in education. It be-
gins in the lived experience of the par-
ticipants. He wrote: “Our activities,
efforts, and expectations should, in
other words, be focused upon the
ideas, values, attitudes and morality of
persons in school in the context of
their concrete lived experiences; and
our efforts should be towards chang-
ing consciousness in these settings to-
ward more liberating and fulfilling
outcomes” (Macdonald, 1981a, p.
145).

Macdonald encouraged the critical
analysis of repressive or oppressive so-
cial structures using multiple perspec-
tives. Language communities (aca-
demic disciplines are one expression
but are not the only kind of language
communities) are encouraged to give
theoretical perspective to the problem.
It is understood that no one language
encompasses the fullness of lived expe-
rience. Using the analysis of the lan-
guages of inquiry developed by Jürgen
Habermas (1968), Macdonald isolated
three epistemological languages for
framing inquiry. By far the most perva-



sive is scientific/technical language. Its
focus is on control and certainty of
outcome, not questions of value. Sec-
ond, the epistemological language of
critical theory seeks social emancipa-
tion through historical analysis to de-
code power interests. The failure of
using only these two frameworks is
that they are incomplete in their con-
sideration of the human condition.
Macdonald calls for the engagement of
a third language: “Whatever rests in
this category which is truly separate
from control or emancipation must
rest in the area of poetics. I would pro-
pose that there is a third methodology;
that of the mytho-poetic imagination,
particularly related to the use of in-
sight, visualization, and imagination,
which is essentially separate from sci-
ence and praxis. . . . The mytho-poetic
deals with ‘why is there being rather
than nothing,’ at the awe, wonder, and
anxiety of this puzzle” (Macdonald,
1981b, p. 12).

Macdonald did not give primacy to
any of the three language communi-
ties. Rather, he encouraged educators
to engage people in all of these forms
of speaking, thinking, and knowing.
From participation in these dis-
courses, we construct the metaphors
that help us to interpret and disclose
reality. Continued inquiry causes new
metaphors to arise and old metaphors
to fall away. The hermeneutic circle of
understanding takes place within each
of the three language communities
and across all of them. Macdonald ar-
gued that curriculum theory should be
a prayerful act by those who educate, a

statement of confident hope in exis-
tence as well as an effort to engage its
myriad mysteries (1995). The seeking
of meaning and reflection about how
to live together in this world is a per-
sonal and community endeavor. Can it
be governed by externally developed
standards?

Paulo Freire

In Pedagogy of the Oppressed, a book of
immense worldwide influence, Paulo
Freire (1970) proposed that education
should be a problem-posing experi-
ence as opposed to the banking image
that he used to criticize most institu-
tionalized education. Drawing from
liberation theology, he argued that ed-
ucation as liberation comes about
when the oppressed can name their
world, identify their oppression and
oppressor. Often his pedagogy for
teaching literacy started with an arti-
fact from the experience of those with
whom he was working. He would not
tell them what to write or say about it,
realizing that the interpretation of an
outside “do-gooder” would not evoke
meaning. Instead, he would listen to
their experience and learn from it,
asking the oppressed Brazilian peas-
ants he worked with to share their un-
derstanding. 

Education is a process of sharing,
not directing. Freire offered, “True
humanism which serves human be-
ings, cannot accept manipulation un-
der any name whatsoever. In human-
ism there is no path other than
dialogue. To engage in a dialogue is to
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be genuine. . . . Dialogue is not to in-
vade, not to manipulate, not to ‘make
slogans.’ It is to devote oneself to the
constant transformation of reality”
(Freire, 1973, p. 114).

Freire invited educators to advance
social transformation by making the
art of listening, especially to those
who are so often repressed and mar-
ginalized, share importance with the
making of grand statement. His pro-
posal has spread to many parts of the
world, translated and elaborated on in
numerous works (see Freire, 1997,
and Freire and Macedo, 1998). What
kind of standards policy could pre-
sume to enable others to name their
worlds in ways foreign to the experts
and policy makers?

Engaging with 
Contemporary Curricularists

There are contemporary curriculum
thinkers who also challenge the notion
of building education and reform
around standards for content and per-
formance. Dwayne Huebner, Maxine
Greene, Louis Berman, Elliot Eisner,
Nel Noddings, David Purpel, Michael
Apple, Henry Giroux, Joel Spring,
Max van Manen, William Pinar,
Madeleine Grumet, Jean Anyon, Glo-
ria Ladsen-Billings, Patti Lather, Joe
Kincheloe and Shirley Steinberg, Lisa
Delpit, William Ayers, William
Watkins, and others are significant
critics of the supremacy of standards
and offer alternative proposals for ed-
ucating our youth and ourselves.

Conclusion

If we take seriously the advice of past
curriculum scholars, it is evident that
conceding a controlling function to
standards in directing what is most
worthwhile to know, become, and
share is detrimental to the positive
possibilities of what curriculum could
be. It bespeaks a pervasive lack of faith
in the ability of human beings to de-
cide and act in good, right, and just
ways without coercion. Standards, as
usually employed by the educational
systems of the United States, seem to
be based on the antithesis of a
Deweyan faith in human capacity (see
Dewey, 1934). A democratic faith in
government requires faith in its citi-
zens; similarly, a democratic faith in
education demands a faith in students.
As an aside, schooling appears to be
the only business that does not adhere
to the almost universal adage that “the
customer is always right.” In fact,
schools seem to hold that their cus-
tomers (students and even their par-
ents) are almost always wrong; it is
their defects that schools want to
clean up and correct!

Drawing upon Abraham Lincoln’s
Gettysburg Address, as Dewey did, we
call for education that is of, by, and for
students. Dewey expressed it thusly:
“The philosophy in question is, to
paraphrase the saying of Lincoln
about democracy, of education of, by,
and for experience. No one of these
words, of, by, or for, names anything
that is self-evident. Each of them is a
challenge to discover and put into op-



eration a principle of order and organ-
ization which follows from under-
standing what educative experience
signifies” (1938, p. 29). To begin to
enact a faith in human beings that is
the basis for democracy requires edu-
cation that is genuinely for students
because it is first of and by them (see
Schubert & Lopez Schubert, 1981).
We contend, therefore, that education
that is of and by students, that grows
out of their concerns and commit-
ments, is prerequisite to education
that is truly for them in a relevant way.

We should not be content with
standards that do not involve students
and teachers in their design. The edu-
cational process itself should create
standards for authentic living, being in
the world, and relating with it in
meaningful, just, and compassionate
ways. Thus, the fundamental curricu-
lum question (What is worthwhile to
know, experience, need, do, be, be-
come, overcome, and share?) must be
infused into the entire educational
process. It must be the central consid-
eration of teachers and students. If
this ideal were realized, or even ap-
proximated, what then would be the
implication for standards as we usually
see them in education—mandates de-
signed from afar and used to control
local educational leaders, teachers,
students, and thus societal growth?
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The standards movement in education
is cause for great concern. One of the
more pressing matters is that for the
most part, the majority of us are not
part of the standards discussions and
as a result are also not part of the dia-
logue about what standards mean for
educational policy, research, and
praxis. The way we understand and
make meaning of the standards issues
is to defer our own thinking, values,
educational philosophy, and creativity
to the “experts” who have devised,
planned, and set the standards agendas
for our teachers, students, schools,
and communities. Many of us are not
seen as conversants or contributors to
the discussions; we are neither wel-
come nor invited. But we surely have
much to offer.

In an effort to change the afore-
mentioned circumstance, to offer a
challenge to standards proponents,
and to empower a greater number of

people to be involved in this educa-
tional debate, this chapter will intro-
duce hermeneutics as a way of seeing
the world and our educational work in
it in a more ecologically holistic way,
and it will serve as an example of how
an alternative approach to taking up
the world, such as hermeneutics, can
act as a catalyst for reframing the stan-
dards-of-education discourse and our
participation in it. There are many
provocative questions that involve our
deep engagement with the issues at
hand, including: What do standards
for practice and pedagogy really mean
(to you and beyond you)? What are
the values undergirding the standards
movement? and In what ways can we
become participants in renewed vi-
sions of what a complexity of stan-
dards might entail? These are the kind
of questions a hermeneutic approach
to looking at the educational stan-
dards movement might raise as critical
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facets of any complexity-of-standards
discussion. These questions demand
scrutiny and careful attention to the
complicatedness inherent in the stan-
dards-of-education issues, and this
complexity is what I will take up here.

This chapter is split into two parts.
First, I will offer an explication of the
central tenets of hermeneutics in
terms of educational standards issues
so that I can demonstrate how a her-
meneutic approach recomplexifies
that which has been made simple by
the current prostandards rhetoric.
Second, I will look at major stan-
dards/educational issues hermeneuti-
cally to exemplify how a hermeneutic
approach deepens the discussions at
hand. To do this, however, we must
first explore the philosophic attributes
that make a hermeneutic approach to
living in the world meaningful in the
standards debate and beyond.

Hermeneutics as a Way In
One might ask what place a discussion
about educational research, philoso-
phy, and methodology has in a con-
versation about educational standards
and other practical questions about
education. The answer is: everything.
Although the standards issues seem to
focus on outcomes and means-to-
ends, approaches to educational stan-
dards necessarily imply some view or
other about knowledge, education,
pedagogy, expertise, truth, value, and
so on. How we come to know, how we
judge what it is worthwhile to know,
and how we evaluate knowledge has
everything to do with what is happen-

ing in classrooms. For example, how
much do you trust numbers as repre-
sentatives of the truth, as in the case of
statistics? Often, people believe that
statistical analyses represent truth
more than do other kinds of data, such
as qualitative information derived
from interviews, for example. But
even though a statistical study may not
say anything explicitly about the truth
of its claims, there is behind statistical
analysis a belief about the nature of
‘truth’. In our culture, statistics are
positioned as data that are irrefutable
and infallible—potent ammunition for
“proving” that a certain thing is the
way it is because the numbers say so.
The purported objectivity of “science
by statistics” is further promulgated
by the accompanying values that sup-
port the contention that data derived
from standardized, quantitative meas-
ures are value-neutral, clean, and be-
lievable, that they correspond to real-
ity. These positivist assumptions
include the ontological (the nature of
reality) belief that there is an appre-
hensible reality out there—an obdurate
existence independent of the ob-
server—that in order to know, or to
come to know, objective and value-
free approaches must be implemented
to achieve true results, and that the
aim of methodology is to converge on
the truth by methods of deduction.

An alternative vantage point stems
from a belief system that suggests that
there are no privileged positions of
authority, and that all data are con-
nected to the contexts of their cre-
ation. In other words, despite statis-
tics’ claim to truth and certainty, no
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approach to evaluation, or knowledge
acquisition, or inquiry is safe and free
from values, perspectives, and biases.
The hermeneutic position posits that
‘truth’, ‘reality’, and ‘knowledge’ are a
little more complex than some numer-
ical equivalent of how the world
works. Hermeneutics wants to prob-
lematize that which has been made
simple by simplifying questions and
linearizing results. Believing that the
lifeworld is continually being inter-
preted by all of us and that the life-
world is indeed complex, hermeneu-
tics compels us to name our positions,
state our histories, and explore how
what we think we already know stands
in contrast to what seems foreign to
us. It is this hermeneutic conversation
that I hope to re-enliven so that some
of the more pressing issues about edu-
cational standards can be illuminated
in a challenging way.

Part I—Hermeneutics and
Standards of Education:
Learning the Approach
As we find our way through the com-
plexity of our existences together, we
knowingly or unwittingly adhere to
particular processes and methodolo-
gies that help us in clarifying, negoti-
ating, and mediating the meanings of
our experiences. Often, we align our-
selves with that which makes us feel
secure, stable, and certain. In this case
that might mean that we are more
comfortable in attaching ourselves to
the kinds of educational standards that
are measurable, linear, tangible,
knowable, simplified, and straightfor-

ward. This knowingness assures us of
what we know and helps to quiet
whatever ambiguities about education,
or pedagogy, or learning we might
have. This knowingness seduces us
into thinking that we have understood
something about knowledge, learning,
or education in a way that closes the
conversation because we believe that
the truth has been rendered and the
decisions have been made. The dis-
course of the standards movement in
education tends to exemplify such
thinking.

Clearly, the unprecedented mo-
mentum of the standards revolution
suggests that this kind of certainty is
what we are looking for. Adopting a
certain belief, value, and ultimately an
approach to knowledge that we be-
lieve can deliver the goods to us in a
way that won’t confuse us, or scare us,
or speak to us too personally has
meant that we’ve suddenly closed the
dialogue for further investigation.
This kind of stability mythologizes
education by equating it with outcome
measures or teacher standards, while
reinforcing the characteristics of the
current educational enterprise as that
which is dismembered—comprised of
disembodied souls who design curric-
ula, power brokers who set policy, dis-
enfranchized workers who deliver
data, and severed young beings who
are merely recipients of a predeter-
mined, packaged, authoritative educa-
tion. In this case, knowledge and truth
are seen as static, stable, and obdurate.
Education is the passing on of sub-
stantive data—nothing more, nothing
less. Hermeneutics, on the other



hand, is all about meaning-making,
not apprehending what is already out
there but finding ways to take up how
we live in the world together.

Hermeneutics offers us a new op-
portunity to explore what moves us
about education and to dig a little
deeper into the complexity of what
standards might mean and what edu-
cation is, or could be, or should be.
Hans-George Gadamer says that “we
are possessed by something and pre-
cisely by means of it we are opened up
for the new, the different, the true”
(Gadamer, 1977, p. 9). And so it is true
of this issue and of this offering to you.
The standards movement in education
is herein presented to be taken up in a
new and different way. It is to be en-
gaged by me and by you. In illustrat-
ing and demonstrating what I have
come up with in thinking about stan-
dards in education, I invite you to ex-
plore the hermeneutic perspective that
implores me to engage the standards-
of-education issues beyond the givens.
I ask you here to engage this text in a
way that will free you from the con-
straints that bind scholarly inquiry
into a narrow set of acceptable proce-
dural rules and evidentiary standards,
with the hope of creating a space that
allows an unencumbered understand-
ing about the standards issues to
emerge and in order for this discussion
to act as a building block toward re-
visioning a different and more com-
plex set of educational standards. 

“[T]he real power of hermeneutical
consciousness is our ability to see what
is questionable” (Gadamer, 1977, p.
13), and so it is our task to look anew

at all that complicates and confounds
an understanding of what standards of
education mean for educational re-
search, policy, and practice. The cen-
tral tenet of this kind of approach is to
make meaning and in some way to im-
part that meaning in a pedagogic and
transformative way (Gallagher, 1992;
Smith, 1994). It is not about separat-
ing and holding in abeyance our expe-
riences in life, like the false promises
of standardized tests that pretend to
correct for all variables that may im-
pinge on the “purity” of the results.
To the contrary, hermeneutics under-
stands that it is precisely because of
our history that we seek to bring to
bear what might be otherwise lurking
quietly behind the scenes. That means
that education is restored to the life-
world in which it lives, in all its end-
less messiness and with all its many
contradictions. It is not about repro-
ducing the world so that there is a fi-
nite, obdurate, static truth that can be
measured against some other truth,
but rather it is about engaging in the
dialectic and multilayered conversa-
tion that is continually in flux, chang-
ing, evolving, and shifting.

Hermeneutics is about a kind of
personal acuity that enlists us to take
up life and all that is mingled in the
complexities of living despite our de-
sires for certainty and predictability.
Hermeneutics asks us to be critical
and careful, and it demands that we
struggle—rigorously—to find a clear-
ing in the thicknesses of life. Under-
standing through interpretation is the
hermeneutic quest and “good inter-
pretation shows the connection be-
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tween experience and expression”
(Smith, 1994, p. 107). This is my goal
here. The focus of my efforts is to
show you, to engage you, and to help
you understand that from a herme-
neutic perspective, standards involve
much more than just getting teachers
to be accountable for their profes-
sional performance and ensuring that
students achieve in certain substantive
areas. The hermeneutic mandate is an
important one, and it seems to me to
be an articulation of the most natural
form of communication, of conversa-
tion, of questioning, and of living.

Even though we want to be able to
get a handle on what is happening in
educational discourse by reducing the
discussions to issues of accountability
and achievement, a hermeneutic or
complexity-of-standards approach di-
rects us to take back the conversations
that have been severed from the mul-
tivalent and rich textures of life and
instructs us to reconnect educational
questions to a world beyond educa-
tional borders. Perhaps that might
mean exploring issues of social justice
or looking at questions that address
socioeconomic contexts, or access to
education, and so on. Hermeneutics
is, after all, a philosophy of living,
looking at all the complexity that is
imbedded in the educational en-
deavor, not a prescription for inquiry,
research, or teaching. But a herme-
neutic approach to research and
teaching can deliver us back to the en-
tangled, confused, and confounded
places and spaces in which we live and
learn, and it can offer invaluable in-
sights into why, how, and in what

manner one might take up the com-
plexities of questions and ultimately
the messiness of answers.

The first step in adopting a herme-
neutic approach is to admit that we
are interpretive beings and that we
propel ourselves from day to day by
using our interpretations as guides.
For example, the fact that you’re read-
ing this text might suggest that you
have some interest in educational
standards and that because you have
an interest you also probably have an
opinion on the subject. In exploring
what it means to have an opinion,
hermeneutics asks us to leave the
metaphysical questions of ontology
(the nature of reality) to the philoso-
phers and to admit that the world in
which we live is the world to which we
must pay attention and the world in
which we must make meaning. And so
what we want to look at is the life-
world where standards of education
get meted out, where kids get caught
up in achievement rankings, and
where teachers and teaching get
dumbed down by being overbureau-
cratized. And so, the lifeworld where
standards meet people and where
standards affect lives is central to and
inextricably part of what we are dis-
cussing here.

Partly because of my intention to
explain what hermeneutics is, partly
because the standards complexities
need to be addressed in a different
manner, and partly because I am hop-
ing to engage you in this discussion, a
dialogic conversation has begun. This
hermeneutic tenet involves the impor-
tant relationships that are built when



we engage text. From this place of ex-
perience and expression, I will lead
you, and beckon you, and show you.
The text will be our place of meeting;
it is here that we will be engaged in
the conversation around standards and
hermeneutics and here that we will
raise the issues of knowledge and rigor
in the light of what hermeneutics
might bring to the standards debate.

Gadamer (1995) suggests that this
intermingling of our knowing and un-
derstanding, of our beliefs and per-
spectives, is a “fusion of horizons”
where we reach in for the common
ground between us, using language,
history, and conversation to mediate
our communication. This is done in
the spirit of understanding and reno-
vation. In this case, the intention is to
get closer to the complexity imbedded
in the standards-of-education con-
structs and to explore the interpretive
process of engaging the discussions for
all the things that our explorations
may tell us, things we might be ready
for as well as things that might surprise
us. In the hermeneutic process we fol-
low the threads of conversations and
ideas that lead to various places and di-
verse understandings. In this case I am
trying to explore the central ideas of
hermeneutics so that you can appreci-
ate a different perspective and an alter-
nate worldview, especially as it relates
to knowledge, truth, and evidence. But
simultaneously, this hermeneutic tenet
also frees me to wonder what an edu-
cation based on this kind of discovery
might look like. Like Dewey (1916),
who advocated for teachers to meet
their students where they are, herme-

neutics invites us to do the same in or-
der that meaning can be made between
us. What would a standards discussion
look like if meaning-making were a
central value for learning, teaching,
educational research, administration,
and policy development?

As noted earlier, there is no unbi-
ased position from whence to offer up
a value-free assessment and to extri-
cate information from its context. We
always begin from a perspective and
carry with us our history, language,
purposes, and convictions. In other
words, there is no way of getting be-
hind perspective—there is no place of
pristine tabula rasa from which to de-
part. The point of departure is always
referential and prejudiced, relational
and prejudged, in terms of one’s his-
tory and all that is invoked by one’s
tradition (Gadamer, 1977, 1995; Gal-
lagher, 1992; Smith, 1994). This is
true of me, of the issues, and of you.
Standards of education do not exist in
a vacuum and have not come to be all
by themselves. There are contexts that
frame the standards movement as
there are values, beliefs, and aspira-
tions tied into the complexities of the
issues, as I will try to show you.

But the admission that there is no
objectivity to rely on need not
frighten us with the thought that
everything is relative and subjective.
Rather, this approach demands that
we be intellectually honest and rigor-
ous and that we offer meanings and
interpretations that lead us to under-
standings we hadn’t conceived of be-
fore. Tradition or perspective need
not translate into the narcissist’s ego
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fantasy, luring us into her world, sepa-
rate and cloistered from anything else
we might know or understand. Per-
spective is rather about the interplay
between dynamic experiences and un-
derstandings, between situating what
is new in relation to what we may al-
ready surmise and where our under-
standing may already be. Hermeneu-
tics is, in the end, a practical approach
to dialogue, dialectic, and discovery.

And herein lies the point of this
chapter. It is to admit that there are
multiple perspectives about standards
and to cogently offer one here. It is to
admit that the advocates of technical
standards are offering a perspective on
what may improve education—includ-
ing teacher accountability/ability and
student achievement—but that it is
only a perspective, not the ‘truth’. It is
to connect the familiar to the unfamil-
iar and to find our way through the
tensions of both. It is to present a case
for an interpretation of what the stan-
dards movement is doing to the edu-
cational enterprise and to the human
beings who are therein involved, and
to investigate what that potentially
means to me, to you, and to our un-
derstanding of how certain views are
prized over others when particular
perspectives are dawned. And so, de-
spite the misunderstanding that inter-
pretation—including the values, ap-
proaches, and worldviews that
accompany it—is about the self, the
ego, and the solipsistic space of the in-
terpreter, we can see otherwise. Good
interpretation is certainly not about
these things. Hermeneutical interpre-
tation can never be merely about the

reconstruction of the world as it is (as
if that would be possible) or as the
narcissist sees it, but rather it is always
an open and critical approach to ques-
tioning and understanding the mean-
ings that are given as well as those that
erupt in the geographies we are ex-
ploring (Gadamer, 1995). Hermeneu-
tical interpretation is about under-
standing ourselves, our cultures, our
beliefs, our issues, and our lives by
way of understanding others, and I
will therefore attempt to show you the
manifold ways that these connections
encounter the topic.

Gadamer suggests that history and
language can act as both inhibitors
and liberators in terms of our own un-
derstandings (Gadamer, 1995). This
does not mean that once you have un-
derstood yourself you are all of a sud-
den able to see things as they actually
are—definitively, finally—but rather
that constant reflection is a necessary
component of exploration, under-
standing, and knowledge creation. At
its core, the careful scrutiny of our-
selves, of others, and of the world as it
presents itself beyond what we may be
prepared for can lead us to take up
more complex and critical issues, can
free us to challenge the status quo, and
can help us negotiate the muddled wa-
ters that are representative of a com-
plex life. Does the standards move-
ment allow for teacher self-reflexivity
that might enable professional
growth? Does it encourage students to
be life investigators? Are there spaces
to critically question the knowledges
that are taken for granted in the class-
room? A hermeneutic standards-of-



complexity approach enables the rich-
ness and multifaceted nature of teach-
ing, learning, discovering, exploring,
relating, and knowing to take shape in
the opening of a dialogue about what
it is that we want education to be
about in the first place.

To admit in advance that I have a
perspective does not justify saying
anything at all about standards and the
corollary educational issues. If I want
you to see the connections that I have
made in our complex world, I need to
be able to sway you, to build a case for
you that illustrates how more complex
perspectives on knowledge produc-
tion, dissemination, and control
illuminate the possibilities of the edu-
cational enterprise. This is the herme-
neutic task. My perspective is a dy-
namic energy of thoughts, reflections,
learning, questioning, feeling, and as-
sessing. I am continually muddling
through to make meaning of the
things that are presented to me as well
as of the things that I seek out. I must
bring these things to light if I am to be
successful at making a case. 

Gadamer (1995) suggests that this
is precisely how I may be able to
maintain my openness about the topic.
Hermeneutics doesn’t ask us to hide
how our perspectives position us; it
requires that we use that perspective
to cogently argue for a certain inter-
pretation. These are tasks, I might
add, that require a good amount of in-
vestigation, perseverance, intellectual
prowess, and strong communication
abilities.

Now that we have discussed per-
spective as an important facet of

hermeneutics, I will show you how my
history, language, and perspective
open me to the possibilities of inter-
pretation, possibilities that erupt in
the generative engagement and search
for meaning with the topic at hand
(Jardine, 1998). As Gadamer notes,
“history is only present to us in light
of our future” (Gadamer, 1977, p. 9).
And so it is that hermeneutics recog-
nizes the centrality of the tradition
from whence one speaks, set among
and in between the fluid motion of the
world. Indeed, it is precisely because
of my history, my beliefs, and my ideas
that I have come to ask questions
about standards and how they impact
kids, teachers, and the art of pedagogy.
For example, questions about the aims
of education explode in front of me
when I read about standards that aim
to prepare students for the global
economy of the twenty-first century.
Although I might tell myself that
there are economic realities, I wonder
what economics and employment
have to do with learning?

Perhaps this kind of query comes
from my work with kids on the street
who vision a different world and who
value community over competition, or
perhaps this comes from my visceral
fear of the kinds of values we are
teaching our kids by equating mean-
ing-making with money-making.
Whatever the case, this questioning
process is an example of how I would
begin to explore and interpret the
kinds of deep meanings that are asso-
ciated with education, as I see it. If my
exploration takes me down paths that
lead back to myself, then the interpre-
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tation is about me and not about the
question of standards of education and
economics. If, however, my explo-
ration leads me beyond myself, leads
me to investigate the complexity of
these issues, then perhaps I may be
able to make a case and show how my
fear is “justified.” A standards-of-com-
plexity approach would welcome the
deep thinking and critical exploration
that my perspective would bring.

Understanding and interpretation
come from a tension that lives be-
tween what is familiar to us and what
is unfamiliar. This means that my ap-
proach to a topic has been based in
part on some familiarity with what I
imagine education to be about. But
the conversation doesn’t end because
of my familiarity with the topic. In
other words, the goal is not to finally
decide anything. I am not trying to fit
what I find out into what I already
know. Hermeneuts contend that what
is familiar to us opens up the topic
precisely because it presents itself as
unfamiliar (Gadamer, 1995; Gal-
lagher, 1992). As an example, the stan-
dards-of-education topic that I am ad-
dressing has been opened up because
of the interplay between my historical
experience as a teacher and my diffi-
culties in understanding the issues at
hand. Whatever is familiar to me
about education presents itself as
needing to be taken up again in rela-
tion to what seems foreign to me
about the standards movement and
the values therein. Thus new ques-
tions arise. My questioning leads me
to read and talk about what standards
mean for education in the future,

which in turn leads me to ask more
questions.

And so it goes: hermeneutics is
pushed and propelled by the questions
that we ask and the understandings
that throw into question the things we
thought we already understood (Ga-
damer, 1995; Gallagher, 1992). From
the technical standards-of-education
perspective, the discourses about
achievement and teacher accountabil-
ity seem to be all tied up and closed—
already convinced about the relative
merit of this kind of standards ap-
proach. But for me, the literature
about standards is but an opening that
allows me to search deeply for clues
and ideas about how to make meaning
around educational issues beyond
what I am currently being offered. 

This is where interpretation re-
sides—oscillating between what we
understand and what we don’t, what is
familiar to us and what is not. Gal-
lagher (1992) says that “[i]nterpreta-
tion is an attempt to responsibly
bridge these two demands [i.e., what is
familiar and what is unfamiliar], to re-
solve or in some way to deal with the
tension between them” (p. 150). To
that end, taking the standards issues
and grappling with all that they pres-
ent prompts me to ask questions about
the aims of education as I have not
done before. Vacillating in between
what I already understand and what is
still foreign to me, I take up the ten-
sions that arise in the in-betweens of
the discourses about standards.

As noted earlier, it is my task to art-
fully bring to bear in expression what
has been experienced, and to that end



you also play a part. Inasmuch as text
engages a reader and from that en-
gagement a relationship is born, the
dialectics of understanding, communi-
cation, questioning, and thought are
initiated between us. That is, the text
is restored to a living communication
when it is taken up, when it is read,
when it is interpreted (Ricoeur, 1981).
I offer this text as a pedagogic en-
counter for all of us. I hope that the
relationship that you have with this
text, like the relationship that I have
had with this text, will be an opportu-
nity for learning. We are engaged, you
and I, and our lives will never be the
same because we are the accumula-
tions of our experiences and because
of our experiences, we are ever chang-
ing beings. Above and beyond what
we will or want, the lifeworld calls us
and we are intertwined in it. We are
called, as it were, to pay careful atten-
tion. It is to that existential state that
hermeneutics invites us. And it is to
that flux of dynamics between all that
makes this discussion about herme-
neutics and standards of education
what it is that I invite you.

So how might we take up that invi-
tation? How might we judge an inter-
pretation? What counts as evidence
for the interpretation that we offer
when we take up the world hermeneu-
tically? In much of his Truth and
Method (1995), Gadamer refutes scien-
tific claims to truth and authority. He
battles with positivist conceptions of
objectivity and reason and in their
stead offers an alternative view of epis-
temology. How can we determine the
extent to which understanding has oc-

curred, if not in a static measure? How
can we be certain that an adequate in-
terpretation has been rendered? There
are no better questions to begin with.
How might these questions play out if
a complexity of standards were
adopted as a framework for determin-
ing how learning and inquiry, teaching
and curricula development take place?

“[G]ood interpretation is a creative
act on the side of sharpening identity
within the play of differences—and we
thereby give voice to and show fea-
tures of our lives ordinarily suppressed
under the weight of the dominant
economic, political, and pedagogical
fundamentalisms of the time” (Smith,
1994, p. 123). A complexity of stan-
dards aims at reinvesting educational
research, policy, and praxis with values
that acknowledge diversity in its many
forms. As Smith (1994) suggests, one
of the goals of good interpretation is
to lay bare the complexities and un-
derpinnings of the metanarratives that
often operate silently but nevertheless
influence and constrain the possibili-
ties of our understanding. To make
good cases and to provoke and per-
suade in the hope of renovation and
elucidation, hermeneutics offers three
central tenets beyond its epistemolog-
ical position that address the parame-
ters (or the boundlessness) of how we
might engage a topic, how we might
build a cogent interpretation, and
what we might do with the myriad
strands and complexities that arise
from looking at the world as a com-
plex of interrelated and interdepend-
ent ideas, beliefs, circumstances, and
so on. Questions, understanding, and
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the hermeneutic circle are compo-
nents of a hermeneutic approach that
are not clearly delineative, and thus
their explication does not lend itself to
linear articulation. They need to be
understood as a complex of interde-
pendent ideas that reflect the possibil-
ities that the hermeneutic approach
offers. Questions and the complexity
of openness, issues around under-
standing and the fertile process by
which we reach it, and the hermeneu-
tic circle, understood as the interpre-
tive inertia that continually churns
and alters questions and understand-
ings, all of these will enable us to pro-
ceed, hermeneutically, in taking up
the complexities of standards-based
education.

Questions

Questions and openness are central to
the hermeneutical endeavor. As
Gadamer (1995) contends, “the ques-
tion is the path to knowledge” (p.
363). For me, this means that a pro-
gram of inquiry-by-question as op-
posed to only inquiry-by-methodol-
ogy opens up doors through which
diverse or competing ideas and knowl-
edges can emerge. For example, in
terms of this chapter specifically, my
questions began years ago when I un-
dertook to become a high school
teacher, and they continue to surface
as I am engaged in the various roles
that connect me to education. As a
counselor, educator, scholar, citizen,
and student, I question how these
roles fit into or rub up uncomfortably
against the standards movement. An-

other example of how hermeneutics is
driven by questions is the uncertainty
that arises when one is investigating
how educational issues are dominated
and shrouded in neoliberal agendas,
rhetoric, and opinion. As the herme-
neutic endeavor commands, questions
beget questions, and this is true of
what we find here. By questioning
what seems familiar and final, herme-
neutics involves an archaeology of
meaning-making. Hermeneutic think-
ers understand that taking up a topic
involves following the trails forged by
the substantive qualities embedded in
the topic and by the questions that are
raised in the pursuit of its understand-
ing.

Each question directs us toward or
away from understanding, but ques-
tions also drive what we uncover, what
we wonder about, what we admit we
do not know. “A question places what
is questioned in a particular perspec-
tive. When a question arises, it breaks
open the being of the object as it
were” (Gadamer, 1995, p. 362). There-
fore, in the act of inquiry, we must sit-
uate our questions within the domains
of our own understandings so that
they can be laid open to possibilities.
The hermeneutical understanding of
the foregrounded question is that
which stems forth from a position,
that which is exposed to whatever hin-
ders or helps propel the question be-
yond itself. “The important thing is to
be aware of one’s own bias, so that the
text can present itself in all its other-
ness and thus assert its own truth
against one’s own fore-meaning” (Ga-
damer, 1995, p. 269). After all, we are



ultimately concerned with under-
standing and meaning, and therefore
the extent to which a question reveals
possibilities will determine to some
extent the value of the question itself.

And so in the trajectory of this ex-
ploration into the standards move-
ment, I’ve been compelled by some
questions, while quieting and laying
others aside. Jardine (1998) notes that
knowing in advance which threads to
follow and which to lay aside is inde-
terminable until such time as the leads
lead nowhere. Perhaps this is one of
the aspects of hermeneutics that we
can perceive and judge, that can help
us conclude whether or not an ade-
quate interpretation has been ren-
dered. Are our questions evoking
more questions? Are they leading us
somewhere else—somewhere beyond
the boundaries of what we already
know, or think, or feel?

Language

Language, as Gadamer (1995) empha-
sizes, is central to the way understand-
ing is experienced. In the first place, a
conversation is always about some-
thing, and in the second place, a con-
versation is dialectically engaged by
languaging about that something.
Hermeneutics prescribes that we en-
ter into multiple dialogues at multiple
levels. Here, for example, I am both
conversing with the texts that expli-
cate the hermeneutic/interpretive na-
ture of conversation, dialectic, and di-
alogue and, simultaneously, I am
conversing with you and with this text.
Invested in these conversations, there

is an impetus to arrive at some shared
meaning and some shared conception
of what this text is revealing about
hermeneutic understanding, conversa-
tion, and standards in education. Lan-
guage is the foot soldier that helps de-
liver the “fusion of horizons” I
mentioned earlier.

Similarly, in the course of my con-
versing with what the standards move-
ment presents, I have initiated multi-
ple conversations with the ideas and
questions that arise from taking a
topic up. I grapple with and sway in
the decisions that direct which ques-
tions persist in asking for reconcilia-
tion and which understandings I
might follow and explore. I am con-
tinually engaged in a dialogic conver-
sation with myself, with others, with
literature, with society, with complexi-
ties, and with the world. To that end,
the entire interpretive turn is about
conversation and renovation. Perhaps
we might say that understanding is
temporarily achieved when something
new emerges about a topic, something
that leads us someplace else. In this
case, perhaps we might posit that un-
derstanding “of the particular case
leads us to understand the universal”
(Gallagher, 1992, p. 342; Jardine,
1992), all the while knowing that un-
derstanding and learning are never
complete or final (Gallagher, 1992;
Gadamer, 1995; Jardine, 1998).

The Hermeneutic Circle

One way of conceiving of this conver-
gence of voice and conversation, un-
derstanding and reflection in a herme-
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neutic approach is by invoking the
hermeneutic circle. The hermeneutic
circle is a process in which meaning
and understanding unfold through the
constant renewal of questions and
conversation. This process is fluid. It
has movement like the gentle (or
maybe not so gentle) ebb and flow of
the ocean’s tide. The hermeneutic cir-
cle refers to the interplay between
parts and wholes where, as F. Schleier-
macher explains, “the meaning of the
part is only understood within the
context of the whole, but the whole is
never given unless through an under-
standing of the parts. Understanding
therefore requires a circular move-
ment from parts to whole and from
whole to parts” (as cited in Gallagher,
1992, p. 59).

And so this process of questioning
and understanding, reflecting and
questioning again, reveals the un-
ending reciprocity between thinking,
feeling, knowing, questioning, experi-
encing, and interpreting. The herme-
neutic circle therefore implies a tem-
porality, a contextual referent or
chronological stream of turnings and
twistings that contiguously evolve in
the processes of education, learning,
teaching, inquiring, discovering, argu-
ing, and so on. As a result of each ex-
perience that beckons our intention
and calls our attention to it, we accu-
mulate a knowing that propels us into
the future, all the while incorporating
our understandings of the past. The
process evolves and revolves, always
enlarging itself to incorporate new as-
pects of understanding, producing
more questions and leading into

deeper and more complex directions.
As Gadamer (1995) notes: “The art of
questioning is the art of questioning
even further—i.e., the art of thinking”
(p. 367). As Gallagher (1992) con-
cludes, “[t]he more movement in the
circle, the larger the circle grows, em-
bracing the expanding contexts that
throw more and more light upon the
parts” (p. 59) and increasing the po-
tential for a more comprehensive in-
terpretation to emerge. And so it is
true of this chapter, of this book, and
of the move to reaffirm a standards-
of-complexity approach to educational
research, policy, and praxis.

Part II—Standards as a Way
into Hermeneutics: A New
Vision of Complexity
Now that we understand something
about the process and importance of
hermeneutic exploration and the
meaning-making possibilities of good
interpretation, and now that we have
explored the central tenets of her-
meneutics with regard to truth, ques-
tions, language, knowledge, conversa-
tion, and the hermeneutic circle, we
can begin to weave into our herme-
neutic conversation specific examples
of how a hermeneutic approach would
break open, change, expose, and free
the standards debate to incorporate a
more complex and ecologically full
perspective on what standards mean
for education and beyond. Questions
that beckon some kind of attention
might include these: How does cur-
rent standards rhetoric fix the educa-
tional issues under discussion, and to



whose advantage? How might stan-
dards of complexity embrace a herme-
neutic approach in exploring some of
the issues that are so presented? Is it
even possible, given this rigidity, to
enter into the discussion about the
relative usefulness of standards of edu-
cation? Instead of a closed case that
claims that standards for teacher ac-
countability and student achievement
is the way of the future, a hermeneutic
approach to this topic opens and
broadens the discussion to include the
multitude of particularities, complexi-
ties, confusions, and contradictions
that are simplified, reduced, and ex-
pelled by the current standards move-
ment rhetoric.

If the conversation is already in
progress without us, where is our en-
trée into the fray? I suggest that shift-
ing our way of thinking about truth,
knowledge, rigor, research, policy, and
practice; altering how we take up the
world and restoring the world to its
original complexity; and admitting
that issues are more complex than we
would like them to be will break new
ground and will create renewed educa-
tional hope and enthusiasm. This is
what a hermeneutic approach would
count on. How might we take up the
issues and how might we re-vision
what education is, or could be, or
should be? How shall we look at this in
all its complexity, a complexity that
might be different from what the stan-
dards-in-education movement has al-
ready uncovered? The answers are
simply to dig a little deeper, to search a
little harder, to be a bit more reflexive,
to understand our own invested inter-

ests, to look a little further afield, and
to examine in more detail what this
standards conversation is really about.

Contesting what the implications of
a standards-driven education might
actually mean is a complicated venture
to undertake. For example, when we
speak hermeneutically about perspec-
tive, we must acknowledge, as we did
earlier, that your engaging this text
suggests that something about the
question of educational standards in-
trigues you, compels your attention,
or draws you into this topic. Is your
reading value-neutral, or are you
aware that you have certain beliefs al-
ready in place with regard to issues of
standards-based education? A great
place to begin would be to wonder
about what draws you to the topic of
standards in the first place? What be-
liefs, values, and approaches do you al-
ready have in relation to educational
standards and the goals the standards
movement purports? What experience
is so deeply a part of you that it posi-
tions you in a specific way relative to
standards-of-education questions and
relative to a hermeneutic approach?

These are important perspectival
questions. They are the lenses through
which you frame your interpretation
of the information, ideas, and sugges-
tions throughout this chapter and
throughout this book. We are, after
all, the accumulations of our experi-
ences, and our lives cannot be severed
from how we might take up a topic
such as standards in education. As
teachers, administrators, policy plan-
ners, academicians, parents, and citi-
zens, we all have a stake in how educa-
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tion is framed in the larger social or-
der, and we all have a responsibility to
engage the discussions that sometimes
seem beyond our reach. 

To this end, the following substan-
tive examples have been raised from
the issues about the standards move-
ment that struck me as I undertook to
write this chapter. The questions and
musings that follow are the result of
my hermeneutic approach to this edu-
cational debate. These are the issues
that a technical standards of education
might ignore because they may not re-
late directly to the outcome-based
standards to which this movement is
connected, whereas a standards-of-
complexity position would welcome
the multifarious ways in which one
might reframe what is complex about
the project of education, as complex.
It is my task here not to explore stan-
dards issues in depth but rather to in-
vite you to experience the kinds of cir-
cular turnings and twistings that a
hermeneutic approach brings to the
standards topic.

The Seduction of Language

Hermeneutics is about language. It’s
about the conversations that we have
with each other, the way that language
can conceal or expose ideologies; it’s
about all that we do in our lives to-
gether, how we make and search for
meaning; it’s connected to everything
that we are, and hope for, and dream
of. In looking at the importance of
language in a hermeneutic dialogue, I
am seduced by the exquisitely crafted
documentation that abounds in stan-

dards-of-education literature. My own
experience with the language of the
standards movement often left me
wondering what was wrong with
teacher standards. When reading
about how standards encourage teach-
ers to be next to godly, I loved the lan-
guage about what teachers could be,
or should be. I loved what I was read-
ing about education and the complex-
ity of the educational endeavor. If
teachers could be all this with stan-
dards, who would dare argue against
them? I was hooked, convinced, and
captured. Then, after a pause and a
question about what might lie behind
this beautifully constructed case, I be-
gan to wonder how this language had
seduced me to buy into what the stan-
dards movement proponents are sell-
ing. Entitled to make a case for a stan-
dards of education, the standards
people use language to construct the
meanings and persuasive arguments
that hermeneuts encourage. For ex-
ample, the following comes from the
documentation of the National Board
for Professional Teaching Standards:

What Teachers Should Know and 
Be Able to Do

In this policy, the National Board pres-
ents its view of what teachers should
know and be able to do—its convic-
tions about what it values and believes
should be honored in teaching. This
expression of ideals guides all of the
National Board’s standards and assess-
ment processes.

The fundamental requirements for
proficient teaching are relatively clear:



a broad grounding in the liberal arts
and sciences; knowledge of the subjects
to be taught, of the skills to be devel-
oped, and of the curricular arrange-
ments and materials that organize and
embody that content; knowledge of
general and subject-specific methods
for teaching and for evaluating student
learning; knowledge of students and
human development; skills in effec-
tively teaching students from racially,
ethnically, and socioeconomically di-
verse backgrounds; and the skills, ca-
pacities and dispositions to employ
such knowledge wisely in the interest
of students.

This enumeration suggests a broad
base for expertise in teaching but con-
ceals the complexities, uncertainties,
and dilemmas of the work. The formal
knowledge teachers rely on accumu-
lates steadily, yet provides insufficient
guidance in many concrete situations.
Teaching ultimately requires judg-
ment, improvisation, and conversation
about means and ends. Human quali-
ties, expert knowledge and skill, and
professional commitment together
compose excellence in this craft. The
document continues:

The National Board has led the van-
guard effort to develop professional
standards for elementary and second-
ary school teaching. The National
Board Certified Teachers stand for pro-
fessionalism in the schools. The Na-
tional Board’s responsibility is not only
to ensure that teachers who become
National Board Certified meet its pro-
fessional standards of commitment and

competence, but also to maintain stan-
dards and assessments that are so well
regarded that America’s accomplished
teachers will decide to seek National
Board Certification.

Well, I’m sold—how about you?
We can see that there is clearly noth-
ing wrong with what this document
tells us about how teachers should be
prepared for the classroom. If life
were only this simple. But the seduc-
tion lies in how the language positions
detractors, and also how the standards
assumed here are measured.

We all need to be careful with lan-
guage because it can capture us with-
out our critical selves noticing the cir-
cumstances of our capture. In this
case, scrutinizing the language of the
standards-in-education documents
made me question how I feel about
the topic at hand. I came to under-
stand two things I had not realized be-
fore. In the first place, I realized that
the way in which the standards debate
is articulated leaves no room for an al-
ternative viewpoint to be taken up.
Perhaps we might consider whether
or not that is the deliberate position-
ing of the debate, whether it inten-
tionally frames those people who
would take issue with these kinds of
standards philosophies as crazy, irra-
tional, and so on. How can you argue
when everything has been so neatly
tied up? But despite the seemingly
Pollyannaish language that beckoned
me to abandon my commitments to a
hermeneutic, complex, and messy ex-
istence and to release myself into the
capable hands of those who would
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make sure that “everything was going
to be all right,” I realized that no mat-
ter how beautiful and promising the
language of the technical standards
movement is, the bottom lines will
continue to be focused on teacher ac-
countability through the evaluation of
student achievement.

I recognize that not all standards
boards want the same things. Some al-
low teachers to prepare portfolios to
demonstrate their excellence. But I
am continually left with the same
bothersome questions about who de-
termines excellence and what meas-
ures will be used to judge. This her-
meneutic lesson about language has
heightened my sensibilities. By con-
firming the importance of language in
how we construct meaning, it has
shown me how attentive to language
we must be as we take up the issues of
standards of education.

Standards as ‘Truth’ and Rigor

Previously I spoke about the nature of
‘truth’ as it relates to knowledge pro-
duction and acquisition and its con-
nection to ‘reality’. I found examples
of this relationship in the documents
of the standards movement. In coming
to understand something about the
standards-of-education movement, I
noticed that technical standards litera-
ture presents the issue of improving
education as largely synonymous with
improving students’ performance on
standardized tests. Improving educa-
tion is the goal behind the movement.
On the surface, that seems fine; who
could possibly suggest that improving

education is a bad enterprise? But who
sets the standards, what aims of educa-
tion do the standards represent, and
what values undergird the standards
reforms? A complexity of standards
might situate this approach to educa-
tional improvement in the context of
exploring how certain appropriations
of the ‘truth’ are represented in nu-
merical representations of achieve-
ment and rankings, and it might posit
that there are multiple ‘truths’ to
which we might attend.

My investigation has led me to con-
sider that, in fact, the issues are so
complex that it is difficult to see a clear
path toward encouraging schools,
teachers, students, administrators, and
so on to do better. In other words, I
am restoring the difficulty of taking up
a philosophy of science theme in the
debate about what achievement tests
represent in the complex world in
which we live, learn, and teach. The
questions above and others rise to the
surface because I am circumspect
about the assumption that the educa-
tional enterprise can be reduced to a
focus on outcomes. Similarly, the as-
sumption that rigor comes with high
achievement on tests leads me to ques-
tion what it is we want for our kids.
Why do we want them to achieve?
The standards argument seems to be
based on a reductionist model that im-
plies that if you are not in favor of
“achievement” then you are not inter-
ested in student well-being, student
development, or student learning. I
would submit that we first need to ex-
plore the values that undergird what
we expect achievement to encompass.



Questions about the aims of education
need to be reintroduced into the dia-
logue to help lay bare what we want
our kids and teachers to be doing and
achieving and for what purposes.

Teacher Standards and Student
Achievement: One Happy Family

Of course, when we speak about rigor,
the topic that naturally follows is how
to ensure rigor for both teachers and
students. In the pursuit of teaching ex-
cellence, the standards movement
purports that rigor equals achieve-
ment, and achievement equals teacher
accountability. What strikes me as odd
is that teacher standards and student
standards are often discussed sepa-
rately. Why is that the case when
teachers and students live in relation-
ship in the context of learning, know-
ing, and exploring? What agendas are
the standards proponents meeting by
keeping separate these notions of ac-
countability and achievement?

A complexity-of-standards ap-
proach would ultimately want to take
up the question of how teachers relate
with students and vice versa, since
they live together in the dynamic flow
of relational complexities present in
the educational enterprise. Moreover,
there are contexts that frame the expe-
riences of both teachers and students,
contexts which cannot be severed
from the discussions about rigor,
achievement, and accountability. To
do so would be to claim that the issues
presented are not tied into and are not
a part of the larger systems of our liv-
ing together on this planet. Global

economic issues or local, state, and na-
tional political agendas frame how we
see and interpret these standards con-
structs. In the hermeneutic spirit of
seeing parts as relative to wholes and
understanding that neither can exist
without the other, perhaps hermeneu-
tic inquiries in schools would let these
kinds of questions and paths develop
and be followed—from the particular-
ities of what is happening in schools to
the systemic influences that frame
schools in the first place.

At the school level, it seems that
students are being rated, and as a re-
sult teachers are being evaluated.
Teachers’ own hermeneutic, creative,
inquisitive natures for pedagogy and
relationship are lost in the simplified
discussions about standards and mired
in the fear that they must be account-
able for how their students perform
on measures that are often created
miles away from the lifeworld of the
school in which they teach. If this is
how we want our teachers to work, is
it any wonder that they in turn ques-
tion the nature and purposes of “edu-
cation” as we have defined it? Living
in the knowledge that their own sense
of creativity and pedagogical expertise
must be seconded to the “experts”
who lay out the curricular agenda,
teachers find their roles reduced.
They feel it, they know it, and so do
we.

At the systemic level, agendas are
set by the few to encourage educa-
tional endeavors to fit into the domi-
nant educational modality, treated as if
everyone and everything should fall in
line without question or controversy.
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There are incentives for people in all
camps and on all sides to simplify ar-
guments so that the “buy-in” is more
likely. Perhaps the search for simplic-
ity has to do with a fast-paced, chang-
ing world, or maybe it has more to do
with the pervasiveness and persuasive-
ness of the dominant economic, social,
and political ideologies that are firmly
implanted in the collective psyche. A
hermeneutic investigation could ex-
pose some of the underlying values
that compete in the spaces and places
of educational reform and could cre-
ate a conversation that is more fully
ready to accept the complexities and
confusions that abound in the teacher-
student-pedagogy-school-system-
society-values matrix.

This says nothing about the fact
that in all of these various discussions,
students seem to be left out of the pic-
ture and out of the conversation.
These are unnegotiable spaces for
kids. I can’t help wondering what their
aspirations are relative to their own
educational dreams and hopes. Can
we not trust their input, their answer
to the question Why is education im-
portant? Are we not interested in how
they perceive the “achievement”
regime that is currently being pushed? 

To my mind, this seems to be an-
other example of a top-down ap-
proach to getting the education equa-
tion neatly tied up and linearized.
Herbert Marcuse (1964) would sug-
gest that the standards agenda for ed-
ucational reform is a part of a larger
vortex that reduces possibilities for
complexity, diversity, controversy, and
change. He would offer that the sys-

tem seeks to rationalize people into
the dominant ideology to reduce re-
sistance and perpetrate the status quo.
Could he be right?

Gadamer (1995) says that the
strength of an interpretation lies in
the very act of trying to see whether
or not the other person’s perspective
might be valid. Can we allow our-
selves the freedom and flexibility to
engage that kind of educational debate
and that kind of serious deliberation?
What room does a technical stan-
dards-of-education value system open
for resisters, dissenters, and those who
otherwise want to challenge the sys-
tems that we take for granted? How
might I respond to the reality that we
are ready now to reward teachers and
schools, financially and otherwise, for
high achievement scores? What value
system is being prized in this instance?

Substantive Severings

In addition to the ways in which
teachers and students are severed from
each other and asked to fall into line
in a technically standardized modality
of education, I have also noticed that
the organization of the standards
movement is both convoluted and
compartmentalized. In the first place,
standards boards abound, all racing to
“nail it down” and “get it settled” once
and for all. These include the Na-
tional Assessment of Educational
Progress Board, the National Board
for Teaching Standards, and dozens of
state boards of education that are join-
ing the standards-based education re-
form frenzy. Even though teacher ac-



countability is set up to ensure that
teachers are rigorous, serious, and
faithful servants of the curriculum,
teacher standards are completely in-
tertwined in the substantive dictates of
standards-based education.

There is a plethora of information
that defines, delineates, and describes
curriculum-based standards for the
various subjects taught in school. Al-
though I am in favor of the rigorous
pursuit of knowledge, I must pause
and ask myself if these prefabricated,
severed, and compartmentalized snip-
pets of what kids should know are re-
flective of the kind of broad-based ed-
ucation that we should arguably be
valuing. One of the questions that
keep surfacing as I think about the
myriad questions and confusions I
have about the standards movement
is: What happens when something
erupts in a classroom that is beyond
the dictates of the standards but is
worth following because the students
are invested in and interested in un-
derstanding their experiences? 

More specifically, let’s imagine that
a geography class takes up learning
about Ethiopia, and in the course of
that learning, territorial claims by sur-
rounding countries are reported in the
local newspaper. Imagine that the
class wants to understand how space
and politics merge in complicated
ways in the politics of nationhood.
The traditions, cultures, histories, re-
ligions, politics, economics, and social
configurations of Ethiopia’s place-
ment, literally and figuratively, inspire
the kids to look at Ethiopian litera-

ture, eat Ethiopian food, and listen to
Ethiopian music. Clearly, our class has
digressed away from the set geogra-
phy curriculum and the teacher is
chomping at the bit because in four
weeks’ time the kids are going to take
an exam that is not going to ask them
to comment on what kinds of investi-
gations, questions, curiosities, in-
trigues, and excitement their inquiry
into Ethiopia had for them. So the
teacher presses on to fulfill the curric-
ular mandate, feeling pressured to
cover what the state has set out as the
standard.

This hypothetical example high-
lights how severed substantive stan-
dards alienate and constrain the po-
tential for complex configurations of
learning. Taken to the extreme, tech-
nical standards sever substantive top-
ics and reduce them to dead knowl-
edge—that is, knowledge that is
severed from the lifeblood of the lived
world. There is no doubt that there
are many teachers who would take the
opportunity to journey down the
aforementioned Ethiopian path, but
what are the ramifications of diverting
from the set agenda? What happens to
teacher accountability when students
don’t cover the curriculum?

This example illustrates the poten-
tial for a hermeneutic learning that
has the depth and breadth of a com-
plex knowledge. Requiring the kids to
follow trails of inquiry that are pro-
pelled by questions, encouraging the
study of systems that may be foreign
to our own, and renovating what we
understand by means of what we
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don’t—this kind of hermeneutic, com-
plexity-of-standards approach re-
quires high quality and rigorous study.

Furthermore, I wonder how the
world is perceived by students who are
taught that the world is compartmen-
talized very much like the subjects
they take up in school. Is geography
really only about geography, or is it
otherwise connected to how we make
space for ourselves in the world? This
kind of ecological perspective calls on
students, teachers, policy planners,
and administrators to view education
as an endeavor that promotes learn-
ing, questioning, and exploring. Stan-
dards of complexity recognize the
need for teachers to be invested with
the kind of scholarly trust that pro-
motes excellence in classrooms and
beyond, while simultaneously recog-
nizing that the issues around substan-
tive standards are difficult to tackle
since we continually have to engage
the complex question, what do we
want our kids to be learning?

The standards-of-education move-
ment lures us into believing that
everything we can know is definable,
measurable, and quantifiable. The
overriding impressions that I am left
with are that the standards movement
pays a lot of attention to “what” and
less time on “why”. The “why” slips
silently away because the “what” rep-
resents the status quo and the domi-
nant neoliberal ideologies that have
fast-tracked the educational debate
into a discussion about how to prepare
our students to be the workforce of
the twenty-first century.

Educational Research and 
Colleges of Education

Of course, all that we name as prob-
lematic about technical standards in
education has monumental implica-
tions for colleges of education and ed-
ucational research. Although the stan-
dards discussions are situated far away
from university classrooms and are of-
ten cloistered in their own kind of
“practical,” “real world” spaces, uni-
versities are still the places where
teachers are taught about teaching,
and they are likewise the places where
much of educational research gets
done. The hermeneutic circle that
takes me from the particularities and
practicalities of the geography ex-
ample spirals me out to the more
philosophical spaces where education
is connected to research and practice
at the university level.

One observation about the stan-
dards movement is that there is a
movement afoot for a voluntary na-
tional teacher certification program.
What, then, are colleges of education
doing if not preparing competent,
skilled, bright, committed, scholarly,
complicated, teachers? What is im-
plied by a standards board on top of a
state board? How much bureaucracy
can the system sustain?

These questions burn to be an-
swered as the standards movement
makes a case for national teacher cer-
tification. Why are colleges of educa-
tion being positioned out of the
process of preparing excellent teach-
ers? Do some believe that colleges of



education are producing bad teachers?
Or is this move about making a hier-
archy of teachers, to establish rankings
much like those created by student
standards? What other elements could
be operating covertly that beckon
some investigation? Are these things
connected to the publication of school
rankings, promoting “success” as the
end-all and be-all in learning? I sus-
pect so.

Further, what questions about edu-
cational standards do not ultimately
affect how we train future teachers
and encourage innovative educational
research initiatives? Why should we
prepare excellent teachers if their jobs
are really about meting out a stan-
dards-based education? How are the
worlds of the high school classroom
similar to or different from the worlds
of the university classroom, and what
values are being perpetuated by the
approaches that we take with respect
to educational research and its impact
on educational practice?

Hermeneutics, as we have been dis-
cussing, is centered on the experiences
and expressions of the lived world.
This kind of approach to inquiry de-
mands a complex research method
that cannot be rendered in reduction-
ist models of epistemology. To that
end, educational research needs to be
more closely aligned with the lived
world and must also work in conjunc-
tion with real schools. The research
issue is complex because there is a
place for inquiries that may not take
place directly in the schools but that
nonetheless have an educational im-
pact. However, a research agenda that

is wholly severed from the lifeworld of
education might not bear the same
kind of complex fruit that a more inte-
grative agenda could. 

What a hermeneutic approach of-
fers is its generative and transforma-
tive goals in meaning-making. It is al-
ways about seeing things anew and
making that which has become famil-
iar unfamiliar, thereby creating an op-
portunity to look again at the world; it
is always about making connections
beyond the small systems of which we
are a part.

Knowledge Producers and 
Knowledge Production in the
Classroom and Beyond

What would it be like if teachers were
trained to see themselves as re-
searchers, inquirers, and knowledge
producers? What kinds of information
might emanate from a teacher educa-
tion that instilled scholarly identities
into those who go into the classrooms
to teach and mentor our kids? In the
first place, that kind of endeavor could
only come to light if a complexity-of-
education approach were adopted.
Standards of complexity recognize that
teachers and students are themselves
researchers. Hermeneutics can invite
them to ask questions and can encour-
age them to look at all that is compli-
cated about their learning, about the
contexts in which they learn, about the
subject matter that they are asked to
engage, and about the values of knowl-
edge that they encounter.

Because the new pedagogical her-
meneutic requires of teachers first and
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foremost that they be interpreters of
culture, rather than merely transmit-
ters or managers, it is imperative that
they be as widely and deeply educated
as possible so that they can speak
across disciplines, across cultures and
national boundaries. The pedagogical
modus of the hermeneutic classroom
is dialogue, in which the teacher has
the capacity to interpret culture and
information so that students can ap-
preciate their participation in it, as in a
living stream that both flows through
life and is the source of its sustenance
(Smith, 1999, p. 5).

If technical standards of education
take root, will teachers be able to be
what Smith is suggesting? Will they
have the freedom? Will the complexity
of the world as it presents itself be sim-
plified and concretized for an achieve-
ment-based educational system?

Hermeneutics in the classroom
might entail a complexity-of-standards
approach that would hermeneutically
explore the cultures of schools, the
breadth of social, political, psycholog-
ical, relational, and substantive learn-
ing that happens simultaneously in the
educational space. What about chil-
dren who are becoming fine citizens
and well-adjusted individuals but who
are doing only marginally well on
their achievement tests? A hermeneu-
tic approach might investigate all the
complexities and surprises that might
be operating in classrooms that don’t
make the “grade.” Such an approach
would include and encourage ques-
tions about our lives together, about
our purposes for engaging with chil-
dren, for being part of learning.

Standards, Hermeneutics,
Administrators, and Policy Makers

The kind of broad questions that I
have raised throughout this chapter
demonstrate how a hermeneutic per-
spective might take up the standards-
of-education issues, for teachers and
students, in classrooms and universi-
ties, for teaching and learning. A her-
meneutic perspective does not alienate
anyone who is interested in the com-
plexity of our lives together. Open,
critical, and difficult queries about our
lived educational experiences can be
undertaken at all levels of the educa-
tional enterprise. Requiring investiga-
tion that involves looking critically at
all that plays into educational, peda-
gogic, psychological, and social inter-
actions, the learning endeavor is
deeply connected to the policy that
frames it. I wonder what it would take
for policy makers and administrators
to also re-vision themselves as ques-
tioners, researchers, and educational
practitioners who, like detectives, look
for the things that strike them beyond
the simple task of enforcing a stan-
dards-of-education agenda. Perhaps
this explication of a hermeneutic ap-
proach might elucidate, to some ex-
tent, how we might begin to do that.

Questions as Conclusions
The standards issues are complex, as
I’ve tried to demonstrate. Part of what
makes the topic so complicated is that
there seems to be an easy answer wait-
ing for us in the standards-of-educa-
tion movement, an answer that will al-



lay our fears about what we’re doing
with teachers, students, scholars, and
schools by replacing complexity with
complacency in education. Herme-
neutics wants us to resist that tempta-
tion and to commit ourselves to the
original difficulties of the lived world.
Hermeneutics offers us the opportu-
nity to get into the lived world where
these issues play out and where we are
offered the opportunity to make the
world a better place, to come to know
ourselves and our values, and to artic-
ulate those values and beliefs as they
relate to education in general and edu-
cational standards in particular.

The questions that I’ve raised
throughout this chapter are meant to
serve multiple purposes. In the first
instance, they teach what hermeneu-
tics is. In the second instance, they
demonstrate how hermeneutics can
break open the standards-of-educa-
tion debate by offering an approach
that encourages us to get in the busi-
ness of making meaning in the messi-
ness of our lives together.
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In 1997, I returned to teaching in Los
Angeles. I had taken a three-year hia-
tus from the public schools to focus on
community organizing and graduate
work in urban planning. As I watched
the halls buzz with students eager to
see their friends, I was filled with ex-
citement and was sure that I had made
the right decision. I would once again
be a white teacher in a low-income
community of color. But this time, in
addition to taking on the challenges of
teaching young people, I would look
for opportunities to build labor/com-
munity coalitions for social justice
with parents, teachers, and students.
Peering into the corridor from a class-
room that had cracked chalkboards, a
leak in the ceiling, and no books, I did
not have to look far for injustice.

Simultaneous with my return to the
classroom, the momentum behind
racist and class-biased high-stakes
tests—those that are tied to student

promotion, student scholarships, fund-
ing for schools, and tracking—began
to grow in educational public policy
circles. As my students face another
year of narrow “drill and kill” and
“test preparation” exercises amidst ap-
palling learning conditions, it has be-
come clear that the crisis in public ed-
ucation requires intervention by a
social movement that challenges
racism and class bias. To be effective,
this movement must challenge the
dominant ideas and myths—the ideol-
ogy—that perpetuate systematic dis-
crimination in schools and other insti-
tutions.1

This article first explores three ma-
jor questions. First, what is the domi-
nant ideology at the foundation of
U.S. public education? Second, how
has standardized testing historically
supported this ideology? Third, how
is the current high-stakes testing pol-
icy in Los Angeles both rooted in and
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supportive of ideology that perpetu-
ates racism and class bias? 

The last section will be devoted to
exploring an experimental political or-
ganizing model that is being used in
Los Angeles by the Coalition for Edu-
cational Justice (CEJ). Several ques-
tions will be addressed: What dilem-
mas are presented to this kind of
organizing at a historical moment
when racist and biased ideology is so
powerful? Given these dilemmas,
what kind of educational reforms
should CEJ be fighting for? What
kind of organizing model should be
used to build a grassroots base of
power? Are there reforms that can le-
gitimately improve quality of educa-
tion for low-income students of color
and simultaneously open space for
transformative social movements?

Dominant Ideology in 
U.S. Public Education
The dominant ideology and mytholo-
gies surrounding U.S. public educa-
tion contradict the real purposes of
schools in a capitalist and racist soci-
ety. The myths of meritocracy and
“educational attainment” as the av-
enue for overcoming poverty and
racism are at the foundation of sup-
port for U.S. education. If you walk
into any public school, you will see
some version of the incantation “All
Students Can Succeed” posted visibly.
Chances are that you will also see eye-
catching posters encouraging students
to “Stay in School” so they can “Go to
College and Get a Good Job.” These
invocations are central to reproducing

the dominant ideology, which assumes
that (1) U.S. schools, from a level
playing field, objectively determine
who merits social privileges, thereby
giving us a meritocracy, (2) everyone
can receive these privileges if they can
show that they are deserving, and (3)
no matter what conditions surround a
person, “educational attainment”—
understood sometimes as high school
graduation, at other times as high
standardized test scores—is the true
avenue to overcoming poverty and
racism.

This ideology conceals profound
racism and class bias in education and
employment, particularly affecting
low-income African-Americans, Lati-
nos, Native Americans, and Asian-
Americans. Factually, educational at-
tainment—for example, getting a high
school diploma—is not as important a
determinant of job and university ac-
cess as race and class are.2 Similarly,
race and class are tightly correlated
with school drop out, a phenomenon
that, when allowed to occur, violates
students’ rights to equal educational
access. Many dropouts are in reality
“push outs” because of the retention,
or mandatory “flunking,” policies
popular today under the euphemism
of “No Social Promotion.” Rather
than improving students’ academic
performance, these policies tend to
disproportionately encourage low-
income students of color to quit their
underresourced and often hopeless
schools.3

Racist and class-biased school fund-
ing policies are a primary cause of
these inequalities. A 1999 study by the
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Civil Rights Project at Harvard Uni-
versity found that public education in
the United States is becoming increas-
ingly segregated by race and income.
Nationally, segregation has increased
for African-American students since
the 1980s and for Latinos since 1960.
Students in the most racially segre-
gated schools are ten times more
likely to be poor than students in all-
white or nearly all-white schools
(Colvin, 1999a). Their schools are also
more likely to be poor. Though re-
liance on regressive property taxes to
fund schools has diminished slightly,
vast disparities in per-student funding
still exist between majority white and
middle-class schools and those that
serve low-income communities of
color.4

A racist and class-biased job oppor-
tunity structure is also a primary cause
of such inequalities. At the turn of the
twenty-first century, the U.S. econ-
omy is as bifurcated as ever. The ex-
panding high-tech “informational,” fi-
nancial, electronics, and “dot-com”
sectors have generated high-paying,
high-prestige jobs, disproportionately
for white people.5 Concurrently, there
has been an increase in low-paying
service and light manufacturing jobs
and contracted-out, lower-paying
public-sector jobs, where people of
color are heavily overrepresented. In
this context, it is clear that all students
are not meant to succeed.

Yet only by placing these trends
into a broader political and educa-
tional context do we see the full extent
to which the “All Students Can Suc-
ceed” mantra is a lie. City police de-

partments in New York, Los Angeles,
Philadelphia, and other cities regularly
violate the rights of people of color
(Seeley, 2000; Hayden, 2000; Getlin,
2000), who have been criminalized
throughout the 1990s, with many
thrown into an expanding prison-
industrial complex for nonviolent of-
fenses. Simultaneously, social services
have been attacked, defunded, or will-
fully neglected. Welfare and related
services have been deformed, leading
to an increase in hunger and poverty.
Inadequate monies have been devoted
to inner-city transportation, and in the
health care sector, the ranks of the
uninsured continue to rise. Simultane-
ously, decent-paying jobs have left
working-class neighborhoods and
communities of color. Affirmative ac-
tion is under attack, and representa-
tion of Latinos, African-Americans,
and Native Americans is falling in
many universities (Jenkins, 2000;
Weiss, 1999a).

This oppressive broader context ex-
tends to youth and educational policy.
States are passing legislation that
would allow teenagers to be tried as
adults and placed in jail for longer pe-
riods of time (Giroux, 2000; Cooper,
2000). The police presence in inner-
city schools is unprecedented. Zero-
tolerance discipline policies in schools
have a racially discriminatory impact
as students of color are suspended and
denied equal access to education at
levels many times that of white stu-
dents (Ayers & Dohrn, 2000). Under-
standing the desperation for em-
ployment options in low-income
communities of color, the U.S. mili-



tary concentrates its recruitment in
the inner cities, eager to place youth at
the front lines of the “drug war” in
Latin America and other excursions
abroad. Low-income parents of color
are routinely treated like second-class
citizens on school campuses, stereo-
typed as lazy welfare queens, violent
offenders, or immigrants “taking ad-
vantage of the system.” Immigrants’
languages have been denigrated,
deemed inappropriate for school.

Fundamentally, contrary to the
mantra, all students are not meant to
succeed in a capitalist and racist soci-
ety. Meritocracy, equal opportunity,
and “educational attainment” ladders
do not exist. Rather, a race and class
hierarchy exists. Separate and unequal
schools and separate and unequal
job/university opportunity structures
comprise a linked setup for students of
color and low-income students. Not
surprisingly, capitalism needs exactly
this type of setup to function. The
capitalist school system has always
played an important role in (1) sorting
people into the socioeconomic hierar-
chy, for the most part along racial,
gender, and linguistic lines, and (2) so-
cializing people to accept hierarchical
relationships by perpetuating the
dominant ideology, such as white male
superiority and meritocracy (see
Bowles & Gintis, 1976; Morrow &
Torres, 1995).

Yet the victories of the civil rights,
workers’, and women’s movements
against some of the most egregious
racist, classist, and sexist barriers have
been both forceful and real. These
victories, in combination with the in-

credible perseverance and brilliance of
many individuals, have helped some
low-income people of color reach
middle- and upper-class status. In fact,
enough have reached this status to
help the media to perpetuate and
strengthen the myths of meritocracy
and “educational attainment” as the
avenue to overcome poverty and
racism. But the reality is that struc-
tural forms of discrimination—those
that systematically violate human
rights—still stand in the way of the
majority of low-income people of
color. To challenge these structures,
we must combine sophisticated politi-
cal analysis with a strategy to build a
social movement.

The Historic Role of
Standardized Testing in
Supporting the Dominant
Ideology in Education
For decades, standardized intelligence
and achievement tests have served as a
racist and class-biased tool for the
sorting and socialization process that
capitalist and racist schools perform.
They have also served as a vital tool in
the perpetuation of ideology that
posits the inferior intellectual abilities
of people of color, immigrants, and
low-income people. The racist eugen-
ics movement in the early 1900s sub-
stantially contributed to the develop-
ment and administration of the first
standardized tests. In 1923, Princeton
professor Carl Brigham’s U.S. Army
intelligence tests laid the foundation
for the creation of the Scholastic Apti-
tude Test (SAT), a variation of which
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now determines college entrance. His
all-English standardized testing of
army recruits—81,000 “native born”
whites, 12,000 foreign-born immi-
grants, and 23,000 African-Ameri-
cans—led him to conclude that (1)
“the foreign born are intellectually in-
ferior to the native born,” (2) intelli-
gence rises as the recruit spends more
time in the United States, and (3) rela-
tive quantities of Nordic blood deter-
mine a person’s intelligence. Not sur-
prisingly, beyond the clear language
bias, the tests were culturally and so-
cioeconomically biased, including
questions about U.S. postage rules,
bowling, and tennis (Sacks, 1999, pp.
29–32).

Also in the 1920s, Lewis Terman,
Stanford University professor and
originator of the Stanford-Binet intel-
ligence test, began to perfect the role
of tests in sorting and socialization.
He convinced many school districts to
use high-stakes and culturally biased
tests to place students onto gifted and
talented tracks, “slow” tracks, or en-
tirely separate schools. For example,
in the 1920s an educational consultant
for the San Jose school system recom-
mended that the district use Terman’s
tests to guide “children for their
proper economic life activities in ac-
cordance with their abilities.” The
vast majority of Mexican-American
children in the district went to lower
academic tracks because of “inferior
intellectual quality.” By the mid-
1920s, more than 2 million school
children across the United States were
tested primarily for academic tracking
purposes (Stoskopf, 1999, p. 12).

Today, politicians and business
leaders have increasingly advocated
standardized testing. They argue that
this emphasis will ensure that (1)
schools and teachers are accountable
to communities and students are made
accountable for their lessons, (2) the
quality of education is increasing
when scores are increasing, and (3)
economic and academic opportunities
are expanding for students who attain
higher scores. Using standardized
tests as a hammer, they tell students to
be accountable for their classwork and
homework, parents to be accountable
for their children’s performance, and
teachers to be accountable for their
students’ performance. In doing so,
they effectively marginalize discussion
of the real problems—that govern-
ment and corporations refuse to be
held accountable for the provision of
decent public services, jobs, school
supplies, and resources to low-income
people and communities of color.

Wearing the dual masks of “objec-
tivity” and the “need for a tool that
precisely measures educational attain-
ment,” the rhetoric of government
and business leaders surrounding the
use of high-stakes standardized tests is
more subtle today than it was in the
1920s. However, the objectives and ef-
fects of the tests, specifically around
sorting and socialization, remain
largely the same. Now, as during the
1920s, white and middle-class stu-
dents are disproportionately rewarded
with the top of the test score tallies.
Low-income students of color who
live in underresourced communities,
attend underresourced schools, and



experience racism on a daily basis are
punished and neglected at the bottom,
many of them tracked into low-wage
jobs or “pushed out” of school into
prison and the military.

How High-Stakes Standardized
Testing Supports Dominant
Ideology, Racism, and Class
Bias in Los Angeles

Political-Economic Context

The nationwide crises in job stratifica-
tion and government cuts are explo-
sively magnified in Los Angeles. Los
Angeles is considered a “world city,”
with a corresponding bifurcated, un-
equal job structure.6 On the high end
of employment, LA’s job growth rate
in the financial, real estate, and busi-
ness services sectors—including ad-
vanced services provided to corpora-
tions involving financial innovations,
transactions, accounting, computer
programming, and management con-
sulting—was over 50 percent between
1972 and 1984. In addition to the con-
sistency of the primarily white-collar
film industry, growth in electronics
and telecommunications is also driv-
ing the economy, with firms clustered
in the suburbs of Northern Orange
County, El Segundo, Chatsworth, and
Burbank-Glendale (Keil, 1998, pp.
99–112).

At the same time that these prima-
rily white-collar sectors have boomed,
wealth disparity and poverty have been
increasing and continue to be over-
whelmingly race based, that is, con-

centrated in communities of color.7
Two hundred eighty thousand manu-
facturing jobs—many of them union
and overwhelmingly held by people of
color—were torn away from working
class areas of LA County between
1979 and 1993, as corporate leaders in
the auto, rubber, steel, and glass indus-
tries sought consolidation and lower-
wage locations (Wolff, 1994). Public
sector cuts have resulted in layoffs for
thousands in the government work-
force, also disproportionately made up
of people of color and women. “Re-
industrialization” that has occurred
since the loss of heavy manufacturing
has been in low-wage, nonunion sec-
tors such as garment making, food
processing, and restaurant and hotel
services (Keil, 1998, pp. 95–112. See
also Soja, 1991).

Meanwhile, government spending
and programs for social needs have
been under attack. Women of color in
particular have been punished by Pres-
ident Clinton’s welfare reform. Of the
thousands of women in LA County
who have had their welfare cash grant
reduced, half have not been able to pay
for food. Just under 50 percent of
those women affected by welfare re-
form have become homeless, and 25
percent have not been able to find
child care. Moreover, 58 percent of
women in LA County who have been
removed from the welfare system are
currently unemployed. Of those who
have jobs, over 50 percent earn less
than seven dollars per hour, substan-
tially shy of a living wage (Welfare Re-
form Monitoring Project, 2000).
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Health care is also in crisis. Approx-
imately 2.7 million of the 9 million
residents of LA County do not have
health insurance, 700,000 of them
children. Forty-six percent of Latinos
and 26 percent of African-Americans
do not have health insurance. Mean-
while, hospitals are downsizing, and
the entire county health system is in
permanent financial crisis (LA County
Dept. of Health Services, 2000; Ric-
cardi, 2000). The Los Angeles Metro-
politan Transportation Authority has
defied a court order to buy more buses
to serve its ridership, which is over-
whelmingly low-income and of color,
focusing instead on building corporate
rail projects to suburbs and the port
(Rabin, 2000a, 2000b; Mann, 1996).

On top of this, anti–working class
propositions based on racist cam-
paigns of misinformation about the
undeserving poor have devastated
communities of color. Affirmative ac-
tion and bilingual education have been
banned through passage of Proposi-
tions 209 and 227. Jail construction is
exploding with the passage of Propo-
sition 184’s “three strikes” and Propo-
sition 21’s “juvenile justice.”8 Mean-
while, it is not crime that is increasing,
but the desire to criminalize the poor
and people of color. As evidence of
this, the top two reasons that people
are entering California jails are non-
violent offenses—possession of a con-
trolled substance and possession of a
controlled substance for sale (Irwin,
1999). Thirty-two percent of the Cali-
fornia prison population is African-
American and 34 percent is Latino, far

disproportionate to their share of the
California population (Southern Cali-
fornia Criminal Justice Consortium,
1999). The Los Angeles Police De-
partment is under federal investiga-
tion for beating, shooting, and steal-
ing from people of color.

At the same time, the California
state university system has been cut-
ting its remedial programs, which have
historically helped students who come
from underresourced K-12 schools
(Weiss, 1999c). The University of
California system has become more
exclusive. The 1999 freshman class at
UCLA had an average GPA of 4.24
and an SAT score of 1330. Represen-
tation of African-Americans, Latinos,
and Native Americans is decreasing,
down to 13 percent (Weiss, 1999a). Its
student body came mostly from fami-
lies that earn between $100,000 and
$150,000 per year (Weiss, 1999b).

Public Education Context

The separate and unequal job/univer-
sity opportunity structures in Los An-
geles are supported by separate and
unequal schooling. California’s rank-
ing of forty-first in the United States
in per-pupil spending (Yates, 1999)
and the 1978 passage of Proposition
13, which permanently reduced prop-
erty and corporate tax rates, have been
substantial causes of the inequalities
and inadequacies of schools. Beyond
this, California state policy is in place
for Basic Aid Districts, allowing the
wealthiest areas in the state to keep a
higher-than-average percentage of



their property tax money in their own
districts, thereby further concentrat-
ing wealth and privilege (for more in-
formation, see Odden, 1992). Further,
PTA groupings from wealthy areas
routinely put thousands of dollars into
their school systems to buy new teach-
ers or supplies. But beyond these poli-
cies, the inequality has been driven by
the consistent and racist neglect of ur-
ban poverty and institutions and the
refusal of policy makers to understand
that creation of first-class education in
crowded, historically oppressed, in-
ner-city communities will require
massive investment, well beyond what
is invested in middle-class suburbs.

Over 80 percent of students in the
Los Angeles Unified School District
(LAUSD) are people of color and 70
percent are poor (Kantor, 1997, p. 21).
Many of the over 700 schools in
LAUSD, the second-largest district in
the country, are literally crumbling.
Since 1978, only eight new schools
have been built, while enrollment has
expanded by 10,000 students per year
(Colvin, 1999b). Class and school sizes
have soared, making it virtually impos-
sible for regular, engaged student-
teacher interaction to occur (Blume,
2000; Smith, 2000). Over one-quarter
of the teachers in LAUSD are non-
credentialed and lack the professional
support they need. Many classrooms
have no permanent teacher (only ro-
tating substitutes) and no teaching as-
sistants, especially in the most racially
and economically isolated areas (Col-
vin, 1999b). A severe textbook short-
age exists across several subject areas

(Smith, Sahagun, & Sauerwein, 2000).
These conditions present a portrait of
inequality when compared to those in
the predominantly white public
schools of Beverly Hills, Santa Mon-
ica, La Jolla, Mountain View, or Santa
Cruz.

Amidst this political economic and
educational context, independent and
progressive movements fighting for
social justice have been profoundly
weak (for an analysis of different types
of movements see Wypijewski, 1997).
Many movements are of the narrow
“Not In My Back Yard” (NIMBY) na-
ture, focusing on community-specific
issues—for example, struggling to
keep a landfill from being built—with-
out determining whether a problem is
extinguished or merely relocated to
another neighborhood. Other move-
ments are tied to and dependent upon
Democratic Party or AFL-CIO
(American Federation of Labor) offi-
cials, thereby confined only to the
narrow, often racist and class-biased
politics of these organizations. Still
other grassroots mobilizations are
temporary in nature, formed only for
short-term struggles to defeat propo-
sitions or candidates. And finally,
other movements have been under
consistent threat of police repression,
such as the Justice for Janitors move-
ment of Los Angeles (Olney, 1993).
Notwithstanding these obstacles, the
rise of high-stakes testing in Los An-
geles—and the necessity of opposing
it—may open political space for a new,
transformative social movement in
public education to emerge.
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The Rise of High-Stakes
Standardized Testing

The California and Los Angeles gov-
ernments’ preferred “solutions” to the
educational and economic crises have
been to implement high-stakes testing
and retention rather than to invest
heavily in schools and attack racism.
In 1997, California’s Republican gov-
ernor, Pete Wilson, sponsored legis-
lation requiring the statewide ad-
ministration of the Harcourt Brace
Corporation’s Stanford 9 test. It
would be administered in English to
the vast majority of students, regard-
less of English fluency levels. This
racist attack by Wilson on immigrant
students was consistent with his sup-
port for Proposition 187, which
threatened to remove undocumented
immigrant students from schools, and
for Proposition 227, which effectively
banned bilingual education.

Stanford 9 tests—acknowledged by
prominent academics and educators to
be culturally and socioeconomically
biased—have included questions about
foods, furniture, television programs,
legends, computer usage, and views of
private and public property that would
favor students from white, middle-
class backgrounds and those who grew
up in the United States (Groves,
2000a). These are the students who
have the highest degree of access to
resources and to the “cultural capital”
that is valued by the dominant white,
middle-class strata. Most importantly,
on top of the language and cultural
bias, the Stanford 9 is administered in

an unequal educational and employ-
ment context—where students in low-
income communities of color who go
to schools without resources are at a
severe disadvantage.

In 1998, “No Social Promotion”
legislation passed the California As-
sembly and Senate, receiving support
from Governor Wilson, LA Mayor
Richard Riordan, and other politicians
looking for a quick fix to the public’s
concern about schools. This legisla-
tion was separate from the earlier
statewide Stanford 9 law, but the two
laws would come together to create
explosive high-stakes testing policies.
Under the 1998 law, the practice of
socially promoting students would be
ended, and districts would be required
to retain, or “flunk,” students not con-
sidered to be at grade level. This pol-
icy sailed through Sacramento with
strong bipartisan support and constant
political grandstanding around a “new
era of accountability” for the schools. 

This political support came despite
the fact that virtually all research on
student retention shows that it does
not have positive academic effects, in-
stead dramatically increasing the
chance of student drop out. Experi-
ences in New York City and Georgia
in the 1980s and in Chicago and Texas
in the 1990s have shown that, pre-
dictably, low-income students of color
are the most likely to be “flunked” and
to be “pushed out” because they are
the most likely to attend schools that
do not serve them.9 Despite this, in a
rush to score political points locally
and in Sacramento, LAUSD put a re-



tention plan in place a year early. In
LAUSD and all over the state, the
Stanford 9 and other standardized tests
would be phased in as criteria for re-
taining students, creating a triple hit
on low-income students of color in the
form of a biased test given in a context
of inequality that is linked to discrimi-
natory policies like retention.10

Democrat Gray Davis—dubbed a
right-wing, “Crackdown Democrat”
by the New York Times—was elected
governor of California in 1998 on a
platform of education “reform” and
law-and-order politics that demonized
youth of color and promised more po-
lice and status quo economic develop-
ment policies (Nieves, 2000). Davis
immediately outlined more punish-
ments and rewards for students, teach-
ers, and schools based on Stanford 9
results. At the same time, he guaran-
teed that he would not raise per-pupil
spending to the national average. The
politically ambitious Davis offered
this guarantee as a clear signal to
right-wing and business interests that
he would not move to implement even
remotely progressive tax measures to
fund schools (Pyle, 2000).

Instead, Davis created the Academic
Performance Index (API), based on
Stanford 9 scores, in order to rank
schools statewide. Low-ranked schools
that remain low-ranked are threatened
with the stigma of “reconstitution”—
the involuntary transfer of all staff.
Moreover, Davis and his staff have
taken measures that virtually ensure a
narrowing of curriculum around the
Stanford 9, rampant “teaching to the
test,” and racist and class-biased re-

warding of the privileged. In his
2000–2001 budget the governor in-
cluded (1) financial rewards and pun-
ishments for entire schools depending
on changes in their Stanford 9 and API
scores, (2) scholarships for students in
the top percentiles of the Stanford 9
and for some others who markedly in-
crease their scores, and (3) financial re-
wards for individual teachers—up to
$25,000—who improve the scores of
their classes (Colvin & Helfand, 2000).

As these policies were sailing
through Sacramento, another leading
force in Los Angeles education, United
Teachers-Los Angeles (UTLA), an af-
filiate of the AFL-CIO, was the center
of great contestation regarding high-
stakes testing. The union leadership
had lobbied in Sacramento for the stu-
dent retention legislation in 1998,
worried that union opposition would
give the impression to the public that
teachers were against “school account-
ability.” Since then, union leadership
has been very involved in helping the
district implement high-stakes testing
and retention, arguing that it is a mov-
ing train with public support and that
the union should jump aboard to im-
pact its direction. As the policies have
moved forward, UTLA’s most visible
official critiques of testing and reten-
tion have focused narrowly on teacher
rights—how the policies create too
much paperwork for teachers and how
teachers should not be held account-
able to only one measurement device,
in this case the Stanford 9.

But rank-and-file activists—many
involved in the CEJ—passed motions
at the UTLA House of Representa-
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tives to oppose the Stanford 9. Fur-
ther, motions were passed in some
UTLA area meetings to reverse union
policy and oppose the retention plan.
Predictably, union leaders delayed any
public opposition to the Stanford 9
test, even with motions in place. But
to their credit, they eventually did
take action.

Meanwhile, portions of the union
leadership and significant sectors of
the rank and file continue to argue
that if UTLA militantly opposes the
Stanford 9 and student retention, the
union’s current efforts to advocate for
a pay raise will be defeated. The
union’s prioritization of the demand
for increased teacher pay and benefits
and its primary focus on teacher rights
in its critiques of testing and retention
reflect an economistic strategy. In this
way, UTLA has continued the long
tradition of labor union leaderships
subordinating antiracist, community-
based, antipoverty, and antisexist de-
mands to narrow, economistic de-
mands that overwhelmingly benefit
union-organized, upper-strata work-
ing class, and middle class constituen-
cies rather than the most vulnerable in
society (for discussion, see Mann &
Ramsey, 1996; Mann, et al., 1994).

Meanwhile, a third leading force in
education—corporations and business
interests—advocated strongly for
standardized testing. Harcourt Brace,
Inc., which develops the Stanford 9,
receives millions of dollars in contract
money from the State of California.
McGraw-Hill, Inc. and other compa-
nies make millions in publishing year-
round test-preparation materials.

Other companies have contracts with
districts nationwide to provide narrow,
test-coaching tutoring to a handful of
students (for more on the money in
testing, see Sacks, 1999, pp. 12-13,
221-230). Lobbyists for these compa-
nies can often be found in Sacramento
and at district offices. Further, business
leaders from Hewlett-Packard, Boe-
ing, IBM, Pacific Bell, and other cor-
porations formed the California Busi-
ness Consortium for Educational
Excellence. The consortium has a full-
time staff devoted to lobbying in
Sacramento for standardized testing,
among other policies (Colvin, 2000).

On another front, Eli Broad—a fi-
nancial services/real estate millionaire
and a key member of LA Mayor
Richard Riordan’s inner policy circle,
made up of white male millionaires—
recruited and helped to hire former
Colorado Governor Roy Romer as
LAUSD’s new superintendent.11 Time
will tell what Romer’s policies will be,
but the former cochair of the National
Committee on Educational Standards
and Testing has expressed support for
retention programs and test-based re-
wards and consequences. In his early
days as superintendent, he has offered
very few ideas that might address in-
equality, institutional racism, and ade-
quacy of resources (“Roy Romer’s,”
n.d.; Callan, n.d.). However, now with
the beginnings of a movement called
the Coalition for Educational Justice
(CEJ), the debate about high-stakes
testing is taking new directions within
the UTLA.  This group has mobilized
an antiracist, multicultural coalition of
thousands of parents, students, and



teachers to achieve victories forcing
the LAUSD to allow parental waivers
of these high-stakes tests and notifica-
tion by the district that waivers are
available.  They have also moved the
debate from accountability to educa-
tional and social justice.

For their part, however, business
leaders have four major interests in
public education, all of which are sup-
ported by policies that emphasize
standardized testing. First, they are
interested in tapping into new markets
in which they can make profits. Thus,
the more services within public educa-
tion—from testing and evaluation to
food services—that can be “spun out”
to private companies for lucrative
contracts, the better.

Second, business leaders are inter-
ested in having at their disposal an ap-
propriate workforce. Looking beyond
their feel-good rhetoric of “raising all
standards and levels,” we can see that
most business leaders want a labor
market that is stratified and seg-
mented, like that which is supported
by unequal education and standard-
ized testing. This type of labor market
contains both highly skilled and
highly paid workers and those workers
that would accept lower-paying, un-
satisfying jobs.

Third, most business leaders wish
to push public agencies to “run more
like businesses”—where the guiding
dirges dictate cost-benefit analysis and
more investment in the private sphere
than the public sphere. Thus, business
leaders advocate for fiscal austerity in
the use of public money for the

schools. To this end, they advocate fi-
nancial discipline through tools such
as standardized test results to deter-
mine which schools and employees
should get public money and which
should not. Business leaders’ key ob-
jective in advocating that schools be
“run like businesses” is that corpora-
tions be shielded from progressive tax-
ation measures that would substan-
tially redistribute wealth and place
more money in the public sphere.

Finally, business leaders are often in
the forefront of advocating a narrow
“core curriculum.” Because so much
power in the United States is concen-
trated in the hands of corporations,
curricula that engage students in in-
terrogating, dissecting, and “speaking
truth to power” are dangerous. So so-
cial movement histories, labor histo-
ries, civil rights histories, and other
histories that deal with the struggles
of working people against powerful
institutions are often excluded from
curricula.

The majority of these political play-
ers—politicians, union officials, and
business leaders—promise that raising
test scores will attack income inequal-
ity and racism. Yet if that is truly the
intention of some, it stands in direct
contradiction to many of their other
policy choices. More likely, for many
it is a cynical ploy to divert attention
from real problems and from the need
for massive investment. The “rising
test scores equals an attack on poverty
and racism” formulation is the newest
reflection of the “educational attain-
ment” recitation.
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The Real Impacts of High-
Stakes Standardized Testing

As I’ve pointed out, the proponents of
high-stakes standardized testing argue
that testing will ensure that (1) schools
and teachers are accountable to com-
munities and students are made ac-
countable for their lessons, (2) the
quality of education is increasing when
scores are increasing, and (3) eco-
nomic and academic opportunities are
expanding for students who attain
higher scores. The real impacts of
high-stakes standardized testing in
Los Angeles refute what the propo-
nents argue and, in fact, deepen exist-
ing inequalities.

First, high-stakes testing strength-
ens racism and class bias. Also, because
the Stanford 9 test is culturally and
linguistically biased and administered
in an entirely unequal context, test re-
sults have duplicated the patterns of
standardized test results throughout
history—they have left whites and
middle-class students at the top of the
test score tallies and have left a dispro-
portionate number of students of color
and low-income students at the bot-
tom of the tallies. In 1999, among
low-income students in California the
average API score—based entirely on
Stanford 9 scores—was 499, 118
points below the statewide average.
The scores for students whose parents
did not go to college—a right that has
been abrogated for most Latinos and
African-Americans in LA and else-
where—were approximately 50 points
lower than those whose parents did go

to college. Further, API rankings
dropped as the percentage of non-
credentialed teachers in the school
rose (Friedman, 2000; Groves, 2000;
Helfand & Sahagun, 2000).

Though Los Angeles and Califor-
nia are in the early stages of doling out
the high stakes attached to Stanford 9,
a pattern is clearly being set. The ma-
jority of punishments set by Davis and
the districts will be directed at low-
income students of color and those
who don’t speak English—and their
schools. Rewards will primarily go to
middle- and upper-class white stu-
dents with good schools and access to
cultural capital—and to their teachers
and schools (see Zamichow, 2000).

Second, particularly in schools that
serve low-income students of color,
uncritical, unimaginative work on ba-
sic skills and “test prep” is glorified,
serving a corporate agenda to prepare
entry-level workers. The curriculum
has been narrowed at many inner-city
schools in LA, further marginalizing
the histories of women, national liber-
ation and anti-imperialist movements,
labor, gays and lesbians, and so on—as
appointed testing coordinators hold
unprecedented power, requiring
homerooms, study halls, and entire
classes for Stanford 9 test coaching.
Racism is further embedded in the
curriculum as languages, experiences,
and information that are deemed un-
related to “standards” and tests are de-
valued. Separate and unequal school-
ing takes another parallel form as
inner-city LA schools focus on disen-
gaging “drill and kill” test coaching



exercises while suburban, primarily
white schools—less worried about test
score punishments—engage their stu-
dents with project-based and critical
thinking–based learning (see Caputo-
Pearl, 1999; Groves & Richardson,
2000; Berlak, 1999; Aratani, 2000).

This discussion reveals the third
major impact of high-stakes testing in
Los Angeles. One result of test coach-
ing, according to virtually all educa-
tion researchers, is a predictable
“bounce” upward in test scores, even
at underresourced schools, as we have
seen over the last two years in LAUSD
(Groves, 2000b; Helfand & Sahagun,
2000). Educational researchers further
agree that rising test scores are not
tightly correlated to academic achieve-
ment or improvements in school qual-
ity. They equate to student knowledge
of the test and test format, not to real
learning or expansion of student eco-
nomic opportunity (see Kohn, 1999,
pp. 73-92; Groves, 1999). Despite this
research, much of the public believes
that rising scores indicate healthier
schools. The media and the LAUSD’s
focus on this “improvement” smoke-
screens the need for a much broader
discussion of what is needed for real
educational reform.

Fourth, new forms of tracking, or
“educational triage,” have been insti-
tutionalized in LAUSD, primarily at
schools in low-income communities
of color. District officials, under pres-
sure to improve the lowest-scoring
schools, have directed teachers in
these communities to focus their at-
tention on those students who have al-
ready scored relatively high on tests.

These students, the district contends,
have proved they take tests well. If
they receive more attention, so the ar-
gument goes, their test-taking abilities
are bound to improve. Their resulting
higher individual scores can pull up
the entire school’s average, thus creat-
ing the illusion of reform and opening
the possibility for test-based rewards
(Caputo-Pearl, 1999; Moberg, 1998).

Fifth, corporate and private influ-
ence over LA’s public schools has deep-
ened, privatization forces have been
strengthened, and school accountabil-
ity to communities has been weakened.
Because of the Stanford 9, much of the
LAUSD curriculum is now influenced
by Harcourt Brace, Inc. and its eco-
nomic and political allies in national
business consortiums. Sylvan, Kaplan,
and other companies have signed con-
tracts with several LAUSD schools to
provide “test preparation,” thus crack-
ing open the door of the public schools
to privatization and advocates of “con-
tracting out.” Students all across
LAUSD are treated like numbers (test
scores) and commodities (with value
based on test scores).

Test scores influence more and
more school site decisions, playing the
same role as profit in disciplining fi-
nancial decisions and workers and
promoting fiscal austerity. Business
leaders and CEOs have unprece-
dented power over LAUSD. Mayor
Riordan and his inner circle have ad-
vocated for the corporate-inspired and
test-frenzied LEARN reform pro-
gram, for the inclusion of McKinsey
International Business Consulting
Firm into the top circles of decision
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making in the district, and for an ex-
pansion of the role of the UCLA Busi-
ness Program in the training of princi-
pals, teachers, and top administrators.
Further, there is less and less school
accountability to communities in LA
as more and more district policy is de-
termined by state mandates, such as
the Stanford 9, retention, and bilin-
gual education laws.

Sixth, and perhaps most impor-
tantly, dominant ideology in public
education has been strengthened by
high-stakes standardized testing. Many
more people have bought into the
ideas that students must compete for
limited resources and that they will
have better life chances if their test
scores rise—legitimating the supposed
“objectivity” of the tests and reflecting
adoption of the meritocracy and “edu-
cational attainment” myths. As a re-
sult, many youth of color and low-in-
come youth have internalized low test
scores as objective proof that they
should not expect to get into universi-
ties or satisfying jobs.

Media accounts of LAUSD’s eighth-
grade retention plan this year were
filled with the angst and anxiety of
many students who were attending
underresourced schools and threat-
ened with failure. For example, one
student said, “I keep thinking, ‘What
if I fail? What if I don’t make it to
high school?’ It would be so embar-
rassing. I sometimes get mad and
break down and cry.” Another eighth-
grade student who was interviewed
clearly stated her intention to drop
out of school because of the high-
stakes testing, and a third summed it

up: “I don’t think the end of social
promotion is fair because some stu-
dents come from bad elementary
schools. They’ve had bad training and
now they’re going to be punished?”12

It is in this realm that a model for
building social movements must be
tested. The nascent movement must
first carve out the political space to
engage with an alternative vision of
education. Leaders who emerge from
that space must then begin to build a
base of support around a collective, al-
ternative vision. The organizing of a
base of support must be rooted in the
dual premises of qualitatively breaking
from dominant ideology and respect-
fully engaging parents, students, and
teachers in authentic dialogues on
concrete educational issues.

Experimenting with an
Organizing Model: Building a
Transformative Social
Movement for Educational
Justice in Los Angeles
The introduction of this chapter in-
cluded key questions about social
movements. What kind of educational
reforms should a social movement be
fighting for? What kind of organizing
model should be used to build a grass-
roots base of power? Are there re-
forms that can legitimately improve
quality of education for low-income
students of color and simultaneously
open space for transformative social
movements?

This final section explores some re-
sponses to these questions through an
examination of an experimental grass-



roots organization in Los Angeles.
The views in this section do not rep-
resent the views of the organization,
Coalition for Educational Justice
(CEJ). Rather, they are my views as
one of the founders of the organiza-
tion and a member of the CEJ Steer-
ing Committee.

In September 1999, a group com-
prised mostly of teachers but also in-
cluding parents and university-based
activists came together to form CEJ.
The organization established unity
around a strategy of building a long-
term, multiracial, grassroots parent-
student-teacher social movement to
change public education. Further, the
organization established unity around
a broad political program that chal-
lenges racism and class bias in educa-
tion with the following demands:

1. A moratorium on high-stakes
testing and retention,

2. A massive infusion of resources
for schools—particularly those
in low-income communities of
color—through a shift of state
funds away from prisons and the
implementation of progressive
taxation measures,

3. The reinstatement of bilingual
education and devotion of re-
sources toward meeting the lan-
guage needs of African-American
students,

4. The creation of well-paid, mean-
ingful, socially useful jobs in
low-income communities of
color, starting with an expansion
of LAUSD’s Teaching Assistant
Career Ladder, which subsidizes

predominantly students of color
in their training to become
teachers,

5. Massive expansion of university
access for low-income students
of color,

6. The creation of a community-
and teacher-developed curricu-
lum that is progressive, student-
centered, and founded upon crit-
ical thinking and alternative
assessments.

The moratorium on high-stakes
testing and retention has emerged as
the leading, or most high-profile, CEJ
demand for several reasons. First, the
testing policy is the latest egregious
attack against low-income people of
color. Building a strategic alliance to
hinder the policy is the conscionable
thing to do.

Second, because the impact of
high-stakes testing will fall most heav-
ily on low-income communities of
color, opposing the testing policy
opens space to organize new con-
stituencies of low-income people,
women, and people of color. These
constituencies, with the active partici-
pation of antiracist whites and men,
must form the leading core of trans-
formative social movements. It is the
collective life experiences of these
constituencies that situate them as the
main force in opposition to market-
based, transnational capitalist, racist,
and sexist principles—exactly those
principles that must be frontally chal-
lenged in order to fight the multiple
axes of oppression in society (Mann &
Ramsey, 1996; Mann, 1998).
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Third, the testing policies consti-
tute the major “reform” in public edu-
cation today, advocated by Democrats,
Republicans, and independents alike.
Without discrediting this “reform”
that occupies so much political space,
it will be very difficult for CEJ and
other educational advocacy organiza-
tions to successfully put an alternative
political program forward into the
public debate.

Fourth, attacking high-stakes test-
ing can unmask the bankruptcy of the
dominant ideology in education today.
High-stakes testing is both rooted in
and supportive of ideas around meri-
tocracy, racism, and faulty premises
such as “rising test scores are an av-
enue to overcoming poverty and
racism,” “low-income people of color
should be the ones who are held ac-
countable,” and “government func-
tions better when it is run like a busi-
ness.” We must wage battle against
these ideas if we truly seek to build a
transformative social movement in
public education—one that is putting
forward an alternative model for pub-
lic education that is qualitatively
breaking from existing ideology and
indicative of a radical restructuring of
societal priorities. Waging ideological
battle is most effective when the con-
text is a concrete struggle over pol-
icy—like high-stakes testing—that
deeply affects people’s lives and a city’s
trajectory.

Fifth, opposing high-stakes testing
opens great tactical opportunities. In
the everyday operation of schools
there is tremendous reliance on test-
ing and “test preparation.” There is

also a frenzied political attachment,
from a variety of forces, to testing
policies. The possibility exists, there-
fore, that coordinated protest against
testing policies could create a political
crisis in schools and policy circles,
opening new points of leverage
against policy makers and new spaces
for building political consciousness.

Though the nuances in CEJ’s work
will be shaped by cycles of action and
reflection within the organizing, we
must pay attention to central dilem-
mas and key strategic elements over
the long term. Two sets of dilemmas
will be discussed in detail here, and
then others will be flagged in the
course of the discussion on strategic
elements.

Dilemmas

First, how do we assure that teachers
will not dominate CEJ over the long
term? Many teachers are from rela-
tively privileged backgrounds, where
their voices in public—including in
front of classrooms—have been
granted respect. Partially as a result of
this, many teachers are comfortable
speaking in front of groups. On the
other hand, many parents and stu-
dents have not had as many opportu-
nities to speak publicly. Further, in a
context where national teacher organ-
izations are advocating that educators
view themselves as “professionals,”
many teachers adopt elitist attitudes
that justify talking over rather than lis-
tening to youth and parents, especially
those from low-income backgrounds.
In addition, teachers have easy access



to information about schools and dis-
trict policies that many parents and
students do not have.

If these inequalities and attitudes
are not addressed in a straightforward
manner, teacher domination of meet-
ings and organizational decisions will
flow unchecked. Given this, CEJ must
reflect upon and be willing to change
dynamics in parent-student-teacher
interactions, organizing styles, and
meeting and committee formats and
must make efforts to create a culture
of language equality.

Second, how does CEJ concretely
build genuine parent-student-teacher
trust and collaboration? This question
is particularly problematic because
schools—and by extension, teachers—
have been legitimately viewed by
many in low-income communities of
color as oppressive and authoritarian.
Further, many politicians subtly and
explicitly encourage distrust and mu-
tual blame among teachers, parents,
and students. In order to address these
obstacles, can CEJ effectively ac-
knowledge historic tensions, explore
feelings generated by these tensions,
and seek solutions?

One flashpoint of tensions within
and outside of CEJ might be around
the issue of teacher pay raises. UTLA
and other teacher unions all over Cali-
fornia are currently seeking double-
digit pay raises. Many rank-and-file
teachers, including many members of
CEJ, have become involved in mobi-
lizing support behind this contract de-
mand. Personally, I would not oppose
pay increases for teachers. However, I
do not believe that a demand for

teacher pay raises should be part of an
antiracist, progressive political pro-
gram such as the one developed by
CEJ. Teacher pay, benefits, and pro-
tections provide for a relatively com-
fortable quality of life, especially when
compared to that of the majority of
families with students in LAUSD. Al-
though teacher compensation is an im-
portant issue, a progressive, antiracist
movement’s mission is to expose and
challenge the most egregious forms of
oppression, which do not include the
undercompensation of teachers.

Throughout history, substantial
sectors of the organized upper strata
of the working class and the middle
class, including teachers, have philo-
sophically supported progressive and
even antiracist political change. But
when achieving elements of that pro-
gressive change has depended upon
sacrificing pay or comfort, the major-
ity in these classes, led by their union
leaderships, have dispensed with
philosophical support and protected
what they have perceived to be in
their economistic self-interest—pay
raises and benefits. Given this, where
will teachers, parents, and youth
within CEJ fall when the LAUSD is
deciding between devoting money to
teacher pay raises or to books for low-
income students? How will levels of
trust be affected? If teachers and oth-
ers within CEJ are not clear that
teacher pay raises are not a part of the
organization’s political program, will
parents, students, and community
members see CEJ as an organization
that is tied to the narrow teacher
union agenda?

594 JUSTICE AND EDUCATION



595Challenging High-Stakes Standardized Testing

Key Elements of a Strategy for
Building a Social Movement

Let’s begin by asking what might con-
stitute a progressive social movement.
What might some strategies for build-
ing such a movement entail?

A Political Program That Constitutes
a Challenge to Dominant Ideology
and Requires Structural Change 
but Also Creates Space for Related
Short-Term Demands

As argued earlier, a transformative
movement must develop its long-term
political program so that it constitutes
an ideological challenge to racist, capi-
talist, and sexist structures. It is only
through a qualitative break from exist-
ing capitalist, racist, and sexist ideol-
ogy—rather than a quantitative, grad-
ualist extension that is consistent with
existing ideology—that a new vision of
society, a new consciousness, and a new
militancy can be built. The political
program must also require structural
change in government funding, distri-
bution of wealth, urban power dynam-
ics, and urban and industrial planning.

Yet short-term demands will
emerge from the political program,
and at different moments, these must
be highlighted. These shorter-term
demands may not in and of themselves
require structural change in order to
be implemented. But they may be very
important to the immediate improve-
ment of people’s quality of life and to
the opening of more political space for
the movement as it builds support for
its broader program.

For example, the six planks of CEJ’s
transformative political program al-
ways provide a broad framework com-
municated in CEJ’s organizational
leaflets and materials. However, we
also highlighted the following short-
term demands at a May 2000 CEJ press
conference and through subsequent
delegations to school board members:
(a) LAUSD must accept all forms of
Stanford 9 test exemptions from par-
ents, (b) through all district media,
LAUSD must inform parents and stu-
dents of these exemptions, and (c)
LAUSD must cease and desist from in-
timidating parents into not signing ex-
emptions and from intimidating teach-
ers into not talking about exemptions.

We felt that pressuring the LAUSD
School Board to accede to these short-
term demands would concretely sup-
port the rights of students and par-
ents. Winning the demands would
also open political space for CEJ—
winning media attention, allowing for
unhindered discussions with parents
and students about test exemptions,
and allowing for the possibility of cre-
ating short-term alliances with some
board members.

Political Objectives

The central objectives of a transfor-
mative movement must be to (a) build
political consciousness, (b) build lead-
ership, (c) build long-term organiza-
tion, and (d) win reforms that improve
the lives of the most vulnerable in
society.

CEJ has been developing an experi-
mental organizing model in which we



put forth to parents, students, and
teachers an analysis of education that
is based explicitly on antiracist and an-
tibias politics—centered around the
six planks of our political program.
We have viewed consciousness-raising
as a process that emerges from dia-
logue around these explicit politics.

Many of us have disagreed with
progressives who argue that we must
organize with a “lowest common de-
nominator” or “electorate focus
group” politics. These progressives
seek to avoid alienating middle-class
people, especially whites. They there-
fore avoid using words like “racism”
and censor themselves when it comes
to describing what their long-term
political vision is, out of fear that they
might seem “too radical.” Further,
many of us in CEJ have rejected the
argument that offering explicit politi-
cal analysis in the organizing process
is a form of undemocratic imposition
of views upon people.

Rather, we see the necessity of ex-
plicitly naming racism and other
forms of oppression. Though the
group of people attracted to these pol-
itics may be small at first, the theory is
that they will be strong ideologically
and passionate about the mission to
broaden the base and build power.
Our confidence that an initial leader-
ship core can build a broad movement
over time is based on the belief that
there is an existing constituency in
Los Angeles—though largely unor-
ganized—that is seeking political
forms through which to engage in an-
tiracist and antibias struggle.

Moreover, we have viewed the re-

luctance of many progressives to en-
gage working-class people with ex-
plicit political analysis as, at best, an
indication of an unwillingness to en-
gage in authentic dialogue and debate
and, at worst, a sign of disrespect for
and underestimation of working-class
people. Do these organizers believe
that low-income people are not able
to handle the assertive presentation of
deep political beliefs or that they will
simply adopt a politics that is pre-
sented to them with no debate or dia-
logue?

Toward the goal of building a long-
term organization, CEJ is attempting
to cultivate new leadership by creating
a committee structure that gives peo-
ple (so far, mostly parents and teach-
ers, with a real weakness in youth par-
ticipation) many spaces and manners
in which to participate. Further, we
are seeking to self-consciously rotate
responsibilities and “project leads” so
that as many people as possible may
obtain a breadth of experience. Per-
haps most importantly, CEJ has begun
to institutionalize a process for self-re-
flection. We regularly assess and criti-
cize our organizing and outreach work
through report-backs, debriefings,
and goal-setting sessions.

In its very limited existence, CEJ
has won small reforms in LAUSD and
union policy. We have struggled to
find a balance between the desire to
celebrate these modest victories and
the necessity of theorizing the re-
forms, that is, seeing them only as be-
ginning steps toward a long-term
transformation. We are developing a
social movement theory of education
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reform, where reforms for the sake of
reforms and unconsolidated reforms
are critiqued, and structural reforms
that open political space for transfor-
mative social movements are sought.

In February 2000, CEJ organized
behind a motion that overwhelmingly
passed through the UTLA House of
Representatives. The motion made it
union policy to oppose the adminis-
tering of the Stanford 9 test on the ba-
sis of its high-stakes, racist, and class-
biased character. With ongoing CEJ
pressure and the new policy in hand,
the union leadership appealed to
LAUSD Interim Superintendent Ra-
mon Cortines to cancel non–state
mandated portions of the Stanford 9
for the 1999–2000 testing year.
Within days after CEJ and UTLA
leadership collaborated on collecting
petitions from around the district,
Cortines acceded, assuring that stu-
dents would endure fewer hours of
testing and “test prep,” thereby pro-
tecting more instructional time.

CEJ claimed the limited victory and
attempted to publicize the organiza-
tion and the political message in the
days afterward. Yet an ongoing
process of critical self-reflection has
been necessary to assure that (1) CEJ
members do not fall under the illusion
that the victory brings us substantially
closer to the realization of our broad
political program, and (2) CEJ mem-
bers avoid seeing UTLA as a long-
term ally, instead seeing the union
leadership as a force that, for a mo-
ment, flowed in a direction similar to
ours for a variety of reasons, including
our pressure.

Main Base

The main base of transformative
movements must be composed prima-
rily of the most vulnerable in soci-
ety—low-income people, people of
color, and women. There are five ma-
jor reasons for this. First, as stated
earlier, their objective life experiences
situate them as the main force in op-
position to market-driven politics,
transnational capitalism, racism, and
sexism. Second, the building of pro-
gressive movements with acknowl-
edged and celebrated multiplicity cre-
ates the space to reconstruct race,
class, and gender categories. These
categories must be newly understood
for a viable progressive movement to
be sustained (see Kelley, 1998). For
example, white people must, through
the practice of engaging in meetings
and political actions, understand the
myriad ways in which they have bene-
fited from white privilege. In a mul-
tiracial group context, then, they must
struggle to find the appropriate roles
for themselves within organizations
(Lipsitz, 1998).

Third, placing a priority on the
leadership of low-income people of
color—with a focus on women—cre-
ates a space in which whites and males
can be challenged to reject sexism and
privilege in favor of broader politics.
Fourth, by acknowledging the priority
of winning reforms that specifically
benefit the most vulnerable, a space is
created in which narrow self-interest
can be challenged as the primary mo-
tivator in politics. In the broader con-
text, the most vulnerable people in the



United States and in the world need
loyal political allies among the middle
classes in order to win a massive redis-
tribution of resources. Such allies will
not emerge primarily out of self-inter-
ested motives. This quality of ally will
emerge only through a spirit of altru-
ism—of choosing to give up fruits of
privilege. Fifth, victories that benefit
the most vulnerable, while the hardest
to win, can benefit the whole society.
Expansion of a bus system that serves
primarily low-income people of color
may end up creating an infrastructure
for real transit access for all; the cre-
ation of tutoring programs in inner-
city schools may end up being ex-
tended to an entire district, benefiting
white, middle-class students as well
(on the main base in organizing, see
Mann & Ramsey, 1996; Mann, 1998).

After nine months of organizing, in
early 2001 CEJ had a small but ex-
panding base and our active base—
which participates in committees,
actions, and petition collecting—
consisted of approximately seventy-
five teachers and thirty to forty par-
ents citywide. Hundreds more teach-
ers have come to meetings, know of
CEJ, and consider themselves loose
allies. Through a series of community
meetings, we have engaged approxi-
mately 400 parents in conversation
about the CEJ political program. In
addition, we have tight links with a
youth group that helps to bring high
school students into the work. Most of
our resources now go into building
our parent and student base to address
our weaknesses in those areas. For
many of us, it is a major goal to have

equal representation of teachers, par-
ents, and students in the organization
in the next year.

Political Independence from Parties
and Unions, with a Policy of Unity
and Struggle

A transformative movement must as-
sert its political independence. For
those of us attempting to build pro-
gressive, antiracist movements, two of
the main forces that we must chal-
lenge and differentiate ourselves from
are the Democratic Party and the
AFL-CIO leadership. Both of these
forces have been apologists for and,
ultimately, defenders of the inequali-
ties inherent in U.S. capitalism,
racism, and male domination. They
have advocated “getting a bigger piece
of the pie” for workers and electoral
interest groups while not only avoid-
ing challenges to the most central ele-
ments of institutional racism and class
domination but also becoming a lead-
ing force in regressive politics such as
support for an imperialist, prointer-
vention U.S. foreign policy, anticom-
munist hysteria, or anti-immigrant
policy.

However, there are also more pro-
gressive strands within the histories of
the Democratic Party and the labor
movement, reflected in the Democ-
rats’ support of abortion rights and
the creation of New Deal poverty pro-
grams. These strands give them a par-
ticular hold on the political allegiances
of many low-income people, people of
color, and women. CEJ must seek to
point out these very contradictions in
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the politics of the Democratic Party
and AFL-CIO leadership in the realm
of struggle over concrete policies.

A recent example of a struggle over
the destructive “pragmatism” and re-
gressive politics of these forces could
be seen in their relationship to Propo-
sition 227, the referendum that effec-
tively banned bilingual education. A
substantial group of teachers, parents,
and students—many of whom are now
involved in CEJ—staked out a posi-
tion that affirmed bilingual education
after the referendum passed. This
group prepared to take militant action
in organizing support for the rein-
statement of bilingual programs.

However, the UTLA leadership
threatened those teachers who were
advocating noncompliance with the
227 law, claiming that such teachers
would not be defended by the union,
thereby opening them to potential
lawsuits and dismissal. Meanwhile,
Democratic Party leaders recom-
mended that we make the best of a
bad situation. Before the election,
they advocated a “compromise bill”
that would have ceded the antibilin-
gual and anti-immigrant ideological
victory to the pro-227 forces but pro-
tected some elements of local school
control. In a startling move, the De-
mocratic speaker of the California As-
sembly, Antonio Villaraigosa, coun-
seled that “racism” not be discussed in
opposing 227.

This was only the most recent re-
flection of the flawed Democratic
Party strategy of capitulation and ap-
peasement—going quietly on record
against racist initiatives while not re-

ally fighting against them, saying they
cannot be allowed to become “make
or break” issues for the party. This
strategy has led to an immeasurable
level of demoralization among pro-
gressives who have found themselves
struggling against racist propositions
that use the terms of the Right while
being expressly prohibited by the De-
mocratic/AFL-CIO coalition from us-
ing terms like “immigrants’ rights” or
even “affirmative action” (for more on
this struggle see Caputo-Pearl, 1998).

If CEJ holds to a position of inde-
pendence from the Democratic Party
and AFL-CIO, this does not mean
that there is to be no interaction with
these forces. On the contrary, a policy
of independence must be merged with
one of unity and struggle. Short-term
alliances and unity with the Democ-
rats and AFL-CIO should be sought
wherever possible, but independence
and political struggle should be as-
serted whenever necessary.

Long-Term Strategic Planning 
with Targets, Allies, and Tactics

A transformative movement must
choose as main targets the institutions
and individuals who have the power to
meet the movement’s demands. In the
case of CEJ, Governor Gray Davis,
the LAUSD School Board, and the
LAUSD superintendent are the main
targets.

To build pressure against these tar-
gets, a transformative movement must
seek strategic and tactical allies in all
forums—including labor leaderships,
political parties, small businesses, and



so on. Strategic allies are those that
share the movement’s political de-
mands and strategic vision over the
long term. CEJ is beginning to ex-
plore a strategic alliance with some
youth groups based in communities of
color who are fighting against the
prison-industrial complex. Tactical al-
lies are those that may support one
movement demand in a particular mo-
ment, as UTLA leadership did when
helping CEJ pressure Interim Super-
intendent Cortines.

A transformative movement must
develop political tactics that pressure
targets to accede to demands. Tactics
are concrete events, such as press con-
ferences, demonstrations, civil disobe-
dience, poster campaigns, letters, peti-
tions, meetings, motions within union
structures, and the like. The primary
tactics that CEJ has used in its very
young campaign are motions within
UTLA, a press conference at the
school board, a new petition drive tar-
geting the LAUSD School Board, and
delegations to school board members.

Conclusion
At the writing of this chapter, there is
much conjecture about the emergence
of a new progressive social movement
across the United States, given mo-
mentum by the protests at the World
Trade Organization in Seattle and the
International Monetary Fund in

Washington, D.C. While there are
certainly positive aspects to this new
movement, two of its weaknesses have
been its over-focus on challenges to
corporate power—somewhat to the
exclusion of challenges to racism and
sexism—and its emphasis on short-
term anti-institutional civil disobedi-
ence rather than long-term political
strategy.

It has been the goal of this chapter
to provoke debate in progressive, Left,
and liberal circles around issues of ed-
ucational reform and social movement
building. I have attempted to address
the explosive intersections of class and
racial oppression in education—at the
nexus of dominant ideologies and
high-stakes testing—and the necessity
to challenge both along with gender
oppression.

Further, I have attempted to pro-
voke discussion around what is needed
to build a long-term political strategy
in education. The strategy that I hint
at is one that goes beyond short-term
actions of civil disobedience. Rather, it
attempts to blend anti-institutionalism
with a “through the institutions” ap-
proach that sees ongoing engagement
with “the powers that be” as vital to
winning reforms, building a multicon-
stituency movement, challenging
dominant ideology, and achieving
moral legitimacy. I hope that this arti-
cle contributes to these much needed
debates.

600 JUSTICE AND EDUCATION



601Challenging High-Stakes Standardized Testing

TABLE 1
Coalition for Educational Justice (CEJ)

This year, LA Unified School District will hold students back a grade (retention) in the
2nd and 8th grades if they don’t pass certain “standards.” By 2001 and 2002, LAUSD
will hold students back in all grades based substantially on the Stanford 9 standardized
test and others (given in English). Why should we oppose this?

High-Stakes Testing and Retention Are Class-Biased and Racist

High-Stakes Testing and Retention Hurt Learning, Students, and Teachers

1. Low-income students, who have fewer
resources at their schools, aren’t given
an equal chance on these tests. Reten-
tion policies tied to test results, there-
fore, are class- and racially discrimina-
tory because poverty mostly affects
immigrants and communities of color.
For example, LA County schools are
hyper-segregated and students in com-
munities of color are 12 times more
likely to be low-income than students
in white communities. Low-income
students of color are also more likely to
lack basic materials at their schools, and
are 6 times more likely than white stu-
dents to have less experienced teachers.

2. When given only in English, tests
measure national origin more than
mastery of school material. When tests
are language-biased, otherwise compe-
tent students are punished for not
speaking English fluently.

3. The tests are culturally biased as

mostly middle-income, white test 
makers produce tests that measure the
knowledge and experiences valued by
middle-income whites. They ignore
the knowledge and experiences valued
by other cultures.

4. Schools in low-income communities of
color in particular, where test pressure
is highest, focus on destructive “Back
to Basics” lessons and testing drills.
They also “track” students. “Back to
Basics” does not have high learning
standards. Wealthy schools more often
do rigorous, project-based learning.

5. Low-income students are retained
twice as often as high-income children.
Students of color are retained in large
numbers. Retention contributes to the
high dropout rate among African-
Americans and Latinos, as compared to
whites. The gap between white stu-
dents and students of color is widened,
not narrowed.

1. Standardized tests do not measure cre-
ativity, problem-solving abilities, ethi-
cal thinking, and many other things
central to learning. They mostly meas-
ure what is crammed into students’
short-term memories.

2. Positive jumps in test scores are often
due to narrow test coaching rather than
real learning.

3. Most students like school less when
their classes and time are focused on
standardized tests.

4. Retention contributes to academic fail-
ure rather than to success in school. A
single grade retention increases the
chances that a student will drop out by
50%. A second retention increases the
risk by 90%.

(continues)



TABLE 1 (continued)

TESTING AND RETENTION PUNISH MOSTLY LOW-INCOME STUDENTS OF
COLOR FOR THE FAILURES OF SCHOOL DISTRICTS. GET INVOLVED IN CEJ. Call
Alex Caputo-Pearl (310–452–3310), Ramon Martinez (213-389-3418), or a campaign representative
at your school for more information.
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5. Retention blames poor performance on
children, not on the school district.
Rather than transform schools, reten-
tion policies make students repeat an
experience that failed them before.

6. Testing hype puts negative pressure on
teachers and stifles their creativity.

7. Ongoing tutoring without retention
should be greatly expanded for students
with academic needs. The focus on re-
tention ensures that only narrow, pres-
sure-filled tutoring programs will exist.

TABLE 2
Coalition for Educational Justice (CEJ):

Six Demands That Would Really Improve Schools

1. Place an Immediate Moratorium on
High-Stakes Standardized Testing and
Retention.

2. Devote More Resources to Classrooms.
Reduce class size, build more environ-
mentally safe schools, develop teacher
peer assistance, hire and train more teach-
ing assistants and other staff, raise school
workers’ pay, fully stock classrooms with
culture- and language-appropriate books
and materials.

Why? Smaller class and school size, as
well as competent teachers, are important
for all students, especially low-income
students of color. The LA Times has docu-
mented severe textbook shortages in
LAUSD. Little is being done to provide
thousands of new LAUSD teachers with-
out credentials with adequate assistance,
while poor conditions and low pay dis-
courage the hiring of credentialed teach-
ers and other school staff.

3. Reinstate Bilingual Education in the
Whole District and, in the Meantime, Protect

Existing Bilingual Education Programs. 
Devote Massive Resources to Supporting the
Language Background and Needs of African-
American Students.

Why? LAUSD attacks immigrants’ lan-
guage rights by promoting monolingual-
ism and the dominance of English over
other languages. It marginalizes African-
American students around issues of lan-
guage. Further, educational access rights
are denied to immigrants who would do
better in bilingual classes. Bilingual pro-
grams in LA’s Eastman Elementary and
other states teach content, English, and
other languages. In an increasingly small
world, we can celebrate multilingualism
rather than narrow our language choices
by developing Early Second Language
Development Programs for all students.

4. Raise Student Achievement Through
University Access and Job Development. Build
university affirmative action programs and
expand Paraeducator Career Ladder and
Multilingual Teacher Academy.

(continues)
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Notes
1. Italian political theorist Antonio

Gramsci believed that dominant social
classes would advocate sets of assump-
tions, ideas, and myths—sometimes inco-
herent and contradictory—that eventually
would become adopted by the majority of

society as foundational. Regardless of its
morality or lack thereof, this “dominant
ideology” becomes hegemonic, or ex-
tremely influential, across all sectors of so-
ciety. Once dominant ideology is embed-
ded as “common sense,” it can guide
policy and lead to political consent from

To get involved in the Coalition for Educational Justice (CEJ), call Alex Caputo-Pearl (310-452-3310),
Ramon Martinez (213-389-3418), or a campaign representative at your school.

Why? UCLA and other universities are
more and more exclusive. The 1999
UCLA freshman class had an average
GPA of 4.24 and SAT of 1330. Its student
body came mostly from families that earn
between $100,000 and $150,000 per year.
Representation of African-Americans,
Latinos, and Native Americans is decreas-
ing, down to 13%. High Potential Pro-
grams, like that of the 1960s at UCLA,
can open university access to student lead-
ers from low-income communities of
color who could not meet requirements
because of poor conditions at their
schools. Secondly, over 300,000 medium-
wage jobs left LA County between 1979
and 1993, as corporations went elsewhere
and government cut jobs. Working class
people of color held many of these jobs.
Expansion of the program that prepares
teaching assistants (paraeducators) to be-
come teachers could create jobs in low-
income communities of color and address
the teacher shortage.

5. Build a Student-Centered, Activity-
based, Teacher- and Community-Developed
Curriculum That Uses Alternative Assess-
ments to Measure Student Growth, and That

Brings Out Intellectual Curiosity, Critical
Thinking, Cooperation, and Democratic Values

Why? Students do better in activity-
and project-based classrooms that use per-
formance-based assessments than in the
“Back to Basics” classrooms that focus on
drilling and standardized testing. Activity-
based classes help students build their
own points of view, rather than just hear
the narrow points of view in the standard
curriculum. The LAUSD Board approved
reading programs that use “Back to Ba-
sics” approaches that are not good for stu-
dents, particularly English Language
Learners. Second, real local control of
schools results when parents, students,
and teachers can develop the learning
programs rather than government and
business people in Sacramento.

6. Shift Spending to Education. Reallo-
cate money from standardized testing
contracts, prisons, military, and corpora-
tions to schools.

Why? We need money to transform our
schools. We can challenge the explosive
growth in prison and military spending,
fight for higher corporate taxes, and redis-
tribute money that LAUSD already has.



the majority of all sectors of society even
when its policies may be destructive in
particular sectors (Sassoon, 1982, pp.
12–17). 

2. In 1994, white high school dropouts
had a higher employment rate than
African-Americans and Latinos with high
school diplomas. Seventy-three percent of
white high school graduates not enrolled
in college were employed, twice the per-
centage for African-Americans and almost
triple the percentage for Latinos. Further,
wage rates for white high school graduates
far exceed those for high school graduates
of color (U.S. Department of Commerce,
1994).

3. While well over 90 percent of white
students finish high school, fewer than 85
percent of African-Americans and 61 per-
cent of Latinos finish. In most low-
income inner-city districts that dispropor-
tionately serve students of color, the
dropout rates are two to four times as high
as the rates in the surrounding suburbs
that disproportionately serve white and
middle-class students (Macias Rojas &
Gordon, 1999) Nationwide, students of
color and low-income students are re-
tained at rates much higher than those of
white and middle-class students. A single
grade retention increases the chances that
a student will drop out by 50 percent. A
second retention increases the risk by 90
percent (Roderick, 1995). 

4. In the 1980s, the ten highest per-
pupil-spending elementary school dis-
tricts in Illinois, New York, Ohio, and
Texas—vastly white—outspent the ten
lowest per-pupil-spending districts—
vastly of color—by more than two and a
half times (Lowe, 1997, p. 16). 

5. Heavy concentrations of these jobs
exist in southern California, Silicon Val-
ley, Wall Street, the Boston suburbs, and
Seattle.

6. Los Angeles is a major center of in-
ternational trade and banking; a command
and control point for the organization and

functioning of the world economy; home
to dramatically expanding white-collar fi-
nancial, legal, and business services sec-
tors; a major center of both international
tourism and immigration; and home to
both a transnational corporate elite—a
well-paid sector of professionals working
in government, business, and international
organizations who support the transna-
tional corporate agenda—and a growing
multinational working class that is dispro-
portionately represented in low-wage
service sectors, low-wage manufacturing,
the penal system, or unemployment lines
(for more on world city theory and Los
Angeles political economy, see Keil, 1998;
Friedmann & Wolff, 1982; Friedmann,
1995; Soja, Morales, & Wolff, 1983.)

7. In Los Angeles, average real earnings
for male full-time, full-year workers
dropped from $32,000 in 1969 to $25,000
in 1990. In 1969, 7 percent of full-time,
full-year workers made less than $15,000,
while by 1990 the figure had risen to 19
percent. In 1989, wages for the poorest
fifth of families as a percentage of wages
for the wealthiest fifth was lower in LA
than in any part of the United States
(Mosely, 1996). In South Central LA,
which is overwhelmingly African-Ameri-
can and Latino, unemployment rates an-
nually stand at 30 percent or above, with
portions of the African-American commu-
nity hovering around 40 percent to 50
percent (Keil, 1998, p. 218). From 1993 to
1997, the average income of California’s
richest 1 percent grew by 57 percent to al-
most $900,000. For California’s poorest
working families, the average income in
1997—$13,000—reflected a 13 percent
drop since 1989 (Arax, Curtius, & Nelson,
2000). 

8. California has committed over $4.6
billion to building more state prisons,
county jails, and youth facilities in the past
fifteen years, plus $3.4 billion in interest.
Since 1986, state prison costs have grown
from 3 percent of California’s General
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Fund to 9 percent (Southern California
Criminal Justice Consortium, 1999). 

9. In New York’s retention program,
called Promotional Gates, many students
were “flunked” repeatedly because they
could not pass a reading or math test. The
retained students had lower achievement,
higher incidences of disciplinary problems,
and higher dropout rates. Georgia imple-
mented a retention program in 1980, based
significantly on standardized tests. The
high school completion rate in Atlanta,
where the most underresourced schools
were, dropped from 75 percent in the late
1970s to 65 percent by 1982 and then to 61
percent in 1988. In Texas, under high-
stakes testing and retention policies,
African-American and Latino graduation
rates dropped from 60 percent in 1978 to
below 50 percent in 1999, compared to 75
percent for whites. In Chicago, thousands
of retained eighth-grade students are “un-
accounted for,” assumed to have dropped
out after repeating grades under horrible
conditions (Darling-Hammond & Falk,
1997; McNeil, 2000; Woestehoff, 1999).

10. Some of these tests, like the
STEPS, are better than the Stanford 9 as
performance assessments because they
rely less on multiple choice and more on
problem-solving and open-ended answers.
However, the use of them as high-stakes
tests determining grade promotion makes
them as racially and economically dis-
criminatory as the Stanford 9.

11. Riordan’s inner circle also put $2
million into the 1999 LAUSD School
Board elections in support of four candi-
dates. Each candidate won, establishing a
majority, and the election went on record
as the most expensive school board race
ever in U.S. history.

12. Other comments by different
eighth graders included: (1) “The gifted
kids already say I’m a slow-brain. I’ve told
my mom that I don’t want to go to school
because I don’t want to fail. I don’t want
to be stupid. I cry thinking about it.” (2) “I

told my mom I was seriously thinking
about not going to high school but she
told me about the consequences, so I told
her I would try it” (Sauerwein, 2000).
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The standardized testing movement
in the schools may be the product of
educational research, but our growing
reliance on these tests is scientifically
shortchanging the education system
and the nation. The tests are devel-
oped through advanced statistical
methods, subjected to reliability and
validity assessments, and utilize con-
trolled conditions and sampling prin-
ciples, all to ensure a measurement of
student achievement that is as accu-
rate as possible. They represent an-
other reassuring application of the
modern scientific methods that deliver
clean water to our taps and cool air to
our air-conditioned homes on a hot
day.

Yet the one-size-fits-all approach of
standardized testing may be mis-
aligned with today’s diverse economy,
as labor economist Robert B. Reich
(2000) has pointed out, and I would
also add that they set far too low a
standard for the scientific contribu-

tion to an education system that serves
the nation well. Given all that the
realm of educational research has to
offer, the tests represent a decidedly
retarded view of research and a dimin-
ished conception of the democratic
character of public schooling. That is,
while most everyone would agree that
test performance does not encompass
the whole of what it means to learn or
to be educated, we also need to recog-
nize that the tests do not encompass
the whole of the truth that research
has to offer on the school experience,
just as a faith in testing does not de-
liver what should be expected from an
education system in a democratic soci-
ety. We need to raise the standards of
accountability for research and educa-
tion so that we are working from a far
more complete and diverse picture of
what is required to create a demo-
cratic and educated society.

Educational research rarely tells a
singular story and rarely offers but
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one answer, and even then, it is cer-
tainly not the sort of answer that test
scores offer, in which a single number,
sitting in comparison with others, de-
termines the fate of a child, a teacher,
a principal, a school, a district. In the
face of public faith in what the test
scores say about the schools, people
need to appreciate that research al-
ready affords, largely at public ex-
pense, a far-reaching understanding of
what it means to send children off for
a dozen years to learn about as many
subjects, across a handful of public
and private schools. Contrast that un-
derstanding with this current focus on
a singular measure of how our chil-
dren are learning, whether a school is
good or bad, which provides little
public incentive for discussing ques-
tions of educational means and ends.
Thinking about test score standards,
measured against national curriculum
standards, displaces local and global
thinking about what the school should
be like and how it can serve the chil-
dren and the community. Poor test re-
sults suggest the need for test me-
chanics to come in and tune the
schools for better performance, better
results.

The tests may well reassure the
public that they know how this school
compares to that school on a single
measure, but they do little to inform
the public about the nature of educa-
tion and about the risks and possibili-
ties of learning, which is something
that educational research is good at,
something that could go some dis-
tance in developing the conditions of a
more deliberative democracy. We

want to set a standard of accountabil-
ity for education and the research that
supports democracy, that allows—to
call on one of public education’s most
traditional goals—for a strengthening
of democratic purpose and process,
especially as that purpose and process
concerns the schools themselves.

Let us raise the standards, then, of
educational accountability. The public
deserves to know more, far more than
standardized test results can tell.
People deserve to know more not only
because they have already paid for this
wealth of educational research, not
only because their children’s and their
own future depends on what it has to
tell us about the education system, but
also because such knowledge is vital to
democracy, and because people might
well wish, as a result of this education,
to learn more about learning. This is a
call for strengthening the basis of par-
ticipation, of informed advice and
consent. If the current standardized
achievement standards do not help us
think about different approaches to
educating bilingual children, about
creating an appreciation of literature
and other arts, about developing criti-
cal thinking skills, about improving
the health and well-being, the differ-
ent talents of students, then those
measures are not helping education’s
democratic project.

We need not abandon the standard-
ized tests. They are one of the several
sources of information that are needed
within the context of the larger pro-
cess of inquiry in order to examine
what it means to learn and teach, and
how that relates to the economy and
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the welfare, the culture and the health
of the nation and the planet. The goal
is to raise the standards of public rea-
son and deliberation as a means of in-
creasing the quality of democratic life. 

The challenge in adhering to and
developing these standards of more
democratic forms of education and
governance resides in developing new
expectations—and the corresponding
information technologies—for the
public value of this research among
educators, researchers, policy makers,
and the public. To make standardized
test results the sole public face of edu-
cational research and evaluation, as we
have at this point, is like making a
baseball player’s weight the sole statis-
tic available not only to those watch-
ing the game but to the team’s man-
ager, coaches, and owners.

The research community needs to
take far greater responsibility for
bringing into the public discourse
about education the complex and var-
ied understandings afforded by re-
search into how students learn. The
lack of talk about any research except
test results is not a failure on the part
of the public, the policy makers, or the
educators. Researchers have not made
access to this understanding easy; re-
search standards have yet to include
consideration of a work’s contribution
to public deliberations. It is time to
focus on how educational research
constitutes a public good.

The standards for public reason and
deliberation, informed by research,
can only be raised, however, through
support from both the research com-
munity and the public. As with any

work or performance, the relationship
between the producer and the audi-
ence can build an experience that goes
beyond what either had thought possi-
ble, an experience that creates, in ef-
fect, a new standard for both parties.
So this plea for raising the standards
by expanding the expectations for the
public value of educational research
and evaluation is addressed to both
the research community and the pub-
lic, in the knowledge that an apprecia-
tion of its critical contribution to ex-
tending the educational reach of
democratic possibilities will need to
come from both.

As things now stand, with the pub-
lic regarding a singular standard for
student achievement as the whole of
the educational question, not only is
the democratic basis of education di-
minished but the entire research-into-
policy system is open to large-scale
abuse. In fact, I offer a case study in
the misuse of research, in the vital area
of teaching the young to read and
write, to demonstrate just how critical
it is to set this new standard for educa-
tional research as a viable form of
public knowledge. This case study will
demonstrate that while researchers are
very good at policing the standards for
research as professional practice, they
have a distance to go in appreciating
the standards for research as a demo-
cratic form of public knowledge. And
until the whole of educational re-
search becomes part of that public
standard, the schools are left to the
dictates of research’s most singular
and narrow form of inquiry, the
achievement test.



Research and Democracy: 
A Case Study

In 1997, Bonita Grossen published the
influential white paper, Thirty Years of
Research: What We Know about How
Children Learn to Read, through the
Centre for the Future of Teaching and
Learning in Santa Cruz, California
(Grossen, 1997). Her synthesis of
reading research was intended to
demonstrate that a consensus had
been reached on the value of “code-
oriented” or phonics curriculums
when it came to teaching children to
read. The paper, which drew on a
good deal of research from the Na-
tional Institute of Child Health and
Human Development (NICHD), de-
livered an assured and singular answer
to the question of what we know
about reading, and it has played a sig-
nificant role in successful efforts to
shift the educational programs of
Texas and California.

Yet it was not long before the pa-
per’s claims were called into question
by Richard Allington and Haley
Woodside-Jiron, two educational re-
searchers at the National Research
Center on English Learning and
Achievement at the University of Al-
bany (1999). They found Grossen’s
white paper to have misrepresented
the research and thereby to have pro-
posed essentially unsubstantiated in-
structional recommendations for
teaching reading. Allington and
Woodside-Jiron then argued that this
“misuse of educational research” was
grounds for questioning “the reliabil-
ity of any ‘consensus’ document

whenever ‘research’ is used as a policy
lever,” and they advised the American
Educational Research Association
(AERA) to “develop an early-warning
system and a viable procedure for re-
sponding to similar advocacy events in
the future” (1999, p. 11). Their Cold
War rhetoric of early-warning defense
systems suggests just the sort of
boundary between university-based
research and the public arena of policy
making that needs to be overcome.

Allington and Woodside-Jiron were
obviously concerned that “consensus
documents” such as Thirty Years of Re-
search can distort the autonomous and
independent nature of research and
researchers in the name of having a
greater public impact. My concern
here is that the shroud of suspicion
that they would cast over public advo-
cacy and consensus only serves to ab-
solve researchers of their civic respon-
sibility for ensuring that their work
informs democratic deliberations
about education. Such suspicion low-
ers the researcher’s public accounta-
bility, and it reduces, in turn, the
prospect that research might con-
tribute to the public’s thinking about
education, leaving that field to the
narrow channel of standardized test
results as the sole scientifically based
measure of what schools are doing.
While I have no objection to AERA
setting up a committee to monitor the
public uses of research in an effort to
prevent misrepresentations of re-
search results, I think this should be
only the first and not the final step in
increasing the public presence of edu-
cational research, especially at this
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time of great changes in scholarly
publishing.

It does seem apparent that aca-
demic journals will inevitably migrate
to the Web over the next decade for
reasons of economy, productivity, and
plain convenience (Ekman & Quandt,
1999). However, in a field such as edu-
cation, researchers face a critical
choice in this process. They can sim-
ply let it happen so that the basic
process by which researchers publish
research for other researchers goes
unaltered, or they can actively work
with these new technologies and our
own research practices to improve the
public presence and value of educa-
tional research, with an eye to making
this research more accessible, coher-
ent, and comprehensible on a public
scale (Willinsky, 1999, 2000). Re-
searchers in education should be en-
couraged, for example, by how quickly
the public, in considerable numbers,
has taken to using on-line medical and
financial research services.1 The re-
search community should see this
process of “going public” as a way of
limiting the political misuse of re-
search, as a way of raising educational
standards by enabling the public to
learn far more than it could before
about the risks and possibilities of
schooling—knowledge that can be
shared on a global basis. Where
should reliable and rigorous educa-
tional research stand with principled,
progressive advocacy, consensus, and
public concern when it comes to such
critical educational issues as literacy?
At stake is the very integrity of the re-
search enterprise.

Research’s Public Value

Whether it represents industry al-
liances, social issues, environmental
concerns, or consumer groups, the in-
terest group has increasingly come to
represent the forceful public voice of
advocacy with significant political
clout.2 Interest groups have been par-
ticularly active around educational is-
sues, getting behind state referendums
on bilingual education and affirmative
action, for example, as well as the
teaching of evolution.3 Now, it may be
tempting to think of interest groups as
a distortion of the natural course of
democratic processes, to see them as
the opinionated and vested ganging
up against the individual expression of
equal citizens, but interest groups also
represent a freedom of association
around deeply felt values, issues, and
interests, if only in response to a poli-
tics of issue-less candidate con-
sumerism.

What we need to recognize is that
advocacy has raised the public profile
and deliberative role of research.
Allington and Woodside-Jiron make
this clear in identifying three forms of
advocacy in their questionable case
against Grossen’s work: “(a) The
appearances of NICHD staff and
NICHD-supported researchers be-
fore policymaking forums, (b) the
widespread dissemination of this re-
search through the popular print me-
dia, and (c) the use of a particular pol-
icy tool—a white paper (Grossen,
1997)—that purports to summarize
the NICHD-supported research”
(1999, p. 4). The flaws of the Grossen



paper aside, my concern is that the
public uses of research are not inimi-
cal to the goals or quality of scholar-
ship. Researchers have long been
advocates, especially with literacy—
whether for or against code-oriented
curriculums (Stahl, 1999). However,
the research community, rather than
reinforcing its defenses against the po-
litical use of flawed work, needs to do
more to make its work part of the
public domain, which would provide,
among other things, its own check on
such abuses.

What might the increased public
presence of educational research look
like? Let me offer a quick-sketch ver-
sion. Think of a public access Web site
developed in conjunction with post-
print journal publishing that would
enable educators, policy makers, and
researchers to survey related studies.
This would need to be more than
AskERIC, which provides a list of au-
thors and titles linked to abstracts, al-
though it could start that way.

Say one was interested in research
on learning to read and chose
Grossen’s Thirty Years of Research. To
appreciate what research has to offer
in this on-line universe of knowledge,
one should then be able to link not
only to the studies that Grossen cites
but also to the subsequent studies that
have cited her study and the studies
she cites, through a two-way citation
process. This would enable readers to
see how well these works have stood
up to critical comment. It would en-
able one to access formal reviews of
Grossen’s work (such as that by
Allington and Woodside-Jiron) and to

join informal discussions that have re-
ferred to it. One should also be able to
link to the relevant policies and prac-
tices in various states, to appreciate
how this research works.4 Such a pub-
lic knowledge Web site could be sup-
plemented by specialized dictionaries
and sites about practice and applica-
tion, much as the National Library of
Medicine’s MEDLINEplus provides
for health research.5

It would take much experimenta-
tion, collaboration, and research to
develop an accepted and sustainable
standard for a public-access site like
this. But such a site would drive up the
level of debate among interest groups
while providing people and policy
makers with greater confidence in us-
ing research as part of the deliberative
process. Thus it would speak to Pene-
lope L. Peterson’s concerns, expressed
a few years ago in her presidential ad-
dress to the AERA, “Why Do Educa-
tional Research?” wherein she insisted
that the goals of this association and
thus of its membership were not only
to “ensure the continued funding for
research” but to “communicate the
findings of high-quality research in
ways that influence policy and prac-
tice” (1998, p. 9).

The current standard of the value
or quality of research assesses its in-
ternal consistency, the validity and re-
liability of its measures, and the
soundness of its conclusions. Yet what
we just as often herald in our work,
from the initial funding proposal to
the study’s conclusions, is the claim
that our research offers practitioners
and policy makers, parents and the
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public, the nation and the world a bet-
ter understanding of, say, students’
reading and writing. This may not ap-
ply to all educational research, but
when we are pursuing a scholarly un-
derstanding of literacy, at some point
it seems fair to ask whether what we
know could offer more to people who
want to understand more about liter-
acy and to act on that understanding.
We are educators, after all, and this el-
ement of public education seems worth
our attention at a time when the very
medium of scholarly communication
is changing.

This does not mean abandoning
peer review and other methods of en-
suring the distinguishing quality of re-
search as a form of knowledge, how-
ever imperfect these might be.
However, it does mean thinking more
about how research works in public
and whether, by design and publica-
tion, it could work better in helping
people think about what they want
from schools. It may be too soon to
argue that the public’s capacity for re-
search is increasing with this Web-
borne age of information, but to judge
from the medical and financial re-
search sites at least, people are hungry
for knowledge that once was the sole
domain of experts and professionals.

The contribution of educational re-
search to policy making need not be
seen as external to its scientific claims.
Rather, it can be seen as another po-
tential validation of these claims. As
literacy research often seeks to better
understand how educators can im-
prove children’s reading and writing,
it seems appropriate to judge its effec-

tiveness as it informs those involved in
the democratic process of setting and
enacting educational policies.

We may refer to this process, a little
self-righteously I find, as “talking
truth to power,” and yet it calls for
more than keeping a watchful eye on
public uses of this knowledge like li-
brarians who see themselves as, above
all, protectors of the books. It calls for
improving the public’s ability to tap
into the truths and powers that this
knowledge offers as if that were the
very object of undertaking this re-
search. This, in turn, will raise the
standards of both the schools and the
talk about the schools. It will also lead
us to expect more educational work
from both researchers and the public.
Research into educational practices
should matter to people, all the more
so in an age of interest-group politics.
The public quality of this knowledge
is surely the best protection against its
abuse by the politics of expertise.

Knowledge without Consensus
A critical point for raising the stan-
dards of educational accountability—
which I am proposing we do by in-
creasing the public quality of research
on the schools—is whether the public
has a stomach for results that do not
reflect a consensus among researchers.
To stay with our case study, Allington
and Woodside-Jiron’s critique of
Thirty Years of Research is principally
based on its pretense to represent a
consensus among literacy researchers.
As I noted above, Allington and
Woodside-Jiron end up calling the



very concept of consensus into ques-
tion, at least in policy settings: “The
research community, in our view,
should be concerned about the relia-
bility of any ‘consensus’ document
whenever ‘research’ is used as a policy
lever” (1999, p. 11). I agree, and I
hope to see that concern extended to
the public’s own regard for consensus
among researchers. The value of re-
search’s contribution lies in the detail,
in how it renders the differences
among programs, the overlooked con-
sequences, and the nature of students’
and teachers’ experiences.

Yet a consensus is also at work here,
a consensus on the validity of such dif-
ferences in research approaches and
findings. Researchers are trained very
well to scrutinize each other’s work,
with its divergences and distinctions,
identifying its strengths and weak-
nesses. This ability to judge the qual-
ity of divergent work is surely part of
what the research community has to
offer, part of what makes this form of
knowledge interesting and potentially
helpful. While it may seem that the
public and the policy makers will balk
at any research that does not represent
researcher consensus, policy makers at
least have learned to work with a
range of what Barker and Peters call
“cognitive difficulties” posed by the
relevant research, from the merely
complex to the scientifically unknown
and perhaps unknowable (1993, p. 2).

If the public can set aside the idea
that research is a process of arriving at
a singular, universal truth, at least with
something as complex as learning to
read and write, it will have the chance

to better understand how literacy can
be encouraged and studied in different
ways. Rather than bolster the impres-
sion that research seeks a consistent
and single-minded body of findings
that would dictate, in effect, how to
teach literacy—as if the decision of
how to teach should be left up to the
experts—we would do better to de-
velop ways of representing the diver-
gence and the agreement within this
field of inquiry. Knowing the possibil-
ities and risks identified so far, know-
ing the challenges that research still
faces, provides its own comfort, its
own basis for taking action in the face
of always partial knowledge.

On the one hand, presenting this
consensus about divergence seems
simple enough. We make plain for
people how the research has been di-
vided, neatly so at times—much as is
the field of practice—between code-
and process-oriented, phonics and
whole language. Go back to that pub-
lic access Web site I sketched out ear-
lier and imagine a series of concept
maps and summaries representing the
division between code and process
studies, with commentaries bringing
into juxtaposition comparable studies
between the two schools of thought.

This division is made abundantly
clear by Stephen Stahl, a professor of
reading education at the University of
Georgia (1999). Stahl’s own tireless
research efforts over the years capture
the divergent literacy goals that divide
the two approaches, while demon-
strating that the impact on learners,
whether in motivation or achieve-
ment, has often failed to differ, apart
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from signs that whole language, for
example, favors voluntary use of read-
ing strategies, while its lack of interest
in reading achievement diminishes
test scores. Stahl also demonstrates
how either of these reading programs
appeals to a worldview among educa-
tors and researchers that encompasses
more than the impact of test scores.
Researchers need to help people see
why studies might differ; they need to
help people see the difference made
by those differences. But this brings
me to the more difficult part of repre-
senting this consensus over the diver-
gent state of the research.

For, as things stand, these differ-
ences diminish the public impact of
research. While he was editor of Edu-
cational Researcher, Robert Donmoyer
wrote on the topic of talking truth to
power: “As long as the research com-
munity tells the policy community
contradictory things, the research
community cannot expect to have
much influence in decision making”
(1997, p. 2). One challenge is to find
ways of presenting studies that chal-
lenge and contradict what has come
before in a way that enables people to
judge for themselves, or in a way that
invites additional studies to further re-
solve the matter. Another challenge is
to design and present studies that sup-
port ready comparisons and contrasts
among divergent stances, as Stahl, for
example, notes how less than half of
the forty whole language studies he
examined used achievement measures
favored by code studies, although in
fairness adequate assessment would
require that mutually acceptable

measures be used (1999, p. 17). It
should be obvious, then, that render-
ing research as a public resource of
greater coherence and comprehensi-
bility, even in its differences, will take
far more than a nifty Web site. It will
require a rethinking of the standards
and practices that guide our scholar-
ship; however, such a rethinking
seems appropriate to this whole ques-
tion of what we want to do with these
new technologies for managing and
sharing knowledge.

We might think of this enterprise as
extending the example of the open in-
quiries of the National Academy of
Sciences, which are making “going
public” a regular part of what it is to
do in publishing research. This could
well augment public confidence in re-
search, policies, and resulting prac-
tices while offering researchers a con-
crete relationship with an expanded
audience. This is to use the Web as
the printing press was originally used
when scientific journal publishing be-
gan somewhat more than three cen-
turies ago, to expand the reach and
usefulness of knowledge (Eisenstein,
1979, pp. 543–566).

Up to now, this new medium has
been largely directed at making it eas-
ier for researchers to publish their re-
search for other researchers, which
may well increase access among re-
searchers on a global scale. But as we
take this initial step, I want to ask
whether we should not explore ways
of using the increased access offered
by the Web to make research a greater
part of the larger social process of
sense-making, which in turn could



only make this larger sense-making a
greater part of the research process.

I recognize what I am asking of a lot
of researchers who have grown wary
of politics. I hear the resistance in
Stahl, for example, when in conclud-
ing his perhaps premature obituary for
whole language he lends his support to
Allington and Woodside-Jiron by in-
sisting that “we need to understand
the nature of political movements in
education so that we can transcend
them to provide effective instruction
to the young” (1999, p. 21). Nonethe-
less, I respectfully counter, researchers
need to understand political move-
ments in education so that they can in-
crease the presence and play of pub-
licly funded research in the necessarily
political processes of organizing and
directing education in a democratic
state. Researchers need to understand
political movements in education so
that their work contributes to the
scope and informed basis of demo-
cratic participation—be it the partici-
pation of individuals or political move-
ments—by equipping people with the
knowledge that can improve instruc-
tion in directions decided through
public processes. Researchers need to
do this because they believe, in their
own form of research consensus, that
the knowledge that they are so care-
fully pursuing through research has a
valuable contribution to make to
people’s understanding and to the po-
tential level of “public reason,” a
phrase borrowed from Kant and more
recently worked by John Rawls (1999). 

Effective instruction for the young
does not require us to transcend the

politics of democratic participation in
education, as if to finally separate the
singular researched truth of reading,
as ascertained by a test score, from the
rabble-rousing politics of education.
What research can tell us about effec-
tive instruction and the effects of instruc-
tion should help us realize the conse-
quences of those politics, should help
us appreciate the risks and possibilities
of coming together to create an edu-
cation system for the young. The re-
search should help educators and the
public make sense of what is at stake
in how we understand and approach
the teaching of reading and writing.
Our expectation that this research
contributes to democratic processes
raises the educational standards for
both researchers—in rendering their
work incisive, coherent, and intelligi-
ble—and the public—as people’s use
of this knowledge to increase their
democratic and civic engagement adds
to the very reasons for the public’s in-
vestment in education.

Innovative experiments are already
under way in the publication of re-
search in electronic forms (Pea, 1999;
Kiernan, 1999; Norris, Smolka &
Soloway, 1999).6 And if there is no
telling what shape this medium will
take in the years ahead, or what impact
it will have on the role that educa-
tional research plays in public forums,
we should not let this uncertainty dis-
suade us from experimenting with new
technologies that can increase the play
of knowledge in the public sector, en-
couraging people to democratically
engage with the institutions that gov-
ern their lives. A consensus among re-
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searchers on the value or possibility of
improving the public value of research
is as unlikely as is a consensus on how
to teach reading and writing. But we
might still agree that we should at least
test the possibility that educational re-
search can do more to inform the pub-
lic and that professional talk about ed-
ucation falls within the public
responsibilities of a research enter-
prise devoted to understanding educa-
tional processes. That is just the sort
of cautious and concerned consensus
that would advance the interests of
democratic deliberation.

We should attempt, then, to set
new standards for public knowledge so
that people are able to readily draw on
research findings, and we should set
new standards for what educational
research can contribute to our under-
standing of the schools, standards that
go well beyond the narrow scope of a
standardized test score. Such stan-
dards will contribute to an increase in
effective democratic participation;
they will help people realize the full
value of publicly funded research; and
perhaps most importantly, they will
speak to the very value of public edu-
cation in all of its contributions to the
civic and political responsibilities that
constitute a democratic state.

Notes
1. Donald A.B. Lindberg, Director of

the National Library of Medicine, reports
that “when the Library discovered that one
third of the almost 200 million MED-
LINE searches per year are being done by
the public, for their personal health and
the health of their families, the Library im-

mediately began planning a new program
to help consumers easily access health in-
formation on the Internet and MED-
LINEplus was created as part of this effort”
(Lindberg, 2001). This new service pro-
vides access to extensive information about
specific diseases and conditions and also
has links to consumer health information
from the National Institutes of Health, as
well as to clearinghouses, dictionaries, lists
of hospitals and physicians, health infor-
mation in Spanish and other languages,
and sites related to clinical trials.

2. A front-page story in the New York
Times explains the current political cli-
mate as follows: “So many independent
interest groups are poised to spend large
sums on advertising to influence elections
this year that Republicans and Democrats
alike fear the candidates may find them-
selves playing bit parts in their own cam-
paigns” (Berke, 1998, p. A1).

3. The most recent example of interest
group impact is found in the Kansas
Board of Education’s 1999 decision to
make the teaching of evolution optional in
science classes. As Stephen Jay Gould has
pointed out, it took the fundamentalists
behind that vote three elections to secure
a one-vote majority on the ten-member
board (Dreifus, 1999). But then journalist
Richard Wright has accused Stephen Jay
Gould’s popular work on evolution of
feeding the creationists’ cause, as cre-
ationists “love the conspiratorial aura of
Gould’s description of these gaps [in the
fossil record] as the ‘trade secret of pale-
ontology’” (Wright, 1999, p. 61). This
risk of misuse that follows from the very
accessibility of Gould’s work is a necessary
aspect, I am arguing, of research playing a
greater public role.

4. These ideas are based on the two pi-
lot projects of the Public Knowledge Pro-
ject (see http://www.pkp.ubc.ca/) at the
University of British Columbia. The first
was a collaborative effort with the Vancou-
ver Sun, a daily local newspaper, examin-
ing how print journalism could be



extended by providing links to related re-
search, policies, practices, programs, and
organizations available on the Internet. A
Public Knowledge Policy Forum was then
created with the British Columbia Teach-
er’s Federation (see http://pkp.bctf.bc.ca)
to facilitate public participation in the pol-
icy-making process of the British Colum-
bia Ministry of Education, supported by
access to the relevant educational research
and the government policies and plans.

5. MEDLINEplus, National Library of
Medicine. [On-line]. Available at: http://
www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus. See note 1.

6. For more on the work of the Public
Knowledge Project in this regard, see
note 4 above.
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The crisis of modernist reductionism
can be conceptualized as a crisis of
cognition, of thinking. Modernism
has been marked by a way of thinking
obsessed with the rational manage-
ment of the lives of individuals. In this
frame, technical standards can be bet-
ter conceptualized as part of a culture
of manipulation that wants to covertly
teach us what and how to think. In-
deed, technical standards are part of a
larger process that involves powerful
groups producing an educational ex-
perience and a way of thinking that
serves their own interests. Technical
standards are not designed to protect
the sacred human spirit as much as
they are meant to control that very
spirit. Students often sense this pur-
pose and sometimes rebel or resist the
effort in a variety of creative ways.
Such resistance is viewed by educators
as a motivational problem. Maybe by
understanding its genesis, we might

come to see it differently—possibly as
a sign of hope in the ethical sense of
many of our students.

No matter how we view such stu-
dent behavior, it is safe to argue that
most students are not very interested
in the memorization rituals of top-
down technical standards. They are
not motivated to explore the possibili-
ties of the human mind, not because
they are uninterested but because they
have never heard or seen anybody
make such a reference. What do we
mean, they ask, by such exploration?
Devoid of a meaningful justification
for the pursuit of learning, teachers
and students in these reductionistic
situations wander aimlessly in a maze
of fragmented information and un-
challenging thinking. Classrooms in
technical schools become spiritless
places where nervous, rule-following
teachers face students who have no
conception of any intrinsic value in
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the lessons being taught. Everything
that goes on in such schools seems ir-
relevant in regard to its intrinsic
value—those students who are moti-
vated are typically moved by the ex-
trinsic values of education, including
its role in pathways to economic and
social success. If the path to such suc-
cess involved proficiency at picking
raspberries, such success-motivated
students would excel at that task.

The Cognitive Crisis
American society’s inability to under-
stand the limitations of reductionism
and positivism is a part of a larger cog-
nitive crisis. This crisis is character-
ized by a difficulty in understanding
the social construction of self, the
contradictions of what we label
progress, the complexity of cultural
difference, and the limitations of
Western reason. Often when delineat-
ing a particular outcome as progress,
for example, positivist observers are
compelled to remove from view every-
thing that falls outside the specific
outcome in question. Thus, when we
argue that a school’s standards test
score improvement is a sign of
progress, we focus only on the scores.
If the numbers are to constitute our
proof, we cannot explore the simulta-
neous deterioration of students’ sense
of well-being, their inability to find
significance in the everyday life of the
classroom, or their lack of cognitive
improvement as a result of the learn-
ing experience. A complex critique of
standards-driven test score improve-
ment reveals concurrent negative ef-

fects on the learning climate and the
cognitive aspects of the school.

Complex analysis uncovers repres-
sive contradictions in such pro-
nouncements of progress. In one of
the most important contradictions,
the map of what is being studied is
confused with the terrain itself. Stan-
dards-driven tests do not measure the
educational competence or cognitive
ability/accomplishment of students.
Many political and educational lead-
ers, however, believe that they do pro-
vide an accurate portrayal of what is
happening in school. It is important to
note that such scores tell us simply
how well students have learned to take
standardized tests and to engage in the
specific type of thinking standardized
tests require. Such a cognitive style is
rarely required in academia or in the
workplace. Two of the few places such
thinking might be rewarded outside of
the testing situation might be on Who
Wants to Be a Millionaire? or Jeopardy.

Lost, of course, in these tests and
the technical standards that drive
them are the higher-order cognitive
functions that help us see behind the
curtain, beneath the surface. Such a
cognitive ability helps students and
teachers discern the processes in
which knowledge is implicated. When
reductionists fail to see the process,
they view a misleading world of dis-
crete entities, each separated from all
others. Technical standards–driven
schooling and the thinking it pro-
motes reflect this isolating tendency as
they search for fundamental essences,
an understanding of “things-in-them-
selves.” Thus, the possibility of a
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process-oriented cognition that views
an entity as part of a larger set of tem-
poral, spatial, and conceptual relation-
ships is severely reduced by technical
standards. No one is examining these
types of cognitive issues in the litera-
ture on standards floating around in
the first years of the twenty-first cen-
tury. Standards of complexity make
sure that these cognitive dynamics are
always addressed in the conversation
about educational reform.

The cognitive crisis of modernism
reveals itself in the tyranny of the un-
examined word and unexamined cog-
nitive styles. Any discussion of educa-
tional standards and the goals of
education would seem to require an
analysis of what academic abilities and
cognitive skills contribute to the pro-
duction of an educated person. So far
such a conversation has not taken
place. Voices that challenge the men-
tality of technical standards both inside
and outside the United States have
been silenced. The narrative of
progress based on a reductionistic
form of reason and its obsession with
things-in-themselves have served to
overpower dissenters. In the process,
American society has suffered, cogni-
tion has stagnated, and schools have
become more concerned with honor-
ing the past than inventing the future.
Questions of justice and fairness in
light of the contextual experiences of
different students are represented by
advocates of technical standards as
manifestations of the forces that are
undermining the quality of our
schools. Such a perspective reflects the
reductionists’ inability to think in

terms of context and the influences it
exerts on our relationship to the world.

As referenced elsewhere in this vol-
ume, technical standards promote a
cognitive reductionism that finds it
difficult to study the cognitive process,
consciousness, and identity formation
because of their immateriality, their
refusal to be neatly characterized as
things-in-themselves. How do we
know for certain the nature of cogni-
tive ability? Such a complex entity
does not lend itself to concrete delin-
eations of its nature. Just when posi-
tivistic scientists believe they have
nailed it down, cognitive ability
changes as a result of its contact with
different cognitive forms. Such diver-
sity changes what was previously
viewed as cognitive ability because it
induces reflection, which moves cog-
nitive ability to a new space. This
process of cognitive change continues,
based on the experiences encountered
and the new contexts negotiated.

Technical standards demand a
twelve-to-sixteen-year training pro-
gram for the fragmented positivistic
mindset. Requiring an emphasis on
quantities, distance, and location,
technical standards ignore thinking
that focuses on qualities, relationships,
and context. Modernist assumptions
are deeply embedded in various as-
pects of technical standards–driven
school life. Standards-driven tests pre-
pare students to think in terms of lin-
ear causality and quantification—the
foundation of positivism. Because we
are not taught to think in complex
terms, in terms that expose the tacit
assumptions that shape our conven-



tions, institutions, and everyday prac-
tices, many educators are not aware
that they are promoting a particular
ideologically inscribed cognitive style
when they design, implement, and as-
sess standards. Such naiveté exacer-
bates the cognitive crisis that under-
mines us.

Technical standards are handcuffed
to a bed covered with a crazy quilt of
unexamined assumptions. Because re-
ductionistic observers are blind to
these ideological, epistemological, and
cognitive presuppositions, the ques-
tions they ask, the policies they for-
mulate, the goals they pursue in rela-
tion to standards-driven educational
reform are not very academically so-
phisticated. These tacit assumptions
dictate the nature of the reform con-
versation without the participants’
awareness. Often, standards advocates
are oblivious to the implications and
effects of their proposals.

Other times, however, standards
advocates are acutely aware of the ide-
ological, political, and cognitive dy-
namics involved and the interests they
serve. In the back-to-basics proposals
of the 1970s and 1980s, the same dy-
namics were at work that operate in
the standards movement of the early
twenty-first century. Presidents Rea-
gan and Bush in the 1980s turned to
increased standardized testing, strict
accountability measures for teachers,
and more business and school partner-
ships in their reform proposals. Presi-
dent Clinton continued these types of
reform during his two administra-
tions, and President W. Bush pushes
them even more aggressively in his

administration. Thus, current techni-
cal standards proposals are merely a
continuation of policies already in
place. A similar policy pattern was
present in Great Britain under Mar-
garet Thatcher and John Major.

The Reagan-Bush-Clinton-W.
Bush/Thatcher-Major proposals em-
phasized the training of competitive
and productive workers. While the
production of good workers is not in
itself a problematic goal of education,
such a task is far more complex than
envisioned in these reforms (see
Kincheloe, 1995). Instead of educat-
ing smart workers and courageous cit-
izens dedicated to the social good, the
Reagan-Bush-Clinton-W. Bush pro-
posals have often attempted to pro-
duce workers who are compliant and
loyal to their companies, that is, pas-
sive thinkers. Such “team players” do
not pose any significant challenge to
the injustices and myopia of the re-
ductionist mode of education. Of
course, technical standards as the lat-
est chapter of educational reduction-
ism perpetuate these ideological and
cognitive dynamics. The cognitive cri-
sis is exacerbated.

Reductionism in the Cognitive
Space: The Limitations 
of Formal Thinking

“Teaching the basics” is one aspect of
the public conversation about stan-
dards that allows reductionists to
score public relations points. Over and
over again, they speak of teaching
children to read and write, as if those
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who oppose their oversimplifications
were opposed to such teaching. Let it
be stated clearly at this point: no advo-
cate of standards of complexity is op-
posed to the teaching of reading and
writing. The point for standards of
complexity is not whether to teach
such abilities, but how you teach such
abilities without squashing children’s
desire to learn, without diminishing
their understanding of how such aca-
demic skills affect their lives. How
such skills are taught, how they are
connected to a child’s life so he or she
will use and expand upon them, is a
much more complex question. In the
context of formal thinking, the same
concept is applicable. Students, how-
ever, should not be taught formal
thinking skills in a rote, simply-fol-
low-the-procedure manner. Students
must understand where such a way of
thinking came from and what it can
and cannot do. Such larger under-
standings or meta-awarenesses are
central to standards of complexity
(Spring, 1994).

Though we have alluded to posi-
tivism—the way of seeing that forms
the foundation for formalism/formal
thinking—throughout this volume, a
quick overview of positivism is impor-
tant in this cognitive context. Posi-
tivism is the epistemological extension
of the modernist revolution initiated
by Descartes, Newton, and Bacon.
The assumptions of positivism are
drawn from the logic and methods of
investigation associated with reduc-
tionistic physical science. In such a
context hermeneutical principles of in-
terpretation hold little relevance. The

meanings of the scientific data pro-
duced are rather obvious, positivists
contend, so what need is there for in-
terpretation? What is important in the
positivistic context involves explana-
tion, prediction, and technical control.
How we decide what constitutes a de-
sirable state of affairs—for example, a
well-educated person—is of little con-
sequence. To the positivist, knowledge
is worthwhile to the extent that it de-
scribes objectified data; it does not in-
volve imagining what could be.

Complex questions concerning the
social construction of knowledge—the
codes, media, ideologies, and socioe-
conomic structures that shape facts
and the political interests that direct
the selection and evaluation of data—
are irrelevant when knowledge is as-
sumed to be objective and value free.
Since the hidden values of knowledge
are unexamined by the positivistic tra-
dition, the positivistic cult of objectiv-
ity suppresses political discussion in
the public sphere. For example, who
benefits and who is harmed by techni-
cal standards is not a political (power-
related) question in the public conver-
sation about standards. Since, in the
eyes of positivists, technical standards
have been identified in a value-free
manner, then they are immune from
such political questioning. Positivism
and the forms of thinking it supports
do not attempt to expose the power
imbalances hiding in the languages of
knowledge production, teaching, and
everyday life. Since it is incapable of
reflecting on the political dimensions
that infiltrate it, positivism ultimately
offers uncritical support for the status



quo (Scholes, 1982; McLaren, 2000;
Hinchey, 1998).

Formalism and the Limitations
of Cognitive Growth
Cognitive strategies that positivism
appropriates from the physical sci-
ences do not neatly fit into the social,
psychological, and educational do-
mains. Focusing on the goals of pre-
diction and control, physical sci-
ence–oriented positivism emphasizes
exactness and precision. In an educa-
tional context operating within the or-
bit of positivism, the concern with ex-
actness and precision overrides the
flexibility needed for cognitive growth
and self-direction, learning to teach
oneself. Thus, positivist educational
and political leaders attempt to pro-
duce exact forms of empirical proof
for concepts that are nonempirical in
nature. How might we quantitatively
measure one of the most important
goals of a complex education: stu-
dents’ ability to teach themselves?
Madeline Hunter (1987) extended this
notion when she admitted that the
purpose of education may be to de-
velop creative problem solvers and re-
sponsible, productive decision makers.
But, thinking as the positivist she was,
she said, “I can’t cite any research to
support that statement” (p. 53).

Just what kind of research would
“support” such a statement? Indeed,
such a statement involves making a
value judgment about what constitutes
educational goals. Such a judgment
cannot be articulated as an empirical
question. Positivists have terrific diffi-

culty with issues, questions, judg-
ments, concerns, and feelings that
don’t lend themselves to an empirical
framing. When these dynamics are
forced into the empirical framework,
logical errors are committed that hold
profound negative consequences.
Thus, the complex question of educa-
tional purpose omnipresent in the
standards debate is reduced to an em-
pirical question of test scores. In such
a move, all of the ethical, cognitive,
political, spiritual, and social features
inherent in the issue of educational
purpose are erased without any con-
templation. A complex question—
what is a good education?—is reduced
to a simple question—how do we raise
standards-driven test scores? The cog-
nitive reductionism inherent in this
reductionistic formalism seems rather
obvious.

Within much of what passes for
cognitive theory, Jean Piaget’s notion
of formal thinking is viewed as the
highest level of cognition that can be
reached. Yet analysts operating in the
zone of complexity do not accept such
a perspective; they recognize the limi-
tations of formal thinking. Adults do
not reach some cognitive ceiling, a
state of cognitive equilibrium beyond
which no new levels of thinking can
emerge. There have to be modes of
cognition that move beyond the West-
ern culturally inscribed formal opera-
tional ability to formulate abstract
conclusions, understand cause-effect
relationships, and to produce a reduc-
tionistic view of reality. Advocates of
complexity maintain that we now
know too much to define formalism as
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the zenith of human cognition (Arlin,
1975; Kincheloe & Steinberg, 1993;
Kincheloe, Steinberg, & Hinchey,
1999).

Formalism implies acceptance of a
Cartesian mechanistic worldview and
of a cognitive mode that is trapped
within a cause-effect, hypothesis-gen-
erating, deductive system of reason-
ing. The formal operational thinker
employs a science that breaks a physi-
cal, social, psychological, or educa-
tional system into its basic parts to
understand the way it works. Empha-
sizing certainty and prediction, formal
operational thinking organizes verified
facts into a theory. The facts that do
not fit into the theory are eliminated,
and the theory developed is the one
best suited to eliminate contradictions
in knowledge. Thus, formal opera-
tional thought and its attendant mode
of inquiry operate on the assumption
that contradiction resolution is an im-
portant objective (Kramer, 1983).
Many technical standards devisers,
assuming that formal operational
thought represents the highest level of
human cognition, focus their efforts
on its cultivation and measurement.
Students and teachers who understand
the limitations of formalism are often
criticized for their lack of rigor, their
subjectivism (Sternberg, 1985). (It is
important to note here that many
technical standards fail to get to for-
mal operations, resting instead at a
concrete level of thinking.)

Postformal thinkers are comfort-
able with the uncertain, tentative na-
ture of knowledge as it emerges from
complex research. They are tolerant

of contradiction and value the attempt
to integrate ostensibly dissimilar phe-
nomena into new, revealing syntheses.
In other words, postformal thinkers
escape the confines of Cartesian-
Newtonian reductionism and venture
into the zone of complexity. Postfor-
malism underpins a form of cognition
suitable for an electronic world; only a
postformal thinker is cognitively and
conceptually equipped to handle the
uncertainty of the contemporary.
Where the formal operational orien-
tation functions on the basis of the
Cartesian assumptions of linear
causality and determinism, the post-
formal perspective assumes reciproc-
ity and holism (the complex, nonlinear
interconnection of events) (Van Hes-
teran, 1986; Kramer, 1983).

Thus, simple, privileged vantage
points from which to view socioeduca-
tional phenomena are rejected by
postformal thinkers, as they come to
realize that there are many ways of ap-
proaching an event. Teachers operat-
ing in the zone of complexity will see
multiple depictions of the phenome-
non, depending both on the context
from which it emanates and the sys-
tem of meaning they employ to help
formulate their questions and research
strategies; for example, do they adopt
a view from above or a view from be-
low? Traditional Marxism, for ex-
ample, argued in its own deterministic
way that humans see only what their
conceptual lenses allow them to see,
and that they understand what the
context for understanding permits.

In the spirit of hope, possibility, and
antideterminism, complex teachers



seek to liberate themselves from such
determinism by taking control of their
perceptual abilities, by transcending
what the context permits. In this way
we cognitively free ourselves from the
constraints of Cartesian dualism and
from the structural forces that limit
our ability to see the world from out-
side our restricted vantage point. In its
logocentrism, modernity discounted
the terrain of private inner reality.
What good was such a landscape in
the process of industrialization, mate-
rial progress, and the conquest of na-
ture? As postformalism rediscovers
the sensuous and complex, it incorpo-
rates such notions into new ways of
exploring and perceiving the social,
educational, and even physical world
(Gordon, Miller, & Rollock, 1990;
Kramer, 1983; Slaughter, 1989).

Such new modes of thinking and
exploring the world incorporate sen-
sual knowledge and self-knowledge in
interesting ways. Researchers who do
not understand themselves tend to
misconstrue the pronouncements and
feelings of others. The complexity and
multiple readings characteristic of
postformal analysis are remote to for-
mal thinkers, as they seek comfort in
the prescribed methods, the objectiv-
ity, the depersonalization of tradi-
tional social-scientific, educational re-
search and positivist cognitive
approaches (Van Hesteran, 1986). In a
sense, the Cartesian objectivist tradi-
tion provides a shelter in which the
self can hide from the deeply personal
issues that permeate all socioeduca-
tional phenomena—personal issues,
which, if it were not for the deperson-

alization of traditional inquiry, would
force an uncomfortable element of
self-revelation.

Postformal thinkers/inquirers seek
insight into how their own assump-
tions (as well as those of the individu-
als they study) came to be constructed.
They transcend formalism’s concern
with problem solving by seeking to
determine the origins of the problem;
in other words, they seek to learn to
think about their own thinking. “How
did I come to think this way?” they
ask. “What might I do to capture a
more complex perspective on the
world?” Formalism is uncomfortable
in this domain and attempts to squash
questions such as these that merely
“complicate the matter.” In the sim-
plification process that occurs at this
point, meanings are distorted and mul-
tiple viewpoints are erased. Awareness
of the systems of meaning assumed
within knowledge production is lost in
this formalist process. The possibility
of cognitive growth is undermined.

What Does a System of
Meaning Have to Do with
Cognition? Analyzing
Formalism via a Democratic
System of Meaning
I referred above to the concept of a
“system of meaning” and its relation-
ship to the way we “see” and “think
about” the world. Our understanding
of the limitations of formal cognition
is based upon the system of meaning
that we bring to the analytical process.
Thus, before we go any further in our
discussion of cognition and educa-
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tional standards, it is important to
specify the system of meaning we are
using. The above figure is a brief out-
line of our democratic system of
meaning.

A democratic system of meaning respects
human dignity. A democratic system
of meaning examines ways of thinking
and cognitive styles in light of how
they contribute or do not contribute to
the production of human dignity. To
develop this idea I draw upon the same
principles I used to develop the idea of
“good work” in Toil and Trouble: Good
Work, Smart Workers, and the Integra-
tion of Academic and Vocational Education
(1995) and How Do We Tell the Work-

ers? The Socio-Economic Foundations of
Work and Vocational Education (1999).

1. The principle of self-direction—a
cognition of risk. Does the way of think-
ing help individuals direct their own
lives? Does it help them identify and
solve problems by making use of skills,
knowledge, reasoning, and intuition?
A democratic system of meaning re-
spects human dignity and promotes a
form of cognition that assumes that
the promotion of human dignity is
worth the risks such promotion often
involves.

2. The principle of a life grounded
around active learning. A democratic
system of meaning maintains that in-
dividuals should never be allowed to

The Democratic
System of
Meaning

Views European civilization
as one of many expressions
of human achievement

Respects the infinite
possibility of human
development by pur-
suing the alternate
rationality of postformal
thinking

Contends that the concept
of democracy should be taken
seriously and used to reshape
all institutions—education in

particular

Understands the ways views
of cognition and cognitive

ability are shaped by power

Respects human
dignity

Reexamines Western
notions of progress 
in light of spiritual 
concerns

Works for forms of social
and educational change

that reject the practice of
cognitive segregation

Asserts that science has
been inappropriately

applied to the study of 
humans and their social,

educational, and cognitive
expressions

Explores the way power
shapes our consciousness in
a manner that blinds us to
the complex ways the world
actually operates

Embraces egalitarianism 
and equal opportunity for 
all people

Draws upon subjugated
knowledges to help
overcome dominant
power's ability to
regulate individuals
and shape their
consciousness

Moving Beyond Cognitive Formalism



become passive instruments of power
wielders. In this context, the demo-
cratic system explores cognitive forms
and asks Do they promote active
learning? Do they encourage individ-
uals to take responsibility for their
own learning?

3. The principle of cooperation and
community building. Recognizing that
the social relationships of the world
are too often fractured, the democratic
system of meaning works to discern
how particular modes of thinking af-
fect such fracture. Do they simply pro-
mote competition, where I use my
mind to promote my gain over another
person’s loss? The form of thinking
promoted with this principle attunes
individuals to the needs of others.

4. The principle of individual learning
and activity that contributes to the social
welfare. If the cognitive forms that
support teaching and learning do not
contribute to the public good, then
they must be made to do so. Often
this feature of learning or studying
cognition is not taken into account. A
democratic system of meaning always
examines the consequences of individ-
ual conceptualization and learning for
the public well-being.

5. The principle of support for people’s
need to express their individuality. In a
positivistic world, too often individuals
face their superiors’ attempts to regu-
late them. The democratic system of
meaning makes sure that particular
cognitive modes protect the need for
self-expression while also shielding in-
dividuals from the pathologies of dom-
ination. The democratic system of
meaning often helps individuals dis-

cern previously unrecognized forms of
domination and recognize their effects
on individual consciousness.

6. The principle of incorporating play
into work and learning. Standards rhet-
oric has created a climate in schools
that is hostile to the notion of play. Yet
play seems to be basic to human civi-
lization and constitutes one of the
highest human endeavors. Play princi-
ples can be extended into learning in
the following ways: rules of play are
not constructed to repress freedom
but to constrain authoritarianism and
thus to promote fairness; the structure
of play is dynamic in its relation to the
interaction of the players, and by ne-
cessity this interaction is grounded on
the equality of the players; the activity
is always viewed as an autonomous ex-
pression of self, as care is taken not to
subordinate imagination to predeter-
mined outcomes. Thus, play does not
produce a deadening exhaustion since
the activity refreshes the senses and
celebrates the person. In this context
we can learn to think as collaborators
rather than as competitors in the
learning process. Rigorous learning in
schools shaped by standards of com-
plexity can be viewed as a form of play
when teachers and learners work to-
gether for shared purposes (Arono-
witz, 1973).

A democratic system of meaning views
European civilization as but one of many
expressions of human achievement.
While there is no doubt that Euro-
peans have produced great cultural
achievements and ways of thinking
that have led to great changes in the
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course of human history, our system
of meaning moves us to explore other
cultures’ achievements and cognitive
styles as well. In this context, stan-
dards of complexity do not uncritically
embrace the formal thinking that
emerges from European epistemolog-
ical assumptions. The scientific meth-
ods of European ways of seeing do not
produce universal, neutral, and objec-
tive knowledge. From the perspective
of European positivism, individuals
from non-European cultures are often
viewed simply as inferiors who don’t
share “our” values and are thus dis-
missed. Such Eurocentric ways of see-
ing produce an epistemological power
that induces individuals to acquiesce
to modernist criteria for judging what
is of worth in human experience.

Across the centuries, this epistemo-
logical colonialism moved Europeans
to see themselves as producers and
purveyors of truth. Through their sci-
ence and rationality they often came
to think that they possessed the solu-
tions to all earthly (and sometimes un-
earthly) problems. As agents of truth,
Europeans were able to justify a
variety of crimes against humanity—
especially nonwhite humanity (Dion-
Buffalo & Mohawk, 1992). Under-
standing this historical reality and its
consequences becomes even more im-
portant  for Americans after the tragic
events of September 11, 2001. Our
democratic system of meaning at-
tempts to get beyond this ethnocen-
tric form of thinking and to draw
upon the power of cultural difference
to move to a new cognitive domain.
Central to this move is the effort to

see the world from a variety of cultural
and historical vantage points. The
cognitive and pedagogical implica-
tions of such a move are dramatic, as
multiple accounts and ways of seeing
replace the monolithic “truth.”

In light of the ways African, Latino,
Muslim, Asian, and indigenous lives
are misrepresented in both schools
and the media, such a way of seeing is
profoundly needed by non-European
students with understandably low self-
esteem, not to mention students from
the dominant culture whose anger to-
ward the marginalized grows daily. A
curriculum that sees from the margins
operates differently from the domi-
nant curriculum, starting, for ex-
ample, a study of race in the United
States not with slavery but with the
pre-fifteenth-century civilizations in
West Africa. Such an approach tells a
different story, as it frames the African
American struggle as one to regain its
original strength, not as a story of a
traditionally weak, enslaved people
trying to develop a sense of dignity.

The subjugated curriculum of the
marginalized does not attempt merely
to replace Eurocentrism with Afro-
centrism, or androcentrism (male cen-
teredness) with gynocentrism (female
centeredness). Proponents do main-
tain, however, that the study of vari-
ous marginalized peoples should be
emphasized because they have been
ignored or distorted. They also con-
tend that dominant groups such as
white people should be viewed from
other angles, from non-Eurocentric
epistemological assumptions. Such
analysis does not mean that we simply



demonize whiteness; it does mean that
we treasure subjugated ways of know-
ing and thinking. Subjugated stories
become a valuable resource for build-
ing a better future for individuals from
diverse groups, a collective future
based on the principles of communi-
tarianism, power sharing, and social
justice. In a cognitive context such
goals are most easily reached when
our thinking is informed by the per-
spectives of a variety of cultural tradi-
tions. Standards of complexity empha-
size this type of rigorous diversity.

A democratic system of meaning reexam-
ines Western notions of progress in light of
spiritual concerns. The scientific revo-
lution in Western Europe in the sev-
enteenth and eighteenth centuries
promoted ways of thinking grounded
on particular values and worldviews.
Progress was central to this cognitive
format—and this term implied a spe-
cific type of meaning making. Carte-
sian-Newtonian progress involved a
belief in centralization, concentration,
accumulation, efficiency, and speed.
Bigger became better as the dualistic
way of seeing reinforced a patriarchal,
expansionist sociopolitical order
grounded on a desire for power and
conquest. Such a worldview often
served to dehumanize, to focus atten-
tion on concerns other than the sanc-
tity of humanity.

A foundation was laid that allowed
science and technology to transform
the world. Commerce increased, na-
tionalism grew, and European civiliza-
tion could conquer at a rate previously
unimagined. Rationality became a new

deity, and around this god the credo of
modernity was developed: the world is
rational and there is only one meaning
of the term. All phenomena can be de-
scribed within the boundaries of this
monolithic rationality, whether we are
studying atoms or the solar system,
dreams or engines, learning or gun-
powder, electricity or forms of govern-
ment. Rationality applied to politics
and government nourished the most
progressive aspects of modernism—its
ideals of freedom, justice, and equality.
In the attempt to develop ways of
transcending the regressive features of
modernism, this progressive dimen-
sion must not be forgotten (Leshan &
Margenau, 1982; Hannam, 1990).

On the whole, however, regressive
modernism’s hyperrationality served
to reduce and fragment the world un-
til individuals were blinded to particu-
lar forms of human and even physical
experience. Attempting to study the
world in isolation, bit by bit, econo-
mists studied the economy separate
from human beings, educational sci-
entists studied the schools separate
from society, and psychologists stud-
ied the concept of mind separate from
the cultural experiences that shape it.
In this way cognition was viewed as
some innate process that has little to
do with one’s lived experiences. Intel-
ligence was defined as a thing-in-it-
self, a measurable quantity with a sub-
stance similar to other physical objects
like gasoline, soil, or asteroids. In this
view, a person has some measurable
quantity of intelligence, rather like
cholesterol. In the Cartesian context,
few seemed to consider the possibility
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that the way cognitive ability is de-
fined shapes how much of it a particu-
lar individual is deemed to have.

This formalization and quantifica-
tion of humanness demeaned the spir-
itual aspect of human life. Spiritual, in
the sense I am employing here, in-
volves the “immaterial, intelligent,
and sentient” (involving the ability to
perceive) aspects of humans. As
Aoestre Johnson (1999) puts it, spiri-
tuality involves the “animating or vital
principle held to give life to physical
beings,” an entitlement to “reverence,
honor, and respect” (p. 105). Our
democratic system of meaning em-
braces this spirituality, and the cogni-
tion promoted in this context seeks
forms of thinking that contribute to
the protection of human spirituality.
One of the reasons that I am uncom-
fortable with modernist cognitive
forms is their lack of concern for this
spiritual aspect of human beings.
Standards of complexity assume that
Cartesian formal thinking and the ed-
ucation that emerges around it do not
respect the sacredness of students.
Progress in this context involves hu-
man spiritual enhancement.

A democratic system of meaning respects
the infinite possibility of human develop-
ment by pursuing the alternative ration-
ality of postformal thinking. The new
forms of democratic living and think-
ing that postformalism attempts to
make possible are inextricably linked
to an alternative rationality. Contrary
to the claims of some scholars in
mainstream educational psychology,
postformalism does not seek to em-

brace irrationality or to reject the en-
tire enterprise of empirical research. I
borrow the phrase “alternative ration-
ality” from Stanley Aronowitz (1988),
whose critique of mainstream science
helps shape our vision of postformal-
ism. In this schemata, new rationali-
ties employ forms of analysis sensitive
to signs and symbols, the power of
context in relation to thinking, the
role of emotion and feeling in cogni-
tive activity, the value of the psycho-
analytical process as it taps into the re-
cesses of (un)consciousness, and our
system of meaning’s spiritual con-
cerns. The effort to extend higher-or-
der cognition extends Aronowitz’s
powerful alternatives by asking ethical
questions of cognition and action.
Such inquiries induce educational and
cognitive psychologists to study issues
of purpose, meaning, and ultimately
worth. Do certain forms of thinking
undermine the quest for justice? Do
certain forms of research cause ob-
servers to view problematic ways of
seeing as if they involved no issues of
power and privilege (Shotter, 1993;
Cannella, 1997, 1999)?

Our democratic system of meaning
is dedicated to postformal principles
of cognition simply because they chal-
lenge the limited cognitive imagina-
tion of psychological reductionism.
Human beings, postformalists con-
tend, can be so much more than they
are now. Postformal educators operat-
ing with these understandings in mind
are ready to take part in schools that
are shaped by standards of complexity.
They stand ready to engage in the
revolutionary process of reconceptual-



izing comfortable Western notions of
reason.

Postformalism is grounded on the
understanding that reason is a social
construction, culturally mediated by
signs, symbols, and codes. In this con-
text, Cartesian-Newtonian reason is
not transhistorical and transcultural
but merely one of many sophisticated
forms of meaning making. The tradi-
tional scientific aim of its own rational
universalism is rejected, along with its
abstract reason divorced from experi-
ence and its concern for adjusting in-
dividuals to the status quo. This dy-
namic of adjustment reveals itself in
functionalist theories that reinforce
the legitimacy of the status quo rather
than engaging students in a critique of
its shortcomings. Mainstream educa-
tional psychology fits in this function-
alist context, as it identifies deficiency
and/or pathology in the marginalized
student. The possibility of cultural
mismatch or conflicting social values
among the climate of school, the psy-
chological criteria for assessment, and
the student is rarely considered.

The postformal reconceptualiza-
tion of Cartesian-Newtonian reason
challenges the mainstream educa-
tional psychological construction of
autonomy and isolated self-direction
as the ultimate manifestations of the
reasonable individual. In this context,
the abstract individualism of Carte-
sianism inscribes cognitive theory
with a validated set of procedures for
attaining rational autonomy, called
formal thinking. Known, of course, as
the scientific method, these proce-
dures provide modernist educational

psychologists with the yellow brick
road to rigor, context-freedom, pro-
tection from the bias/distortion of
subjectivity, and truth. The teaching
that emanates from these assumptions
asserts that the purpose of instruction
is to impart this procedural form of
thinking and to measure students’ ca-
pacity to employ it. As postformal
teachers rethink reason, they embrace
intimacy and interpretation rather
than distance and proof. Such teachers
value the personal knowledge of stu-
dents and the ways of understanding
that draw individuals together. Such
an emphasis is not a retreat to irra-
tionality but an effort to push the
boundaries of reason beyond a limited
set of procedures and the confines of
abstract principles.

In this critical pursuit, postformal
teachers seek to engage their students
in the understanding of the world in
general and everyday life in particu-
lar—both in relation to one another
and from as many vantage points as
possible. A central feature of the post-
formal teacher’s expansion of reason
involves the ability to uncover new
perspectives, new angles on the world,
everyday life, and self. In this arena,
students and teachers learn to contex-
tualize in new and exciting ways. In a
postformal classroom studying the
Gulf War, students would study not
only U.S. accounts of the conflict but
Iraqi perspectives. They would inter-
view gung-ho U.S. Army veterans,
war protesters, Iraqi victims, and ob-
servers from Africa and Latin Amer-
ica. Students would analyze the war in
a geopolitical context, a multinational
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economic context, an environmental
context, and a medical context. The
role of the postformal teacher would
involve devising new contexts and new
perspectives from which to explore
the meaning of the war in a historical
and a lived context. Moral and ethical
questions would be raised and student
interpretations of the event and analy-
sis of its personal meaning in their
lives would be encouraged.

As students studied the war in a va-
riety of contexts, they would simulta-
neously engage in a meta-analytical
cognitive analysis of contextualizing
itself. Such an analysis would help stu-
dents understand that postformalism
frees us to conduct inquiry in ways
that match the special needs presented
by specific contexts. Such a position
concerning knowledge production is
emancipatory in that it frees us from
the limitations of Cartesian-Newton-
ian procedural thinking. It also illus-
trates the relationship between re-
search method and cognitive strategy,
a relationship rarely noted in main-
stream cognitive and educational
psychology. Such insights induce
democratically grounded postformal
educators to become researchers of
unique manifestations of cognitive so-
phistication, of new forms of intelli-
gence. In a recent book entitled What
Is Indigenous Knowledge? Voices from the
Academy, Ladi Semali and I take up
this postformal notion of researching
new forms of intelligence. Indeed, we
argue that an important justification
for studying indigenous knowledges
around the world is that it helps edu-
cators break away from the cognitive

limitations of Western reason (Semali
and Kincheloe, 1999).

A democratic system of meaning embraces
egalitarianism and equal opportunity for
all people. Without the guidance of a
democratic system of meaning, educa-
tors, especially advocates of technical
standards, do not understand (and
many times do not even try to under-
stand) the institutionalization of in-
equality in schools. Dominant power
produces and validates modes of cog-
nition, sets of content standards, sys-
tems of instruction, methods of evalu-
ation, definitions of teacher and
student success, and classification and
tracking systems that arrange students
into advanced, college-bound, gen-
eral, or vocational tracks. Such divi-
sions provide the knowledge, social
practices, cultural capital, and skills
required by the class-driven hierarchy
of labor in the workplace.

In this case, dominant power inter-
acts with personal behavior when
school leaders induce students to be-
lieve that such class-based divisions of
students and workers are natural and
necessary. Students from outside the
mainstream, the nonwhite and the
poor, are convinced that they do not
possess the ability to move into upper
levels. They are entangled in the
myths of their cultural and academic
inferiority as outsiders. Black stu-
dents, for example, who are often very
successful in college, report that by
the time they were junior high stu-
dents, the culture of the school had
convinced them that college was out
of the question. Thus, students and



their teachers come to accept the
myths of inferiority. “How can we ex-
pect these students to understand
physics?” teachers and guidance coun-
selors ask as they channel the out-
siders into nonacademic vocational
tracks.

Advocates of the democratic system
of meaning and standards of complex-
ity study these power dynamics and
their relation to student performance.
They understand that when psycho-
metricians act on the assumption that
the contents of the mind are more im-
portant than the environmental influ-
ences that construct it, the possibility
of difference being mistaken for defi-
ciency increases. In this formalist con-
text, the social, the cultural, and the
economic are erased in cognitive eval-
uation. Positivistic cognitive scientists
take a social and historical dynamic
and turn it into a natural process. In-
deed, this prestidigitation has ancient
origins—since the time of Plato, theo-
ries of intelligence have been used to
justify socioeconomic disparity. The
“dregs” at the bottom have always
been said to be deficient and/or patho-
logical. Reductionistic elitists blame
the poor for being poor. It is an aca-
demic and logical outrage to separate
environmental factors from any effort
to measure ability or intelligence.

It doesn’t take a sociologist to un-
cover the strange alchemy that occurs
when a culturally different and/or
poor student encounters the culture of
school, grounded as it is in middle-
class, white culture, and the conserva-
tive wing of the testing psychology
establishment. This middle-class

mind-set often views poverty as a
badge of failure. One African Ameri-
can child absorbed this lesson in her
first experiences in school, as evi-
denced by her response to the ques-
tion, What is poverty? “Poverty,” she
said, “is when you aren’t living right.”
Positivist psychologists seem to be
oblivious to the psychic toll of such
lessons and the ways they move mar-
ginalized young people to reject the
academic world and the experiences
that surround it as a matter of self-
protection.

In this situation, teachers and stu-
dents of educational sociology come
to understand that children from
lower socioeconomic and nonwhite
homes do not ascribe importance to
school work in the same way as do up-
per-middle-class white students. Poor
and racially marginalized children of-
ten see academic work and the infor-
mation and skills tests seek to measure
as unreal, as a series of short-term
tasks rather than something with
long-term significance for their lives.
Important work is something you get
paid for after its completion. Without
such compensation or long-term justi-
fication, these students display little
interest in the “academic.” This lack
of motivation and its consequences,
involving reduced understanding of
certain knowledge forms and discur-
sive formats, are interpreted by many
educators and psychologists as a lack
of intelligence. Poor performance on
standardized tests scientifically con-
firms the “inferiority” of such stu-
dents.

Unfortunately, this happens every
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day. Too many educators and psychol-
ogists (though certainly not all) mis-
take cultural and class differences in
manners, attitudes, speech, and school
performance for a lack of cognitive
ability. Some teachers and counselors
report that they place some students
in low-ability tracks because of their
cultural or class backgrounds. Their
rationale involves the marginalized
student’s social discomfort around stu-
dents from a “higher status/ability
background.” These students should
be with their own kind, they maintain.
Advocates of technical standards also
worry that the presence of such stu-
dents in high-ability tracks would sub-
vert the quality of education received
by more “intelligent” students. Such
beliefs constrict the educational estab-
lishment’s view of the human capacity
for development and the understand-
ing of multiple dimensions of human
diversity. Reductionists and their ide-
ological compadres miss these social
complexities. As they reduce intelli-
gence to one’s performance on an IQ
test, they ignore the unique and cre-
ative accomplishments one is capable
of in diverse venues and contexts.

Research on the educational per-
formance of low-status groups in other
countries provides important insight
into the shortcomings of cognitive
elitism. In Sweden, Finnish people are
viewed as inferior—the failure rate for
Finnish children in Swedish schools is
very high. When Finnish children im-
migrate to Australia, however, they do
as well as Swedish immigrants. Kore-
ans do poorly in Japanese schools,
where they are viewed as culturally in-

ferior; in American schools, on the
other hand, Korean immigrants are
very successful.

The examples are numerous, but
the results generally follow the same
pattern: racial, ethnic, and class
groups that are viewed negatively or as
inferiors in a nation’s dominant cul-
ture tend to perform poorly academi-
cally. Reductionists don’t want to un-
derstand that power relations between
groups must be considered when indi-
viduals’ abilities are analyzed. With-
out the insights derived from such en-
vironmental understandings, brilliant
and creative people from marginalized
backgrounds will continue to be rele-
gated to the vast army of the inferior
and untalented. Our democratic sys-
tem of meaning alerts us to these
harmful processes, as it grounds our
formulation of new cognitive insights
that confront these exclusionary and
elitist ways of seeing. This is a central
feature of standards of complexity.

A democratic system of meaning explores
the way power shapes our consciousness,
blinding us to the complex ways the world
actually operates. The democratic sys-
tem of meaning is dedicated to help-
ing educators and the public under-
stand the ways that dominant power
operates to distort our understanding
of how the world works. In this effort,
standards of complexity help individu-
als discern how technical standards
create and teach cognitive modes that
paint a picture of the world that sup-
ports existing power relations. One
cannot talk of securing social justice
and promoting democracy without



challenging the way this dominant
power operates on both the contem-
porary educational and cultural land-
scape. The cultural realm has become
a more and more important location
in the shaping of both historical and
everyday experience. No longer exer-
cised simply by physical force, domi-
nant power now works also through
cultural institutions such as the
schools, the media, the family, and the
church, which exert sociopsychologi-
cal pressure to win people’s consent to
domination.

In his notion of hegemony, devel-
oped in Mussolini’s Italian prisons of
the 1920s and 1930s, Antonio Gram-
sci recognized that the winning of
popular consent is a very complex
process. The dominant power bloc
wins popular consent by way of a ped-
agogical process, a form of learning
that engages people’s conceptions of
the world in such a way that trans-
forms (not displaces) them with per-
spectives more compatible with those
of the elite. The existence and nature
of hegemony is one of the most im-
portant and least understood features
of early-twenty-first-century life. Stu-
dents of power, educators, sociolo-
gists, researchers, all of us are hege-
monized, as our field of knowledge
and understanding is structured by
limited exposure to competing defini-
tions of the sociopolitical world. The
hegemonic field, with its bounded so-
ciopsychological horizon, garners
consent to an inequitable power ma-
trix—a set of social relations that are
legitimated by their depiction as natu-
ral and inevitable (Goldman, 1992;

West, 1993; McLaren, 1994; Giroux,
1997).

The technologies of hegemony (the
methods by which social consent is
garnered) move the state of social
domination from condition yellow to
condition red. Advocates of standards
of complexity and postformalism find
themselves in a state of full alert in re-
gard to the exacerbation of domina-
tion in the postmodern condition.
This technology of hegemony, termed
hyperreality by postmodernist theorist
Jean Baudrillard (1983), is marked by
a blurring of the distinction between
the real and the unreal. Such a blur-
ring produces a social vertigo precipi-
tated by a loss of contact with tradi-
tional notions of time, community,
self, and history. New structures of
cultural space and time generated by
bombarding electronic images from
local, national, and international ven-
ues shake our personal sense of place
(Aronowitz & Giroux, 1991; Gergen,
1991; Kincheloe, 1995).

This proliferation of signs and im-
ages characteristic of media informa-
tion–soaked hyperreality functions as
a mechanism of control in contempo-
rary Western societies. The success of
a counterhegemonic education hinges
on: (1) its ability to link the produc-
tion of the representations, images,
and signs of hyperreality to power
blocs in the political economy and (2)
its capacity, once this linkage is ex-
posed and described, to delineate the
highly complex and ambiguous cogni-
tive effects of the reception of these
images and signs on individuals lo-
cated at various race, class, and gender
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coordinates in the web of reality. No
easy task, this effort—but to avoid it is
to turn our backs on the democratic
experiment, educational rigor, and the
possibility of social justice. This is
why the effort to trace the effects of
power in the ways the power bloc rep-
resents reality is so important.

We must be very specific about the
nature of domination in contemporary
life. Hyperreality, in its obscured yet
ubiquitous guise, amplifies power by
corporate control of the means of sim-
ulation and representation. By deter-
mining what is important (what is
worthy, for example, of time on TV)
and what is not, corporate-owned me-
dia can set agendas, mold loyalties, de-
pict conflicts, and undermine chal-
lenges to the existing power bloc
without a modicum of public notice.
Students of cognition operating in the
zone of complexity face the task of an-
alyzing power/domination; the impor-
tance of this task cannot be overem-
phasized, for it is not addressed on the
mediascape.

CBS will not present a two-minute
story on domination in hyperreality
on tomorrow night’s evening news,
nor will a single local affiliate discuss
such a thing in any of its news pro-
gramming in the foreseeable future.
Electronic media will make program-
ming decisions on the basis of com-
modity exchange issues; that is, cul-
tural codes will be conveyed to the
viewing audience on the basis of their
capacity to engage men, women, and
children in their duty to consume
(Luke, 1991). The constituency of hy-
perreality serves the needs of the

power bloc with honor and civic rev-
erence—its “patriotic” acts of con-
sumption constitute the life-affirming
productive energy of twenty-first-
century capitalism.

The conditions under which
knowledge is produced, consciousness
is shaped, cognitive modes are fash-
ioned, and hegemonic consent is won
have dramatically changed over the
past two decades. Power is now pro-
duced and exercised in a way that al-
lows it to penetrate national and
global boundaries. Western corpora-
tions transmit hegemonic power to
Third World countries through ad-
vertising images sent by satellites;
through the work of experts sent to
speed “development” in agriculture,
education, and the physical sciences;
and through cultural representations
plastered on billboards throughout
the countryside. Advocates of stan-
dards of complexity and postformal
modes of cognition understand that
these are central educational issues of
the twenty-first century. Proponents
of educational reform, especially top-
down technical standards, fail even to
acknowledge the existence of these
issues, as they hide behind their for-
malist barricades. Such political and
educational leaders are simply not
concerned with the way individuals
learn and think, as long as existing
power relations are not threatened
and democratic dissent is suppressed.

Those who appreciate the demo-
cratic system of meaning understand
that hegemonic power wins consent
through the production of pleasure, as
popular culture in the form of adver-



tisements, TV shows, popular music,
movies, and computer games induces
individuals throughout the world to
make emotional investments that tie
them to such cultural productions.
Such investments produce meaning
and ways of thinking as they shape
identity and an individual’s view of the
world. Individuals always view power,
no matter how or where it is produced,
through their own histories and their
own race, class, and gender filters. Un-
derstanding contemporary power pro-
duction and the cognitive filters every-
one possesses, advocates of standards
of complexity appreciate the need for
more nuanced understandings of the
way hegemonic messages are received,
incorporated, and resisted.

Such understandings provide im-
portant insights into the effects of
power, the ways the individual inter-
faces with sociopolitical structures,
and the way meaning is made on
power-produced terrains of represen-
tations and dominant culture forma-
tions. Concern with the phenomeno-
logical (having to do with the nature
of consciousness) experience of the in-
dividual through the influence of so-
cial power allows scholars to focus on
the moment of self-creation, the way
belief structures are formed, and in a
hegemonic context, the way consent is
elicited. In their analysis of this
process, democratic analysts want to
know how power leaves its hegemonic
imprint on individual consciousness.
The better such a process is under-
stood, the more we are empowered to
understand what white supremacy, pa-
triarchy, and rule by class elite have

done to individuals from all cultural
spheres and how these factors have
shaped their educational experience,
their cognitive facilities, and their
views of the way the world operates.
In this power-driven context, democ-
racy is under threat, as new forms of
cognitive regulation invisibly work
their malevolent magic.

A democratic system of meaning draws
upon subjugated knowledge to help over-
come the regulation of individuals and the
shaping of their consciousness by the domi-
nant power. The democratic system
of meaning works to make cultural,
gender, and class differences visible.
Understanding the power asymme-
tries in these differences, the demo-
cratic system of meaning explores
these dynamics in the context of disci-
plinary content knowledges, methods
of teaching, standards, and modes of
cognition. Understanding these dy-
namics in social and historical context,
standards of complexity engage those
who have been deemed different in
the investigation of how institutions
can be reformed in a way that is just,
democratic, and rigorous. In a demo-
cratic system of meaning, difference is
connected to democracy in that it un-
derstands schools as contested public
spaces, pushed and pulled by forces of
power. Curriculum, pedagogy, and ac-
ceptable modes of cognition are al-
ways shaped by these power struggles.

Attention to difference demands
that teachers be aware of the specific
histories and struggles of oppressed
peoples in a variety of arenas. One of
these arenas involves the school itself,
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as many scholars contend that the
classroom is a central site for the legit-
imization of myths, lies, and silences
about nonwhite, poor, and other mar-
ginalized individuals. If educators
were actually to teach the specific his-
tories and struggles of Latinos in
America, for example, they would
have to rethink the history of Anglos
in America. When history books lie
about the history of an oppressed
group, they concurrently lie about all
history—the entire curriculum is dis-
torted by such duplicity. Teachers in
the zone of complexity understand
these historical and curricular insights
and use them to move the recognition
of difference into a politically trans-
formative form of education. Such a
pedagogy does not accept the in-
evitability of social privilege and social
inequality. Instead, our democratic
system of meaning understands West-
ern societies as collectivities of differ-
ence, where the potential exists for all
people to be edified by interaction
with the “other” and the ways of
knowing he or she brings to an en-
counter.

The benefits of a contextualized
understanding of difference are multi-
dimensional. Standards of complexity
move beyond the “difference-is-spice”
curriculum to the use of difference to
reformulate the basic concepts of a
discipline. In addition, standards of
complexity use difference to debunk
the myth, perpetuated by conserva-
tives, that Western societies are
grounded on a social, political, and
cultural consensus. If the consensus
myth is accepted, then standards of

complexity can be positioned as a divi-
sive discourse that tears the social fab-
ric apart with charges of injustice. In
this context complex teachers are
careful to situate different social
groups in relationship to one another,
not in opposition to one another.

Contrary to conservative charges,
the point is not to pit groups against
one another but to emphasize the im-
portance and specific nature of op-
pressed cultures. Such an emphasis
helps to expose the specific nature and
commitments of a dominant culture
that often hide behind its proclama-
tion of neutrality. Using difference in
this way precludes Anglo, European,
male, and heterosexual culture from
representing its norms as beyond his-
tory and culture. No longer can domi-
nant culture celebrate its neutrality
and universality while condemning
the abnormality and deviancy of the
marginalized (McCarthy & Apple,
1988; Frankenberg, 1993; McLaren,
1993; Zinn & Dill, 1994).

If difference is more empowering
than homogeneity, its power emanates
from its ability to expand each per-
son’s horizon and social understand-
ing. Students who belong to divergent
socioeconomic groups can learn much
from one another if provided with the
space to exchange ideas and analyze
mutual difficulties. As such a powerful
force, difference must be not simply
tolerated but cultivated as a spark to
human creativity. Any description of
critical thinking must include an un-
derstanding of difference that nur-
tures a critical sense of empathy. Cor-
nel West (1993) argues that empathy



involves the ability to appreciate the
anxieties and frustrations of others
and never to lose sight of the human-
ity of the marginalized, no matter how
wretched their condition.

The point emerging here, of
course, involves the ethical and cogni-
tive benefits derived from the con-
frontation with diversity and the dif-
ferent vantage points it provides us for
viewing the lived world. Taking a cue
from liberation theologians in Latin
America, complex teachers often be-
gin their analysis of an institution by
listening to those who have suffered
most as a result of its existence. These
“different” ways of seeing allow such
teachers to tap into the cognitive
power of empathy—a power that al-
lows individuals access to deep pat-
terns of racism, class bias, and sexism
and the way they structure oppression
in schools. In this context, students
and teachers begin to see other ways
of thinking, and this recognition leads
to a reexamination of how they them-
selves have come to think and view the
world in the way they do.

Using this reflective process, teach-
ers in standards of complexity seek a
dialogue between Eastern cultures and
Western cultures, as well as a conver-
sation between the relatively wealthy
northern cultures and the impover-
ished southern cultures (Bohm &
Peat, 1987; Welch, 1991). In such a
context, forms of knowing that have
traditionally been excluded by the
modernist West, such as the under-
standings of blue-collar workers,
move educators to new vantage points
and unexplored planetary perspec-

tives. Understanding derived from the
perspective of the excluded or the cul-
turally different allows for an appreci-
ation of the nature of justice, the invis-
ibility of the process of oppression,
and the difference that highlights our
own social construction as individuals.

In this spirit, all individuals who ap-
preciate the insights of diverse knowl-
edges begin to look at their work from
the perspectives of their Asian, Afri-
can, Latino, and indigenous colleagues
around the world. Such cognitive
cross-fertilization often reveals the
tacit assumptions that impede inno-
vations. For example, home builders
and architects who study Native
American, Japanese, or African ways
of building houses may gain creative
insight into their crafts. After studying
the way Zuni pueblos addressed prob-
lems of living space, they might be
empowered to tackle space problems
creatively in ways conventional
builders hadn’t considered.

In the context of cognitive develop-
ment, Piaget argued that conceptual
change takes place when learners en-
gage in the process of accommoda-
tion. He described accommodation as
the restructuring of one’s cognitive
maps to take care of an unanticipated
event—that is, to deal with difference.
In order to accommodate, an individ-
ual must actively change his or her ex-
isting intellectual structure to under-
stand the dissonance produced by the
novel demand. Accommodation is a
reflective, integrative behavior that
forces us to realize that our present
cognitive structure is insufficient to
deal with the changing pressures of
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the environment (Kaufman, 1978;
Fosnot, 1988).

In a sense, accommodation be-
comes a subversive agent of change
leading an individual to adjust when-
ever and wherever it might be neces-
sary. When Piagetian accommodation
is connected with the Frankfurt
School’s concept of negation in a con-
text that appreciates the notion of dif-
ference suggested by the democratic
system of meaning, interesting things
begin to happen. Common to both
critical theory and accommodation,
negation involves the continuous criti-
cism and reconstruction of what one
thinks one knows. For example, criti-
cal theorist Max Horkheimer argued
that through negation we develop a
critical consciousness that allows us to
get beyond old, ossified worldviews
and to incorporate our new under-
standings into a new reflective attitude
(Held, 1980).

As teachers recognize the cognitive
potential of critical accommodation,
they structure learning situations
wherein individuals come to under-
stand previously unrecognized aspects
of the environment and to expose the
cognitive limitations that precluded
insight in the past. Horkheimer main-
tained that through the awareness
gained by way of critical negation (the
philosophical analogue to the cogni-
tive act of accommodation), an indi-
vidual develops and becomes open to
democratic change. In this context,
critical accommodation can be de-
scribed as a reshaping of conscious-
ness consonant with an understanding
of democracy and social justice. Thus,

educators see the diversity of class-
room experiences as an opportunity
for cognitive growth. An example
from complex democratic classrooms
might help to ground this concept.
Teachers exploring the meaning of in-
telligence would develop (or assimilate,
in Piagetian theory) an understanding
of the concept based on their personal
experience and the coverage of cogni-
tion in their teacher education. They
would accommodate the concept as
they began to examine students who
were labeled unintelligent but dis-
played sophisticated abilities in the
manual arts or in the practical under-
standings of the trades and crafts.

At this point the teachers might
take note of this contradiction and be-
gin to integrate this recognition of ex-
ception (accommodation) into a
reconceptualization of the prevailing
definition of intelligence in the cul-
ture of school. The old definition of
intelligence would have been negated;
through exposure to diverse expres-
sions of intelligence, new ways of see-
ing it would have been accommo-
dated. Our democratic system of
meaning might have alerted teachers
to the mainstream dismissal of the tal-
ents of students from the margins,
nonwhite and economically disadvan-
taged young people. Picking up on
these concerns, teachers would criti-
cally accommodate nontraditional ex-
pressions of intelligence that would
free them from the privileged, racist,
and class-biased definitions that were
used to exclude cognitive styles that
transcended the official codes. In this
and many other situations, accommo-



dation becomes the emancipatory fea-
ture of the thinking process. In a stan-
dards of complexity context, educators
recognize this and use accommoda-
tion in the struggle for democratic
economic, social, educational, and
cognitive change (Hultgren, 1987;
Lather, 1991).

Derived from dangerous memories
of history that have been suppressed
and information that has been disqual-
ified by social and academic gatekeep-
ers, subjugated knowledge plays a cen-
tral role in standards of complexity.
Through the conscious cultivation of
these low-ranking knowledges, alter-
native democratic and emancipatory
visions of society, politics, education,
and cognition are possible. In a com-
plex democratic curriculum, subju-
gated knowledge is not passed along
as a new canon but becomes a living
body of knowledge open to different
interpretations. Viewed in its relation-
ship to the traditional curriculum,
subjugated knowledge is employed as
a constellation of concepts that chal-
lenge the invisible cultural assump-
tions embedded in all aspects of
schooling and knowledge production.
The subjugated knowledges of African
Americans, Native Americans, work-
ing-class people, women, and many
other groups have contested the dom-
inant culture’s view of reality.

Confronted with subjugated knowl-
edge, individuals from white main-
stream culture begin to appreciate the
fact that there are multiple perspec-
tives on all issues. Indeed, they begin
to realize that textbooks and content
standards discard data about unpopu-

lar viewpoints and information pro-
duced by marginalized groups. Curric-
ula that include subjugated perspec-
tives teach a lesson on the complexities
of knowledge production and how this
process shapes our view of ourselves
and the world around us. The curricu-
lum cannot stay the same if we take the
knowledges of working-class men and
women seriously; if we get beyond the
rosy, romanticized picture of immigra-
tion to North America and document
the traumatic stories of the immi-
grants; if we seek out women’s per-
spectives on the evolution of Western
culture; or if we study the culture en-
slaved Africans brought to the New
World.

The dominant cultural power blocs
that often dictate technical, top-down
content standards at the beginning of
the twenty-first century seem oblivious
to the need to listen to marginalized
people and to take their knowledge se-
riously. Western power wielders are
not good at listening to information
that does not seem to contribute to
hegemony, that does not enhance their
ability to win the consent of the subju-
gated to their governance. Knowledge
that emerges from and serves the pur-
poses of the subjugated is often
erased—made to appear dangerous
and pathological to other citizens. 

Drawing upon work within the dis-
cipline of cultural studies that seeks to
reverse conditions of oppression, sub-
jugated knowledge seeks new ways of
validating the importance and rele-
vance of divergent voices. Such voices
are excluded not merely from school-
rooms, curriculum guides, and con-
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tent standards, but from other sites of
knowledge production, such as popu-
lar culture. Having become a major
pedagogical force in Western societies
over the past few decades, the popular
culture “curriculum” is monitored for
emancipatory expressions of subju-
gated knowledge. Though not always
successful, power wielders attempt to
neutralize the subjugated knowledges
that find their way into TV, movies,
popular music, the Internet, and other
popular cultural sites (Dion-Buffalo &
Mohawk, 1992; Fiske, 1993; Mullings,
1994; Nieto, 1996; McLaren & Mor-
ris, 1997).

But the value of subjugated knowl-
edges is not contingent on the bless-
ings of power wielders and standards
devisors in the dominant culture, and
so purveyors of subjugated knowledge
can confront individuals from the
white, upper-middle-class cultural
center with the oppressed’s view of
them. Some of the pictures are quite
disconcerting for mainstream individ-
uals who have never given much
thought to the way they are seen from
the social margins. Individuals from
dominant social formations have
never developed their imagination
about how they look to marginalized
others, while the marginalized have
been forced to give their appearance
to the mainstream a great deal of at-
tention. As a result, women often
make sense of men’s image of women
better than men understand women’s
view of men; individuals with African
heritages understand the motivations
of whites better than the reverse; and
low-status workers figure out how

they are seen by their managers more
clearly than the managers understand
how they appear to workers.

Obviously, such insights provide us
with a very different view of the world
and the processes that shape it. Teach-
ers who employ subjugated viewpoints
become transformative agents who
alert the community to its hidden fea-
tures, its submerged memories—in
the process helping individuals to
name their oppression or possibly un-
derstand their complicity in oppres-
sion. Such a naming process helps stu-
dents, teachers, workers, and other
community members to reflect on
their construction of their lived
worlds so that they develop the ability
to take control of their own lives and
move to a new cognitive domain. In
this new cognitive domain, teachers
and students explore dangerous knowl-
edges that often change their percep-
tions of the forces that shape them. In
this context, they redefine their ways
of seeing with a new level of self-
knowledge.

Teaching that is committed to sub-
jugated knowledge has “friends in low
places.” In standards of complexity,
the view from above of the traditional
Eurocentric upper-middle-class male
curriculum makes way for the inclu-
sion of views from below. Emerging
from an understanding of and respect
for the perspective of the oppressed,
such an epistemological position uses
the voices of the subjugated to formu-
late a reconstruction of the dominant
educational structure. It is a radical re-
construction in the sense that it at-
tempts to empower those who are



presently powerless and to validate
oppressed ways of thinking that open
new cognitive doors to everyone.

As democratic teachers expose the
way dominant power invalidates the
cognitive styles of marginalized
groups, we begin to examine the test-
ing procedures of technical standards
and their political effects. Eurocentric
psychometricians devise tests to evalu-
ate student performance, forgetting in
the process that evaluation is based on
unquestioned definitions of intelli-
gence and performance. Thus, the
winners and losers will line up in pre-
dictable ways, with those from groups
with high levels of social power per-
forming better than those with low
levels of power.

The advantage of subjugated per-
spectives, the views from below, in-
volves what has been termed the “dou-
ble consciousness” of the oppressed. If
they are to survive, subjugated groups
develop an understanding of those
who attempt to dominate them; at the
same time they are cognizant of the
everyday mechanisms of oppression
and their effects. W.E.B. DuBois
(1973) called this double consciousness
of the oppressed a form of “second
sight,” an ability to see oneself through
the perception of others. A complex
cognitive curriculum of second sight is
grounded on the understanding that a
rigorously educated person knows
more than just the validated knowl-
edge of the dominant culture.

For example, understanding science
from a complex perspective would in-
volve analysis of its specific historical
origins (the seventeenth and eigh-

teenth centuries) and its cultural loca-
tion (Western Europe). A complex sci-
ence curriculum would appreciate
that, like other ways of understanding
and studying reality, Western science
is a social construction of a particular
culture at a particular time. Such a
cognizance would not induce us to
dismiss and discard the accomplish-
ments of Western science—that
would be silly. But it would induce us
to study other ways of knowing, such
as the scientific theories of Native
Americans and other cultural groups.
In this way we would gain the cogni-
tive abilities of a variety of cultural in-
sights. Here rests the benefits of a
truly globalized curriculum.

A democratic system of meaning under-
stands how views of cognition and cogni-
tive ability are shaped by power. Edu-
cational leaders and standards
developers understand cognition, cog-
nitive ability, and intelligence in a dis-
tinct way, and this understanding ex-
erts a dramatic impact. Classrooms
that accept decontextualized, reduc-
tionistic, psychometric views are or-
ganized and evaluated very differently
from classrooms that understand the
multiple expressions of cognitive abil-
ity found within Western societies, in
other cultures, and in different places
and times. Technical standards reduce
student learning to the notion of
replication rather than interpretation.
Here students “know” only when they
can display a decontextualized frag-
ment of data at the bidding of the test.

Assuming that the most significant
aspects of school performance and
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cognitive activity can be quantitatively
measured, the psychometric discourse
discourages students and teachers
from connecting their lived experi-
ence to academic knowledge. Students
learn to lay aside their creative and in-
terpretive predispositions and focus
only on the data that will be included
on the examination, regardless of its
relationship to the meaning of the
subject matter or to their attempts to
make sense of the world. In this con-
text, students are rewarded for their
ability to present test makers with
what they have been taught in the ex-
act manner it was first presented to
them. The ability to engage informa-
tion critically, creatively, or analyti-
cally is often irrelevant—even, it could
be argued, harmful—to the quest for
high evaluations (Pinar, 1994; Maher
& Rathbone, 1986; Bozik, 1987;
Lawler, 1975; Gallagher, 1992; Han-
son, 1994).

Used in the name of rigorous sci-
ence in conjunction with technical
standards, psychometrics leaves de-
struction in its wake. The discourse of
testing trivializes cognition, focusing
attention on dynamics that are not
necessarily important but that lend
themselves to quick and easy measure-
ment. Professional prerogative is
stolen from teachers who are forced to
make curricular decisions not on the
basis of their professional evaluations
of student needs but on the demands
of a test. In this context, the standard-
ized test becomes “the tail that wags
the dog,” as the exam (not the teacher)
determines what is taught and learned
(Kincheloe, 1991; Rivlin, 1971; House,

1978). The social relationship of the
student to the school, the teacher, the
curriculum, and the tests is irrelevant
in positivistic educational psychology.
Yet a student’s membership or lack of
such in what Jean Lave and Etienne
Wenger (1991) call “a community of
practice” exerts a profound impact on
how he or she performs in testing sit-
uations in particular and school in
general.

Any evaluation of student progress
and potential must ask, How inte-
grated is a child into mainstream edu-
cation’s discourse community? School
activities, tasks, functions, and under-
standings are inseparable from wider
cultural relationships that grant them
meaning. For students who live outside
these wider cultural relationships, it
becomes extremely difficult to under-
stand why the school requires particu-
lar tasks to be performed or why cer-
tain knowledge is important. A
cultural outsider may feel bewildered
by the demands of the school. Grow-
ing up in the mountains of rural Ten-
nessee, I witnessed dirt poor but savvy
mountain children capable of brilliant
out-of-school accomplishments fall
victim to their cultural exclusion from
the discourse community of school-
ing. “What is she talking about?” such
students often asked in regard to the
teacher’s explanation of an assign-
ment. Needless to say, such students—
no matter how brilliant—typically
performed poorly in my school.

Positivistic educational psychology
and advocates of technical standards
exhibit little compassion for those ex-
cluded from the educational discourse



community—such students are mere
pebbles in the great sea of the low-IQ
incompetent. Here is where cognitive
reductionists confuse high IQ with
cultural advantage. Such an error is
the direct result of their social decon-
textualization of the study of intelli-
gence. Unable to realize the academic
benefits gained through access to the
school’s discourse community, they
unabashedly continue to see high in-
telligence only in people who are most
like them—white, privileged, and pro-
foundly immersed in the discourse
community of education.

Such understandings provide great
insights for those committed to the
promise of a democratic system of ed-
ucation. Indeed, egalitarian reform of
American education may have to be-
gin with the identification of those
students who reside both within and
outside the discourse community of
the school. For the outsiders, demo-
cratic intervention would not involve
“remedial” drill and recitation but a
cultural immersion into the assump-
tions and codes of the discourse com-
munity. Democratic reformers well
understand the ways biology and envi-
ronment limit our choices and per-
formances, but, unlike cognitive re-
ductionists, they maintain that
progress is possible. Individuals can
with facilitation achieve far beyond
what the dismal pseudoscience of psy-
chometrics allow.

As opposed to technical standards
and their positivistic, reductionistic
view of cognitive ability, the demo-
cratic system of meaning that grounds
standards of complexity maintains that

there is great hope for cognitive
growth and improved educational per-
formance for more than a privileged
few. Psychometrics and technical stan-
dards rob economically poor and
racially marginalized students of future
promise. An entire school of psycho-
logical analysis has emerged over the
last two decades that views the devel-
opment of higher orders of thinking in
terms of and seated within sociocultu-
ral interaction (Bohm & Edwards,
1991; Gardner, 1983, 1991; Hultgren,
1987; Kincheloe, 1993; Lave, 1988;
Raizen, 1989; Vygotsky, 1978; Walker-
dine, 1984, 1988; Wertsch, 1991;
Wexler, 1992; Cannella, 1997, 1999;
Weil, 1998; Weil and Anderson, 2000).

With these compelling psychologi-
cal understandings at our fingertips,
democratic educators and citizens find
it necessary to respond to the asser-
tions of positivistic psychometrics.
Our response is meant to put these
pseudoscientific dalliances behind us
so that we might turn our attention to
the important work of educating stu-
dents of all races, ethnicities, creeds,
and socioeconomic classes for per-
sonal fulfillment, social justice, and
higher orders of cognition. One of the
first steps of such a project involves re-
thinking educational psychology in a
manner that appreciates the cultural
dimensions of intelligence, that ex-
pands the guidelines for what can be
labeled as intelligence.

Viewing cognition from this van-
tage point, we are drawn to the valida-
tion of a variety of thinking styles. We
don’t have to look very far to find
forms of intelligence dismissed by
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psychometricians. Different forms of
intelligence surround us. If we read
Frames of Mind: A Theory of Multiple
Intelligences (1983) by Howard Gard-
ner (dismissed by positivist psychome-
tricians as a radical who doesn’t pres-
ent his findings in the language of
statistics), or if we observe individuals
that schools have labeled as “slow,”
more likely than not we will discover
fascinating and sophisticated forms of
intelligence. Educator John Goodlad
(1992) writes eloquently of the bril-
liance of the individuals he encounters
in his everyday life outside the acad-
emy and the humility he experiences
in their presence. When we avoid cog-
nitive reductionism, a new world is
opened to us—in the strangest places
we uncover forms of valuable think-
ing. In no way are we attempting to
romanticize the unschooled, but we
appreciate the insights the unschooled
may provide us.

The point is simple: as our demo-
cratic system of meaning embraces
unrecognized manifestations of intel-
ligence, it challenges the reductionism
and mechanism of psychometrics. In-
deed, the democratic psychology of
standards of complexity confronts the
status quo, rejecting the evaluation of
students against a single standard of
higher-order cognition. Threatened
by an expanded definition of intelli-
gence, right-wing advocates of elite
technical standards will be agitated.
They will frame our arguments as ex-
amples of the breakdown of academic
standards, the vulgarization of society.
When positivist psychometricians as-
sert their theory of dysgenesis (racial

decline based on higher rates of repro-
duction of inferior peoples) or when
Dinish D’Souza (1991) claims that an
appreciation of cultural diversity un-
dermines traditional academic excel-
lence, they express an ethnocentric
and privileged fear of losing control of
the cultural discourse, of losing their
“natural” right to define “quality.” In
this context, we can clearly see how
power wielders shape the definition of
valid cognitive ability.

A democratic system of meaning asserts
that science has been inappropriately ap-
plied to the study of humans and their so-
cial, educational, and cognitive expres-
sions. While Western science has
provided innumerable benefits and
profound insights to the inhabitants of
the planet, there are some areas where
its perspective runs into problems.
One of those areas is the study of cog-
nition. The democratic system of
meaning exposes the ways Western
science becomes oppressive in its defi-
nition of cognition. While under-
standing progressive uses of Western
science and the complexity of its so-
ciopolitical role, we emphasize the
problematic nature of Western science
in this context and its power-saturated
relationship with cognition.

Western modernism has often un-
derstood the experience of various
“others” and their ways of thinking
from a narrow Eurocentric perspec-
tive. The story of the Scientific Revo-
lution in Europe itself is framed in the
ethnocentric West-is-best discourse of
colonialism. The irony of the story is
that Western science is not simply a



European achievement, as knowledge
interchanges between Europe and
various non-Western cultures had
taken place for hundreds of years pre-
ceding the Western Enlightenment.
Non-Western scientific and techno-
logical ideas and inventions tradition-
ally attributed to the West include, for
example:

• China—magnetic science, quan-
titative cartography, cast iron,
the mechanical clock, and har-
nesses for horses

• Polynesia—knowledge of navi-
gation and sea currents

• Aboriginal peoples—knowledge
of flora and fauna of Australia
(Scheurich & Young, 1997;
Hess, 1995; Baker, 1996)

As my colleagues and I put together
this volume on educational standards,
we witness around us a retrenchment
of many Westerners’ commitment to
modernist ways of seeing. Reacting to
threats of social changes; the criti-
cisms of non-Western spokespeople;
calls for race, class, and gender justice;
and scholarly analyses of the failures
of modernist psychology; neoconserv-
atives and liberals alike have sought to
deflect criticism with educational and
political appeals to a new Cartesian-
ism. Such forces will undoubtedly at-
tack our analysis of a cognition of
complexity as merely one more ex-
ample of “irrationality,” of a “return to
a new Dark Age,” of “barbarians at the
gate of civilization.” We hope they can
get beyond their invective to a careful
reading of what happens when multi-

ple ways of seeing and diverse knowl-
edges engage in a dialogue. Such a
process, we believe, holds dynamic
possibilities.

Western science, like any system of
knowledge production, constructs or
makes the world it studies and de-
scribes. Epistemologies emerge from
the cultural experiences of particular
groups, not as an unexpected vision on
the road to Damascus. Thus, the
Western modernist way of producing
knowledge and constructing reality is
one of a multitude of local ways of
knowing—it is a local knowledge sys-
tem that denies its locality, seeking to
produce not local but translocal
knowledge and “the correct” way of
thinking. Such knowledge is deemed
true regardless of context and is the
product of the process we previously
labeled Cartesian reductionism. This
mode of cognition breaks problems
down into isolated components. They
are then examined separately from
one another, categorized, and pro-
nounced “true.”

This validation endows both the
process and the knowledge it produces
with high status that can be used to
wield power over people with limited
access to such cognitive and epistemo-
logical features. When this occurs,
Western science promotes a hierarchi-
cal and linear form of thinking and
knowledge production, dismissing
questions of context that provide in-
formation with meaning and potential
application. Questions concerning the
cultural assumptions implicit in the
production and use of such knowledge
are not deemed important in such a
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process (Kloppenberg, 1991; Scheurich
& Young, 1997; Freire & Faundez,
1989).

As it pronounces Western ways of
thinking as the highest order of cogni-
tion, this regulatory science degrades
subjugated and indigenous knowledges
and subjugated and indigenous peo-
ples. Indeed, modernist science in the
guise of anthropology, for example,
has been deployed as a weapon against
indigenous peoples. The Bureau of
American Ethnology produced knowl-
edge about Native Americans that was
used to better control their behavior,
exploit their labor, and confiscate their
land and resources. Indeed, modernist
science not only shapes the conscious-
ness of those who operate within its
pedagogical orbit, but it also helps de-
termine the social, political, economic,
and cognitive conditions of the con-
temporary world. Whether we feel
philosophically comfortable with it or
not, modernist science is a powerful
force at work both at the macrostruc-
tural level and in the everyday micro-
dynamics of our lives. We maintain
that a key aspect of a rigorous educa-
tion involves an understanding of this
sociopolitical role of science. Without
such an understanding, we may be
blind to the role of science as an in-
strument of colonialism (Sponsel,
1992; Levine, 1996).

To comprehend the power of West-
ern science we must understand its
ability to depict its findings as univer-
sal knowledge. Modernist science pro-
duces universal histories, defines civi-
lization, and determines reality; such
capabilities legitimate particular ways

of seeing and, concurrently, delegiti-
mate others. Such an ability is imperi-
alistic, as it operates to characterize
non-Cartesian knowledges as inade-
quate and inferior. Too often these
power-related features of knowledge
production are ignored in the main-
stream philosophical study of episte-
mology. Epistemology, such scholars
contend, is a philosophical issue—
nothing more.

Such scholars fail to appreciate how
modernist scientific universalism ex-
cludes “white science” as a cultural
knowledge, a local way of seeing.
Ethnoscience, like ethnicity itself, falls
within the category of “otherness.” In-
deed, whiteness itself took shape
around the European Enlightenment’s
notion of scientific rationality, with its
privileged construction of a transcen-
dental, universal, white, male subject
who operated at the recesses of power
and who, even in this central position,
gave the impression of escaping the
confines of time and space (Ashcroft,
Griffiths, & Tiffin, 1995). Non-West-
ern modes of cognition are produced
at a particular time and in a particular
space and reflect the limitations of
their venue and time. In the reduc-
tionist mode, Western ways of think-
ing, like diamonds, are forever.

In this context, whiteness was natu-
ralized as a universal entity that oper-
ated as more than a mere ethnic posi-
tionality emerging from a particular
time, the late seventeenth and eigh-
teenth centuries, and a particular
space, Western Europe. In this histor-
ical configuration, reason is whitened
and human nature itself is grounded



upon this Cartesian reasoning capac-
ity. Lost in the defining process is the
socially constructed nature of scien-
tific reason itself, not to mention its
emergence as a signifier of whiteness.
Thus, in its rationalistic womb, white-
ness begins to establish itself as a
norm that represents an authoritative,
delimited, and hierarchical mode of
thought. In the emerging colonial
contexts in which whites would in-
creasingly find themselves in the
decades and centuries following the
Enlightenment, the encounter with
nonwhiteness would be framed in ra-
tionalistic terms—whiteness repre-
senting orderliness, rationality, and
self-control and nonwhiteness repre-
senting chaos, irrationality, violence,
and the breakdown of self-regulation.

Rationality emerged as the concep-
tual base around which civilization
and savagery could be delineated (Al-
coff, 1995; Keating, 1995). This ratio-
nalistic, modernist whiteness is shaped
and confirmed by its close association
with science. As a scientific construct,
whiteness privileges mind over body;
intellectual over experiential ways of
knowing; mental abstractions over
passion, bodily sensations, and tactile
understanding. In the study of cogni-
tion and education such epistemologi-
cal tendencies take on dramatic im-
portance. In educators’ efforts to
understand the forces that drive the
curriculum and the purposes of West-
ern education, modernist whiteness is
a central player. The insight it pro-
vides into the social construction of
schooling, intelligence, and the disci-
plines of psychology and educational

psychology in general opens a gateway
into white consciousness and its reac-
tions to the world around it. White
consciousness morphs into white cog-
nition in the hands of reductionists.
Everyone quickly learns what groups
“have ability” and what groups do not.
Students from the groups that suppos-
edly do not have ability are academi-
cally damaged.

These Western rationalistic dy-
namics of whiteness as a colonial im-
pulse were well articulated by Sir
Francis Bacon in his ruminations on
the scientific method. Bacon concep-
tualized science as an entity that
would “bind” nature and reduce her to
a slave. As a slave, she could perform
useful services for Europeans. This
dominant-submissive relationship be-
tween scientist and nature is repro-
duced in the colonial relations be-
tween European and non-European,
in the power relations between uni-
versal and local knowledge. Such po-
litical dynamics have been rarely ad-
dressed in the literature of Western
scholarship—psychology and cogni-
tion in particular. Of course, great
anger is elicited when non-Western or
Western analysts point out the as-
sumptions of Western cognitive supe-
riority, racial hierarchy, and colonial
relationships inscribed in Cartesian
epistemologies. Since such assump-
tions are seen as natural or even God-
given, critics who expose their social
construction and ethnocentrism are
viewed as enemies of the Western
“regime of truth” or of the culture it-
self. Advocates of technical standards
have worked hard to demonize those
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who would challenge positivistic
proclamations of Western European
superiority.

A democratic system of meaning works for
forms of social and educational change
that reject the practice of cognitive segre-
gation. Our democratic system of
meaning is grounded on a humility
that refuses to see Western, male,
Cartesian, upper- and upper-middle-
class, and white ways of thinking as
superior. Thus, with this cultural hu-
mility in mind, the democratic system
of meaning subjects dominant forms
of cognition to analysis that had previ-
ously been excluded by the modernist
ethos. It admits to the educational
conversation previously forbidden
ways of seeing derived from new ques-
tions asked by previously excluded
voices. Standards of complexity thus
challenge hierarchical structures of
cognition, knowledge, and power as
they seek new ways of conceptualizing
self and world and the relationship be-
tween them. When educational stan-
dards are grounded on a democratic
system of meaning that is concerned
with first naming, then changing so-
cial situations that impede the devel-
opment of just, inclusive, democratic
communities marked by a commit-
ment to economic and social justice
and contextualizing historically how
worldviews and self-concepts come to
be constructed, then schooling be-
comes a powerful tool for progressive
cognitive and social change.

In the middle of the nineteenth
century, schools began to develop into
state-supported institutions used in

the attempt to discipline future work-
ers and citizens in general. As envi-
sioned by many socioeconomic and
political leaders, schools would nor-
malize students so they would fit into
the existing socioeconomic structure.
Such efforts, of course, collided head
on with the efforts of democratic re-
formers who saw the school as a site
for the empowerment of democratic
citizens. The conflict between the reg-
ulatory and the democratic purposes
of school constitutes a main theme in
both historical and contemporary
schooling. Obviously the debate be-
tween technical standards and stan-
dards of complexity reflects this tradi-
tional American disagreement.

Locating the cause of school failure
in the individual pathology of the stu-
dent, the disciplinary/regulatory edu-
cational impulse has assumed that
there are rigid right and wrong ways
of cognitive development—and poor
and nonwhite children’s ways of oper-
ating are usually seen as wrong. This
is only one of countless ways a Euro-
centric hegemonic norm structures
the lived experience of students and
the everyday life of school. Such a
norm invisibly establishes a school
culture that subtly validates white su-
premacy, patriarchy, and class elitism.

These dynamics always work within
a commonsense framework and so
they are often missed by teachers,
educational leaders, educational schol-
ars, and standards developers. For ex-
ample, many educators assume—
falsely, Jeanne Oakes (1985) argues in
Keeping Track—that the presence of
lower-performing students in a class-



room will hold back smarter students.
Thus, a tracking system is justified on
the assumption that higher-order
scholarship can take place only in a
cognitively segregated classroom.
Such cognitive segregation almost al-
ways takes place in a race- and class-
oriented manner. Such “common
sense” eventuates in a situation where
privileged, predominantly white stu-
dents from upper- and upper-middle-
class homes receive privileged educa-
tional experiences. Such unfair
practices are combined with the cur-
ricular content discussed previously,
which validates existing inequality and
suppresses conflict and dissent. So we
find that the power bloc often uses
schools as a part of a larger strategy to
defend its interests against the social
discord its policies have produced.

Hegemony is never a simple
process where power wielders merely
force their subjects to comply. Instead,
it works via negotiation, compromise,
and struggle to elicit the compliance
of the oppressed to the structures that
oppress them. By convincing non-
white and poor students that they
don’t meet the standards required by
educational excellence, the power bloc
induces such students to consent to
their own degradation. “I’m not good
in academics,” scores of brilliant
workers in the trades and the clerical
domain tell us, reflecting the pro-
nouncements of school personnel who
had no idea what such individuals can
do beyond what the standardized test
scores said they should do. Hegemony
is an unequal struggle between groups
and individuals with disparate power

and authority. What power did our
friends in the trades and in clerical
work have to fight the authority of the
school, with its experts anointed with
the mantle of science?

Experts too often carry with them
the interests of the power bloc, for the
knowledge they possess typically
comes from a Eurocentric, white, class
elitist, male academic domain. Draped
with authority, their pronouncements
are difficult to oppose (Denzin, 1987;
Fiske, 1993, 1994; Christian-Smith &
Erdman, 1997; Jipson & Reynolds,
1997). Every year I hear brilliant stu-
dents, typically from racially or eco-
nomically marginalized homes, talk
about how they failed in school be-
cause they were “not very smart.”
Standards of complexity promote a
cognitive approach that understands
the origins and untruthfulness of such
damaging internalizations.

Mainstream schools structure the
hegemonic terrain on which students
operate by validating and invalidating
competing definitions of reality. The
worldview of poor students is often
viewed by schools as an absence of
“class” and proper breeding. When
students resist this characterization
and assert their worldviews, they may
act on particular values that further
disenfranchise them in the classroom.
Clinton Allison (1998) reminds resist-
ant students that their silence, disrup-
tion, nonperformance, lateness, and
absence may “cost them the possibility
of using school for their own libera-
tion” (p. 36). Paul Willis (1977) taught
us in his study of the “working-class
lads” in Birmingham, England, that
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their resistance to the class inequities
helped to reinforce the class structure
by locking them into their working-
class status. Marginalized student re-
sistance to mainstream norms is often
expressed as a cultivated ignorance of
information deemed important by the
so-called “cultured.” It is, of course,
the dominant culture, not the stu-
dents, who benefit from this cultivated
unawareness, as young people lose the
ability to critique, to make sense of the
world around them.

Such resistance leaves them no es-
cape, no way out. Many times in the
last ten decades, students have been
unable to enjoy a sense of solidarity
with their fellow resisters because of
race, ethnic, or gender antagonism.
Their disempowerment and isolation
in this context is complete (West,
1993; McLaren, 1994). Employing the
democratic system of meaning, stan-
dards of complexity throw a monkey
wrench into this disempowerment
process, as they construct classroom
activities that help all students—mar-
ginalized ones in particular—find
their own cognitive abilities. Once
such abilities are discovered and vali-
dated, they are then used to help stu-
dents gain a new and positive relation-
ship to academic work. In the
standardized one-size-fits-all world of
technical standards, the opportunity
to help students in this manner would
never present itself. Standards of com-
plexity offer a better and more just
way to educate our children.

A democratic system of meaning contends
that the concept of democracy should be

taken seriously and used to reshape all in-
stitutions—education in particular. Tech-
nical standards from Texas to Min-
nesota attempt in the name of political
neutrality to adjust students to the sta-
tus quo. In this technicist context, the
complex concept of learning how ex-
perience is named and rewarded and
how consciousness is constructed in
schools is not a part of education. The
realization that democracy is fragile
and must be zealously protected by
schools and other social institutions is
lost in the technical concern with the
inculcation of lower-order cognitive
skills. Critical thinking, empower-
ment, and cognitive improvement are
often viewed with fear by the reduc-
tionists and are represented to the
public as impediments to the “real”
learning of “the basics.” Technicists
contend that advocates of complexity
are “concerned with critical thinking
and higher order skills” while they
“want to teach children to read, write,
and master arithmetic.”

What they fail to say is that stan-
dards of complexity not only teach
students to think and function at a
higher order of cognition but also
teach students to read, write, and do
arithmetic at the same time. An im-
portant distinction between the peda-
gogical orientations is that in stan-
dards of complexity students want to
read, write, and do arithmetic and to
understand the relationships of such
skills to their lives. Such students un-
derstand how such skills empower
them, as they learn to teach them-
selves. In this context, students be-
come both self-sufficient and con-



tributing community members. There
is no conflict between learning read-
ing, writing, and arithmetic and gain-
ing the ability to appreciate the pro-
cesses of consciousness-construction,
engaged citizenship, knowledge pro-
duction, primary and secondary re-
search, and higher-order cognition.

Without a democratic system of
meaning and a vision of an egalitarian
future, students in top-down, techni-
cal standards–driven classrooms are
merely adapted to the brutal competi-
tion of the existing school and society.
Even while acknowledging that teach-
ers and students need to be able to
“get by” or “make it” in the everyday
world of the twenty-first century, we
can still see that it is essential that
such individuals be exposed to alterna-
tives, to visions of what can be. With-
out such visions we are doomed to the
perpetuation of the structural inequal-
ities and the cognitive passivity of the
status quo. Democracy will struggle to
survive under such circumstances.
The cognitive work of William Perry
(1970) on adult thinking and Mary
Field Belenky, Blythe McVicker
Clinchy, Nancy Rule Goldberger, and
Jill Mattuck Tarule (1986) on women’s
ways of knowing helps us theorize
four levels of adult cognition that hold
profound implications for understand-
ing the relationship between cogni-
tion and democracy. Standards of
complexity examine these levels care-
fully and work to apply them to the
construction of a democratic system of
meaning and empowered teaching and
learning.

The levels break down in the fol-

lowing manner: Level one, dualism/
received knowledge, views knowledge
as a compilation of isolated facts to be
committed to memory. The text be-
comes the authority, information is
dualistic (either right or wrong), and
interpretation is irrelevant. Level two,
multiplicity/received knowledge, un-
derstands that conflicting interpreta-
tions and multiple perspectives are in-
evitable. Even though level-two
thinkers recognize ambiguity, they
don’t know how to deal with it. Thus,
they retreat to the position that
knowledge is simply opinion. Level
three, reflective skepticism/procedural
knowledge, appreciates the notion
that interpretations of information
vary in quality and that some means of
assessing their worth is necessary.
Thus, they develop a set of proce-
dures, often the scientific method, to
evaluate knowledge.

Level four, commitment in rela-
tivism/constructed knowledge, accepts
the idea that individuals must take a
position and commit themselves to it
though they cannot be sure that it is
correct. Personal knowledge is inte-
grated with knowledge obtained from
others, as thinkers on this level move
beyond the procedural thinking of
level three. At stage four, forms of
meta-analysis begin to develop as
thinkers ask, Who asks questions?
Why are the questions asked? and
What are the procedures by which
questions are answered? Postformal
sociocognitive theory picks up at level
four and attempts to socially and po-
litically situate and thus sophisticate
the types of thinking cultivated by
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teachers operating in the zone of com-
plexity (Kurfiss, 1988; Belenky,
Clinchy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 1986;
Bobbitt, 1987; Downing, 1990; Maher
& Rathbone, 1986).

While resisting the reductionistic
tendency to transform these stages
into a master narrative that is univer-
salized to all human experience, the
stages are useful as heuristic devices,
or ways of viewing that promote un-
derstanding. Used to help us under-
stand the connections between think-
ing and politics, they become valuable
in theorizing about complex demo-
cratic forms of curriculum and in-
struction. They help us see more
clearly the ways in which pedagogy is
a form of cultural politics. When a
democratic citizenry analyzes written
and television/media texts only at lev-
els one or two, serious political conse-
quences result. They may not possess
the ability to assess political argu-
ments or to understand why particular
positions are taken.

Even at level three, when proce-
dural thinking is applied to textual
reading, the thinking strategies
learned may be inadequate for reading
the messages transmitted at the level
of intended coding and signing. Thus,
the affective and subliminal impact of
the text’s semiotic dimensions may re-
main unchallenged by the literal pro-
cedural reading. In the contemporary
electronic hyperreality, with its prolif-
eration of encoded communications, a
postformal ability to extract meaning
from persuasive information forms,
such as political communiqués, com-
mercial and political advertising, and

pictorial images, becomes a survival
skill. The notion of ideological disem-
bedding and deep reading are contin-
gent on such abilities; indeed, our
complex notion of an educated person
must eventually accommodate them.

The ethical and political demands
of the attempt to preserve a demo-
cratic culture are on the line. All the
talk about extending democratic pos-
sibilities, combating political tyranny,
preventing assaults on human dignity
and freedom, and promoting social
justice is of little benefit if citizens are
cognitively unable, for example, to de-
construct and expose the encoded in-
tentions of Charlton Heston’s appeals
for handgun ownership on television
advertisements for the National Rifle
Association. Educational visions that
simply attempt to reveal fixed, exter-
nal truths or the great ideas of Amer-
ica (which typically include celebra-
tions of white-male military and
political victories) fail to engage stu-
dents with living arguments and with
practical forms to act democratically;
to uncover power relations, to expose
hegemonic intentions is a moral en-
terprise, a higher-order cognitive ma-
neuver, a courageous act of demo-
cratic citizenship.

Conclusion
Drawing upon postformalism, the
democratic system of meaning sees
the development of a democratic so-
cial and educational vision as the
foundation for standards of complex-
ity. In this context, teachers and stu-
dents ask if thinking should be shaped



in accord with the perceived demands
of economic production or nurtured
by those who are interested in demo-
cratic personal and social develop-
ment. The modernist concern with
human development in terms of hu-
man capital and productivity allows
for mass acceptance of Reagan-Bush-
Clinton-W. Bush/Thatcher-Major ed-
ucational reform as merely one step in
a government-directed economic-
technological competitive strategy.
Like other aspects of the contempo-
rary landscape, thinking has been
commodified—its value measured
only in terms of the logic of capital.
The democratic and ethical dimen-
sions of thinking have grown increas-
ingly irrelevant.

Although aware of the need to
avoid oversimplification, I might ar-
gue that much of contemporary cog-
nitive education can be divided into
one of two classifications: (1) educa-
tion for cognition manipulation or (2)
education for cognitive growth and
democratic emancipation. The one-
truth epistemology of positivism has
dovetailed seductively with the scien-
tific-management orientations of the
proponents of human capital develop-
ment. Both viewpoints have overcome
any moral qualms with the manipula-
tion of human beings for desired ends.
The controlled labor of the twenty-
first-century factory, with its “team
players” exercising their “democratic”
control of the workplace by making
decisions about the most trivial di-
mensions of the operation (e.g., where
to locate the water cooler), is similar

to the controlled teachers shaped by
technical standards. Such teachers fol-
low top-down administrative edicts as
they teach from their prepackaged,
teacher-proof materials and reward
students for devotion to memory work
that studiously avoids the encourage-
ment of questioning attitudes about
the entire process (Koetting, 1988;
Young, 1990).

Advocates of standards of complex-
ity, buoyed by their concern with the
sociopolitical factors that destroy
democracy and democratic modes of
thinking, provide a perspective on
school reform usually missed by other
perspectives. With their awareness of
cultural context and its attention to
race, class, and gender oppression,
they think in terms of educational al-
ternatives that are equitable and re-
sponsive to the lived needs of margin-
alized students. As such, standards of
complexity transcend simple mod-
ernist, rationalist attempts to raise test
scores or to transfer skills.

Such democratically sensitive re-
forms are central to the concept of
student, teacher, worker, and citizen
empowerment. Complex teachers,
therefore, want to educate students
who are ready, willing, and able to
take charge of their own worlds, as
they seek to build communities of ac-
tive citizens dedicated to universal ed-
ucation and social justice. They seek
to emancipate students, empowering
them to free themselves from efforts
by dominant power to shape their
consciousness (Solorzano, 1989; Ni-
eto, 1996).
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The emancipatory confrontation
with power allows us to glimpse who
we want to be, as we struggle to un-
derstand how we come to see the
world. In our emancipatory journey
toward self-direction, our interactions
with the democratic system of mean-
ing alert us to the complexity of the
task. Democratic teachers come to un-
derstand that human identity is such a
chaotic knot of intertwined forces that
no social agent can ever completely
disentangle it. Using Michel Fou-
cault’s concept of genealogy, we trace
the formation of our subjectivities. We
begin to see ourselves at various
points in the web of reality, ever con-
fined by our placement but liberated
by our appreciation of our predica-
ment. Thus, in the spirit of postfor-
malism we begin to understand and
disengage ourselves from the power
narratives that have laid the basis for
the dominant way of seeing.

Our ability to see from a variety of
perspectives forms the basis of a long-
running metadialogue with ourselves.
This inner conversation leads to a per-
petual redefinition of our images of
both self and world. Emancipation/
empowerment doesn’t take place by
merely wishing it so. The emancipa-
tory process is long, difficult, and too
often unrewarded by others. It takes
courage, fortitude, analytical ability,
time, and rigorous research and study
to exercise power over one’s own life
and to encourage such dedication in
others. Gaining these abilities is the
reason we learn to read, write, do
arithmetic, and think at a higher level.

With this understanding we have de-
veloped a sense of purpose, an educa-
tional philosophy.
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Give them fish, they eat for a day; teach them
to fish, they eat for a lifetime.

As we enter the twenty-first century,
poverty and discrimination continue
to affect more and more members of
our society; especially impacted and
vulnerable are students of color and
immigrants from low-income families
whose presence is changing the demo-
graphics of our public schools. The
increasing use of static, norm-refer-
enced standardized tests in the United
States, which purport to measure aca-
demic progress, neither reflects nor
supports the authentic abilities of our
young people. Too many students are
being failed by our educational sys-
tem. Given this situation, it is critical
that we decide to focus on helping our
students to see themselves as they re-
ally are: fully intelligent and capable
of learning and leading. Acting on this
belief will serve our young people well
and assure them a future as viable and

productive citizens. As parents, educa-
tors, and stakeholders working for eq-
uity and social justice in an increas-
ingly multilingual and multicultural
context, we must decide that the time
has come to change the schools and
teach them all to fish.

This chapter will introduce dy-
namic assessment and mediated learn-
ing as alternatives to current methods
of evaluation. Dynamic assessment
and mediated learning are methods of
assessing, teaching, and interacting
with young people that reveal and en-
hance the many things they already
know and can do. Because it offers a
more accurate and optimistic picture
of a student’s potential for learning,
dynamic assessment is a promising
method for assisting those students
who are presently underachieving and
find themselves disenfranchised from
the system, but who will soon consti-
tute a majority of our population and
thus need to be supported as they take
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on their new role as leaders. This
chapter will focus primarily on under-
achieving students, first giving a brief
history of the development of dy-
namic assessment and mediated learn-
ing and comparing dynamic assess-
ment to standardized tests. Then I will
discuss the role of the mediator and
mediated learning experiences (MLEs),
talk about what happens to students
who do not receive enough MLE,
suggest ways to apply MLE to our
youth of today, present a case study,
and then look at how we might use
this approach to change our schools.

The personal and professional ex-
periences that inform my beliefs about
young people are varied and some-
what unusual. After graduating from
college in 1964 with a degree in politi-
cal science, I was able to work in an el-
ementary school because New York
had a shortage of teachers. After that
first year, I got a job in “special educa-
tion” and have remained in this field
ever since. In 1970, I moved to Israel
where I worked with Reuven Feuer-
stein, sharing his methodology with
teachers and students throughout that
country. When I returned to the
United States in 1979, I continued to
use his ideas at both the public school
and university level, eventually earn-
ing a doctorate in multicultural educa-
tion. My research showed that African
American and Mexican American stu-
dents labeled “learning disabled” who
were exposed to Feuerstein’s remedial
program in junior high school showed
significantly greater improvement in
their academic and social skills than
did a control group of matched pairs

who received a more traditional reme-
dial education.

For the past twenty years I have
been a resource specialist in urban
secondary schools, working mostly
with students identified as “learning
disabled.” I also have a small private
practice devoted to assessment, and I
offer classes to teachers both through
my district and a local university. For
the past three years, in addition to
having my own classroom at a local
high school, I have been visiting other
schools, spreading the word about
mediated learning to regular and spe-
cial education teachers and their stu-
dents. Over the years, I have traveled
widely as a consultant and have shared
these ideas with many hundreds of ed-
ucators. These experiences have
helped me solidify my ideas about
how best to teach, assess, and encour-
age our youth, as well as how to help
those who are hired to perform these
critical and challenging tasks—often
without receiving much preparation,
support, or remuneration.

Static vs. Dynamic Assessment
Let’s begin with a basic question. Why
do we assess children? What are we
trying to learn? The justification for
the use of an educational assessment
tool should be its contribution to
teacher (and student) awareness of
how to improve student achievement
in school and thus, how to contribute
to a student’s success in life. The re-
sults of any evaluation should enable
educators to link remediation to the
problems uncovered by the assess-
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ment. Static assessment does not facil-
itate remediation.

Currently, all students are given
standardized tests under the same
conditions, and the results for most of
our children in public school are pre-
dictable because test scores are known
to correlate with parental income, or
zip code. The scores for low-income
children of color and immigrants are
often quite low, even in the single dig-
its. Further, the testing experience for
these children is so devastating that
they often emerge convinced that they
are stupid. I have seen children cry or
sit with their heads covered during a
test because it is “against the rules” for
us to give them any form of assistance.
(One can only speculate about what
students think happens to their teach-
ers during tests, since at all other
times we are so eager to help them).

If you are an adult who went to
public school, chances are you have
taken many norm-referenced, stan-
dardized tests, which have been care-
fully designed to sort, rank, and place
everyone on a bell-shaped curve.
Many people have internalized the be-
lief that this bell-shaped curve truly
represents society, but it is only an ar-
tificial statistical construct and not real
at all. It is carefully designed so that
only a few students can get very high
or very low scores—which is usually
taken to mean that only a few people
are very bright and only a few very
slow—while the great majority lan-
guish somewhere in the middle. In ad-
dition, half of those taking these tests
will end up below the norm, or below
“average.” It is just as plausible, how-

ever, that all of us are very bright,
which would mean that the shape of
the curve would be a gentle upward
curve rather than a bell shape, more
like the (in)famous Nike swoosh.

The results of static, standardized,
norm-referenced tests tell us nothing
about the person we are trying to
reach. What can a teacher do knowing
only that a child’s reading score is at a
grade level of 3.6? Or that their math
score is 4.8? Given nothing but the
test scores, will the teacher know what
students like to read or what kind of
math problems are hard for them? Or
why they received the score they did?
Were they scared? Was there a word
they didn’t understand? Did they have
a traumatizing experience that morn-
ing before the test? At what critical
point did they need to hear a word of
encouragement? 

Test scores answer none of these
questions. There are so many reasons
students do poorly on tests—all tests
but especially the “high-stakes” tests
that determine whether or not they’ll
graduate or go on to the next grade—
that it’s a useless and hurtful way to try
to learn something about the young-
sters we teach. There must be a better
way of assessing our youth.

Those of us who attended school in
the United States probably remember
the experience of taking a standard-
ized test. Start time is the same for
everyone, and in each room the famil-
iar words sternly sound: “When I say
‘Go!’ open your booklets and begin to
work. No talking! Make sure you
mark only one answer for each ques-
tion on your answer sheet. If you



make a mistake, be sure to erase your
first answer completely. When I say
‘Stop’ put your pencils down. . . . ”
Not only is this procedure unpleasant
for most young people, but neither
the teachers nor the parents, and cer-
tainly not the students, will ever know
any more about how to improve per-
formance after the test than they did
before, even if the results arrive
sooner than the usual three months’
delay.

There are other options, other ways
of testing people and reporting the re-
sults. One alternative is to use crite-
rion-referenced tests, which are de-
signed so that everyone who learns
what’s being tested can pass. Driving
tests are a common example; people
are evaluated based on whether or not
they can drive a car, and everyone who
can drive passes the test. We don’t
need a norm-referenced test for driv-
ing, so why do we need one for aca-
demic subjects? People don’t feel as
bad about themselves in relation to
driving as they do in relation to math
or spelling or any of the areas in which
they’ve been tested on norm-refer-
enced tests.

Another option is to use dynamic
assessment. This approach provides
much insight into the cognitive func-
tioning of young people; all that is re-
quired is time, persistence, and com-
mitment from both sides. In this
context, usually initiated by the adult,
we ask underachieving students to
trust the teacher/examiner enough to
risk exposing their weaknesses and to
experience the fear that we might not
always be there to support them. In

return, as caring adults, we must make
a commitment to support students as
they struggle to gain control of their
lives. Often they need to be repeatedly
reminded of the truth about their in-
telligence. I have never met a student,
or an adult for that matter, who has
been able to totally free themselves
from the fear that they’re not smart
enough.

What follows is a very abbreviated
example of an item from a dynamic as-
sessment, which, unlike norm-refer-
enced standardized tests, is designed
precisely to provide immediate, au-
thentic feedback to everyone present.
We learn how a student thinks—
which cognitive skills are in evidence
and which ones aren’t. Here are the
results of an assessment performed
with a high school student, let us call
her “M.,” who was interested in
knowing how to improve her think-
ing. If you like, you can follow along
as directed; however, if you choose to
do that, you must not look ahead. At
the end, you can compare your work
with that of the student. Are you
ready?

Step 1: Copy the following, known
as Rey’s Complex Figure Drawing
(CFD) and label it #1.

Step 2: When you are done, turn
the page over and make the same
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drawing from memory. No peeking!
Now, compare your second drawing
with the original and notice how well
you remembered what you drew. 

Here is what M. remembered:

As you can see, M. barely remem-
bered anything, and if we stopped the
assessment at this point, the prognosis
would be rather dismal. If this were all
she was able to do at the age of sixteen
it would appear that she had (measur-
able?) cognitive deficits, and she cer-
tainly wouldn’t be encouraged to
pursue an academic career. This as-
sessment, which is currently used by
many psychologists, can cause a great
deal of hurt and damage if we look
only at the evidence we have thus far
and decide that what we see represents
the student’s cognitive functioning. It
appears as if M. has no “short-term
memory,” which might explain why
she isn’t doing well in school. (For
those of you who tried this on your
own, I would imagine that your mem-
ory drawing was better, and that M.’s
results may shock you.) However, dy-
namic assessment involves students in
a test-teach-test situation, so our work
is just now beginning. All we have es-
tablished is a baseline; all we know is
what M. can do without any help, sup-
port, or encouragement.

What happens next involves medi-

ated learning, the part of the assess-
ment where I suggested to M. ways
she could improve her performance.
There is no “failure” because both of
us are in a learning situation. We both
want to figure out how to help her do
a better job, and M. knows that this is
the purpose of the MLE. After media-
tion, I ask her again to make a copy of
the drawing and, following that, an-
other drawing from memory. If we
look at her last attempt, and compare
it with her first, we can see that her
second memory drawing is far supe-
rior even to her first copy.

M.’s second memory

M.’s first copy

The reason for this vast improve-
ment is that M. has learned to make a
plan and is now using this cognitive
ability to complete the drawing. Both
she and I learned valuable information
about the way she thinks, which will
help her improve her academic
achievement and organize her life.
The results of this assessment will be



the guiding principles around which
we will work until she graduates. Of
course, this is a very condensed vi-
gnette. Remediating a student who is
functioning as much as six to eight
years below her peers requires ongo-
ing vigilance, attention, and encour-
agement.

When M. started high school as a
sixteen-year-old ninth grader, she was
truly unable to perform at any reason-
able academic level; her standard
scores were in the 60s and 70s (where
100 is considered average), and her
grade equivalents were no more than
4.0 in any academic subject—some
were even less. Her cognitive skills
were also quite low. Not only that, but
she was also a “noodle,” totally unable
to take responsibility for anything, in-
cluding things that were very central
to her life. After three years of medi-
ated learning, she graduated from
high school, got a job, and is now at-
tending a local college; the last two ac-
complishments were done on her
own.

A Brief History of 
Dynamic Assessment
Reuven Feuerstein, a refugee from
Romania, was the chief psychologist
for Youth Aliyah, the agency responsi-
ble for the care of teenagers who came
to Israel after it achieved independ-
ence in 1948. Feuerstein worked
alongside other Jewish doctors, teach-
ers, and psychologists to help examine
the flood of adolescents arriving from
Europe and North Africa after World
War II. He had trained in France with

Jean Piaget and had become familiar
with what was then thought to be nor-
mal child development. Under Feuer-
stein’s supervision, these young immi-
grants were assessed to determine
their suitability for either farming or
academic life. When these uprooted
teens were assessed on standardized
tests of intelligence, much to his dis-
may their scores were so low that most
of them, under normal circumstances,
would have been consigned to custo-
dial care, an unthinkable option after
6 million Jews had just been lost dur-
ing the war.

Fortunately, Feuerstein understood
that there were compelling reasons
underlying these low scores, having
more to do with the traumatic experi-
ences the young people had just been
through than with their inherent abili-
ties. He refused to accept that their
current levels of performance might
be permanent, and he reflected upon
what could be done to improve them.
Criticizing the test process and results
rather than the children, Feuerstein
devised a more useful and promising
way to look at human intelligence. He
focused on the process of learning
rather than on its product—that is, on
noticing how people learn rather than
on measuring what they already know.
To evaluate the potential for learning
of these educationally, emotionally,
and culturally deprived immigrant
youth, Feuerstein developed the
Learning Potential Assessment Device
(LPAD). The LPAD is a powerful tool
based on mediated learning, the the-
ory that people learn best when taught
by someone who is deeply committed
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to their success, with the goal of fos-
tering the learner’s independent
thinking strategies. In mediated learn-
ing, the teacher does not dispense in-
formation, but instead encourages a
student to think and to struggle with
the task at hand.

The LPAD puts students into a dy-
namic learning situation and focuses
on improving their thinking by identi-
fying the strategies that enhance stu-
dent learning and the cognitive
deficits that need to be overcome. The
focus is on noticing the change (or
modifiability) in the student’s recep-
tivity, as well as the extent to which
this receptivity can be magnified. This
outcome can only result if we never
give up on the student and continue to
have faith in their ability—the basic
prerequisite to being a good mediator.

Feuerstein’s theory, called struc-
tural cognitive modifiability, informs
dynamic assessment. It maintains that
if we can change the basic way in
which people think (i.e., their cogni-
tive structure), then we can effect a
permanent change in their learning.
This is different from giving a person
a piece of information, which may or
may not be remembered. That is why
it is important to keep reminding stu-
dents to focus on improving their cog-
nitive strategies. Successful thinking
requires the ongoing use of many cog-
nitive strategies. Thus, in order to ef-
fectively remediate a student who is
doing poorly, we must look for under-
lying deficiencies, weak or missing
cognitive function(s) rather than fo-
cusing on superficial content. (A com-
plete list of Feuerstein’s cognitive

functions can be found at the end of
this chapter.)

Although he sees the thinking
process as a whole, Feuerstein sepa-
rates cognitive functioning into three
interrelated phases of the mental act:
the input phase, where information is
gathered; the elaboration phase,
where information is processed; and
the output phase, where solutions to
problems may be expressed. This cat-
egorization helps focus intervention at
the appropriate phase. The aim is al-
ways to identify the type of error
rather than the fact that an error was
made. We hypothesize about which
cognitive deficiency needs to be ad-
dressed and in which phase it is lo-
cated in order to make the student
more aware of his or her thinking.

For example, suppose a child wrote
“6 x 2 = 8.” Marking the equation
wrong by putting a big red “X” next to
it or circling it implicitly says that the
answer is wrong without involving the
student in the assessment process.
However, if we are interested in find-
ing out how the student got this an-
swer, then we might simply ask. If the
student says, “six plus two equals
eight,” we can then try to help the stu-
dent notice that the real problem (the
cognitive deficiency) is located in the
input stage. We might hypothesize
that it is a “lack of or impaired spatial
orientation” because the student
moved the “x” in space, making it into
a “+” sign. Clearly, if the child knows
both that 6 + 2 = 8 and 6 x 2 = 12, we
don’t have an incorrect answer but
rather a misunderstood problem. It is
important to communicate with stu-



dents and listen to them if we really
want to help. Sharing this information
with students increasingly allows them
to check their own work and rely less
and less upon the teacher; it also facil-
itates their participation in the en-
hancement of their achievement,
making them more self-confident, re-
sponsible, and independent.

Dynamic Assessment of
Learning Potential
When dynamic assessment is used to
evaluate students’ learning potential,
the procedures, goals, and experiences
are quite different from those associ-
ated with standardized tests. Below
are ten principles that form the back-
bone of dynamic assessment:

1. The instrument of assessment is
the assessor, not the test. Results are
based on the well-trained examiner’s
judgment regarding the manner and
modality through which the student’s
learning is best achieved—oral or writ-
ten language, words, pictures, num-
bers, and so on—in addition to any
idiosyncratic information available that
can be used to enhance student success.

2. The structure of the test situation
is unique. Static test situations, such as
are required for administering the
PIAT, WRAT, SAT 9, Woodcock
Johnson, SAT, and WISC, give stu-
dents only one chance to answer each
question; they are allowed no assis-
tance at all in understanding the ques-
tions, nor is any feedback given re-
garding their answers. Dynamic
assessment uses a test-teach-test ap-
proach. We are interested in knowing

how students solve problems so that
they’ll do better on the next challenge
facing them.

3. Students have unlimited time.
We may note how much time the
young person “invests” in solving the
problem at hand and compare it to the
next time the student is similarly in-
volved, but if we want students to
struggle until they succeed, they need
to know they’ll have as much time as
they need to work on a problem.

4. The examiner is interested in
maximizing the student’s success. In-
stead of a large impersonal arena with
separate desks for each of the many
students in the room, none of whom
are ever allowed to talk, dynamic as-
sessment is based on the intimate in-
teraction between the examiner and
the examinee. The focus is on imme-
diate mediation-observation, discus-
sion, intervention, and reinforcement,
as well as on ongoing verbal interac-
tion and feedback.

5. The focus is on learning where
the student’s strengths lie and how to
enhance the student’s ability to learn.
There is a shift in orientation from
product to process; our focus is on as-
sessment, not on measurement. We
seek reasons for success and failure
and see these explanations as more
important than the number of correct
answers. Often, in the process of ex-
plaining an incorrect answer, the stu-
dent will self-correct, revealing com-
prehension that can only be observed
in the presence of an interested and
supportive listener.

6. There is no manual for convert-
ing raw scores because there are no
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raw scores, nor are there any standard
scores, quartiles, percentiles, or grade
level equivalents with which to com-
pare them. Peaks are sought rather
than ignored, and “average” scores are
never used. Each person is unique and
grows up with a particular set of cir-
cumstances—including hurts like clas-
sism, racism, sexism, and so on—and
needs to be related to and valued as
the unique person he or she is. Stu-
dents can only be viewed in relation to
themselves. We don’t compare or re-
port on how well students perform in
relation to other children. Dynamic
assessments are not norm referenced.
Comparisons are quite meaningless
for they don’t tell us anything about
this particular child, why he or she is
having a difficulty or how to remedi-
ate it.

7. When interpreting results, the
examiner focuses on indications of
cognitive strengths and weaknesses.
The examiner tries to identify and de-
scribe the successful strategies stu-
dents use in approaching the work,
strategies that will influence their fu-
ture thinking and learning. In addi-
tion, the examiner tries to locate these
strengths, along with weaknesses, at
one of three phases of the thinking
process: at the input level, at the elab-
oration level, or at the output level.

8. Dynamic assessment presents a
learning opportunity for both students
and teachers. This dynamic diagnostic
process develops students’ ability to
reflect on their own learning and ex-
amine their own thinking in the
process of being assessed. It is not
something that the teacher or exam-

iner does to the student. Student and
teacher are both engaged together in
this ongoing, collaborative enterprise.
Thus the “testing” process is really a
learning process that drives the stu-
dent’s intellectual development.

9. The examiner is interested in
knowing how receptive children are to
intervention. Some students allow and
even invite teachers to support them
in their learning struggles, and they
thrive with teacher assistance, while
others put up a wall of resistance that
makes helping them very challenging.
Often, this is the most important
piece of information a teacher can
have because it will determine what
kind of intervention and support—ac-
ademic and/or emotional—a student
needs in order to succeed.

10. During the assessment an at-
tempt is made to connect what is no-
ticed about the child’s cognitive func-
tioning with life outside of school.
The assessor focuses on the child’s
thinking process and not on some sep-
arate, unrelated skill.

The intent of these principles is not
to ascertain the child’s ability to read,
write, or compute, but to find the un-
derlying cognitive reasons that may
explain why these skills are not being
well developed. These cognitive
deficits manifest themselves in all ar-
eas of a child’s life, which is why reme-
diation is both so crucial and so pow-
erful. Getting children to successfully
implement a cognitive strategy will
have a more far-reaching impact on
their life than mastering any specific
skill, like long division, that we could
possibly teach them.



For example, if we notice that a stu-
dent is having a hard time organizing
information, we might ask what his or
her room looks like at home. This
usually elicits a laugh from a parent (if
it’s possible to arrange for one or both
of them to be present during the as-
sessment). When we take the time to
discuss how one might remedy this
situation, students often begin to ap-
ply what they are learning about
themselves to other situations in life,
like organizing a notebook or back-
pack or scheduling their weekend ac-
tivities. Parents can get insight about
how to support their children at home
in order to reinforce what’s being
done at school. The key lies in learn-
ing how to mediate the world for their
children rather than in telling them
what to do.

The Role of the Mediator
Feuerstein was influenced by Lev Vy-
gotsky, a Russian psychologist and
early contemporary of Piaget, whose
major contribution to learning theory
is the recognition that children learn
best in a social context when assisted
by a caring adult, or mediator, who
engages with them in their zone of
proximal development (ZPD), the
“distance between the actual develop-
mental level as determined by inde-
pendent problem solving and the level
of potential development as deter-
mined through problem solving under
adult guidance or in collaboration
with more capable peers” (Vygotsky,
1986, p. 86). Vygotsky was much more
concerned with the qualitative assess-

ment of psychological processing and
the dynamics of the student develop-
ment than he was with the quantita-
tive assessment of “intelligence.”
Based on the learning theories of Vy-
gotsky, which remind us that children
come to school with a powerful
knowledge base from their own lived
experiences, mediated learning fo-
cuses on how people process new in-
formation rather than on what they al-
ready know and can do.

In Feuerstein’s work with young
immigrants he became their mediator.
He helped these teenagers regain their
ability to think by providing them
with a caring adult who saw each of
them as bright and capable. His deci-
sion to assess their learning potential
instead of their amassed knowledge
represents a critical break in psycho-
metric evaluation. Feuerstein used a
cyclical approach to teaching and re-
mediation. Based upon the initial in-
teraction, Feuerstein would make a
tentative hypothesis about a child’s
cognitive functioning and then act on
this assumption when remediating,
noticing how well this intervention
was received by the child. He would
then use this evidence to inform and
refine his thinking before the next en-
counter. As mediators, we help chil-
dren to recognize the thinking pat-
terns that they use when successfully
solving a problem and then we en-
courage them to apply these ap-
proaches to other, similar situations,
thus building up a repertoire of cogni-
tive strategies that can be generalized
to other situations in their lives.
Teaching young people to generalize
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is one of the cornerstones of Feuer-
stein’s remediation and sets it apart
from other types of remedial methods.

It is important to remember that it
is the young person who is doing the
learning, that mediators are only there
to provide the necessary structural
support, information, and encourage-
ment. We are midwives—vital as cata-
lysts, yet outside of the learning
process. If a child can crawl and needs
a hand in learning to walk, we would
be there as mediators, cheering her
on, holding out our hands and saying
lovingly, “Come here, sweetheart.”
We wouldn’t insist that she continue
to crawl, nor would we demand that
she begin to skip; we certainly would-
n’t give her a “walking” test.

Mediated Learning Experiences
People learn in two basic ways: They
learn from direct exposure to the
world, and they learn from being
taught about the world. When the lat-
ter is done with intention, or conscien-
tiousness, to borrow a term from Paulo
Freire, Feuerstein calls it a mediated
learning experience (MLE). The main
characteristic of an MLE is that the
mediator mentally transcends the con-
tent of the moment, thinks about the
future, and focuses on the learner
rather than on the problem that’s be-
ing addressed; the emphasis is on how
the child will remember this experi-
ence rather than on what we are doing
at the moment. 

There is a quick and easy way for
parents, teachers, and caregivers to as-
certain whether or not they are offer-

ing a child an MLE: If the focus is on
the here and now, on getting the job
done or providing an answer, chances
are good that there is little mediation
going on. On the other hand, if the fo-
cus is on having the child learn some-
thing that he or she can use in the fu-
ture, the likelihood is that the child is
being taught a cognitive strategy that
will empower him or her to take more
responsibility the next time a similar
situation occurs. For young people to
become more responsible, the inten-
tions of the mediator must be made
clear, the desired behavior must be ex-
plained and its connections to the fu-
ture made explicit; children need to
know why they are being asked to be-
have in a certain way.

Many teachers, parents, and care-
givers are very pressed for time, al-
ways trying to meet the perceived im-
mediate needs of the children in their
care. So they are often unaware of
how important and far reaching this
concept of mediated learning can be.
Adults are often overwhelmed by the
needs of the moment and may think
that mediating is too time consuming,
not realizing the ramifications of their
actions. This is true for parents who
are trying to get their children ready
for school, who may be struggling
with them about eating breakfast,
cleaning up after themselves, brushing
their teeth, or dressing and getting out
of the house on time; it may seem
quicker for parents to just do the job
themselves. Or, perhaps a teacher is
trying to get class dismissed and there
seems to be no time to have the stu-
dents help with cleaning up or with



checking to see that they have every-
thing they need in their backpacks.
Maybe the teacher would like for each
student to proofread all papers before
handing them in, but there doesn’t
seem to be enough time, and the
teacher can do it faster alone. Yet it is
better for everyone if a mediational
environment is established because
the children will begin to take on
more responsibility and the adults will
get to have a life.

Unfortunately, if the aforemen-
tioned routines continue unchanged,
the adults can become frustrated and
the young people can experience cog-
nitive stagnation. A common theme in
all of these situations is a missed op-
portunity for modifying behavior so
that the young people become more
responsible. Another positive side ef-
fect of using mediation is that once
new behaviors are in place, the adults
can rest easy knowing their children
are on their way to becoming
thoughtful, caring adults and that they
themselves don’t have to work so hard.
We get to do less worrying and also
less actual work because the responsi-
bility for making their lives go well is
being slowly internalized and acted
upon by the young people.

Perhaps it would help if we were to
remember that humans are part of the
animal kingdom, and that as such, it is
the adults’ duty to teach the young
ones to fend for themselves so that
they will eventually be able to do so
successfully. This is why we must take
the time to mediate and remediate un-
til the job is done. Every time we take
over for the children, we are not only

depriving them of opportunities to
learn, but we are working overtime at
a job that rightfully belongs to some-
one else. Again, the quick “test” of
whether some intervention is “medi-
ated” or not is to look at the purpose;
if the purpose is to get the immediate
job done, we are not only not mediat-
ing, but we may also be very subtly
conveying to the young people that
we have no confidence in them. This
leads to a condition known as “learned
helplessness,” which in turn requires
more intervention, thus making us
work harder while actually setting the
young ones back, sometimes with dire
consequences.

It is worth the initial investment of
time, both for their sakes and ours, to
decide to act as mediators rather than
as dispensers of information. While
this may take more time in the begin-
ning, once the young ones learn what
is expected of them (and the amount
will grow exponentially), they will rise
to the occasion. The only caveat we
must bear in mind is that those who
have had more MLEs will become in-
dependent sooner. In the beginning,
teachers may have to work harder be-
cause they will need to be thinking in
new ways about what they are doing
and modeling, (called metacognating),
but they will soon see less and less
need to stay up late making lesson
plans or grading papers, and they will
come to work tired and full of resent-
ment less and less often. Instead,
teachers will have the focus required
to notice where their students need a
hand, and they will actually be able to
give them the attention they need be-
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cause the other students will be busily
working on solving problems that they
know they can do because of their pre-
vious exposure to MLE. Furthermore,
as time goes on, students will begin to
mediate for each other.

For example, suppose a child wants
to know how to spell a particular
word. Many teachers are so busy and
overwhelmed by large classes that
they just tell the student the correct
spelling, which of course sets in mo-
tion a whole lot of precedents: the
next time that child wants to know
something, the teacher, who has al-
ready established herself as the reposi-
tory of all knowledge and wisdom in
the classroom, will be asked, and if
other children witness this interac-
tion, they too, will seek out her wis-
dom. More damaging, though, is the
effect on students, who are never
given a chance to see if they know
anything. 

The MLE alternative is not diffi-
cult. For spelling inquiries, for in-
stance, I always ask, “How do you
think it starts?” and often suggest that
they say the word in syllables and think
of words that sound the same that they
already know how to spell. This is im-
portant; I want my students to know
that they have lots of right answers
lurking inside them, as I remind those
who rush to help others by telling
them instead of letting them struggle.
The same thing happens when some-
one asks me what day (or date) it is. I
ask, “Where would I look?” or “How
would I find out?” They always look at
the calendar and understand what I’m
saying. They definitely do not ask me

again! One thing I can say about my
students with learning disabilities is
that they are more able to struggle in-
dependently than many regular educa-
tion students I have encountered. Just
today, D., who used to be one of my
most challenged spellers, did not ask
me how to spell “backwards” but asked
me if the correct way to spell the word
was “b-a-c-k and then w-o-r-d-s.” I
told her about the “a” in the second
syllable, but otherwise, she got it per-
fectly right.

What Happens When Children
Are Deprived of MLE?
All cultures prepare the next genera-
tion to become competent, flexible
adults, able to carry on their tradi-
tions. Because they are already com-
petent at doing many things, people
thus trained can more easily adapt to
new ways. This has enabled cultures
to survive for many thousands of years
and also to accommodate to change.
People whose culture is intact seem to
have some inner regulatory mecha-
nism controlling their behavior. They
were probably raised in a family or
group that had specific ways of doing
things, such as preparing for celebrat-
ing life events, obtaining and prepar-
ing food, and so on, or perhaps they
came here from another country and
kept their former ways, which might
include speaking their native language
or maintaining their manner of dress
or customs.

Feuerstein describes how easily the
Bedouins, a nomadic people living in
the Negev desert in southern Israel,



were able to adapt to modern life as
compared to some of the European
immigrants who had come to Israel so
traumatized by the chaos during and
after World War II that they had no
set way of doing anything, no culture
to fall back on. For the Europeans,
everything had to be retaught, reme-
diated. The same was true of the Mien
and the Hmong who immigrated to
the United States from Southeast Asia
after the Vietnam War. For them,
learning to read and write English was
very challenging since they had no
written language with which to com-
pare it.

The trauma suffered by Jewish chil-
dren in war-torn Europe is in many
ways comparable to the trauma faced
by many of today’s immigrants who
have recently come to the United
States from Southeast Asia and Cen-
tral America as victims of political or
economic oppression. The same is
true for many African Americans,
Mexican Americans, Native Ameri-
cans, and others, including poor
whites, who are living in the toxic en-
vironments of our nation’s ghettos.
Feuerstein teaches us that it is crucial
that we never give up on any of our
students. Even if we first encounter
them when they are in their teens,
perhaps not exhibiting much in terms
of a cognitive repertoire, they can al-
ways benefit from our efforts at reme-
diation. As Martin Buber has said, “It
is the duty of a teacher to see children
as they can be, not as they are.” This
working hypothesis is consistent with
the research (Rosenthal & Jacobson,
1992) that shows the best predictor of

student success to be teacher expecta-
tion. And if one asks what correlates
most with success, the answer, of
course, is success!

Feuerstein knew that early and fre-
quent exposure to MLE would in-
crease a child’s capacity to learn from
direct contact with the world, includ-
ing learning from their teachers at
school. However, he also knew that
racism, extreme poverty, war, serious
physical and mental illness, and vari-
ous forms of abuse, neglect and depri-
vation could interrupt opportunities
for providing and receiving MLE. As
a result, children’s intellectual devel-
opment is frequently suspended when
they don’t have either the stability of
caring adults or the physical continu-
ity of place. Sometimes the ravages of
extreme poverty and other forces that
destroy the integrity of the family
make it almost impossible for parents
and caregivers to transmit the power-
ful cultural wisdom that has sustained
their people in the past. When pat-
terns of disruption persist over suc-
ceeding generations, people can lose
their ability to cope with daily prob-
lems. Their culture begins to die, and
because of their special vulnerability,
the young ones become the first casu-
alties.

We frequently see this phenome-
non in schools that serve poverty-rid-
den, marginalized, and immigrant
populations. Children who appear to
be bright and intelligent are often un-
able to make any progress in school.
They may be present in class and even
participate in a learning experience,
but if they remember events at all,
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they remember them as isolated oc-
currences rather than part of a coher-
ent and sequential body of knowledge.
Teachers complain about giving tests
based upon material recently taught
and finding that some children seem
genuinely unable to remember any-
thing, despite the fact that they were
in class. Feuerstein calls such behavior
an “episodic grasp of reality” and de-
scribes it as a cognitive deficiency.
The best intervention in this case is to
remediate by helping to build the cog-
nitive structures that will help the
children to see that things are related;
perhaps, due to a lack of MLE, they
never learned how to make connec-
tions because it was never modeled for
them. It may be that teachers will have
to stop putting more information into
children’s heads until they have helped
the children to construct a kind of
mental filing cabinet in which to store
the accumulated data so that it can be
easily retrieved.

The inability to transmit one’s cul-
ture is especially poignant for those
immigrants who are innocent victims
of war. For example, Cambodian chil-
dren who were born in Thai refugee
camps often couldn’t receive anything
from their parents, not even water, be-
cause it was trucked in and doled out
by the United Nations workers. (It’s
too bad that UN personnel weren’t
aware of the ramifications of their ac-
tions.) Such experiences severely im-
pacted those families’ ability to pass on
their traditions, and for children who
haven’t been taught the ways of their
people, there is little cognitive founda-
tion upon which to build. These chil-

dren become intellectually vulnerable
and are often prey to the allure of
quick and slick attention-getters like
fads, junk food, TV advertisements,
video games, and the like. Young
people who grow up without any ritu-
als around mealtime, bedtime, or holi-
days are frequently unsuccessful in
school. Because routines are unfamil-
iar to them, they are unable to remem-
ber to come to class on time, prepared
to learn. They live for the moment and
clearly lack planning behaviors be-
cause there are few ritualized, sequen-
tial events in their lives. Alienated
from (and sometime rejected by) the
mainstream culture, these youth often
drop out or get pushed out of school,
and they all too often end up hopeless
and incarcerated.

In order to prevent such dreadful
outcomes, we need to help these
young people rebuild their cognitive
structures so that they can learn about
the world and make sense of it. Once
these structures are in place and they
learn to use them, the young people
will be able to direct their own learn-
ing. We can accomplish this in two
ways: we can try to reconnect these
students to their culture, so that they
can benefit from the ancient wisdom
and take pride in who they are, and we
can simultaneously provide MLE to
help them make up for what they
missed as young children.

How Can We Offer MLE to
Underachieving Youth?
What can we do for children who
haven’t had enough MLE to benefit



from what we are offering them at
school? How can we provide opportu-
nities for young people to succeed
when in many of today’s urban class-
rooms, teachers are overwhelmed and
students keep falling further behind?
How do we bridge the gap between
nonmainstream cultures and our own?
We need to find answers without
blaming the victims of this unjust sys-
tem: the students, the parents, and the
teachers who go home crying about
the children they haven’t been able to
reach.

Helping our youth would be easier
if our culture were more child-cen-
tered. Unfortunately, certain groups
in our society are looking for a quick
fix, and few of those in power seem to
have the courage to take the responsi-
bility for making real change, which
would require both a reassessment and
a realignment of our priorities and fis-
cal allocations. Pointing fingers at
youth, especially those who are poor,
immigrants, and/or people of color,
has become more and more common.
One example is the recent spate of
legislation in California that was anti-
youth (Proposition 21), anti-immi-
grant (Proposition 187), antibilingual
education (Proposition 227), and
anti–affirmative action (Proposition
209). We must find positive ways to
counter this oppressive and discrimi-
natory trend.

Sometimes in our zeal to discover
the cause of a student’s difficulty we
find a culprit instead. Frustrated by
our inability to help, we often blame
the student, saying, “If you’d only try
harder!” This implies that the student

is lazy, but we must assume that all of
us, including our students, are always
doing the very best we can, given our
life circumstances. Perhaps the stu-
dent has been living in poverty, in hu-
miliation, or in an abusive situation;
perhaps they have had to care for sib-
lings and do the chores because no
parent was around; or perhaps they
have had to put up with an alcoholic
or a drug abuser in their life. We must
make the assumption that there are
very good reasons why people behave
the way that they do, even if we don’t
know what these reasons are. We must
keep on supporting our youth until
they get strong enough, until they be-
lieve in themselves enough to liberate
themselves from where they are stuck,
whether the cause is external, like
racism, or some form of internalized
oppression, like believing they’re not
smart enough.

In many cases, before we can even
begin to address the remediation of
cognitive functioning, we must first
penetrate the veil of hopelessness that
seems to surround many of our youth.
One way for teachers to contradict
their students’ negative feelings is to
become involved in their lives. I really
like my students and enjoy spending
time with them and showing them
that I care. When I am with them I al-
ways act on my belief that they are
brilliant in a way that gives them
hope, so they can find the courage to
use their cognitive skills to tackle the
work before them. I compliment them
and brag about them to others; I go
over to where they are sitting and
have them read each other’s work; I
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am demonstrative when working with
them; I call them at home and tell
their parents wonderful things about
them; I bring them newspaper articles
that have bearing on their lives; I take
lots of photos of them and always
make extra copies for them; I bring in
books I’ve bought just for them; and I
invite people I’ve met to come in and
hang out with them. These actions
help them to start believing in them-
selves and give them the fuel to begin
to make efforts on their own behalf.
Eventually, they have enough confi-
dence in themselves to take on new
challenges.

Of course, getting these young
people to believe in themselves is nei-
ther quick nor easy, and depending
upon how long the child has been
mired in despair and what kind of sup-
port system he or she has outside of
school, this process could take a long
time. In school, it helps if children can
stay with the same teacher for more
than one year. It also helps if we set up
our classrooms so that the students’
peers, people they can count on, be-
come part of their support system, al-
ways reminding them of the truth
about themselves. The path to self-
confidence is not necessarily straight,
but filled with setbacks and plateaus;
each time a new challenge appears, I
often need to remind the students
once again of their innate goodness
and intelligence. Usually, the “re-
minding” takes less and less time with
each new challenge, and the more the
young person is surrounded with sup-
porters, the less likely the fear will en-
dure. The trick is to outlast the stu-

dents’ hopelessness; we can never give
up on them, but we must remember to
be their ally, not their caretaker.

My experience has been that stu-
dents don’t really get stuck in subject
matter. They don’t get bogged down,
say, in reading or in math. Rather,
they become paralyzed by fear and
hopelessness when faced with a task
they think they can’t do, in schools
that pay little attention to their needs.
They get stuck when they forget that
they are really brilliant and capable of
knowing what to do when they don’t
know an answer right away, that they
do know how to approach a problem.

In order to provide more MLE in
our schools and homes, we need to
find out where the young people are
challenging themselves so that we can
give them a hand exactly where they
need it. In order to find that place, we
need to know our youth well and de-
velop real relationships with them.
Right there, in Vygotsky’s ZPD, is
where we want to be, supporting the
young people as they struggle to learn.
The struggle for us, as teachers, is to
refrain from interfering with that
process while at the same time being
totally there for the students, cheering
them on as they learn that they can
learn. I actually tell my students that I
get paid to remind them that they’re
brilliant when they forget.

For many of today’s teens, it is
more acceptable to be seen as a trou-
blemaker than as someone who does-
n’t understand; this is especially true
for boys. It’s the rare student who will
ask an adult for help. This apparent
lack of interest is often seen as apathy



or defiance by parents and teachers
who aren’t aware of the humiliation
associated with requests for assistance.
It is the wise adult who can figure out
a way to give young people support
without making them appear weak or
needy in front of their peers; this is es-
pecially relevant for students who
struggle with language or academic
skills because they already feel so in-
adequate. Sometimes, the best we can
do is work with them away from other
students, either one-on-one or in
small groups, until their confidence is
built up enough for them to allow
their needs to be seen in a regular
classroom.

As adults, one of the most meaning-
ful things we can do (for ourselves and
for our children) is to continually ex-
press belief in our youth, even if
people gave up on us when we were
young. This is difficult to do because
adults no doubt inadvertently hurt us
when we were young, and much of this
probably occurred at school. Many of
us have internalized the mistaken no-
tion that we aren’t smart or that we
can’t learn something like math or a
foreign language, how to swim, how to
sing, or whatever. In fact, the more
that teachers (or parents) believe that
they, as adults, can’t do something or
learn something, the more readily they
are willing to accept that some of their
students (or children) can’t learn ei-
ther. Even those of us who aren’t
aware of this internal dynamic uncon-
sciously perpetuate it. One positive
side effect of believing in the healing
power of our actions toward young
people is the possibility that we will see

that we, too, can learn something we
never thought we could.

Schools should be reorganized to
help students at the moment they
need help, rather than first waiting for
them to become humiliated and de-
feated. I try to be with my students
every step of the way rather than wait-
ing until an assignment is ready to be
handed in—or more frequently, not
handed in—before checking their
work. It is important to me that they
get help right away and whenever they
need it, like having training wheels
that are left on for security’s sake long
after they’ve outlived their usefulness.
It must be the child who decides when
to remove these supports, not the
adult. We may see that the young per-
son is brilliant long before they recog-
nize this truth, but they have lived so
long with their humiliation that we
must be patient and wait until they see
it for themselves. (Many of us still
carry around old hurts that we have
decided are real just because nobody
was around to prove us wrong; we can
decide that this won’t happen to our
children).

Another way to be supportive of
these students is not to hold them too
tightly to time constraints. Even in the
“real world” people are both forgiving
and understanding when someone
misses a deadline; very few decisions
are so crucial that they must be made
within a circumscribed time limit.
Many adults I know are late or forget-
ful and the penalty, if any, is minus-
cule. So why is it that deadlines are so
inflexible and holy at school? Why
must students fail before being al-
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lowed to get some extra time on a test
or an assignment? What craziness!
Are morning newspapers snatched
from people’s hands before they’re
done reading? Are showers turned off
in midstream? Have parents been told
they’re spending too much time play-
ing with their children or taking too
long to complete a crossword puzzle?
Why tell students they’ll fail if they
don’t finish a test or an assignment in
a certain amount of time? Why do we
need such a rigid system of winners
and losers?

Today, many of these “losers” are
referred for special education in the
hopes of getting them some individual
help, but there are many problems
with this option; it is not a panacea.

1. The process is very lengthy and
very costly; many people need to
“test” the student, including nurses,
psychologists, regular teachers, and
any specialists whose opinions might
be needed.

2. In order for students to “qualify”
for services, a “discrepancy” needs to
be found between their IQ and their
academic achievement, both as meas-
ured by standardized tests. Unfortu-
nately, many low-income students of
color and immigrants don’t get high
enough scores on IQ tests to reflect at
least average intelligence, so when the
test results are compared, no discrep-
ancy is found. (Until 1975, the situa-
tion for African American children re-
ferred for special education in
California was such that most were
put into classes for the retarded be-
cause of low IQ scores. Since that
time, in California, IQ tests cannot be

used to place African American chil-
dren in special education.)

3. Many children and parents are
too humiliated to make use of these
services and refuse to participate be-
cause of the teasing and mistreatment
often suffered by the children and the
stigma parents may feel about having
a child in this program.

4. Special education services are ex-
tremely costly because of the mandate
for one-on-one services by a creden-
tialed specialist.

5. Few people know how to support
these students, and the few who do are
in high demand; they are stretched
very thinly, work very hard, and re-
ceive low pay and little respect. They
have a high burnout rate and many
leave public education for private
practice.

6. Much of the teaching that is
done in special education classes in-
volves direct instruction rather than
mediated learning, so children’s un-
derlying cognitive needs aren’t ad-
dressed; thus they don’t really make
much progress.

7. Annual testing in special educa-
tion is static rather than dynamic.
Thus, student progress, when it oc-
curs, often isn’t reflected in test scores.
Sadly, most students who do qualify
for special education rarely leave their
placements to return to regular educa-
tion and thus continue to fall further
and further behind.

8. Most teachers who go into this
field really want to help students, but
half of the special education teacher’s
time is consumed by paperwork,
which drives many from their jobs.



9. There is really not much differ-
ence between the needs of those who
qualify for special education services
and other low-performing students,
many of whom would qualify for serv-
ices if tested.

10. All those who need academic
support should be able to get it. It
would save time, money, and young
people’s self-esteem if every school
had a Learning Center where students
could go to get help whenever they
needed it. Teachers trained in using
MLE could staff the room on a rotat-
ing basis. All that would be needed are
some basic resources such as books to
read, computers for word processing,
and tables to work on (individual
desks being too isolating).

Another way to offer our students
more MLEs is to expand the role of
school psychologists. Often, their ac-
tivities are limited to testing children
for possible inclusion in special educa-
tion programs using static assess-
ments, which have resulted in some
students being classified as retarded. I
can’t tell you the number of times stu-
dents of mine with low IQs or the
word retarded (or the euphemism bor-
derline) in their files went on to gradu-
ate, go to college, and succeed in the
world of work. How dare we assume
that these norm-referenced, standard-
ized tests reveal any more than they
do! All they demonstrate is how a
frightened, usually marginalized child
performs on a white, middle-class test,
given by a white middle-class psychol-
ogist who isn’t interested in finding
out how children learn by actually try-
ing to work with them.

It is especially in these situations
that dynamic assessment should be
used. Psychologists should be trained
in this technique so they can provide
“videos” of young people in the
process of learning rather than offer-
ing a “snapshot” version of their fail-
ure. When the results of a dynamic as-
sessment are then shared with
teachers, they will have accurate and
immediate information about how to
intervene to improve a child’s aca-
demic performance. By using medi-
ated learning and continuing to use
dynamic assessment, teachers and stu-
dents can form a partnership that will
lead to student success that will last
for the rest of their lives!

A Case Study in Assessment 
and Mediated Learning
N. is a handsome immigrant from a
war-torn Central American country
who lives with his mother and two
younger siblings in a densely popu-
lated neighborhood that has a very
high crime rate and a lot of gang in-
volvement. By the time he got to jun-
ior high, he had very poor attendance
and low academic skills; he dropped
out of school. It was only due to the
efforts of a local padre and the sugges-
tion of a friend that he found our
school: a small, alternative public high
school with 100 students taught by
four regular education teachers and
myself.

N. was first placed in my room
about a year ago because he and his
world cultures teacher weren’t getting
along. Since there weren’t many op-
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tions, I became his world cultures
teacher. I gave him a workbook I
thought he might be able to read, but
when I checked his work, most of the
answers were wrong or incomplete.
Furthermore, his handwriting demon-
strated an awkward mixture of cursive
and print, each letter slanting in a dif-
ferent direction. He seemed quick and
bright, always asking questions and
fixing our computers, so I asked him
why, at the age of sixteen, he was only
in the ninth grade and failing most of
his classes. As I learned more about
him, I began to understand more
about some of the challenges facing
our youth.

Little by little, N. became part of
our Learning Center, the place where
I work as a resource specialist, and be-
gan asking me if I could give him as-
signments for his other classes. He
was failing all of his academic classes,
so his teachers were pleased to see that
he was now starting to attend school
and do some work. They gladly
agreed to let him stay with me. Soon
thereafter, he asked me how students
got to be in my program.

I asked N. to look at the other stu-
dents in the Learning Center and to
notice that each of them was very
smart and also that each of them had
some challenge, some area that repre-
sented struggle. I said, “You probably
notice that I push them and encourage
them to struggle, and eventually, as
they begin to ‘get it’ that they really
are brilliant, they need me less and
less. N., that’s how these students got
into the program—someone noticed
that they were smart but that they

weren’t doing well in school and sug-
gested that they be tested.”

At the request of N.’s mother’s, we
began the assessment process, think-
ing that perhaps he had so much diffi-
culty in school because of a “learning
disability.” By May, the testing process
had been completed, and the psychol-
ogist and I met to compare notes, as
we always do before an individual edu-
cational plan (IEP) meeting in order
to identify the “disability” and see if
the student qualifies for special educa-
tion. I showed her my results, which
were what we expected: low academic
scores across the board and evidence
of a processing problem.

It came as no surprise to me that N.
got 100 percent correct on the tests of
auditory and visual memory, but fewer
than half right when asked to write
down what he remembered. I knew
that these results, combined with at
least an “average” IQ and low aca-
demic scores, should make him a
shoo-in for the program. His case was
“classic.” Unfortunately, the psychol-
ogist’s results did not bode well for N.
She found his score on cognitive tests
to be “borderline,” a euphemism for
retarded, which would mean that
there was no discrepancy, not enough
difference between the scores on tests
of his intelligence/inherent ability and
his academic achievement to qualify
calling him “learning disabled.” Only
because I continued to advocate
strongly for this student did she re-
view her notes and finally found one
subtest that could be used to help us
find a discrepancy.

When N.’s IEP was completed, he



and his mother and most of his teach-
ers were pleased to learn both that
there was a reason for his behavior,
and more importantly, that we could
hope for some improvement. As I al-
ways do with new students, I started
mediating and explained how impor-
tant it was to come to  school on time,
eat healthy foods, watch PBS, take
home books to read, do homework,
floss his teeth, get a physical and a vi-
sion test, and so on. He actually did
manage to pass world cultures with
me and one other nonacademic class,
though he failed the rest because of
his previous poor attendance.

Our school counselor arranged for
him to take some independent study
summer school classes so that he
would start to accumulate credits and
have a fighting chance of graduating
before his twenty-fifth birthday. He
passed both summer classes and also
held down a summer job at a presti-
gious technology center. In the fall, he
concurrently enrolled in a local com-
munity college along with another of
my resource specialist students. They
took a course in American labor his-
tory for high school credit in which
they both got As. Filled with new con-
fidence, they now see themselves as ca-
pable of doing something that nobody
in their families has ever done: gradu-
ate from high school and go to college.

N. also did another amazing thing.
While visiting my house last summer,
he asked for a book to read and I lent
him a favorite of mine, Eduardo
Galeano’s Book of Embraces. I chose it
because it is composed of short para-
graphs and because the author is from

Uruguay, and thus writes in Spanish,
N.’s native language. N liked it so
much that he carried it around for
months, pondering its depths. Re-
cently, this former nonreader showed
me a book of poetry he was reading by
Luis Rodríguez, author of La Vida
Loca/Always Running, in which there
was a poem that author had dedicated
to Galeano. N. had discovered the
poem himself; while reading La Vida
Loca, he had ordered the author’s vol-
ume of poetry from another branch of
the library (which he found by using
the library’s computer) and then,
when reading the book, noticed this
particular poem. Galeano is a very po-
litical and sophisticated author who is
highly respected by many intellectuals
and exiles from South American coun-
tries. This young man is on his way to
success, no thanks to norm-referenced
standardized IQ tests.

A year has passed since N. first be-
gan working with me. This June he
turned eighteen. He is determined,
despite a dearth of credits, to graduate
next year. I explained to him that he’d
need to pass every single class—which
means not only attending them but
also doing the work—and that he
would need to take some independent
study classes and perhaps even more
courses at the local community col-
lege. He agreed. So far, he’s pretty
much stayed on track, though he
needs a lot of mediating, or remind-
ing. He recently requested to return
to regular English class because the
students are reading a book by an au-
thor he likes. By working after school
he was able to buy a car, which has
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helped him to improve his attendance.
(He lives at the other end of the city,
and it takes an hour and a half to get
here by bus. His mom used to drive
him, but she got laid off . . . the story
is all too familiar.)

What Can We Do? 
We Can Change the Schools
Given the current situation and the
increasing reliance on “high-stakes”
tests across the nation, what can we do
to help our students and ourselves? As
Tatanka Iontanka (Sitting Bull) said,
“Let’s put our heads together and see
what we will make for our children.”
We can change the relationship be-
tween teacher and student from an au-
thoritarian, top-down, “I teach, you
learn,” model to one of mutual collab-
oration. Each teacher could be, as
Australian educator Julia Atkins says, a
“guide from the side” rather than a
“sage on the stage.” Not only will this
move the children to the center of our
enterprise, but it will help us to avoid
the burnout that drives far too many
of us away from the joy of working
with young people as they struggle to
make sense of their world.

I’ve been lucky to work at a K-12
school where I often got to spend
many years with students, either work-
ing one-on-one with them in my
Learning Center or visiting them in
their classes. This situation is ideal
and perhaps unusual, but it is becom-
ing less so; there seems to be a trend
toward creating more small schools
and multi-age classes. But what about
regular teachers who work in regular

schools—what can they do to make
things better for themselves and their
students? How can they incorporate
mediated learning and dynamic as-
sessment?

As long as teachers understand that
it is the children who are supposed to
be doing the learning, any classroom
can be set up to offer MLE. Teachers
can decide to become mediators
rather than remain traditional “teach-
ers” who stand in front of the class and
“perform.” Given the three main
components of a classroom—the
teacher, the students, and the curricu-
lum—when we use mediated learning,
the teachers get to relate to the stu-
dents and encourage the students to
relate to the content.

By slowly transferring the responsi-
bility for learning to their students,
teachers will make life easier for
themselves. They can use the same
books and curricular material they al-
ways have, but in a different way.
They need to “tweak” assignments so
the focus is on the students; curricu-
lum should be used to enhance stu-
dents’ cognitive skills, not as an end in
itself. Assignments, projects, and in-
vestigations can be devised that re-
spect the increasing cultural diversity
of our students and their need for cog-
nitive remediation. Once teachers
know the students’ cognitive strengths
and challenges, they won’t need to
reinvent the wheel with each new as-
signment. They don’t need to become
specialists in curriculum because the
children are their subjects. Yes, we
need to know our content area, but we
need to know our kids more; we need



to know how they learn, what they do
when they’re stuck, and the like.

Many elementary and middle
school teachers work in self-contained
classrooms and would find it relatively
easy to implement a mediational style
with their students, if they don’t al-
ready do so. MLE can also be intro-
duced in high school classes where
teachers and students often only see
each other once daily for short periods
of time. While it is true that teachers
should not take on the teaching of a
subject area that is unfamiliar to them,
I don’t believe that teachers need be
subject matter experts in order for
their students to learn. A teacher has
to know enough to guide student in-
quiry and ask provocative questions,
but subject matter expertise is mean-
ingless unless teachers know how to
relate to students, how to mediate. In
fact, teachers who demonstrate im-
pressive mastery of their content area
are often in danger of making this the
focus of the class rather than their stu-
dents. It is far more important to the
intellectual and emotional life of stu-
dents that they learn something that
will be remembered and used for a
long time—such as learning that they
can learn, or being able to incorporate
the cognitive skill of planning into
their daily life—than it is to get 100
percent on a test of facts which will
soon be forgotten. If we think back to
those teachers who made a difference
in our lives, we’ll find that it wasn’t
those who only dazzled us with their
intellectual prowess; it was those who
sparked something in us. The best
teachers are the ones who understand

that they teach children, not math or
science or history.

Using mediated learning will make
school more meaningful, cut down on
boredom and behavior problems, en-
courage students to collaborate, and
thus give teachers time to work indi-
vidually with the students in their
ZPD. We need to know how these
students see themselves as learners,
how their families see them, and how
family members see each other. This
is much more important than knowing
what they know or are able to do at
the moment because it will inform us
of how they will deal with challenges
in the future. 

Mediated learning will give us time
to ask the many questions that teach
us about our students: What kinds of
books they like to read (adventures?
biographies? poems? picture books?
encyclopedias?). What they want to
learn in mathematics (fractions?
money? algebra? long division?).
What do they do when they’re stuck?
Do they give up and stop working?
Skip that problem or word? Ask for
assistance? Do they ask for help from
their peers? From adults? Which
ones? From no one?

Which do students care about
more, the process or the product? Are
they likely to copy from a neighbor or
do they enjoy figuring things out on
their own? If the objective of the as-
signment is getting the right answer
(rather than understanding what they
are doing), then students will often
copy from a book or from another stu-
dent in order to turn in a completed
assignment. Little has been learned.
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That’s the disadvantage of giving one
nonnegotiable assignment to an entire
class, as is usually suggested in
teacher’s manuals. The assumption
that one size fits all is erroneous.

We also need to know how students
see school. Is it a place where they are
constantly fearful and humiliated or is
it a place to learn, to play, and to make
friends? Do they like to be the center
of attention or do they try to slide
through unnoticed? How important
are grades to them and their families?
Does anyone care? If so, who? Are
there rewards or punishments at-
tached? What is the educational his-
tory of family members? What is their
class background? How long have they
lived here? Where did they come from
and why? Who in the family speaks
English? Can they read and write in
their own language? Did everyone or
anyone graduate from high school?
Do their parents have unreasonable
expectations of their children? Are
there problems with literacy, abuse,
neglect, or denial in their homes?
What kind of support do they have?

The answers to these questions will
also help educators learn how best to
communicate with the child’s family;
this kind of knowledge can make a
huge difference in the way the young
person responds to us and to the
whole business of school. Often, when
I call a student’s home, parents expect
to be blamed for how they raised their
child. Calling to complain only makes
parents feel like failures. A wise
teacher can build bridges and relation-
ships so that we become allies with the
parents, as we work together to help

their children succeed. One of the
worst things that can befall a child is
to become a pawn in the power strug-
gle between home and school.

When we move curriculum away
from prepackaged pablum toward con-
tent that is relevant to the lives of our
children, students can be challenged
and allowed to construct meaning in a
way that makes sense to them. If we
focus more on the children and do
away with grades and standardized
tests, the likelihood is that more of our
underachieving students would be re-
moved from the “endangered species
list,” a goal near and dear to the hearts
of many educators, parents, and com-
munity members.

When we are able to relate to the
students and get them to relate to the
content, we avoid the tedium and
burnout that often burden those who
focus on content and paperwork
rather than on students and their very
real struggles. If you embrace the
principles laid out here, young people
will learn and you’ll get to have a life.
The beauty of using mediated learn-
ing and a dynamic approach to assess-
ment is that we get to become close to
the young people as we support them
in their struggles to make meaning
out of chaos. What could be a better
way to invest in their futures? Teach
them all to fish!

Following is a list of Feuerstein’s
cognitive functions. A discussion of
their implementation is beyond the
scope of this chapter; those who are
interested may contact the author at
judih@ousd.k12.ca.us or Feuerstein
himself for further information.



Feuerstein’s Cognitive Functions

I. Gathering all the information we need
(Input)

1. Using our senses: Listening, seeing,
smelling, tasting, touching, and
feeling to gather clear and complete
information (clear perception)

2. Using a system or plan so that we
do not skip or miss something im-
portant or repeat ourselves (system-
atic exploration)

3. Giving the thing we gather through
our senses and our experience a
name so that we can remember it
more clearly and talk about it 
(labeling)

4. Describing things and events in
terms of where and when they occur
(temporal and spatial references)

5. Deciding on the characteristics of a
thing or event that always stays the
same even when changes take place
(conservation, constancy, and object
permanence)

6. Organizing the information we
gather by considering more than
one thing at a time (using two
sources of information)

7. Being precise and accurate when it
matters (precision)

II. Using the information we have gath-
ered (Elaboration)

1. Defining what the problem is, what
we are being asked to do, and what
we must figure out (analyzing dise-
quilibrium)

2. Using only that part of the informa-
tion we have gathered that is rele-
vant, that is, taking what applies to
the problem and ignoring the rest
(relevance)

3. Having a good picture in our mind 

of what we are looking for, or what
we must do (interiorization)

4. Making a plan that will include the
steps we need to take to reach our
goal (planning behavior)

5. Remembering and keeping in mind
the various pieces of information we
need (broadening our mental field)

6. Looking for the relationship by
which separate objects, events, and
experiences can be tied together
(projecting relationships)

7. Comparing objects and experiences
to others to see what is similar and
what is different (comparative be-
havior)

8. Finding the class or set to which the
new object or experience belongs
(categorization)

9. Thinking about different possibili-
ties and figuring out what would
happen if we were to choose one or
another (hypothetical thinking)

10. Using logic to prove things and 
to defend our opinion (logical
evidence)

III. Expressing the solution to a problem
(Output)

1. Being clear and precise in our lan-
guage so that there is no question as
to what our answer is; putting our-
selves into the “shoes” of the lis-
tener to be sure that our answer will
be understood (overcoming egocen-
tric communication)

2. Thinking things through before we
answer instead of immediately try-
ing to answer, making a mistake,
and then trying again (overcoming
trial and error)

(continues)
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3. Counting to ten (at least) so that we
don’t say or do something we will
be sorry for later (restraining impul-
sive behavior)

4. Avoiding panic when we can’t an-
swer a question for some reason,

even though we “know” the answer;
leaving the question for a little
while and then when returning to it,
using a strategy to help us find the
answer (overcoming blocking)

Feuerstein’s Cognitive Functions (continued)
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Proponents of “higher standards” and
more testing promise raised expecta-
tions for all students and increased “ac-
countability.” In practice, their reforms
are hostile to good teaching and pose
a special threat to multiculturalism.

The state where I teach, Oregon,
has joined the national testing craze.
This fall, the Oregon Department of
Education field-tested its first ever
statewide social studies assessments.
Many teachers were dismayed to dis-
cover that the tests were a multiple-
choice maze that lurched about, hel-
ter-skelter, seeking answers on World
War I, constitutional amendments,
global climate, rivers in India, hypo-
thetical population projections, Su-
preme Court decisions, and economic
terminology. Evidently, for the state
of Oregon, social studies knowledge is
little more than piles of disconnected
facts about the world.

If it prevails, Oregon’s brand of
standardization will undermine a mul-
ticultural curriculum—one that de-

scribes and attempts to explain the
world as it really exists, speaks to the
diversity of our society and our stu-
dents, and aims not only to teach im-
portant facts but to develop citizens
who can make the world safer and
more just. In a sense, the entire effort
to create fixed standards violates the
very essence of multiculturalism. Mul-
ticulturalism is, in the words of Har-
vard professor Henry Louis Gates Jr.
(1995), a “conversation among differ-
ent voices,” a search for perspectives
that have been silenced in traditional
scholastic narratives. Multiculturalism
attempts to uncover “the histories and
experiences of people who have been
left out of the curriculum,” as an-
tiracist educator Enid Lee (1995) em-
phasizes. Because multiculturalism is
an undertaking that requires new
scholarship and constant discussion, it
is necessarily ongoing. Yet as re-
searcher Harold Berlak points out,
“standardization and centralization of
curriculum testing is an effort to put
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an end to a cacophony of voices on
what constitutes truth, knowledge, and
learning and what the young should be
taught. It insists upon one set of an-
swers.” Curriculum standardization is,
as Berlak indicates (2000), a way to si-
lence dissident voices, “a way to manu-
facture consent and cohesion.”

Creating official, government-ap-
proved social studies standards is
bound to be controversial, whether at
the national or state level. Thus, ac-
cording to the Portland Oregonian,
state education officials “tried to stake
a neutral ground” in order to win ap-
proval for its version of social reality.
“We have tried so hard to go right
down the middle between what teach-
ers want, what parents want, and what
the [Republican-dominated] Legisla-
ture wants,” said Dawn Billings, a De-
partment of Education curriculum co-
ordinator. Not surprisingly, as a result
of this attempt to be “neutral” and in-
offensive, the standards lack a critical
sensibility—an emphasis on conflict
and diversity of interpretation—and
tend toward a conservative, Father
Knows Best portrait of history and soci-
ety. For example, one typical tenth-
grade benchmark calls for students to
“understand how the Constitution can
be a vehicle for change and for re-
solving issues as well as a device for
preserving values and principles of
society.”

Are these the only options? Is this
how, say, Frederick Douglass or the
Seminole leader Osceola would have
seen the Constitution? Shouldn’t stu-
dents also understand how the Consti-
tution can be (and has been) a vehicle

for preserving class and race stratifica-
tion and for maintaining the privileges
of dominant social groups? For ex-
ample, in the 1857 Dred Scott case,
the Supreme Court held that a slave
could not sue for his freedom because
he was property, not a human being.
Chief Justice Roger Taney declared
that no Black person in the United
States had “any rights which the white
man is bound to respect.” In response,
the Abolitionist William Lloyd Garri-
son called the Constitution an “agree-
ment with Hell” for its support of
slavery. But then, in 1896, the
Supreme Court ruled in Plessy v. Fer-
guson that segregation—“separate but
equal”—did not violate the Four-
teenth Amendment. Seating this un-
derstanding historically is crucial.

Historical Realities vs. the
Limited Perspective of
Standardized Tests
Almost 40 percent of the men who
wrote the Constitution owned slaves,
including George Washington and
James Madison. In my U.S. history
classes, we look at the adoption of the
Constitution from the standpoint of
poor white farmers, enslaved African
Americans, unemployed workers in
urban areas, and other groups. Stu-
dents create their own Constitution in
a mock assembly, and then compare
their document to the actual Consti-
tution. They discover, for example,
that the Constitution does not include
the word “slave,” but instead refers to
enslaved African Americans eu-
phemistically, as in Article 4, Section
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2: “No person held to service or labor
in one state, under the laws thereof,
escaping into another, shall in conse-
quence of any law or regulation
therein, be discharged from such serv-
ice or labor, but shall be delivered up
on claim of the party to whom such
service or labor may be due.” It’s a vi-
cious clause that cannot be made to fit
in the “preserving values and princi-
ples” rhetoric of the benchmark men-
tioned above. 

It is probably inevitable that school
curricula will reflect the contradic-
tions between a society’s myths and
realities. But while a critical multicul-
tural approach attempts to examine
these contradictions, standardization
tends to paper them over. For ex-
ample, here is another benchmark that
similarly fails the multicultural test:
“Explain how laws are developed and
applied to provide order, set limits,
protect basic rights, and promote the
common good.” Whose order, whose
basic rights, are protected by laws?
Are all social groups included equally
in the term “common good”? Between
1862 and 1890, laws in the United
States gave 180 million acres (an area
the size of Texas and Oklahoma com-
bined) to privately owned railroad
companies but gave virtually no land
to African Americans freed from slav-
ery in the South. Viewing the Consti-
tution and other U.S. laws through a
multicultural lens would add texture
and depth to the facile one-sidedness
of Oregon’s “neutral” standards.

Indeed, the “R” word, “racism,” is
not mentioned once in any of the
seven 1998 eleventh-grade field tests

or in the social studies standards
adopted in March 1998 by the state
board of education. Even if the only
yardstick were strict historical accu-
racy, this would be a bizarre omission:
the state was launched as a whites-
only territory by the Oregon Dona-
tion Act and in racist wars of dispos-
session waged against indigenous
peoples; the first constitution out-
lawed slavery but also forbade Blacks
from living in the state, a prohibition
that remained on the books until
1926. 

Perhaps state education officials are
concerned that introducing the con-
cept of racism to students could call
into question the essentially harmo-
nious world of change and continuity
over time that underpins the standards
project. Whatever the reason for the
absence of this concept in the tests,
there is no way that students can make
sense of the world today without the
idea of racism in their conceptual
knapsack. If a key goal of multicultur-
alism is to account for how the past
helped shape the present, and if an
important part of the present is social
inequality, then Oregon’s standards
and tests earn a failing grade.

Despite the publication of state so-
cial studies standards and benchmarks,
teachers and parents don’t really know
what students are expected to learn
until they see the tests, which were de-
veloped by an out-of-state assessment
corporation, MetriTech. As Wade W.
Nelson (1998) points out in a delight-
fully frank article, “The Naked Truth
about School Reform in Minnesota”
(which might as well have been writ-



ten about Oregon), “The content of
the standards is found only in the tests
used to assess them. Access to the tests
themselves is carefully controlled,
making it difficult to get a handle on
what these standards are. It seems
ironic to me that basic standards—
that which every student is expected
to know or be able to do—are revealed
only in tests accessible only to test
makers and administrators. This de-
sign avoids much of the debate about
what these standards ought to be,”
and this debate is essential to the on-
going struggle for a multicultural cur-
riculum.

Discrete Facts
It’s when you look directly at the tests
that their limitations and negative im-
plications for multiculturalism be-
come most clear. Test questions in-
evitably focus on discrete facts, but
they cannot address the deeper, multi-
faceted meaning of facts. For example,
in the field tests Oregon piloted in the
fall of 1998, one question asked which
constitutional amendment gave
women the right to vote. Students
could get this question right even if
they knew virtually nothing about the
long struggle for women’s rights. On
the other hand, they could know lots
about the feminist movement and not
recall that it was the Nineteenth and
not the Sixteenth, Seventeenth, or
Eighteenth Amendment (the other
test choices) that gave women the
right to vote. Further, because there is
no way to predict precisely which facts
will be sought on the state tests, teach-

ers will feel pressured to turn courses
into a “memory Olympics”; teachers
simply will not be able to afford to
spend time probing beneath the head-
lines of history.

Last year, my students at Franklin
High School in Portland performed a
role play on the 1848 women’s rights
conference in Seneca Falls, New York,
the first formal U.S. gathering to de-
mand greater equality for women.
The original assembly was composed
largely of middle- to upper-class white
women. I wanted my students to ap-
preciate these women’s courage and to
understand the issues that they ad-
dressed but also to consider the limita-
tions imposed by their race, class, and
ethnicity. Thus, in our simulated 1848
gathering, my students portrayed
women who were not at the original
conference—enslaved African Ameri-
cans, Cherokee women who had been
forcibly moved to Oklahoma on the
Trail of Tears, Mexican women in the
recently conquered territory of New
Mexico, and poor, white New England
mill workers—as well as the white,
middle- and upper-class reformers like
Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia
Mott who were in attendance.

In this more socially representative
fictional assembly, students learned
about the resolutions adopted at the
original gathering and the conditions
that motivated them, but they also saw
firsthand how more privileged white
women ignored other important is-
sues that a more diverse convention
might have addressed, such as treaty
rights of Mexican women, sexual
abuse of enslaved African Americans,
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and the workplace exploitation of
poor white women.

The knowledge that my students
acquired from this role play consisted
not only of “facts”—although they
learned plenty of these. They also ex-
ercised their multicultural social
imaginations—listening for the voices
that are often silenced in the tradi-
tional U.S. history narrative and be-
coming more alert to the importance
of issues of race and class. However,
this kind of teaching and learning
takes time—time that could be ill af-
forded in the fact-packing pedagogy
required by multiple-choice tests. And
after all their study, would my stu-
dents have recalled whether it was the
Sixteenth, Seventeenth, Eighteenth,
or Nineteenth Amendment that gave
women the right to vote? If not, they
would have appeared ignorant about
the struggle for women’s rights.

Likewise, my global studies stu-
dents spend the better part of a quar-
ter reading, discussing, role-playing,
and writing about the manifold conse-
quences of European colonialism.
They read excerpts from Okot
p’Bitek’s poignant book-length poem,
Song of Lawino, which is about the lin-
gering psychological effects of colo-
nialism in Uganda. They role-play a
trial on the colonial roots of the po-
tato famine in Ireland, and they exam-
ine how Asian economies were dis-
torted to serve the needs of European
ruling classes. But when confronted
with Oregon’s multiple-choice ques-
tion that asks which continent was
most thoroughly colonized in 1914,
would my students answer correctly?

As these examples illustrate, in a
multicultural curriculum it’s not so
much facts as it is perspective that is
important in nurturing a fuller under-
standing of society. And sometimes
considering new perspectives requires
imagination as much as or more than
memory of specific facts. For example,
my history students read about the
people Columbus encountered in
1492, the Tainos—who themselves
left no written records—in excerpts
from Columbus’s journal and articles
like Jose Barreiro’s “Tainos: Men of
the Good” (1998). I ask students to
write a story or diary entry from the
point of view of a Taino during the
first few days or weeks of their en-
counter with Spaniards, drawing on
information in the readings but then
going further. Although necessarily a
speculative undertaking, this project
invites students to turn the “Colum-
bus discovers America” story on its
head and encourages them to appreci-
ate the humanity in the people usually
marginalized in tales of “exploration.”
In response, students have written
pieces of startling insight. Sure, a mul-
tiple-choice test can assess whether
students know that Columbus first
sailed in 1492, where he landed, or the
name of the people he encountered.
But such a test is ill equipped to assess
what students truly understand about
this encounter.

Not surprisingly, Oregon’s “one
best answer” approach vastly oversim-
plifies and misrepresents complex so-
cial processes and entirely erases eth-
nicity and race as categories of
analysis. One question on a recent test



reads: “In 1919, over 4.1 million
Americans belonged to labor unions.
By 1928, that number had dropped to
3.4 million. Which of the following
best accounts for that drop?” It seems
that the correct answer must be A.:
“Wages increased dramatically, so
workers didn’t need unions.”

All the other answers are clearly
wrong, but is this answer “correct”?
Since when do workers leave unions
when they win higher wages? Weren’t
mechanization and scientific manage-
ment factors in undermining tradi-
tional craft unions? Did the post–
World War I red scare, with its sys-
tematic attacks on radical unions like
the Industrial Workers of the World
and deportations of foreign-born la-
bor organizers, affect union member-
ship? And how about the Oregon test’s
reductive category of “worker”?
Shouldn’t students be alert to how
race, ethnicity, and gender were and
are important factors in determining
one’s workplace experience, including
union membership? For example, in
1919, professional strikebreakers,
hired by steel corporations, were told
to stir up as much bad feeling as they
possibly could between the Serbians
and the Italians. And more than
30,000 Black workers, excluded from
AFL unions, were brought in as
strikebreakers. A multicultural aware-
ness is vital if we’re to arrive at a satis-
factory answer to the Oregon field-
test question above. But instead, the
state would reward students for
choosing a historical sound bite that is
as shallow as it is wrong.

This leads me to an aspect of these
tests that is especially offensive to
teachers: they don’t merely assess,
they also instruct. The tests represent
the authority of the state, implicitly
telling students, “Just memorize the
facts, kids. That’s what social studies is
all about—and if teachers do any more
than that, they’re wasting your time.”
Multiple-choice tests undermine
teachers’ efforts to construct a rigor-
ous multicultural curriculum because
they delegitimate that curriculum in
students’ eyes by suggesting that “if it
were important it would be on the
test.”

The Core of Multiculturalism
At its core, multicultural teaching is
an ethical, even political, enterprise.
Its aim is not just to impart lots of in-
teresting facts, to equip students to be
proficient Trivial Pursuit players, but
to help make the world a better place.
It highlights injustice of all kinds—
racial, gender, class, linguistic, ethnic,
national, environmental—in order to
make explanations and propose solu-
tions. It recognizes our responsibility
to fellow human beings and to the
earth. It has heart and soul.

Compare that aim with the sterile,
fact-collecting orientation of Oregon’s
standards and assessments. For ex-
ample, a typical forty-nine-question
high school field test piloted in 1998
included seven questions on global cli-
mate, two on the location of rivers in
India and Africa, and one on hypo-
thetical world population projections
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for the year 2050. But not a single
question in the test concerned the
lives of people around the world or
environmental conditions—nothing
about increasing poverty, the global
AIDS epidemic, the disappearance of
the rain forests, rates of unemploy-
ment, global warming, and other
crises; nor were there any questions
on efforts to address these crises. The
test bounded aimlessly from one dis-
jointed fact to another. In the most
profound sense it was pointless.

Indeed, the test’s random amorality
may reveal another of its cultural bi-
ases. Oregon’s standards and assess-
ments make no distinction between
knowledge and information. The
state’s version of social education
would appear to have no raison d’être
beyond the acquisition of large quan-
tities of data. But for many cultures,
the aim of knowledge is not bulk, but
wisdom—insight into meaningful as-
pects about the nature of life.

Peter Kiang (1998/1999) makes a
similar point about the Massachusetts
teacher test that calls into question the
validity of enterprises such as these.
He writes that “by constructing a test
based on a sequence of isolated, de-
contextualized questions that have no
relationship to each other, the under-
lying epistemology embedded in the
test design has a Western-cultural
bias, even if individual questions in-
clude or represent ‘multicultural’ con-
tent. Articulating and assessing a
knowledge base requires examining
not only what one knows, but also
how one knows.”

Students “know” in different ways,
and these differences are often cul-
tural. Oregon nonetheless subjects all
students to an abstract, data-heavy as-
sessment device that does not gauge
what or how they have learned. As
Kiang points out, test makers address
multicultural criticism by including
individual questions about multicul-
tural content—for example, by high-
lighting snippets of information about
famous people of color like Martin
Luther King Jr., Cesar Chavez, and
Harriet Tubman. But these “heroes
and holidays” additions cannot mask
the fundamental hostility to multicul-
tural education shown by standards
and assessments like those initiated by
Oregon.

Spelling out an alternative to Ore-
gon’s culturally biased, superficial “ac-
countability” plan would require an-
other chapter. In brief, I want the state
to abandon its effort to turn me into a
delivery system of approved social in-
formation. I want it to support me and
other teachers as we collaborate to
create curriculum that deals forth-
rightly with social problems, that
fights racism and social injustice. I
want it to support teachers as we con-
struct rigorous performance standards
for students that promote deep think-
ing about the nature of our society. I
want it to acknowledge the legitimacy
of a multicultural curriculum of criti-
cal questions, complexity, multiple
perspectives, and social imagination. I
want it to admit that wisdom is more
than information—that the world can’t
be chopped up into multiple-choice



questions, and that you can’t bubble-
in the truth with a number-two pencil.

References
Barreiro, J. (1998). The Tainos: “Men of

the good.” In B. Bigelow & B. Peterson
(Eds.), Rethinking Columbus: The next
500 years (2nd ed.). Milwaukee: Re-
thinking Schools.

Berlak, H. (2000). Cultural politics: The
science of assessment and democratic
renewal of public education. In A. Filer
(Ed.), Assessment: Social practice and so-
cial product. London: Falmer Press.

Gates, H. L., Jr. (1995). Multiculturalism:
A conversation among different voices.
In D. Levine, et al. (Eds.), Rethinking
schools: An agenda for change, p. 7. New
York: The New Press.

Kiang, P. (1998/1999.) Trivial pursuit test-
ing. Rethinking Schools, 12(2), 23.

Lee, E. (1995). Taking multicultural, anti-
racist education seriously. In D.
Levine, et al. (Eds.), Rethinking schools:
An agenda for change, p. 9. New York:
The New Press.

Nelson, W. W. (1998). The naked truth
about school reform in Minnesota. Phi
Delta Kappan, 79(9), 681.

702 MULTICULTURALISM



It is a common adage in education:
school reforms never endure but, like
a pendulum, merely sway back and
forth, clocking in and out and then
back into our schools in a perpetual
cycle (Kliebard, 1995). As a result, the
wisdom goes, it is pointless for teach-
ers to try to transform their practices
because no reform lasts for long, and
time and energy are merely wasted in
the capricious pursuit of the latest ed-
ucational fad. Additionally, if teachers
simply wait long enough, they can
even witness the return of past efforts,
repackaged and recycled over and over
and over again. Assuming that the
fleeting nature of school reform is a
problem, we might ask ourselves just
how far reform advocates would be
willing to go to solve it, to ensure sus-
tainable reforms? To what extent
would they compel teachers to comply
with a new reform effort? And would
these methods of compulsion work?

Proponents of the standards move-
ment, the most pervasive reform effort

in education today, seek to end the
perceived transient nature of reform
undertakings through the use of legis-
lated consequences and rewards. New
state standards are tied to mandatory
high-stakes state exams, requiring stu-
dents to attain a certain minimum
score on these exams to be allowed to
continue to the next grade level or
even to receive a high school diploma,
regardless of their academic record.
The expectation, then, is that teach-
ers, fully aware of these ramifications,
will be compelled to alter their teach-
ing practices in order to prepare their
students for these exams, thus helping
them reach the new high standards.
(And to augment the incentives, some
states also tie these test scores to
teacher bonuses and/or the threat of
state seizure of schools.)

In other words, a disciplinary de-
vice is put into place to ensure the im-
plementation of the new reform.
What is simply assumed, or often left
unexamined, however, is whether (1)
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particularly high standards are educa-
tionally sound and (2) the exams
validly measure the attainment of the
standards. Both points are hotly dis-
puted by researchers and educators
(Heubert & Hauser, 1999; McNeil,
2000; Neill, 1997; Ohanian, 1999).
Yet, despite these controversies, many
states continue to make high-stakes
decisions on the basis of a single stan-
dardized exam, while proclaiming
teachers accountable for the critical
test score that can determine a child’s
future.

This chapter provides a look into
the effects of mandated high-stakes
exams on the teachers in one particu-
lar high school, the Durant School,
located in a small industrial city in the
northeast section of the United States.
With its distinct learner-centered phi-
losophy and performance-based as-
sessments, the Durant School has long
had a reputation as a haven for stu-
dents seeking alternatives to tradi-
tional high school programs. Through
the years, it has also been supported
by its city school district as a magnet
school and permitted to operate with
substantial autonomy, shielded from
the vagaries of periodic mandates and
entrusted to uphold its particular, and
successful, mission. (Within the dis-
trict, the school has higher-than-
average attendance and college
acceptance rates, and lower-than-
average suspension and dropout rates.)

This autonomy, however, came into
question in 1996, when the state
adopted a series of five high-stakes ex-
ams to measure its new high stan-
dards. The first exam, on English lan-

guage arts, was to be introduced in
June 1999, followed by math, world
history, American history, and science;
the passage of all five would be re-
quired for graduation. Though the
Durant School at first assumed it
would be given an exemption from
these new mandates, it soon discov-
ered that this reform was different: all
schools and all students were to be
subjected to the same terms. The state
was allowing no exemptions.

The school now found itself in the
middle of an excruciating dilemma:
teach to the new high-stakes tests or
preserve its program; give kids the
best chance possible to pass these state
exams or risk their ability to graduate
by upholding the school’s philosophy;
compromise the school’s integrity or
possibly compromise their students’
futures. Because the reform was di-
rectly tied to a student’s eligibility to
graduate, the teachers felt they could
not ignore it. They were going to have
to alter their practices, because in
their eyes, their students’ lives were at
stake. The disciplinary device was
working.

The Effects of the High-Stakes
State Mathematics Exam
At the beginning of the 1997–1998
school year, the staff at the Durant
School instituted a new policy that re-
quired all incoming freshmen to take a
state-designed mathematics course to
help prepare them for the future state
math exam. This course was a radical
departure from the school’s usual ap-
proach to curriculum, in which teach-
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ers develop their own courses incor-
porating student interests, their real-
life, contextual experiences, and in-
depth projects and investigations.
However, the staff believed that this
departure was inescapable, given that
these freshmen would be the first class
required to pass the state math exam
in order to graduate. They felt that it
was necessary to concentrate on
teaching specifically to the state math
standards and to cover as much con-
tent that might be on the exam as pos-
sible. In other words, they were com-
pelled to alter their methods not to
improve practice but to keep their stu-
dents out of harm’s way.

Our research at the Durant School
began in the 1998–1999 school year,
the second year of the new math pol-
icy. Our interviews and participant ob-
servation made it evident that this
change was exacting a toll on Rob, the
teacher of the freshman math course.
At a staff meeting in January 1999,
Rob said that his teaching had
changed, that he was now “teaching to
the test”—specifically, the current
state test that would be administered
in June at the course’s end. (The new
high-stakes state math test had not yet
been developed; however, the state
exam for this particular course was
considered its closest model.)

Rob explained that he saw it as his
responsibility as an educator to teach
this way; to do otherwise would be
“educational malfeasance,” as it would
hinder his students’ ability to pass the
state exam. He then said: “And I hate
it,” quickly adding, “I don’t like it here
[at the school] this year. I’m tense. I’m

impatient.” In an interview later that
spring, Rob elaborated on the change
in his teaching practices: “In the past I
would teach based on making sure
kids understood things. In my class,
where the kids are preparing for the
[state exam], I realize my dissatisfac-
tion is making sure I get through the
curriculum, and I find that very frus-
trating.”

A year later, the change was no eas-
ier for Rob. At a staff meeting in Janu-
ary 2000, he explained that because of
the pressure to cover all the content
necessary to meet the state standards,
he could no longer take the time to
listen to his students and respond ac-
cordingly, as he used to do. “I feel like
I’m disconnecting from my students,”
he announced in distress. A few
months later, he again exclaimed in
staff meeting, “I don’t want to teach to
the stupid thing [the state exam], but I
can’t not.”

As evidenced by these statements,
Rob, a teacher with over twenty years’
experience in the classroom, had in-
deed altered his teaching. However,
this change occurred not in order to
improve his practice, but solely to pre-
pare his students for a state exam, a
state exam that he sees as a “stupid
thing.” He does not see merit in cov-
ering all the content of the math stan-
dards. To the contrary, he finds that
the pressure to teach it all has a nega-
tive effect on his classroom because
his focus has switched from his stu-
dents to the standards. He can no
longer take the time to make sure that
students understand. He can no
longer take the time to listen and re-



spond to them. Instead, he is com-
pelled to sweep through an imposed
curriculum of math standards in order
to prepare his students for a single
exam, an exam they must pass in order
to graduate from high school. Ironi-
cally, the high standards reform effort,
an effort designed to improve the level
of teaching, is, in Rob’s experience,
having just the opposite effect.

The Effects of the High-Stakes
State World History Exam
The next high-stakes state exam to al-
ter the Durant School’s program was
the world history exam, passage of
which was to be required of all stu-
dents beginning with the class of
2002. In staff meetings throughout
the spring of 1999, the staff exten-
sively debated whether to begin teach-
ing this state-designed “high stan-
dards” curriculum to which the exam
was to be aligned. This curriculum,
described by the principal as “a mile
wide and an inch deep,” is antithetical
to the school’s philosophy of in-depth
learning. As a result, most staff was ve-
hemently opposed to its implementa-
tion, preferring to stall until the state
had reached a decision on the school’s
formal request for a variance from the
exams (see Goodson and Foote, “Test-
ing Times”). A few, however, felt that
the risk to students’ futures was too
great to count on a favorable decision
and to delay teaching to the test. This
argument became even stronger after
the summer passed and the state had
still not issued a decision.

In a staff meeting in early Septem-

ber 1999, as the new school year was
about to begin, the two history teach-
ers, Nathaniel and Eve, announced
that their world history classes this
year would be geared specifically to
the upcoming high-stakes state exam.
They explained to their sympathetic
colleagues that they needed to make
this change because no decision on a
variance had yet been made by the
state. Therefore, the freshmen and
sophomores, for whom these classes
would be required, would have to pass
the state exam in world history in or-
der to graduate from high school.

Nathaniel, a teacher with over
twenty years’ experience, further ex-
plained that he and Eve were making
this change because “the state is
breathing down our necks.” They had
decided that what was best for the kids
was giving them the best chance to
pass, adding, “We’re stuck.” He later
said that he was torn between how he
wants to teach and how he must teach
to get kids to pass the exam.

Eve stated that it would be irre-
sponsible not to prepare the kids now
because not only would the exam
cover two years’ worth of content but
the kids would also have other high-
stakes exams to prepare for and pass in
their junior and senior years. She said
that they could not wait. As a result of
this decision, there was no longer
room in the schedule for such previ-
ously popular courses as African-
American history; the history teachers
would be tied up teaching the state
course for the state exam.

In an interview later that autumn,
Nathaniel spoke about the changes in
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his world history course now that he
was gearing it to the state exam. He
said that instead of employing cooper-
ative learning and in-depth, critical
analysis of materials, his preferred
methods of teaching, he was now us-
ing the overhead and giving class
notes. He added that when students
had asked in consternation whether he
was going to teach like this all year, he
had responded affirmatively, explain-
ing that in order for them to pass the
state exam, they were going to have to
learn a lot of content. He said that he
had told them, “Kids, I’m not any
happier than you are about this, but I
could not live with myself knowing
that I did not teach you in a way that
would prepare you to jump through
that hoop. I couldn’t do it personally
and professionally.”

He further explained in the inter-
view that though he tried to insert
some things that would “make history
come alive” for his students, he only
had limited time for it as there was so
much content to cover. He then spoke
emotionally of his decision to teach to
the test:

I cannot put my head in the sand and
ignore the political realities that are
looming over the horizon. I’ve got to
deal with it. I just cannot put up a stone
wall and deny what’s happening. So
that’s what pushed me to (pause), well,
I read the handwriting on the wall and
I cannot let these kids go and take the
test, which I think they are going to
take. You have to prepare them to take
the test. What are you going to do? It’s
a hell of a catch-22. It’s the worst one

I’ve ever faced since having to go into
the army. Really, I compare that to
when I was like 19–20 years old and got
my draft notice [to serve in the Viet-
nam War]. . . . So I look at this and this
is just (pause); you know you can’t play
with people’s lives. I can play with my
own, but I can’t play with young
people’s lives. There’s too much at
stake, way, way too much.

Again, the disciplinary device of a
high-stakes exam proved successful in
compelling Nathaniel to teach to the
new standards. He went from provid-
ing experiences designed to foster
critical thinking and cooperative
learning to using an overhead and giv-
ing his students the myriad content
standards to copy, because he knew
these standards would be covered by
the high-stakes test. It was a discipli-
nary device that he could not ignore
because, in his words, he couldn’t
“play with young people’s lives.” Like
Rob, Nathaniel also believes that his
classroom has suffered from the
changes he has been forced to make in
order to comply with the state man-
dates. Yet he feels that he has no
choice because it is not his life that is
at stake; it is his students’ lives. And he
bears too much responsibility for their
futures.

From Trust to Compliance
In addition to the examples provided
above of specific classes and teachers
affected by the high-stakes tests, a
range of more general, yet crucial, is-
sues about the standards reform were



frequently raised by Durant School
staff throughout our two years of re-
search. One recurrent concern was
that trust in teachers and schools had
been replaced by enforcement and
compliance as a result of the standards
initiatives.

In a conversation with the princi-
pal, Ed, in December 1998, we dis-
cussed an incident in 1986 when the
Durant School successfully sought an
exemption from a city school district
testing mandate. Ed said that back
then, the district basically trusted the
school to do its own thing, but that
times had changed. He said that now
it is the state, not the city school dis-
trict, that makes the mandates, and
everyone must comply. He compared
it to the military: the state makes the
mandates, the city has to comply, and
the city has to make all its schools
comply as well.

A year later, a teacher named Alan
echoed this sentiment during a staff
meeting discussion about compliance
with the state mandates and the con-
sequent erosion of trust: “The kids
have a sword over their heads that we
[staff] put there. We have a sword over
our heads that Ed puts there. He has a
sword over his head that Central Of-
fice puts there. And it goes up and
up.” Alan explained that state methods
of enforced compliance interfere with
the development of trusting relation-
ships among students, teachers, and
administrators. For the staff at the
Durant School, these methods
threaten to transform the school into
an authoritarian institution where the
threat of dire consequences compels

one to conform. It is also a wrenching
change at a school that has thrived on
a philosophy in which both teachers
and students have been trusted and re-
spected to pursue their interests re-
sponsibly and assiduously.

In fact, the city school district
overtly wielded this “sword” in Octo-
ber 1999, when it initiated a policy of
sending personnel, unannounced, to
schools and classrooms to determine
whether (1) teachers were indeed
teaching to the standards and (2) a
copy of the state learning standards
was posted in every classroom as per
district mandate. While Ed, in an-
nouncing this new policy at staff
meeting, saw these visits as a possible
opportunity to educate district per-
sonnel about the Durant School’s phi-
losophy of learning and assessment,
the school’s guidance counselor, Karl,
disagreed. He doubted whether these
visitors would care about anything be-
yond whether the school “is stepping
in line.” After much discussion, Ed
left it to each teacher to decide how to
engage with these visitors, as long as
they showed how their lesson was
aligned with the standards. Mean-
while, he passed out copies of the
standards for each teacher to post in
their classrooms. Compliance with
district policy was upheld.

A few weeks later, the state’s com-
missioner of education visited the dis-
trict and held a community forum on
the new standards in a neighboring
school. He told the teachers in the au-
dience that “all eyes are on you” as
witness to whether the students are
meeting the standards and passing the
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state exams. He added, “I am watch-
ing you, too.” Trust to teach appropri-
ately and professionally did not enter
the equation. For this commissioner,
teachers would teach to the standards
because they would know they were
being monitored and scrutinized. The
high-stakes exams, then, became the
high-profile tool through which the
surveillance could occur and compli-
ance could be achieved.

Concluding Remarks
At the Durant School, the use of high-
stakes exams did ensure compliance
with the state’s new “high standards.”
Even though the staff was both confi-
dent that their existing program was
educationally sound (and district statis-
tics on the school supported this senti-
ment) and also critical of the content
standards and exams, they were com-
pelled to make changes. Why? Because
the staff felt too professionally and per-
sonally responsible to their students to
allow them to take high-stakes exams
unprepared. These teachers saw their
students on a chopping block, placed
there by the state. As the immediate
keepers of the standards, then, they
saw it as their responsibility to lead
their students out of danger. They had
to teach to the high-stakes tests. Pro-
ponents of the standards movement
call this “accountability.” In other cir-
cumstances, it is called extortion.

In April 2000, during a staff meet-

ing discussion on the tremendous dif-
ficulties many Durant School students
face in their home and personal lives,
a teacher, Doug, pointed out the
dilemma of trying to reach out to his
students when feeling pressured to
teach to the standards. He wondered
out loud, “Do I put my kids in danger
when I say that we don’t have time to
discuss their issues?” He explained the
dilemma: if he is not concentrating on
the state standards, then he is not
preparing the kids to pass the exams;
however, if he is teaching to the stan-
dards, then he is reducing the stu-
dents’ school experience to something
trivial for them. He concluded,
“We’re caught between the devil and
the deep blue sea.” The staff agreed.
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In 1989, President George Bush
called the nation’s governors together
for the first National Education Sum-
mit.1 They set goals and tried to de-
velop ways to measure progress, but
they were stymied by resistance to
federal interference in local school de-
cisions. Seven years later, governors
and forty-four top corporate leaders
met at IBM’s conference center in Pal-
isades, New York, and set up an ap-
proach for states to accomplish what
had eluded participants in the first
summit, namely, defining what should
be taught in local schools and enforc-
ing curriculum standardization
through state-mandated tests—what is
now called the “standards movement.”

Like the summit itself, the report
on standards given to summit partici-
pants by Public Agenda, a public opin-
ion research organization, is a quintes-
sential example of how neoliberal
democracy works to thwart meaning-
ful participation of the many by allow-
ing the few to speak for all. Standards-

based educational reform exemplifies
how elites manufacture crises (e.g., the
widespread failure of public educa-
tion2) and consent (e.g., “everyone”
agrees that the way to save public edu-
cation is through standardized schools
driven by high-stakes tests). 

The objective appearance of stan-
dards-based reforms, which aim to re-
form schools by focusing on test
scores, is designed to conceal (par-
tially) the fact that these reforms are
the result of deepening economic in-
equality and racial segregation, which
are typically coupled with authoritari-
anism. For example, in Chicago, pub-
lic schools have been militarized—six
schools have been turned into military
academies and over 7,000 students in
forty-one schools are in Junior ROTC
—and teachers have been given
scripted lessons, keyed to tests, to
guide their instruction. In a dramatic
shift away from democracy, the De-
troit school board was disbanded in
1998 by the Democratic mayor and
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Republican governor, who then ap-
pointed a new board whose members
represent corporate interests and of
whom only one is a city resident (Gib-
son, 1999).

The primary justification for the
seizure of schools and the imposition
of standardized curriculum has been
poor test scores and high dropout
rates. But standardized test scores are
less a reflection of ability or achieve-
ment than measures of parental in-
come. For example, recent data show
that someone taking the SAT can ex-
pect to score an extra thirty test points
for every $10,000 in his parents’
yearly income (Sacks, 2000). Drop-
out rates are directly related to
poverty, and none of the powers de-
manding school seizures or standardi-
zation are prepared to address the
question of poverty.

When IBM CEO Louis Gerstner
Jr. convened the third National Educa-
tion Summit in September 1999, me-
dia attention focused on the laudatory
monologue provided by an alliance of
conservative and liberal politicians,
corporate elites, chief school officers,
and teacher union leaders about the
“gains” made since the last summit,
three years earlier. Specifically, forty-
five states had adopted standards in so-
cial studies, English, math, and sci-
ence, up from fourteen in 1996.
Forty-eight states had instituted man-
dated standardized tests, up from
thirty-nine in 1996. Over 10,000 em-
ployers now used student school
records to identify behavior and work
habits as part of their hiring process,
up from the 3,000 business that previ-

ously used transcripts. The media, and
the participants themselves, heaped
praise on the spectacular achievements
of the past three years.

Public Agenda reported to summit
participants that the movement to
raise standards in public schools
strikes a responsive chord with the
public,3 but it also warned that the is-
sue of standards is not immune to the
“normal controversies and complica-
tions that accompany any large-scale
policy change” (Johnson, 1999, p. 1).

What is noteworthy about this re-
port, Standards and Accountability:
Where the Public Stands, is its straight-
forward description of the agenda that
must be pursued if the economic and
political elites are to maintain legiti-
macy and respond to opposition as
they define the curriculum and peda-
gogy of public schools. The number-
one task, according to Public Agenda,
is effective propaganda. As they put it:
“Experts and decision-makers often
must concentrate on the labyrinth of
details needed to make a policy work
in real life. But to sustain change . . .
that touches people’s families and
daily lives, leaders need to take time
periodically to restate the basic ration-
ale, to remind people of the beliefs
and values that underlie reform.
When the going gets a bit rough,
people need to be reminded of why
we’re here” (Johnson, 1999, p. 2). It is
important to note that the “we” in this
case refers to the summiteers and
other opinion makers like Public
Agenda and Education Week, the trade
weekly that has been an ardent propo-
nent of the standards movement and
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that collaborated with Public Agenda
on its survey of public opinion regard-
ing the standards movement.

While the author of Standards and
Accountability make much of the “es-
tablished and remarkably stable” sup-
port for standards-based educational
reform in the United States, they are
mindful of “pitfalls that could derail or
unsettle support.” First, the report
warns that standards advocates should
expect unhappiness when the rubber
hits the road and students are retained
in grade or denied diplomas.

Pointing to the dramatic shift in
public support for managed health
care as people experienced “drive-by
surgery” and denial of treatment op-
tions, Public Agenda warns standards
advocates that success in delivering
test score increases must be accompa-
nied by the “appearance of fairness” in
managing the reform effort. Now that
thousands of students are being forced
to repeat a grade or are denied a
diploma, it is likely that the mere ap-
pearance of fairness will not be
enough to stave off opposition to stan-
dards and the high-stakes tests that ac-
company them. Parents and teachers
are the two groups most likely to de-
rail the standards train.

However, in a somewhat quixotic
claim, the Public Agenda report de-
clares that parents are insignificant
players in the standards movement.
Public Agenda says that while parents
generally support standards-based re-
form, “most are not especially well-in-
formed or vigilant consumers, even
concerning their own child’s progress”
(Johnson, 1999, p. 5). This claim con-

flicts with reports that the once-spo-
radic resistance to standards-based ed-
ucational reforms is blossoming into a
broader rebellion involving parents
(e.g., Ohanian, 1999; Ross, 1999;
Whitmire, 1999). For example, as a
result of parent protests, Los Angeles
school officials recently backed off of a
plan to end “social promotions,” and
in Massachusetts, officials were forced
to redefine passing scores on state
tests that otherwise would have pre-
vented as many as 83 percent of
Latino and 80 percent of African
American students from receiving
high school diplomas.

Perhaps the best example of paren-
tal “pushback” is in Virginia, where
Parents Across Virginia United to Re-
form Standards of Learning is a rap-
idly growing group working to dump
the state’s curriculum standards and
testing program. Virginia’s unrealisti-
cally broad standards of learning
(SOL) includes this standard for third
graders: “Students will explain the
term civilization and describe the an-
cient civilizations of Greece and
Rome in terms of geographic features,
government, agriculture, music, art,
religion, sports and the roles of men,
women and children.” Starting in
2004, Virginia high school students
must take a series of eleven exams,
based on the SOL, in order to gradu-
ate. In 2007, 70 percent of a school’s
students must pass SOL tests for it to
remain accredited—last year only 2.2
percent of Virginia schools met this
standard.

Beyond the unrealistic nature of the
SOL and the deleterious effects of



high-stakes testing on teaching and
learning, a primary concern of the
Virginia parents group is that the
state’s reform efforts have not in-
cluded local input on what students
should be learning. They argue that
many test items are more like Trivial
Pursuit factoids than essentials and
that Virginia’s standards reflect the
views of only a few members of the
state board of education rather than a
consensus of broad-based groups of
educators and parents.

The absurdity of many standards
and test questions is not limited to
Virginia. In Chicago, George Schmidt
—a thirty-year veteran of Chicago
Public School classrooms and pub-
lisher of a monthly newspaper written
by and for people who work in
Chicago’s public schools—is being
sued for $1 million by the Chicago
Board of Education for publishing
questions from the Chicago Academic
Standards Examinations (CASE) after
students took the tests. This item is
from a social studies CASE:

23. All of the following activities are
part of a typical African woman’s life in
rural areas except:

A. preparing food
B. taking care of children
C. helping her husband grow cash

crops
D. selling crops at the market.

While Public Agenda—and perhaps
the corporate leadership of the stan-
dards movement—considers parents
to be little or no threat to standards-

based educational reform, politicians
appear more sensitive to the growing
antistandards, antitesting pressures.
Test boycotts and other forms of re-
sistance have moved the governors of
Michigan and California to offer stu-
dents money (“scholarships” of up to
$2,500) for taking or scoring well on
state-mandated tests (Aratani, 2000).
Indiana politicians are bracing for an
enormous backlash against the state
graduation test, which threatens to
keep 50 percent of the seniors in ur-
ban districts and a quarter of seniors
state-wide from graduating this year.

Resistance from teachers presents
the most significant potential pitfall to
the standards movement, according to
the Public Agenda report. Many
school administrators and the top
leaders of the teacher unions are
solidly on the standards bandwagon,
but the support of rank-and-file teach-
ers is also crucial if the standards
movement is to succeed, as is rightly
acknowledged in the report:

If teachers believe that standards poli-
cies are important and well thought
out, they can sustain and nourish
parental support. If teachers are con-
vinced that standards policies are unfair
or destructive, they can undercut
parental support with extraordinary
speed. . . . District directives are often
ridiculed or resented, and experienced
teachers have already been through
waves of reform, which in their minds
produced very little of value. Public
Agenda’s research strongly suggests
that bringing the nation’s teacher corps
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firmly inside the movement to raise
standards could be the most pivotal
challenge of all. (Johnson, 1999, p. 4)

Following the lead of Public
Agenda, the top agenda item at the
summit was teaching—in particular,
devising ways in which teacher prepa-
ration and pay can be tied directly to
the standardized curriculum and tests
developed by states. For their part, ed-
ucation leaders promised to align col-
lege admissions requirements with
state curriculum standards. The stan-
dards, which threaten academic free-
dom in K-12 classrooms, are now be-
ing applied to university teacher
preparation programs as advocates
work to create a rigid system in which
the education of students and teachers
is defined by interests accountable
only to corporate America. As a result,
the standards movement threatens the
ability of parents, teachers, students,
and other members of local communi-
ties to define their own interests and
desires and use them as platforms for
deciding the content and pedagogy
used in public schools.

The idea of paying teachers based
on their students’ test scores, which
was endorsed at the summit, is backed
by Bob Chase and Sandra Feldman,
the presidents of the National Educa-
tion Association and the American
Federation of Teachers (AFT), respec-
tively. In the past six months, union-
ized teachers in cities across the coun-
try—Denver, St. Paul, Cincinnati, and
Seattle, to name a few—have agreed
to some sort of pay-for-performance

plan. Governor Gray Davis of Califor-
nia recently approved $50 million for
one-time bonuses of up to $25,000 for
teachers whose students show sub-
stantial test score improvement.
Davis’s plan, like other teacher pay-
for-performance plans, attacks the no-
tion that teachers should be engaged
in deciding what’s best for their stu-
dents by shifting the focus from stu-
dents’ welfare to teachers’ pocket-
books.

Paying teachers for student per-
formance in not a new idea. History
shows that most of the gains from
such programs are destructive illu-
sions that narrow the curriculum of-
fered to students and encourage
teachers and administrators to cheat—
as we have recently seen with the
high-stakes exams used in New York
City public schools. Wilms and Chap-
leau (1999) describe pay-for-results
schemes implemented in England,
Canada, and the United States in the
last two centuries and draw the fol-
lowing conclusions:

Few reforms that are forced on the
schools (especially destructive ones like
pay-for-results) will ever penetrate the
classroom and positively change the
teaching and learning processes.
Teachers are every bit as adept at de-
flecting or sabotaging reforms of this
kind today as they were at deceiving
English school inspectors in the 1800s.
Politically driven reforms like pay-for-
performance are nothing more than re-
flections of public frustrations. And
rather than helping to solve the root



causes of failure, they paralyze us and
deflect public attention from reforming
the educational systems at their core.
(p. 34)

Obviously, participants at the Na-
tional Education Summit understand
the centripetal position of teachers in
education reform. If real reform is to
be achieved, however, the root causes
of problems faced by public schools
must be addressed—social and eco-
nomic inequalities. Standardized cur-
riculum and high-stakes tests not only
divert attention away from these in-
equalities but are used to justify and
sustain them.

In the end, the summit is yet an-
other portrait of power relations in
neoliberal democracy. It represents
our hierarchical society, in which citi-
zens are made to be passive spectators,
disconnected from one another and
alienated from their own desires,
learning, and work. The spectacle of
standards, test scores, and summits
obscures the role of parents, teachers,
and students in decision making. The
spectacle expresses what society can
do, but in this expression what is per-
mitted with regard to teaching and
learning limits what is possible. Ulti-
mately, the achievement of standards-
based educational reform is the
preservation of the unequal conditions
of American existence.

Even as summiteers celebrate their
successes, they face growing resistance
to the mechanisms designed to allow a
handful of private interests to control
as much as possible of public educa-

tion and social life. In 1932, George S.
Counts, in his speech “Dare the
School Build a New Social Order?”
made clear the central role of teachers
not only in educational reform but in
social change. Counts explicitly chal-
lenged teachers to develop a demo-
cratic, socialist society. While the
summit is in the limelight, many
teachers are working with parents,
students, and other committed citi-
zens to build a democratic society, one
that challenges the impulses of greed,
individualism, and intolerance that are
embodied in much of what passes as
educational reform today.

The bottom line is that the more
members of local communities are al-
lowed to decide on school curriculum
and teaching methods, the more equi-
table and democratic the society will
be. Standardized curriculum and
high-stakes tests are attacks on demo-
cratic education. Organized parents,
educators, students, and community
people have an honest stake in demo-
cratic education and are responding to
these attacks in good faith.

Notes
1. A different version of this article first

appeared in March 2000 in Z Magazine,
12(3), 45–48.

2. For an examination of the mythical
crisis of U.S. schools see Berliner & Bid-
dle (1995) and Rothstein (1998).

3. Public Agenda reports that results
from their recent Reality Check survey
show that overwhelming majorities of
parents (83 percent), teachers (79 per-
cent), employers (93 percent), and college
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professors (90 percent) say having guide-
lines for what and how students are ex-
pected to learn helps improve academic
performance.
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What will happen if teachers become
sufficiently courageous and emanci-
pated to insist that education means
the creation of a discriminating mind,
a mind that prefers not to dupe itself
or to be the dupe of others? Clearly
they will have to cultivate the habit of
suspended judgment; of skepticism; of
desire for evidence; of appeal to obser-
vation rather than sentiment, discus-
sion rather than bias, inquiry rather
than conventional idealizations. When
this happens, schools will be the dan-
gerous outposts of a humane civiliza-
tion. But they will also be supremely
interesting places. For education and
politics will then be one and the same
thing because politics will have to be
in fact what it now pretends to be, the
intelligent management of social af-
fairs (Dewey, 1986).

The “creation of a discriminating
mind” is no less crucial today in
America’s schools than it was in 1922
when John Dewey first published the
essay “Education as Politics” in the

New Republic. Dewey was talking
about the development of a “philo-
sophical mindset,” a mindset that em-
braces thinking as a continuous
process of doubting, questioning, crit-
ically examining, and revising our be-
liefs. This chapter explores some of
the fundamental facilities associated
with a philosophical mindset and ar-
gues that schools in general and uni-
versities in particular should be com-
mitted to fostering it. Developing a
philosophical mindset has to do with
learning various philosophical skills
such as interpreting texts, analyzing
issues from multiple perspectives, de-
ductive and inductive reasoning, con-
necting theory to practice, synthesiz-
ing and making distinctions, and
providing a convincing argument to a
problem. My contention is that given
the complex nature of today’s knowl-
edge production systems, the decline
of the influence of traditional moral
and religious values, and the sparse
and often shallow political debate go-
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ing on in America, there is an urgent
need to cultivate these philosophical
skills. Let me begin by explicating the
philosophical skills I have in mind.

Interpretation
Students in my graduate secondary
education classroom management class
constantly bring up instances of stu-
dent misbehavior in their classrooms,
ranging from coming late to class and
not doing homework to threatening
the teacher and physical violence. The
focus is typically on the overt behavior
of their students and the response is
often frustration; my students say
things like, “I cannot get my students
to behave like normal students,” or
“some students don’t belong in this
school.” It is as though many of my
students suffer from the same problem
that Michel Foucault attributes to
many, if not most, historians who at-
tempt to write history while know-
ingly obscuring their own point of
view: “The final trait of effective his-
tory is its affirmation of knowledge as
perspective. Historians take unusual
pains to erase the elements in their
work which reveal their grounding in
a particular time and place, their pref-
erences in a controversy—the un-
avoidable obstacles of their passions”
(Foucault, 1984, p. 90).

Like the historians Foucault is talk-
ing about, my students often do not
acknowledge their own perspectives,
preferences, and passions concerning
either the so-called problem students
in their classes or teaching and learn-
ing in general. They unconsciously as-

sume that their students’ behavior is
self-evident, that it does not need to
be interpreted or explained, that it has
no meaning. Yet, Foucault’s and Niet-
zsche’s emphasis on “knowledge as
perspective” suggests that we are al-
ways viewing and analyzing historical
events or students’ behavior from a
particular perspective that is grounded
in a particular time and place.

The perspectival nature of knowl-
edge further implies, not that histori-
cal events like wars are mere battles
between two or more nations, but
rather that wars are meaningful and
make sense if we view them from par-
ticular vantage points and social his-
torical contexts. Likewise, a student’s
violent behavior in school is not just
an act of violence but is deeply signifi-
cant if we analyze this act from the
student’s own perspective and context.
Only by considering this perspective
and trying to interpret the social, eco-
nomic, and historical context of the
student and the school do we have a
chance of really comprehending the
causes and significance of the violent
behavior. The ontological assumption
that I am making here is that human
beings do not simply behave or re-
spond to stimuli but are constantly en-
gaged in the act of meaning making
and making sense of the world.

Typically, there is more than one
way to interpret and make sense of
human phenomena such as students’
violent behavior in the schools. The
strict behaviorist, who focuses on our
overt actions and attitudes, will attrib-
ute such behavior to the “lack of con-
formity to the school’s norms” or to
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the fact that “some students have no
respect for adult authority.” A cogni-
tive psychologist might account for
the same actions by investigating
whether or not the rules of appropri-
ate conduct are fully understood and
accepted by the violent students. Fi-
nally, a critical pedagogue would insist
that the only way to make sense of this
behavior is to view it in the context of
the school culture as well as the
broader social, political, economic,
and moral culture of the community
and the country as a whole. From this
perspective, high school students’ vio-
lent behavior in a disadvantaged urban
neighborhood might be interpreted as
acts of resistance to the inhumane and
oppressive conditions of their school
and community. The point that I wish
to emphasize here is that since human
phenomena and culture are highly
complex and often ambiguous, it is
crucial that students become skilled at
interpretation as a way of clarifying
and giving meaning to everything
from poetry to violent behavior.

Moreover, interpreting a text,
whether a book, a movie, or a stu-
dent’s behavior, will often lead us to a
new way of viewing it and hence to a
more complex and deeper under-
standing. However, some perspectives
give us a dimmer or narrower rather
than a clearer or more complex pic-
ture of that which we are trying to un-
derstand. For example, when reading
and discussing texts in my classes, my
students will frequently attempt to in-
terpret them literally. Literal interpre-
tations lead many of my students to
conclude that the ideas they are learn-

ing (from Socrates to bell hooks) are
impractical and therefore insignificant
for them. Yet, when these same stu-
dents are encouraged to consider the
symbolic rather than the literal mean-
ing of these theories, they often arrive
at a new understanding of the ideas
and are able to see how they can be
applied in their own lives and work.

Such symbolic or metaphorical in-
terpretations give us insight into texts
that, like dreams, rarely make sense if
we consider them literally. When I
have shown the movie Harold and
Maude in my class and asked students
to talk about the approach to educa-
tion that Maude represents, many of
them have responded by referring to
Maude as simply “a crazy old woman
with no respect for the law.” This lit-
eral perspective prevents these stu-
dents from viewing Maude as a sym-
bol of free spirit and active resistance
to conformity to established norms.
Once my students take this symbolic
perspective, they are able to recognize
that Maude’s message has deep signifi-
cance for them in the context of a sys-
tem of education in which conformity
to established norms, methods, and
subject matter is the rule. In this way
students not only gain a deeper under-
standing of the movie but are able to
make connections between some of its
insights and their own daily struggles
in the public schools.

Analyzing Issues from 
Multiple Perspectives
When discussing with my college edu-
cation students Paulo Freire’s distinc-



tion between true and false generosity
(Freire, 1993, p. 42), I often give the
following example:

Let’s pretend that when you leave
Brooklyn College this evening and take
the subway you encounter a beggar ask-
ing for some change so he can buy a hot
meal. You reach into your pocket and
pull out a five dollar bill and give it to
the beggar with the intent of helping
this hungry person get some food. Is this
true or false generosity?

Many students respond to this
question by saying that this is a case of
true generosity since the giver has a
worthy intent of helping this hungry
person buy a hot meal. Only upon fur-
ther probing do such students realize
that the issue is not so simple since
neither the good intentions nor the
five dollars in question will help this
beggar get out of his dehumanized
condition. Other students argue that
this is a case of false generosity for
precisely this reason, but they cannot
identify the criteria by which one may
distinguish true from false generosity.

This example is not intended as a
critique of my students, but rather to
illustrate the point that many, if not
most, of the issues that we deal with in
the curriculum, whether social, politi-
cal, economic, aesthetic, or moral, are
highly complex and cannot be simply
evaluated from one vantage point. In
this example, there are at least two
perspectives that need to be taken into
account. The first is what I call an
“ethics of intent,” the second, an
“ethics of consequences.” An “ethics

of intent,” informed by various histor-
ical religious traditions such as Chris-
tianity, considers the intent of the
doer as the most important factor in
evaluating moral dilemmas. When as-
sessing the moral worth of a particular
action, such an approach tries to de-
termine whether the deed was based
on good/pure motives or evil/selfish
motives. The problem with this ap-
proach is that one can never know for
sure the motives and intentions of the
human heart, as Immanuel Kant
pointed out. 

Moreover, even if the motives are
evident, the actions of human beings,
who can never be completely condi-
tioned or controlled, always involve
surprises and unexpected conse-
quences. Think, for example, of the
recent conflict in Kosovo and the
NATO bombing of the Serb forces
following their attempt to forcefully
remove the ethnic Albanians from
Kosovo. From the perspective of an
“ethics of intent,” one could probably
argue that the NATO bombings were
justified since they were aimed at
stopping the removal of the Albanians
from their home and the practices of
ethnic cleansing. However, if one ex-
amines the NATO bombings in light
of the consequences that they had for
the ethnic Albanians, it becomes clear
that these air raids greatly exacerbated
the plight of the Albanians by speed-
ing up their deportation from Kosovo,
destroying their homes and infrastruc-
ture, and in some cases actually killing
innocent civilians. This latter perspec-
tive is based on an “ethics of conse-
quences,” an ethics that considers the
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results of our actions as the primary
criteria for evaluating their worth, re-
gardless of the motives that may be
driving these actions. 

My intention is not to suggest that
an “ethics of consequences” and an
“ethics of intent” are mutually exclu-
sive. Indeed, when our actions have
positive results, the intention is usu-
ally good, too. Yet, these are two very
different moral perspectives based on
different assumptions, and they will
often lead us to conflicting analyses
and conclusions on the same issue.
Further, as Freire suggests, an ethics
of consequences is a much stronger
position than an ethics of intent be-
cause it considers a moral dilemma
from the position of the disadvantaged
groups in society, a position that is of-
ten ignored or marginalized. Such a
perspective is strong, according to
Freire, because it is based on the val-
ues of social justice, critical citizen-
ship, and democracy.

Yet, why is it so important that stu-
dents in general and future teachers in
particular become skilled at analyzing
issues from multiple perspectives? To
begin with, we are living in the midst
of a technological revolution together
with an explosion of information and
new cultural forms that have a pro-
found impact on the contemporary
education curriculum. Here I am us-
ing the word “curriculum” in the
broad sense to signify not only what
the state board of education requires
students to know but the various
forms of cultural pedagogies and
knowledge production systems that
we are bombarded with.

As Douglas Kellner notes: “[C]on-
temporary culture is marked by a pro-
liferation of cultural machines that
generate a panoply of print, sound,
environmental, and diverse aesthetic
artifacts within which we wander, try-
ing to make our way through this for-
est of symbols. This requires the de-
velopment of a new multimedia
literacy that is able to scan, interact
with, traverse, and organize new mul-
timedia educational environments”
(Kellner, 1998, p. 13). Kellner argues
correctly that the new multimedia lit-
eracy that students require in order to
interact and make sense of the myriad
forms of cultural artifacts involves
training in philosophy, ethics, and the
humanities. Specifically, this means
that our education system will have to
“empower individuals so they can ana-
lyze and criticize the emerging tech-
noculture, as well as participate in its
cultural forums and sites” (Kellner,
1998, p. 13).

Moreover, the information, ideas,
and values that students are exposed to
in and out of school are typically com-
plex rather than simple. For instance,
every fall, millions of children in ele-
mentary schools across the United
States are introduced to the subject
and concept of Thanksgiving. Yet, as
James Loewen (1996) has illustrated,
there are numerous suppressions, dis-
tortions, and outright lies surrounding
the history and meaning of this cele-
bration. One of the main reasons for
this sad truth is that the story of
Thanksgiving has always been told
from the perspective of the European
colonists and therefore reflects only



their ideological interests. The per-
spective of the Native Americans has
been either marginalized or com-
pletely suppressed by most history
textbooks and teachers.

This narrow and Eurocentric rep-
resentation of Thanksgiving not only
robs our students of a much more
complex and less biased understand-
ing of this important historical event
but also misses a good chance to de-
velop their critical thinking skills. The
alternative to this feel-good history,
according to Loewen, is not a feel-bad
history but rather a more inclusive
history that would allow students to
“learn both the ‘good’ and the ‘bad’
sides of the Pilgrim tale. Conflict
would then become part of the story,
and students might discover that the
knowledge they gain has implications
for their lives today. Correctly taught,
the issue of the era of the first
Thanksgiving could help Americans
grow more thoughtful and more toler-
ant, rather than more ethnocentric”
(p. 97).

Finally, analyzing issues from mul-
tiple perspectives is more crucial today
than ever given the fact that the
United States is becoming a more di-
verse society, with many different eth-
nic groups who embody different cul-
tures, values, and interests. And as
John Dewey and many other progres-
sive educators recognized, democracy
is much more than a form of govern-
ment; it is a society that encourages
open interaction and dialogue among
people from diverse races, genders,
classes, and religions. Such interaction
and dialogue is possible, I would ar-

gue, only if individuals and communi-
ties in this society acknowledge and
respect the viewpoints of people who
represent different backgrounds, val-
ues, and lifestyles. This means, for ex-
ample, that heterosexuals in the
United States need to be open to
hearing the opinions and concerns of
homosexuals on issues like same-sex
marriage, even when the two groups
disagree about the causes or virtues of
a particular sexual orientation. In this
view, democracy is at stake when only
one perspective and ideology is valued
above all others while other opinions
and values are marginalized or cen-
sored. A flourishing democracy is one
in which the citizens are able to make
informed decisions and take action
based on a comprehensive analysis of
the issues at stake from multiple per-
spectives.

Deductive and 
Inductive Reasoning
In the opening passage of Plato’s dia-
logue Meno, Menon asks Socrates the
following questions: “Can virtue be
taught? Or if not, does it come by
practice? Or does it come neither by
practice nor by teaching, but do
people get it by nature, or in some
other way?” Socrates responds by in-
sisting that in order to answer these
questions, one has to initially address
a more fundamental question: “What
is virtue?” His point is that if we want
to discuss the qualities of something,
we need first to arrive at a general def-
inition of the thing we are talking
about. 
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One way of interpreting this initial
exchange between Socrates and Me-
non is to view it as a conflict or tension
between two different ways of doing
research: deductive versus inductive
reasoning. By deductive reasoning, I
mean a method of logical analysis that
proceeds from general definitions of
concepts or subjects to particular in-
stances or examples that are subsumed
under these definitions. Inductive rea-
soning, on the other hand, begins with
a study of particular examples or phe-
nomena and attempts to extrapolate
from the results of this study a more
general theory. In this section I will ex-
amine the import of both of these
methods of doing research.

Deductive Reasoning

Socrates, who represents the deduc-
tive method of reasoning in the above
example, makes one very important
point: that in order to have a mean-
ingful discussion about a complex and
abstract notion like virtue, the partici-
pants of the debate need to clearly de-
fine the meaning of the terms they are
using. Indeed, discussions often go
nowhere and communication breaks
down because each side is using the
same words to signify very different
things. Thus, defining the terms one
is using is essential for the success of a
debate insofar as it limits the possibil-
ity of confusions and keeps the debate
focused. In my classroom discussions,
I find myself constantly asking stu-
dents to clarify the meaning of the
terms they are using. Such probing is
important not only in order to avoid

confusions but also because it forces
students to stop and think about the
meaning of the words they are using.
Educationally speaking, this is a very
important exercise in that it helps stu-
dents clarify their ideas and gives
them the chance to practice thinking
coherently and critically.

In addition to clearly defining the
terms one is using, deductive reason-
ing involves logical argumentation,
that is, the ability to formulate a co-
gent and consistent argument with no
internal contradictions. One of the
most common fallacies involved with
this aspect of deductive reasoning is
the failure to distinguish between gen-
eralizations and universalizations.
Specifically, this latter means that one
is making a universal claim that, at
best, has only general validity by ig-
noring all the exceptions to this claim.
For example, I often hear students
making statements like “If one tries
hard enough in the United States, one
always succeeds in the end.” Aside
from the ambiguity of the words
“enough” and “succeed,” this argu-
ment assumes that everybody who tries
hard will eventually succeed, regard-
less of the overwhelming obstacles
and hardships that some people face.

The main problem with this argu-
ment is that it ignores all those people
in our society (including minorities,
the poor, and the mentally challenged)
who do not enjoy the same opportuni-
ties, rights, and privileges as the white
middle and upper classes. Such uni-
versal statements typically lead one to
artificially simplify a very complex and
difficult issue such as the plight of the



poor in the United States. Universal
statements are also problematic in that
they tend to undermine some of the
basic tenets of democracy like diver-
sity and protecting the rights of mi-
norities and the disenfranchised. If
everybody who tries hard enough
eventually succeeds, then there is no
reason for the government to inter-
vene and help those people who are
less fortunate and have historically
been oppressed.

Inductive Reasoning

Unlike deductive reasoning, which
proceeds from the general to the par-
ticular, inductive reasoning moves
from particular phenomena to a gen-
eral explanation of their nature and
structure. Most scientific research,
whether in the natural or the social
sciences, employs some version of in-
ductive reasoning by investigating a
particular phenomenon (like the
structure of atoms or teenage vio-
lence) in the hopes that this investiga-
tion will lead to the development of a
more general theory. However, it is
crucial to keep in mind that a theory is
only one way of making sense of some
aspect of reality, and as such it is never
infallible or all-encompassing. Indeed,
it is often the case that at any one time
there are a number of competing the-
ories that attempt to account for the
same phenomenon.

What are some of the advantages
that the process of inductive reasoning
or theorizing give us? First is the idea
that through inductive reasoning one

is often able to overcome confusion or
explain something that is obscure.
Specifically, I am referring to the use
of examples in order to help people
understand a complex or abstract con-
cept. Frequently, when I introduce an
abstract concept in my classes (like
“knowledge production”), many stu-
dents will comprehend it much better
when given a concrete example as op-
posed to a general definition. Giving
an example to help people understand
a complex notion is a way of thinking
inductively because we are proceeding
from a particular instance to the gen-
eral definition of the notion it exem-
plifies.

The advantage of using concrete
examples is that it greatly enhances
our understanding of complex issues.
Moreover, scientists and researchers
are often hard-pressed to agree on a
general definition of a phenomenon,
such as the AIDS virus, that must be
investigated since it poses a huge
threat to humanity. Yet by studying
particular cases of HIV and thinking
inductively, these researchers are able
not only to describe some of the fea-
tures of this disease but also to invent
powerful drugs that help to combat it.

Another advantage of theorizing is
that it enhances our ability to engage
in critical thinking—to reflect on and
analyze the world. According to Terry
Eagleton (1989), children are espe-
cially inclined to engage in theorizing.
Eagleton argues that “Children make
the best theorists, since they have not
yet been educated into accepting our
routine social practices as ‘natural,’
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and so insist on posing to those prac-
tices the most embarrassingly general
and fundamental questions, regarding
them with a wondering estrangement
which adults have long forgotten.
Since they do not yet grasp our social
practices as inevitable, they do not see
why we might not do things differ-
ently.” Children, in short, use theoriz-
ing to wonder about, make sense of,
and critique the world around them.
So they are much less likely than many
adults to fall into the trap of thinking
dogmatically and narrowly and taking
things for granted.

While inductive reasoning opens
up many great possibilities for us, this
method of research may also lead
people to think in overly simplistic
terms. One of the most common mis-
takes made by researchers who use the
inductive method is the attempt to
isolate the “one cause” that presum-
ably accounts for a very difficult and
complex problem. Thus intelligence
has been attributed to genetic endow-
ment while adolescent violence has
been explained away as a product of
peer pressure. Such reductionistic the-
ories assume that a single cause can
provide an adequate explanation for
the phenomenon being researched;
such reasoning thereby exaggerates
the importance of this cause while ig-
noring other relevant factors. Espe-
cially when dealing with human phe-
nomena, it is almost always the case
that there are many contributing fac-
tors, which are often interrelated, that
account for these phenomena. In my
classes, I emphasize the distinction be-

tween a cause and a contributing fac-
tor as a way of encouraging students
to avoid thinking about complex prob-
lems in very simplistic, reductionistic
terms.

Relating Theory to Practice
One of the most difficult challenges
facing teachers, college professors,
and scholars in general is the task of
relating of theory with practice. How-
ever, as bell hooks points out, “it is ev-
ident that one of the many uses of the-
ory in academic locations is in the
production of an intellectual class hi-
erarchy where the only work deemed
truly theoretical is work that is highly
abstract, jargonistic, difficult to read,
and containing obscure references”
(hooks, 1994, p. 64). Since such theo-
ries are inaccessible to a wide audi-
ence, they are often deemed useless
and alienating by the very people they
are designed to help. As such, they
create a huge gap between theory and
practice that serves to perpetuate class
elitism. Like bell hooks, I believe that
any theory that cannot be shared in
everyday language cannot be used to
educate the public.

Moreover, following educators like
John Dewey, I believe that theory and
practice are interrelated and that it is
the teacher’s responsibility to make
their connections explicit. Through-
out my college teaching experiences
both in Israel and at Brooklyn Col-
lege, I have discovered again and again
that students frequently find it very
difficult to make these connections on



their own. Thus, in my courses, I not
only give many examples that illus-
trate the relationships between theory
and practice but I also require stu-
dents to practice making such connec-
tions in virtually all the assignments
they do. In this way, the students are
constantly required to reflect on the
connections between theory and prac-
tice with the hope that they come to
realize that our philosophies shape the
way we conduct our lives and that the
experiences we have often help us re-
vise and refine our assumptions, goals,
and values.

To be sure, many of my students
openly ask me to make these connec-
tions explicit and they constantly raise
questions that indicate that they are
trying to make sense of this issue.
How else is it possible for students of
education or medicine, for instance, to
fully comprehend the things they are
doing daily in the classroom or hospi-
tal? Dewey argues quite convincingly
that if modern science has demon-
strated anything, “it is that there is no
such thing as genuine knowledge and
fruitful understanding except as the
offspring of doing. The analysis and
arrangement of facts which is indis-
pensable to the growth of knowledge
and power of explanation and right
classification cannot be obtained
purely mentally—just inside the head.
Men have to do something to the
things when they wish to find out
something; they have to alter condi-
tions” (Dewey, 1966, p. 275). Thus, as
Dewey asserts, it is only by experi-
menting with various techniques and
practices that students are able to gain

genuine knowledge, knowledge that is
tangible and comprehensible to them.

On the other hand, it is only
through the power of theory that chil-
dren as well as adults can make sense
of many of the difficulties that they
encounter in their lives and work. bell
hooks makes this point very well:
“Living in childhood without a sense
of home, I found a place of sanctuary
in ‘theorizing,’ in making sense out of
what was happening. I found a place
where I could imagine possible fu-
tures, a place where life could be lived
differently. This ‘lived’ experience of
critical thinking, of reflection and
analysis, became a place where I
worked at explaining the hurt and
making it go away. Fundamentally, I
learned from this experience that the-
ory could be a healing place” (hooks,
1994, p. 61).

Drawing on hooks’s insights, we
can see that only by theorizing are
children and adults able to interpret
and make sense of the difficulties they
encounter in their daily struggles.
Theories provide us with a frame of
reference and a language with which
to name and critically analyze many of
the problems we face daily. However,
as hooks points out, theory is also a
place of hope and healing. That is,
theories provide us with a rich source
of understanding not only of what is
but also of how things could be differ-
ent. Citizens who are struggling to
make a difference need to become
theorists who can imagine and create
alternatives to many of the oppressive
ideologies, practices, and “savage in-
equalities” that plague this society.
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Synthesizing and Making
Distinctions

One of the best insights regarding the
significance of synthesizing comes
from John Dewey, who strongly op-
posed the use of sharp distinctions like
those between subject and object, the
individual and the community, and
freedom and authority. These distinc-
tions, he believed, only serve to mys-
tify an actual relationship in the lived
world. Contrarily, he always insists on
showing the interrelations between
these “opposing” concepts in order to
come to a better understanding of
how we experience them. Regarding
the distinction between authority and
freedom, for instance, Dewey writes:

The genuine problem is the relation be-
tween authority and freedom. And this
problem is masked, and its solution
begged, when the idea is introduced
that the fields in which they respec-
tively operate are separate. In effect,
authority stands for stability of social
organization by means of which direc-
tion and support are given to individu-
als; while individual freedom stands for
the forces by which change is inten-
tionally brought about. The issue that
requires constant attention is the inti-
mate and organic union of the two
things: of authority and freedom, of
stability and change. (Dewey, 1991, p.
131)

Dewey asserts that the problem of
authority has traditionally been ad-
dressed by assuming that it is diamet-
rically opposed to freedom. In his

opinion, this way of resolving the issue
can get us nowhere and even con-
tributes to the problem since it posits
a huge theoretical gulf between the
two. The problem is rather to ascer-
tain the relation between authority
and freedom in experience in order to
criticize it and suggest improvements.
Dewey’s point is that an adequate so-
lution to the problem of authority has
to begin by formulating the question
differently: How is authority related
to freedom?

Similarly, he thinks that rather than
viewing the child and the curriculum
as two opposing elements in the learn-
ing process, we need to expose the or-
ganic connections between the two.
Thus, the shift of focus from the con-
flict between two concepts to the rela-
tion between them will often give us a
new perspective from which to ad-
dress the problem. When Dewey asks
about the relationship between au-
thority and freedom or between the
child and the curriculum, he is not
giving us a new answer to an old ques-
tion but rather asking a very different
and a much stronger question. Many
advances in the natural and social sci-
ences have come about in this very
way: by reformulating an existing
question and thereby redefining the
terms of the problem.

No less important than the facility
of integrating and showing the rela-
tionships between two concepts or
phenomena is the ability to make dis-
tinctions and avoid confounding issues
or concepts that should be kept sepa-
rate. One distinction that is very im-
portant to maintain is the difference



between relationship and identity. To
suggest that two ideas or phenomena
are related is very different than say-
ing that they are the same. Thus, in a
previous section of this essay I argued
that theory and practice are closely
connected. However, that does not
mean that theory is practice. Theory
refers to the assumptions, ideas, goals,
and values that inform our practices as
teachers, lawyers, or doctors, but it is
not identical with what teachers,
lawyers, or doctors actually do in their
everyday jobs. Indeed, many times
there is a certain gap between what we
think and believe and how we actually
act in our work.

An example of confounding issues
is when a certain idea or concept is re-
duced to its function so that whatever
fulfills the same function is regarded
as the same. As Hannah Arendt states,
“it is as though I had the right to call
the heel of my shoe a hammer because
I, like most women, use it to drive
nails into the wall” (Arendt, 1977, p.
102). For instance, violence has com-
monly been equated with authority
since both have at times fulfilled the
same function—making people obey.
In this case, the result is a distortion of
both violence and authority and a
blurring of the distinguishing lines be-
tween them. Historically speaking, au-
thority, unlike violence, has precluded
the external means of coercion, and
when force has been used, authority
itself has failed. This point becomes
evident when we think of any number
of local conflicts between a ruling op-
pressor and an oppressed people (e.g.,
Israel and the Palestinians, England

and the Irish Catholics). Typically in
such conflicts, when the ruling power
loses its authority over the oppressed
minority, the former resorts to the use
of force to maintain some control over
the latter. Many political theorists and
educators have recognized the impor-
tance of making this distinction be-
tween authority, on the one hand, and
power, force, and violence, on the
other. Such distinctions are important
because they help us gain a clearer and
more nuanced picture of a complex
reality that defies any reductionistic,
functional accounts.

Providing a Convincing
Argument to a Problem
In order to get a good grasp of the
meaning of “a convincing argument”
it is helpful to compare it to the use of
clichés. Throughout the seven years
that I have been a college professor, I
have found that students will often re-
spond to a question I pose by using
clichés and stock phrases. The prob-
lem with such use of clichés and hack-
neyed phrases is that it usually means
that a person is not thinking critically
and personally about the issue under
discussion. When my college students
use such language, I often find that
they have not really reflected on the
meaning of a given cliché before using
it.

For example, when I ask my stu-
dents about the meaning of “equality”
as one of the principles of democracy,
a common response is that “all hu-
mans are created equal.” When I chal-
lenge them to explain in what sense
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human beings are, or should be, equal,
many of them find it difficult to re-
spond. My experience indicates that
most students have not adequately re-
flected on the difference between uni-
versal equality as an ideal that is diffi-
cult to define, and legal, social, or
political equality as a standard that
democratic societies strive for.

Moreover, I find that clichés and
phrases are frequently used by stu-
dents in order to artificially simplify a
complex problem. Such language pre-
vents students from viewing a prob-
lem from several perspectives and
hence from gaining a deeper under-
standing of the issue. To continue the
previous example, most college stu-
dents who are asked about the signifi-
cance of equality in a democratic soci-
ety are able to point to principles such
as equal rights and equality of oppor-
tunity. However, many of these same
students have not critically analyzed
the various meanings of these princi-
ples. They have never really thought
about whether equality of opportunity
means that everyone should get the
exact same opportunities, regardless
of differences of race, gender, nation-
ality, and so forth or whether it im-
plies, on the other hand, that the gov-
ernment needs to intervene to give
certain privileges to various sectors of
society that historically have been dis-
criminated against.

In short, my experience with col-
lege students indicates that while most
of them are able to identify democratic
principles such as equality, diversity,
and freedom, they lack a deep under-
standing of what these principles de-

note and how they are related. I am
suggesting not that this lack of under-
standing is a problem but merely that
students use clichés and stock phrases
to evade questions that should be ad-
dressed critically and thoroughly. Pro-
fessors need to be mindful that when
students use ready-made, common
quotes, they usually do not have an ad-
equate understanding of the issue.

Unlike the use of clichés and stock
phrases, providing a convincing argu-
ment requires one to formulate a clear
and coherent response to a problem
that considers the issue from several
perspectives. Initially, this means that
the problem will have to be defined in
a forceful or complex rather than a
weak or simplistic way. Recall for a
moment the exchange between
Socrates and Menon about virtue.
When Socrates insists that in order to
answer Menon’s questions about the
qualities of virtue we must first ad-
dress a more fundamental problem
(namely, what is virtue?), he is essen-
tially reformulating Menon’s question
in a stronger way. Generally speaking,
Socrates is suggesting that in order to
have a solid understanding of a prob-
lem, we must first articulate this prob-
lem in the most basic and precise
terms.

The point is that to discuss the
practical relevance of concepts such as
virtue, democracy, or language, we
must first have a clear sense of what
exactly these concepts mean. For ex-
ample, I would argue that in order to
give an adequate response to the ques-
tion about how to best teach English
to new immigrants in the United



States, whether in bilingual education
or in regular classes, one must first ad-
dress the meaning of language.
Hence, if language is just a means of
communication, then it is clear that
the best way to teach English to new
immigrants in the United States
would be in the kind of classes that
provide them with the most effective
and efficient methods of learning
English. However, if language is first
and foremost a way of expressing one’s
unique cultural identity, then the cri-
teria for responding to this question
change completely—from efficiency
to freedom of expression, diversity,
and social justice.

Providing a convincing argument to
a problem also has to do with exposing
the epistemological, political, moral,
social, and economic assumptions and
interests that support a certain view. In
my classes I call this undertaking “the
practice of making the implicit, ex-
plicit.” The point that I try to get
across to the students is that it is ab-
solutely crucial for them to make ex-
plicit the underlying assumptions of
various historical theories as well as of
their own views and beliefs. Joe
Kincheloe and Shirley Steinberg are
correct when they write that “such an
undertaking is not merely an attempt
to, in the words of conservative critics,
‘make students feel good at the ex-
pense of becoming educated.’ On the
contrary, it is a content based, discur-
sively savvy, complex analytical edu-
cational process that requires a deep
understanding of a wide variety of
knowledge systems, the skills to cri-

tique them, and the cognitive facility
to develop new insights to replace in-
adequate academic constructs” (Kin-
cheloe & Steinberg, 1999, p. 242).

Students who are never encouraged
to examine their basic assumptions all
too often come to accept the theories
and views they subscribe to as “natu-
ral,” inevitable, and unchangeable.
Such students will most likely find
ways to adjust to the existing state of
society and polity in America and be-
come supporters of the status quo.
They will only rarely gain those in-
sights and critical abilities that will en-
able them to become active citizens
and transforming agents.

Finally, providing a convincing ar-
gument to a problem involves the fa-
cility to follow one’s argument through
to its logical conclusion so that all its
implications are clearly visible. Practi-
cally speaking, this means that teachers
should expect their students not only
to express their opinions on various is-
sues but, more fundamentally, to sup-
port their views with substantial evi-
dence. By “substantial evidence” I
mean a justification that is thorough
and can stand up to the test of reason
and experience. If we neglect to do
this we are shortchanging our students
by robbing them of an opportunity to
engage in genuine thinking and to
gain excellent practice in becoming
critical and active citizens.

Conclusion
The various philosophical and analyti-
cal skills described in this essay are nei-
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ther mutually exclusive nor meant to
be an exhaustive list of such skills. As I
indicated earlier, there are close con-
nections between interpretation and
analyzing issues from multiple per-
spectives as well as between synthesiz-
ing and making distinctions and relat-
ing theory to practice. Also, one could
certainly come up with additional fa-
cilities that would fall under the same
rubric. Yet the philosophical and ana-
lytical skills I have outlined here offer
teachers, students, and citizens a pow-
erful arsenal with which to respond to
many of the problems they face in this
hi-tech, information-laden, multicul-
tural society. These skills can take us
far beyond the narrow and technical
skills of the standards reform move-
ment, which focus primarily on those
abilities that merely enable students to
consume information, pass standard-
ized tests, and compete in the techno-
logical marketplace. Indeed, the skills I
have described will prepare our stu-
dents to become citizens who care
deeply about politics and social issues
and have the critical awareness needed
to analyze complex problems and in-
tervene constructively for the sake of a
better world and a more democratic
society.
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More and more teachers are encoun-
tering efforts to control their teaching
by linking the curriculum to standard-
ized, high-stakes tests that are then
used to rank and judge students,
teachers, and schools. States are devel-
oping subject area standards and then
aligning the standards with statewide
standardized tests. Increasingly, stan-
dardized test scores are being used by
school districts to determine whether
students should be promoted to the
next grade or allowed to graduate
from high school. Further, some
states, such as Florida, are using test
scores to rank schools and districts
with the purpose of rewarding those
teachers and schools with high scores
and punishing those with low scores.

Consequently, given the public and
fiscal pressure to produce high test
scores, it should be no surprise that
many teachers are being directed by
district and school administrators to
focus on raising test scores rather than

on teaching for understanding. In the
Rochester City School District in
New York, high school teachers report
that they are pressured to teach for the
test. In addition, the district requires
that teachers inform students which
standard they are teaching during
each lesson, and administrators enter
the classroom unannounced to quiz
students regarding the standard being
taught. Elementary teachers are being
directed to devote less time to teach-
ing social studies, science, and the arts
and more time to teaching the three
Rs and preparing students for the
statewide math and literacy tests.
Teachers in Rochester and elsewhere
report anecdotally that each year they
devote a month or more to test prepa-
ration and administration. As part of
the effort to improve schools, elemen-
tary schools are adopting “proven”
programs, such as Success for All and
America’s Choice, in which teachers
are provided with lesson scripts speci-
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fying what they and the students are
to say.

How do we explain this shift from
promoting teachers as thoughtful, in-
telligent practitioners who are partners
in developing curriculum and methods
to reducing teachers to mere techni-
cians who implement curriculum,
methods, and assessments designed by
others? How do we explain the devalu-
ing of subjects such as social studies
and the standardization and simplifica-
tion of the curriculum that remains?
Why has the purpose of education
shifted from developing knowledge-
able, democratic citizens to developing
productive workers? What is the ra-
tionale behind these efforts to stan-
dardize curriculum and teachers? Why
do policies increasingly commodify
knowledge and limit imagination?

In order to answer these questions,
we need to understand how the gov-
ernment and corporations collaborate
in reorganizing schools and the work-
place in order to control teachers and
other workers to promote economic
growth and profit. Knowledge as an
economic good—its commodifica-
tion—and the standardization of
teaching practices—the end of imagi-
nation—are part of an overall societal
shift away from seeing people as cre-
ative producers of themselves, culture,
and society to seeing people as pro-
ducers and consumers of economic
goods. These changes are also an out-
come of the restoration of conserva-
tive politics, emphasizing a return to
the supposed “common culture” of
the “Western tradition,” and the rise
of neoliberal economics that empha-

sizes the right of the individual, and
particularly the corporation as indi-
vidual, to act free of constraint.

To make these factors more clear, I
will situate these changes in teaching
within the broader cultural, economic,
and political context. From the late
1960s and continuing through most of
the 1970s, workers were able to gain
increasing control over their work and
to win contracts paying higher wages.
At the same time, citizens were able to
gain concessions from the federal gov-
ernment that provided them with in-
creasing rights to health care, a clean
environment, and consumer and
worker protection. In response to
these gains, corporations and govern-
ments in the United States and in
many other industrialized countries
developed governmental and eco-
nomic policies aimed at reducing the
power of workers and personal rights
and promoting economic growth and
corporate profits. 

Consequently, over the last three
decades, we have witnessed a signifi-
cant decline in the political power of
teachers and other workers. This shift
in economic and social policy has led
directly to the realignment of educa-
tion, and social studies in particular, to
meet economic needs. The goal of ed-
ucation, and therefore the goal of
teachers, has become promoting
knowledge that contributes to individ-
ual and societal economic productivity
and producing students who are com-
pliant and productive. The curriculum
is becoming standardized and is no
longer valued for its role in develop-
ing political, ethical, and aesthetic citi-
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zens. Consequently, education is seen
less as a way to critically assess the
world and more as a way to improve
economic productivity.

Standards, Assessment, and
Accountability
Since the early 1990s national com-
missions and state departments of ed-
ucation have endeavored to produce
curriculum standards. Wayne Ross
criticizes the standards movement for
misleading us with “a simple solution
to the complex problem of what and
how to teach and, as a result,
divert[ing] us from attending to the
conditions of schools and how they
might be re-envisioned in more dem-
ocratic ways” (Ross, 2000, p. 203).

Perhaps because of disputes over
the national standards, there has been
little effort to implement them. How-
ever, the lack of national and even
clear state standards has not kept
states such as New York and school
districts such as Rochester from devel-
oping high-stakes tests that are used
to hold accountable local school dis-
tricts, schools, and teachers. In New
York, teachers are affected both by the
state regents’ final exams that students
are now required to pass in order to
receive a diploma and by the high-
stakes standardized tests in math, sci-
ence, social studies, and language arts
that occur throughout the student’s
educational career. Consequently,
teachers from all subject areas are
pressured to help prepare students to
pass high-stakes tests in literacy and
math, and the exams in those two ar-

eas become the focus of school for
weeks at a time.

It is not, therefore, standards them-
selves that have transformed what and
how teachers teach—after all, it is pos-
sible to have standards that emphasize
questioning and creativity—but the
increasing use of standardized tests
and test scores to evaluate districts,
schools, teachers, and students. In-
creasingly, teachers are evaluated only
on how well their students perform on
standardized tests, not on what and
how their students are learning.

Given the difficulty of achieving
agreement on standards in various
subjects, how do we explain the per-
sistence, particularly that of state de-
partments of education, in developing
standards and standardized tests and
imposing them on teachers and stu-
dents? In this chapter I will argue that
the standards, assessment, and ac-
countability movements are part of a
larger global movement away from
Keynesian economic policies and to-
ward the currently dominant neolib-
eral economic policies. Neoliberal
policies emphasize “the deregulation
of the economy, trade liberalization,
the dismantling of the public sector
[such as education, health, and social
welfare], and the predominance of the
financial sector of the economy over
production and commerce” (Vilas,
1996).

Current political and economic
policies incorporate the ideas of ne-
oliberalism—promoting knowledge in
terms of its contribution to economic
growth and discouraging imaginative
thinking beyond the needs outlined by



the state and its agencies. Such poli-
cies have a negative effect on our abil-
ity to see the world differently, conse-
quently limiting education and
citizenship. While the state and cor-
porations present these policies as nat-
ural and inevitable, they are, in fact,
historically contingent and therefore
capable of being changed.

The link between the rise of neolib-
eral economic policies and the chang-
ing role of the state needs to be re-
vealed and critiqued. Specifically, the
neoliberal state, while claiming to
limit the intrusion of the state into the
life of the individual, in fact increas-
ingly controls the individual in the in-
terest of corporations through tech-
niques of auditing, accounting, and
management (Barry, Osborne & Rose,
1996, p. 14).

From Keynesian to Neoliberal
Economics: The Rise and Fall
of Personal Rights
The late 1960s and the 1970s are of-
ten portrayed as years in which radical
antiwar protesters were pitted against
a conservative, “Archie Bunker” work-
ing class. However, a more accurate
portrayal of the period would depict
not only an antiwar movement both at
home and in Vietnam but also a labor
movement engaged in disobedience,
chaos, “counterplanning,” malinger-
ing, and huge, militant wildcat labor
strikes. It was in response to this cri-
sis—a crisis of “excess” democracy and
“excess” working-class power—and
the vicissitudes of overproduction that
the great right-wing backlash of the

last three decades was born (Parenti,
1999, pp. 108–109). From this eco-
nomic and political crisis, corpora-
tions and the political Center and
Right worked to roll back personal
and labor rights and eventually sup-
ported state agencies, such as state de-
partments of education and school
districts, in imposing educational re-
strictions.

The rise of worker militancy was
part of a larger movement by the dis-
enfranchised and powerless to extend
their rights (Parenti, 1999). African
Americans fought for the right to
vote; students, for free speech; and
workers, for safer workplaces. Be-
tween 1964 and 1979, scores of laws
were passed to protect workers, con-
sumers, and the environment. The
Environmental Protection Agency
and the Occupational Safety and
Health Administration were created.
It was a time of increasing personal
rights at the expense of corporate
profits. As workers continued to gain
wage concessions through labor activ-
ity and strikes, corporate after-tax
profits declined from 10 percent in
1965 to 4.5 percent in 1974.
“Throughout the rest of the Seven-
ties,” writes Christian Parenti, “infla-
tion and unemployment persisted, la-
bor unrest continued, and profits
stagnated. Workers were claiming an
unprecedented share of the wealth
they produced. It was an unmitigated
disaster for those who owned, and
they would soon take terrible re-
venge” (Parenti, 1999, p. 118).

This revenge would be carried out
by implementing two strategies. First,
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a recession would be initiated to de-
flate wage demands. Second, interna-
tional trade policies would encourage
corporations to set up factories and
sell consumer goods in less developed
countries while nations developed ne-
oliberal economic policies that em-
phasize economic growth and prop-
erty rights over social welfare and
personal rights.

The first strategy, implementing a
recession in order to deflate wage de-
mands, was bluntly stated by Federal
Reserve Board Chairman Paul Vol-
cker, who in 1979 provided the fol-
lowing rationale for the recession:
“The standard of living of the average
American has to decline. I don’t think
you can escape that” (Parenti, 1999, p.
119). Similarly, Alan Budd, chief eco-
nomic advisor to Margaret Thatcher,
stated in 1992: “Rising unemployment
was a very desirable way of reducing
the strength of the working classes . . .
what was engineered—in Marxist
terms—was a crisis in capitalism
which re-created a reserve army of la-
bor, and has allowed the capitalists to
make high profits ever since” (quoted
in Parenti, 1999, p. 108).

The second strategy, that of pro-
moting globalization and neoliberal
economic policies and its implications
for state and local education policies,
will be the focus of the remainder of
this chapter.

Deconstructing the Discourses
of the Neoliberal State
Under neoliberal policies promoted
by the International Monetary Fund

and the World Bank, education is no
longer promoted as a means of devel-
oping educated citizens but is viewed
in terms of what it adds to the econ-
omy. The purpose of education has
become developing the competitive
individual who can compete in the
marketplace (Peters, 1994, p. 66). As
one economist affiliated with Ar-
gentina’s Ministry of Economics
stated: “What we try to measure is
how well the training provided by
each school fits the needs of produc-
tion and the labor market” (Puiggros,
1999, p. 27).

The neoliberal state plays a complex
role by transforming government from
a site where different groups, such as
corporations, workers, and the unem-
ployed, bring pressure to bear in sup-
port of policies that reflect their own
interests to a site where decisions are
made based on what is good for eco-
nomic growth. Further, while the ne-
oliberal state claims to intrude less in
the life of the individual, to “get gov-
ernment off people’s backs,” it in fact
intervenes in individuals’ lives through
other governmental methods and tac-
tics that are promoted, ironically, by
those promoting less government.

The analysis of Andrew Barry,
Thomas Osborne, and Nicholas Rose
in their introduction to Foucault and
Political Reason: Liberalism, Neo-Liber-
alism, and Rationalities of Government
(1996) superbly describes the chang-
ing role and tactics of educational or-
ganizations, both governmental (i.e.,
state departments of education) and
quasi-governmental (i.e., the National
Board for Professional Teaching Stan-



dards). They write: “Paradoxically,
neo-liberalism, alongside its critique
of the deadening consequences of the
‘intrusion of the state’ into the life of
the individual, has none the less pro-
voked the invention and/or deploy-
ment of a whole array of organiza-
tional forms and technical methods in
order to extend the field with which a
certain kind of economic freedom
might be practiced in the form of per-
sonal autonomy, enterprise and
choice” (p. 10).

State departments of education in-
creasingly intrude into the lives of
teachers and teacher educators. They
undertake their regulation through
“technical methods such as account-
ings and auditing” (Barry, Osborne &
Rose, 1996, p. 11). These technical
means include standards, testing, and
measuring tools that “tie techniques of
conduct into specific relations with
the concerns of government” and that
“reconnect, in a productive way, stud-
ies of the exercise of power at the mo-
lecular level [in schools] with strate-
gies to program power at a molecular
level” (p. 13).

Further, as we saw above in examin-
ing recent developments in New York
State, “Public authorities seek to em-
ploy forms of expertise in order to
govern society at a distance, without
recourse to any direct forms of repres-
sion or intervention. . . . Neo-liberal-
ism, in these terms, involves less a re-
treat from governmental ‘intervention’
than a re-inscription of the techniques
and forms of expertise required for the
exercise of government” (p. 14).

Governmental and quasi-govern-

mental organizations seek to govern
not by specifying exactly what must be
done but by presenting the require-
ments or standards as rational, un-
problematic, and uncontentious and
by providing a limited range of condi-
tions under which they must be imple-
mented. This makes it possible for the
social actors, whether they be teachers
or teacher educators, to have a false
sense of choice and freedom. As Rose
writes, the “formal political institu-
tions” govern from a distance and
“conceive of these actors as subjects of
responsibility, autonomy, and choice,
and seek to act upon them through
shaping and utilizing their freedom”
(Rose, 1996, pp. 53–54). Further,
writes Rose, governments “are to be
analyzed as practices for the ‘forma-
tion and justification of idealized
schemata for representing reality, ana-
lyzing it and rectifying it—a kind of
intellectual machinery or apparatus
for rendering reality thinkable in such
a way that it is amenable to political
programming” (Rose, 1996, p. 42).

The neoliberal state, through the
use of standards, assessments, and ac-
countability, aims to restrict educators
to particular kinds of thinking—think-
ing that conceptualizes education in
terms of producing individuals who
are economically productive. At the
same time, other kinds of rationality
are excluded. Rose writes that these
rationalities “deploy a certain style of
reasoning: language here understood as
itself a set of ‘intellectual techniques’
for rendering thinkable and practica-
ble, and constituting domains that are
amenable—or not amenable—to re-
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formatory intervention” (Rose, 1996,
p. 42).

Michel Foucault, in analyzing the
state, wrote about the process of nor-
malization and surveillance (Foucault,
1977, 1979). Thomas Popkewitz, in
his book Struggling for the Soul, uses a
Foucauldian approach to analyze how
particular styles of reasoning become
prevalent in the school. He particu-
larly focuses on “how different peda-
gogical knowledges make (construct)
the teacher who administers the child.
. . . [T]he rules of ‘reasoning’ about
teaching and childhood ‘tell us’ what
to notice (and not to notice), what
things belong together, and what
things are not ‘thinkable’ within the
rules and standards of the thinking ap-
plied (Popkewitz, 1998, p. 17).

These ways of thinking and know-
ing along with neoliberalism need to
be critiqued and resisted. Pierre Bour-
dieu, in Acts of Resistance: Against the
Tyranny of the Market (1998), encour-
ages us to resist the logic of neoliber-
alism. “Everywhere we hear it said, all
day long—and this is what gives the
dominant discourse its strength—that
there is nothing to put forward in op-
position to the neo-liberal view, that it
has succeeded in presenting itself as
self-evident, that there is no alterna-
tive. If it is taken for granted in this
way, this is a result of a whole labor of
symbolic inculcation in which journal-
ists and ordinary citizens participate
passively and, above all, a certain
number of intellectuals participate ac-
tively” (Bourdieu, 1998, p. 29).

The mantra of economic productiv-
ity and the market is so persistent as to

override any thought of other possibil-
ities. In response, Bourdieu encour-
ages academics to “analyze the produc-
tion and circulation of the discourse”
promoting the inevitability, the “natu-
ralness” of global neoliberalism. Simi-
larly Foucault, while not commenting
specifically on neoliberalism, desired
to examine the ways in which the pres-
ent needs to be “acted upon by histori-
cal investigation, to be cut up and de-
composed so that it can be seen as put
together contingently out of heteroge-
neous elements each having their own
conditions of possibility” with the
“aim of destabilizing it” (Barry, Os-
borne & Rose, 1996, p. 5).

The attack on education by busi-
ness is not new. Throughout the
twentieth century, business leaders
blamed schools for corporate ineffi-
ciencies and pressured educators to
meet the needs of business. Beginning
in the 1890s, businesses began blam-
ing schools for the nation’s economic
problems (Kliebard, 1995). After
World War II, the National Associa-
tion of Manufacturers urged schools
to “‘indoctrinate students with the
American way of life’ and to teach that
‘the American system of free enter-
prise has done more for human com-
forts than any other system’” (Fones-
Wolf, 1994, p. 200). Since the
publication of A Nation at Risk in
1983, schools have once again been
the recipient of corporate blame for
the state of the economy.

But the difference between then
and now is the increasing hegemony
of an all-encompassing discourse em-
bedded within not only national but



international policies. Such hege-
monic discourses and policies make it
difficult for teachers and others to re-
sist “the tyranny of the market.”

Possibilities for Resistance
Under the current neoliberal regime,
education is valued for increasing the
economic productivity of students as
future workers and corporate profits.
This shift represents “the triumph of
the economy over politics and cul-
ture” (Kellner, 2000, p. 307).

However, as Bourdieu reminds us,
writing as both a sociologist and a po-
litical activist: “knowledge must be
deconstructed, . . . categories are con-
tingent social derivations and instru-
ments of (symbolic power)” and “the
structures of discourse are politically
charged social preconstructions”
(Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 47).
The way in which the world is organ-
ized is not invariant but historically
constituted and thus socially variable
(p. 19). Therefore, it is crucial that we
understand how neoliberalism changes
the discourses about who we are and
what we can think about. We need to
examine the current social structures
and to discourse about the role they
play in the distribution of “material
resources and in the forms of systems
of classification, the mental and bodily
schemata that function as symbolic
templates for the practical activities—
conduct, thoughts, feelings, and judg-
ments—of social agents” (p. 7).

So far, the state’s efforts to audit
and control teachers have been largely

uncontested. State policy making has
been privatized (Blackmore, 2000, p.
140). Teachers are increasingly losing
control over their work as test scores
become supreme. As educators and
citizens, we need to analyze and cri-
tique recent efforts to control teachers
and students through standards and
high-stakes standardized tests.
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By way of introduction, let me offer a
test and a metaphor. Please complete
the following test item conscientiously
before reading on.

Select the best answer to the fol-
lowing question:

If a van carrying high school volun-
teers home to northeastern Pennsylva-
nia leaves from an orphanage in Mex-
ico City, the van will travel:

a. north and east
b. south
c. east
d. through Canada
e. all of the above

Does the answer seem self-evident?
Or, does it at least seem clear that d.,
and therefore b. and e., can be elimi-
nated? After all, what sense would it
make to drive from Mexico all the way
north to Canada if the final destina-
tion—Pennsylvania—is obviously well

south of the Canadian border? And
once those nonsensical answers are
eliminated, does it seem obvious that
the answer would therefore be a. north
and east rather than c. east? Yes, of
course, that’s right: Pennsylvania is
north and east of Mexico City and
therefore those directions would have
to be the best route and a. the best
answer.

Such logic seems to make perfect
sense, and it’s a good bet that any test
maker would identify a. as the correct
answer. Still, no matter how logical a
northeast route might seem, it was not
the one actually taken in the real-
world case of my son, who did indeed
travel home to Pennsylvania from a
service experience in Mexico City via
Toronto, Canada. Huh? Say what?
Were the Jesuit chaperones who drove
the van stupid, as they might appear to
a test maker who insisted that there
was clearly only one best answer, and
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that it was a.? Couldn’t the drivers see
that the best route clearly could not
include a visit to Canada, which would
take them far north of Pennsylvania
and force them to backtrack south?

Not at all. Although test makers
conveniently ignore this reality, often
there is no way to designate a best an-
swer to a question without making an
assumption about it. And, as assump-
tions vary, so will “best” answers. The
assumption that a test maker might
mistake for a self-evident truth—that
the most desirable route would be the
most efficient route—simply was not
valid in the case of the Jesuit educators
who led my son’s trip to Mexico.
Their assumption was not that the trip
should be as efficient as possible, but
that it should be as educative as possi-
ble. For them, the best route would
serve several purposes in addition to
returning the boys to their parents.

One purpose was accomplished be-
fore the group ever left school
grounds. The boys would have to get
along in close quarters for several
weeks, so allowing them to plan a
route through destinations they man-
aged to agree upon, within some very
generous boundaries, not only broad-
ened their travel experience but also
provided practice in the essential skill
of negotiation. Moreover, a longer
trip home allowed the boys more time
to process their experience of living in
a Mexican orphanage. What did they
learn from being the outsiders in a
foreign culture? What did they learn
from living under conditions that
seemed luxurious to the Mexican chil-
dren but impoverished to them, in a

place where furniture, space, and pri-
vacy were minimal, where food was
basic and rarely varied, and where
work was physical and unending?
What did they learn from seeing one
of their own countless faded, name-
brand T-shirts become a Mexican or-
phan’s single most prized possession?

The assumption on this trip was
that the more time the boys had to-
gether on the way home, the more op-
portunities they would have to reflect
on, discuss, and learn from their expe-
rience. In contrast to the “logical” as-
sumption that the best route is always
the shortest route, the Jesuits’ goal
was for the trip home to allow enough
time and opportunity for maximum
learning. Therefore, no matter how
patently silly it might first appear to
traipse north to Canada and then
south again, the best answer to the
opening question for the Jesuits and
their charges was genuinely e. all of the
above. The world and its experiential
richness rarely operate in the black/
white, yes/no, right/wrong fashion
that test makers so often assume.

The reality is that no one can reli-
ably determine what makes most sense
in any real-world context, what con-
stitutes the best plan or answer in the
face of any genuine dilemma, without
questioning relevant assumptions and
goals. Despite the insistence of many
public figures that standards are obvi-
ously the best answer to the question
“What should be done to improve ed-
ucation?”, that assertion needs to be
examined and defended in terms of its
assumptions and goals before it merits
widespread endorsement.
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When officials call for standards
and high-stakes testing based on stan-
dards as an “obvious” way to improve
education, they are calling for a par-
ticular kind of standards—the version
that Joe Kincheloe, Shirley Steinberg,
and Danny Weil refer to as “technical
standards” (see Weil, “Functional-
ism,” this volume; Steinberg & Kinch-
eloe, 1997, intro.). Technical stan-
dards incorporate one set of
assumptions and one set of goals while
entirely ignoring alternate assump-
tions and goals—those underlying the
alternative version of standards that
Kincheloe, Steinberg, and Weil refer
to as “standards of complexity.” An in-
formed public must realize that before
it is possible to judge any proposal
that claims “This is obviously the best
way to improve public education,” it is
necessary to ask—among other ques-
tions—“What assumptions are being
made here about the goals of public
education?”

The more that a test maker or
politician or corporate executive in-
sists that the answer to this question is
obvious, the less we should trust the
answer. There have always been a va-
riety of competing purposes that
might be embedded in public schools,
and whatever we choose to do in
schools will serve certain purposes and
undermine others, whether any of
those purposes are articulated or not.
As surely as the “best” route home de-
pends on the particular goal of the
traveler, the merit of any call for stan-
dards depends upon whose goals are
being served and whose goals are be-
ing sacrificed.

What Is “Public” about 
Public Schools?

Among common and decidedly im-
plicit assumptions often made about
public schools is this one: Public
schools exist to serve American chil-
dren. This key assumption is evident
in rhetoric about “our kids” and what
we owe them in schools: “Our kids”—
who are presented as being the obvi-
ous responsibility of the entire com-
munity—deserve safety, challenge,
good teachers, and so on. Of course,
no one would argue against providing
students with such things in schools,
and because all of those things are
good for kids, it seems self-evident
that the purpose of schools is to pro-
mote the welfare of children. Never-
theless, that assumption is a fallacy.

In the history of the United States,
public schools have never been benev-
olent and altruistic government insti-
tutions focused on the welfare of chil-
dren. Instead, government supports
public schools out of public tax
monies in order to accomplish goals of
the state. Although state purposes
clearly underlie many educational ini-
tiatives, they go unnoticed because
proposals are saturated with language
that emphasizes the “obvious” goal of
benefit to the child. It takes a very
close look and a great deal of thought
to penetrate the child-centered rheto-
ric and to uncover the real goals pub-
lic education serves.

Joel Spring, expert in many facets
of the philosophy and history of pub-
lic education, describes three cate-
gories that are useful in sorting



through the wide range of purposes
common in public schools: political,
economic, and social (2000, pp. 1–20).
Spring suggests that political goals in-
clude those necessary to ensure the
survival of democratic government in
the United States. From this perspec-
tive, public schools are the means of
identifying future political leaders and
of educating the public for effective
participation in democratic citizen-
ship. Early on, leaders of the new
United States had to struggle with the
question of who would lead the coun-
try in years to come. No one believed
the ignorant could effectively do so,
but the belief that leaders needed to
be well educated led to a fear that a
ruling aristocracy might evolve if only
the wealthy had access to education.
As a result, even the earliest political
leaders favored some form of public
education to protect the country from
the development of a wealthy and op-
pressive oligarchy. The idea that poor
children as well as rich children need
to be educated for possible political
leadership, then, is one that was wo-
ven into the fabric of U.S. culture at
its very founding, one that validates
our cultural claim that any child can
become president.

Of course, democracy also requires
the participation of an informed citi-
zenry, and so in addition to well-edu-
cated leaders, the country needs citi-
zens who believe that democracy is
the best of all possible governments
and who have sufficient education to
make informed and reasoned political
decisions. Citizens must be able to
read in order to be informed on issues.

They need to understand how govern-
ment works in order to accept and
play their own active role in it. They
need to believe that democratic gov-
ernment is the most desirable govern-
ment if the country is to remain polit-
ically stable and free from rebellious
challenges. They need to believe that
the country is firmly based on meri-
tocracy, a fair system that gives all citi-
zens equal opportunity to shape the
future based on their abilities.

The public schools, then, were es-
tablished largely to help ensure the
survival of a democratic form of gov-
ernment in the United States, and to-
day’s schools continue to serve this
political goal. Schools still cultivate
loyalty to the existing system of gov-
ernment and its leaders, as they have
from the inception of public school-
ing. For example, every February sil-
houettes of George Washington and
Abraham Lincoln crop up in the win-
dows of elementary schools nation-
wide, as dependably as crocuses pop
up in the spring. Great leaders gave us
a great country, children learn, and we
need to remember that and to honor
them and the government that is their
legacy. Every morning, children
pledge allegiance to the flag in a pub-
lic ceremony affirming political loy-
alty. Much of what is done in schools,
from voting for class president to
writing essays on such topics as “The
American I Most Admire,” is intended
to promote the patriotic mind-set that
every government needs for its own
survival.

Social goals, in Spring’s characteriza-
tion, involve efforts to shape and con-
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trol young people in ways that will,
theoretically, contribute to the good
of society at large. Early on, for ex-
ample, school attendance was made
compulsory in an effort to reduce ju-
venile delinquency and crime, and to-
day there is still a good bit of talk
about “keeping kids off the streets”
until they’re at least sixteen, in the
hope of keeping them out of trouble.
More than one theorist has believed
that schooling reduces the need for
both current and future police en-
forcement because while keeping
youth off the street, schools can con-
currently inculcate values—respect for
authority, say, or for hard work—that
characterize a voluntarily hard work-
ing, taxpaying, deferential citizenry.

In recent decades, the expectation
that schools will remedy social prob-
lems has steadily expanded. Schooling
in itself is expected to lift students out
of poverty, and this improvement is
expected to have the domino effect of
reducing unacceptable crime rates. In
addition, the public has increasingly
looked to schools to curb growing
drug and alcohol abuse, and to edu-
cate safe drivers, and to curb premari-
tal intercourse and pregnancies, and
to prepare the young to balance
checkbooks, maintain marriages, and
responsibly parent children—and so
on, and so on, and so on with, not un-
expectedly, increasing controversy
over which values and habits should be
included on the list.

Currently, for example, there is
heated public debate over what
schools should say about homosexual-
ity—if they are to say anything at all—

as well as what they should or should-
n’t say about AIDS, abortion, and
contraception. Because schools can
promote values among young people,
they have long been recognized as po-
tential tools of social regulation. In an
increasingly diverse society, the class-
room has become a prized means for
shaping social climate and norms, for
shaping the way citizens will live in
the future—married or not, religious
or not, bigoted or not. Because cur-
riculum can have significant social im-
pact (witness the countless parents
who have been shamed into recycling
by children exposed to environmental
education), passionate public debate
over what will and won’t be taught in
classrooms is sure to continue.

Finally, economic goals are those as-
suring the continued wealth and fi-
nancial stability of the democracy. It’s
revealing to note, however, that many
of the values that schools promote as
being in the obvious best interests of
society (like obedience and unques-
tioning respect for authority) also
function to nurture the kind of worker
that corporations might find most de-
sirable. As public schools emerged in
the late nineteenth century, for ex-
ample, they were designed largely to
educate future factory workers, and it
is not hard to see how classroom rou-
tines acclimated students to a factory
environment. Suffering the tedium of
repetitious schoolwork prepared
young people to tolerate the boredom
of assembly lines. Learning to com-
plete any task without question simply
because an authority figure so ordered
prepared them to meekly follow the



orders of a supervisor. Being confined
in large groups and uncomfortable
conditions, lacking the freedom even
to urinate at will, conditioned them to
expect bosses to control their bodies
as well as their minds in the work-
place. In direct contrast, private
schools—which have traditionally ed-
ucated the wealthy children of factory
owners—have prided themselves on of-
fering active learning and small
classes, an education preparing them
for leadership rather than drudgery.

Over time, public schools have un-
dergone changes that make it appear
that they educate children more dem-
ocratically, that they educate for much
broader options than factory work.
This democratization is thought to be
embodied in the way schools now sort
students into several categories. In
this system, students are tracked into
courses of study geared to the particu-
lar future the school determines most
suitable for each child. A student
deemed to be smart and hardworking
(according to standardized tests,
school performance, and teacher
opinion) is offered rigorous course-
work and schooled for college, while
apparently less able students are of-
fered coursework generally considered
less challenging—generally vocational
training. Those labeled least able are
shuffled off to “remedial” courses,
where they rarely remain long enough
to graduate.

Schools and proponents of tracking
believe that all of this sorting is reli-
able, truly based on merit and intrinsic
ability. From this perspective, the
school simply does the marketplace

the favor of identifying which young
people might be suited for what kind
of slot in the labor market and then
providing appropriate education for
students in each slot. A student from a
low track who ended up in a minimal-
wage job would, according to this per-
spective, have lacked the intrinsic tal-
ent to rise any higher. This is the “You
can’t make a silk purse out of a sow’s
ear” philosophy of education.

That job training is a primary re-
sponsibility of public schools is an idea
trumpeted daily by politicians, busi-
ness leaders, and assorted educators
who insist that only a first-class, chal-
lenging education can keep the Amer-
ican workforce competitive. So loud
and ubiquitous are such assertions, in
fact, that underpinning nearly every
public pronouncement and reform
scheme is the implicit assumption that
the most important job of public
schools is to prepare the kind of work-
ers that employers say they need.
These days, businesses are very busy
handing schools specifications for the
kinds of workers they want, and many
people simply accept the idea that
schools should produce workers ex-
actly according to those specifications.
The claim is that if schools don’t at-
tend to this task, the GNP and the
economic future of the country will be
in danger. In some cases, economic
peril is even more immediate. When
schools don’t teach young people what
employers specify, executives begin
suggesting to politicians that they
might just have to take their busi-
nesses—and jobs—elsewhere (Morri-
son, 1996). For this reason, politi-
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cians, administrators, and parents
alike tend to listen closely when busi-
ness executives talk about curriculum.

Implicit Goals and 
Particular Agendas
Although many talk about education
reform as if its goals were self-evident
and immune to challenge, they are
not. A major assumption embedded in
public discourse about education is
that any reform should strive to in-
crease student performance on a vari-
ety of standardized tests, such as na-
tional competency exams and SATs.
However, this tacit assumption goes
unchallenged largely because psycho-
metricians have spent decades per-
suading the public that numbers are
always important and always trustwor-
thy. Faith in good test scores as a re-
flection of quality has become so
widespread that higher scores on any
test have come to seem a self-evident
good—like the assumption that any
good route will be a short route.

The assumption that higher scores
on some standardized test will indicate
improved education underpins the
technical standards movement, and it
contains enormous implications for
classroom practice. Essentially, by
stressing a vast body of core content,
technical standards promote still more
of the same kinds of classroom prac-
tice we’ve had for decades: rote mem-
orization of facts, facts, and more facts
and the mechanical use of standard
formulas to solve textbook problems.
Both the assumption and the peda-
gogy implicit in the technical stan-

dards movement require thoughtful
questioning. If technical standards are
imposed on schools and the result is
more of the same in classrooms, then
whose agenda will public education
serve? Which political, social, and
economic goals will be advanced?

I would argue that the agenda and
goals of the current standards move-
ment, which are widely supported by
politicians and business people as op-
posed to educators in the trenches, are
those of political conservatives, of
politicians protecting their own ca-
reers, and of business people inter-
ested in increasing their six- and
seven-figure salaries and in paying
larger and larger dividends to stock-
holders. Proponents of technical stan-
dards seem far less interested in edu-
cational reform than they are in
protecting the existing power struc-
ture and their own, largely financial,
interests. Ironically, the technical
standards movement therefore sup-
ports an elite who function, and would
continue to function, as the very oli-
garchy the founding fathers feared.

Consider, as a preliminary example,
the need for schools to educate patri-
otic citizens. Which definition of pa-
triotism should that be? The bumper
sticker mind-set of “Love it or leave it”
or an alternate conception that casts
thoughtful dissent as both a patriot’s
right and responsibility? The first pro-
motes blind obedience, a sheeplike
mentality among followers, whereas
the second promotes a critically ques-
tioning disposition, a habit of deciding
for oneself the merit of an idea or plan
and then taking a public stance, even



if—perhaps especially if—that stance
opposes majority opinion.

Is it genuinely in the best interests
of the entire population for the norm
to be “My country, right or wrong—
but it’s never wrong”? Do we want cit-
izens ready and willing to sacrifice
their children and spouses to any war
politicians decide to wage? Or do we
want citizens who ask hard questions
about why such sacrifice is necessary;
who exactly the sacrifice will benefit;
how exactly they will benefit; and why
politicians think the benefits are worth
the wholesale death of young, and
sometimes not so young, Americans?
Will the country be better off if its
people believe that any war must be a
good war if leaders have decided to
deploy troops? Does our national ex-
perience tell us that World War I,
World War II, the Korean conflict,
the Viet Nam conflict, and Operation
Desert Storm must all have been
equally justified on the simple grounds
that leaders chose to send Americans
to fight in them? Should citizens
never ask questions and voice opinions
about government actions? Should
they be taught that it’s unpatriotic to
ask questions like “Who would make
money on this war?” and “Whose sons
and fathers and mothers and sisters
are likely to die in this war?”

The answer to the question of
which type of loyalty schools are ex-
pected to promote is rarely explicitly
discussed, except perhaps in court
cases brought by schools seeking to
force students to participate in the
ubiquitous flag pledging ritual. When
it takes Supreme Court orders to de-

termine and then remind schools that
students are citizens guaranteed cer-
tain basic rights—including the right
to follow their conscience in religious
matters—then it’s apparent that
schools are currently devoted to pro-
ducing mindless, unquestioned loyalty
to government. Schools seeking court
orders to force students to participate
in loyalty pledges is just one example.
Another is using textbooks that sani-
tize American history, universally de-
picting historical events as demonstra-
tions of great American heroism and
virtue.

Most, maybe even all, students have
heard the slogans “Remember the
Alamo!” and “Remember the Maine!”
but have little understanding of the ac-
tual events behind them. This is true
partly because classroom instruction
stresses the memorization of factual
tidbits instead of nurturing genuine
understanding among students. It is
also true, however, because history
textbooks shape student perception by
a careful selection of material. For ex-
ample, a text might well mention a
hardy and brave band at the Alamo de-
fending that fort to the death, but it is
sure to conveniently leave out any
nasty questions about legitimate Span-
ish ownership of the territory in dis-
pute. And although the Maine was not
sunk by enemy fire after all, that inci-
dent is still cited as an example of
American courage rather than as the
convenient excuse for American ag-
gression that it actually was.

Such textbooks mythologize people
who died for the country while ignor-
ing the historical truths about the
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causes of their deaths. They over-
whelmingly tell the story of white
men while ignoring or downplaying
the contributions of women and the
effects of white settlement on such
groups as African Americans and Na-
tive Americans. This kind of selective
history perpetuates the grand Ameri-
can narrative of a consistently glorious
past, a narrative that is far more inspi-
rational without factual clutter. What
students are force-fed is an unques-
tioning loyalty to a country they are
encouraged to perceive as having only
a righteous and glorious history. Theft
of Native American and Spanish terri-
tory and the wholesale killings of na-
tive peoples are inconvenient realities
expunged from the national saga as it
is currently replayed in schools, leav-
ing a pervasive sense of Anglo-Saxon
cultural superiority.

It is for this reason that the much
more inclusive history/social studies
standards drafted near the close of the
twentieth century were widely reviled
by conservatives—though they were
widely embraced by the same people
who embrace complexity. As an alter-
native to a definition of patriotism as
blind loyalty and to the teaching of
history as nationalistic propaganda,
proponents of complexity argue for a
patriotism that examines the various
political and economic factors behind
historical events and that includes a
willingness to acknowledge past mis-
takes in order to learn from them. It
calls for a definition of “an American”
as something more inclusive than an
aggressive white male.

For example, if students as future

voters are to genuinely understand
why in the year 2000 several Native
American tribes were pressing law-
suits against the United States govern-
ment for reparation and the return of
territory, they need to understand the
shameful treachery of earlier politi-
cians who strategized the theft of Na-
tive American land. They need to
know about the government policy of
starving tribes as a means of bringing
them onto the reservations. And they
need to understand that the contem-
porary poverty, drug abuse, and other
social problems on tribal land can be
readily linked to earlier duplicitous
government actions. Lacking such
knowledge, they will be ignorant vot-
ers and very probably angry bigots as
well.

But instead of having learned such
inconvenient facts, the vast majority of
American students are barely aware
that Native Americans even exist con-
temporaneously. While Navajo tribal
lands include over 16 million acres
and span multiple states and while
other reservations exist all over the
nation with their own leaders and po-
litical agendas, history books usually
fail to mention this component of the
American population at all—just as
they fail to explain why there are
Hmong people living in California (an
explanation that would involve an in-
convenient admission of more shame-
ful behavior during the Viet Nam
conflict) or why there has never been
an African American president (an ex-
planation that would involve acknowl-
edging historical as well as current
racism). To call attention to such af-



fronts to genuine democracy would be
to call for change in a power structure
that is currently thoroughly en-
trenched. And obviously, that is not a
goal the entrenched are willing to
readily accept.

Any politician who calls for stan-
dards will, by default, be supporting
one or the other of the opposing defi-
nitions of what it means for a school
to educate a democratic citizenry, de-
pending on what is to be taught and
tested. Will tests ask nearly exclusively
about white and male American war
heroes, as they have for so many years,
with romanticized versions of Betsy
Ross, Sacajawea, or George Washing-
ton Carver thrown in as tokens of
democratic representation? Or will
they ask about a more factual, more
inclusive, and less sanitized history so
that students can understand the is-
sues that accompany a truly multicul-
tural democracy and, as adults, vote
on them from an informed perspec-
tive? Will questions about the United
States slaughter of Native American
women and children at Sand Creek
ever appear next to the battle it pro-
voked, commonly referred to in
American lore as Custer’s Last Stand?
Given the conservative uproar over
and opposition to more inclusive cur-
ricula designed by the National Coun-
cil of Teachers of Social Studies and
constant conservative attempts to cen-
sor more representational literature in
language arts classes, it seems certain
that a core curriculum would be more
of the “same old, same old,” promot-
ing the same old goals of established
power.

As already noted, as the standards
tests go, so will go the instruction.
One of the reasons standards support-
ers argue so vehemently for standards
and exams is that they expect the tests
to drive instruction—and they will. If
history tests focus on wars and mili-
tary leaders, then wars and military
leaders will continue to be the center
of classroom instruction. So high have
the stakes become already in standard-
ized testing that teacher cheating has
become an issue (Viadero, 2000). If
teachers are willing to cheat to get the
mandated results, if schools are willing
to fire teachers whose students don’t
do well on whatever test comes down
the pike, if states are constantly
threatening takeovers of schools, then
there is no question that the tests will
promote the goals and definitions im-
plicit in the questions asked. It’s safe
to count on the largely prosperous and
prominent supporters of technical
standards, who profit most from the
status quo, to make sure that test
questions will be about the domestic
Betsy Ross rather than the rebellious
Charlotte Perkins Gilman, about the
Gettysburg Address rather than the
1969 Senate-issued report Indian Edu-
cation: A National Tragedy—A National
Challenge.

Yes, public schools serve the politi-
cal purpose of supporting democratic
government and a patriotic citizenry.
But which definition of patriotism will
students be exposed to? Love it or
leave it? Or a definition that includes
dissent as the constitutionally pro-
tected right of an informed citizenry?
Yes, public schools serve social goals,
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seeking to improve social conditions.
But whose definition of a good society
will be imposed? That of the devout,
who believe that beginning every day
with prayer would go far in improving
the behavior of young people? Or that
of civil rights activists, who are more
concerned with protecting personal
freedom and who insist on the strict
separation of church and state and on
prayer as a private matter? And yes,
schools do need to educate workers
who are able to earn a living and who
don’t need to depend on the state for
support. But what is a “good worker”?
Is it one who follows orders without
question, always with an eye on the
corporate bottom line? Or is it one
who has the intelligence and courage
to blow the whistle when companies
are sacrificing public health and safety
to greed, as has happened in the to-
bacco industry?

There is, no doubt, some oversim-
plification in presenting such issues in
terms of a dichotomy—technical stan-
dards vs. standards of complexity, and
support for an existing elite vs. pursuit
of social justice. However, juxtaposing
the goals, assumptions, and practices
implicit in the two oppositional stan-
dards proposals clarifies critical differ-
ences between them. Those who sup-
port standards of complexity have
nothing to fear by speaking openly
about their goals because they pursue
ends that benefit the entire popula-
tion: genuine democracy and social
justice. On the other hand, there may
be good reason why proponents of
technical standards do not talk openly
about their goals except in terms of

improving education and raising test
scores. Exposed by thoughtful analysis,
the goals of technical standards speak
far less well of their supporters’
agenda.

Implicit Goals of Technical
Standards: Who Benefits?

Implicit Political Goals

The most obvious political concern of
the technical standards movement is
that of the politicians, who are far less
concerned with the education of the
populace, or with any other issue, than
they are with getting themselves
elected or reelected. Many politicians
who have jumped on the current stan-
dards bandwagon have done so not
because they sincerely believe that
standards will genuinely improve edu-
cation but because endorsing stan-
dards offers the appearance of caring
about education without supporting
any painful or costly alternative strate-
gies or angering constituents.

Make no mistake, the technical
standards movement is not about im-
proving the education of young
people. If improvement were the real
goal, talk about implementing stan-
dards would have to include talk about
funding reform. Educators like
Jonathan Kozol have spent decades
documenting educational problems
that grow out of our current system of
inequitable funding. Because as a
country we rely primarily on real es-
tate taxes to fund schools, all public
schools are far from being equal. One
school, for example, may have multi-



ple computers in every classroom be-
cause it is blessed with wealthy home-
owners and generous tax support.
Meanwhile, in an adjacent district
with low real estate values, another
school cannot even provide its stu-
dents with crayons or books. In one
school district, there may be one
highly qualified, full-time teacher for
every twenty to twenty-four students,
while in a nearby poorer district, a
school may be unable to attract even
one full-time teacher, qualified or not,
for every thirty-five to forty students.
Wealthy students may attend new,
multibuilding campuses, while across
the river poor students are crowded
into abandoned roller skating rinks
and into old gymnasiums. Every
school’s funding depends largely on its
local tax base, and the poorest schools
in the poorest areas are always the
least supported and consequently have
the least to offer their students in per-
sonnel, physical plant, support serv-
ices, and supplies.

For all the rhetoric about good ed-
ucation not depending solely on
money, there is a point at which the
lack of money makes good education
virtually impossible. How can chil-
dren learn to read without books?
How can they master math without
pencil and paper? How can they be-
come knowledgeable about history
when the books they do have name
Richard Nixon as the current presi-
dent? How can children with
asthma—so common in poor areas—
concentrate on academics in window-
less buildings where the air is choked
with dust? Readers who have not seen

such conditions and who doubt they
exist should either read Jonathan Ko-
zol (1991, 1995) or start visiting the
kinds of schools he documents. They
do exist and they are a national dis-
grace. In recent years, state supreme
courts have been acknowledging these
unjust disparities and charging states
to formulate more equitable funding
systems. Nonetheless, politicians and
the public at large continue to stub-
bornly refuse to acknowledge the
problem. As history books sanitize
history, standards proponents sanitize
educational issues by ignoring these
inconvenient facts because these edu-
cational truths will not help anyone
get elected.

One reason for this is that a change
to more equitable funding has proven
to be a political nightmare. A New
Jersey governor, James J. Florio, who
implemented a more equitable school-
funding plan soon found himself navi-
gating highways flooded with cars
sporting Impeach Florio bumper stick-
ers. Florio, understandably if regret-
tably, jettisoned his own plan. Similar
attempts have failed in other states.
Charged by state courts with design-
ing more equitable funding, state
leaders have devised “equity” plans
with no substance, hoping to appease
voters with minimal changes and to
appease courts with the appearance of
reform. Courts, however, have not
been fooled, and they have repeatedly
rejected such sham plans in several
states.

Because politicians know that help-
ing to implement real funding reform
might well end their political careers,
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politicians have rushed to embrace the
current standards movement as a
placebo. Supporting technical stan-
dards gives them fodder for speeches
on their commitment to improving
the schools without the political peril
inherent in more substantive reform
strategies. In short, insisting that
states (1) implement standards and (2)
punish students, teachers, and schools
that don’t measure up is an unrecog-
nized form of political cowardice.

The teachers who have no books to
teach reading and the students who
have no pencils and paper for math
will not suddenly be able to improve
performance without those supplies.
To punish them when they continue
to fail to meet standards will allow
politicians to proclaim their toughness
and their insistence on quality, acting
as though this empty rhetorical tri-
umph can be equated with a good-
faith reform effort. The technical
standards movement, which insists
that high-stakes testing will automati-
cally bring quality, is a fraud designed
to produce political capital.

Moreover, the type of standards be-
ing promoted, based on retention and
regurgitation, supports the kind of
schools that will continue to nurture
obedience and docility rather than a
critical, questioning disposition. And
the theme of authoritarian control and
obedience will bring with it the “Love
it or leave it” notion of patriotism.
Any system of rote memorization casts
the teacher as an unquestionable au-
thority and the student as a silent,
obedient listener. Only the authority
can know the right answer, and stu-

dents must always defer to those who
know better. Rather than learning
how to formulate good judgment, stu-
dents learn to doubt their own think-
ing, to routinely consider themselves
naïve in the face of authority. This
mental disposition lingers in citizens
who are disposed to support any
scheme government might propose,
assuming that government experts
know best what everyone should think
about an issue.

Thus, technical standards cultivate
dependence on authority. In direct
contrast, standards of complexity
stress critical thinking and autonomy.
They encourage students to question
any official representation of knowl-
edge and to ask “Whose ‘truth’ is this?
Who benefits from this version of the
truth? Who is disadvantaged by it?”
Proponents of complexity argue
against tests involving right/wrong
answers because they distort and over-
simplify the world and undermine
personal autonomy. A technical cur-
riculum cheats students of the oppor-
tunity to learn to think for themselves
and is much more likely to lead to a
herd mentality than to the intelligence
and independence required to ask
hard questions. Every issue comes
down to identifying who is “right” and
every question is answered with: “If
you’re not with us, then you’re against
us”—a climate that inhibits honest
discussion of difficult issues.

Nor are sanitized texts and reliance
on authority the only elements of a
standardized curriculum that promote
mindless conformity and inhibit inde-
pendent thinking. The imposition of



standardized tests also curtails the
possibility of independent and creative
thinking. Because the test always
looms around the corner, teachers are
unlikely to explore avenues of curios-
ity with their students. “Is there an-
other way to solve this kind of prob-
lem?” a student might ask. “It doesn’t
matter—you know one way, and that’s
enough for the test. We have to move
on,” a teacher might be forced to an-
swer, given the overwhelming content
and relentless clock-ticking that stan-
dards bring. “Can we go to the mu-
seum and see these paintings?” “No,
there’s no time. You know the titles
and artists; that’s enough for the test.”

In this high-stakes environment,
what is important in the classroom be-
comes whatever is important to those
who have structured the tests and,
through them, the classroom activity.
The more challenging the curriculum
(which is to say, the more inclusive the
curriculum), the less space there is for
teachers and students to bring in their
own curiosity, interests, experiences,
and concerns. There is room to focus
only on the “facts” imposed upon
them by politicians and business
people outside the classroom. Far
from strongholds of democratic activ-
ity, schools serving uncritical technical
standards will remain mind-numbing
factories shaping citizens in the habits
of believing and doing what they are
told without question. Students will
learn to sacrifice their own curiosity
and interests to the standardization
imposed by one-size-fits-all, factual
testing, designed by “experts” far re-
moved from any classroom.

In addition to cultivating docility,
technical standards also support the
political agenda of the established elite
by helping to maintain the myth of
meritocracy. Of course, given the in-
credible disparity in resources, not all
students will succeed. However, since
poor students are those most likely to
fail, this inequality is not a problem—
from a political perspective. Someone
has to work in fast food places, and
someone has to sweep the streets.
Someone has to take the blame for be-
ing lazy and stupid in order to provide
some excuse for the dismal failures
that poor schools will always have un-
til funding inequities and other social
injustices are resolved. But politically
speaking, the continued failure of the
poor is not an issue, especially since
they are less likely to vote than the af-
fluent and certainly will not be making
large contributions to campaign funds.
It’s the middle class who must go to
college and provide human capital for
industry, and the more they’re condi-
tioned to do as they’re told, the better.

What is important is only that
schools continue to appear to offer all
children an equal chance to succeed. If
that appearance can be maintained,
then the myth of American meritoc-
racy can continue, along with the
comfort of those who are well estab-
lished in the current economy. Smug
citizens living in upscale communities
can reassure themselves not only that
they’ve earned what they have but also
that others can do the same if they just
work hard enough in school, if they
just apply themselves to the standards.
If this false notion is perpetrated and
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maintained, the public discourse will
not have to admit the absurdity of ask-
ing students to work harder at reading
when they have no books or asking
them to master technology when they
have no computers.

The reality that the poor will very
likely continue to fail actually makes it
imperative for schools to continue
nurturing the traditional definition of
patriotism as uncritical acceptance of
whatever government does. Were citi-
zens taught to critically question cur-
rent conditions, suddenly there might
be significant challenges to the exist-
ing unjust and elitist structures now in
place. This, of course, would be a
threat to the status quo. So it is not
surprising that mindless patriotism is
promoted not only by sanitized his-
tory books and the installation of
teacher as ultimate authority but also
by several other essentially meaning-
less trappings common in public
schools. Pledging allegiance to the
flag and praising former presidents are
easy routines to carry out, as is the es-
tablishment of a student government.
None of these, however, provide
meaningful lessons and experiences in
genuinely democratic citizenship.
Like the rhetoric of standards, the
rhetoric and rituals of public schools
regarding democratic education are
surface gestures lacking substance.

For example, student government
leaders are often elected on the same
grounds as public officials: charisma,
eloquence, looks, and promises. These
qualities are enough, and the student
body is not encouraged to check later
performance against earlier promises,

as voters so rarely do in their commu-
nities. Nor does the student govern-
ment have any real power; to learn
this, student leaders need only try to
effect substantive change in school
policy. In fact, schools are among the
most antidemocratic institutions
imaginable. Students do not have free-
dom of speech or movement and pre-
cious little choice in any number of ar-
eas, ranging from where they may eat
to when they may, and it is much eas-
ier and more comfortable for the pow-
erful to praise democracy than to
practice it.

To develop an active, critically
questioning democratic citizenry
would require very different stan-
dards, the kind promoted in these
pages. Mass memorization would have
to give way to diversity and creativity.
What authorities think and the solu-
tions to problems they provide would
need to become far less important
than the thoughts and solutions of
students themselves. The most impor-
tant thing would be not the answer to
a problem, but the ability to depict
how different solutions might be more
or less appealing when examined from
different perspectives, how different
options offer greater or lesser advan-
tages to various stakeholders.

For example, a current political and
economic problem is the insistence of
Native Americans that much of their
land be returned to them. From a Na-
tive American perspective, this is a just
solution because for decades tribes
have been confined to the most arid
and unproductive land in the country
after the richest lands were seized



from them. But the Black owners of a
bed-and-breakfast property on land in
dispute might see that solution as
punishment for the crimes of others
they have no connection to and never
benefited from. From their perspec-
tive, such mandatory payment for
crimes committed by others simply
multiplies the original injustice. Both
of these perspectives have merit; nei-
ther can be judged simply right or
wrong. When we insist that students
function in a limited world of yes/no
and right/wrong answers, we give
them no grounds for decisions except
the rhetoric of authorities. Instead, we
should be helping students learn to
enjoy the hard thinking needed to un-
tangle complex issues.

Of course, the votes of citizens who
thoughtlessly follow the most persua-
sive speaker are easily won by politi-
cians offering incredibly simplistic an-
swers to complex problems—as in the
case of those who promote technical
standards as a reasonable cure for a
problem largely caused by decades of
political, economic, and social neglect
of vast numbers of America’s children.
This is why the technical standards
movement has such great political
currency. Outside the educational
community, few citizens are asking the
hard question: “How is simply telling
teachers and students that these tests
must be passed going to magically
make everything in schools better, es-
pecially in cases where the problem is
lack of money rather than lack of
will?” Schools have not educated
people to ask such questions; they’ve

been too busy promoting respect for
authority and political heroes.

So wishful thinking and blustery
threats have seduced an uncritical
public into thinking that technical
standards are the answer. However, if
they were the answer, if we could
change outcomes simply by telling
people they must do better or they’ll
be punished, we would long ago have
remedied not only poor education but
also car accidents, rude behavior,
maybe even bad cooking. Simply
wishing and threatening, however, is
never going to make anything so.

Implicit Social Goals

As is evident from the above discus-
sion, schools focusing on routine and
memorization—a tradition reinforced
by the technical standards move-
ment—value and reward such per-
sonal characteristics as obedience and
respect for authority. These character-
istics are valued not only by school of-
ficials trying to ensure “coverage” of
mandated curricula but also by par-
ents, mainstream religious leaders, po-
lice forces, and the military, all for a
variety of reasons of their own.

During the activist decade of the
1960s, when young people challenged
the government and defied police,
government, and military authorities,
public schools and universities were
harshly criticized for tolerating dissent
among the young. Schools were too
permissive, it was argued, and they
needed to do more to keep students in
line. Student activism demonstrated
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an uncomfortable social reality: an ac-
tivist citizenry tends to be disruptive
and challenging, an ever-present
threat to those comfortably in power.
Therefore, under the guise of pursu-
ing a civilized and mannered society,
schools reinforced the traditional rig-
orous control over students, teaching
them to “go along” with teachers, and
by implication all authorities, in order
to “get along.”

In the 1990s, a terrible spate of stu-
dent violence gave conservative reli-
gious leaders an excuse to raise again
the issue of school prayer, which the
Supreme Court has now judged un-
constitutional several times. It also
gave parents and administrators an ex-
cuse to argue that schools need to be
still more controlling of student bod-
ies and minds, so that backpacks, the
color black, and raincoats became
marks of the student “outlaw.” The
fact that the violence was completely
unexpected from the view of parents
and authorities suggests that an expla-
nation for such behavior must involve
factors more complex than “There is
no public prayer in schools” or
“Schools don’t monitor the clothing
and belongings of students rigorously
enough.” Again, easy answers serving
private agendas are substituted for
thoughtful analysis that might look
into messy social issues and difficult
questions, like what kind of social cli-
mate might produce more students
who value neither their own lives nor
the lives of others?

It seems specious to argue that
school prayer and stricter dress codes

will cure student violence, but those
actions fit the agenda of many conser-
vative religious leaders and parents.
The obvious benefit for these groups
is that any measure that further condi-
tions students to be controlled by au-
thorities will make it easier for them
as authority figures to exercise control
in other areas. Beyond that benefit,
however, such arguments also pro-
mote the cause of those religious citi-
zens who would like to realize their
goal of mandatory school prayer, and
they also promise relief to those par-
ents who would like nothing better
than to delegate responsibility for tak-
ing a stance against purple hair and
black T-shirts, transferring the con-
tentious negotiation of teenage auton-
omy from the dinner table to the prin-
cipal’s office. Meanwhile, many school
personnel, enculturated to believe that
their job is to control students, cannot
tolerate any student expression of in-
dividuality. They therefore welcome
any opportunity to tighten school
control over students and support any
measure that increases control and de-
creases expressions of individuality.
Technical standards fit that bill.

In addition to promoting conform-
ity and submission as characteristics of
good behavior, the standards move-
ment also reinforces the idea that
“winning” is a social imperative. Stu-
dents learn competition as early as
kindergarten and first grade, when
good performance is rewarded with
the “pay” of a gold star or another
sticker and poor performance is pun-
ished by the lack of reward. The “win-



ners” run home to their loved ones in
happy excitement, with little thought
to what their triumph costs the “los-
ers.” Shamed, the “losers” slouch
home, offering their best efforts to
their families, not with pride, but with
apologies for not being “as good as”
the others.

In this way children learn that they
are not really created equal. By the age
of five or six, some children begin
learning in school that they just don’t
have whatever it takes to shine. Al-
though we don’t punish a five-year-old
who wears size four or size eight
clothing, we pretend that it is reason-
able to expect all children to master
exactly the same skills to exactly the
same level in exactly the same order at
exactly the same time. The mania for
grading and assessing leads to confi-
dent proclamations about which chil-
dren are “ahead” and which are “be-
hind” in the race—and sadly, both
they and their parents believe us.

Standardized testing will take such
competitions and perceptions to new
heights (or depths), as school officials
bully students and teachers into pur-
suing higher and higher scores lest
they lose funding, staff, and control.
In the end, schools will have taught
students that community life is a race,
where everyone needs to run as hard
as they can toward the same goals (set
by others) and without a thought for
those who fall behind. If they lose that
race, they should either blame them-
selves for not trying hard enough or
learn to accept that they don’t have
the right stuff to be successful.

In a society where unequal educa-

tional opportunity rigs the race
against poor children, social stability
and peace is more likely if winners and
losers both perceive the race as fair. As
in the hidden political agenda of tech-
nical standards, the social agenda val-
ues the appearance of fairness much
more than actual fairness. Moreover,
the notion of life as a race and mate-
rial success as the reward of the “win-
ner” prepares just the kind of person
capitalist society needs: self-inter-
ested, competitive, and avaricious.
Rather than improving life for those
most in need, the technical standards
movement will reinforce not only the
status quo but also America’s rampant
“blame the victim” mentality. Its insis-
tence on competition as a behavioral
norm, rather than compassion and co-
operation, will sustain the existing so-
ciety that can calmly turn a blind eye
to poor children who lack sufficient
food and medical care as well as ade-
quate educational opportunity.

Moreover, content standards offer
those who support the status quo
more leverage to force into and out of
the curriculum any material they want
for any element of their own agendas.
Support for technical standards often
appears in the rhetoric of the back-to-
basics crowd, who argue, rightly, that
too many children leave school with-
out good reading, writing, and math
skills and with little or no sense of his-
tory and geography. In the name of
rigor, technical standards proponents
argue that an appropriate remedy is to
identify and test a “challenging” cur-
riculum, and they boast, simplistically,
that they have done just that—as if

762 PURPOSES OF EDUCATION



763Educational Standards

asking students to name the dates that
Grover Cleveland served as president
were the same as providing a quality
education.

Interestingly, the more “challeng-
ing” the curriculum and test, the more
support for existing divisions of races,
ethnicities, and social classes we can
predict. Does anyone expect that rec-
ognizing the massacre at Sand Creek,
an example of genocide perpetrated by
the U.S. military against Native
Americans, is likely to appear on a
“challenging” test when American
schools have, for decades, presented
history as the memorization of endless
(white and male) names and battle
dates? Wouldn’t putting that item on a
standardized test be likely to challenge
many of the mainstream politicians
calling for new curricula? Can any of
these curricular experts name the date
when the United States told the newly
independent Puerto Rico that no, we
weren’t going to let it be independent
after all? Can they name the forms of
“Americanization” forced on Puerto
Rican teachers and schools in the face
of clamorous protest of professional
educators and native students?

Perhaps the first thing worth not-
ing here is that there’s little merit to
support the kinds of boasts people
make about the goal of “expert” and
“challenging” curricula. Venerating
content standards as indicators of
valuable rigor is downright silly be-
cause any subject expert can easily de-
sign a body of detailed factual content
that would take more than twelve
years to master. How long, for ex-
ample, might it take to force children

to memorize the names of all of the
world’s large rivers, or even all the
rivers in the United States—any of
which a standards writer could decide
is an element of “basic geographic lit-
eracy”? How long would it take to
learn to pronounce and spell Susque-
hanna and Monongahela? The possibil-
ities for prescribing facts are endless.

Standards designers in Pennsylva-
nia, for example, went so far into aca-
demic esoterica as to claim that the
term virgule is a “basic” and to boast
that every child would have to learn its
definition because it had been in-
cluded in the state’s standards. I am
not making this up. How many read-
ers of this text—holding how many
degrees from how many institutions—
have managed to thrive economically
and socially without knowing that vir-
gule is the technical name for a diago-
nal slash (as in and/or)? And how
many of us use the virgule correctly,
daily, without knowing its name? But
from a standards perspective, the
more obscure the content, the more
“challenging” the test, and so the
more serious the reform. Those of us
unimpressed by elitist snobbery an-
swer simply “Oh, please. Go try out for
Jeopardy” because that’s the only place
where such trivia has a chance of do-
ing anyone any good.

What are the social implications of
elevating esoterica to the status of the
academically essential? First, it will re-
inforce the country’s existing, if every-
where denied, class system. Any at-
tempt to name the specific things
“everyone” should know makes it that
much easier to sort people by class



background. It is difficult to remem-
ber things we don’t relate to, or things
that have strong cultural definitions
for us that are at odds with more aca-
demic definitions.

Imagine, for example, the possible
difference in responses between poor
Southern children and rich Northern
children when asked something like
“Is poke a noun or a verb?” Of course,
multiple choice tests are not in the
habit of allowing for cultural influence
over answers and they themselves are
steeped in mainstream culture, and so
they would likely have no qualm about
designating verb as the official right
answer—because they said so, and stu-
dent experience be damned. Never
having eaten or picked poke greens
themselves, test makers might simply
assume that any student’s alternate life
experiences would be irrelevant.

As always, test makers pretend that
the words in a test have only the
meaning the test makers decide they
have, that context and culture do not
affect communication, and that lin-
guistic experience has no influence on
test results. These assumptions, ab-
surd though they are, thus allow for
the sorting of students into categories,
both in school and in conversation,
that correspond strikingly to socioe-
conomic status. (“Do you have a
nanny?” “Oh, sure, and she eats more
tin cans than any goat we ever had.”)

Children from the middle class and
upward who will be forced by parents
to accept the need to learn any silli-
ness set before them will, as always,
toss this esoterica out in conversations
with new people to signal they’re in

the club of winners. As a would-be
English teacher undergraduate, I
asked my professors what justification
I might give my students for having to
read John Milton. I was told—and I
know many readers will recognize this
experience—“Tell them Paradise Lost
might come up at a cocktail party
sometime, and they won’t want to
look stupid.” Twenty years later, my
own well-bred masters students in
English education at an Ivy League
graduate school thought the cocktail
party rationale a fine rationale indeed,
and they were sometimes foolish
enough to share it with some of the
poorest children in New York City.
Unfortunately, while I was busy argu-
ing against such a severely limited, un-
democratic, and stupid rationale for
teaching English in a New York class-
room, Pennsylvania policy makers
were hiring folks who thought along
these same lines to design their
vaunted standards.

Poor children, meanwhile, who
may have to struggle to master addi-
tion and subtraction without pencils
and paper for practice, may well chal-
lenge a teacher who tries to shove use-
less factoids into their heads. Such
children might themselves offer the
best criticism of the technical stan-
dards movement with questions like
“Well, how is knowin’ that gonna help
me keep the man at the store from
cheatin’ my gramma on her change?”
or “How is knowin’ that gonna help
me take good care of my little broth-
ers?” From a technical standards per-
spective, education is not about offer-
ing individual students skills and
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information to improve their lives; it
is about keeping a national template of
the successful American alive and well
and about making sure that those who
don’t fit, who don’t belong, are kept in
their places.

The esoteric core curriculum ap-
proach has another appeal for conser-
vatives: If the curriculum is stuffed full
of the names of rivers and Latin terms,
“frills” can be shoved out of schools
without political messiness. The argu-
ment against teaching about constitu-
tionally protected rights like abortion
and free speech is a politically messy
business, but few would challenge the
assertion that “We have to see that our
children learn the basics and that
schools stop trying to teach every-
thing under the sun. Schools have to
stop trying to enforce social engineer-
ing and let parents handle their chil-
dren’s character education.” It be-
comes easy for conservatives to argue
against any topic they don’t like, to
lace up the mental and physical
straight jackets that technical stan-
dards impose.

Once they are established as the ar-
biters of what is and what isn’t “basic”
and important enough to be included
in a core curriculum, conservatives can
easily sacrifice anything they want by
arguing that children don’t need it or
by stuffing the curriculum so full of
facts that there’s no room for anything
else. In such cases, it’s interesting that
the subjects sacrificed are generally
ones that rich children will surely ex-
perience anyway and that poor chil-
dren are highly unlikely to experience:
art, music, dance, theater. Since the

arts often lead the way in challenging
existing social practices, it is best to
exclude the poor from them, to shield
them from such works as Big River
(starring Huck Finn, independent
poor teen extraordinaire) or Sarafina
(dramatizing the political and racist
murder of children in South Africa).
Keeping the poor and even the middle
class who lack real economic and so-
cial power away from such works helps
promote a more peaceful society. It
helps ensure that the disenfranchised
don’t start asking nasty questions
about why American society follows its
social leaders so uncritically, or why
American universities and businesses
continue commerce with countries
steeped in human injustice.

The United States can afford to al-
low the rich, those who can spare sev-
enty-five dollars for a theater ticket, to
speculate on such issues because in
general, their own financial interest
can be counted on to stop them from
going further than intellectual discus-
sion. It’s easy to decry exploitation,
but pursuing justice at the cost of one’s
own pocketbook is another matter en-
tirely, as politicians and power brokers
well know. The reaction of the poor
might be very different, however, be-
cause they have little to lose and much
to gain by challenging existing prac-
tices. Therefore, exposing that seg-
ment of the population to art and its
philosophical questioning is a much
riskier business—one best avoided.

Besides, the language of art offers
still one more tool for discriminating
among classes. Anyone who can’t re-
spond to a question about the last play



they’ve seen or the last classical con-
cert they’ve attended is readily identi-
fied as a loser, and safely ignored. Nor
can this truth be undone by the argu-
ment that many schools take their stu-
dents, rich and poor alike, to the the-
ater something like once a year. The
very extraordinariness of the event for
poor children signals to them that
they are receiving a favor, a treat, and
makes it clear that no one expects the-
ater attendance to be routine for
them. Further, the diminished art cur-
ricula at school will not be able to sig-
nal to them that the arts should be
part of their everyday lives, to moti-
vate them to learn about free exhibits
and concerts and to take advantage of
them.

Of course, the majority of society
routinely generates its own art, since
art is indeed a normal part of the hu-
man experience, but the established
social arbiters name it “popular art”
and dismiss it with a wave of their
well-manicured hands. If an artistic
work doesn’t come from the few
they’ve sanctified, then it can’t truly be
art. Anyone who genuinely believes
that the arts community in the United
States is untainted by ethnocentrism
might consider why it took decades
for anything written by women and
minorities to appear in high school
anthologies.

Ironically, while art and its chal-
lenges are being excluded from the ex-
perience of the lower classes, it is be-
ing co-opted by corporations. These
days, more and more art is found in
the offices of major corporations,
which also plaster their names all over

the concert and theater programs
handed to their wealthy patrons. As
business executives associate them-
selves with politicians to shape curric-
ular content, they also associate them-
selves with the social elite in a
community, those citizens most likely
to serve on the boards of upper-class
arts organizations and to be in the au-
dience at events. If any art is deemed
appropriate for more general public
consumption, some corporation will
let us know by sponsoring a free pub-
lic exhibit or making a donation to a
museum. Meanwhile, the social elite is
joined by the corporate elite in the
sponsorship and “appreciation” of cul-
tural events. The lower classes, nei-
ther knowledgeable about scholarly
art studies nor offered any signal that
art should be of interest to them as
well, stay outside an arena where seri-
ous social criticism often finds voice.

Implicit Economic Goals

Because it seems obvious that today’s
children will one day need to find
jobs, businesses have been increas-
ingly insinuating themselves into the
education arena. In fact, one of the
most distressing characteristics of the
technical standards movement is its
unexamined assumption that business
is a natural partner of education. To
critics, it seems obvious that what is in
the best interests of corporations is
not necessarily in the best interests of
the children being educated. Increas-
ingly, schools and politicians are al-
lowing businesses to provide blue-
prints for the high school and college
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graduates they want to hire, and
schools are rushing to fill the order for
specified workers.

Why is no one stopping to ask what
will happen if indeed all schools start
to produce precisely the workers that
businesses demand? Because we have
already educated a docile and uncriti-
cal populace, for whom it seems self-
evident that schools should enable
students to find jobs when they gradu-
ate. But a more critical look at the as-
sumption that schools should serve
economic goals by producing a certain
type of worker reveals other results
that do not serve the best interests of
either our students or our nation.

The most obvious result of a curric-
ular focus on workforce training is
that businesses would be blessed with
a large, highly qualified pool of labor.
Given laws of supply and demand, the
logical consequence of this abundance
would be extremely low wages. Multi-
ple workers would be available to fill
any existing job, and if one worker
didn’t accept an inadequate wage, an-
other would.

This is precisely how schools and
hospitals managed for decades to pay
pittances to such professionals as
teachers and nurses. “Teach girls to be
teachers or nurses,” schools were told,
“and they’ll find jobs.” And that’s what
schools did, and some of the countless
females so educated did accept wages
at the level offered—because if they
didn’t, some other female would.
Those professions are still trying to
recover from decades of the devalua-
tion of their profession allowed by an
oversupply of well-educated labor.

Only when special training is not in
abundance must businesses pay well
for the work of the people they refer
to as “human capital.”

Another advantage is that busi-
nesses will be spared the effort and ex-
pense of training workers for their
own needs—schools will do it for
them. What’s more, they will do it in
neighborhoods where business taxes
have concurrently been slashed. Busi-
nesses will not locate in areas where
they are not given significant tax
breaks, and such breaks commonly
mean freedom from having to offer
substantive support to local school
districts. The benefits to business are
clear, but what about the worker?

What about the worker who is laid
off, said to have no currently useful
skills? Such workers expect decent
wages in return for years of hard work
and loyalty to the company, but it’s far
cheaper to hire a newly trained high
school or college graduate than to re-
educate a worker with enough senior-
ity to demand a decent wage. New
hires can be paid entry-level salaries,
which can be forced downward when
there is a large skilled labor pool to
draw on. For the new worker, the en-
try-level salary is a “take it or leave it”
proposition, so the jobs are sure to be
filled by someone. From the corporate
perspective, there is no need to worry
about the workers set adrift in mid-
life.

It is no accident that labor unions
have never been a big part of the pub-
lic school curriculum, nor is informa-
tion about unions likely to appear in
the new standards curricula. Busi-



nesses want to be involved in educa-
tion because education can supply
them with legions of cheap workers,
allowing the highest possible executive
salaries and largest returns to stock-
holders. It is a farce to listen to corpo-
rate executives talk piously about their
concern for children while concur-
rently, behind closed doors, they are
driving hard bargains with politicians
to be sure corporate school taxes are
minimal, if they pay any at all.

Moreover, it is in the best interests
of business for schools to nurture
competitiveness in students and to
cultivate the myth of meritocracy.
Business benefits from the idea that
the “winner” is the one with the
most—first the most stars, then the
most points, then the most money—
and that “losers” are people not worth
our concern because after all, they
“could” have won, too.

And if winning is the most impor-
tant social value, then any means used
to win, like poisoning the land and
lungs of the nation, can be ignored be-
cause paying attention to them threat-
ens the financial health of the com-
pany. Critical attention to such issues
also threatens workers, for whom
whistle blowing is seen only as a lose-
lose proposition. Either whistle blow-
ers will be fired by bosses angry over
the truth telling, or the company will
be in financial trouble and they’ll lose
their jobs anyway. Better to keep
quiet.

Here the school-nurtured habit of
accepting the actions of authorities, of
docile obedience, comes in handy from
a business perspective. “We know

best. Do as you’re told. You don’t need
to think about what’s important be-
cause we already know and did all the
thinking that’s necessary. You just do
your job and let us do the rest.”

Corporate executives and politi-
cians, each for their own reasons, are
in favor of technical standards, and
between them they have created a cli-
mate where it is dangerous for anyone
to oppose their liaison or their strat-
egy. Alfie Cohen (1999) aptly de-
scribes the rhetorical dilemma created
by politicians and power brokers and
faced by standards opponents:

Never underestimate the power of a
catchy slogan and a false dichotomy.
When a politician pronounces himself
a supported of “law and order” or “a
strong defense,” you may protest that
it’s not that simple, but even as you
start to explain why, you’ve already
been dismissed as soft on crime or un-
willing to defend Our Way of Life.
. . . Not only public officials but busi-
ness groups and many journalists have
played a role in reducing the available
options to two: Either you’re in favor
of higher standards or you are presum-
ably content with lower standards.
Choose one. (pp. 88, 52)

The manufactured union between
businesses and politicians in support
of educational standards and the re-
sulting dichotomy they’ve promoted
provides both groups with a win-win
situation. Politicians win votes be-
cause standards appear to be an easy
fix for education. Businesses win by
gaining a cost-free oversupply of
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workers trained to their specifications.
Of course, both groups also have the
added incentive of being able to de-
nounce opponents as being against
“better” education. Only kids lose—
but their welfare is not and never has
been the point of nonexperts who
want to use the schools for their own
ends.

Finally, among the corporate groups
with an economic stake in technical
standards is one worth mentioning in-
dividually: publishers of textbooks and
exams. Textbooks are economically vi-
able only when they can be sold in
large numbers, and that can happen
only when there is extensive agree-
ment on what the content of a specific
course and subject should be. If every
teacher began using primary sources
and individually selected materials,
there would be an insufficient market
for textbooks. But if curriculum is de-
termined by technical standards and
high-stakes testing, then the textbook
company simply designs books that
“cover” the test material.

Further, if there is going to be
high-stakes testing, it is far easier and
at least superficially more defensible
for states to delegate test design to
psychometricians and their ilk, the pa-
trons of scan sheets. Standardized
testing is already a gold mine for the
educational publishing field, and more
testing means more revenue for them.
Certainly their economic interest lies
with technical standards, with its em-
phasis on standardization and right/
wrong answers. The profit factor cer-
tainly colors their claims to provide
objectivity and reliability and to help

in the pursuit of educational inter-
est—colors it, as a matter of fact,
greedy green.

Answering the Critics 
of Complexity
I have offered a harsh picture of where
the technical standards movement will
take us: toward greater intellectual
conformity, greater docility and defer-
ence to authority, a “love it or leave it”
definition of patriotism, less security
and lower wages for workers, greater
profits at less expense for corporate
officers and stockholders, and still
clearer demarcation between the
“haves” and the “have-nots.” Critics
of the call for a more critical and dem-
ocratic version of school standards of-
fer their own portrait of proponents of
complexity: Softheaded and soft-
hearted, unable to differentiate be-
tween the importance of a cultural ar-
tifact like a kachina and a cultural hero
like John F. Kennedy, unable to dis-
criminate between knowing some-
thing true and knowing nothing at all.
We are relativists, they argue, guilty of
devaluing everything by valuing noth-
ing at all.

These are convenient criticisms,
but totally unjustified. The point is
not whether those of us arguing for
critical standards believe that  2 + 1 + 1
= 4, or whether we believe that chil-
dren should be familiar with such
math facts—clearly we do. But we also
think it’s important to know that the
meaning of such “facts” changes as the
context changes. In the case of this
simple addition fact, for example, we



note that those numbers can take on
different meanings outside the world
of academic concepts. In the context
of today’s families, for example, 2 + 1 +
1 can be said to equal 1, as when two
grandparents move in with one wid-
owed mom and one child, transform-
ing the four people involved into one
family who share expenses, responsi-
bilities, lives, and love.

Everything hinges on context, on
the meaning that someone is trying to
make with words and numbers and
historical narratives. Facts by them-
selves are meaningless. The Declara-
tion of Independence was first signed
in 1776. That’s a fact. But what does it
mean? Does it mean that 1776 is the
year that colonists decided to fight for
liberty and human dignity? Or does
the meaning shift if we refine the fac-
tual description of the event, noting
that 1776 marks the year when
colonists decided to fight for the lib-
erty and human dignity and riches of
white, male landowners? In the world
of fact-driven content, history trivia
like dates, places, and the names of
generals keeps students busy trying to
pass tests; there’s neither time nor in-
clination to nurture their understand-
ing of historical events as the result of
the complex interplay of a constella-
tion of factors.

In contrast, rather than settling for
memorized but sterile facts, the criti-
cal standards movement calls for stan-
dards that encourage students to look
beyond facts themselves in an attempt
to understand how and why multiple
interpretations can be imposed upon

them. This means, for example, rec-
ognizing the existence of many popu-
lations in the United States, not just
those with the most money or pres-
tige. It means valuing understanding,
rather than winning, as the proper
goal of an education. It means sorting
out the many factors that keep genera-
tions of the same families in poverty,
giving up the easier, knee-jerk “blame
the victim” response. It means, in
short, developing a truly democratic
and truly rigorous mind-set that
places social justice alongside eco-
nomic prosperity as a social goal for
all Americans.

It is true that in this sort of system,
all students would not learn the same
content—the name of every river in
the United States, for example. In-
stead, they might learn about a river
near their homes, about how it influ-
enced settlement and commerce,
about how and why towns developed
as they did in its vicinity, about battles
it may have caused, about strategic
benefits it brought during wartime.
Instead of knowing the names of
rivers and how to spell them, students
would learn instead that water re-
sources need to be understood if one
is to understand the history and evolu-
tion of any area and its people.

Knowing names prepares students
to take a multiple-choice test and
little, if anything, else. In contrast, un-
derstanding the influence of one river
in one place prepares students to ask
and answer intelligent, complex ques-
tions—in an essay, for instance—
about a geographical area they want or
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need to understand. The first sort of
test confines students intellectually to
the world of the school. The second
type equips them for making sense of
the world at large. Which is the more
rigorous and desirable education, es-
pecially for a democratic citizenry?

Proponents of critical standards
want to nurture students who become
comfortable with complexity and
adept at exploring multiple solutions
to a problem, students who become
immune to the empty promises of
bombastic rhetoric. Of course stu-
dents need to be skilled in math, lan-
guage, and the functioning of democ-
racy, and of course they need to be
familiar with historical events and fig-
ures. They must have information—
this is agreed. But the amount of
information they have must be con-
sidered secondary to their understand-
ing of information as a tool that can be
used to benefit specific groups or indi-
viduals. They must understand that
one set of facts may make a person
seem heroic while a different set of
facts casts the very same person as de-
monic. Today Joan of Arc is St. Joan.
How is it, then, that she was burned at
the stake as a witch? In an educational
environment that stresses the need to
deal with complexity, meaning making
always takes precedence over cover-
age, and students must know not only
what the facts are but whose version of
reality they represent.

What type of citizen would come
from schools pursuing standards of
complexity? In contrast to the unques-
tioning citizens and workers produced

by technical standards, these schools
would nurture active citizens and crit-
ical workers. They would nurture citi-
zens able to read and listen to political
rhetoric thoughtfully, able to ask can-
didates hard questions like “How ex-
actly do you plan to fulfill that cam-
paign promise? How exactly do you
plan to get such legislation in place,
since both houses of your legislature
have repeatedly killed similar bills
every year for the last five years? What
has changed that makes you think you
can deliver on this promise?” Such cit-
izens would have political memory
and, as a result, they would consis-
tently withdraw support for politicians
who failed to deliver on campaign
promises. They would ask not only
about the benefits of a proposed gov-
ernment action but also about who ex-
actly would receive those benefits as
well as who might be hurt by the
change, and to what extent.

Anyone who chooses to support ed-
ucational standards needs to under-
stand that different types of standards
are being proposed, and that their
support of one standards proposal
over another translates to support for
one kind of school over another, and
one political, social, and economic
agenda over another. Their support of
one version of standards over another
will also affect the type of citizen who
lives next door, who votes in elections,
who works for corporations. There is
good reason to think carefully and
choose well. The stakes are far too
high to assume that all standard move-
ments are created equal, or that what’s



good for business and politics is good
for America.
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We as teachers have a responsibility to bring
the world our students will have to confront—
are already confronting—into our classrooms.
Anything less than that is professionally and
morally irresponsible.

—Marvin Hoffman
“Teaching Torch Song: 

Gay Literature in the Classroom”

This article builds on a simple yet
profound statement from the 1894
poem “Two Loves” by Alfred Lord
Douglas in which he shares his story
of the “sin that dare not speak its
name.” This description reminds me
that all in the world is not easily inter-
preted, understood, or accepted.
Those things we do not understand or
those elements of life that are known
to be off-limits often trouble us; what
I am thinking about here are ideas that
fall outside of what “good” people
think and express. For example, I will
always remember my discussions of
Native American “two-spirit people”
with my fellow educators. During my

presentations I explain that in certain
tribal cultures, men and women that
crossed traditional gender roles,
known as two-spirit people, were of-
ten honored as gifted individuals and
were given a privileged place within
the community. While we might want
to think of these people as crossing
from one gender to the other, Native
Americans believed that two-spirit
people were neither the masculine or
feminine gender we commonly think
of but the embodiment of both.

Unlike western European cultures,
traditional Native American cultures
defined humans through their spiri-
tual makeup rather than physical
anatomy. This rather unrestrictive no-
tion of self in relation to others meant
that two-spirit people could perform a
much larger range of tasks within the
community, based on their self-con-
cept rather than their physical embod-
iment. Two-spirit men would accom-
pany the other men during times of
battle and exploration and perform
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many of the traditional masculine and
feminine roles for the community of
men, from intimate companionship to
food preparation (see Roscoe, 1998).
How might we learn from the inclu-
sive traditions of other cultures so that
we might lessen the violence in our
own?

To my amazement, the logic behind
the role of two-spirit people does not,
in my experience, placate the visceral
reaction of teachers as they consider
same-gender sexual activity. When-
ever I tell this story, many teachers
look at me with a blank face while oth-
ers give me a look of disgust. My point
here is not to make judgments about
teachers, other ways of living, or our
own sexual activities. My purpose is
much more than to discuss any of
these aspects alone since discussing all
of these social practices and more will
be required for a queer pedagogy that
informs a standard of complexity. I
want to suggest that in the structure of
our ideas, officially sanctioned forms
of thought have the ability to hide
other ways of knowing that might lead
us to a fuller and richer way of life. In-
stead of chastising that which we do
not understand, I hope to illustrate
how standards of complexity reveal
the importance of pedagogical en-
deavors that search traditional forms
of knowledge for hidden thought and
alternative points of view. It is our job
as educators and problem detectors to
expose our students to multiple forms
of knowing.

While our understanding of knowl-
edge has changed drastically with the
advent of “hyperreality” and informa-

tion technology (Steinberg & Kinche-
loe, 1997), we most often teach as if
youth come to us with an absence of
knowledge—a void which needs to be
filled with the sanctioned knowledge
of our educational system. When we
teach within this framework, we fail to
recognize that knowledge is not inno-
cent but deeply embedded in a classifi-
cation process wherein what we see is
only part of the full picture. I want to
suggest that when we develop curricu-
lums, what is discarded is not simply
left out but rather supports sanctioned
knowledge through its absence. When
we teach about historical leaders, for
example, we often leave out the stories
of the common people of the time,
and this exclusion illustrates the value
we place on individual achievements
over community life.

We must always keep in mind that
our decisions about what to teach and
how to teach are a reflection of our
own values and the values of our cul-
ture. This is what a queer pedagogy il-
luminates through interrogation.
Rather than thinking of pedagogy as
an act of imparting information to
those who have no knowledge, this
framework helps us reconsider the re-
lationship between pedagogy and
knowledge. If knowledge is a complex
and competing nexus of thoughts and
ideas where approved conceptions are
structured by those we do not speak
of, then pedagogy might be less about
imparting facts than about detecting
the problems with dominant systems
of knowledge and truisms as they are
normally presented.

As an example of this pedagogical
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issue, I offer the discourse used in the
debate over national and state educa-
tional standards. The traditional logic
used to justify standardized testing is
founded upon the perceived need for
students to be able to memorize and
repeat factual information that is
closely tied to skill-building and work-
force preparation. While few question
that vocational knowledge is impor-
tant, little attention is paid to the im-
portant elements of life that cannot be
measured with a multiple-choice test.
Standardized tests offer little space for
pondering our life’s purpose or for de-
veloping creative solutions to present-
day problems. At this time in the his-
tory of the United States, when the
divide between the rich and the poor
is deepening and there is an all-time
low in voter turnout, might it be im-
portant for students to be able to col-
lectively dream of a more egalitarian
democratic state? A queer pedagogy
offers ways to confound traditional
classification systems with the hope
that new and uncertain categories will
offer further insight into socially re-
sponsible education.

Troubled by Desire
I am interested in the trouble with
knowing. Remarkably, many educators
feel significant discomfort when they
enter domains of thought that fall out-
side the sanctioned curriculum. In my
daily conversations with other educa-
tors, the rather ordinary question
“what do you teach?” brings silence
when I tell others I educate under-
graduates on the lives of gays and les-

bians through peer academic pro-
grams. My response occasionally elic-
its an elated response from a supporter
of queer issues, but most often sharing
my life’s work produces an awkward si-
lence followed by questions about how
this work in sexuality education fits
into my own program of graduate
study in curriculum. These inquiries
seem to indicate that in the life of edu-
cators, the work of queer persons and
theory involving sexuality is somehow
severed from pedagogical thought.

As bell hooks suggests, we rarely
speak of the place of sexuality and
Eros in our classrooms and, conse-
quently, in pedagogical theory; we
have been trained within the context
of Western dualistic thought where
mind, body, and spirit are split into
three separate but contiguous zones.
When we enter the classroom, we ed-
ucate as if only the mind is present,
not the body and spirit (1994, p. 191).
I maintain that to ignore the role of
the soul, desire, and the body in our
pedagogical thought is to collude with
conservative standards that fail to rec-
ognize the relationships between ef-
fective teaching and the desire to
learn—to make learning relevant to a
meaningful life.

If desire is based in experience and
experience comes through the body,
then standards must contextualize cur-
riculum and pedagogy in the local cul-
ture of the school. A poor Native
American student in a reservation set-
ting will have a vastly different system
of meaning than a wealthy white sub-
urban student. Standards must resist
the urge to erase differences through



statewide examinations that fail to ac-
count for students’ class, ethnicity,
race, gender, and region. To invoke a
passion for learning, we must teach
through students’ experiences since
this is the location from which connec-
tions can be made between knowledge,
a passion for justice, and the better-
ment of one’s self and community.

Standards of complexity must rec-
ognize and locate desire at the core of
our motivation to learn and our ability
to make a life that is worth living. All
too often, the classroom becomes a
site where the linkages between de-
sire, affect, and pedagogy are ignored
in an effort to suppress those elements
of life that make us human. When
considering pedagogical standards,
educators might ask a series of ques-
tions: What role does libidinal energy
play in learning and teaching? How
does curriculum that includes discus-
sion of queer issues impact those who
identify as heterosexual? When con-
sidering educational standards, how
can queer theory confound traditional
pedagogy in ways that allow for or-
ganizing around difference, contextual
learning, and the possibility of uncer-
tain thought in the classroom?

The Machine Metaphor
Before pondering Eros and desire
within pedagogy, it is important to
consider why these discussions are so
rare in Western culture. What has
happened to disembody pedagogy
from its connections to the body and
spirit? One way to answer this ques-

tion is to explore the foundations of
Cartesian-Newtonian thought and its
saturation of our contemporary logic.

Traditional pedagogy and curricu-
lums are locked into thought that
claims that what is knowable is limited
to that which we can know empiri-
cally—that which is tangible, observ-
able, and measurable. Curriculums are
often based on the assumption that we
must show how humankind has con-
trolled and manipulated the world and
how this has affected human thought
and the environment through causal
relationships. As we seek to measure
discrete bits of evidence and add up
the results, whether in physics, social
studies, or economics, something is
lost in the process. The parts become
worth more than the whole. As we
study elements in isolation, we find
what Joe Kincheloe calls “things-in-
themselves” instead of “things-in-
relation,” and this impedes an under-
standing of our place in connection
with the world (see Moving Beyond
Cognitive Formalism).

Take, for example, the work of
British scientist Isaac Newton and the
legendary epiphany whereby he came
to understand gravity with the drop of
an apple from a tree. With this amaz-
ing insight, he began to formulate the
laws of motion for all matter as it is in-
fluenced by gravity (Capra, 1983, p.
63). These laws have been used to de-
velop the dominant view of the uni-
verse and all that is valued in the
world. In this view, anything that mat-
ters—that which is observable—can
be understood through the interaction
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of particles. This system of thought is
very enticing because it brings with it
the belief that the world can be under-
stood and controlled if we can under-
stand the relationship between each of
its parts in an elaborate system of
cause and effect (see Kincheloe, Stein-
berg, & Tippins, 1999). The problem
arises when we focus so much on iso-
lating elements that we lose track of
things that happen through relations.

As an alternative, standards of com-
plexity demand that we consider the
study of associations between things
to be just as important as the study of
things-in-themselves. For example,
when we teach economics we must do
more than illustrate the laws of supply
and demand and explain the opera-
tions of the stock market. Students
need to understand how global eco-
nomics and the processes of building
capital shape the lives of people
around the world. As companies
search for the cheapest raw materials
and human labor to build products
that are then sold in other areas of the
world where people can afford to buy
these products, the inequalities that
develop are often portrayed as natural
elements of economic life. Yet these
economic relationships produce very
real benefit and suffering, very real
pleasure and pain. A queer pedagogy
disrupts belief systems that assume
pain and pleasure have no source and
demands that we search for their ori-
gins so that we might create a more
just world. We must explain why so
many people suffer on the production
side of the process while those on the

consumer and investment side benefit
from the economic excesses of capital-
ist production. Economics is about
more than dollars and cents, much as
queer pedagogy is about more than
the study of intimate human relation-
ships. Within standards of complexity,
queer pedagogy includes the study of
the relationships produced through
every social form and the pleasure and
pain that come as a result of those re-
lationships.

A queer pedagogy that focuses on
the relations between things can help
students ponder the ethical dimen-
sions of economics and help them ask
difficult questions about economic re-
lationships, such as “Should corpora-
tions offer a decent standard of liv-
ing?” Only when students begin to
understand the production process
behind the shirt they buy in the de-
partment store or the disposal process
that follows their garbage can they see
their connection to the larger world.
It is through a focus on relationships
that students understand larger com-
plex macrosystems, their place within
these systems, and the effect they have
on the environment.

The metaphor of the body as ma-
chine is instructive here. In much the
same way as Isaac Newton, French
philosopher René Descartes con-
tributed to the establishment of an
isolating logic when he established the
existence of a dualism between the
mind (res cogitans) and matter (res ex-
tensa) (O’Sullivan, 1999, p. 86). As he
developed his work, Descartes claimed
that we can measure and describe the



physical world outside of the messi-
ness of human influence. As Fritjof
Capra explains:

To Descartes the material universe was
a machine and nothing but a machine.
There was no purpose, life, or spiritu-
ality in matter. Nature worked accord-
ing to mechanical laws and everything
could be explained in terms of the
arrangement and movement of its
parts. The mechanical picture of nature
became the dominant paradigm in sci-
ence in the period following Descartes.
. . . The whole elaboration of mecha-
nistic science in the seventeenth, eigh-
teenth, and nineteenth centuries, in-
cluding Newton’s grand synthesis, was
but the development of the Cartesian
idea. Descartes gave scientific thought
its general framework—the view of na-
ture as the perfect machine, governed
by exact mathematical laws. (cited in
O’Sullivan, 1999, p. 88)

My goal here is not to discount the
contributions of these scientific
thinkers but rather to suggest that this
scientific discourse has had such an
impact on pedagogical thought that
other knowledge systems that incor-
porate the soul and its connection to
the body have been lost to the
metaphor of the human body as a ma-
chine. This cleaving of body from the
soul, like the earlier separation of the
male and female gender, has led to an
almost complete reformation of West-
ern consciousness (Highwater, 1997,
p. 94). The Cartesian-Newtonian sci-
entific model has affirmed that the
mind is distinct from the flesh, much

as the work of Sigmund Freud sepa-
rated the psyche from the body.

The problem here is that this mate-
rial logic is so confining that it leaves
no room for those elements of life that
exist as immaterial or extraordinary.
There is no accounting for the messi-
ness of emotion, personal thought,
and the realm of the social. The result
has been a normalizing value process
that cannot account for the exceptions
within society, such as two-spirit
people, who at one time would have
been considered sacred and enigmatic
members of a community.

Scientific thought has mapped out
the gender binary and the superiority
of certain races, placed rationality
above emotion, and justified white
male patriarchy to the detriment of
those people and ideas that fall outside
of these dualistic categories. Odd ele-
ments of society that do not fit scien-
tific classifications have been labeled
perverse in an attempt to label and de-
fine good and bad within the universe.
Through the exhaustive use of this
logic, we have forgotten that associa-
tive ideas or the area of relation that
exists between things cannot be de-
fined empirically and must be ex-
plained through an exploration of per-
ceptions or sometimes even dealt with
by recognizing that we cannot know
all the factors that influence our
thought. Those people and ideas that
fall outside the category of ordinary
might be not a detriment to society
but gifts that can assist us in making
transgressions toward new and un-
usual ideas. We need to consider that
strange and foreign emotions and de-
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sires are an integral part of all human
life that we can utilize to do good
work and make connections to those
people who seem most different from
us.

Eros and the Desire for 
a Queer Pedagogy
If we consider Eros as more than sim-
ply the drive for physical pleasure,
then we open new possibilities for a
pedagogical standard. Teaching and
learning might be about more than an
orderly group of students, a good set
of lesson plans, and rote examinations.
As we consider pedagogy, we need to
reflect on what motivates humans to
act with compassion—what invokes a
passion for learning, an interest in
ideas, and the possibility for a more
just society.

As we reinvent pedagogy within
standards of complexity and ponder
what drives us to want to learn, a dis-
cussion of either heterosexual or ho-
mosexual desire might seem restric-
tive since we all have the ability to
form emotional, spiritual, and physical
bonds with each other regardless of
our physical anatomy. A binary logic
based on either same or opposite gen-
der attraction would be out of context
if we universalize our belief that hu-
man beings are motivated by their
passions regardless of orientation.
This perspective is particularly helpful
because it pushes us to think beyond
the biological and social aspects of
sexuality. We need not question
whether sexuality is something learned
within a social context (from either

the balanced influence of both parents
or an overbearing mother and absent
father) and therefore something we
can control through traditional family
values or sodomy laws or whether it is
something biological (determined by
the makeup of DNA or the structure
of the brain) and therefore immune to
interventions such as the ex-gay “con-
version” programs. Desire is simply an
element of life.

Eve Sedgewick (1990) illustrates
the benefits of this theory of universal
desire by analyzing two different types
of discourse: minoritizing and univer-
salizing. A minoritizing discourse
works within Western logic that tends
to divide thought into parts in order
to study its form with a more exact fo-
cus. In this framework, we might sup-
pose that desire is located in the indi-
vidual and therefore has a different
form in the people of different social
groups. For example, we have looked
for the causes of homosexual desire in
an overbearing parent, abnormal par-
enting practices, or alternative brain
structures, reifying same-gender de-
sire as different, the result of a mal-
function or pathology, while there has
been no analysis of the causes of het-
erosexuality. The values of our culture
are such that the normalcy of hetero-
sexuality goes unquestioned, as it is
the accepted form of desire. This
framework for knowledge functions in
a fragmented way where the informa-
tion gathered about a social group is
limited and directly related only to
those who embrace the identity, ne-
glecting the elements of humanity
common to all of us.



By explaining how minoritizing dis-
courses function, Sedgewick suggests
how inclusive curricular efforts fall
short of confounding sexuality. Multi-
cultural curriculums that provide a
special day or other calendar event in
order to explore the “other” in terms
of race, class, gender, and sexual orien-
tation reveal a lack of contextual un-
derstanding that problematizes the
classification systems themselves. In-
stead of offering a discussion on how
sexuality came to be understood as a
binary between heterosexuals and ho-
mosexuals, inclusionary efforts often
provide a carefully constructed psy-
chological discourse: gays and lesbians
are the victims of homophobia and
heterosexuals are the victimizers, often
reacting out of a fear of same-gender
attraction (Britzman, 1995, p. 158).

The problem with this type of cur-
riculum is that it leaves many psycho-
logical and social aspects unexplored.
How does one learn to be homopho-
bic? Is it possible that we all have
same-gender attractions in some
form? Is homophobic fear really irra-
tional or, as A. Lipkin explains, is it
possible that within our heterosexist
culture the element of fear is actually
nurtured: “[T]echnically a phobia is
an irrational fear that causes one to
avoid contact with its triggering stim-
ulus. . . . But homophobia is not al-
ways irrational; it is often a logical
outcome of one’s own predicament
and perceptions about homosexuality.
Moreover, a dreadful number of ho-
mophobes, far from fleeing, actively
pursue gays and lesbians for attack”
(Lipkin, 1998, p. 45).

When we fail to explore the cultural
practices that bring about homophobia
as a rational response to same-gender
attraction and instead maintain a psy-
chologically based curriculum, then we
fail to denaturalize the origins of the
fear. We need to ask ourselves, what
are the daily practices that shape con-
ceptions of same-gender attraction as
deviant? How can the uncertainty and
discomfort that come with discussions
of sexuality be employed as a teachable
moment?

Minoritizing Discourses,
Inclusionary Curriculums, 
and Comforting Queers
All too often, in an attempt to main-
tain comfort, curricular representa-
tions are sanitized of their deviant ele-
ments in an effort to assimilate images
to acceptable heterosexual norms.
Take, for example, Ellen Degeneres
and her national “coming out” on the
self-titled sitcom, Ellen, which has
been used in classrooms to introduce
sexual orientation issues. While there
is a bedroom scene where Ellen deals
with her attraction to women, the
show goes to great lengths to show
representations of gays and lesbian
people that are humorous, easily di-
gested, and unproblematic for most
heterosexually identified people. In
the final scene of one episode, a guest
star mocks the idea that gay and les-
bian people recruit by giving out
toasters to reward queer people who
have encouraged others to come out.

The point made by this is that
people are either queer or straight.
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No mention is made of the volatile na-
ture of sexuality or the transitional
character of the emotions that all
people experience in their lives.
Throughout the show, there are gay
people and straight people and the di-
vide between them is clear, concise,
and static. These types of representa-
tions assume too much and expose too
little, giving the impression that any
community has correct and easily
identifiable representations and that a
stable and consistent boundary exists
between heterosexuals and the
“other.” This kind of inclusionary cur-
riculum also has the potential of back-
firing in two ways: either through the
creation of a narrow set of representa-
tions that exclude the diverse images
of the people they claim to represent
or through the exoticizing of gays and
lesbians in such a way that heterosexu-
ally identified people enter the cur-
riculum as voyeurs—using their new-
found knowledge to reestablish the
normalcy of straightness.

A standard of complexity demands
that pedagogy confound binary no-
tions of sexuality in ways that account
for passion as a central element of
learning. In a queer form, pedagogy
destabilizes heterosexuality through
the interrogation of its normalized
status and demands that we question
the borders that frame deviant and ac-
cepted forms of sexuality. Standards of
complexity suggest that curriculums
must do more than create a narrow
space for select persons who represent
all that is the “other.” While these as-
similationist efforts are justified by the
hope that illustrations of gays and les-

bians will be palatable to the masses,
they do little to explore the complexi-
ties of various identities within human
sexual expression, both in the queer
community and in the heterosexually
identified community. We must rec-
ognize that educational curriculums
and structures are so deeply embed-
ded with heterosexist practices that
only through interrogating the pro-
cesses that normalize heterosexuality
can we show how odd it really is. A
queer pedagogy goes to the heart of
the problem by emphasizing a critical
analysis of the very categorization
sanctioned by our institutions.

Minoritizing Discourses,
Inclusionary Curriculums, and
Discomforting Heterosexualities
As we consider a queer pedagogy, we
must remember that heterosexuality
often comes across as the only stable
form of sexuality. Ideal heterosexuals
date during their high school and col-
lege years, find a compatible partner,
marry, and produce offspring. These
conceptions of heterosexuality are
made more powerful in their repeti-
tion in media, government, and edu-
cational representations. What is in-
teresting in this normalizing process is
how often the very stability of hetero-
sexuality relies upon the projection of
deviance onto homosexuality and the
tokenizing of heterosexual deviance to
hide its own volatility (Warner, 1993,
p. 233).

For example, while we might find
entertainment in the drama of politi-
cal figures who get caught cheating or



in television shows that portray the
trauma of failing relationships, these
are perfunctory moments that are
most often set against the ideal Ameri-
can Dream that most of us believe we
should attain. In other words, media,
education, and government often
highlight as exceptions to the rule the
deviant elements of a dominant group,
such as heterosexuals, while also high-
lighting deviant elements of a margin-
alized social group, such as gays and
lesbians, and projecting the findings
from this small segment of the popu-
lation as characteristic of the entire
community: all nonheterosexuals are
immoral people.

This projection works in society to
mask the complexity of deviance
among all people and gives the illu-
sion that deviance only exists among
marginalized people. It works because
there is a certain element of fear in re-
vealing oneself as a member of a “de-
viant” community. Privilege comes to
those who appear to be a part of the
heterosexual community, but for any-
one who cares to deviate from repre-
sentations of the group as a coherent
whole or to openly question their loy-
alty to heterosexism, there is a possi-
ble loss of privilege (Warner, 1993).
The result is a strangely static repre-
sentation of heterosexuality with aber-
rant representations offered as excep-
tions to the norm, while deviance
remains at the core of representations
of homosexuality.

Interestingly, inclusionary peda-
gogical and curricular efforts have at-
tempted to remove the queerness from
gays and lesbians while queer peda-

gogy has attempted to highlight the
queerness in heterosexuals. A queer
pedagogy, then, offers a critique of
categories that are offered as stable,
unifying, and authentic, with the un-
derstanding that in any attempt to
contain something in order to under-
stand it, something else is left out.
Standards of complexity in teaching
and learning engage us in a constant
process of finding those forms of
knowledge hidden from our purview
in a world that is always uncertain,
opaque, and contextual.

Curriculums, Universalizing
Discourses, and Motivating
Desires
A universalizing discourse is a more
fruitful approach to queer pedagogy
within standards of complexity and
enables us to move beyond inclusion-
ary curricular efforts. As D. Britzman
explains, “A universalizing discourse
assumes that anyone thinks from sexu-
ality and finds ideas in the most un-
usual places, that sexuality is central
and difficult for anyone, and that
knowledge of sexuality is always some-
how insufficient to its object, aim,
pressure, and source” (Britzman, 2000,
p. 36).

As educators, we might find the
concepts presented above foreign and
malignant to the educational struc-
tures in which we find ourselves. Sex-
uality is often reserved for the con-
tested realm of health education while
the rest of the curriculum remains ex-
plicitly antisexual in nature. Yet, this
antisexual character is exactly what we
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should want to reconsider if sexuality
is central to one’s life. If education is
about more than rote memorization
and standardized testing and if we
value high-order thought and critical
reflection over multiple-choice test-
ing, then we need to explore how stu-
dents develop the urge to engage ideas
and the passion for pondering prob-
lems for which there are no easy solu-
tions. For educators to think about the
forces that bring students to engage
knowledge might be just as important
as the actual curricular content.

If we think about sexuality as that
most passionate form of human rela-
tions, then it is possible to see how a
classroom might be transformed based
on the recognition of desire. We
might want to facilitate open discus-
sions where students engage the cur-
riculum and the ideas espoused in a
critical and reflexive manner. Through
a dialogic approach, students can
move beyond storing factual tidbits
and begin the process of analyzing,
critiquing, and constructing ideas. As
M. Blasius suggests, we must realize
that knowledge and understanding of
oneself is made through relationships,
not exclusively within oneself (1994,
p. 139).

As we think of the relational aspects
of pedagogy, we understand that we
have to unlearn approaches to educa-
tion that assume students have no ex-
perience and understanding of the
world that would be of benefit to de-
veloping positive life pursuits. As edu-
cators, we have the ability to reshape
student-teacher power dynamics and
to expand our understanding of peda-

gogy to include recognition that, first
and foremost, we are all human beings
attempting to make it in the world. As
Audre Lorde explains, Eros is passion
for knowledge and for rewarding work
in all our life pursuits. Educators can
spur connections between desire and
learning that extend far beyond the
classroom, enveloping all aspects of
life:

The erotic functions for me in several
ways, and the first is the power which
comes from sharing deeply any pursuit
with another person. The sharing of
joy, whether physical, emotional, psy-
chic, or intellectual, forms the bridge
between the sharers which can be the
basis for understanding much of what
is not shared between them, and lessens
the threat of their difference.

Another important way in which the
erotic connection functions is the open
and fearless underlining of my capacity
for joy. In the way my body stretches to
music and opens into response, hear-
kening to its deepest rhythms, so every
level upon which I sense also opens to
the erotically satisfying experience,
whether it is dancing, building a book-
case, writing a poem, examining an
idea.

That self-connection shared is a
measure of the joy which I know myself
to be capable of feeling, a reminder of
my capacity for feeling. And that deep
and irreplaceable knowledge of my ca-
pacity for joy comes to demand from
all my life that it be lived within the
knowledge that such satisfaction is pos-
sible and does not have to be called
marriage, nor god, nor an afterlife.



This is one reason why the erotic is
so feared, and so often relegated to the
bedroom alone, when it is recognized
at all. For once we begin to feel deeply
all the aspects of our lives, we begin to
demand from ourselves and from our
lives’ pursuits that they feel in accor-
dance with that joy which we know
ourselves to be capable of. Our erotic
knowledge empowers us, becomes a
lens through which we scrutinize all as-
pects of our existence, forcing our-
selves to evaluate those aspects hon-
estly in terms of their relative meaning
within our lives. (Lorde, 1978, p. 5).

As we reconsider desire and percep-
tions of a satisfying existence, we find
that the very process of learning be-
comes as important as what we know.
The unlearning and relearning pro-
cesses in standards of complexity are
equal in importance to the accumula-
tion of a storehouse of factual knowl-
edge. A powerful pedagogy transforms
how we might conceive and live all as-
pects of our lives.

Civics
A queer pedagogy offers a divergent
view of civics education that high-
lights the importance of standards of
complexity. While there is no doubt
that students must learn the structure
and functions of the executive, legisla-
tive, and judicial branches of govern-
ment as well as the legal processes, we
must realize the pitfalls of blind na-
tionalism. For students to engage in
high-order thought, they must ex-
plore the way power relations and eth-

ical standards shape the political cul-
ture and come to terms with the con-
tradictions and multiple views held
within the nation-state.

Take, for example, the politics and
exercise of power within the AIDS cri-
sis. If we consider government to be
the official public structure that en-
ables populations to realize their po-
tential as human beings through pol-
icy, law, and education, then we will
realize that civics is a complex and
contradictory formation even though
we might agree that one universal ele-
ment of the government is care of the
people. As our representative body,
government is expected to aid people
in need and to provide the necessary
systems for the maintenance of human
life. These systems, however, do not
exist in a cultural vacuum and often
reflect the prejudice and bias of ele-
ments of the larger society.

Standards of complexity require
that we do not reduce the fight for
democracy to historical battles that
have since been completed. Instead,
they illustrate that democracy is al-
ways in process, with struggles for
participation that must be told from
the point of view of the losers as well
as the winners. Contradiction is an as-
set within queer pedagogy, as it helps
uncover different perspectives and the
complexity of events. Within this
framework, the AIDS crisis illustrates
how civics education can be employed
to teach students about the roles
power and discrimination play in the
wins and losses of a community that
has struggled with an epidemic.

The AIDS crisis brought to the
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forefront questions about the relation-
ship between experts and laypeople. In
particular, people began to examine
the role played by prejudice against
gays and lesbians in the provision of
health care for people with HIV/
AIDS. Questions were raised about
whether government should tell queer
people how to live their lives. Because
this was a social group full of single
people with lifestyles often not con-
ducive to long-term monogamous re-
lationships, the preaching of absti-
nence by governmental and social
leaders was not a realistic response to
the threat of infection. The mixture of
fears of disease combined with the
moral apprehension many officials felt
toward the gay and lesbian commu-
nity led to either an absence of assis-
tance or a focus on the moral aspects
of sexuality rather than on the behav-
iors that allow for the transmission of
the disease.

For example, the AIDS Coalition to
Unleash Power (ACT UP) invoked
the separation of church and state that
is fundamental to our democracy
when an unsympathetic church official
became a key representative who de-
veloped public policy on HIV/AIDS:

Cardinal O’Connor’s knowledge of
AIDS prevention or treatment meth-
ods is limited to the foolishly simplistic
view “morality is good medicine,” yet
he sits on the Presidential AIDS policy
panel, telling our President what to do
about AIDS. AIDS is not a religious is-
sue. The Cardinal’s attempt to push
moralizing as public health policy
shows a disrespect for those dead from

AIDS and a profane lack of compassion
for those who remain at grave risk for
contracting this disease.

The Cardinal’s representatives sit on
the Board of Education’s AIDS Cur-
riculum Task Force and have prevented
teenagers of all religious faiths from
obtaining lifesaving AIDS information
in their public schools. Americans did
not elect the Cardinal. This kind of po-
litical bullying is a clear violation of the
constitutional separation of church and
state—in fact, this issue is currently on
trial in the courts. (Blasius & Phelan,
1997, p. 626)

As C. Patton and D. Britzman note,
AIDS education is much more com-
plicated than it might seem (Britzman,
1995; Patton, 1990). Government ed-
ucational efforts often failed to link
facts about HIV/AIDS transmission
and safer sex practices. Confusion
over whether HIV/AIDS transmission
is a moral or biological issue created
panic in both heterosexually identified
and gay and lesbian communities.
When risk was assigned to communi-
ties based on moral codes while the
actual and very real risk of different
sexual practices was overlooked,
morality became equated with infec-
tion rather than with sexual practices.
Because of this moral construction, it
became easy to construct false borders
that conveyed an image of sanctity for
those who were not a member of the
social group at risk. While these bor-
ders might be comforting, they are all
too illusive and undefined, unin-
formed of the practices that have al-
lowed HIV/AIDS to enter all commu-



nities, regardless of orientation. The
focus on the morality of HIV/AIDS
inspired an ethical quest from our citi-
zenship as we worked for a more just
response to the disease: how do we
critique the prejudice and fear aimed
at the gay and lesbian community, of-
fer HIV/AIDS education that focuses
on both the social and biological as-
pects of the disease, and teach risk fac-
tors to all communities regardless of
sexual orientation?

As I hope this example demon-
strates, civics education must include
more than instruction on formal gov-
ernmental structures and procedures.
A standards of complexity requires
that we consider how these structures
function within a framework for social
justice. A progressive civics requires us
to understand more than how govern-
ment functions in its ideal state; we
must also study how communities re-
act and empower themselves upon the
failure of social policy and govern-
mental leaders.

The AIDS counterculture brought
the gay and lesbian community to ask
a series of important democratic ques-
tions and forced a transformation in
the relationship between government,
medical establishments, and the
people. In a grassroots effort, those
who were at risk produced, gathered,
and distributed information about the
disease at various public outlets, from
community centers to local clubs.
Physicians who were members of the
gay community were hired for experi-
mentation because of their familiarity
with those at risk. Groups such as
ACT UP forced an open dialogue

around HIV/AIDS, and through con-
troversial media tactics they often
brought the devastation of the disease
to light in the broader community.

While this is not an exhaustive ac-
count of the HIV/AIDS crisis, it does
highlight the role of passion within
pedagogy and civics. Hate and neglect
directed toward a community can
evoke compassion in people and the
desire to act in socially just ways. My
point is that it seems certain that a
love of learning cannot be an embodi-
ment of knowledge alone since the de-
sire to know is also bound to the soul,
spirit, and the desire to act. Learning
is more in concert with the creative
risk taking that comes with putting
new ideas into practice than with
knowledge for its own sake. A pro-
gressive pedagogy is about the free-
dom and self-rule to expand thought,
and this might be where the desire to
learn and act are wed as two key ele-
ments of healthy living.

Conversely, we might begin to hate
learning if it is associated with peda-
gogy that constricts our ability to
dream and make practice in life. The
pedagogue must be careful to avoid
acting as an expert in an authoritarian
manner that constricts students’ self-
rule. Curriculums need to offer stu-
dents the opportunity to inquire into
the elements of their own life-experi-
ence since it is from this location that
we can inspire a thirst for knowledge
grounded in new understandings of
one’s own experience and the desire to
act upon the world.

Accordingly, curriculums cannot be
conceptualized as finished accounts or
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compilations of established facts since
this outlook removes the dynamic hu-
man elements of learning. As an alter-
native, we might want to think of cur-
riculum as living in the relations
between humans. If curriculums exist
not in established lesson plans but in
the forceful social acts of a commu-
nity, then we have to give as much
consideration to the relations among
teachers and students as to the act of
knowledge production. Rather than
dispensing right and wrong factual in-
formation in an authoritarian manner
that closes down relations, it might be
important to offer multidimensional
relations that allow students to grap-
ple with the possibility of many tenta-
tive conclusions.

A progressive civics pedagogy chal-
lenges us not just to acknowledge
problems when they arise but also to
become problem detectors, with the
understanding that curriculums are
contested spaces—along with sanc-
tioned knowledge always comes that
knowledge which remains invisible
upon first inquiry. As we think about
civics as a constant struggle for con-
trol and maintenance of resources
through policy making, information
dispersal, and knowledge production,
we need to reconceptualize the Amer-
ican Dream and its belief in rugged
individualism. We need to remind
ourselves that, contrary to common
logic, we are born into a world that
was not of our own making with iden-
tities tied to historical struggles of
which we were not directly a part.
While this might release us from some
of the guilt for our world’s problems,

it should also inspire us to make a bet-
ter place while we are here through an
understanding of our ties to our own
cultural context. If we understand how
we know what we know then we are
open to new possibilities for changing
the practices of society.

This, however, is not an easy task.
In a culture that focuses on individual-
ism, students have a difficult time un-
derstanding that they are not in full
control of their own thoughts. As edu-
cators, we must help students under-
stand that pedagogy does not happen
only in the classroom but in every mo-
ment of our lives in the world. We are
less autonomous, impenetrable bodies
moving about in time and space than
porous entities whose understanding
of ourselves takes place in the space
between us and the world.

As we talk of practice, I want to of-
fer an example of my attempt to help
students understand their cultural con-
text and to see how they have been of-
fered and have incorporated certain
understandings of the world even if
they do not accept them. I perform
this pedagogical task through simple
sentence completion exercises. For ex-
ample, I record on the chalkboard
phrases like “Welfare mothers are
. . . ,” “Gay men are . . . ,” “Black men
are . . . ,” “Women are . . .” and then I
ask students to complete the sentences.

While students are usually quite
hesitant to address these stereotypes,
once a student offers the first re-
sponse, others quickly follow: Welfare
mothers are lazy, urban, and African
American; gay men are promiscuous,
immoral, and effeminate; black men



are violent, lazy, and poor. And the list
goes on and on. Students are quick to
qualify that these beliefs are not their
own, and at this point in the conversa-
tion I attempt to change the focus
from their beliefs to the belief systems
that exist in society. It is important
that students understand that we are
talking about cultural belief structures
that influence people’s lives whether
or not they personally invest in them.
After they complete the sentences, I
provide a series of facts that illustrate
the false nature or impact of these be-
liefs, including studies that show heav-
ier sentencing rates among African
American men, that Caucasian women
are more likely to be welfare recipi-
ents than African American women,
and that many social groups outside of
gay white males are affected by the
HIV/AIDS epidemic.

This process of confounding tradi-
tional notions of civics opens students
to alternative ways of relating to the
world. Through our relationships and
discussions we attempt to understand
how we have come to know what we
know. Although creating fissures in
students’ perceptions can be intimi-
dating, it can also invoke a passion for
critical thought and a true love of
learning. At its spiritual core, civics
pedagogy is about love of the other
and a commitment to a more socially
responsible and just society. As Paulo
Freire (1970) states, “Love is an act of
courage, not of fear, love is a commit-
ment to others. . . . As an act of brav-
ery, love cannot be sentimental: as an
act of freedom, it must not serve as a
pretext for manipulation” (p. 71).

While every nation attempts to
paint pristine and glorious images of
its origins and histories, it is through
both our achievements and our mis-
takes that we learn not to repeat er-
rors. Progressive civics pedagogy ex-
plores the complexity of society and
confounds the social categories that in
part define our lives. Students can un-
derstand how they are a part of the
web of cultural meaning, and through
that knowledge, they can learn to take
action within that web, to become
meaning makers.

The Klein Scale: A Practice in
Confounding Sexuality
If queer pedagogy is about confound-
ing categories, then the Klein Scale
can be an excellent tool for examining
the question, “What is sexual orienta-
tion?” Students typically think of
people as either homosexual or het-
erosexual. While these discrete cate-
gories offer a simple understanding of
sexuality, they often hide the complex-
ity of human life and reduce the ob-
jects of desire to the people with
whom we have sexual relations. In or-
der to address the complexity of sexu-
ality, I offer a series of confounding
questions from F. Klein’s framework
that ask students to decide if the per-
son is heterosexual or homosexual
given their framework for sexuality
(Klein, 1993).

The first question I offer relates to
episodic sexual behavior. How do we
label a woman who only sleeps with
other women when she has been
drinking but at all other times sleeps
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with men? Students usually respond
with their belief that she is bisexual.
Good. Now we have a third category,
bisexuality. The second question I ask
relates to temporary sexual behavior.
How do we label a predominately het-
erosexual male who is having an affair
with another male and prefers at this
time to only sleep with him? Students
again respond with “Bisexual.” The
third question I ask relates to experi-
mental sexual behavior. How do we la-
bel a man who sleeps with another
man only once to see what it is like?
This question often brings some re-
flection. Students usually conclude
that if he only experimented once with
the same gender then he is still het-
erosexual. Now we have a view of sex-
uality that moves beyond sexual prac-
tices and into conceptions of identity.
The last sexual practice question I ask
relates to behavior based on context.
How do we label a male prison inmate
who prefers females but who, given
the situation, has sexual relations with
other men. Students usually conclude
after deliberation that the man is het-
erosexual because he would prefer to
be with women.

In the second set of questions, I at-
tempt to build on identity and psycho-
logical aspects of sexuality. I ask stu-
dents how we define people who
might fit different categories in differ-
ent situations. For example, how do
we categorize a man who is happily
married and considers himself hetero-
sexual but occasionally goes to gay sex
clubs and receives fellatio? Most stu-
dents agree that even though the per-
son defines himself as heterosexual,

his sexual acts indicate that he is bisex-
ual. It is at this point in the conversa-
tion that I explain to students that
they have identified multiple dimen-
sions of sexuality: sexual acts, self-con-
ception, emotional bonds, prefer-
ences, and time engaged in particular
activities.

At this point I use the Klein Scale
to further confound the traditional
logic that suggests sexuality is limited
to sexual practices while excluding
many other mitigating factors. Ac-
cording to Klein, sexual behavior is
only one of seven continuums that can
be used to explain sexual orientation.

1. Sexual Attraction. This category
is often confused with sexual be-
havior although attraction and
activity are far from the same
thing. One can have attractions
to people of the same gender and
never be involved with them sex-
ually.

2. Sexual Behavior. This category is
most commonly equated with
sexual orientation. One can,
however, have same-gender sex-
ual attraction and interaction
while having sexual relations
only with the opposite gender.

3. Sexual Fantasies. Who one thinks
or dreams about sexually.

4. Emotional Preference. This vari-
able is different from the previ-
ous three variables in that it does
not involve sexual arousal and
takes some explication. Some
people have sexual relations with
the opposite gender while being
emotionally involved in same-



gender relationships. I usually
explain to college students that
during their undergraduate years
they might find a high degree of
emotional involvement with
people of the same gender even
while they perform sexual acts
with the opposite gender.

5. Social Preference. This variable is
similar to emotional involvement
and marks the degree to which a
person enjoys socializing with
the same or the opposite sex.

6. Lifestyle. This is a measure of the
degree to which one lives in vari-
ous social worlds. A person can
fraternize with gay, lesbian, bi-
sexual, or heterosexual friends
and go to bars and other public
spaces dedicated to queer or het-
erosexual communities.

7. Self-Identification. This category
is an important one as it ad-
dresses how people think about
themselves. People can have
many different conceptions of
self that to various degrees might
align with their public identity. A
bisexual person might take the
label “gay” or “lesbian” for easier
identification within a commu-
nity while subjectively self-defin-
ing as attracted to both genders.

This framework for understanding
sexual orientation is not exclusive and
might be problematized by people
who find that creating new categories
for sexual orientation is still theoreti-
cally limiting. I suggest, however, that
while restrictive, the Klein Scale does

offer students the chance to expand
their understanding of sexual orienta-
tion beyond human sexual behavior.
As a pedagogical endeavor, people are
confronted with the notion that few
people are exclusively heterosexual or
homosexual but fall into some inter-
mediate space between the two in a
complex web of subjective and objec-
tive thoughts, interactions, and behav-
iors. This scale can be utilized to open
students up to the possibility that de-
sire is a core element of human life
and encompasses much more than
sexual acts alone.

Klein Scale Exercise

Students can use the following exer-
cise to gain a stronger understanding
of their own sexuality. As they utilize
the Klein Scale (see Table 1) to rate
the seven dimensions of their sexuality
in the past, present, and future, they
can find their point score and locate
their position on the Kinsey Scale (see
Table 2) continuum. Students will find
a richer understanding of desire and
affect in those aspects of their lives
where few people are exclusively het-
erosexual or gay or lesbian.

Conclusion
Queer pedagogy is more complex than
a good lesson plan and an attentive
group of students. If it is our responsi-
bility to bring the world into the class-
room, then we must confront those
ideas and concepts that are known to
be off-limits in our culture. Through
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TABLE 1 Klein Sexual Orientation Grid

Past (five years) Present (past year) Ideal Future Goal 

Sexual Attraction

Sexual Behaviors

Sexual Fantasies

Emotional Preference

Social Preference

Lifestyle

Sexual Identification

Totals

Directions: Consider each of these aspects using the definitions listed below. What are the
genders with whom you have shared/will share these elements of your life (1) in the past five
years, (2) in the past year, and (3) in the future. Using the numerical rating system below, choose
the description for each Klein Scale variable that best fits your experience and put the number for
that variable into the corresponding cell.

To rate your self-conception on the Klein Scale, total the past, present, and ideal future goal
columns and add your totals together. Take your total and divide it by twenty-one. Refer to the
scale below to get your Klein Scale score; you can also use this number to rate yourself on the
Kinsey Scale (see Table 2 below).

1 = exclusively with persons of the other gender
2 = mostly with persons of the other gender (incidental same-gender involvement)
3 = somewhat with persons of the other gender (significant same-gender involvement)
4 = approximately equal involvement with persons of both genders
5 = somewhat with persons of your own gender
6 = mostly with persons of your own gender (incidental opposite gender involvement)
7 = exclusively with persons of your own gender

TABLE 2 Kinsey Scale

0 1 2 3 4 5 6

Exclusively Incidental More than Equal More than Incidental Exclusively
heterosexual homosexual incidental heterosexual/ incidental heterosexual homosexual

behavior behavior homosexual homosexual heterosexual behavior behavior
behavior behavior behavior



an exploration of various cultural con-
texts using multiple perspectives, we as
teachers can offer new insights and
perspectives into our own communi-
ties. A progressive queer pedagogy
demonstrates that students are more
than empty vessels waiting to be filled
with facts. If we are to invoke a passion
for learning, then it might be our mis-
sion to illustrate the contested terrain
of curriculum and pedagogy by enter-
taining various points of view as differ-
ent ideas compete for recognition
within our educational institutions. As
we offer a more dynamic understand-
ing of teaching and learning, students
begin to understand that through crit-
ical insights, the framework of tradi-
tional classification systems can be un-
covered and our own prejudices and
biases revealed in the process. Stan-
dards of complexity require that we
resist national and state standards that
fail to acknowledge that differences of
race, class, gender, sexual orientation,
spiritual beliefs, and region shape our
cognition.

As we think about the contextual
and relational aspects of pedagogy, the
role of desire becomes paramount to
understanding how we as educators
can nurture a love of learning. We
must constantly work to expand our
understanding of curriculum beyond
inclusion to a point where we work to
confound the very categories that bind
passion to discrete forms of thought.
If desire is an integral element of all
our lives, then sexual orientation can
be fathomed as the outcome of our
desire rather than as an essential dif-
ference between heterosexually identi-

fied people and all other people. From
this universal place found in all per-
sons, we can draw on the relational as-
pects of living and the passion we all
experience to make a meaningful and
relevant life.

In practice, a queer pedagogy de-
mands that we reformulate how and
what we teach. It reconceptualizes
civics to be about more than teaching
formal government structures and
processes and to include an under-
standing of how civil disobedience
works to change conceptions of com-
munities under siege from prejudice
and neglect. Through the study of re-
lationships, we can transform curricu-
lums that isolate theory from practice.
Students need to be aware of the im-
pact that social forms, such as eco-
nomics, have on the lives of peoples
around the world. Now, more than
ever, public education can help
counter the intense individualism that
exists in our society. Citizens must
have a global understanding of culture
and politics as they relate to moral be-
haviors and ethical business practices.
A queer pedagogy demands that we
acknowledge that all curriculums are
political, whether we teach controver-
sial topics or choose to ignore them
out of a fear of reproach.

If we want students to engage in
high-order cognitive thought, then
standards of complexity require that
we teach outside of the sanctioned
curriculum that exists in our educa-
tional institutions. To invoke a love of
learning, students must be given the
freedom to create new classification
systems and collectively work toward a
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more just society. A narrow under-
standing of knowledge will only serve
to constrain student learning and pos-
sibly create resentment toward educa-
tion. As educators, our most impor-
tant role might be that of creating a
lifelong thirst for knowledge wed to
the desire to act for a better world.
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As we learn more about the social and
the physical universes, we gain a bet-
ter understanding of the complexity of
all aspects of the world. Ways of see-
ing and making meaning that don’t
take this complexity into account offer
a misleading and often quite danger-
ous picture of reality. Social institu-
tions grounded upon this diminished
understanding, or reductionism, harm
the individuals they serve. Educational
institutions built on the philosophical
foundations of reductionism misedu-
cate their students. And educational
standards constructed on reductionist
assumptions distort efforts for educa-
tional reform; they subvert the at-
tempt to produce a truly rigorous, in-
spirational, and inclusive form of
schooling. This chapter is important
for those who are studying standards,
as it outlines the nature of reduction-
ism and the ways it covertly shapes the
irrationality of technical standards. If
we are to ever move toward the adop-
tion of rigorous educational standards

of complexity, we must understand, be
able to identify, and move beyond the
disabling effects of reductionism.

The Complexity of It All
Over the last few decades, scholars of
all stripes and disciplines have come to
understand the inadequacy of the pos-
itivist, Enlightenment ways of study-
ing both the physical and the social
worlds. Einstein’s recognition of the
physical world’s complexity early in
the twentieth century slowly filtered
into the physical, scientific, social sci-
entific, and humanistic disciplines
throughout the subsequent decades.
Numerous educators have written and
taught about the perils of reduction-
ism in the pedagogical domain. How-
ever, the recognition of complexity in
everyday school practice in the early
twenty-first century is still not com-
mon. Educational leaders have often
rejected the work of educators, from
John Dewey and Alfred North White-
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head to Paulo Freire, Maxine Greene,
and William Pinar, who have recog-
nized the inherent complexity of the
educational act. With the develop-
ment of school standards in the 1990s,
the denial of complexity asserted itself
in even more reactionary ways.

It is clear that the intricate web of
reality is composed of too many vari-
ables to be controlled in all circum-
stances. In the social, psychological,
and educational realms, such an at-
tempt at control would be especially
futile. Factors that many people per-
ceive as unimportant, called “noise” in
the language of reductionistic re-
search, can exert unpredictable and
dramatic effects on human situa-
tions—teaching and learning situa-
tions in particular. We cannot know
the location, interactions, effects, and
importance of all the forces in educa-
tional venues. In such circumstances,
change takes place in unpredictable
and disordered ways. Obviously, there
is more to the teaching act than meets
the eye. Top-down, content-driven,
technical standards are not formulated
with this reality in mind. Technical
standards and their effect on the
everyday lives of teachers and students
are shaped not by an appreciation for
complexity but by reductionism.

If reductionistic assumptions about
the educational world were true, if ed-
ucational activity were constant, or-
dered, similar in every context, and
predictable, teachers could simply fol-
low the dictates of scientific general-
izations and teacher educators would
know the abilities teachers need in or-
der to produce excellent students.

This “education gig” would be an easy
job to master. But, of course, it is not.
As they operate in the whirlpool of
disorder we call the classroom, even
veteran teachers struggle to teach
their current classes as well as they
taught their students five or six years
ago. But teachers learn quickly that
the techniques and curricula they used
a few years ago may no longer work.
They must constantly readjust, refit,
rethink, throw out, and redevelop
their curricula. The decades-long at-
tempt to eliminate the complexity and
uncertainty of the teaching act has
failed, and if unaltered, the reduction-
istic standards reforms of the present
era will also fail. Educators, parents,
citizens, and political leaders must un-
derstand the reductionistic dynamics
that shape such doomed reforms.

Irrational Rationality:
Describing Reductionism
In the name of logic and reason, re-
ductionism dominated educational
thinking in Western societies for the
last few centuries, but it especially
ruled supreme and reached new levels
of articulation in the twentieth cen-
tury. Reductionism asserts that com-
plex phenomena can best be appreci-
ated by reducing them to their
constituent parts and then piecing
these elements together according to
causal laws (Mahoney & Lyddon,
1988). This reductionism coincided
with René Descartes’s bifurcation of
the mind and matter/body. Known as
Cartesian dualism, this idea split hu-
man experience into two different
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spheres: (1) the “in here,” an internal
world of sensation, and (2) the “out
there,” an objective world composed
of natural phenomena. Drawing on
this dualism, scientists asserted that
the laws of physical and social systems
could be uncovered objectively; the
systems operated apart from the “in
here” world of human perception,
with no connection to the act of per-
ceiving.

Advocates of the complexity princi-
ple view this development as an irra-
tional act in the history of Western
thought. Ignoring perceivers and the
complex forces that shape what they
see and how they make sense of it has
undermined Western scholarship all
the way to the contemporary era.
Many Westerners have not under-
stood that the place of the perceiver in
the complicated web of reality affects
the nature of our knowledge about the
world. Einstein understood this in the
physical world and numerous analysts
recognized it in the social, educa-
tional, and psychological worlds. Yet
only in the last few decades has a con-
versation taken place about the mean-
ing of such a concept. One cannot rig-
orously understand the standards
debate without recognizing reduc-
tionism’s separation of the perceiver
from what is perceived.

Forever separate in the reasoning of
reductionism, the internal world of
perception and the physical world of
what is perceived could never be
shown to be a form of one another.
Reductionist realism presumes a sin-
gular, stable, external reality that can
be perceived by one’s senses; reduc-

tionist rationalism argues that thought
is superior to sense and is most impor-
tant in shaping experience. The com-
plexity principle that undergirds stan-
dards of complexity rejects this
dualistic way of understanding knowl-
edge, or epistemology, and offers an
alternative to reductionistic realism
and rationalism (Lavine, 1984; Lowe,
1982; Mahoney & Lyddon, 1988;
Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). 

Our notion of complexity contends
that, contrary to the arguments made
by proponents of realism, reality is not
external and unchanging. In contrast
to rationalism, the complexity princi-
ple maintains that human thought
cannot be meaningfully separated
from human feeling and actions.
Knowledge is constrained by the
structure and function of the mind
and can thus be known only indirectly.
Objectivism, the separation of the
knower and the known implicit in the
reductionist tradition, denies the spa-
tiotemporal location of the knower in
the world and thus results in the es-
trangement of human beings from the
natural world (Lowe, 1982; Mahoney
& Lyddon, 1988; White, 1978;
Kincheloe, Slattery, & Steinberg,
2000).

Alvin Gouldner extends this analy-
sis, arguing that the reductionistic sci-
ences promote a form of cognition
suitable for an alienated age and an
alienated people. The dominant ex-
pressions of the social and behavioral
sciences serve to adjust students to so-
ciocultural alienation rather than
helping them overcome it (Reinharz,
1979). Descartes argued that knowl-



edge should be empirical, mathemati-
cal, and certain, and the orientation
toward knowledge work and research
that emerged from this idea worked to
exploit the forces of nature in a way
that destroyed the landscape of the
earth. As a result of this objectivist
epistemology, we now inhabit a hu-
man-made, artificial environment.
This modernist tradition produced a
behavioral science untroubled by the
manipulation of human beings and an
educational system that utilized the
behavioral sciences to mold students
and their consciousness in a way that
would foster efficiency and economic
productivity, often at the expense of
creativity, social justice, democracy,
and academic rigor. Modes of analysis
emerging from the complexity princi-
ple were sacrificed for the memoriza-
tion of random data and particular
prearranged formulas.

Teaching and learning, from the
perspective of the reductionists, are
developed by following specific proce-
dures, specific measurable psychologi-
cal processes. The acts are opera-
tionally defined and then broken into
discrete pieces; we first learn the sym-
bols of chemistry, the place of the ele-
ments on the periodic chart, the
process of balancing chemical equa-
tions, the procedure for conducting a
chemical experiment. It would be dis-
orderly and “scientifically inappropri-
ate” to think about where chemistry is
used in our everyday lives before these
basics are learned, the reductionists
argue. Reductionists operating under
the banner of the Cartesian scientific
tradition utilize content standards,

basals, worksheets, and rigid, sequen-
tial methods. Such reductionistic
methods facilitate the development of
materials and the training of teach-
ers—it is far easier to write a content
standard based on a fragmented form
of knowledge with a list here and an
objective test there than it is to de-
velop materials that help connect indi-
vidual student experience with the
concepts of a particular discipline. In-
deed, it is far easier to train a teacher
to follow specific, predefined, never-
changing steps than it is to encourage
a reflective stance concerning the
points of interaction connecting stu-
dent experience and emancipatory
concerns with self-direction and disci-
plinary data.

Advocates of standards of complex-
ity maintain that teaching and think-
ing the whole is greater than the re-
ductionistic sum of the individual
parts. They reject reductionist task
analysis procedures derived from
scope and sequence charts. Rejecting
measurements of the facts and associa-
tions an individual has accumulated,
proponents of complexity maintain
that there are as many paths to sophis-
ticated thinking as there are sophisti-
cated thinkers. The best way to teach
students to achieve a complex-practi-
tioner mode of thinking is to research
particular students, observing the so-
cial context from which they emerge
and the particular ways they undertake
the search for meaning. In this
process, teachers set up conditions
that encourage student self-awareness
and reflection, hoping to facilitate fur-
ther growth through an individual
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awareness of the nature of prior
growth (Poplin, 1988; Fosnot, 1988).

Many reductionistic teaching
strategies emerge from research stud-
ies conducted in strictly controlled
laboratory settings that have little to
do with everyday classrooms. In-
formed by their own practical knowl-
edge and the practical knowledge of
other teachers, scholarly teachers of
standards of complexity have ques-
tioned the generalizability of labora-
tory research findings to the natural
setting of their own classrooms. These
teachers may have suspected the inap-
plicability of these findings, but the
reductionist educational research es-
tablishment was not so insightful. The
technicist mainstream assumed that
laboratory research findings were the
source of solutions that could be ap-
plied in every classroom setting
(Doyle, 1977; Ponzio, 1985). Reduc-
tionistic researchers failed to under-
stand that every classroom possesses a
complex culture of its own, a culture
that defines the rules of discourse in
classroom situations.

Thus, opponents of reductionism
contend that all classrooms are differ-
ent, and as a result, the use of stan-
dardized techniques and materials,
with their obsession with the parts in-
stead of wholes, is misguided. In the
unique particularistic classrooms of
high-complexity teachers, “form” fol-
lows “purpose,” as students are pro-
tected from premature instruction in
precise forms; interest and passion are
cardinal virtues, as student rational
development is viewed as simply one
aspect of thinking; and learning and

thinking problems are not viewed sim-
ply as the products of aptitude but of
complex interactions among personal-
ities, interests, social and cultural con-
texts, and life experiences (Poplin,
1988). Thus, in recognition of the
uniqueness of learners and learning
situations, standards of complexity
serve as an antidote to the reduction-
ism and irrationality of Cartesian ped-
agogy (Hinchey, 1998; Kincheloe &
Steinberg, 1998).

As we have attempted to illustrate
throughout this volume, the reduc-
tionism of top-down, technical stan-
dards is nothing new. Michael Apple
(1999) argues that one of the major
problems in educational history has
been the inability of those concerned
with schooling to deal with ambiguity,
to perceive it as a valuable characteris-
tic. Without such an understanding,
educational leaders have continually
sought naive and simplistic answers to
the complex social and cognitive ques-
tions that confront education. Indeed,
this tendency is grounded on a reduc-
tionistic epistemological predisposi-
tion to seek certainty in inquiries
about human and educational affairs.
Standards of complexity attempt to
overcome our socially ingrained dis-
comfort with the enigmatic, our desire
to have something we can all subscribe
to together, and our need for a shared
certainty.

Obviously, this does not mean that
we can’t study the canon of American
history or English literature—al-
though I hope we will study other
canons as well. Rather, it means that
we will not all be expected to derive



the same meaning or cultural signifi-
cance from such canons. In a reduc-
tionistic context, the cult of certainty
informs the way we approach all edu-
cational problems, forcing us to focus
our attention on the trivial—on that
which can be easily measured by em-
pirical instruments. Rarely do the
most significant questions of human
affairs lend themselves to the empiri-
cal quantification and the pseudocer-
tainty that often accompanies numbers
(Koetting, 1988; Greene, 1988, 1995).
Of course, technical content–driven
standards fall right into the briar patch
of educational reductionism.

Reductionistic certainty cannot
withstand the pressure of socially con-
textualized, complex analysis. Advo-
cates of the complexity principle
ridicule the certainty with which re-
ductionistic science constructs “valid”
arguments. Such arguments begin
with primitive and undefined terms
and premises, and to ignore this situa-
tion is to seek a fictional security.
Meaning, like an eroding hillside,
slowly dissolves until language and
texts take on a configuration quite dif-
ferent from the original state. A reader
in 2102 may derive a very different
meaning from this paragraph than
what I currently intend. Different so-
cial experiences, different circum-
stances, may alter the codes that give
this paragraph meaning in the early
twenty-first century. The complexity
principle reminds us that the starting
place for curriculum development and
evaluation procedures is not the
“pure” data in itself, but the meaning
derived from that data through the in-

dividual’s frame of reference—mean-
ing that cannot help but reflect the in-
dividual’s ideology and the social
norms of a specific time and place.
Unexamined frames of reference lead
to claims of scientific certainty that
perpetuate privilege for the privileged
and oppression for the oppressed
(Cherryholmes, 1988). Of course,
such a perpetuation of inequality is ex-
actly what is occurring in educational
systems shaped by technical, top-
down content standards. Contempo-
rary schooling in Texas serves as an
excellent example of this process, pro-
moting the idea of educational “excel-
lence” and accountability.

These ideas have important impli-
cations for the development of stan-
dards and educational reform when
they are used to analyze contemporary
teaching and teacher education and to
help teachers formulate questions
about their own cognitive abilities and
those of their students. Unlike reduc-
tionistic Piagetian formalists, the ad-
vocates of complexity do not conceive
of thinking as mere problem solving
because problems do not unambigu-
ously present themselves. Problems
are identified as a result of particular
ideologies and social frames, a point
missed entirely by the Piagetian for-
malist predisposition to look at prob-
lems as puzzles to be solved (Al-
trichter & Posch, 1989). Formal
thinking does not allow teachers and
students to explore the origins of the
problems, the assumptions that move
us to define some situations as prob-
lems and others as “not problems,” or
the source of authority that guides us
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in our formulation of criteria for judg-
ing which problems merit our think-
ing and teaching time. 

This is where our complex cogni-
tive notion of postformal thinking
helps us understand the complexity of
our role as teachers. Employing such a
thinking style, we begin to uncover
the hidden ways ideology shapes the
questions that are asked in our class-
rooms. Thus, we see far more clearly
the shaky foundation on which the re-
ductionistic quest for certainty rests.

Describing Reductionism:
Isolating Parts of the World 
and Holding Them Still
The reductionist faith in the con-
stancy of meaning shapes the lives of
contemporary teachers. The meanings
that students and teachers attribute to
terms such as “reading,” “teaching,”
or “learning” influence the forms that
tests and evaluations of teachers, stu-
dents, and schools take. For example,
think about a scholar-teacher seeking
to determine whether a complex
method of teaching geography pro-
duces more learning than a reduction-
istic method. The teacher begins the
inquiry by identifying what learning is
and what behaviors should be exam-
ined to determine whether learning
has or has not taken place. There is
nothing objective about such a pro-
cess; absolute, certain knowledge does
not emerge from such a study. The
knowledge that does emerge is inher-
ently conditional—dependent on the
teacher’s acceptance of a variety of as-
sumptions about the goals of geogra-

phy education, the definition of a
good student, the nature of learning,
and so on.

From a complex postformal per-
spective, these teaching issues are not
technical questions, they are questions
of meaning. Because our perspective
on thinking fashions our evaluation
strategies, our designation of compe-
tent or incompetent teachers or stu-
dents is contingent on the system of
meaning we employ. And an under-
standing of this process is exactly what
is missing in the shallow public con-
versation about educational standards.
How do we make educational deci-
sions? From where do school purposes
originate? What does it mean to meet
the standards? Is meeting a reduction-
istic technical standard indicative of a
rigorous education? Without this no-
tion of epistemological conditionality,
of context, we find that citizens, edu-
cators, politicians, and students are
easily co-opted into covert, technical,
and reductionistic systems of meaning
that undermine their understanding of
what a rigorous education entails.

Postformal notions of cognition
rest on an understanding of the reduc-
tionism of Piagetian formalism. Post-
formalism assumes that the cosmos is
far more complex than previously un-
derstood and that human perception
and knowledge production is charac-
terized by ever-changing, context-spe-
cific variables. In formal (procedure-
dictated) social research, so-called
scientific controls contribute to the
isolation of the object of study from its
lived world context. Of course, much
has been learned from such scientific



work, there is no doubt about that.
But in the social, political, cultural,
psychological, and educational do-
mains, many of the most important
features of human existence may be
lost in such studies. Human identity
and the consciousness that accompa-
nies it are exceedingly complicated.
This is the lesson that reductionists
have failed to learn. And the “non-
learning” of formal research has ex-
erted a tremendous impact on the do-
mains of education and cognition.

In formal reductionistic social, psy-
chological, and educational research,
attention to circumstances surround-
ing the object of inquiry must be tem-
porarily suspended. This suspension
of attention is based on the assump-
tion that these extraneous circum-
stances will remain static long enough
to allow the study to be validated. Of
course, these “extraneous” circum-
stances never remain static. They are
constantly interacting with and shap-
ing each other. To exclude them is to
distort reality (Longstreet, 1982). In
settings such as schools, student and
teacher behavior cannot be under-
stood without careful attention to the
setting, to the individuals’ relation-
ships to the traditions, norms, roles,
and values that are inseparable from
the lived world of the institution. The
inability of formal reductionistic edu-
cational researchers to say very much
that is meaningful about school life is
due in part to their lack of regard for
these often invisible but foundational
aspects of organizational life—the
context (Eisner, 1984; Wilson, 1977;
Steinberg & Kincheloe, 1998).

John Dewey (1916) reflected this
idea long ago when he argued that
many thinkers regard knowledge as
self-contained, as complete in itself.
Knowledge, Dewey contended, can
never be viewed outside the context of
its relationship to other information.
We only have to call to mind, Dewey
wrote, what passes in our schools as
acquisition of knowledge to under-
stand how it is decontextualized and
lacks any meaningful connection to
the experience of students. Anticipat-
ing our notion of postformalism,
Dewey concluded that an individual is
a sophisticated thinker in the degree
to which he or she sees an event not as
something isolated “but in its connec-
tion with the common experience of
mankind” (pp. 342–343). The recog-
nition of such a connection is always
an interpretation, and interpretations
will change with changing contexts.
We can never hold a human-produced
interpretation still; it is a product of
context. Thus, schools shaped by
complexity focus on the process of in-
terpretation as a part of a higher order
of cognition.

In the twenty-first century, Western
observers have grown so accustomed
to the reductionistic fragmentation
and decontextualization of formal sci-
ence and the cognition that accompa-
nies it that we no longer even attend
to it. Teachers are acculturated to ac-
cept the twenty-minute visit of the su-
pervisor followed by an evaluation of
the quality of their teaching. Like all
things human, every classroom has a
context of its own. Teachers and su-
pervisors who appreciate complexity
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understand the absurdity of the
twenty-minute observation, knowing
that such a snapshot does not allow for
an appreciation of contextual features
such as previously negotiated codes
and conventions that grant meaning
and significance to mundane teaching
practices. Yet reductionistic empirical
researchers or evaluators often make
judgments based on fragmented infor-
mation not viewed in context. The
same is true of high-stakes tests in
technical standards–driven educa-
tional systems. Without a contextual
analysis, such tests may at best tell us
little or at worst provide us with a mis-
leading picture of what is happening
in American schools in the first decade
of the twenty-first century.

What do we know about the educa-
tional system of states, such as Texas,
that report significant increases on
test scores because of standards re-
forms? Is our view of the context in
which Texas test scores are reported
sufficient to understanding their
meaning? Do we know that some of
the score increase has resulted from
curricula designed to teach to the
multiple-choice exit test? Do we know
that some of the increase has resulted
from the exemption of special educa-
tion students—a group that scores in
the lowest twenty percentile of the
test—from taking the examination?
When we learn such information
about the Texas standards test and
other state tests, we understand the
relevance of John Dewey’s admonition
that educational research must always
be judged in light of the unique con-
text in which it takes place.

We must always avoid reductionism
and confront the idiosyncrasy of each
teaching situation. Unless we examine
the contextual specifics of educational
research or evaluations, we will reduc-
tionistically claim to know generaliz-
able cause and effect relationships in
the teaching act (Elliott, 1989; Lin-
coln & Guba, 1985; Denzin & Lin-
coln, 2000; Clough, 1998). General
pedagogical rules cannot be viewed as
substitutes for actual experiences. In
standards of complexity, appropriate
teacher action and the manifestation
of good student work is not preor-
dained by fixed, static, intractable, and
universal rules. Good teaching and
high-quality student work are matters
of reasoned personal judgments in
particular situations. The fact that
everyone can read at a specific grade
level takes on a different meaning in a
poor, rural Tennessee school district
than it does in Scarsdale, New York.

Reductionism and
Interconnectedness: 
The Fragmentation of 
Reality and Self
When we combine this appreciation
of contextual particularity with an un-
derstanding of reductionism’s ten-
dency to fragment reality, we begin to
get a sense of the way our worldview is
skewed by formal modes of knowledge
production. Cartesian modes of re-
search and analysis interrupt the
holism of experience. In the context of
complexity we understand that there
is something special about the concept
of holism—a complex set of circum-



stances and relationships come to-
gether in a whole to create a unique
entity. Once reductionistic analysis at-
tempts to break it into discrete pieces
for the purposes of analysis, the whole
is destroyed. The connections and in-
teractions that had come together to
create the special holism are torn
asunder.

Thus, attempts to view educational
situations as mere inputs and outputs,
with test scores representing the ulti-
mate expression of quality, are doomed
to failure. The recommendations that
emerge from reductionistic analysis to
improve schooling—most often defin-
ing improvement as higher test
scores—may actually serve to destroy
the scholarly structures that had man-
aged to exist within particular schools.
This doesn’t mean that we don’t en-
gage in school improvement. It does
mean that we understand schools in
sufficient detail to appreciate what we
are undermining when we mandate
reductionistic test-driven educational
reform.

Most school reforms of the last
twenty years, technical standards in-
cluded, have failed to view human
beings, society, and education as inter-
connected aspects of a broader frame-
work that reveals itself to those who
are sensitive to complexity. Cartesian
analysts have routinely failed to think
in terms of this connectedness and its
relationship to human potential. To
avoid technical reductionism, stan-
dards need to take this interconnect-
edness into account, as did Einstein in
his work on the theories of relativity.
The cognitive genesis of his work was

to avoid Newton’s reductionistic frag-
mentation of the universe, while at the
same time understanding gravity,
space, mass, and time as part of a
larger relationship.

Advocates of technical standards fail
to learn the dramatic, world-changing
lesson provided by Einstein because
they fall into Newton’s trap of com-
partmentalization. Students may grad-
uate from technical standards–
driven high schools never having given
a thought to how their various subjects
relate or why knowledge is segmented
as it is. Although no one is an island,
contemporary content standards,
through their curricular structure,
stipulate that knowledge is an island.
Removed from its sociohistorical roots
and its political impact, the decontex-
tualized, reductionistic knowledge of
the modernist school serves to foster
surface-level cognitive processes—
thinking of a concrete and formal vari-
ety that emphasizes categorization and
retention processes (Britzman, 1991).
To avoid this reductionism in our
teaching and our study of cognition,
we educators must learn to derive
meaning from direct experience.
Learning from and extending the
knowledge derived from direct experi-
ences, such as the practical knowledge
of teachers, we move into the realm of
connectedness, where new aware-
nesses carry us beyond the boundaries
of conventional educational thinking.
As we confront reductionism, the
West may overcome its creative
malaise and move toward higher di-
mensions of human experience.

Marilyn Ferguson (1980) uses the
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multicultural image of the Cheyenne
wheel of knowledge to conceptualize
this higher dimension of human expe-
rience, the realm of human becoming.
Thinking in terms of the themes we
have developed in this volume, the
Cheyenne developed a system of
meaning to help them make sense of
the world and their relationship to it.
The Cheyenne and other Native
American peoples used the wheel to
visually represent the interconnected,
circular nature of the cosmos and the
knowledge that humans produce about
it. The wheel helped them interpret
information in relation to both their
experiences in the world and their
spiritual role in the universe. The epis-
temological, ontological, and cosmo-
logical understandings implicit in the
wheel of knowledge is, as one can
quickly discern, quite sophisticated.

Thus, in the spirit of the Cheyenne
we learn to think in a complex way
that allows us to make sense of our
place on the planet, our role in the
pageant of history, our connection to
the quantum world of the subatomic
and to the immensity of the universe,
and our relationship to birth, death,
work, and family. Without an appreci-
ation of complex systems and the way
their unfolding affects us, we are lost
in the cosmos, incapable of transcend-
ing the formal cognition of modernist
reductionism. Without our complex
wheel of knowledge, we find “being”
easier than “becoming.” Education in
its technical standards–driven form is
better equipped to adjusting students
to the existing world than to engaging
them in imagining higher orders of

thinking, new ways of instituting so-
cial justice, and more successful modes
of democratic citizenship.

As we think about issues of social
justice and democratic citizenship in
relation to modernist reductionism, it
is important to address the complexity
of the production of the self, a pro-
ductive process that is inseparable
from the construction of conscious-
ness and the shaping of identity. If ed-
ucation is worth the time, money, and
effort it consumes, advocates of stan-
dards of complexity argue that it
should make us smarter, more ethical,
more self-directed individuals who are
sensitive to the needs of their commu-
nities. If this is not the case, then why
bother? If it is the case, then citizens,
political leaders, parents, and educa-
tors should be concerned with how we
become who we are—that is, with
self-production. Technicist forms of
education basically ignore this
process, while standards of complexity
view it as the most important aspect of
the curriculum and explore its com-
plexity in a variety of contexts.

Self-production is an extremely
complex operation, as is its relation-
ship to curriculum development. It is
not the result of simple cause-effect
relationships. Historically grounded
educational analysts understand that it
is a far more complex process, ever
changing, ever mutating, ever evolv-
ing. Indeed, contrary to reductionistic
accounts, consciousness is never fixed,
never established once and for all;
rather, self-definitions change as his-
torical conditions evolve, and histori-
cal conditions will change precipi-



tously in the twenty-first century. Es-
sential definitions of Blacks, Hispan-
ics, Native Americans, or Whites do
not exist; that is, what it means to be
Black or Hispanic or Native American
or White is constantly mutating as
identities intersect with forces of gen-
der, class, religion, and the terrain of
popular culture. Thus, individuals “re-
write” themselves in relation to shift-
ing historical, interpersonal, intra-
personal, political, and educational
contexts (De Lauretis, 1986).

For example, a Black female stu-
dent raised in a poor southern rural
setting who is interested in academic
work, mathematics in particular, has
contradictory forces at work in the
construction of her consciousness.
Her self-definitions are heteroge-
neous and often self-contradictory:
she identifies with a Pan-Africanism,
she rejects the rurality of her parents
for its attendant passivity, she is un-
comfortable with feminism and its in-
terference with her heterosexual con-
cern about her popularity with the
males at school, and she is motivated
by her desire for success in mathemat-
ics yet fears how such success may es-
trange her from her peer group. To
argue that the young woman’s con-
sciousness/identity is simply shaped
by her blackness or her class position
is to miss the way self-production
works and is to be guilty of a crass
reductionism. The forces of con-
sciousness construction are complex,
interconnected, and inseparable. His-
torically grounded teacher-scholars
must grasp this insight if their peda-
gogy is to hold any value and meaning

for their students (Pinar, 1994; Kinch-
eloe & Pinar, 1991).

The need for standards of complex-
ity and their insistence that teachers
be scholars becomes profoundly ap-
parent in this context. To teach stu-
dents in a manner that produces
smarter, more ethical, more self-
directed citizens, we must understand
who students are as they enter school,
what has made them that way, what
their relationship is with the school in
particular and education in general,
and what they might become. Teach-
ers operating in schools driven by
standards of complexity who under-
stand these dynamics gain insight into
the potential of their students without
losing sight of the abilities they al-
ready possess. Such teachers under-
stand students’ relationship with forces
that oppress them and impede their
growth, as well as those that inspire
them and touch their souls. In con-
trast, teachers and school leaders
caught in the cognitive snare of reduc-
tionism do not see these complex,
socially interconnected aspects of self-
production. Top-down, technical stan-
dards ignore them, and all students,
whatever their personal tribulations
and triumphs, are taught in a one-
size-fits-all manner (Ohanian, 1999;
Cannella, 1997; Weil, 1998).

Thus, self-production and its rela-
tion to rigorous teaching is one of
many areas where the complexity
principle helps us escape the fragmen-
tation of reductionism. It is only when
teachers are able to discern and act
upon their recognition of the inter-
connections between student identity
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and the larger sociocultural realm that
a higher form of learning—learning
that matters—can take place. In such
complex educational contexts, teach-
ers are able to get behind the curtain
of “the given.” Aware of the complex-
ity of self-production, social forces,
and education, rigorous teachers ex-
pose hidden assumptions; they make
the tacit visible. In so doing, teachers
conversant with complexity uncover
hidden realities that change their own
lives and those of their students.

These hidden realities are insepara-
ble from the interconnected orders
that can be found at the base of all
physical, human, social, and psycho-
logical experiences. Reductionist, for-
mal thinking has not been attuned to
such interconnections because of its
Newtonian interest in things-in-
themselves. The socioeducational
world is like an onion: as we peel off
one layer, we find another beneath. In
a technical standards–driven pedagog-
ical context, the outside layer of so-
cioeducational reality is the standard-
ized test performance of a school. The
second layer includes the assumptions
behind the logic that is utilized in dis-
cussing the curriculum. The third
layer is the unspoken epistemological
assumptions inherent in the content of
the standards. A fourth layer is the
body of assumptions about learning
that teachers and students bring to
school. And so on, and so on. (Briggs,
1990; Greene, 1988; Bohm & Peat,
1987; O’Sullivan, 1999).

The fragmented public conversa-
tion about educational reform in gen-
eral and standards in particular does

not recognize these complex dynam-
ics. The complexity principle has
taught us that nothing is really as it ap-
pears to be on the surface. When rig-
orous educational analysts search for
the deep structures that are there to be
uncovered in any classroom, they dis-
cover a universe of hidden meanings
constructed by a variety of sociopoliti-
cal forces—meanings that many times
have little to do with the intended
meanings of the official curriculum. A
complex analysis of curriculum is
grounded on the recognition that
there are unseen constellations of
forces that shape what happens in
schools—some complimentary, others
contradictory, some insight-produc-
ing, others repressive. When this com-
plex analysis of deep structures is ap-
plied to standards, the implications for
reconceptualization are infinite. Imag-
ine the way we might reconceptualize
evaluation, supervision, and adminis-
tration. The reductionism of the tech-
nical approach to these areas would be
overthrown as we came to understand
the assumptions behind technical sys-
tems of evaluation, supervision, and
administration.

In this context, more rigorous eval-
uation systems would transcend re-
ductionism by focusing on basic skills,
content knowledge, cognitive growth,
knowledge work skills, and higher-or-
der abilities; more rigorous supervi-
sion would help teachers connect so-
cial-contextual understandings with
individual student interests, present
academic performance, and the attain-
ment of rigorous academic goals; and
more rigorous administration would



involve less concern with improving
misleading test scores for public rela-
tions purposes and more involvement
with creating an environment where
teachers, students, parents, and com-
munity leaders could engage students
in the effort to connect higher-order
academic skills to their use in the lived
world. In this way we would actually
be improving our schools and enlarg-
ing the positive impact they make on
the society, rather than working a
public relations scam by devoting the
majority of our efforts to the manipu-
lation of meaningless numbers. What
a drain of our resources, what a waste
of time are these efforts to raise stan-
dards-driven test scores!

The Political Dimensions 
of Reductionism: 
Regulating People
Reductionism always involves the
realm of the political. And contrary to
the most common meaning of the
term “political,” which involves gen-
erally the electoral process and the ac-
tions of politicians, I am using the
term here to signify issues of power
and its distribution. In this context it
is important to discuss the epistemo-
logical reductionism of positivism in
order to better understand the politi-
cal implications of reductionism and
its relation to the standards debate.
Positivism has traditionally asserted
that through the process of reduction,
general laws can be reduced to propo-
sitions that can then be verified
through empirical research. The goal
of such knowledge is to predict and

control both natural and human phe-
nomena. In education, positivism has
attempted to predict the relationship
between educational objects (students)
and educational events (teaching). In-
variably, particular rules of the re-
search act will focus attention on cer-
tain aspects of education and away
from others—in the case of positivism,
our attention is focused on education
as a technical act.

When we measure certain portions
of education to determine how well
school systems, individual schools, or
individual teachers are doing, we can-
not separate this effort from the polit-
ical issue of establishing what schools
should be doing. Therefore, if posi-
tivist researchers can establish, via
their research instruments, the criteria
that measure how well we are doing in
education, they have also established
what schools should be doing. Posi-
tivism thus becomes a political instru-
ment of social control while its adher-
ents are all the while proclaiming their
neutrality, their disinterestedness,
their disdain for mixing politics and
education. What a wonderful example
of what the CIA refers to as “plausible
deniability”—the ability to deny what
you are actually doing, as covert oper-
ators do when they say, for instance,
“Me? I’m a TV repairman.” In the
context of reductionistic technical
standards, one can maintain inno-
cence by proclaiming: “I’m not trying
to dictate the curriculum, I’m just at-
tempting to set high standards.”

Of course, the content we choose to
test students on will inevitably drive
the curriculum, pushing out every-
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thing that doesn’t relate directly to the
standards test. Since curriculum de-
velopment is always a political act, de-
termining whose knowledge is worth
the most, there will always be winners
and losers in the process. When edu-
cators and citizens in general are un-
equipped to see beneath the surface of
these claims of neutrality, they are
rendered powerless. Teachers are en-
couraged by the positivists in the
name of professionalism to de-skill
themselves. They are not encouraged
to acquire the wisdom needed to eval-
uate their own teaching in terms of its
relationship to larger visions of educa-
tional purpose or social justice. In-
stead, they are expected to implement
scientifically validated, and thus un-
contestable, criteria of educational
quality. When teachers and students
conform to such criteria, positivism
accomplishes its insidious social
control.

Any positivistic orientation that
seeks to control human beings cannot
view humans as sacred, as very differ-
ent from other, nonliving objects of
scientific research. Thus, the human is
viewed as an entity that can be tailored
to fit the proper social order. People
are subordinated to a controlled envi-
ronment where values are seen as
nonrational, outside the realm of sci-
ence. In technicist schools this ideol-
ogy of social control, this minimiza-
tion of the human, is seen in practices
such as labeling, homogenous group-
ing, tracking, positive reinforcement,
behavioral management, and so on
(Dobson, Dobson & Koetting, 1987;
Noblit & Eaker, 1987; Porter, 1988;

Vanden Berg & Nicholson, 1989;
Noblit, 1999).

In all of these practices, complex
human processes are reduced to a
technical calculation of means and
ends, making human intentions virtu-
ally unimportant. But humans do not
simply respond to the social world.
We actively contribute to the creation
of the world, we construct it (Lincoln
& Guba, 1985). We base these con-
structions on our experiences, but
positivism devalues the experience of
both the subjects and the objects of re-
search. And when human experience
is devalued, social alienation sets in. In
other words, educational and social
scientists have fashioned their own
alienation from the world and from
themselves (Yeakey, 1987; Reinharz,
1979; Apple, 1999). As they devalue
the complex role of the human in con-
structing the world of the school, pos-
itivist experts who “neutrally” set
standards become educational voy-
eurs, peering at the school through
binoculars, never experiencing the sit-
uation themselves, never knowing
what it really feels like.

In the first decade of the twenty-
first century, these voyeurs are often
in charge of educational reform. They
set the standards from afar, refusing,
in the name of “quality education,” to
take into account the complexity of lo-
cal conditions, the idiosyncrasy of the
individual classroom and its one-of-a-
kind students. Our happy model of
context-sensitive, justice-concerned
standards of complexity, with scholar-
teachers researching their practices
and the world of the school, does not



fit into the positivistic microcosm of
authoritarianism and hierarchy. The
culture of positivism fosters the no-
tion that the distant standards devisers
are experts—experts anointed by the
holiness of science. The cult of the ex-
pert succeeds because it is blessed by
the “scientific divinity.” With such a
blessing the positivist experts issue
edicts to schools without concern for
interpersonal skills. Indeed, such skills
may be an impediment to the posi-
tivist enterprise, where interpersonal
distance is important in the pursuit of
objectivity.

Thus, in the name of neutrality, in
the name of keeping politics out of ed-
ucation, technical standards makers
render important ideological decisions
about what knowledge is important
and what is not. “It couldn’t have been
done any other way,” they tell us, “we
were simply following the objective
dictates of science.” Of course, women
have been disempowered by a male-
dominated curriculum; African Amer-
icans, Latinos, Asian Americans, and
Native Americans are demeaned by
the exclusions of a Eurocentric cur-
riculum; and individuals from lower
socioeconomic backgrounds are
harmed by the standards devisors’ de-
contextualization, their ignorance
about the socioeconomic, cultural,
and political forces that undermine
economically marginalized students’
performance in school in general and
standardized test scores in particular.

Thus, standards are by nature polit-
ical, as they shape political dynamics
in education by operating in the inter-
ests of some groups and against the in-

terests of others. Reductionism tradi-
tionally plays itself out educationally
by supporting the power interests of
the status quo. If those who hold the
power set the standards, they will do
little to undermine their own political
interests. Indeed, one finds little chal-
lenge and much support of reduction-
istic positivism in contemporary
technical standards reforms. The tra-
ditional conservative-liberal dichot-
omy in political analysis does not help
(it actually impedes) our attempt to
analyze and address the power of posi-
tivism in the standards debate. Neither
conservatives nor liberals have been
critical of the culture of positivism.
The failure of late-twentieth- and
early-twenty-first-century liberalism
is directly connected to its inability to
understand the underside of scientific
hyperrationality (Hinchey, 1998; Mc-
Laren, 2000).

Indeed, the cult of the expert has
grown in a liberal soil. Social engi-
neering finds some of its most impor-
tant historical roots in university de-
partments of sociology, with their
liberal visions of the good life (Bourri-
caud, 1979). In the last forty years, this
liberal vision has fallen into disrepute
around the world. The brief challenge
to professional authority in the late
1960s was as much antiliberal as it was
anticonservative. One of the keys to
understanding the success of right-
wing movements of the 1970s, 1980s,
and 1990s is the right-wing co-option
of the antiauthority rhetoric of the
1960s counterculture, translating it
into the antigovernment rhetoric of
Reagan, Bush, and Thatcher and the
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anti–educational expert rhetoric of
William Bennett. These conservatives
were able to portray the domain of the
expert as a liberal domain. If we are to
be successful in our attempt to critique
positivism, positivists who hide behind
antipositivist labels, and the technical
standards they have created, we will
have to move beyond liberalism, with
its blindness to the various ways that
the poor, the nonwhite, and women
are dominated and its concurrent
blindness to the underside of reduc-
tionistic Western forms of analysis.

A recognition of this technical re-
ductionism by scholar-teachers who
support standards of complexity is
central to the success of the reforms
promoted in this volume. Scholar-
teachers who are researchers possess
the analytical tools to overcome these
conservative and liberal biases. Teach-
ers as researchers are able to challenge
the culture of positivism. In this con-
text they expose the origins of many of
the reductionistic constraints that ob-
struct their ability to implement edu-
cational strategies that respond to the
experiences and lived worlds of stu-
dents from all backgrounds. But even
teacher research projects that have
been established are not free from the
reductionism of contemporary con-
servatism and liberalism and the cul-
ture of positivism.

Many of the conceptions of teacher-
researchers are informed by a form of
liberalism that supposes that teachers
can bring about change without rec-
ognizing the historical, social, and
epistemological dimensions of educa-
tional change (Vanden Berg & Nich-

olson, 1989; Tripp, 1988). By recog-
nizing this limitation, we can begin to
understand that almost any educa-
tional innovation or reform, no matter
how ambitious, can be rendered impo-
tent by the scourge of reductionism. If
we can identify and contain the regu-
latory features of reductionism, our
standards of complexity can help us to
see beyond “common sense,” to chal-
lenge accepted socioeducational defi-
nitions, to uncover manifestations of
hidden power, to expose the tacit
codes that undermine human meaning
making, to discern new orders of cog-
nition, and to devise new and more
appropriate methods of researching
the lived world of schooling.

Exclusively Defining the Norm:
The Banishment of the
“Unworthy,” a.k.a. the Different
In the study of cognition, reductionis-
tic analysis defines the “proper” pat-
terns of human cognitive develop-
ment. Such an action operates as a
powerful act of social control, as those
who fall outside the scientifically vali-
dated norms of development are
deemed unworthy of good grades in
school or good jobs in the larger soci-
ety. Thus, power manifests itself not
through some explicit form of oppres-
sion but via the implicit reproduction
of the self. Thus, advocates of reduc-
tionistic forms of cognitive develop-
ment will operate within the bound-
aries of developmentalism, with its
predetermined definitions of normal-
ity; they will teach and learn within its
gravitational field. The task of the ad-



vocates of complex critical thinking—
those who understand the social con-
textualization of thinking—is to over-
throw these reductionistic views of the
way power works. When power affects
how we define intelligence, causing us
to construct consciousness as some re-
ductionistic cause-effect process, we
forfeit our grasp on reality, we lose our
connection to the rhythms of social
life (De Lauretis, 1986; Walkerdine,
1984). Postformal thinking attempts
to transcend the reductionist tenden-
cies within developmentalism, con-
ceiving cognition in a way that couples
an appreciation of the complexity of
self-production and the role of power
with some ideas about what it means
to cross the borders of decontextual-
ized Cartesian ways of seeing.

These ideas are central to the de-
bate about standards. Obviously, if
teaching and learning are reduced to a
one-size-fits-all motif or if develop-
mental norms are unquestioned, then
the most marginalized of our students
stand to get hurt. Democratic educa-
tion is subverted when we fail to ad-
dress the complexity principle’s con-
cern with the social construction of
mind. When reductionism ignores
context, educators and psychologists
come to see cognitive development in
an essentialized manner, meaning that
there is one “correct” mode of human
development regardless of cultural
and historical differences. The social
features (race, class, gender, place)
that influence patterns of develop-
ment and definitions of development
are ignored, allowing what are actually
social constructions to be seen as nat-

ural processes. At this point the practi-
cal value of our understanding of com-
plexity and reductionism in the con-
text of the standards debate emerges.

Understanding the way reduction-
ism erases the social production of the
self, teachers and educational leaders
familiar with the complexity principle
always take social context into account
when devising pedagogy, assessment,
and rigorous standards. Knower and
known, self and world, learner and
subject matter cannot be defined in
isolation from one another. Cognitive
development, then, is not a static, in-
nate dimension of human beings; it is
always interactive with the environ-
ment, always in the process of being
reshaped and reformed. We are not
simply victims of genetically deter-
mined cognitive predispositions (Law-
ler, 1975; Walkerdine, 1984; Kin-
cheloe, Steinberg, & Gresson, 1996;
Kincheloe, Steinberg, & Villaverde,
1999). Yet defining these entities in
isolation from one another is exactly
what reductionism has done. In such a
fragmented context, reductionism
serves to undermine our effort to ap-
preciate a variety of thinking styles
and multiple forms of intelligences.
Teachers do not have to look very far
to find different thinking styles; if they
are looking, they find them in any
class and at every “ability level.”

When we read Howard Gardner’s
Frames of Mind: The Theory of Multiple
Intelligences (1983) and observe stu-
dents that schools have labeled as un-
intelligent, we find that the label is
misleading, based on low expectation.
In these and other actions, we will dis-

812 REDUCTIONISM



813The Nature of Reductionism

cover fascinating, sophisticated, and
diverse forms of intelligence. When
we avoid the cognitive reductionism
found in many technicist schools, we
uncover myriad forms of valuable
thinking, previously unrecognized.
Many of us have observed individuals
with little success in formal education
who display cognitive abilities that far
surpass those of far more “successful”
students—and I am not referring here
simply to categories of intelligence
that are commonly attributed to indi-
viduals with little formal education,
such as mechanical abilities, kines-
thetic talents, or unschooled musical
capabilities.

As our standards of complexity em-
brace these newly recognized forms of
intelligence, they challenge the reduc-
tionism and mechanism of the quanti-
tative measures of thinking that per-
meate technical standards. Indeed, our
complexity principle rejects the evalu-
ation of students against a single stan-
dard of cognition. Threatened by the
advocacy of multiple standards of
evaluation, the technicist forces of the
status quo are agitated. Countering
what they frame as a breakdown of
standards or the vulgarization of soci-
ety, they attack complexity itself and
the social contextualization that ac-
companies it. When right-wing advo-
cates of standards argue that an
emphasis on cultural diversity under-
mines traditional academic excellence,
they are all expressing an ethnocentric
fear of losing control of the discourse,
losing their right to define quality.

This high-stakes, highly politicized
educational process of defining the

norm takes place under the banner of
objectivity and neutrality. Such reduc-
tionistic protestations of political in-
nocence work beautifully and allow
millions of students to be categorized
as incapable with no one to argue on
behalf of their many abilities. Arguing
that “politics should be kept out of ed-
ucation,” advocates of technical, top-
down, reductionistic standards win the
public argument about the direction
of educational policy. 

In contrast, standards of complexity
call for a form of teacher education
and education in general where indi-
viduals understand politics within the
context of power, where they become
aware of the hidden politics of so-
called neutrality. Education is never
neutral—indeed, when we attempt to
remain neutral, like many churches in
Nazi Germany, we end up supporting
the prevailing power structure. Re-
ductionism thus validates a way of see-
ing that holds pathological social, po-
litical, and educational consequences.

The Perils of Reductionism:
Undermining Our
Understanding of the
Complexity of the Classroom
One of the features of reductionism
most difficult to discuss in public in-
volves the research it conducts on
teaching and classrooms. Proclaiming
its findings empirically validated and
thus beyond reproach, reductionistic
educational policy and the technical
standards it advocates bask in the
warm glow of scientific authority.
Many reductionistic research studies



depend on observation within strictly
controlled teaching situations that
have little to do with everyday class-
rooms. What teachers perceive as the
irrelevance of such research often re-
lates to a lack of what Lee Shulman
(1998) labeled “task validity,” that is,
the degree to which the environment
in a laboratory is similar to the com-
plex environment of the classroom.

Informed by their practical knowl-
edge, teachers have intuitively ques-
tioned the generalizability of labora-
tory research findings to the natural
setting of the classroom. However, the
reductionistic mainstream assumed
that laboratory research findings were
the source of solutions that could be
applied in every classroom setting
(Doyle, 1977; Ponzio, 1985). Reduc-
tionistic researchers fail to understand
that every classroom possesses a cul-
ture of its own—a culture that defines
the rules of discourse in classroom sit-
uations. Meanings are negotiated
around issues like who should talk and
what are the consequences of particu-
lar behaviors.

Thus, the meanings of specific and
complex classroom events depend on a
researcher’s knowledge of what has
happened previously—how classroom
meanings, codes, and conventions
were negotiated. So it would be unre-
alistic for a positivistic, reductionistic
researcher to simply walk into a class
“cold,” without understanding the
previously negotiated meanings, and
expect to make sense of the situation.
It would be even more unrealistic for
such a researcher to expect that gener-
alizations applicable to other class-

rooms can be made from this incom-
plete and often misleading snapshot of
a classroom. To understand the com-
plexity of the classroom, alternative
research methods must be employed.

This realization has sparked the
mushrooming acceptance of qualita-
tive, naturalistic research. Contrary to
positivism’s attempt to make quick and
clean observations devoid of context,
this research orientation places a high
priority on detailed, long-term obser-
vation of behavior in natural settings.
Qualitative, naturalistic researchers
realize that the space between teach-
ing and learning outcomes is shaped
by a cornucopia of variables. Because
of this complexity, the attempt to ex-
plain divergence in student perform-
ance by reference to a few generaliz-
able aspects of teacher action is
reductionistic and misleading (Doyle,
1977). Who is better suited to make
long-term, detailed, multidimensional
observation of classroom behavior
than a teacher? Top-down technical
standards cannot deal with this degree
of local-classroom-level input into the
shaping of the teaching act.

This is why technical standards
promoters will often attempt to force
a teaching situation into a framework
that is amenable to the positivistic
techniques they are using. Thus, they
will reduce the complexity of a class-
room in order to make it easier to ana-
lyze or to measure the “important”
variables. Such manipulations are of-
ten not purposeful or even conscious;
practitioners are induced to rearrange
their teaching in a manner that makes
it understandable in a positivistic con-
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text. Preestablished objectives still can
be met as a result of these manipula-
tions; the problem is that the specific
needs of students in the living class-
room may have little to do with these
goals. Indeed, technical standards ig-
nore the aberrations, the problem stu-
dents, the rebellious children who do
not benefit from the techniques envi-
sioned by the reductionistic theory.
The idea of reframing the notion of
standards or discarding the pre-
arranged measures of performance
does not fit into the paradigm. Com-
plex notions of reflection-in-action
value teachers who are empowered to
change directions in midstream,
teachers who make use of the evidence
around them to construct new strate-
gies and even new goals if they deem it
proper (Moore, 1989; Clark, 1987;
Greene, 1988; Schön, 1983; Steinberg
& Kincheloe, 1998).

The difference between complexity
and reductionism is well illustrated by
John Dewey’s (1916) distinction be-
tween knowledge and habit. When a
learner forms a habit, he or she has
gained the ability to use an experience
so that effective action can be taken
into the future. Dewey argued that
this is valuable because everyone is
certainly faced with problems again
and again. But habit, like a reduction-
istic generalization, is not enough; it
makes no allowance for change of
conditions, for novelty. An individual
who has learned a habit is not pre-
pared for change and is vulnerable to
confusion when faced with a new par-
ticularity, a previously unencountered
problem. The habituated skill of the

mechanic will desert him, Dewey
wrote, “when something unexpected
occurs in the running of the machine”
(p. 335). On the other hand, the per-
son who knows the machine under-
stands the conditions that allow a cer-
tain habit to work and is capable of
initiating action that will adapt the
habit to new conditions. The type of
teaching and the type of schools that
engender such thinking are very dif-
ferent from technical standards–
driven schools that view knowledge as
something passed from teacher to stu-
dent that lends itself to empirical
measurability. If we fail to understand
reductionism and its effects, we will
not understand the dire educational
and social consequences of top-down,
technical standards.
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Picture this: a public urban high
school conceived in the late 1960s as
an alternative to the traditional educa-
tion and hierarchical structure of most
city schools. This school has not only
upheld its unique educational and so-
cial vision through its thirty-year his-
tory but is deemed successful in terms
of its high attendance and college ac-
ceptance rates, as well as its low
dropout and suspension figures. The
200 students—African-American,
White, Latino/a, and Asian-Ameri-
can—choose to enroll there because
of this unique vision and high success,
and the teachers choose to work there
because they know the school affords
them the freedom and respect to real-
ize their innovative educational vi-
sions. This school is frequently de-
scribed by teachers, students, and
parents alike as a community, a family
even, due to its nonhierarchical struc-
tures and close, supportive relation-
ships.

Moreover, these judgments of suc-
cess are not made only by those in-
volved in this school. The city’s mayor,
Robert Mitchell, recently commented
on the school’s achievements in a letter
to the state education commissioner,
noting that the school’s “success rate in
graduating at-risk students is approxi-
mately 20 percent higher than the City
School District’s average rate.” In ad-
dition, the school “boasts some of the
District’s highest attendance rates,
highest SAT scores, lowest suspension
rates, and lowest dropout rates.” The
mayor concluded that this school’s
“non-traditional, yet rigorous process
for demanding accountability and as-
sessing knowledge serves its students
well” (R. Mitchell, 1999). This, then,
is a school that has not only kept its
unique vision alive, it has also passed
the tests of school success that have
been set over its thirty years.

Yet, what happens when this school,
an oasis of nontraditional practices, is
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confronted in this current era of edu-
cational accountability by an entirely
different vision of what a successful
school should be? A vision embodied
in newly mandated state standards and
standardized tests? A vision that, in
fact, parallels the overstandardized,
overtested type of schools that this
school’s original founders turned their
backs on thirty years ago in their
search for a successful alternative?
Common sense would lead one to ex-
pect that any form of governance,
state or local, would not change such a
“winning team,” but in the new forms
of governance, educational success
does not exempt schools from system-
atic new forms of interference.

In the new regimes of governance
in education, control of education is
passing from the trusted coalitions of
teachers, students, and community
that have been painstakingly devel-
oped in schools such as this. In a more
general sense, control is passing from
internal educational agents and stu-
dent and parent communities toward
external forces representing a differ-
ent range of interests (Goodson,
forthcoming). Lobbying efforts by
corporations and industrial interests
impinge hugely on the judgments of
politicians and state education com-
missioners. These forces drive educa-
tional governance in wholly new di-
rections. New patterns of external and
symbolic control typically focus on
testing, transparency, and accountabil-
ity. Although understandable in prin-
ciple, in reality such methods often
collide with the delicately constructed
ecology of school life. As such global-

ization wreaks environmental havoc in
the world generally, so too can its spe-
cific effects in schools grievously dam-
age the local ecology of an educational
environment.

This chapter is a chronicle of the
resistance of a particular school, the
Durant School, to those global changes
that would destroy its local ecology—
a school whose fight against the impo-
sition of state standards and mandated
tests has been a fight to preserve its in-
tegrity, its mission, and its autonomy.
In other words, it has been a fight
both to survive and to defend a differ-
ent, many would say more humane,
vision of schooling.

Before we examine this school
more closely, it is important to step
back a moment and briefly contem-
plate a key argument for the standards
movement: that the definition and
prescription of higher standards will
improve our failing schools. Though
many dispute the notion that state-
mandated curricula imposed in a top-
down fashion and policed through the
use of high-stakes, standardized exams
will improve schools, we need to ask
different questions. What will the
standards movement do to our success-
ful schools? Why must they comply
with decrees and edicts pertaining to
the content of their curricula when
their graduates have a proven record
of success in both college and the
workplace? Why must their students
submit to a battery of paper-and-
pencil exams that supposedly demon-
strate academic competency when this
competency is already demonstrated
by their postgraduation performances,
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let alone their classroom achieve-
ment? And, we might add, why should
the focus be only on strictly academic
intelligence when more and more
business gurus—the very people often
influential in the standards move-
ment—are stressing the crucial im-
portance of social and emotional intel-
ligence?

The reply from standards advocates
has been that if a school is already suc-
cessful, then the standards and their
accompanying tests should amount to
nothing more than a few hours out of
a school’s life for the requisite state ex-
ams that students will undoubtedly
pass if the school is, indeed, of high
quality. Such a response starkly ex-
poses the narrow and limited perspec-
tive of what many standards advocates
believe education is all about: a cir-
cumscribed set of skills and myriad
facts that can be regurgitated onto a
paper-and-pencil exam in a pressur-
ized testing environment. It is this
perspective that the nontraditional
Durant School has been fighting. This
is not surprising, since the school was
set up deliberately to alleviate prob-
lems generated by a previous era of
educational thinking of precisely this
kind.

Located in a small, industrial city in
the northeast section of the United
States, the Durant School first faced
the possibility of new state standard-
ized exams in 1996. It was in April that
year that the state’s commissioner of
education announced the adoption of
a series of standardized exams in five
different content areas to measure the
attainment of the state’s new higher

standards by high school students.
The passage of all five exams would be
mandatory for graduation, and no
public high school student would be
exempt. Though the exams would be
phased in gradually to give teachers
and students time to prepare, the Du-
rant School was acutely aware of the
immediate and deleterious impact of
these mandates on its program.

Specifically, in order to prepare its
students for these exams, the school
would have to begin both providing
courses that specifically addressed the
content of these new state standards
and preparing students to take stan-
dardized exams. Both these practices
are antithetical to the school’s philoso-
phy that students should have oppor-
tunities for in-depth learning in areas
of their own interest, and that this
learning is best demonstrated through
presentations, portfolios, and long-
term projects, or in other words,
through performance-based assess-
ments. In an attempt to preserve its
integrity, the school needed an ex-
emption from the state mandates.

In the summer of 1997, the Durant
School applied for a variance from the
state exams, maintaining that it upheld
and even surpassed the broad state
standards. (It is important to note that
there are two sets of standards at play
in this struggle—the broad state
learning standards that address the de-
velopment of cognitive skills and the
narrow content standards for the dif-
ferent subject areas.) The school asked
that instead of the state exams, it be
allowed to continue to evaluate the
students’ attainment of the broad



learning standards through its own
performance-based assessments, espe-
cially as these very same assessments
had recently been publicly com-
mended by the state as a model for
high schools to emulate.

To the school’s great shock, the
state denied the request, maintaining
that any alternative assessments to the
state exams had to be externally devel-
oped; individual schools’ assessments
could no longer be trusted to ensure
high standards. This rejection illus-
trates just how dramatically the educa-
tional and ideological climate has been
transformed in the past decade. Per-
formance-based assessments and local
control have been knocked from the
vanguard, usurped by standardized
tests, with their scientific claims of
“objective” reliability and validity, de-
livered by bureaucrats from on-high.
However, the Durant School did not
surrender its principles so easily; the
fight had only just begun.

Throughout the 1997–1998 school
year, the principal of the Durant
School maintained contact and even-
tually joined forces with a group of
other nontraditional high schools in
the state, most of which are located
together in another city, nearly 400
miles away. These schools were also
fighting the state exam mandates,
maintaining that their performance-
based assessments not only upheld
their missions and programs, but were
also valid measures of the broad state
standards. This union of schools,
which now included the Durant
School, decided to apply for a group
waiver from the exams. However,

rather than rushing forward with the
request, they thought it best to take
their time and build as strong a case
for their alternative assessments as
they could.

While this group effort was under
way, the Durant School, fearing that
the state might turn down the group
waiver as well, began to examine other
possible strategies to circumvent the
testing mandates. Becoming a charter
school was one idea, and in the fall of
1998, during their biweekly school-
based planning team meetings, staff,
students, and parents discussed to-
gether this possibility as a way to pre-
serve the Durant School’s autonomy.
Though the idea was appealing to
some, there was also strong philosoph-
ical opposition to such a move, espe-
cially regarding the siphoning of pub-
lic school funds for these schools and
their use by the religious right. (Later,
when it was discovered that charter
school students would still be required
to pass the state exams to graduate, the
idea became moot.) During this same
period, there was also talk about
granting GEDs in lieu of state diplo-
mas. Again, there were grave con-
cerns, especially that such a move
would limit future education and job
opportunities for Durant School grad-
uates and be publicly perceived as a re-
treat from quality learning.

While the development of internal
strategies for maintaining the school’s
autonomy and integrity was crucial,
the school realized that these strate-
gies alone were not enough, that a
public relations campaign was also es-
sential for a successful fight against
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the state standards mandates. There-
fore, as the internal strategies were
discussed and debated in the weekly
staff and biweekly school-based plan-
ning team meetings, the Durant
School began to pursue several av-
enues of gaining public support for
the school and its request for a vari-
ance from the state exams. Heeding
the advice of a sympathetic member of
the city’s board of education, the prin-
cipal and staff enlisted parents, a.k.a.
voters, as lobbyists to advocate for the
school. A special meeting was con-
vened in November 1998 for staff to
talk with a group of responsive parents
about the threat these exams posed to
their children’s education. These par-
ents in turn offered to organize and
attend meetings with members of the
board of education and the superin-
tendent of schools to enlist their sup-
port. Also, the school’s Community
Board, a board consisting of staff, par-
ents, students, and community sup-
porters of the Durant School, decided
to organize and sponsor a local con-
ference, open to the public, on the ef-
fects of the state exams on student
learning.

Meanwhile, the school also turned
to the media, especially the local daily
newspaper, to publicize its plight. The
principal’s guest editorial on the nega-
tive effects of the state exams on the
Durant School was published in mid-
November, followed by an in-depth
article on the school a few days later.
When the same newspaper then pub-
lished its own editorial claiming that
the school could both maintain its
program and prepare its students for

the state exams, an English teacher in
the school swiftly responded. In his
published letter, he chastised the edi-
torial board for its lack of evidence
that the school could do both, indicat-
ing that it had not adequately re-
searched the issue. The school also
turned to a local radio station for pub-
lic outreach. Soon the principal, a par-
ent, and a psychology professor from a
local university (who was also a Du-
rant School Community Board mem-
ber) appeared together on a talk show
to discuss the testing mandates and
their effects on learning.

It was also in November 1998 that a
Durant math teacher suggested dur-
ing a school-based planning team
meeting that the school contact state
legislators in an effort to gain their
support. His reasoning was that even
though the commissioner of educa-
tion and his board had set the state
exam policy, the legislators were the
ones in charge of implementation.
Following this suggestion, staff, par-
ents, students, alumni, and Commu-
nity Board members began to write
letters to local state legislators, asking
for support of the variance. The
school also began to solicit the sup-
port of business leaders who, it was
hoped, could influence the state politi-
cians and education leaders.

The public relations campaign con-
tinued to gain steam through the win-
ter of 1999. The principal devoted
several hours each day to drumming
up support for the variance request,
arranging meetings with political,
business, and state education leaders,
and seeking public opportunities to



spread the word of the harmful effects
of the standards mandates on the
school. Two parents in particular con-
sistently worked on these efforts with
him; the supportive school board
member offered strategic advice; and
various staff, students, parents, alumni,
and Community Board members also
volunteered. Staff and school-based
planning meetings were filled with
regular discussions on the efforts to
secure the variance from the state
tests. The fight had gained a preemi-
nent position in the school’s day-to-
day operations, and though staff expe-
rienced much stress as a result, they
were unwilling to capitulate to the
standards mandates.

In February the Community
Board–sponsored conference on the
state standards and testing was held.
Approximately 100 persons heard
Monty Neill, the executive director of
the National Center for Fair and
Open Testing, give an impassioned
keynote address, and lively debate
among local and state educators en-
sued throughout the evening. This
event, covered by local television, ra-
dio, and newspaper media, was coinci-
dentally followed the next day by a re-
gional hearing on the standards,
sponsored by the state education de-
partment. Several members of the
Durant School community testified,
and according to the principal, the
students’ personal stories of their edu-
cational experiences had a profound
effect on one member of the commis-
sioner’s board, who publicly stated af-
terwards that she would support a
waiver for the school. Buoyed by these

small steps, the school pressed on, and
more meetings were held with politi-
cal and educational leaders through-
out the spring. Even when support
was not secured with these efforts, the
principal was pleased that at least the
standards and testing mandates had
been raised publicly as an issue that
merited deep critical consideration,
and that the Durant School had put
the word out.

By June 1999 significant local sup-
port for a variance had been attained.
The superintendent of the city
schools, assured that the alternative
assessments in the group waiver were,
in fact, aligned with the broad state
learning standards, had quietly signed
on. In turn, the board of education
passed a resolution of support for the
waiver, and even the editorial board of
the daily newspaper changed its posi-
tion and came out in favor of a vari-
ance for alternative schools. A number
of local legislators had responded to
the school’s requests for support with
letters to the education commissioner,
asking him to grant the school a vari-
ance as well. There was a greater sense
of optimism that a variance really was
within reach, and that the school’s in-
tegrity could be preserved.

It was also in June that the Durant
School began to lobby the legislative
chairs of the joint state education
committee, an association that would
prove especially advantageous in the
coming months. The principal had al-
ways maintained that if the state edu-
cation department and the education
commissioner did not approve a vari-
ance, then special legislation was an-
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other possibility. Thus, when the joint
legislative education committee an-
nounced a June hearing in the state
capital to examine the impact of the
standards mandates and testing on
schools, the principal welcomed the
opportunity to make the case for the
waiver and gain support for the Du-
rant School’s plight. After some pre-
liminary strategy meetings in the
weeks before the hearing, about a
dozen Durant School representatives
—students, staff, parents, Community
Board members, and alumni—trav-
eled over 200 miles by rented van to
testify. Several other representatives
from the alliance of schools seeking
the group variance testified as well,
and by the day’s end the committee
chairs expressed sympathy for the
variance request, especially as the stu-
dents’ testimonies to these schools’
positive effects on their lives had been,
in the chairs’ opinion, so persuasive.

Summer 1999, though slower
paced, did see two significant develop-
ments in the fight: the mayor wrote a
letter to the education commissioner
in support of the variance, and a ma-
jority of the local legislators signed a
provariance petition, also addressed to
the commissioner. However, as the
new school year commenced in Sep-
tember, the cautious optimism in the
school began to wane. A ruling on the
group variance, now formally submit-
ted, remained pending, and teachers
and students expressed deep feelings
of anxiety and frustration as they
awaited a decision. The education
commissioner, they observed, seemed
more intransigent than ever as he

adamantly and frequently proclaimed
in the media that there would be no
retreat from the state standards—an
ominous sign, they believed, for the
variance.

This apprehension only increased
as the missives from the state educa-
tion department consistently empha-
sized that the only viable alternative
assessments to the state exams would
be other externally developed tests.
Performance-based assessments, it
seemed, were not even considered an
option. Despite this pessimism, the
Community Board did sponsor an-
other conference at the school on the
effects of the standards mandates in an
attempt to educate and galvanize the
public. However, turnout was poor,
and several in the Durant School
community interpreted this low atten-
dance as an indication that the stan-
dards had already been accepted as a
fait accompli. They also despaired of
any prospect of a statewide opposition
movement. Still, a letter-writing cam-
paign, organized by a parent, was
launched to intensify the pressure on
political and educational leaders, and
the school continued to wait anxiously
for an official ruling on the variance.

It was during this bleak period that
a group of Durant School students,
disgusted by the fact-filled, rote learn-
ing of their newly mandated history
class, decided to act. Second-year stu-
dents, they had previously experi-
enced the pleasure of the school’s
learner-centered classes, and they
were outraged by the difference in this
class, especially as it was instigated by
the state standards. When the school



sent representatives to speak at a re-
gional joint legislative education com-
mittee hearing, this time only 100
miles away, about twenty students vol-
untarily attended, either to testify or
show support. Again, the committee
was deeply impressed by the students’
spirit and pride in their school, and a
legislative aide privately predicted that
the waiver would be granted. This de-
velopment, combined with reports
that other students from the alliance
of nontraditional schools had also
made a strong impression at their re-
gional hearing, helped reenergize the
fight. In addition, the staff began to
work monthly with a volunteer busi-
ness consultant on ways to focus their
energy in fighting the mandates and
gaining support for the variance.

In December 1999 the state’s offi-
cial response to the variance request
began to take shape as the Assessment
Panel of the State Education Depart-
ment granted the alliance of schools a
hearing in which to present their as-
sessments. The alliance, in turn, so-
licited six nationally known educa-
tional leaders, all friends of the
alliance schools, to make the presenta-
tion. Not only did the alliance believe
that these leaders, who also served on
the alliance’s performance assessment
review board, would present a strong
and convincing case, but they also be-
lieved, according to the Durant
School principal, that their prestige
would lend political weight to the
variance request. The night before the
hearing, the six leaders gathered with
several representatives from the al-
liance schools to discuss strategy and

outline the presentation. At the two-
hour hearing the following day, the six
argued the case for the variance, an-
swered questions from the committee,
and defended the quality of the al-
liance’s system of assessment. When
the hearing concluded, a press confer-
ence, arranged by the alliance, was
held in which the presenters attested
to the urgent need for the variance.

That same day, the state’s Assess-
ment Panel issued its recommenda-
tion to the education commissioner:
only a partial variance be granted, lim-
ited to the schools covered by a previ-
ous variance from state exams and
good for only one year. This limita-
tion excluded the Durant School from
the variance. When this recommenda-
tion was made known, the Durant
School immediately intensified its
campaign. The principal and several
parents implored the school commu-
nity to call and write letters to the leg-
islative education committee mem-
bers, urging them to request a full
variance for the school from the com-
missioner. The community responded
with a flurry of activity. The alliance,
in turn, scheduled meetings with the
education committee chairs to ask
them to lobby the commissioner for
the full variance as well.

Finally, the day of reckoning arrived
at the end of January 2000. The com-
missioner, following most of the
panel’s recommendations, issued a
partial variance through the 2000–
2001 school year, limited to the al-
liance schools in the previous variance.
However, he did approve an extension
of the variance to any remaining al-
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liance schools that could demonstrate
they had met the criteria of the al-
liance. This extension provision kept
the Durant School’s hopes alive, as
they were certain of having already
met all the criteria. By March, after
the school had submitted proper doc-
umentation, the commissioner ruled
that the Durant School was also cov-
ered under the temporary waiver. Sig-
nificantly, the daily newspaper re-
ported the story on the same day as it
published an in-depth feature article
on the Durant School in its series on
the city schools, an article that had
been actively solicited by the principal.

As of March 2000, the partial vari-
ance was only a partial victory. Keep-
ing in mind that the five exams are be-
ing gradually phased in, seniors in
2000 were exempt from their only re-
quired exam, English Language Arts.
Juniors, however, were required to
take and pass the English Language
Arts exam to graduate, though they
were exempt from the requisite state
math exam, the second exam to be
phased in. Sophomores and freshmen
have no exemptions; they must pass
four and five exams, respectively, in
English language arts, math, world
history, American history, and science,
as all five mandated exams will be re-
quired of the class of 2003.

Despite the commissioner’s ruling,
the fight is not over. The Durant
School, both alone and with the al-
liance, continues to devise strategy,
lobby for supporters, and struggle to

attain a full and complete variance.
The activist spirit in which this school
was created is alive and well, and it
still offers hope thirty years later. In
particular, it offers a model of how a
sociopolitical process of advocacy and
campaigning can turn the juggernaut
of external forces in ways that benefit
the educational endeavor. For, con-
trary to the position of the standards
movement proponents, educational
success, as epitomized by this school,
is indeed attainable through the ef-
forts of internal agents—coalitions of
teachers, students, and parents. These
are the only agents who can truly
know a particular school and thus pos-
sess the insight to determine what
makes it “succeed” in the most pro-
found sense of the word, not as a sim-
plistic reduction to a standardized test
score.

Note
This report originates from a research
study entitled “Change over Time,”
funded by the Spencer Foundation. Our
thanks for their continued support. All
names and places identified here are pseu-
donyms.
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Introducing a Case Study of
School Accreditation

We approach this chapter not as a re-
port or an overview of the middle
school accreditation process. Instead,
we focus on some of the critical con-
tradictions or tensions that became
evident to us in the process of both
developing and meeting standards
through an accredited agency that
oversees the school improvement
planning of schools. A theme that per-
meates this chapter is the issue of so-
cial justice and exclusivity of teachers,
who are proactively changing their
schools, using the standards debate.
From this perspective, our text raises
questions about educational purpose,
school reform, and policy standards
using the story of a school’s accredi-
tation process as its leverage for dis-
cussing the “intensifying need for

savvy knowledge workers” in the early
years of the new millennium (Kinche-
loe, Introduction, p. 2). More atten-
tion needs to be focused on the places
and people intimately involved in the
standards movement, and on how
standards specifically shape the pro-
fessional work of teachers and the
school culture.

We are a researcher in educational
leadership (Carol Mullen) and lead
teacher (Leah Stover) who have col-
laborated in order to depict the efforts
of one middle school in Alabama to
obtain accreditation through compli-
ance with national-level standards.
The teacher-researcher (coauthor) of
this study has defined “accreditation”
as a specific educational standard un-
derscoring a process of quality control
that is expected by state-level depart-
ments of education and regional edu-
cational services. Further, she thinks
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of accreditation as a stamp of approval
for our school indicating that certain
minimum standards have been met in
regard to class size, support personnel,
numbers of books in the library, and
so forth. But there also needs to be
sufficient evidence that the school is
functioning, through a process of self-
study, as a reflective learning organi-
zation.

However, as this case study will re-
veal, the association with standards in
this school is not only a rigorous
means through which a “reflective
learning organization” is created, but
also a means to create a bureaucracy
that has the potential to stifle any real
change, thus reducing accreditation to
a technical standard only. The accred-
itation activity that continues at this
middle school is compulsory, not vol-
untary. The state of Alabama had been
in the business of accrediting schools
until about five years ago. When the
state stopped accrediting schools, a
deadline was set for institutions to
seek their own accreditation through
an outside agency. Many schools and
systems in Alabama were already ac-
credited by outside agencies like the
Southern Association of Colleges and
Schools (SACS), but the county in
which this school is located was one of
the last “holdouts.” In the end, be-
cause some type of accreditation is
compulsory for schools in the U.S.,
this school’s district chose SACS as its
accrediting agency.

During our probing conversations
with each other, a number of intrigu-
ing contradictions arose that forced us
to rethink the direction of this piece.

The tensions that emerged demanded
our attention, and so we interrupted
our plan to offer a neutral overview of
a school’s process of engagement in
the standards and policies that guide
self-study research. This text provides
a provocative look at a school im-
provement process as part of the
larger theme of standards in educa-
tion. The fact that school ownership is
both a journey of professional devel-
opment and the product of a corpo-
rate culture is a core contradiction of
the school improvement framework.

This school study unravels a num-
ber of key tensions that we hope will
expose the reader to core contradic-
tions in the accrediting process that
are integrally connected to the issue of
educational standards. Also, the con-
tradictions we have identified raise
“social questions concerning inclusi-
vity and justice in a high-standards ed-
ucational system” (Kincheloe, Intro-
duction, p. 1) not only for minority
and disenfranchised students (Becker,
1998), but also for teachers whose
(dis)empowerment constitutes the fo-
cus of this study.

Typically, studies of school evalua-
tion are released into the world subse-
quent to their final assessment by an
accredited institution, but this chapter
was prepared at the end of 1999 prior
to the final stage of the self-study col-
laborative process, which focuses on
the school’s action plan and has since
become documented (see Mullen with
Stover & Corley, 2001). The univer-
sity researcher conducted this reflec-
tive analysis and writing with her
teacher-participant several months be-
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fore the final outcome of the whole-
school evaluation for two reasons.
First, to develop a reflection on the
self-study school process that would
capture Leah’s thinking before the fi-
nal decision had been made by the ac-
crediting agency. Studies on autobio-
graphical memory functioning (e.g.,
Linton, 1986) indicate that details of
events dim over time, and that they
can even be influenced by the out-
come of a major decision. And second,
to give as much value as possible to
the experiential knowledge of the lead
teacher without compromising her
voice through the final determination
of the accrediting body. Therefore,
the outcome of this school improve-
ment plan as determined by the deci-
sion of the accrediting body is not rel-
evant to this analysis.

Background: 
School and Policy Context
The 1998–1999 year constituted the
initial accreditation of a rural-indus-
trial middle school in the state of Al-
abama in the United States.  The Na-
tional Study of School Evaluation
(NSSE) is an organization that has
worked in consultation with regional-
level accreditation commissions to
produce required guidelines for school
improvement. Schools are being held
accountable at the district, state, and
national levels to meet the standards
for improvement planning in order to
be accredited (Oliva, 1997).

As project director for NSSE, Fitz-
patrick (1997) has described this eval-
uative process in NSSE’s guidelines

called School Improvement: Focusing on
Student Performance. She claims the
schools that engage in the accredita-
tion process are invited to build a self-
study school improvement plan. This
plan focuses on student performance,
and instructional and organizational
effectiveness, using “a research-based
framework and a series of design ques-
tions to help guide the journey, not
prescribe the path” (Introduction).
This statement is controversial, as our
case study will demonstrate.

The school district oversees the se-
lection of SACS as the accrediting
body that governs the regional evalua-
tion of its schools. SACS accredits
more than 12,000 public and private
educational institutions at both the
school and university level in 11 states
of the southeastern United States and
in Latin America. It is one of six re-
gional accrediting organizations in the
country recognized by the U.S. De-
partment of Education (http://www.
sacs.org.abtSacs.htm). Like the Na-
tional Study of School Evaluation, the
International Council of School Ac-
creditation Commissions (of which
SACS is a subdivision) is a nonprofit
body (Nonprofit Yellow Pages, http://
www.npyp.net/nonprofitsearch). We
will inductively describe how NSSE
and SACS function with corporate
control as part of our self-study narra-
tive of one school.

The middle school of this study is a
public, rural institution with 586 stu-
dents and 37 teachers; it educates
grades 5 through 8. The SACS facili-
tator recommended that the narrative
of the school’s history be dropped



from their report. However, certain
aspects of its history and current status
are noteworthy and so they will be
highlighted here. The students live in
a rural community but not an agricul-
tural one; most parents work in the
surrounding cities. The 1998 house-
hold survey that was distributed to the
parents affiliated with this school indi-
cates that the majority of the children
are either in traditional households
headed by a mother and father or in
family units headed by a parent and
stepparent. Many of the male guar-
dians work as mechanics and in the
construction trades and production
occupations. Most of the female guar-
dians work in administrative and spe-
cialist occupations as well as sales oc-
cupations; many are also homemakers.
As another point of interest, the
school was constructed in 1952 to
serve the African-American popula-
tion in its county. The school’s ethnic
composition in 1999 was 72.8 percent
white, 26 percent black, and 1.2 per-
cent other; like its student population,
the teachers are predominately white.

Another characteristic of the school
is that the students are performing
above the normal aptitude indicated
by the Sanford Achievement Test,
Ninth Edition (SAT-9). This is the
primary national and state standard by
which a school’s overall academic
achievement is measured. Another
feature of this school is that it is “stu-
dent centered” and supportive of a
“whole-community concept.” The
emphasis on community is evidenced
by the school’s extensive support of
cocurricular activities such as art, a

technology student association, and a
student-run bank, in addition to the
basic academics. Moreover, this is a
Professional Development School
(PDS) affiliated with a major research
university in Alabama (Middle School
Improvement Report, Part One, April
1999). The school-university relation-
ship offers this school resources and
research and teaching support.

It is important to recognize, as the
informant in this study testifies, that
the instructional staff at her school fo-
cus on authentic types of testing. For
Leah, the statement “Standards and
testing go hand in hand” (Gergen,
1997, p. 80) that appeared in U.S.
News & World Report is controversial
and even disturbing, unless by “test-
ing” the phrase “authentic testing” is
meant. As Leah explained, “Teacher-
directed testing is more criterion fo-
cused, whereas standardized testing is
more random or arbitrary.” She de-
scribed how for the social sciences, her
teaching subject, students are tested
on the SAT-9 beyond her curriculum
into areas (e.g., world history) that do
not fall within the scope of the social
sciences field for middle school learn-
ers. From this perspective, the na-
tional testing in her subject area feels
arbitrary. Another educator, Schrag
(1998), has written that most short-an-
swer tests like the SAT “don’t measure
what they pretend to measure and
therefore are inherently unfair and
distort teaching and curricula” (p. 73).

The students at Leah’s school find
the national standardized tests very
frustrating and unrewarding. Leah
agrees with Schrag’s (1998) provoca-

832 SCHOOL ACCREDITATION



833We Set Our Own Bar, or Do We?

tive statement that “The longest dis-
tance in the world is between an offi-
cial state curriculum policy paper and
what goes on in a child’s mind” (p. 73).
Asked what message she would like to
communicate to the nation about
standardized testing, Leah made this
clear proclamation:

Teachers and administration do not ap-
preciate the way that our state ap-
proaches the standardized testing pro-
gram. The state takes our scores and
uses them to give the school a grade,
comparing the schools within the state
to one another. This grade does not re-
flect what is going on in the schools;
instead, it simplifies and even distorts
the complexity of school life and gives
far too much weight to a single vari-
able. When parents read the daily
newspaper, they draw premature con-
clusions about the worth of schools
based on the grades they’ve received.

During the researcher’s reflective
conversations with Leah and others
about the accreditation process, stan-
dardized testing was rarely mentioned.
Carol wondered why this was. Leah
later explained that the teachers had
“consciously made a decision at the
outset of the accreditation process to
not let the issue of test scores become
the driving force behind our improved
standards that the self-study program
meant to us.” The faculty team, then,
had essentially empowered itself to fo-
cus on authentic types of testing be-
cause this was their chosen modus
operandi for engaging their student
body and itself in meaningful learning.

Also, the SAT-9 and other test scores
had turned out to be more than ac-
ceptable for this school anyway, so the
national hype about standardized test-
ing was a background issue only for
the experienced teachers. According
to Leah, the instructional staff per-
sisted with the accreditation process
because it had validated and even en-
couraged the school’s team approach
to authentic testing: “We were allowed
to continue on the same road that we
had been traveling.”

Now we turn to the major tensions
that arose for the university researcher
during her conversations with the lead
teacher about the accreditation pro-
cess. The tensions have been exposed
and explored, not resolved, in this
chapter. We do not argue for any one
perspective over another, although we
do provide a suggestive critique of
certain aspects of the accreditation
process and of the standards move-
ment itself where teachers have not
been made partners in the decision-
making process. The reader’s inter-
pretation plays a central role in this
text and it could be used to extend,
modify, or debate each of the tensions
and overall analysis.

Tension 1: Ownership and
Control of the Process

The School Takes Ownership

We begin with the topic of school
ownership, as this seems to be the crux
of the issue for all three participating
bodies—the school team, SACS, and
NSSE. “One good thing about SACS,”



commented the lead teacher of the
school team, “we set our own bar.”
Leah explained that the school faculty
team is supposed to take ownership of
their own school improvement pro-
cess and that there are countless ways
to accomplish this task. For example,
her school team created the list of
standards that would help them to
measure their school improvement
planning. One such important stan-
dard revolved around the question,
“What results for student learning
does our own population need?” Leah
also shared the fact that the school
team sets the standards for the action
plan, which is part five of the manda-
tory NSSE guidelines.

SACS supports the concept of
school ownership/accountability in re-
lation to the effort of member institu-
tions to plan comprehensive self-eval-
uations that assist them in achieving
their goals (http://www.sacs.org.abt
Sacs.htm). This means that the re-
sponsibility for devising and meeting
standards for school improvement
should belong to the schools them-
selves. The process of planning for in-
creased student learning and organiza-
tional effectiveness through regulated
continuous improvement is intended
to give ownership to the faculty
(teachers and staff) so that they will
guide the vision and work of school
improvement. The idea of school
ownership of the accreditation process
is supported by the fact that adminis-
trators are not central to the process
even though as school stakeholders
they obviously have an interest.

How is the accreditation process

organized in the K-12 environment?
Each part of the SACS process in-
volves the work of a separate commit-
tee of faculty, staff, and parents; in to-
tal, six committees are required. This
idea was explained at the orientation
that the school team underwent in
1998, the initial step in setting up the
process for SACS accreditation.

The school team was encouraged
by SACS to designate chairs for each
of the six committees, including a fac-
ulty member to head the steering
committee. The school chose two
steering committee chairs to make the
overall workload more manageable for
the individuals involved. (Leah and
her cochair split the stipend that the
school district, not SACS, pays.) The
work is time intensive and many er-
rands need to be handled on a regular
basis.

The cochairs are two experienced
female practitioners in their 30s.
Leah, the coauthor of this publication,
is in her ninth year of teaching; she
has been at this school for four years.
She teaches history to eighth graders.
Leah holds a B.S. and M.Ed. and is
pursuing a doctorate. Leah’s cochair is
in her eighth year at the school; she
teaches creative writing to seventh
graders. Each of the major parts of the
NSSE school improvement-planning
framework that Fitzpatrick (1997) de-
scribes has a corresponding commit-
tee leader at the school (see Table 2).
Leah and her steering committee
cochair orchestrate the work, docu-
mentation, and progress of all of the
committees. They are accountable to
the school faculty, administrators, par-
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ents, and the SACS facilitator. The
school faculty and the committee
chairs are accountable to Leah and her
cochair.

SACS Takes Ownership

The position that the school has con-
trol over the school improvement
process is just one position that one
can take. Now we offer another inter-
pretation that runs counter to the ide-
ology of school and faculty ownership
that NSSE and SACS espouse and
that schools probably want to believe.
The position that SACS supports the
school improvement process (in the
same way that is understood when one
thinks of positive collegiality in the
workplace) is controversial and pro-
vocative. The tone of the checklist
that SACS distributes (Commission
on Elementary and Middle Schools,
Southern Association of Colleges and
Schools, 1998–1999) is transparent in
its top-down, legal control of schools
that undergo accreditation. One such
statement from this official checklist
follows:

The decision to seek accreditation and
membership in the Association shall be
based on a clear understanding of the
standards and a commitment that the
school will be in compliance with said
standards. All new schools shall meet
all standards at the time of initial self-
study and corresponding team visit. (p.
7)

The terms “deficiency” and “viola-
tion” as well as  “probation” and ostra-

cization (“dropped from member-
ship”) are used throughout the check-
list. The document outlines legalistic
consequences for noncompliant
schools. This section, which precedes
the actual statement of standards and
policies for middle school accredita-
tion, could serve as a disturbing “wel-
coming” for the initiating school
team. Moreover, the description of a
regional hearing procedure for schools
placed on probation and dropped for
violation of standards is highlighted.
The strong implication is that middle
schools that fail to conform to the
standards will be perceived and han-
dled differently from compliant
schools, a consequence that could eas-
ily produce paranoia for some fac-
ulty/staff teams.

Given the nature of the SACS
checklist, it is hard to imagine a school
faculty that would feel unconditionally
empowered to make its own decisions
or to pursue its school improvement
plan without the threat of negative le-
gal outcomes. It would require a great
act of collective and individual will to
reconstruct the legal spirit of this doc-
ument using the optimistic words of
the journey that NSSE, the partner of
SACS, has printed.

Within the top-down bureaucratic
context just depicted, consider as an
example the position SACS takes re-
garding the use of survey instruments.
Part 1 of NSSE’s planning framework,
called “developing the profile,” man-
dates that four different surveys be ad-
ministered. The school’s outside facil-
itator required that these surveys be
purchased from SACS. In a positive



light, it can be argued that the SACS
surveys provide a necessary service to
schools and at a reasonable cost. In a
problematic light, the independent ca-
pacity of some schools to fend for
themselves when it comes to human
and material resources is being over-
looked. Or, a stronger possibility is
that the ability of some schools to cre-
ate their own surveys and to tally the
results would be considered biased
and subjective, even though the SACS
facilitator could be used to assure
trustworthiness in the process.

Consider the school that is our fo-
cus—it is a PDS school affiliated with
a university whose human and finan-
cial resources could have been used
for the SACS project. Undergraduate
majors in education could have scored
the statistics that were gathered
through the surveys; they could even
have designed the survey instruments,
which would have eliminated two sets
of costs that SACS requires—the pur-
chasing of the many surveys and the
scoring of them through their re-
gional office. Given both sides of the
issue, the negative (cost) outweighs
the positive (value) for this school be-
cause of the many resources it has
ready access to. The same situation
would be true to varying degrees for
many other PDS schools.

We ask what is for us an unre-
solved, ambivalent question, “We set
our own bar, or do we?” It appears
that while the school controls aspects
of the school improvement/accredita-
tion process, so does the regional ac-
crediting body, the school district, and
NSSE. Although the goal is to create a

location-specific school profile, there
are multiple stakeholders and layers of
decision making involved in this com-
plex process and its outcome. Para-
doxically, it appears that the owner-
ship of the process for the school is
defined by its successful compliance
with external standards, which are
very general to the point of being
vague. One such example of a SACS
standard reads: “The beliefs, mission,
and programs of the school shall re-
flect the needs of the community” (p.
12), which makes us wonder what the
difference is between an actual stan-
dard and a general principle.

Tension 2: Meeting Standards
through Self-Study
Collaboration
When building a plan, the school is
exposed to many elements that are re-
quired in order to meet the standards
of self-study school improvement: the
creation of a focus team, the collection
and analysis of data, self-assessment,
and evaluation by a group of peers
(volunteers from other schools) who
assess the school’s plan. On the one
hand, the school faculty guide the self-
study collaborative process; on the
other hand, the team is exposed to a
step-by-step process involving stan-
dards that must be met in order to
achieve success.

At the orientation seminar in 1998,
teachers and school administrators
from this middle school worked with
consultants who had successfully com-
pleted the SACS accreditation pro-
cess. Over the span of one weekend,

836 SCHOOL ACCREDITATION



837We Set Our Own Bar, or Do We?

the consultants gave advice. The
school’s representatives were told
about obstacles, how to avoid and nav-
igate them, and how to go through a
self-study collaborative process. It was
explained to Leah and her team that
they needed to be positive with their
faculty, because failure to enlist their
assistance would create a serious ob-
stacle. A lack of teamwork, confidence,
or solidarity would, they were told, re-
sult in an invalid instrument. The rea-
son why validity is such an issue here is
that the instrument is supposed to be
something that everyone contributes
to: feedback needs to be elicited from
all stakeholder groups (teachers, staff,
parents, students, and administrators),
as it was by this school.

The faculty team at Leah’s school
elicited feedback from all of its stake-
holder groups. It also approached the
self-study portion of the accreditation
process by enlisting the collaboration
of the school. Under the direction of
the beliefs and mission committee of
the school, the faculty/staff team met
in small groups to work on defining
the school’s belief statements and to
gather ideas on how to incorporate
currently held beliefs into a revised
mission statement. In order to build
consensus concerning school beliefs,
each group member was asked to
complete the NSSE Schools Beliefs
Inventory and to make suggestions
concerning beliefs that may not have
been addressed in the inventory. Once
the group members completed the in-
ventory, the groups met to determine
which ten of the twenty beliefs listed
should receive top priority. These

groups then examined the school’s ex-
isting mission statement and made
suggestions on how to revise this
statement so that it would more accu-
rately correlate with the beliefs they
had listed as priorities. The proposed
belief and mission statements were
distributed to staff members and other
stakeholders, and the beliefs and mis-
sion committee considered changes.

The final mission statement tar-
geted student learning as the primary
focus of the school. It also featured the
proposition that instructional prac-
tices must promote excellence in stu-
dent performance through a variety of
learning activities that accommodate
differences in student learning styles.
The belief statements that were pro-
duced reiterate these points and in-
clude others. One overarching idea
the team documented was to develop
new expectations of itself as a cohesive
community that is invested in both
school performance and lifelong
learning of its students.

The documents that SACS pro-
vides are general, targeting what the
school should improve and how to go
about it. SACS standards indicate that
the focus is to be on students and their
academic performance. SACS guide-
lines also emphasize the key impor-
tance of stakeholders (faculty, staff,
parents, and administrators) and the
gains they will make as a result of this
process.  Leah and her faculty team
found some of the SACS documents
helpful for assisting them in the plan-
ning stages for school improvement.

Leah thinks it is very useful to iden-
tify those student skills that are neces-



sary for future academic and social
success, to closely examine indicators,
and to develop a holistic way of look-
ing at outcomes. In this school, the
student skills that have been identified
include the ability to use technology,
develop critical thinking techniques,
and make cross-curriculum connec-
tions. She claims it proved challenging
to not only have to articulate how
teachers knew what skills and objec-
tives they were teaching, but also to
provide evidence proving that these
were being mastered in each class-
room. One way the school went about
collecting this evidence was through
the development of grade-level port-
folios. Each grade level was asked to
review a checklist of skills deemed im-
portant and to compile student work
samples and teacher assignments as
proof of exposure to a variety of objec-
tives.

Leah pointed out that the way the
parts (as outlined in the NSSE guide)
build on one another is helpful. The
idea is to use the information devel-
oped in each of the sections for the
subsequent sections (see Table 1).

For example, before the school’s
mission and beliefs can be established,
a profile of the community and its ex-
pectations must be gathered. Then,
when the mission and beliefs are codi-
fied, the team can begin to establish
the “desired results for student learn-
ing” (part three). Then, based on
these desired student outcomes, the
faculty must evaluate how it manages
resources, time, and curriculum con-
cerns in the “instructional and organi-
zational effectiveness” portion of the

plan (part four). In early 2000 Leah
was using the instructional and orga-
nizational effectiveness survey that
SACS provided and the results that
were generated, in conjunction with
the established desired results for stu-
dent learning, to develop an action
plan for the school.

Tension 3: Authenticity at Odds
with Commercialization
One implication of school ownership
is that it should be focused on the col-
laborative learning and decision mak-
ing of practitioners. But corporate
culture is a major force that is driving
the process of evaluation for school
accreditation. Because NSSE and
SACS are nonprofit organizations, it
is easy to imagine that the accredita-
tion process each school experiences
under their auspices must be fash-
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TABLE 1
The Cyclical Planning Process of NSSE
(National Study of School Evaluation)

Part 1 Developing the profile
Part 2 Defining the school’s beliefs and

mission
Part 3 Defining desired results for

student learning: Focusing on the
quality of the work of students

Part 4 Analyzing instructional and
organizational effectiveness:
Focusing on the quality of the
work of the school

Part 5 Developing the action plan
Part 6 Implementing the school 

improvement plan and 
documenting results
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ioned according to the individual de-
sign (e.g., goals, processes, and re-
sources) of the schools themselves.
However, many nonoptional, struc-
tural elements are involved in the
school improvement project and they
cost money.

Steinberg and Kincheloe (1997),
among other critical theorists, discuss
how corporate power has expanded
over the last few decades and, along
with this, the influence of profound
political forces of manipulation in
schools and in children’s lives. Corpo-
rate control can affect the accredita-
tion process and its power hierarchy,
the attempt at school ownership, and
the choices schools are forced to
make. It can also encourage profiteer-
ing from school improvement associa-
tions. As Kaufman (1999), a college
administrator in Alabama, reports,
“Very few schools fail accreditation
and almost all seem to muddle
through but remember that to fail
your first visit means your cost for ac-
creditation doubles anywhere from
$50,000 to $500,000 for a second
time” (p. 9).

While accreditation for the purpose
of self-improvement can be embraced
as an authentic ideal for schools and
teachers, the middle school accredita-
tion process has glaring commercial
elements. This is not surprising when
one witnesses how pedagogy in
schools has merged with the forces of
capitalism. McLaren (1999) aptly
writes, “It is impossible to examine
educational reform in the United
States without taking into account
continuing forces of globalization and

the progressive diversion of capital
into . . . financial . . . channels—what
some have called ‘fat cat capitalism’”
(p. 277).

Our criticism of the NSSE surveys
and their nonnegotiable use and ex-
pense has already been highlighted.
The school team was also required to
purchase all of the NSSE materials
that the SACS facilitator wanted them
to use. The school was instructed to
purchase planning manuals for each
committee chair and both steering
committee chairs as well as a research
database to use in sections three and
four. SACS charges a fee to score the
surveys and the school’s facilitator
frowned upon the use of an alternative
scoring service. But the school em-
powered itself to use an alternative
anyway—a professor’s undergraduate
class—through its university or PDS
connection. 

Commercialization of the school
accreditation process involves not just
required expenses but also enforced
image management. For example, im-
age control became conspicuous when
the school was told to delete the criti-
cism of SACS in the report that was
produced by the undergraduate class
that, as an exercise only, was given the
survey items to score. The university
students took it upon themselves to
critique the SACS instrument that
ranks the school in a variety of areas
related to curriculum, assessment, and
community building. The students
concluded that the survey items were
too convoluted because they contain
multiple variables in each question
that describe different phenomena;



they recommended that each question
be broken down into several ques-
tions. The school team agreed with
this position.

A statement on the SACS assess-
ment survey concerning the mainte-
nance of a safe, efficient, and effective
learning environment provides an ex-
ample of multiple variables. A single
statement was designed to assess
whether a safe, efficient, and effective
learning environment is being main-
tained; this is a good example of a
multivariable assessment item. In an-
other item, classroom management,
organizational strategies, basic knowl-
edge, and skills, as well as the use of
higher-order thinking activities, are to
be measured with one rating! The
mandatory use of confusing survey in-
struments is arguably an ethical issue
that needs to be examined in the
school improvement process. Another
problem is that the steering commit-
tee at the school does not know what
variables each faculty member focused
on as they were rating these ambigu-
ous items, which makes it tricky to es-
tablish the strengths and weaknesses
of the school.

As another example of externally
imposed image management, the
school system plans to finance a din-
ner for the peer reviewers (teacher-
evaluators) from another school sys-
tem in mid-2000 that will resemble a
tea party. In these lean monetary times
for rural school systems, one cannot
help but question how this reserve
could be better spent. Table 2 pro-
vides this expense along with the costs
(e.g., outside facilitator and site facili-

tator, annual dues, assessment surveys)
that this school has accumulated as
part of the process of being accredited
by SACS.

Tension 4: Choice between
Integrity and Deception
Carol asked Leah, “Can a self-study
accreditation process be faked by a
school?” to which she replied, “No,
well maybe yes.”

The Process Cannot Be Faked

Leah believes that such a process can-
not be easily counterfeited because a
data bank needs to be generated. This
means that evidence and proof must
be provided for all claims made by the
school team. The actual supporting
evidence or raw materials, such as the
surveys, all need to be included in the
final SACS report. In fact, anything
that is listed as evidence must be lo-
cated in a file that evaluators have ac-
cess to. This includes minutes that are
taken at relevant meetings as well as
the attendance sheets that include sig-
natures. Also, the steering committee
chair needs to produce documents or
portions of them for the five commit-
tee chairs who require assistance in
their individual areas of the self-study
project, especially where a holistic
view of it is required. (In total there
are six parts to the final SACS report,
but one is to be completed two years
after accreditation; the school did not
have a committee appointed for sec-
tion six as of late 1999.) Leah and her
cochair revised the documents that
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these committees generated and they
also produced entire documents
themselves. The program cochairs
have created informal surveys and
checklists, gathered evidence to back
up each section report, and at times
have completely rewritten committee
reports upon the request of the SACS
facilitator.

Leah and her cochair see them-
selves as “servant leaders” who pro-
vide guidance at every meeting and
during and outside school hours—

they offer timely feedback, sugges-
tions for improvement, and more.
Their approach to leadership stresses
efficiency and sensitivity to the group
process. For example, Leah or her
cochair attend and facilitate all of the
committee meetings for the five sec-
tions, each of which has an individual
chair. Leah says that because she and
her cochair have a more thorough un-
derstanding of the overall school study
and accreditation process, they pro-
vide the section chairs with an itiner-

TABLE 2
Estimated Accreditation Expenses for One Middle School

Estimated District Cost per School
Outside Facilitator and Site Facilitator Stipends $4000.00
Outside Facilitator ($300.00/day not to exceed $1800.00) $1800.00
Site Facilitator Stipend $1500.00

Estimated Total Cost per School $7300.00

Accrued Costs to Date
Annual Dues (1998–1999/1999–2000) $1000.00
School Improvement: Focusing on Student Performance (program guide)

One per committee chair for a total of 7 at $30.00 each $210.00
Section One Opinion Inventories (total of 350 surveys) $220.00
Scoring of Section One Opinion Inventories

295 at $.40 each + $ 240.00 $358.00
Schoolwide Indicators of Quality (research text for sections 1–3) $40.00

Survey for Section Four—Survey of Instructional and 
Organizational Effectiveness (30 Surveys) $90.00

Total Spent as of January 2000 $1998.80

ANTICIPATED COSTS REMAINING
Report Publishing $200.00
Visiting Team Chairperson Stipend $500.00
Visiting Team Travel and Hotel $500.00
Visiting Team Reception $400.00
School Celebration $500.00

Total Remaining Costs (estimated) $2100.00



ary but the section chairs actually run
the meetings themselves. They pulled
together the information they needed
through the work of the committee
members and themselves. Leah and
the cochair are an integral part of the
“real” work. They do not believe in
using their position to simply delegate
responsibility to the faculty, staff, and
parents, nor could they. The process is
incremental and multidimensional, to
the point that these steering commit-
tee chairs could not separate them-
selves from any part of the process.

Moreover, the process is hard to
fake because even at the outset the ac-
crediting body makes recommenda-
tions. As one example, this school was
required to hire a library aide to meet
one of the SACS standards because
they were, operationally speaking,
short qualified school personnel. By
hiring this individual and by engaging
as authentically as possible in the en-
tire process, the school team has made
the exercise of internal reform “real.”

The Process Can Be Faked

Leah shared that the process of self-
study improvement for the purpose of
accreditation can be faked, either in
part or even in whole. She knows of
one such situation in which a principal
and the assistant principal concocted
the entire report just before it was
due. They did include the minimal
data (surveys) but Leah did not know
whether the data on these research in-
struments was “real” or faked.

Leah also commented on the one
extreme case in her own school in

which a faculty member avoided doing
the work that he was responsible for—
the first part of the report. He had re-
quested information on demographics
from a higher authority outside the
school instead of doing the work him-
self. The key players reprimanded him
for this move because they felt it
would have compromised both the in-
tegrity of their school and the in-
tegrity of the improvement process.
The problem of potential “fakery” was
therefore corrected in this early stage.

Leah and her colleagues pride
themselves on the authenticity of their
teamwork and of their data-driven re-
search process. They do not tolerate
the illusion of project development
and collaboration because such a
stance will only serve to undercut the
good that can come out of this chal-
lenging process. Leah and her cochair
determined at the outset that school
improvement planning was far too de-
tailed and time-consuming to be
placed on a shelf once it was com-
pleted until it was time for re-accredi-
tation. They want the improvement-
planning report to be a useful tool in
increasing and documenting student
outcomes as well as in expanding pro-
fessional development and accounta-
bility for teachers.

The Process Needs to Be Real

Leah claims that “the school improve-
ment report needs to have been an au-
thentic undertaking so that student
learning and outcomes can be im-
proved.” This is not to suggest that
curriculum evaluation is a completely
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transparent, truth-identifying process,
though. Like most curriculum devel-
opment programs, processes for eval-
uating school improvement are partly
based on perceived judgment of suc-
cess, faculty and administrative asser-
tions, participants’ feelings about and
investment in the school, public rela-
tions, and perceived leadership (Oliva,
1997).

Leah is focused on identifying real
issues that require her team’s atten-
tion, such as the apathy they believe
their community feels toward the stu-
dents’ academic performance. The
parents and other stakeholders are not
apathetic toward the children’s cocur-
ricular activities, especially athletics—
in fact they are highly supportive. As is
typical of many schools in this rural
area, the community lacks a focus on
academics, an attitude that gets chan-
neled through the students. The fact
that students at this school do well on
the Stanford Achievement Test is a
testimony to what can be accom-
plished within the school day. Stu-
dents are highly engaged in skills-
directed activities within school hours,
only to be left on their own after the
dismissal bell rings without supervi-
sion on their homework.

Evidence of community apathy at
this school is apparent in poor atten-
dance at its academic open house
events where about 25 percent of par-
ents and students are seen. Another
indicator is poor performance on
homework. Only 60 percent of eighth-
grade students at the school regularly
turn in completed homework. Despite
the apathy of the majority, the Parent-

Teacher Organization (PTO) has
pulled in parents to work on the indi-
vidual SACS committees in the
school. Parents have assisted by pro-
viding data even when their schedules
have conflicted with the times of the
meetings.

Tension 5: 
Evaluation of Self and SACS
The researcher asked, “What proved
most challenging about the school im-
provement process for you and your
team?” Leah responded that there
were many challenges but they were
typically of an organizational and in-
terpersonal nature rather than of an
intellectual one. However, some of the
documents proved challenging to put
together, especially the ones that re-
quire an explanation of how the fac-
ulty team plans to improve its school.
The peer leaders need to secure a
great deal of support from faculty.

Carol also asked, “What if your fac-
ulty team does not have a successful fi-
nal outcome in the eyes of SACS?”
This is not a major concern for Leah
because “the SACS accreditation
process is not a very strenuous type of
evaluation. The key to the success of
this process at my school is the collab-
orative effort at developing and meet-
ing the standards.” Kaufman (1999)
has calculated that the SACS accredi-
tation of a college costs an immeasur-
able amount in terms of psychological
strain on those directly involved.
Moreover, he emphasizes that there is
a high cost in producing a professional
workforce if it has no previous experi-



ence with the accreditation process
through institutions of higher educa-
tion, the school system, or school-uni-
versity arrangements. As a PDS repre-
sentative at the university level, Carol
initiated this study with Leah partly in
the attempt to accommodate this need
within the profession.

One interpersonal challenge at this
school has been that the stakeholders
(faculty, staff, and parents) voiced dif-
ferent opinions that had to be negoti-
ated. For instance, for the “school and
community profile” in section one,
several parents wanted the community
to be referred to as the “school’s com-
munity” rather than the “larger geo-
graphic area.” The committee mem-
bers of section one had to make the
decision about what wording would be
used. When this portion of the docu-
ment was released, faculty and stake-
holders accepted the original wording
using the name of the larger commu-
nity (not identified in this publication)
without further question.

Unexpectedly, it was relatively mi-
nor issues such as wording that seemed
to cause the most tension. As another
example, during the development of
the school’s mission and beliefs, there
was considerable debate over the use
of the words “among” or “between” or
“among and between” in this state-
ment: “A student’s self-esteem is en-
hanced by positive relationships and
mutual respect among and between
students and staff.” The school team
negotiated and finally agreed that the
use of both words covered what was
intended.

When the school faculty gathered

to vote on each section, they were
asked whether they could accept the
committee report under question. A
vote of 80 percent is required to claim
consensus in order to proceed with
the work. It was difficult to get school
faculty to take time out of their busy
schedules for the improvement proj-
ect. Leah offered this insight: “Some
teachers and staff perceived the expe-
rience as jumping through hoops in-
stead of looking at it in a methodolog-
ical way.” Consequently, tensions were
experienced while trying to pull to-
gether the faculty who had only func-
tioned as “warm bodies” throughout
the process. The opportunity for pro-
fessional development and collective
growth that this school improvement
project provided was not pursued by
all of the faculty and staff.

Another challenge was that some of
the designated committees worked
better together than others. Leah
speculated that the most successful
committees had made themselves
more available for the work; they
seemed to have a greater investment in
the goal of beneficial outcomes for all
stakeholder groups, especially the stu-
dents. Individual and team integrity
gradually developed as people became,
to varying degrees, “invested.”

The committee that worked best, in
Leah’s view, was the faculty that
worked on section four, which ana-
lyzed instructional and organizational
effectiveness. This was the most di-
verse group in its range of program
areas and faculty perspectives. In the
NSSE guide (Fitzpatrick, 1997) sec-
tion four is built up as the most diffi-
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cult part of the process, and the fac-
ulty responded to this perceived chal-
lenge by working together to pull
their weight. In hindsight Leah be-
lieves that this section did not prove to
be any more difficult than the others,
just more time consuming.

In early 2000 the school team faces
the task of creating the action plan
(part five); this work will make them
accountable for getting their school
improvement plan done. For this sec-
tion, they will synthesize previous re-
search that has been compiled. The
goal will be to align teacher and ad-
ministrator instructional and organiza-
tional practices with student outcomes.
The team has already established what
they want the students to know and
how outcomes are already being ac-
complished. Within section three, the
desired results for student learning,
the ability to use technology as a
meaningful learning tool as well as the
demonstration of effective problem-
solving and critical-thinking skills
were identified as important outcomes
through a stakeholder survey. This
section committee developed a portfo-
lio of evidence showing that many of
these objectives were being planned
for via curricular lessons developed to
produce desired outcomes.

For section five, the school team
will use the results of section four in
which areas of instructional and orga-
nizational strength and weakness were
identified. The team determined that
variables such as community relation-
ships and the alignment of learning
activities with goals and expectations
were strong. They also found that

overall school resource management
and inter-faculty communication
needed to be improved. Now the
school team needs to figure out how it
can use its strengths to boost student
outcomes and how it can implement
programs and accountability measures
to improve upon weak areas. Areas
currently being explored include an
expanded technology curriculum,
greater professional development of-
ferings, and provisions for a wider
variety of basic skill assessments. If
support for the middle school’s tech-
nology goals does not materialize, a
significant lag in its development will
probably occur. The teachers have
themselves identified the need for
technological progress at the school,
having assigned it the status of being
the major conduit for improving stu-
dent learning through instructional
delivery. Currently, however, there is
only one computer in each of the
teacher’s classrooms and seventy com-
puters in the entire school.

Without the resources needed for
satisfying their technological goals,
the teachers fear that the school will
fail to meet current educational stan-
dards for computer-assisted learning.
Should a school’s accredited status be
officially withdrawn, its improved im-
age as a “high-performing” school will
falter. Hopkins and Levin (2000) warn
that caution is needed when innova-
tive school programs cannot be sup-
ported to improve student achieve-
ment. One policy implication is that
governments should only sponsor
programs with built-in implementa-
tion strategies, including funding



sources. Without a “framework for
implementation,” it is questionable on
managerial and even ethical grounds
to encourage higher standards that
will lead to “changes in practice”
(Hopkins & Levin, 2000, p. 20). Like
many other schools, the middle school
of this study is struggling to respond
to the increased demands of a new
“culture of information” and the chal-
lenge this presents “to represent itself
as challenging and rigorous” (Kinche-
loe, Introduction, p. 2).

As noted previously, the SACS re-
view team, which consists of peer eval-
uators from accredited schools, will ar-
rive at the school mid-2000. Leah is
not worried about any deficiencies that
it might find because “the emphasis is
on the positive and any correction will
only be minor.” This is the “tea party”
alluded to earlier. Based on testimonies
from colleagues and the fact that she
has served on a SACS visiting team
herself, Leah is confident that the re-
view will not be a rigorous or demand-
ing process. The review team will
write a report for SACS and the school
will get a copy. The school will then
make suggested revisions and proceed
with the implementation of the school
improvement plan. Like other schools,
this one is required to reapply for can-
didacy each year and to complete the
basic standards checklist. Within two
years, the school will submit a progress
report with documented evidence that
the plan is in place and progress is oc-
curring. A new school improvement
plan will be compiled and the process
will begin again five years from the ini-
tial accreditation date.

Leah’s confidence in the outcome
of the final evaluation stems, in part,
from the reports produced by other
schools, which have all been straight-
forward. This opportunity to see what
other schools have presented “taught
us not to stress out about SACS and to
understand that the improvement plan
can be approached in a variety of
ways—it’s what you make of it that
matters, much like a student’s experi-
ence of taking courses, by way of anal-
ogy. We are trying to create a usable
document at this school.”

Facilitator Interferes with the Process

Another multipronged tension is that
the school was appointed a SACS fa-
cilitator after it made a selection from
a list of outsiders’ names. Once this
coordinator is appointed, the person
cannot be replaced. The facilitator
performs the audit, or objective exter-
nal review, of the records that the
school produces for its curriculum
evaluation. The concept of a “man-
agement audit” has been adapted to
the concept of “curriculum evalua-
tion” (Oliva, 1997), which raises the
issue of district control in the school-
wide assessment process of SACS and
NSSE. The role of the SACS facilita-
tor is contractual and it requires that
the individual “provide guidance and
assistance in the school improvement
process, serving as principal resource
person and aiding in securing such
other resources as needed” (Memo-
randum of Agreement between the
school, district, and SACS facilitator,
1998–1999). An important role of the
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facilitator is to provide corrective
feedback on the SACS draft and to
make certain that the major parts in
the NSSE guidebook have been cov-
ered; the school must provide a stan-
dardized document. The facilitator
then forwards the school’s final report
to SACS.

One problem with the external
management of the school’s report is
that the facilitator holds the key as to
whether approval is to be extended or
withheld on each major part. Without
that approval, the school is stuck and
completion becomes delayed. This
school has received minimal correc-
tive feedback on their draft report
from the SACS facilitator; this devel-
opment was an unanticipated stum-
bling block.

The “high-stakes” relationship with
this accrediting professional has many
uncertain and even emotional ele-
ments. It has already cost the school in
terms of its pace of self-improvement
and anticipated endpoint (part five,
the action plan, should have been
completed in December 1999). One
reading of this situation is that the fa-
cilitator has faced personal family
problems that have prevented her
from giving feedback; another possi-
bility is that she is simply not prepared
to do the work. She has read what the
school has produced at what feels like
to them an extremely slow pace.

Moreover, the facilitator does not
probe, yet finds fault. The faculty
team has not been asked relevant
questions to elicit explanations of
what kind of research they have done
and why. For example, she could have

probed to find out how data was col-
lected or whether the data was col-
lected in a manner considered to be
valid and reliable. Instead, her empha-
sis was on making certain the school’s
research procedures followed the
method approved by SACS. For ex-
ample, she required the use of SACS
surveys and frowned upon the use of
an outside scorer. In addition, the fa-
cilitator required the removal of any
criticisms of the survey instrument
from the scoring results. Of course
this added layer of gatekeeping makes
one wonder how much ownership the
school actually exerted over its own
self-study process. Some forms of re-
quired supervisory evaluation can feel
more akin to hindrance than guidance.

In four years the school will again
need to apply for accreditation. The
school will evaluate its plan and revisit
the mission and demographics it has
reported. At the beginning of each
school year the school team will also
need to submit its standards compli-
ance checklist; this will ascertain that
they possess the minimum number of
books in the library, have a working
mission statement, have manageable
average class sizes, and so forth. The
facilitator required that the steering
committee of this school write a para-
graph citing evidence for each check-
list item (listed in the report by the
Commission on Elementary and Mid-
dle Schools). It’s worth noting that
there are about eighty items in total.
Leah and her cochair have decided
that each faculty member will write
several of the paragraphs in order to
make the task more manageable.



These “yes” or “no” standards provide
a basis for the plan. They essentially
determine readiness and whether the
school is maintaining basic accredita-
tion requirements. This narrative is to
be kept in the school’s data bank and it
will be available to the visiting team.

Carol asked Leah what she would
keep the same if she could redo the
whole school improvement process.
She replied that, first and foremost,
she would keep a positive attitude
when dealing with the faculty. Based
on the informal feedback that she re-
ceived from the faculty and from her
own observations, she attributes much
of the good in the process to the posi-
tive attitude of the steering commit-
tee. Meetings proved worthwhile and
when each part of the report was con-
cluded the faculty had arrived at con-
sensus on all decisions, and the re-
views of the materials for each section
had gone well. When asked what she
would do differently if she were to re-
peat the experience, Leah would have
“hounded the facilitator for informa-
tion.” She and her program cochair
decided lately to call the facilitator
twice weekly to get the feedback and
approval that they need in order to
both improve and move their school
study along.

Tension 6: School Practitioner
in the Researcher’s Driving Seat
In a study like this whereby the school
“steers its own ship,” the university
researcher will most likely take a back
seat. In this scenario, the school prac-
titioner assumes the role as researcher

and a reversal takes place in the more
traditional relationship with the uni-
versity researcher. This emerging role
of the practitioner as researcher could
help to blur the line or even close the
gap between school and university
practitioners (Mullen & Lick, 1999;
Mullen & Patrick, 2000).

For this study, the university re-
searcher participated in some of the
meetings, taped and analyzed the ses-
sions, and provided input on some of
the documentation. However, Carol
did not perceive her role to be essen-
tial or substantial to the actual im-
provement effort per se but rather to
the documentation of it for the profes-
sional academic field, an outcome that
she had tried to achieve by requesting
more involvement in related activities.
She shifted her expectations during
the research process and came to ac-
cept a less central role. This practi-
tioner-based ownership of the school
reform process can liberate a school
team. As the university partner who
was affiliated with this school in its
PDS relationship, Carol had been the
one to seek out inclusion in this action
study. By participating, she was able to
learn how one school tackled the
framework of the self-study collabora-
tive process for developing and meet-
ing standards for student performance.

Carol’s main contribution to the
school study was realized through this
publication, which is based on her re-
search and interviews with Leah, the
lead teacher who is the steering com-
mittee cochair. Carol found Leah’s
story to be rich in information and
contradiction, especially with regard
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to the tension between school and
corporate ownership and the struggle
inherent in transforming an external
process of control into a project
steeped in possibility.

Carol asked Leah whether the
process of doing this article has helped
with the preparation for the final
phase of the project. Leah replied that
the opportunity to articulate her expe-
riences to a supportive outsider helped
her to see the school improvement
process more holistically. These con-
versations served to clarify the frustra-
tions and triumphs that had become
hazy over the fifteen months prior to
writing this report. Through this writ-
ing, Leah has been able to move away
from the grind of the daily process to
identify programs that the school
needed to include in the final plan.
Leah wants to include these elements
in the action plan: improved interfac-
ulty communication, an enhanced
student technology curriculum, and
continued improvements in commu-
nity-school relations. She hopes that
the entire school community will real-
ize the benefits of this undertaking
through the turning out of better-
prepared teachers and students.

Implications of This 
School Improvement Study
One major implication of this study is
that while the accreditation process
can be experienced as an opportunity
for school development, it is ines-
capably structured within a corporate-
produced, organizational culture. Ed-
ucators, policy makers, and the public

all need to be aware that practitioner-
led investigations like those of Leah’s
school have been riddled with com-
promise, and take place in the context
of mixed messages and influential pol-
itics. Assessments of the entire process
of school accreditation are needed.
Notably, teachers are not sufficiently
included in the process of shaping ed-
ucational reform in their perceived
status as nonexperts, an exclusionary
practice that makes them cynical
about and resistant to change (Kinch-
eloe and Weil, 2001). The voices of
various stakeholders, including teach-
ers and university researchers, conse-
quently need to be heard in response
to such questions as the following:

What norms do accrediting bodies
reinforce?

How do external evaluation 
systems reinforce corporate 
control over schools?

How can capitalistic influences be
diminished?

How can schools be empowered to
take responsibility for reform
initiatives and outcomes?

How can the national and regional
standards for accreditation be
reconstructed to support the
important goal of school
ownership?

How can universities champion the
leadership of schools?

Kohl (1999) suggests that leader-
ship has yet to come from universities
and schools and that it has originated
in the community. Concerning the
role of universities in the area of



school leadership, this is a disconcert-
ing thought. There have been many
“fellow travelers” in the schools and
PDS systems, myself included, who
have joined movements of equity and
justice, and even those of increased
standards for performance that are
democratically driven. But consider
the Deep South, for example, where
this document was produced—the de-
segregation of schools was led not by
the school and university leaders but
by African-American community ac-
tivists. University researchers should
champion school and teacher develop-
ment as empathetic collaborators and
work with school stakeholders to
monitor the complex policy processes
governing standards that shape schools
and society today.

As a leader in the accreditation
process, Leah’s experiences and in-
sights informed the play of ideas in this
writing. Through listening to her story
and probing it, Carol became aware of
several provocative contradictions at
work in Leah’s picture. Leah also expe-
rienced a breakthrough in coming to
see her story in this way. We hope the
contradictions that have been identi-
fied will provoke a more in-depth dis-
cussion of the role of standards in the
school reform movement. The school
improvement process has proven to be
riddled with many unresolved tensions
that need further probing.

Teachers like Leah work toward
whole-school reform to promote in-
ternal accountability through a better
relationship with their students and
community stakeholders. Such critical
workers act as synergists, creating

teams and making decisions reached
through consensus, researching their
environments, and advocating for in-
formed changes that uphold “stan-
dards of complexity” (Kincheloe, In-
troduction). As this case study shows,
teachers who are involved in collabo-
rative self-study programs probably
develop a course of action that is in-
formed by their inquiry into such
complex issues as the needs of students
combined with the desired results for
student learning. Through this con-
ceptually demanding work, critical
teachers produce and uphold rigorous
standards for learning that defy a
“view of practitioners as information
deliverers, as deskilled messengers
who uncritically pass along a canned
curriculum” (Kincheloe, Introduction,
p. 23). Leah has, like other teachers,
used the process and goal of accredita-
tion as a potentially viable route to the
production of rigorous standards for
significantly improving her school en-
vironment. Despite the drawbacks to
the accreditation process, Leah and
her school team do want to persevere
with it as this opportunity has pro-
vided the occasion for whole-school
change and growth.

Probing Issues of Accountability
and Educational Policy
Olson (1999) describes the current cli-
mate of the country as a “quick-fix”
view of accountability: “It’s a very
American set of ideas: Take responsi-
bility for your actions. Focus on re-
sults. And reap—or rue—the conse-
quences. And these days, it can all be
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summed up in one word: accountabil-
ity” (p. 1). The emphasis in the dis-
course on accountability, probably the
most heated area in the school reform
movement, is on student and school
performance within and across school
districts, states, and nations. Teachers,
students, and schools are being ranked
for their achievement through the ho-
mogenized lens of standardized test-
ing and accreditation processes. The
text we have prepared focuses more on
teacher and school empowerment and
the need for teachers to find legiti-
macy in a world where “policymakers
are moving to reward success and
punish failure in an effort to ensure
that children are getting a good edu-
cation and that tax dollars aren’t being
wasted” (Olson, p. 1).

The contradictions in the self-
improvement process experienced by
one middle school in rural Alabama
underscore the hierarchical and com-
mercial aspects of the standards move-
ment.

McMullen (cited in Olson, 1999),
project director of the Tools for Ac-
countability Project at the Annenberg
Institute for School Reform, asserts
that accountability needs to be the
“business” of not just the schools and
teachers but also of the states and the
state legislatures. Sizer (cited in Ol-
son, 1999) also attests that accounta-
bility is being far too narrowly defined
in the debate and in the lived practice
of it. Everyone is responsible, espe-
cially the policy makers who have the
power to decide who and what gets
spotlighted.

Education Week has provided many

such perspectives on the issue of ac-
countability. In the various studies on
accountability that it reports, it has
been found that a split exists between
the public, which supports high-stakes
measures to increase school account-
ability, and teachers, who reject the be-
lief that standardized test scores should
guide students’ learning. Teachers also
protest the use of test scores as deter-
minants in rewarding and sanctioning
schools. Wise (cited in Pinar, Rey-
nolds, Slattery, & Taubman, 1996) and
Elmore and Sykes (same as previous
citation) concur that this policy in-
creasingly regulates classroom learn-
ing, constraining the options of teach-
ers. They all use the word
“hyperrationalization” to describe how
unrealistic expectations that fail to ad-
dress the complexity and art of teach-
ing have been placed on teachers.
More studies are needed of the
teacher perspective on issues of educa-
tional policy and accountability. This
case study is intended to create move-
ment in this direction by contributing
the narrative of one teacher whose
voice embodies many others.

Our account resonates with El-
more’s finding (cited in Olson, 1999)
that a school’s internal conception of
accountability is relevant to the discus-
sion on standards. Our look at one
school’s collaborative self-study pro-
cess has shown that this school team
has a fairly strong, collective sense of
responsibility that has grown through
its interpretation of the SACS accredi-
tation process. Leah, the program
cochair, does not feel isolated in the
task or solely accountable for the



teamwork of the school. Nor is she
blind to the contradictions, both illu-
sory and real, that surround issues of
state control and school ownership at
the local level of school improvement.

The political landscape of the
United States is rapidly changing. A
1995 education reform law has man-
dated that Alabama’s “failed schools”
will be taken over by the state and that
the accountability process is the major
factor in making this determination. If
we are to accept the dichotomy of
failed and successful schools as part of
the language of technical standards,
then the idea of a failed school and
failed professional (the teacher) neces-
sarily summons up the idea of a failed
state. Unless state policy makers are
committed to building the capacity of
schools and of teachers, then they will
probably punish, not mentor those
who desperately need their support.
We hope that our study of middle
school standards will benefit politi-
cians, educational leaders, teachers,
parents, students, and concerned citi-
zens who are or who could become so-
cial justice workers to “respect teach-
ers enough to engage them in a
conversation about [the value of] spe-
cific standards recommendations . . .
in their professional activities” (Kinch-
eloe, Introduction, p. 65).

Further, the voice of teachers
should be encouraged in the develop-
ment of standards that both involve
and empower this vital educational
worker in the larger public dialogue
about this issue. Teachers are in the
position of being able to evaluate the

impact, validity, and significance of
standards through their hands-on ex-
periences, notably accreditation as the
example pursued herein, in the local
arena of schools and communities.
Joined with other activists, the teacher
needs to become a partner in school
improvement efforts and in the wider
knowledge-building community. Edu-
cators and policy makers have much to
gain from learning about the impact
of policy on schools through teachers
like those featured in this paper. Such
teacher-researchers represent a “criti-
cal system of meaning” with their will-
ingness to undertake an analysis of the
change process, a goal toward which
this case study takes a step (Kincheloe
& Steinberg, 1995, p. 6).

Postscript of University
Researcher (Carol Mullen)
More universities could usefully be-
come involved with practitioner-
directed school studies that create a
reversal in the traditional roles of
practitioner as support system and re-
searcher as project coordinator. Re-
search has shown that “collaboration
between friendly outsiders and those
inside schools is important in school
improvement” (Erickson & Christ-
man, 1996, p. 156; see also Mullen &
Lick, 1999). For this article, Leah, the
lead teacher, engaged in important
conversation about the self-study
process at many different levels; she
also provided the school documenta-
tion and gave clarifying input on the
text along with salient examples.
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Rather than simply being acknowl-
edged for her vital contributions,
Leah was extended coauthorship as
one benefit and outcome of this
school study. Research participants
need to be turned into coresearchers
and coauthors in studies to which they
make worthwhile contributions (Mul-
len, 1999). This project has alerted me
to how the topic of “standards” could
serve as a useful lens for rethinking
university-based research ethics. Re-
searcher accountability to participants
who contribute understanding to edu-
cational/social topics could be treated
as a more serious ethical issue.

Postscript of Lead Teacher
(Leah Stover)
I would like to thank Carol Mullen for
being a part of my school’s study, for
providing an alternative perspective,
and for initiating and writing this pa-
per. Because of her research commit-
ment, the school improvement pro-
cess was critically evaluated at my
school and our story was responsibly
told in published form. I would also
like to thank my steering committee
cochair, Beverly Corley, who served as
my “sounding board” as this work
took shape. She and I look forward to
fleshing out the final SACS product. It
is important to note that this work re-
spects the anonymity of my school, its
location, and the school district.
Though many at my school share my
views, I have not established the opin-
ions of all of my colleagues and others
within the district.

Authors’ Notes
For the outcome (formative assessment)
of this school’s accreditation process,
kindly contact Carol Mullen for the
Mullen with Stover and Corley (2001)
manuscript.
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This chapter seeks to raise questions
about the purpose and meaning of sci-
ence curriculum standards. By no
means do I intend a definitive conclu-
sion either supporting or opposing
standards. However, the use of a stan-
dardized curriculum does pose trou-
bling issues for us to debate.

Allow me to share a story. What
purpose do stories serve in academic
discourse? Not only is storytelling a
form of presenting qualitative re-
search, where a narrative approach
can present a moral (e.g., Coffey &
Atkinson, 1996), it is also a means of
conversational analysis, where conver-
sations or dialogs represent data (e.g.,
Coulter, 1999; Ollerenshaw, 1999; ten
Have, 1999). The method of Currere,
a writing style forever linked to Bill
Pinar, personalizes one’s research.
Sharing one’s perspective of self, a re-
searcher not only presents growth
within an area of knowledge, but
growth within those who study it

(Pinar, 1994). Storytelling potentially
helps us understand the human condi-
tion, and teaches people something
about life, social dynamics, and dis-
course. The stories we tell enable us
to understand phenomena and the-
ory/practice issues through the experi-
ences of others (e.g., Valdés, 1998;
Zuckerman, 1999).

When I was a high school teacher
in Florida slightly more than a decade
ago, we were given prescribed state
performance standards for our subject
areas (in my case, chemistry, physics,
and honors physics). The explicit mes-
sages given were: cover the standards
and document them in your lesson
plans. Being a native New Yorker and
a veteran of Regents examinations, I
hardly considered this monumental,
and actually viewed those standards as
rather weak and minimal. Even the
state’s standards for excellence (versus
standards for performance) seemed
ordinary and trivial.
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Why was that? What troubled me
about those standards? Why was I
unimpressed? After all, standards were
indeed the theme of the 1980s, the
decade of A Nation at Risk, the decade
of Science for All Americans, the decade
of curriculum reform, the decade of
the Scope, Sequence, and Coordina-
tion Project, and the decade of initia-
ting Project 2061. With all these no-
ble efforts, why were the standards
still uninspiring?

While planning my lessons, I would
gloss through our textbooks’ tables of
contents and check them against the
standards. In my school we were re-
quired to submit lesson plans noting
the topics we taught, the correspon-
ding state standards, and the corre-
sponding textbook chapters and pages.
Furthermore, if we assigned end-of-
chapter exercises or problems, we
were required to note those too.

Strangely enough, the more I
glossed, checked, and documented,
the more I realized each standard re-
lated to a specific section in our state-
adopted textbooks. In fact, each stan-
dard of excellence corresponded to an
enrichment or optional topic. Which
came first, the books or the standards?
Were the standards merely reflecting
tables of contents, or was this coinci-
dental? Was there a more meaningful
purpose for those standards?

In retrospect, those standards were
pretty explicit and deliberate. Practi-
cally every standard began the same
way:

• The student will be able to
solve. . .

• The student will be able to
define. . .

• The student will be able to
calculate. . .

• The student will be able to
determine. . .

• The student will be able to
recognize. . .

• The student will be able to
identify. . .

• The student will be able to
quantitatively. . .

• The student will be able to
demonstrate knowledge. . .

• The student will be able to
name. . .

• The student will be able to
classify. . .

• The student will be able to
list. . .

Pretty numbing perhaps, but early
in my career I was admittedly a naïve
chump, a dupe willing to meet the
state’s expectations. Every standard re-
lated to a principle, which somehow
reinforced problem solving, a rather
dominant aspect of introductory
chemistry and physics (e.g., Pushkin,
1998a). Being a former scientist, I had
no qualms with problem solving, but
eventually wondered, is this all there
is? Had chemistry and physics been
fundamentally reduced to mole con-
versions, vocabulary lists, vector
analyses, and algebra exercises?

According to the objectives model, ra-
tional curriculum planning begins with
a specification of educational aims and
then proceeds to break them down into
behavioural objectives–statements of
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intended learning outcomes which are
sufficiently precise and unambiguous to
enable measurement. A programme of
curriculum content, and learning tasks
related to it, could then be rationally
organized in the light of these state-
ments, and criterion-referenced tests
developed for assessing the extent to
which the intended learning was
achieved. (Elliott, 1998, p. 26)

Of all the standards, perhaps the
most intriguing and troubling for me
was the final one on the list: “The stu-
dent will be able to describe how
[chemistry or physics] interacts with
society and technology.” For example,
in chemistry, students were expected to

1. Classify hazardous substances
(pollutants, carcinogens, radio-
active materials, and mutagens)

2. Describe various energy sources
and list advantages and disadvan-
tages of each

3. Describe the causes and effects
of acid rain

4. Describe career opportunities
resulting from the study of
science, mathematics, and
technology

5. Use the science process skills to
obtain and analyze information
from the public media

In physics (or honors physics), the
standard was more intriguing. Stu-
dents were expected to

1. Describe career opportunities re-
sulting from the study of physics

2. Describe the interdependence of

science, technology, and the
economy in terms of processes,
growth, and development

3. Describe and analyze advantages
and disadvantages of various en-
ergy technologies

4. Appraise ways in which techno-
logical advances affect the indi-
vidual and society

Fair enough, lots of current events
are worth utilizing in my classroom.
After all, this was the late 1980s, the
decade of AIDS, the Exxon Valdez
spill, the Chernobyl accident, the
Union Carbide accident in Bhopal,
India, and the space shuttle Challenger
explosion. Not only were we in the
nuclear and space age, but we were ex-
ploring alcohol-based automobile
fuels, solar power, electric-powered
automobiles, superconductors, and
fiber-optic communications. Lots of
interesting and exciting technological
developments, yet nary a clue as to
how to discuss the economic implica-
tions with high school students.

However, when I recall the 1980s, I
also remember a national budget
deficit growing out of control, more
and more homeless people, and fami-
lies who could not feed their children
properly on government subsidies. I
also remember President Reagan’s
Strategic Defense Initiative, or SDI.
“Star Wars,” his critics scoffed; a ne-
cessity against an “Evil Empire,” our
president asserted.

Teaching in Florida during the
1980s, the space program was a big
deal. Many a physics student dreamed
of working for NASA as an aerospace



engineer. To them, shuttle launches
and SDI were sexy and exotic. But
what was the price tag for sexy and ex-
otic technology? Who paid that price
tag?

I asked my aspiring “NASAneers,”
how much worth did SDI and similar
technology have when we had home-
less people, terminally ill people, mal-
nourished children, poverty, and
crime? It created an interesting debate,
as it not only encouraged students
(many already reaching voting age) to
consider how tax money was or was
not spent in our national budget, but
also touched on their sense of civic and
moral obligations as empathic humans.

Apparently one student was dis-
pleased by the debate and reported me
to my school administration for dis-
cussing anti-American issues during
physics class. Naturally I was repri-
manded, hardly the first or last time; I
was, after all, a “danger” to education.

I chose to be different, daring students
to think and to give a damn about
themselves as learners. Many students
despised this approach; they were ac-
customed to the administratively man-
dated apathy practiced at our school.
They, and their parents, complained;
Mr. Bob did not like to hear complaints,
and was intent on letting me know this
on numerous occasions. With each rep-
rimand I received, I was reminded of
how dangerous I was for education; I
was an enigma: intelligent, with a bad
attitude. (Pushkin, 1998b, p. 190)

During this particular reprimand,
my assistant principal (a former social

studies teacher) pointedly asked,
“What does [sic] SDI and homeless
people have to do with physics?”
When I brought his attention to that
final standard of science, technology,
and society, he admonished, “You
don’t use the curriculum to criticize a
great man like President Reagan—just
do your job and teach them how to
solve those word problems!”

The stances to knowledge marked
down in curricula either invite teachers
to express and extend their powers of
understanding in the ways they repre-
sent knowledge to children, or they im-
prison teachers as transmission devices
which represent knowledge as inert in-
formation. (Elliott, 1998, p. 22)

I never really “learned” my lesson
from this experience. Throughout my
career as a science educator, chemistry
professor, and physics professor, I
have continued to “push the enve-
lope” with my syllabi and teaching, be
it in a methods course, general chem-
istry course, or physics and society
course (e.g., Pushkin, 1995, 1998a–d,
2000). Granted, as Druger (1999)
notes:

College science teaching seems to be a
highly individualistic endeavor. Each
faculty member basically decides what
his/her students should know and be
able to do as a result of the learning ex-
periences in that class. Should we at-
tempt to establish national standards
for college science teaching, particu-
larly at the introductory college level?
This may be a worthwhile endeavor. . . .
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However, advantages and disadvan-
tages of uniform college-level stan-
dards must be considered. Developing
higher standards does not, by itself,
raise the level of achievement. Raising
the bar does not necessarily make the
student jump higher. (p. 154)

However, should syllabi or curric-
ula merely reflect dispassionate fact-
oriented content, or should we find
interesting and motivating ways to
present science, especially since the
majority of science students do not as-
pire to careers in science (e.g., Palmer,
1999)? What if some of these students
are aspiring elementary school teach-
ers (e.g., McDevitt, et al., 1999;
McLoughlin & Dana, 1999; Schibeci
& Murcia, 1999)? After all, are not
new teachers likely to teach as they
were most commonly taught, emulat-
ing pedagogical approaches most fa-
miliar to them (e.g., Caprio, 1999;
Coppola & Paerson, 1998; Crawford,
1999; McLoughlin & Dana, 1999;
Pushkin, 2000)?

The “facts” of the curriculum appear to
be value free, devoid of any underlying
set of assumptions; after all, they are
“just the facts” as Sergeant Joe Friday
once put it. For the positivists research
appears to be liberated from any theo-
retical pre-assumptions. This appear-
ance of theory freedom renders posi-
tivism the great deceiver, wrapping
itself in the cloak of objectivity while
often unconsciously promoting specific
values, worldviews, and assumptions
about what constitutes an educated
person. (Kincheloe, 1991, p. 54)

Perhaps the ultimate question we
can take from this introductory sec-
tion is one reflective of agenda, as in:
What are the competing agendas re-
lated to this gradual shift toward stan-
dardized K-12 and introductory col-
lege science curricula? Are prescribed
tests (e.g., MCAT, CBAT, and GRE)
pressuring science educators, or are
professional societies (e.g., National
Science Teachers Association [NSTA]
and American Chemistry Society
[ACS]) bloating curricula for the pur-
pose of degree accreditation (e.g.,
Caprio, 1999; Druger, 1999; Pushkin,
1998c)?

Can we discuss acid rain, global
warming, and geo/socioeconomic is-
sues when students need to master
Lewis Electron-Dot Structures and
molecular geometry for subsequent
chemistry courses? Can we discuss the
historical aspects of the nuclear age
when students need to master electro-
magnetic field algorithms for subse-
quent physics courses? Do we deny as-
piring scientists these broad learning
experiences for the potential threat to
“real” and “necessary” knowledge? Do
we designate such topics only for
those not seeking a science-oriented
career? Will the typical scientist will-
ingly teach such courses, or will they
fight to preserve the sacred cows of
their precious content (e.g., Pushkin,
1995)? Is one form of knowledge su-
perior to another (Goodson, 1993;
Young, 1971)? Is curriculum forever
an appendage of university syllabi
(Goodson, 1993)?

What if some knowledge is viewed
as a threat to a community’s well-



being? Have we not recently wit-
nessed the state of Kansas wipe evolu-
tion from its school curriculum? How
many more states may follow suit,
pressured by political and religious
lobbies?

Bruner (1986) and Elliott (1998)
both argue learners’ growth of under-
standing is indicated not by an in-
creasing capacity to master the uncon-
taminated language of fact and
objectivity, but by how they shift in
stance toward adopting the course
content. This is quite synonymous
with Perry’s stages of adult cognition
(1970), where growth is reflected by
an evolution from dualism to rela-
tivism. Teachers need to foster such
positive development, very much akin
to what Vygotsky referred to as “me-
diation” and “scaffolding” (e.g.,
Driscoll, 1994; Moll, 1990). The edu-
cational process, according to Bruner
(1986) and Elliott (1998), must ex-
press stance and invite counter stance,
leaving opportunity for reflection and
metacognition. How can this take
place when counter stance is legisla-
tively or administratively forbidden?

Only if the school curriculum permits
students to reach . . . higher ground . . .
will they be able to take responsibility
as adults for developing the culture
which shapes their lives. The imple-
mentation of a national curriculum
constructed through an objectives
model representing knowledge as non-
problematic, as an individual rather
than social achievement, and as some-
thing acquired by progressively moving
through higher and higher levels of ab-

straction, will suppress rather than en-
hance the intellectual development of
the majority of children in our schools.
As a vision of what is involved in pro-
viding the mass of the citizenry with
equality of educational opportunity it is
seriously flawed. (Elliott, 1998, p. 31)

So why do we have standards? Ac-
cording to Texly and Wild (1996), the
original motivation for recent reforms
was to address an education system
that produced scientifically illiterate
citizens. Just like Sputnik three
decades earlier, A Nation at Risk raised
the flag of panic regarding United
States supremacy. How our students
compared intellectually with the
world’s competition played a signifi-
cant role in curriculum reform and the
move toward content standards.

Traditionally, the way that performance
against some standard has been inter-
preted has been by comparing the per-
formance of an individual or a group
against some other group of individu-
als. . . . This kind of norm-referenced in-
terpretation is similar to the kinds of
“benchmarking” activity undertaken by
commercial organisations in compar-
ing their performance with that of their
competitors. The trouble with such an
approach is that all it requires is that we
are able to put individuals in a rank or-
der, and it is very easy to put people in
a rank order, without having any clear
idea what they are in rank order of.
Norm-referenced interpretations, like
benchmarks, are frequently used when
we have no clear idea of what level of
performance is actually required. A

860 SCIENCE



861To Standardize, or Too Standardized?

good example of this is countries that
measure the success of their education
systems by where they rank in terms of
international comparisons, rather than
by whether the system actually does
what the country wants or needs it to
do (in this context, it should be noted
that the evidence for a link between in-
dustrial competitiveness and levels of
achievement in national education sys-
tems is actually quite sparse). (Wiliam,
2000, p. 355)

However, unlike our motivations of
three decades earlier, the recent re-
form movement did not primarily
seek to produce a new collection of
great scientific minds. 

The recent reform movement
sought to address the content that all
students needed to learn and under-
stand. What was the minimal scien-
tific literacy our citizens needed to
function in our growing technological
and global society? Did this necessar-
ily translate to scientific excellence
and accomplishment?

Its goal was to revolutionize the teach-
ing of science . . . as a subject for all
students, not just those who were col-
lege bound. . . . The need to set volun-
tary national standards for what all stu-
dents should know and be able to do at
various grade levels in the subjects ad-
dressed by the goals soon became ap-
parent. . . . The Science Standards pro-
vide a vision, not a curriculum, for
science education. They are descrip-
tive, not prescriptive. One of the
strongest principles underlying the
Standards is that science is for all stu-

dents in all grades. (Texly & Wild, 1996,
pp. 171–172)

Did this recent reform movement
suggest post-Sputnik reforms were
elitist and neglectful? If the standards
are a vision of something voluntary,
then what true impact do they have?
Are the standards for the sake of
American-perceived supremacy? Are
they for the theoretical sanctification
of bloated curriculum content? Are
they for the sake of improved test
scores? Are they for the sake of vali-
dating textbook companies? Are they
for the sake of “leveling the playing
field” for all science classrooms? Are
they for promoting intellectual and
technological excellence, or are they
for consensus on homogenized medi-
ocrity?

If standards are merely visions and
voluntary, where is the incentive to
make them reality and compulsory?
Can they truly be considered stan-
dards? Can we take them seriously?
Will they remain stable or change at
whim? Why should we volunteer to
accept one commission’s vision over
others?

Indeed, perhaps the only uniform trend
. . . has been the swinging back and
forth of the curriculum pendulum be-
tween the “hard” and “soft,” between
“back-to-the-basics education” and
“progressive education,” between
“meritocratic” and “democratic” no-
tions of educational “excellence” and
“equity.” Notwithstanding the more
specific, substantive concerns of these
competing curricular visions, the pen-



dulum appears to be driven largely by
political/ideological constellations of
values, beliefs, and human interests.
(Sirotnik, 1988, p. 57)

How, for example, can schools behave
constructively and proactively in a soci-
ety governed by those who would, on
one hand, issue commission reports
(like A Nation at Risk) suggesting that
we are caught in a web of educational
mediocrity while, on the other hand,
decrease funded support for public
school improvement and advocate sub-
sidies for private schooling? (Sirotnik,
1988, p. 64)

The Upside of the Standards
The term “upside” is common in
baseball; it describes the positive po-
tential for growth and success in a
young player. We can view national
science standards in similar fashion;
metaphorically there is considerable
upside.

How do these standards offer po-
tential to make science learning richer
and more meaningful? I identify eight
potential upside factors:

• The standards are fewer and
broader than prior prescriptions

• The standards are more inter-
disciplinary than compartmen-
talized

• The standards are more cogni-
tively developmental to reflect
entire K-12 learning

• The standards specifically focus
on the process of science and
relevant thinking skills

• The standards reflect more of a
spiral-type curriculum than a
linear one

• The standards allow for flexibil-
ity in coverage

• The standards encourage the-
matic lessons and cross-
disciplinary teaching

• The standards potentially elimi-
nate dependence on textbooks

Consider the first upside. For ex-
ample, the New Jersey Core Curricu-
lum Standards for Science Content,
adopted from the National Science
Education Standards, list twelve very
general standards:

1. All students will learn to identify
systems of interacting compo-
nents and understand how their
interactions combine to produce
the overall behavior of the system

2. All students will develop prob-
lem-solving, decision-making,
and inquiry skills, reflected by
formulating usable questions and
hypotheses, planning experi-
ments, conducting systematic
observations, interpreting and
analyzing data, drawing conclu-
sions, and communicating results

3. All students will develop an un-
derstanding of how people of
various cultures have contributed
to the advancement of science
and technology, and how major
discoveries and events have ad-
vanced science and technology

4. All students will develop an un-
derstanding of technology as an
application of scientific principles
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5. All students will integrate
mathematics as a tool for prob-
lem solving in science, and as a
means of expressing and/or
modeling scientific theories

6. All students will gain an under-
standing of the structure, char-
acteristics, and basic needs of
organisms

7. All students will investigate the
diversity of life

8. All students will gain an under-
standing of structure and be-
havior of matter

9. All students will gain an under-
standing of natural laws as they
apply to motion, forces, and
energy transformations

10. All students will gain an under-
standing of the structure, dy-
namics, and geophysical sys-
tems of earth

11. All students will gain an under-
standing of the origin, evolu-
tion, and structure of the
universe.

12. All students will develop an un-
derstanding of the environment
as a system of interdependent
components affected by human
activity and natural phenomena

First, these are significantly fewer
than the standards I experienced in
Florida during the 1980s. For com-
parison, although our chemistry stan-
dards for performance only numbered
fifteen, we had twenty-one standards
for physics and twenty-four for the
honors course.

The fundamental reason for the
difference between these numbers of

standards relates to their nature. As
mentioned earlier in this chapter, each
Florida standard of performance re-
lated to a specific topic listed in a text-
book for a single discipline. On the
other hand, each core standard relates
to a general theme, a broad array of
science encompassing various con-
cepts and disciplines.

Examining the first core standard, a
system can be interpreted quite
broadly and applied to several science
disciplines. According to the core
standards’ descriptive statement, the
natural world and the world built by
humans both provide examples of sys-
tems where interacting parts work to-
gether as a whole. This standard asks
students to analyze, understand, and
design systems of integrating parts. 

Could one interpret this from a bi-
ological perspective? Certainly the
multiple systems of an organism (e.g.,
digestive, circulatory, reproductive)
could illustrate this standard. Could
one interpret this from a chemical
perspective? Certainly a chemical re-
action or laboratory apparatus could
illustrate this standard. Could we ap-
ply this to physics? Certainly an elec-
trical circuit is a good example. Could
we apply this to the earth sciences?
The solar system is another excellent
example.

The first core standard is broad
enough that teachers of any science
discipline at any level can illustrate it
purposefully and meaningfully. Teach-
ers are not handcuffed by a restrictive
standard forcing it to be a biology
concept, or a chemistry concept, or a
physics concept, or an earth science



concept. In fact, this first standard is
also a wonderful illustration of the
second and sixth upsides. This stan-
dard offers potential for interdiscipli-
nary teaching, and allows for more
flexible teaching of science content.

Looking at the third upside, these
standards are more cognitively devel-
opmental to reflect entire K-12 learn-
ing. There are three reasons for this.
First, these standards were designed
with a scope, sequence, and coordina-
tion vision in mind (e.g., Aldridge,
1996), where learning should be cu-
mulative. Second, there are bench-
marks for learning, known as “cumu-
lative progress indicators,” that
correspond to the culmination of ele-
mentary, middle, and secondary school
(grades 4, 8, and 12); many assessment
tests correspond to these stages in a
child’s education. Third, these stan-
dards practice what is preached; if sci-
ence is to be for all students, the stan-
dards should reflect this.

A case in point would be the fifth
standard regarding the integration of
mathematics. While the role of math-
ematics may be obvious to physical
scientists, it is not so clear how to in-
corporate mathematics into learning
activities for children who only under-
stand basic arithmetic, or children
who are first becoming exposed to al-
gebra. My personal perception of
standards is mixed, primarily due to a
vision of scientists recommending the
watering down of an introductory col-
lege syllabus for science majors; the
proper level of dilution was deemed a
standard for precollege children.

Aldridge (1992) described a wonderful
pendulum-like progression for ele-
mentary, middle, and secondary level
students, where the same apparatus
was generally used, but the level of
analysis was not.

For example, it is considered ac-
ceptable for fourth graders to under-
stand the longer a pendulum string,
the slower it will swing. It is also ac-
ceptable for these children to under-
stand that the mass of the object on
the pendulum does not affect the time
it takes to swing (Aldridge, 1992). Per-
haps when children reach the eighth
grade, they should understand how to
graph data and determine a more sub-
stantial relationship between the
length of the pendulum string and its
period (Aldridge, 1992). Eventually,
by twelfth grade, students should un-
derstand that the period (T) of a
simple pendulum (accelerating due to
gravity) is a function of its length (l )
according to an equation, or a law of
physics (Aldridge, 1992): T = π√(l/g).

This activity can be accomplished
with students at all grade levels, and
yet, each learning experience might
build new learning (as opposed to re-
dundancy). Not only does this illus-
trate the third upside; it illustrates the
fourth and fifth upsides as well. Scope,
Sequence, and Coordination in es-
sence, mirror a spiral-type curriculum
model. Furthermore, it focuses on the
process of learning scientific princi-
ples, rather than the mere principles
themselves.

Consider the cumulative progress
indicators for the fifth standard:
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By the end of grade 4, students:

• Judge whether estimates, mea-
surements, and computations of
quantities are reasonable

• Use a variety of measuring in-
struments, emphasizing appro-
priate units

• Use mathematical skills and con-
cepts in ordering, counting, iden-
tifying, measuring, and describing

• Use tables and graphs to repre-
sent data

Building upon knowledge and skills
gained in preceding grades, by the
end of grade 8, students:

• Recognize and comprehend the
orders of magnitude associated
with large and small physical
quantities

• Express experimental data in
several equivalent forms such as
integers, fractions, decimals, and
percents

• Infer mathematical relationships
among variables using graphs,
tables, and charts

• Express the output units of the
calculation in terms of the input
units

• Select appropriate measuring in-
struments based on the degree of
precision needed

• Find the mean and median of a
set of experimental data

Building upon knowledge and skills
gained in preceding grades, by the
end of grade 12, students:

• Express the results of mathemati-
cal operations based on the de-
gree of precision of the input data

• Use computer spreadsheets,
graphing, and database programs
to assist in quantitative analysis

• Evaluate the possible effects 
of measurement errors on 
calculations

• Express physical relationships in
terms of mathematical equations
derived from collected data

• Use mathematical models to
predict physical phenomena

With such broadness and flexibility
to these standards, the opportunities
for teachers to utilize their creative
imaginations are limitless. If teachers
can illustrate these standards for mul-
tiple disciplines with different exam-
ples, no current textbook can effec-
tively serve them. In fact, textbooks
would be highly constrictive of cre-
ative inquiry-based teaching, and
might be best used minimally or not at
all (e.g., Pate, Homestead, & McGin-
nis, 1997; Pushkin, 1997).

Additionally, the flexibility of these
standards, as intended, should encour-
age teachers to create thematic or
cross-discipline units (Czerniak,
Lumpe, & Haney, 1999). At the ele-
mentary school level, this might be
widely prevalent, as teachers can ef-
fectively integrate multiple subjects
within their self-contained class-
rooms. At the middle and secondary
levels, where classrooms are rarely
self-contained, the ease of cross-disci-
plinary teaching might be less, but the



opportunity is still fertile. These stan-
dards not only provide excellent op-
portunities for traditional collabora-
tion between science and mathematics
departments; standards, such as the
third and twelfth, offer opportunities
for collaboration between science and
social studies departments. Many high
school social studies departments
teach history and economics; thematic
units on the Second World War and
the modern physics revolution, or on
the economic impact of the Three
Mile Island or Love Canal crises of
the 1970s, could be very intriguing.

Consider the third core standard
regarding the potential impact of dif-
ferent people and cultures on science
and technology. I find the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries fascinating for
world and scientific history. I enjoy
discussing the contributions of, for ex-
ample, Michael Faraday, Lord Kelvin,
Rudolph Clausius, Marie Curie,
Ernest Rutherford, Niels Bohr, and
Albert Einstein. I also enjoy discussing
the unpleasant episodes of the First
and Second World Wars. I remember
an organic chemistry professor telling
me during my master’s studies: “If
you’re not a good student of history,
you likely won’t be a good student of
science . . . you’ll never appreciate
where knowledge came from.”

Imagine the enormous potential for
this standard as part of thematic
teaching. The modern physics revolu-
tion, World War II, and the Holo-
caust. The Civil Rights movement,
school desegregation, and the life of
Dr. Charles Drew. Galileo and the

church-dominated middle European
culture. Microelectronics and the
founders of the SONY Corporation in
Japan. One could even adapt this ap-
proach to the final core standard and
discuss the relationship of the geogra-
phy of polar regions to the ecosystem.
Imagine children learning about polar
bears, snow wolves, longitude and lati-
tude, Eskimos, and famous expedi-
tions all in the same lesson? Imagine
assessment involving storytelling, pic-
ture drawing, and essays, rather than
mere traditional tests and worksheets?

Prior to our quest for coherent curricu-
lum, we had focused on instructional
strategies such as lecture and discussion
and classroom activities such as work-
sheets and peer tutoring that we
thought would help our students learn
subject-specific facts and skills. We at-
tempted to determine how much “fac-
tual knowledge” our students remem-
bered by administering traditional
classroom assessments. In our quest for
coherent curriculum, the scope and se-
quences, textbooks, and separate-
subject curriculum guides would not be
the central organizers for our units of
study. We were determined to put the
needs and concerns of our students
first. Our aim was to develop with our
students units of study that were person-
ally meaningful, mentally challenging,
and connected as much as possible to
the world outside of the classroom (i.e.,
authentic). We wanted to help prepare
our students for a changing and in-
creasingly changing world. (Pate,
Homestead, & McGinnis, 1997, p. 33)
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Perhaps the greatest upside to these
standards is the opportunity for stu-
dents to finally see the “big picture”
about science, beyond the mere defi-
nitions of terms, symbolic representa-
tions, word problems, and lab activi-
ties. Yes, the call for standards often
invokes the images of accountability,
statewide and national testing, gradu-
ation criteria, and admissions criteria
for higher education. But can we truly
have one genuine curricular equalizer?

Not all players begin with the same ad-
vantages; some carry handicaps
throughout, and some more than oth-
ers are able to take advantage of the ac-
cidents of circumstance in order to de-
termine the winners and losers. Not
only do teachers enter into the struggle
for curriculum from an unequal stand-
point institutionally and on unequal
footing discursively, they enter into an
historical juncture that is already popu-
lated with definitions of what counts as
high status knowledge. (McLaren, for-
ward in: Goodson, 1993, p. x)

Will a teenager from Kansas poten-
tially suffer during an out-of-state col-
lege education, simply for not learn-
ing about evolution? What about a
teenager in Los Angeles unschooled
about life on the frozen tundra of
northernmost Canada? What about
children who do not learn about the
Franklin kite experiment? Must chil-
dren in Florida learn about earth-
quakes more than hurricanes? Must
children in Chicago learn about tropi-
cal rain forests? It is not certain

whether all these specific content
items are any more vital than other
items.

If the purpose of standards is to cre-
ate an exhaustive list of factual knowl-
edge for teachers to teach and stu-
dents to study for exams, the meaning
is lost and potentially wasted. It is un-
realistic to cover every possible con-
tent item in our expanding world of
exploding knowledge. The odds of
students effectively retaining or com-
prehending such content for success
in college are poor. Perhaps broader
standards, which can accommodate a
variety of science courses and school
settings, potentially lay a better foun-
dation for the future. Perhaps the
post-Sputnik concept of “precollege”
curricula fails to work as we enter a
new millennium. Perhaps K-12 sci-
ence education should focus on core
ideas and themes, building for global
literacy and “big picture” thought
process development. Perhaps specific
and voluminous knowledge compre-
hension should be left to higher edu-
cation. Perhaps these standards pro-
vide the vision for K-12 education
being a segue to adulthood, and
higher education as something be-
yond “postsecondary.”

It is the middle of January and Ms.
Smith’s eighth-grade American History
class is about to begin their chapter. . . .
As she asks the students to open their
textbooks, a girl from the back of the
class raises her hand and asks, “Why do
we have to learn this stuff? What does
this have to do with me?” Ms. Smith



sighs and says, “You know why we have
to study this. Spring testing is just
around the corner, and this will be on
the test.” The irony is lost on Ms.
Smith. (Pate, Homestead, & McGin-
nis, 1997, p. 15)

The Downside of the Standards
Staying with baseball colloquialisms, I
use the term “downside” to describe
the negative potential relevant to lim-
ited growth and success, as if the
proverbial glass ceiling is closer to
someone’s head than we think. Unfor-
tunately, we can also view national sci-
ence standards in similar fashion;
metaphorically there is considerable
downside.

Certainly not all teachers object to ex-
ternal curriculum mandates or to the
rigid structures of schooling that de-
velop around them. Some welcome
both, perhaps because rules and regula-
tions give an air of authority to the
teacher or because the difficult work of
teaching is made a bit easier if others
decide what should be taught and how.
(Beane, forward in: Pate, Homestead,
& McGinnis, 1997, p. ix)

A recent article in USA TODAY
(Henry, 2000) offers rankings regard-
ing each state’s quality and accounta-
bility with curriculum standards. Ac-
cording to the Thomas B. Fordham
Foundation, only five of our fifty
states (Alabama, California, North
Carolina, South Carolina, and Texas)
are considered to have “strong ac-
countability and solid standards.”

Three other states (Arizona, Massa-
chusetts, and South Dakota) are rec-
ognized for “great academic stan-
dards” which unfortunately “do not
count for much” (p. 14). The remain-
ing forty-two states are said to have
school-based accountability built on
weak, mediocre standards, bad stan-
dards, zero accountability, or zero
standards. It is personally sad to note
that the states in which I have either
been educated or served as an educa-
tor all rank among these forty-two
states; each state I’ve resided in re-
ceives the harshest evaluation.
Granted, critics such as the Council of
Chief State School Officers question
the validity of the Fordham Founda-
tion’s findings; however, such media
articles reinforce my frustration from
prior experiences with standards-
based curricula.

Again, we return to a very funda-
mental question: What are the pur-
pose and meaning of curriculum stan-
dards? If Henry’s (2000) article tells
the truth, we have far too many states
with standards that are either com-
pletely ineffective or meaningless. Are
standards merely an administrative
recipe for teachers who cannot con-
ceptualize content and pedagogy?

Henry’s (2000) article is hardly
unique. In the past year or so, I have
personally clipped many articles and
editorials from USA TODAY, the New
York Times, New York Daily News, and
Philadelphia Inquirer; the themes range
from illiteracy among students and
teachers, weak standards, unrealisti-
cally difficult standards, racial discrim-
ination by tests, constitutionality of
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tests, administratively orchestrated
cheating on standardized tests, revised
testing, and abandoned testing. School
boards and school chancellors have
been dismissed. School systems have
been taken over by city and state
agencies. The media feeds on this,
furthering the frenzy.

In this era of standardized tests, ed-
ucators express genuine concern re-
garding the lack of specificity these
national standards offer. Testing often
serves the purpose for comparisons
between many students at many
schools. How do we rank students?
How do we determine qualifications
for admissions for higher education?
What criteria do we ultimately use to
determine a good job of teaching?

I find it curious that the National Sci-
ence Education Standards is an atheo-
retical document. Throughout the doc-
ument there appears to be a deliberate
effort to avoid connecting science edu-
cation with scientific theory. There are
at least three aspects of this atheoretical
nature: (1) the failure to prescribe any
specific scientific theories, other than
evolution, worth knowing; (2) the fail-
ure to define the role of scientific theo-
ries in scientific literacy; and (3) the
failure to describe any specific theoreti-
cal framework to implement research
studies on the inquiry approach. (Shi-
land, 1998, p. 615)

Shiland’s (1998) comments strike at
the heart of the standardized curricu-
lum debate. On one hand, we seek a
curriculum broad enough to serve all
students in a variety of learning con-

texts, and yet on the other hand, we
seek a curriculum detailed and specific
enough to enable teachers and stu-
dents to cover the “right” material.
Shiland (1998) does happen to teach
in a state driven by standardized test-
ing, which may contextualize his con-
cerns. However, it is additional con-
cerns raised by Shiland that pose
trouble.

Throughout the document there is an
extraordinary confidence in the ability
of the student to construct logical ex-
planations that are consistent with the
evidence with respect to any natural
phenomena. In other words, students
are to spend much of their time to in-
vent 200 years of scientific knowledge
in the span of a K-12 education. The
irony is that the NSES assumes stu-
dents are sophisticated enough to de-
velop their own models of scientific
knowledge, but are apparently inca-
pable of understanding specific and ac-
cepted scientific theories. Just as sci-
ence students do not have the time to
invent 200 years worth of scientific the-
ories, classroom teachers do not have
the time to invent theoretical frame-
works worth testing. They need to be
provided with an explicit framework of
propositions regarding particular theo-
ries. . . . As students, they need to be-
come fluent in the current theories of
science education. (Shiland, 1998, p.
616)

What does Shiland (1998) mean by
“theories of science education”? Is he
referring to pedagogical or curricular
theories, or does he refer to scientific



content theories? Does Shiland see
“science education” and “science con-
tent” as equivalent terms? Is this
where we are since the post-Sputnik,
“teacher-proof” and “student-proof”
curricula of the 1960s? Is this how far
we have come since the table of con-
tents approach to standards of the
1980s? Must we presume teachers and
students are intellectual ninnies, re-
quiring everything predigested and
nauseatingly spelled out? Are teachers
merely “de-skilled dupes” (Kincheloe,
1993, p. 3)? Are we still battling
against “cognitive illness” in our
schools (Kincheloe, Steinberg, & Tip-
pins, 1992)?

The first response to a new paradigm is
usually to find holes in the theory (i.e.,
where is the exception?). To offer stu-
dents and teachers the freedom to
choose their own methods of solving
problems, to make them aware of op-
tions and the value in alternatives, one
might think that these poor souls were
just sentenced to an eternity in purga-
tory. Choices?! Please don’t give me any
. . . what if I make the wrong one?!
(Pushkin, 1998b, p. 191)

Kincheloe (1993) poses three inter-
esting thoughts: “Students of mod-
ernism’s one-truth epistemology are
treated like one-trick ponies, re-
warded only for short-term retention
of certified truths” (p. 3). “When be-
havioral psychology was added to the
pedagogical recipe, teachers began to
be seen more and more as entities to
be controlled and manipulated” (p. 7).
“Teaching is a technology with an

identifiable outcome lending itself to
short-term teaching goals” (p. 18).

Why must science education con-
tent and pedagogy be formulated and
mechanical (Pushkin, 2000)? Why
must learning be driven by the
almighty multiple-choice test? Why
do we continue to view learning so
myopically? Do we genuinely know
any better? Do we have so little confi-
dence in ourselves and our students
that standards warrant a minimalist,
play-it-safe perspective in order to en-
sure the highest passing rate? Do we
desperately need convenient evidence
of mastery (Pushkin, 1998c)? Is sci-
ence education really as Shiland
(1998) sees it? Is science education ul-
timately the practice of confirming the
right answers, the static, the bottom
line, the obvious, the known (e.g.,
Pushkin, 1997)? The following is per-
ceived by many:

Teachers are wimps—passive creatures
who do what they are told, who fever-
ishly avoid any challenge to main-
stream values or perceived injustice.
Attempts to teach higher levels of
thinking, new ways of seeing, more so-
phisticated consciousness are repudi-
ated by reformers fearful of any form of
experimentation . . . creative pedagogy
has been rendered evil. . . . Education
cannot be reformed by decree. (Kinch-
eloe, 1992, p. 230)

Perhaps one of the greatest upsides
to the core standards is one of its
greatest downsides. The vision of in-
terdisciplinary holistic science educa-
tion through each grade serves as
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blessing and curse. Science should be
interdisciplinary; understanding should
be cumulative.

However, this is not the way our
schools are structured. If not by mid-
dle school, certainly by high school,
students do not experience broad gen-
eral science courses. Courses are
compartmentalized, discipline driven,
linear sequential, and prerequisite
dominated. Students take biology,
chemistry, and physics courses in
some prescribed sequence, typically in
conjunction with their math courses.
Although each science course serves as
a prerequisite for the others, rarely do
syllabi, textbooks, or learning activi-
ties offer connections. Is chemistry in-
herently incapable of exploring diffu-
sion from a biological perspective, or
ideal gas laws in terms of the respira-
tory system (Pushkin, 2000)? Is
physics precluded from analogizing
electric circuits with neurons? Must
biology be devoid of meaningful
chemistry and physics concepts solely
on the basis of course sequences?
Must biology be biology, chemistry be
chemistry, and physics be physics,
never to overlap or meet? Must the in-
terdisciplinary fields of biochemistry,
biophysics, geochemistry, geophysics,
and chemical physics perpetually be
relegated to academic misfit status?
Must we view science curricularly in
terms of square pegs and round holes,
or can we finally see science as a cohe-
sive, all-encompassing entity?

The dominance of the academic sub-
ject tradition was confirmed not only
by ideology but by the organisational

structure. . . . When an interdiscipli-
nary syllabus combining academic, util-
itarian and pedagogic intentions is ap-
praised by such committees only in
terms of the academic content of exist-
ing disciplines the judgment is merely
self-fulfilling and serves to duplicate
the traditional academic content of ex-
isting disciplines within the new sub-
jects. . . . Since “irrelevant topics” have
to be removed so that the main (aca-
demic) topics can be covered in single
subject “depth,” it follows that the ef-
fect is “to reveal how close the result-
ing syllabus would be to existing syl-
labuses.” (Goodson, 1993, p. 179)

If indeed the core standards are a
vision for science education, they ap-
pear incompatible with the vision long
established in K-12 science teaching.
Perhaps this is why the core standards
are “voluntary” (Texly & Wild, 1996).
Envisioning a broad interdisciplinary
curriculum for each grade seems quite
ambitious; this vision is significantly,
possibly radically, different than the
status quo. Perhaps the authors sadly
knew the reception these core stan-
dards would receive by the entrenched
and inertial establishment, mandate or
recommendation notwithstanding.

There has been something of a ten-
dency to see resistance to change as so
many exhibitions of irrationality and
self-interest, to be swept away by the
use of rationality and power. The re-
peated failures of this technical-
rational view of the change process
have led to reappraisals of how change
happens and of what happens to the



change itself in the process of change.
(Brown & Knight, 1994, p. 128)

Another blessing and curse of the
core standards seems to relate to the
process of science and the develop-
ment of thinking skills. The potential
impact of the nature of science on sci-
ence content comprehension is well
debated (e.g., Alters, 1997a-b; Eflin,
Glennan, & Reisch, 1999; Schibeci &
Murcia, 1999; Smith, et al., 1997;
Smith & Scharmann, 1999). Theoret-
ically, the stronger our understanding
and appreciation for the nature of sci-
ence, and how knowledge evolves, the
potentially stronger our understand-
ing of science content. Unfortunately,
upon reflection of Shiland’s (1998) in-
sights, understanding and apprecia-
tion of the nature of science appear
too time consuming and pedagogically
inefficient (e.g., Pushkin, 2000) and
detract from the perceived purpose of
science education: to learn a body of
information for the sake of correct test
answers. In fact, from a cynical per-
spective, might we wonder if Shiland’s
(1998) definition of science education
is fundamentally a means to elicit cor-
rect answers by students to teachers’
questions?

Student knowledge is based on the no-
tion of replication rather than interpre-
tation, as students are deemed “to
know” only when they can display a
fragment of data at a teacher’s bidding.
Schools reflect positivist assumptions
when they affirm that the most signifi-
cant aspects of school can be measured.

If their positivist tunnel-vision objec-
tive tests deny students a chance to
transcend the reductionism of measur-
ability, they cannot in this context re-
spond creatively, develop a relationship
between their lived experience and the
information, or learn intrapersonally
by establishing a personal position on
the issue. Such an approach encourages
a stimulus-response reflex, erasing the
totality of the person from the learning
process. In the positivistically defined
school, student subjectivity is viewed
with suspicion if not hostility. (Kinche-
loe, 1991, pp. 64–65)

Are teachers hopelessly conditioned
to “teach to the test”? Is this preventa-
ble? Is it rectifiable? How will stu-
dents view the learning process if
standardized test scores are the ulti-
mate mode of assessment? Will the
true value of science standards depend
on how well they match test items?
Will “good” or “meaningful” science
translate to “right” or “testable” sci-
ence? Will this ultimately set the cri-
teria for what constitutes real or legit-
imate knowledge (e.g., Goodson,
1993)? Is science sadly a collection of
facts, lacking nature or essence? Are
we too naïve to have not realized this?

What if we make the standards
more specific? What if the standards
present a prescribed list of definite
concepts for coverage (e.g., MCAT
“hit-lists,” or table-of-contents-like
performance standards)? What do we
sacrifice, in terms of broad under-
standing of science and scientific liter-
acy? Will there be more or less pres-
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sure on K-12 and college educators to
cover their curricula? If we stray from
the list, or possibly supplement it, will
students rebel or dismiss us for teach-
ing irrelevant material?

If any form of assessment is used too
frequently, students can learn to re-
spond automatically. Consequently the
assessment might no longer measure
quite what you want it to. Its validity
lessens. People appreciate that this is so
for well-known forms such as multiple
choice tests. (White & Gunstone,
1992, p. 180)

So what ultimately is the downside
to the core standards? Are they too
general? Are they too abstract for a
perhaps anally retentive, concrete-
minded teaching profession? Do they
offer too much “wiggle room” for
teachers to avoid teaching substantial
content, or specific content at all? Do
they take for granted cognitive sophis-
tication of students and pedagogical
enlightenment of teachers? Do they
possibly expose teachers’ lack of con-
tent knowledge mastery, or miscon-
ception of teaching content (e.g.,
Bryan & Abell, 1999; McLoughlin &
Dana, 1999)?

Perhaps these are all valid concerns.
However, the ultimate downside to
the core standards lies within their
epistemological and ontological foun-
dation. The foundation itself is not
wrong; its overwhelming contradic-
tion with the epistemological and on-
tological status quo does raise con-
cerns. As with any reform movement,

if the profession is not epistemologi-
cally or ontologically ready for the re-
form, that reform will likely die a
painful death. The authors of the core
standards are to be applauded. How-
ever, they forgot to address a funda-
mental paradigm issue first. The core
standards do not have a downside in
their conception or purpose. The
downside relates to their intended tar-
get; a presumption was made regard-
ing the willingness for a paradigmatic
shift.

Conclusions
Is there a conclusion to draw? That
remains to be seen; certainly one can-
not definitively conclude whether the
core standards are good or bad for sci-
ence education. We can at least iden-
tify primary upsides and downsides to
them. The primary upside of the core
standards relates to a progressive view
of science. The primary downside re-
lates to a regressive view still pervasive
in our schools and colleges.

Changing curricula and pedagogi-
cal practices requires a radical change
in epistemological and ontological
views. How we view knowledge, how
we view teaching, how we view learn-
ing all require serious reevaluation.
While the core standards reflect Shul-
man’s (1986) pedagogical content
knowledge, as well as inquiry-based
learning (e.g., Crawford, 1999) and
social constructivism (e.g., Moll, 1990;
Pushkin, 1997), are science educators
on the same page? If Shiland (1998) is
representative of the science educa-



tion community, all indications point
towards considerable disagreement
and resistance. Meaningful reform is
doomed in the hands of an inertial es-
tablishment.

Are the core standards strong
enough? Some critics will argue yes,
and others will argue no. Those argu-
ing yes will likely point to broadness
and potential for interdisciplinary “big
picture” thinking that the core stan-
dards envision and encourage. Those
arguing no will likely point to lack of
specificity and factual substance.
However, both arguments reflect the
contrasting image of teachers and
learners. If our view of teachers and
learners is one of empowered critical
and creative thinkers, we will likely
endorse the core standards, building
our curricula from broad ideas and
our own epistemological and ontolog-
ical views. If our view is one of intel-
lectually stunted robots incapable of
independent thought, we will likely
condemn the core standards, and de-
mand curricula served to us by ar-
biters of power.

The underlying premise of the core
standards was to enable all citizens to
be scientifically literate. What defines
“scientific literacy” is a subject of de-
bate (e.g., Hurd, 1998; Longbottom &
Butler, 1999; McGinn & Roth, 1999).
However, until we can come to a
firmer understanding of what defines
“science,” and what the purpose of
teaching and learning science is, we
will never fully come to terms with
“scientific literacy.” That said, we will
never know whether the core stan-

dards are a good thing for science ed-
ucation or not. The two most preva-
lent curriculum movements of the
twentieth century failed to resolve
these issues.
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If the goal of human history is a uniform type
of man, reproducing at a uniform rate, in a
uniform environment, kept at a constant tem-
perature, pressure, and humidity, living a
uniformly lifeless existence, with his uniform
physical needs satisfied by uniform goods, all
inner waywardness brought into conformity
by hypnotics and sedatives, or by surgical ex-
tirpations, a creature under constant mechan-
ical pressure from incubator to incinerator,
most of the problems of human development
would disappear. Only one problem would re-
main: Why should anyone, even a machine,
bother to keep this kind of creature alive? 

Lewis Mumford, 
The Transformations of Man

What exactly is a “student teacher”? As I un-
derstand it, a student teacher is a person of
student age who is far enough along in his ed-
ucation to be doing some teaching. But a “stu-
dent teacher” could also be someone who sim-
ply teaches students, a student teacher. Which
is what all teachers are. Or a student teacher
might be a student studying to become a
teacher. Not yet a teacher, still a “student
teacher.” Such a student, studying to be a
teacher, could also be called a “teaching stu-
dent,” which is, after all, what our original

“student teacher” was: a teaching student.
Sometimes teachers, later in their careers, go
back to school for further education, and once
again they become students, while still re-
maining teachers. Well, if a younger student
who is doing some teaching is a “student
teacher,” then wouldn’t an older teacher who
goes back to school logically be a “teacher stu-
dent”? Or I guess you could call her a “stu-
dent teacher,” couldn’t you? So far, that’s
three different kinds of student teachers. Now,
these teachers who go back to school obviously
have to be taught by “teacher teachers.” And
if one of these teacher teachers were also tak-
ing a few courses on the side, that would make
her a “student teacher teacher.” And if she
were just beginning that process, just learning
to be a “student teacher teacher” wouldn’t
that make her a “student teacher teacher
student”? I think it would. 

George Carlin, Brain Droppings

Standards of Diversity:
Reflecting on Teacher Identities

As a counterpart to the numbing con-
formity of the bureaucratic and con-
servative culture of public education,
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we can look at the incredible diversity
of the students that the system is actu-
ally supposed to serve in a place like
New York City. This is evident
throughout most teacher education
programs, especially in public institu-
tions. In order to illustrate the possi-
bilities for standards of diversity, let
me describe briefly a typical semester
of my social studies methods seminar,
which I teach concurrently with the
student teaching field experience.
During our first two meetings, we in-
troduce ourselves, speak about our
backgrounds and identities, share
some expectations for the course, and
reflect upon and name the qualities we
associate with the worst and best
teachers. A few important issues and
themes usually emerge from these
shared experiences, and before getting
to a more formal “course description,”
I usually like to take a little more class
time and reflect upon the implications
of these first two open meetings for
the rest of the semester.

In terms of racial, ethnic, and ideo-
logical identity, we are quite a diverse
group: Black, White, Hispanic, Amer-
ican, European, Italian, Anglo, Irish,
Caribbean, Moroccan, Slavic, Israeli,
Jewish, Christian, Muslim, atheist, an-
archist, Socialist, Nationalist, Luddite,
and Libertarian. In addition to Eng-
lish in all its varieties, we speak many
languages: Spanish, Haitian Creole,
Russian, Serbo-Croatian, French,
German, Berber, Hebrew, and Arabic.
Some of us have traveled the world
and lived outside the U.S. in places
like Africa, the Mideast, and Central
America; others have never left the

neighborhoods in which we were
born. We are also quite varied in terms
of gender, class, age, and life experi-
ences: some are the sons and daugh-
ters of civil servants, while others are
from professional or highly educated
parents. We have people in their early
twenties not yet out of college along-
side grown women and men returning
to college in the midst of a career
change. Some of us have raised chil-
dren, others are barely out of adoles-
cence. Many of us hold jobs, and a few
of us are already working full time as
what the city now calls “pre-certified”
teachers; others are full-time students
and have had no teaching experiences.
It’s a dizzying array of identities, the
surface of which I am sure I have only
begun to scratch, and each semester
always reveals new facets.

In speaking of our expectations for
the course, we generate an equally di-
verse set of responses. Initially, our ex-
pectations most often seem to me to
be of three general types: (1) getting a
handle on content (e.g., the full sweep
of global history), (2) learning some
effective methods and materials (e.g.,
lesson plans and classroom manage-
ment), (3) figuring out how to plot a
course of professional development
(e.g., navigating the mazes of certifica-
tion, licensing, and standardized test-
ing). Many seminar participants speak
of wanting to find a balance between
content and method, or of wanting to
clarify issues of curriculum and stan-
dardized testing. Some have their eyes
on a broad vision of the future, while
others just want to get through to-
morrow. More specific concerns range
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from the mundane to the profound:
concerns with getting a paycheck,
controlling group behavior, and writ-
ing standard lesson plans reside right
alongside calls for liberatory educa-
tion and reformulating American citi-
zenship. How to deal with fear, the
clock, and the bureaucracy rank high
on the list of some of our personal
concerns. Some of us desire nothing
more than anecdotal sharing and in-
formal networking experiences, while
others seem to need a highly struc-
tured how-to experience. Literacy is a
hot topic, given the constant influx of
new immigrants. In short, as with our
identities, the diversity of expectations
is astounding.

When we generate a list of qualities
based on collective recollections of
our worst teachers, the chalkboard
quickly fills with terms and phrases
like: boring; arrogant; talks too much;
lies to students; is disrespectful, au-
thoritarian, regimented, time bound;
screams too much; has poor hygiene;
acts stupid, lazy, racist, biased, sexist;
doesn’t listen; and appears detached
from reality (to name just a few). After
constructing this nightmarish com-
posite of our own worst teachers
(Franken-teacher?), we proceed to
negate each quality, generating a list
that includes terms like: empathy, sin-
cerity, honesty, listens to students, re-
spectful, balanced, objective, shows
kindness, flexibility, self-criticism, and
knows material (again, to name only a
few). This list is usually met with mur-
murs, ranging from “you’ll get eaten
alive” to “where’ve you been all my
life.” While some of us appear to want

the negated list to be a magical recipe
for being a good teacher, most seem to
realize that we are simply negating
our own recollections. Interestingly,
the best-teacher list seemed to need
some elements from the worst-teacher
list, depending on the context (i.e., in-
stitutional, personal, academic). From
this reflective exercise, it seems quite
clear that our perceptions of our own
worst and best teachers are complex
and intertwined.

Someone once said, “Complex
problems have simple solutions and
they are always wrong.” Taken to-
gether, our teacher identities, course
expectations, and recollections of past
experiences constitute what appears to
me to be a complex problem of how to
proceed with the methods course. To
approach this complexity with a
simple cookbook of teaching tech-
niques would do an injustice to many
of our concerns. Likewise, treating the
experience solely with a “touchy-
feely” humanism would leave unat-
tended other major issues. Purely
practical or totally theoretical ap-
proaches will not solve many of the
complex problems we raise. What
seems necessary is a combination of
technical, theoretical, humanistic, phil-
osophical, and practical approaches,
which is what we end up constructing
along the way.

Standards of Dysfunction:
Reforming Teacher Education
Before delving any deeper into revis-
ing secondary teacher education pro-
grams with a new emphasis on “the



field” and “excellence,” it seems to me
that colleges of education need to clar-
ify a few fundamental points: (1) What
will be the relationship between the
various methods courses and the field
experiences? (2) What exactly is a
“capstone course”? (3) What do we
mean by “action research”? (4) Beyond
political expediency and accommoda-
tion, what meaningful role will the ac-
ademic disciplines play in a revised
secondary program? (5) Are the “foun-
dations” courses, as presently con-
ceived and implemented, still relevant
in proposed restructured programs?
(6) How will newly conceived pro-
grams rectify or avoid some of the
major dysfunctions of the present pro-
grams? (7) Beyond expediting registra-
tion numbers, to what degree are
generic education courses still rele-
vant? Without taking time to articulate
thoughtful responses to such funda-
mental concerns, colleges of education
risk reproducing old programs in new
guises, which begs the question, “why
bother at all?” Assuming that we need
to change an existing teacher educa-
tion program, and that we wish to con-
struct a more meaningful program in
its place, it seems necessary to keep
these basic issues in the forefront.
With that in mind, let me briefly dis-
cuss some of the preceding questions.

For any restructuring to be mean-
ingful, we will need to rectify some
dysfunctions in present programs. A
major dysfunction is in the Kafka-
esque process by which graduate ap-
plications are evaluated. It is patently
unfair for students to have to wait
months for news, and for them to be

unable to even know who has their ap-
plication. It’s also silly for applications
to be evaluated by folks in the disci-
plines, for purely political reasons,
when there are perfectly competent
people in-house for most of the major
academic areas. Adding to this is the
absurd practice of overriding, pre-
empting, or circumventing each other
by finagling various backdoor or
under-the-table arrangements. Why
bother to construct another vast bu-
reaucratic edifice of standards, prereq-
uisites, and entrance requirements if
what really matters is who you know?
But these are almost beside the point,
since under the present system of en-
trance criteria, the evaluation of appli-
cations should take only a few minutes
for a machine to compute: minimum
grade point average and prerequisite
course numbers. Even though we may
think otherwise, the relevance of prior
work in the social sciences is of little
importance (e.g., virtually anybody
with clearance from the board of edu-
cation on x number of broadly defined
“social studies” credits can qualify un-
der the present system). While it
seems necessary that we support any
program of providing opportunities
for people to retool their lives, we also
need to have some kind of minimal
consistency or sense of fairness be-
tween the myriad agencies and bodies
that read applications.

Another clear dysfunction, at least
from the perspective of social studies,
is the irrelevance of most graduate so-
cial science courses to teaching sec-
ondary social studies in a place like
New York City. In many colleges of
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education, there are perfectly compe-
tent people in-house who know both
education and the social sciences, in
method and content, even if we are
not taking advantage of their exper-
tise. If folks in the departments learned
something about teaching social stud-
ies in a place like New York City, then
we’d at least have common ground for
cooperation and discussion. A varia-
tion on this is already being proposed
by various professional historical or-
ganizations, and if colleges of educa-
tion don’t get with the program, they
may find their entire secondary educa-
tion programs hijacked by academic
departments that hire a few “meth-
ods” professors. Many present pro-
grams are watered-down versions of a
disciplinary MA anyway, with very
little sense of how education and the
social sciences interrelate. Let’s face it:
many students declare “social studies
teacher” as their graduate major only
because it’s seen as easier than an MA
in any of the disciplines. But this is a
self-fulfilling prophecy, in that people
who sign up for a dumbed-down pro-
gram are often treated as if they really
are dumb, and then we all wonder and
complain about “no standards” and all
the “dummies” teaching in public
schools. There are other problems,
but these are the worst. In short, what
is the point of going through the pro-
lix hassle of restructuring colleges of
education and reforming teacher edu-
cation programs if we do not address
present dysfunctions?

In many colleges of education, stu-
dents take a “methods” course concur-
rently with their “field experience.”

But prior to that final semester, they
have had no experience with upper
grade level social studies curriculum,
teaching, and assessment. Despite
wishes to the contrary, most “middle
school” courses provide very little in
the way of secondary methods for the
social studies. This is not surprising,
nor is it really anybody’s fault, because
such courses speak to middle school
concerns, which by definition are in-
terdisciplinary. But secondary stan-
dards pushed by the state agencies are
requiring more focused and disci-
plined inquiry, even in elementary
schools, and public school administra-
tors are now asking for people with a
strong background in history and who
have taken methods courses prior to
student teaching. It’s clear that, at least
from the perspective of social studies,
we need a preservice course that sur-
veys methods and curriculum for social
studies, and which will begin to look at
the ways the various social science dis-
ciplines inform teaching and research.

This course can have some field ob-
servation, and even some “action re-
search,” but it needs to address some
fundamental points: (1) What are the
various kinds of standards presently in
place (e.g., content, process, perform-
ance, or outcomes-based) and how do
they fit together? (2) What exactly is a
“teaching method,” and how does it
differ from a technique? (3) How do
the various social science disciplines
inform teaching methods? (4) Why do
the social studies still maintain a cen-
tral position in many secondary grad-
uation standards? (5) What is the cur-
rent definition of social studies, and



does it still encompass the traditional
array of five or six social science disci-
plines? (6) What are the various local,
regional, and national debates and
controversies around social studies?
After some rigorous work on these is-
sues, students can do the student
teaching, which would run concur-
rently with a less rigorous, perhaps
field-based, course that will address
the myriad day-to-day methodological
and technical concerns of new teach-
ers. Putting the field and methods
together in the same semester, in the
absence of prior work, is counterpro-
ductive, since students either give in
to the daily grind, disregarding the
larger questions, or they focus on the
larger questions and exit unprepared
for the daily grind. A meaningful sec-
ondary social studies teacher educa-
tion program can meet multiple sets
of standards, but time and credit hours
will have to be allocated for course
work before, during, and after the
field experience, and this course work
needs some discipline specificity
within social studies, along with more
relevant articulation between educa-
tion and the social sciences.

When we speak of a “capstone”
course, this usually implies that it will
top off a coherent and carefully con-
structed sequence of courses and ex-
periences. Is this what we have in
mind? Certainly many programs as
they stand now are far from coherent,
so putting any sort of stone on them
may be more like sealing a grave,
burying students under dumbed-down
irrelevancies and our own political ex-

pediencies. It seems to me that before
we think about capping off our pro-
grams, we ought to more clearly de-
fine them, and then decide whether or
not they need a cap, and what form
that cap might take, and how heavy it
ought to be. Regarding “action re-
search,” this term has become faddish,
and it means different things to differ-
ent people. What do we mean by it?
Do we take it to mean research into
teaching and learning that derives
questions from ongoing fieldwork? Is
it a form of participant observation?
Will methods courses talk about doing
action research, or will the time be
spent more or less in the field with
minimal class meetings and lots of
what might be called “thesis guid-
ance.” Is it going to proceed from the
norms of a generic education course,
or will there be discipline-specific or
theme-oriented or age-graded ver-
sions of the research? If some sort of
action research project is to be a sig-
nificant part of the capstone course,
then this seems to imply a thesis. Will
we assume that students can read and
write on a functionally graduate level,
and that they’ll know how to do rele-
vant research, action or otherwise? Or
do we need some prerequisites or ba-
sic academic competencies first? Can
faculty be given adequate teaching
time for thesis guidance and field su-
pervision, as is the norm in most other
academic programs, or will we eschew
the thesis completely, devising some
kind of standardized examination in
its place? Many of these questions will
likely begin to find answers during the
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process of addressing the present dys-
functions in colleges of education.

At present, there are few connec-
tions between social science depart-
ments and schools of education, at
least if we use the present graduate
level programs as any guide. Students
take a few very specific courses in the
social sciences and a few generic edu-
cation courses, but there is no place to
articulate the relations between the
two. This always struck me as odd,
until I realized that people are more
concerned with turf wars and full time
equivalent enrollments (FTEs) than
they are with quality and meaning. If
we are going to maintain the tit for
tat, you take the x credits and we’ll get
the y, those are “your” students but
these are “mine,” then we at least
ought to be up-front and honest with
each other and our students about this
as a political compromise at the ex-
pense of meaning and relevance. But if
we are really serious about revisions
that involve such articulation, then we
ought to rethink the courses on both
sides. This can entail reviewing the of-
ferings for relevance to teaching social
studies, which should also involve
considering course work grouped
around the primary teaching needs,
such as American history or world his-
tory. Anything less may only standard-
ize present dysfunctions, leaving stu-
dents adrift in a schizoid hodgepodge
of random course work.

Maybe the time has come to rethink
our notion of “foundations.” Some
professors of education have already
noted that it may be more relevant to

cover the usual foundational content
after having done some fieldwork and
teaching, while others of us are com-
mitted to a “foundations first” ap-
proach. In any case, very few of us
teach with both in mind. Perhaps
sending students out into schools, mu-
seums, neighborhoods, and other sites
while learning the foundations would
be more desirable. Such an approach
could move foundations closer to “ac-
tion research” and may link up with
the inclinations to make things more
field oriented, only with a broader def-
inition of the field. And we’ll also need
to consider exactly who will be in these
foundations courses, however they
might be conceived, and to what ex-
tent the registration will reflect early
childhood, elementary, middle level,
and secondary concerns (beyond the
present concerns of expediting staffing
and enrollment) or be limited only to
students in colleges of education. The
idea of a “self, school, society” type
course early on, cross-listed in the aca-
demic departments or even as a gen-
eral education course, seems appeal-
ing. Similarly, a course on urban
education seems necessary in places
like New York City. However, there’s
less agreement about the traditionally
generic child development or philoso-
phy of education course offerings, at
least those that reflect stagnant dis-
courses or that have not considered a
solid generation of new scholarship
and critical commentary. Much of
what we teach in such courses is irrele-
vant in light of emerging paradigm
shifts in philosophy and the social sci-



ences, and especially in psychology.
Our students deserve so much more.

Standards of Conformity:
Entering School Culture
Conformity in a large bureaucracy is
infectious. Each year, I begin my stu-
dent teacher orientations by warning
applicants that the student-teaching
experience will be very demanding of
their time. Beginning in early Febru-
ary and ending in June, they follow
the board of education’s academic cal-
endar in their cooperating school.
Some schools will require that they at-
tend orientations during January and
help out with standardized examina-
tions in June. In any case, the mini-
mum time spent on-site in the cooper-
ating school is three or four hours a
day, five days a week; most schools re-
quire longer hours. The State of New
York has recently doubled its mini-
mum number of field experience
hours from 150 to 300 in order to cer-
tify teachers, but even before that
mandate many students easily did 300
hours in a single semester at a school
that made demands on their labor
above and beyond the minimum re-
quirements as a contingency for ac-
cepting student teachers in the first
place. Because of such great demands
on time, the single most challenging
factor in student teaching—and the is-
sue that has led to the most dismissals
in the past—is unrealistic time man-
agement and planning. I warn them
that they should realistically plan to
spend many, many more hours in stu-
dent teaching than what is implied by

the number of credit hours they get
for the course. It is in many cases like
a full-time job, depending on the field
site in which students are placed, and
their prior preparation, and I find my-
self having to frequently remind them
that they ought to plan their semester
schedules accordingly, more as a mat-
ter of practical survival than as an ide-
ological commitment.

The high schools in which we place
our students, mostly in Brooklyn and
Manhattan, are typical of New York
City and tend to be fairly conservative
places, despite the liberal veneers. In
such a context, I try to impress upon
students that they should think of
themselves as professionals, which is
also sometimes useful for making the
broader point that in the field they
need to think of themselves more as
teachers and less as students. This
means looking and acting the part,
dressing like they would for a job in-
terview, since they’ll probably be
looked over from day one as prospec-
tive employees. “No hats, sneakers,
shorts, T-tops, or jeans,” I intone,
“Your hair should be neat and clean,
and men should either shave daily or
keep facial hair trimmed.” The conser-
vative school culture demands that
they be polite and courteous in their
dealings with principals, teachers, and
parents, despite the teachers that we all
recall who had frizzy hair and wore
tennis shoes. I remind them, “Please
don’t slouch, don’t use street slang, and
look folks in the eye when speaking to
them.” Promptness is a key attribute of
the conservative school culture, and I
remind my students that if they are go-
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ing to be late or absent it is their re-
sponsibility to call ahead, and to per-
haps arrange for a substitute; the worst
thing a student teacher could probably
ever do is to not show up. This point
often calls for an important adjustment
in how many students relate to their
education; in the business-driven
world of standardization, college feels
more and more like another job. I usu-
ally round out their orientations by
emphasizing that they should never,
ever “fraternize inappropriately” with
their students, that they should not
gossip in the teacher’s lounge, or any-
where else, and, only half jokingly, that
they “avoid screaming and too much
coffee.” This presentation occasionally
orients a few students out of the pro-
gram, but most of them show up next
week for another round.

In secondary programs, college aca-
demic majors usually only nominally
prepare student teachers for the kinds
of things they will be called upon to
teach in the public schools. Public
school teachers have traditionally
been generalists; academic depart-
ments are oriented toward training
specialists. In most schools, despite
the new discipline-based content stan-
dards, secondary social studies teach-
ers can at any given time be called
upon to teach the entire scope of
American history, world history, gov-
ernment, or economics. On occasion,
a few teachers may be asked to do a
humanities, law, or sociology class.
Due to a number of factors, student
teachers rarely get a feel for what it
would be like to teach a complete
course. In some contexts, largely in

cases where student teaching happens
only during one semester, they may
find themselves observing and teach-
ing only the former or latter half of a
full-year course. For those assigned to
student teach in the spring, in New
York this means that history courses
may be focusing on the modern era;
many will cut short their studies to be-
gin preparing students for Regents ex-
ams, depending upon how heavy-
handed the system is at any given
moment, what the pass/fail numbers
show in recent years, and who’s ac-
countable. So given all these overlap-
ping expediencies, I tell my students
that the best thing to do is get a jump
on preparation and do some serious
reading during intercession, especially
in those areas for which they are least
prepared; otherwise, they’ll be over-
whelmed come February. Although in
colleges of education we try not to
limit ourselves to things like teaching
from the textbooks or to the standard-
ized tests, I remind students that it is
usually a good idea to borrow a few
textbooks from a local high school,
and buy the standardized examination
preparation books, since those tests do
reign supreme. I learned this from one
smug assistant principal who answered
my query into how he deals with state
standards by simply stating, “The ex-
ams are my only standards.”

A standard student teaching experi-
ence involves some teaching, some
observing, some planning, and some
clerical work. In addition, and de-
pending on the school, many student
teachers will be asked to participate in
meetings, parent-teacher conferences,



class trips, and other extracurricular
activities; some schools require more
extracurricular participation than oth-
ers. I ask them to be flexible and ac-
cept as many offers as they can, in the
interest of collegiality. But most time
for student teachers is spent in plan-
ning and preparation, something that
many are unable to fathom until their
experiences are under way. Student
teaching involves many hours of plan-
ning and grading, most of which is
done at night, on weekends, or during
vacations; student teachers can usually
expect at least two to three hours of
such preparatory work each and every
day of the year. Some cooperating
teachers require them to write daily
lesson plans. The best way to prevent
headaches and grief is to begin
preparing some advance lesson plans
before the experience, and then to
beg, borrow, or steal as many as possi-
ble once in the field. Unfortunately, in
some departments one finds a lone
cowboy attitude where there is not
much true and honest sharing and so
most student teachers get into the bad
habit of writing plans the night before
they plan to use them. This is espe-
cially difficult for those students who
are trying to complete their degrees in
the same semester as student teaching
by taking their other courses concur-
rently, along with standardized exams,
or for folks who are holding down
jobs and raising their families.

Since the state requires a certain
number of hours in the field to grant
certification, student teachers must
keep a time log of all the hours they
spend in their cooperating school.

The requirements used to be some-
what flexible, but the standards bu-
reaus are increasingly stipulating spe-
cific kinds of hours and making
distinctions between “observation”
and “teaching” hours. In some cases,
one can find a requirement for a cer-
tain number of days, not hours, but
this usually just leads to redundancies
like converting days into hours and
back again. Once accumulated, the co-
operating teacher, assistant principal,
and professor must sign the time log,
and most of these are configured in
terms of hours. Where a form of port-
folio assessment is in place, the time
log is sometimes necessary for the cer-
tification portfolio; in any case, com-
munication with teachers and supervi-
sors is essential with respect to hours
or days accumulated. I warn my stu-
dents that it’s not like college, where
they can blow off a class when they’re
tired or too busy, and then weasel out
of it at the end. Public school teaching
is relentless. If they don’t show up
once in a while or if they disappear
without warning, the conservative
teacher culture will label them “unre-
liable” or “not a team player,” and
they may have difficulty getting a de-
cent job referral or letters of recom-
mendation. This applies as much to
the required hours as it does to all
those unrequired hours. The job mar-
ket for social studies teachers is gener-
ally very tight, and officials will pick
and choose among the best candi-
dates. Student teaching is often the
key to a job, and the impressions made
will likely follow them, especially if
they decide to stay in New York City.

888 SOCIAL STUDIES



889Social Studies Standards

Many student teachers don’t know
it, but when they sign up for the field
experience and take those first steps
toward employment they are prepar-
ing to enter into a Kafkaesque bureau-
cracy of standards, certification, and
professional development that could
last up to five years or more before
they are really settled into a steady and
relatively secure teaching position.
Even this is tentative, since talks are
currently underway in many places to
trade off tenure for salary hikes. In
New York City, which suffered a “fiscal
crisis” (i.e., the city went bankrupt in
the 1970s), salaries are stunted so
there’s a real incentive to make this
trade. The principals’ union recently
made the trade, accepting a $10,000
pay hike in exchange for switching to
three-year renewable contracts, which
seem to be gaining ground where
unions are weak, ossified, or compla-
cent. But there will be jobs of one sort
or another, especially in years of high
retirement and contract buyouts, so
running the gauntlet of certification
and licensing seems necessary. “The
best thing to do is to remain calm,” I
say, “and be systematic, and keep
abreast of all the city and state require-
ments and deadlines.” “If you have not
gotten fingerprinted yet,” I find myself
telling them, “Do it now. If you can’t do
it today, do it tomorrow, if not tomor-
row, the next day” (they get the point).
Last time I checked, fingerprinting
through the board of education costs
eighty dollars (postal money order
only, and only in the exact amount cur-
rently specified by the board of educa-
tion) and takes at least ten weeks to

process (often more). Students cannot
get a teaching license without finger-
prints, and the FBI runs them for
felonies and selected other offenses.

In the best of worlds, most colleges
of education will help students save
some time and money by submitting
their applications for certification to
the state, and there are usually infor-
mation sessions to help prepare appli-
cations. However, it is the student’s
responsibility to obtain and fill out the
requisite paperwork, and submit it all
on time. While there are currently
several standardized exams required to
become a teacher, initially they need
to worry about the Liberal Arts and
Sciences Test (LAST), and the Assess-
ment of Teaching Skills-Writing
(ATS-W). Students need to take the
LAST first, but if they paid reasonable
attention in liberal arts core courses,
most should be able to pass it. Many
will take the ATS-W after or near the
end of student teaching, since they’ll
be able to draw on classroom experi-
ences for most questions. However, if
they qualify for “accelerated certifica-
tion,” they need to take the ATS-W as
soon as possible. For students who are
unsure whether they can pass such
standardized tests, there are several
review guides available, in a growing
industry responding to the standardi-
zation movement, but most of these
are alarmist and unreliable. The state
maintains a list of “outcomes” on its
Web site, but these are too general to
be useful. It’s ironic that on the one
hand the state foists off standardized
tests on students of all levels, but on
the other hand frowns upon “teaching



to the test,” which is still the proven
method of getting through the bu-
reaucracy. From past experience, the
best strategy is talking to people who
have already taken these tests, to get a
sense for the kinds of questions that
are asked.

Standards of Confusion:
Teaching Anachronism 
and Hyperbole

In my daily travels around New York
City visiting my secondary social stud-
ies student teachers, I have come to
recognize certain generic tendencies in
teaching that illustrate the epistemo-
logical confusion of social studies
teaching. Let me illustrate by describ-
ing a lesson that I’ve seen taught a
number of times by different people in
different places. The topic is Japan in
the nineteenth century, and the “aim”
is usually something like “should Japan
have opened trade relations with
America?” The teacher begins by
“motivating” students with a student
produced drawing of Commodore
Perry’s infamous nineteenth-century
landing in the Japanese harbor. Stu-
dents briefly study the picture for clues
as to what is going on. One remark
that the people look “Oriental” be-
cause they have “yellow skin” brings
howls of laughter. The teacher is
clearly in control, overly so, perhaps.
Eventually, the students deduce the
context and provide the aim question,
and the teacher has successfully
“elicited the aim,” which is related to
whether or not the Japanese (who the

students later become via role playing)
should open trade with the U.S. ac-
cording to the terms set out in two
documents, a letter from President
Fillmore and another letter from
Perry. Students read the letters, and
the teacher questions them on their
content. He knows the answers in ad-
vance to all the questions he asks, and
the students ask no questions. The
class tosses around opinions on the
proposal, and the teacher writes a “yes
and no” chart on the board with rea-
sons for each. He hands out a third
document, from some sort of advisor
to the emperor (at this point it is clear
that the students are assuming the role
of the emperor, though that is never
really discussed or made explicit).
Glancing at the clock, he then abruptly
announces, “OK, it’s time to make a
decision.” The class votes by a show of
hands and the decision is predictably
split. The teacher concludes the lesson
by asking a few students about how
they voted and why, the passing bell
rings and everyone shuffles out.

On the surface, this seems like an
“effective lesson.” The teacher is at
ease with his control of the class,
moves smoothly from task to task, in-
volves students in behavioral schemes,
basically fulfilling all the current items
on a standardized rubric used to eval-
uate teachers. Beyond the things we
could say about the behavioral co-
optation of constructivism, there are
other serious contradictions with such
a lesson, and I’d like to discuss briefly
why I think this kind of lesson sug-
gests a standard of confusion in the
teaching and learning of secondary so-
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cial studies. First of all, for the stu-
dents to assume the role of the em-
peror is anachronistic, which is partic-
ularly clear once a vote is taken, since
the emperor is a party of one, and
even if he consulted others it is much
more likely that no votes were taken
in the Japanese imperial court. If we
forgive that oversight, a crucial ques-
tion to make a reasonable decision,
since using hindsight is the norm,
would be, “What was the U.S. track
record in similar cases?” No such
questions are asked. Students are sim-
ply well trained in the standard lesson
format, waiting for the teacher to ask
questions, redirect them when neces-
sary, and construct the board outline.

What else are these students learn-
ing? Reading, perhaps, and being able
to deduce clues from documents. This
seems to fall under the rubric of “criti-
cal thinking” and analysis, and may
help in preparing for the dreaded doc-
ument-based questions (DBQs) on the
latest round of state standardized
tests. But I think they are also learning
that decision making for an emperor is
done democratically. (Similarly, one
could also ask whether or not the deci-
sion “back home” to offer Japan a
Faustian bargain were made demo-
cratically.) In other words, there seems
to be a hidden civics lesson lurking in
here somewhere, though anachronis-
tically detached from the lesson con-
tent, and with nineteenth-century
Japan as a proxy. With vague notions
of these yellow Orientals pondering
their future (which we already know),
the ups and downs of “modernization”
and “progress” juxtapose nicely with

the implicit notion of Western su-
premacy and the inevitability of colo-
nization and assimilation. This ex-
changes present student feelings of
what is right and wrong with those of
emperors and an admiral, about whom
they know very little. The end result is
variety of epistemological confusion. I
use a video of this type of lesson in my
methods courses, and we usually need
to watch it again in order make some
useful distinctions between form and
content.

Sometimes, while reviewing parts
of the video, I ask students to fill out a
standard lesson plan template, includ-
ing the “do now,” the “motivation,”
and the instructional objectives. We
fine-tune it a bit in class, and then
complete it at home, adding two ques-
tions: What other possible ways might
there be to wrap up such a lesson?
What would you do differently? In the
next session, we watch the entire video
again. On the surface, it is really a pic-
ture perfect lesson, technically, no
doubt getting high marks by evalua-
tors, many of us note. Then we talk
about ways to summarize and apply
the lesson, and devise a homework or
follow-up assignment. Some students
suggest homework assignments that
would involve reading the historical
record somehow (in textbooks?) and
then consider how student answers to
the “aim question” might be right or
wrong vis-à-vis the historical record.
This was thought necessary, since the
teacher asked the class to take a vote
and justify their positions, with half
the class coming down on either side
of the yes or no divide. But other stu-



dents become concerned about the
repercussions of telling students, after
all those thoughtful deliberations on
the documents, that their answer was
“wrong.”

A few more students begin trying to
link the exercise of deliberating on
primary documents with some kind of
current events, where the outcome is
not yet known, or where it has not
been as thoroughly entered into the
historical record as Perry’s imperial
moves. I sometimes interject at this
point, writing “anachronism” on the
board, and asking if anyone knows its
meaning (all the while joking about
my proclivity toward “big words,”
having used “ubiquitous” earlier, and
taking a jab at standardized examina-
tion vocabulary reviews). Some stu-
dents confuse it with “acronym,” but
eventually we get to the point where
they seem able to grasp how the pres-
ent can shade the ways in which we
look at the past (I also introduce them
to “hyperbole,” briefly, as the second
cardinal sin of historians). A few stu-
dents pick up on anachronisms right
away, citing their field observations
and noting how a lesson that begins
with present-day examples to motivate
learning can become anachronistic. I
relate a story of the classroom book-
bag dispute and the decision to use the
atom bomb, and all of us laugh and
many remember a similar “motiva-
tion” from our own experiences.

So, we are then faced with the ques-
tion, “What is this Japan lesson
about?” Is it about process or content?
Many of us see the benefits of learning
to work with documents and deliber-

ating over our decisions, especially in
light of the new state standards that
require students to master Japanese-
type required student exams. But oth-
ers are more concerned with what “re-
ally happened.” Given the case of this
lesson (which is admittedly a bit hy-
perbolic!) the answers seem difficult,
but my point here is that these are the
kinds of questions we ought to take
into consideration when designing a
teaching and learning activity for stu-
dent teachers. What is the relationship
between process and content? Why
use a process lesson to deliberate a
moral question (“Should Japan have
. . . ”) or practice our civic duties
(“Let’s take a vote . . . ”), instead of us-
ing a current event, the logical culmi-
nation of which could be to then act in
some way. Or, is it best, for training
purposes, to use the past with its fore-
gone conclusions to understand a
method of inquiry? Sure, the past is
subject to interpretation in the pres-
ent, but this lesson doesn’t draw any
attention to those kinds of issues. The
teacher never asked questions about
the questions he was posing. And, by
using the first person plural, saying,
“What should we do?” (i.e., the Japan-
ese shoguns or emperor, or whoever
was in charge then—he never men-
tioned), the present “we” of those in
the class at that time deliberating past
imperial questions becomes lost, invis-
ible, unimportant. In other words, the
lesson is that “we” and “they” are none
other than one and the same, across
cultures and over time. At this point, I
am usually stomping about, ranting
and jumping back and forth about how
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absurd it is to imagine that a sixteen-
year-old high school student in 1990s
Queens could begin to think and de-
liberate in the way a nineteenth-cen-
tury Shogun may have, or even Com-
modore Perry, for that matter.

In light of this, students in second-
ary social studies classrooms learn a
standardized lesson about civics: all
problems are individual problems.
This is evident in the pervasive
metaphorical and analogical linkages
between major world events and indi-
vidual behavior. In a behaviorist
teaching style still largely advocated
by educational officialdom, teachers
begin lessons with a short “motiva-
tion.” Conventional wisdom holds
that this activity ought to relate the
topic of the day to students’ direct
daily experiences. Thus, one finds
classes about Truman’s decision to use
the atomic bomb “motivated” by ex-
amples of one student retaliating
against another for a personal indis-
cretion, or lessons on the causes of the
Civil War motivated by a discussion of
a street fight, or the Treaty of Ver-
sailles with three cousins disagreeing
on how to divide up an eight-slice
pizza with two toppings. While such
motivational practices are problematic
in many ways, an emerging culture of
hyper-reality only exacerbates the in-
herent individualism in much of social
studies education. Educational tech-
nocrats, in their discussions of cyber-
utopias and hyper-info highways, of-
ten evoke the Internet and World
Wide Web, but the image of gleeful
students sitting in front of their com-
puter screens solving world problems

in electronic simulations or surfing
the Web in pursuit of liberatory infor-
mation, seems incompatible with the
concept of civics as a collective and
negotiated responsibility, based on so-
cial participation and political action.
In order to reverse the damages al-
ready done by individualism, civics in
an age of hyper-reality will have to
find new ways to emphasize collectivi-
ties and social participation, and the
past is not the best means to do this.

Current practice in high school so-
cial studies classrooms dictates a prac-
tice know as “the motivation.” En-
shrined in lesson plan formats, and
reified from concept to object, “the
motivation,” at bottom, impairs
thought. Drawing upon my work with
student teachers in New York City
public high schools, I have come to re-
alize how this practice severely cir-
cumscribes thought. Though not
legally binding on teachers, the behav-
ioral lesson plan format has a remark-
able number of adherents. “The moti-
vation” (along with the “do now,” to
which I turn in a moment) is an essen-
tial component of the standard daily
lesson plan, and it is usually a short ac-
tivity designed to motivate students
for the day’s lesson. As a concept, mo-
tivating students makes sense; it’s an
activity, a suggestion for action; it’s
embedded in daily practice. But this is
different from “the motivation,” solid-
ified into a noun, an object. Similar
forms of reification are evident when a
teacher begins a lesson by saying,
“OK class, please do the do now that is
written on the chalkboard” (I always
laugh when I hear this, as if the “do



now” is some sort of new dance).
These only indicate further that “mas-
ter teacher” practices can impair
thought and grossly simplify or distort
complex events. Here are some tragic
examples I’ve encountered: the slaves
should have fought back (teen
machismo); the Jews deserved the
ovens, because they passively walked
right in; Palestinians lost their land,
and finders are keepers (schoolyard
law). This is thought impairment,
since it reduces complex and often
horrific mega-events to simple in-
stances of interpersonal relations. In
such a world, the decision to drop the
atomic bomb can be “motivated” by a
simplistic “get even” example, like
“How would you feel if someone
crumpled up your homework?” And
no one ever bats an eye. In a world
driven by what we can call “content
jamming,” where student receptacles
need to be filled with facts to spew
forth on standardized tests, one won-
ders what is really being learned.

Standards of Complexity:
Recovering Meaning in
Education
Most peoples of the world have tradi-
tions and beliefs that emphasize the
interconnectedness of all life and land
and the meaningfulness of all thought
and action within a complex inter-
woven ecology. Indigenous peoples,
such as the Australian Aborigines,
view every tree, insect, plant, animal,
and stone as meaningful and interre-
lated. They believe that pulling apart
this web of creation will have severe

consequences, and cite the growing
environmental crisis as evidence. In
the Islamic tradition, the Qur’an em-
phasizes that all creation—past, pres-
ent, and future—is meaningful and
purposeful. Muslims know this as part
of a belief in tawhid—the transcendent
Oneness of Allah resulting in the eco-
logical unity of everything other-than-
Allah. Rejecting these sorts of broad
ecological beliefs leads unavoidably to
a rejection of most moral and ethical
imperatives. Rejection can also lead to
spiritual emptiness and a world devoid
of meaning. Islamic scholar and trans-
lator of the Qur’an, Muhammad Asad
(n. d.), suggests in his commentary on
the Qur’anic verse, “We have not cre-
ated heaven and earth and all that is
between them without meaning and
purpose” (Surah 38, Ayah 27); that
“everything in the universe—whether
existent or potential, concrete or ab-
stract—is meaningful; and nothing is
accidental.” Or, as the Australian Abo-
rigines prefer to describe it, “Nothing
is nothing” (as cited in George, 1992,
p. 20).

Western civilization has gone far
astray of this timeless imperative. In
its place is a belief that the world con-
sists of infinitely separable and isolat-
able objects with little or no meaning-
ful connections between them. The
social corollary of this belief is ram-
pant individualism, compartmental-
ization of thought, work, and knowl-
edge, and the proverbial mind/body
split. In education, this belief affects
the way we teach. The growing num-
bers of what we might call “holistic
educators” are convinced that educa-
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tion in the United States has gone
hopelessly astray from all natural and
historical norms of meaning. They are
not alone, as many mainstream educa-
tors in the West have begun to come
to the same conclusions. Most agree
that what is needed is to recover a
worldview that emphasizes meaning,
purpose, and interconnectedness of all
life, land, and human experiences.

The holistic education movement
in the United States envisions a radi-
cal paradigm shift in the fundamentals
of education. Holistic educators seek
to

apply the holistic cultural analysis to
problems of contemporary education.
If this analysis is correct, then surely
the educational reform movements of
the past few years are woefully short-
sighted and inadequate. Our nation is
not “at risk” because the schools are
failing; schools are failing because our
nation, and our culture, have entered a
period of serious decline. If the holistic
analysis is correct, then educating our
youth for the sake of national economic
superiority is a profoundly self-destruc-
tive mistake! To put it bluntly, educat-
ing our youth with the assumptions and
methods of the industrial age is, at this
crucial point in history, dangerously
obsolete. (Miller, 1992, p. 6)

Holistic and indigenous educators
are also asking basic questions about
education, centering around three
foundational questions: (1) Who are
we? (2) What is knowledge? (3) How
do we learn? Ontology, epistemology,
methodology: Western educational

systems generally answer such ques-
tions by saying that human nature is
essentially evil and needs to be con-
trolled, that the purpose of knowledge
is to provide for economic and mili-
tary expediency, and that schools are
places where these two beliefs are put
into practice. But looking within vari-
ous cultural and religious traditions
around the planet, one could very eas-
ily come up with answers to these
questions that offer alternatives to the
outmoded Western answers. For ex-
ample, in the Islamic tradition the
question of epistemology can be an-
swered in the following saying of the
Prophet Muhammad, upon whom be
peace:

The messenger of Allah once entered a
mosque where there was a group of
people sitting around a man. “What is
this?” inquired the Prophet. He was
told, “He is a very learned man.” “What
is a very learned man?” asked the
Prophet. They told him, “He is the
most learned of people regarding Arab
genealogies and their past episodes, the
days of the pre-Islamic times, and Ara-
bic poetry.” The Prophet said, “That is
the ignorance of which is no harm and
the knowing of which is no benefit.”
Then the Prophet, may Allah’s bene-
dictions be upon him, declared,
“Knowledge consists of these three: the
firm sign, or the just duty, or the estab-
lished praxis. All else is superfluous.”
(adapted from a citation in al-Khu-
mayni, 1991, p. 37)

Muslim scholars have worked with
teachings like this, and such ideas have



guided Islamic education for genera-
tions. Like many spiritual traditions,
the Islamic teachings encourage deep
reflection on fundamental issues, al-
ways in a quest for meaning.

With these points in mind, I want
to conclude with some reflections on
my own teaching experiences in New
York City, which have grown out of a
series of notes to myself, related to
teaching social studies. I also gener-
ated a version of this list with a group
of Muslim teachers I worked with in
Palestine, who were preparing to
teach in a new school for children of
repatriate families, so some of the re-
flections are geared toward them as
well. The way these comments are or-
ganized is loosely based on The Guten-
berg Galaxy, in which Marshall
McLuhan “develops a mosaic or field
approach to its problems,” a method
he chooses over presenting a series of
fixed relationships. This “galaxy or
constellation of events . . . is itself a
mosaic of perpetually interacting
forms that have undergone kaleido-
scopic transformation” (1962). I hope
that these can inspire some further
discussions on understanding and re-
sponding to the mechanistic en-
croachments of standardization.

Some parts of the following con-
stellation suggest ways to think and
act about education with an eye to-
ward beginning to reintegrate holistic
methodologies. Besides different forms
of indigenous knowledge, as noted
above, I have also drawn many ideas
from Gatto (1992), Loewen (1995),
Kozol (1991), Churchill (1982), and
DeLoria (1982), by negating some of

the pathologies they eloquently de-
scribe. While compiling and com-
menting upon these steps, as we might
call them, I relate many to one or an-
other of the standard problems in
Western, and in particular, American
education. So in addition to drawing
upon my own teaching experiences, I
have discussed these ideas in numer-
ous cross-cultural and intercultural
conversations with concerned col-
leagues. The parts of the mosaic are
not in any particular order and should
not be viewed as a linear progression
toward some final goal or outcome.
Rather, they can be seen in many ways
and in various combinations. Nor is
the mosaic complete. But I hope that
teachers who read this will feel free to
use any facets, add others, or modify
them according to individual needs.

Meet with students in circles as often as
possible. This facilitates open discus-
sion and group involvement, espe-
cially when the teacher sits in the cir-
cle with the students, with everyone
face to face with everyone else. Circles
eliminate the problem of some stu-
dents sitting in front (“smart kids”
and/or “teacher’s pets”) and others in
the back (“dumb kids” and/or “trouble
makers”). With mature students,
teachers can use the “rotating chair”
system of class discussion, in which
class discussions are conducted in a
democratic manner and the last
speaker calls on the next in turn, in-
cluding the teacher. Many books on
discipline now recommend forming
circles to discuss disciplinary prob-
lems, but it is also quite effective as a
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daily routine. Most of the high school
students I work with say they rarely
meet in circles, and for the ones that
do, the teacher remains in the middle,
thus missing the full benefit of circles.

Bring outside guests into the classroom
and organize class trips. Guests and
trips should be scheduled as often as
possible, and should not be limited to
academics or academic institutions.
Students can be encouraged to meet
and interact with people of various
ages, social classes, and professions.
Least effective are guests who are just
like the teacher—university educated,
middle class, and so on. Nor should
this be colonized by business interests
obsessed with acclimating students to
an outmoded climate of corporate 8–5
time management. Bring in farmers
and laborers, or weavers and other ar-
tisans; sponsor visits to farms, work-
shops, collectives, and cooperative so-
cieties. Diversity in these experiences
will encourage students to respect
people outside of the prevailing West-
ern model of the successful techno-
crat. This may even help break down
the rigid class structure of Western
education, in which the only role
models are people with money or who
have been validated by official aca-
demic and business institutions.

Encourage older students to teach younger
students. This is always empowering
and helps older students feel confident
of their abilities and also to enjoy the
rewards of teaching. Younger students
will grow up having consistent contact
with older students, as things are in

life. This helps break down the rigid
age segregation of most Western
schooling, now recognized by many
concerned educators and parents the
world over as a recent and destructive,
mechanistic aberration in human his-
tory. Life is simply not as segregated
and rationally stratified as such
schooling implies. In most of the rest
of the “real world,” people of all ages
mix in families, communities, towns,
and villages. It makes no sense to force
children to spend twelve or more
years confined with other children of
exactly the same age.

Insist on frequent faculty meetings. This
helps teachers to communicate with
each other about students and classes,
while also encouraging shared experi-
ences, and providing a regular oppor-
tunity to arrange joint activities and
parallel lessons. Search together for
every opportunity to relate one class
to another, both within and across dis-
ciplines, and utilize those opportuni-
ties daily. This takes a bit more time
than minding your own business, but
the rewards are well worth it. Some
schools, in conjunction with teacher
unions where possible, are restructur-
ing the school day to build in more
time for collegial communication.
Students will often see more coher-
ence in their education if they can
move from one subject to the next
with even the smallest semblance of
continuity and interconnection.

Implement a concept-based integrated cur-
riculum. This type of curriculum
works best with long-term planning.



In the early grades, students are intro-
duced to concepts such as justice,
technology, equality, power, language,
politics; teachers can make their own
list collectively with other teachers, as
well as with administrators and par-
ents, which can reflect the concepts
that will be meaningful in particular
cultural contexts. Early on, concepts
can be introduced in isolation and
with simple definitions and concrete
examples. They can even be intro-
duced as part of the regular “daily les-
son,” or draw on life experiences. As
students progress, concepts are re-
peated and reintegrated in a spiraling
structure, with ever more sophisti-
cated applications. In more advanced
classes, students will have the tools to
understand how one concept relates to
another, as in, for example, how justice
relates to equality, or science to tech-
nology, or the individual to society, or
how power informs language and poli-
tics. An integrated and spiraling cur-
riculum has the benefit of introducing
both individual concepts and also
showing how nothing happens in iso-
lation, that everything is potentially
interconnected and meaningful.

Teach students that all studies are social
studies. It is a fallacy of the modern
world to consider “society” as some-
how separable from science, art, lan-
guage, and politics. It even sounds
trite to say that practically everything
takes place in a social context, contin-
uously informing and being informed
by that context. But most people still
have a hard time understanding, for
example, that something like science is

not neutral and value free, or that sci-
entists are products of their societies,
and social norms determine what is ac-
ceptable as good science as well as the
kinds of questions scientists ask and
are able to answer. Likewise, science
informs society in many ways, useful
as well as damaging. This also reminds
students again of how things relate,
helping them to recognize the social
benefit and harm of various individual
and collective human endeavors.

Encourage continuity and frequent com-
pletions. The structure of a typical
school day allows for little sense of
continuity and completion. Students
often find themselves in the middle of
a math lesson when the bell rings,
telling them to drop math and pick up
English. This kind of schooling was
developed by the British in the nine-
teenth century, and it served two pur-
poses: to control the masses of ordi-
nary people (thus protecting the elite
from rebellion) and to incorporate the
colonies into the British Empire.
Originally known as the “Lancaster
system,” or industrial schooling, it of-
ten still prevails today in the West and
especially in its former or indirect
colonies. The result is that, day in and
day out, week after week, and month
after month, teachers drill one simple,
though perhaps unrecognized or even
unintended lesson: nothing is worth
finishing. This breeds, as Gatto (1992)
puts it, “indifference.” In a standards-
driven setting, teachers need to be
careful to design lesson plans that
construct each day as a small comple-
tion, each week a larger completion,
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and so on. Students need more than
an occasional completion offered by
midterms or unit quizzes. This can
provide continuity and a sense of pur-
posefulness on a daily basis.

Foster self-evaluation. Too many young
people come out of school totally de-
pendent on others. This is another
unintended lesson that they acquire
from us when we constantly dictate to
them when to do this, when not to do
that, when they are doing well, and
when they are not. No wonder so
many young Americans are emotional
basket cases. Self-evaluation is a basic
principle of just about every spiritual
and indigenous tradition of the world,
and neglecting this is one of the great
tragedies of modernity. We need to
encourage this as much as possible, as
self-evaluation is an important step to-
ward becoming a self-teacher. This is
one of the most valuable gifts you can
ever give to a student. You can also
foster self-evaluation by encouraging
critical thinking and writing, and by
giving students opportunities for ora-
tions and debate. Let them grade
themselves once in a while, and imple-
ment mastery learning or portfolios
instead of standardized exams. We all
too often underestimate students, and
this is one of the most severe restric-
tions we place on them and on our-
selves. Loewen (1995) describes one
possible reason for this: 

Many adults fear children and worry
that respect for authority is all that
keeps them from running amok. So
they teach them to respect authorities

who adults themselves do not respect.
. . . Some adults simply do not trust
children to think. For several decades
sociologists have documented Amer-
ica’s distrust of the next generation.
Parents may feel undermined when
children get tools of information and
inquiry not available to adults and use
them in ways that seem to threaten
adult-held values. (p. 289)

Students are often much smarter
than many teachers and business lead-
ers are ever able to see, and they often
just need to be given the right oppor-
tunity to show how smart they really
are.

Help students create their own knowledge.
In American-style schooling, students
are spoon-fed standardized and ready-
made knowledge for upwards of
twelve years, but rarely have the op-
portunity to create their own. But all
knowledge comes from somewhere,
and students can create their own in
several ways. This helps fight intellec-
tual dependency. An easy method is to
have students keep a clippings file
from several major newspapers and
magazines. Clippings can be contextu-
alized in whatever ways are meaning-
ful for a given class, and this can be
done rather easily by using a class-
constructed Web site. This works
equally well for science as well as his-
tory courses. Another way to create
knowledge is to undertake an oral his-
tory project. Textbooks usually dwell
on great people and major discoveries,
but ignore the lives of ordinary peo-
ple. Since most of the world consists



of ordinary people doing ordinary
things, this amounts to an extreme
bias in social studies textbooks, and by
extension, the standardized exams
based upon them. Although one
would never know by observing sec-
ondary schooling, it seems obvious
that ordinary people make history just
as much as presidents and generals,
sometimes more. Oral history projects
can illustrate this by utilizing family
members as well as community mem-
bers. Students learn how to talk to
people, ask questions, draw conclu-
sions, and listen to various opinions.
They learn the technical aspects of
recording and transcribing interviews,
and evaluating and presenting data.
Completed projects can be entered
into the school library or kept on Web
sites for use by others. After a while, a
school can build its own oral history
archive, and generations of students
will take pride in having produced
their own knowledge. Video and
Web-based projects can be integrated
in this program, too. For the sciences,
holistic teaching implies observational
rather than experimental methods,
and there are numerous possibilities
for students to make their own knowl-
edge by observing nature and ecologi-
cal patterns.

Respect student privacy. Schools are
not very private places, increasingly so
with the Benthamesque calls coming
out of corporate boardrooms for more
“transparency” (though the board-
room doors still remain tightly
locked). Like prisoners in oddly kin-
dred institutions, students in most

schools are constantly watched, by
teachers and administrators, and also
by each other, and sometimes by ma-
chines. At home, surveillance contin-
ues by way of homework and grade re-
ports to parents, and extends by way
of monitoring technology use. Breaks
between classes, often timed to the
second, provide no privacy. Cafeterias
are noisy and busy. Even libraries offer
little privacy. Students deprived of this
essential human need will take it in
their own ways. A privacy-deprived
student will steal a few moments in
the bathroom, or sneak a smoke out-
side, or pass a note to a classmate, or
become defiant and confrontational
toward teachers and other students.
Be sympathetic to privacy needs and
you will greatly reduce many discipli-
nary problems.

Show students that education is about
more than just getting a job. Gatto
(1992) sums this up nicely: 

For one hundred and fifty years institu-
tional education has seen fit to offer as
its main purpose the preparation for
economic success. Good education =
good job, good money, good things.
This has become the universal educa-
tional banner, hoisted by the Harvards
as well as the high schools. This pre-
scription makes both parent and stu-
dent easier to regulate and intimidate
as long as the connection goes unchal-
lenged either for its veracity or in its
philosophical truth. . . . The absurdity
of defining education as an economic
good becomes clear if we ask ourselves
what is gained by perceiving education
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as a way to enhance even further the
runaway consumption that threatens
the earth, the air, and the water of our
planet? Should we continue to teach
people that they can buy happiness in
the face of a tidal wave of evidence that
we cannot? Shall we ignore the evi-
dence that drug addiction, alcoholism,
teenage suicide, divorce, and other de-
spairs are pathologies of the prosperous
much more than they are of the poor?
(p. 23)

In this regard, it is useful to keep in
mind some oft-cited statistics. While
the United States is one of the leaders
of all industrialized states in terms of
gross national product, the United
Nations consistently reports it as a
leader in murder, rape, violent crime,
military expenditures, and incarcera-
tion (1 out of every 250 Americans is a
convict, and Texas has a higher rate of
incarceration than garrison states like
Israel and South Africa during apar-
theid). Americans make up only 5 per-
cent of the world population but con-
sume one-third of all resources and
produce half of all nonorganic gar-
bage. Three percent of Americans
control 90 percent of gross wealth; the
top 20 percent of Americans earn 50
percent of all income, while the bot-
tom 20 percent earn barely 5 percent.
The leading causes of death for
teenage American males are gunshot
wounds and alcohol-related car acci-
dents. Clearly something is amiss in
the land of the free and the home of
the brave.  The blame for all this can-
not be laid at the doorstep of schools
or entertainment, as some high-

profile corporate or conservative cam-
paigns like people to believe. Indeed,
education can play an important role
in helping us to understand our
predicaments and find ways out of this
mess we’re in, not help us to get
deeper into it. Certainly education
should not replicate these problems in
emerging cultural contexts. Treating
school as only a path to economic mo-
bility misses the opportunity to make
a real and lasting difference in the
world.

Cover fewer topics in more depth. Much
of what makes its way into standard-
ized evaluation instruments is there
for a political, patriotic, or economic
reason. Corporations and politicians
lobby hard for certain names and
events to be included in textbooks,
and editors routinely make decisions
based on market concerns. Since the
textbook industry is concerned with
profit before education, books often
end up catering to the needs of the
wealthy and powerful, or they simply
end up being bland and dull, catering
to the whims of a reified imperial mid-
dle. One result of this is that textbooks
and standards proclamations often in-
clude too much material. Students are
subjected to a roller coaster ride,
spanning centuries in history courses,
with much content reduced to names
and dates, and with jamming more
content into students being the main
task of teachers in standardized
regimes. Likewise, science courses
span the entire course of a field in a
matter of weeks. It’s simply too much.
Students will benefit as human beings



more from some in-depth learning,
though a holistic perspective suggests
that the social science academic disci-
plines as presently configured may no
longer be the best way to do this
(Wallerstein, 1999). In any case, depth
may help students to become better
people, more than walking collections
of facts and figures, or exemplars of
ossified or irrelevant discourses.
Teachers concerned about standard-
ized tests generally solve that problem
by getting old tests and using rote
learning to jam the material into stu-
dents throughout the year before the
exams are to be taken. To most con-
cerned educators, standardized tests
are part of the problem. Even the “ap-
titude tests” and similar entrance ex-
ams are losing some ground, with
more universities now preferring
complete human beings with well-
rounded educations, not just teenagers
who can cough up facts on demand.

Explore controversies. Standardized
learning largely ignores controversies.
But human history is full of contro-
versies, and students need to explore
them. This prepares them to deal with
future controversies, and encourages
holistic thinking. Some important re-
cent controversies center around the
relationship between state power and
science. Science in the twentieth cen-
tury has been all but reduced to a
function of the power system it serves.
Scientists are wholly dependent on
multimillion-dollar technologies, and
these are paid for by private corpora-
tions and military governments with
deeply vested interests, who increas-

ingly determine the questions asked
by scientists. Likewise, history is full
of controversies. Social studies stu-
dents need to explore issues such as
the “discovery” of America by Colum-
bus; the role of the United States as an
aggressive, imperial power; and the
fact that capitalism and communism
are an ecologically destructive dyad.
Ignoring such controversies can lead
to passivity, rigidity, and dependency.

Incorporate community history into social
studies. Most social studies curricula
do this, when the books are used in
the school they were intended for.
Teachers who live in communities not
covered by texts need to find ways to
bring local history into the classroom.
This is primarily for student enrich-
ment, since standardized tests will ig-
nore most communities and local his-
tories, in favor of the triumphalist
state mythologies. Nevertheless, com-
munity history is more important now
than ever, especially since a single,
global, spurious culture of mass enter-
tainment, consumerism, and advertis-
ing is quickly replacing a myriad of vi-
brant, living, and more genuine local
cultures.

Teach textbooks backwards. This works
best for books that are not graded in
difficulty, and in situations where they
are mandated. It helps students to bet-
ter see how the present is informed by
the past (in the case of history) or how
modern theories and techniques build
on previous ones (as in the sciences).
Both are necessary for meaningful ho-
listic education.
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Locate textbooks and standards as processes
in context. All standards documents
are written by someone, and people
have different reasons for writing
them. While this may seem trivial to
an adult, things like standards and
textbooks remain a mystery to stu-
dents. They can benefit from consid-
ering where and why textbooks come
into being. Loewen’s (1995) sugges-
tions are worth repeating here. He
recommends, with your students, to
apply and discuss a simple test to all
textbooks: (1) Why was the book writ-
ten? (2) Whose viewpoint does it rep-
resent? (3) Are the stories it tells
believable? (4) Are the author’s argu-
ments backed up by other sources? (5)
What feelings does the book evoke?
We are cheating our students if we de-
prive them of basic epistemological
and hermeneutic tools such as these.
Nor should we fear putting such tools
into the hands of our students, since
doing so will probably do teachers as
much good as it does students.

Allow multiple subjects as well as multiple
objects into classrooms. Most American
schooling applies the Western linear,
compartmentalized worldview as if it
were a human universal. But other
peoples, cultures, traditions have their
own ways of viewing the world, some
cyclical and others circular. Since the
Western worldview was imposed on
most of the world through coloniza-
tion and imperialism, it is sometimes
hard to remember that it is only one
in many possible ways to live. In sci-
ence, we can introduce, for example,
the complex understanding of Andean

culture toward the environment
(Apfel-Marglin, 1998), an understand-
ing that does not depend on high-tech
instruments and laboratories, but that
is nevertheless reliable and accurate
and completely valid in its cultural and
ecological context. Similarly, Muslims
have developed intimate sciences of
the soul that are virtually unintelligi-
ble to both Judeo-Christian dogma-
tists and the materialist psychological
disciplines of the West. Although one
could cite many similar examples the
world over, most of this is absent in
modern education, for two main rea-
sons. First, there is a general aversion
to religious and spiritual traditions in
American public institutions. Second,
as Ward Churchill puts it, in the pres-
ent colonial-derived educational sys-
tem, the “facts of Native American
and other non-European cultures must
be warped or disregarded by virtue of
the European tradition lacking the an-
alytical tools through which to com-
prehend how such realities might exist
at all” (1982, p. 54). The pathologies
and inadequacies of Western civiliza-
tion should not limit what we teach
and what we learn with our students.

Encourage different kinds of experts as
role models. A Muslim farmer who
spends an entire lifetime growing,
tending, and harvesting olives in
Palestine, and who learned it from
generations of his ancestors of olive
farmers working their ancient and del-
icately balanced lands, is an example
of an expert. But he has no degree,
there is no academic discipline called
“olivology,” there are no how-to man-



uals in multiple and updated editions.
Yet, the Palestinian Muslim olive
farmer has an expertise in this area.
Students need to know that expertise
can be acquired and learned in places
besides institutions and schools. A
child who grows up surrounded only
by academics with institutional and
standardized values will learn only
contempt or, at best, disregard for the
farmer, artisan, and craftsperson. This
is part of the destructive nature of
Western civilization, and is the cause
of much conflict. If one really looks at
the situation in the world carefully, it
is the Western trained “experts” that
have gotten us into the present eco-
logical mess. We can’t blame the Mus-
lim olive farmer; indeed, we can more
than likely learn many things from
such people.

Encourage honest interdisciplinary study.
Interdisciplinarity means that there
are many different ways to look at a
phenomenon, problem, or event. The
scientist will have one view, the poet
another. All are equally valid human
expressions, yet the scientific world-
view prevails almost unquestioned to-
day. Even though it was introduced as
part of the Western colonial appara-
tus, most non-Westerners still place
great value on Western science. But
this science has been largely unable to
solve most of the real problems of the
world, or even explain them fully. In
fact, in the so-called “age of science
and hi-tech” we have more war, more
poverty, more disease, more starva-
tion, more disparity of wealth than
ever before in human history. And all

of this cannot be simply blamed on
overpopulation. Native American ac-
tivist and scholar Vine DeLoria (as
cited in Churchill, 1982, p. 54) offers
one possible reason for the awful state
of the modern world: “Searching for
the ultimate physical substance that
constituted the world, Western peo-
ples produced an incredibly complex
technology that could manipulate the
physical universe in a variety of ways.
But the result of this meant . . . the
West created a spiritual vacuum, com-
ing eventually to believe that only the
physical was real.” Giving prime posi-
tion to Western “how-to” science in
our schools is part of this problem.
We do not need to necessarily dis-
credit science, only to locate its role in
figuring out how the world works.
Science (which asks mostly “how”
questions) should be given no more
than equal time and respect, alongside
religion and human endeavors such as
poetry, art, and literature (which tend
to ask “why” questions). It is also im-
portant to broaden the definition of
interdisciplinary study beyond the
current sense of it as only a collabora-
tion among rigidly defined academic
disciplines. True interdisciplinary
study will likely end up reconfiguring
academic disciplines into new and
evolving ways of knowing.

Make use of mavericks in the Western
tradition. A maverick is someone who
is trained in a particular discipline or
school of thought but who comes to
valid conclusions that differ signifi-
cantly from the prevailing paradigms.
Sometimes, mavericks end up discov-
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ering something that, although no one
believed it at the time, turns out to be
valid later. In the field of American
history, for example, Howard Zinn is
an important maverick. In his classic A
People’s History of the United States
(1995), he chose to view history from
the perspective of ordinary folks,
women, workers, and others whose
lives run counter to the prevailing
model of history as seen from the per-
spective of rulers, presidents, and gen-
erals. Other Western mavericks
include the biblical scholar and geolo-
gist Immanuel Velikovsky, the linguist
Noam Chomsky, the mathematician
Joseph Weizenbaum, the biochemist
Linus Pauling, the mythologist Joseph
Campbell, and the physicians Hulda
Clark and Nancy Olivieri. Sometimes,
mavericks dissent from their fields of
expertise and use their knowledge to
warn others of its dangers. Advertising
executive Jerry Mander left that in-
dustry and wrote very important
works informing the public about the
insidious hidden dangers of advertis-
ing and television. Outside the West-
ern tradition, one also finds numerous
important mavericks. For example, in
the Islamic tradition, contemporary
scholars and activists like Sayyid Qutb
and Imam Khumayni both fought
against the ossified religious customs
of their societies; both stood up
against scholars from their respective
schools of thought who sat in the
courts of kings and dictators, writing
decrees to protect their interests; and
both rose to meet the challenges of
the modern world while remaining
true to their Islamic traditions. Reli-

gion, history, and science are full of
mavericks, but standardized curricula
and examinations usually ignore them
and often demonize them. Our stu-
dents can learn so much from  these
kinds of individuals and every oppor-
tunity should be made to incorporate
their lives and work.

Practice critical thinking. This has
been touched upon in the above steps,
but needs repetition here. Many
young people come out of schools
completely passive and uncritical, or,
conversely, critical of everything to
the point of being cynical. Concerned
observers note that this is especially
prevalent in the West, where school is
largely seen as a way to keep people
passive and dependent on officially
sanctioned “experts,” or where facile
lesson plans capitalize on faddish and
mindless bantering in the guise of
critical thinking. One result is that
democracy has been reduced to little
more than a sound-bitten popularity
contest. Ironically, people who live in
places that do not profess democracy
are often more meaningfully critical
than those living in the democracies.
This situation has great potential for
cross-cultural education, and can
deepen the recent calls to implement
ever more critical thinking.

Learn from stupidity and mistakes.
State standards rarely emphasize stu-
pidity and mistakes as heuristic de-
vices.  They never tell us, for example,
that science is riddled with mistakes,
and that the scientific method actually
depends in part on acknowledging and



correcting its own errors and mis-
takes. Why do we not emphasize this
to our students? Likewise, history is
full of political and economic blun-
ders, great and small. Consumer cul-
ture is stupid and ecologically destruc-
tive, but because we don’t like to call
people stupid, we ignore it as a learn-
ing tool. There are all-important les-
sons for us and for our students if we
admit stupidity and mistakes.

Reflect often on the purpose of education.
Most people never think about why
we confine children to twelve or more
years of schooling. What purpose
does it serve? Different cultures may
have different uses for education, but
if this is not reflected upon, then cer-
tain hidden purposes for education
will likely prevail. Thomas Jefferson,
for example, saw three clear purposes
for education: (1) Separate the “ge-
niuses” from the “rubbish” of the chil-
dren of white families; (2) “civilize”
Native Americans and incorporate
them into white society; and (3) equip
“Negroes” with basic manual skills be-
fore deporting them as far as possible
from white society. In short, Jefferson
and the other founding fathers of
America intended to use education to
bolster the privilege of the white rul-
ing class he belonged to, subordinate
or control other classes, and destroy
or deport people whose culture dif-
fered from white norms. To con-
cerned observers like Kozol, who
toured American schools in the late
1980s and early 1990s and was horri-
fied with what he saw, this system of

education still generally prevails more
than 200 years after Jefferson sug-
gested it. In short, the schemes of oth-
ers become the purposes of education
if we do not make these decisions for
ourselves.

Make schools safe and happy places.
Many children despise school. No
doubt this is due in part to the prob-
lems outlined in the above paragraphs.
But another contributing factor is the
dismal facilities that we often pass off
as schools. When Kozol quizzed chil-
dren in poor schools in American in-
ner-city districts, one of the most im-
portant things they longed for was a
clean, bright school. Many children
felt embarrassed inviting him into
their schools, and some were even
made ill by the near-toxic conditions.
The environment in which we teach
and learn can have a very great effect
on the overall education of children. A
healthy environment includes clean
facilities, especially fresh air and wa-
ter, plants and trees, places for privacy,
and other factors. Use your imagina-
tion and trust your children to deter-
mine what makes a happy place. At the
same time, try always to encourage an
atmosphere that reflects genuine cul-
ture, not the spurious culture of ad-
vertising and consumption. The latter
has no place in schools, despite the
various bargains corporations use to
entice local school boards.

Cultivate optimism. When consider-
ing some of the awful things outlined
in this essay, all the problems with
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schools, the conspiracies, the injus-
tices, the failures, the pathologies, one
can become cynical. Sadly, this is the
reality. But we need not despair. In
fact, despair is a sure way to perpetu-
ate the system that causes most of the
problems. If cynicism is passive skepti-
cism, then we need to cultivate active
skeptics through critical study and
cultivate optimism through holistic
study. Many observers believe that, if
left to continue on its present course,
Western civilization will collapse. It
cannot sustain itself much longer,
since it is based at bottom on injustice,
greed, and ecological insanity. The
eventual disappearance of this oppres-
sive system should be a cause of great
optimism for most people worldwide.
Looking at things in this way leads us
to ask very important questions, such
as: What do we do when the system is
gone? What kind of society do we
want to live in? Why do civilizations
collapse? The Qur’an, for example,
asks people to derive lessons from the
disappearance of previous oppressive
civilizations, from the Pharaohs to the
Romans. More recently, the Soviet
Union melted away into obscurity be-
fore our very eyes. There is no reason
to believe that the American-led
Western civilization is any more per-
manent. With this as an optimistic
view, education can help us to get a
jump on the necessary work of build-
ing just, peaceful, and ecologically
sustainable societies. In light of such a
wondrous prospectus, the standardiza-
tion movement becomes an insignifi-
cant artifact.
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Increasingly states, school districts,
and professional associations are turn-
ing to standards-based reform as the
means by which to “improve” social
studies education. Although this
movement has gained a good deal of
ground, it is not unproblematic, and
represents a number of dangers rela-
tive to the historical and contempo-
rary commitments of the profession.
In this chapter we intend to explore
both the contemporary state of social
education and standards-based reform
and to offer insights into several key
critical considerations.

Settings
Most directly, we pose the following
principal questions:

• How might social educators
create the (potential) conditions
for an authentic critique of stan-
dards-based reform?

• Upon and within what contexts,
considerations, and perspectives
might an authentic critical foun-
dation of standards-based reform
be constructed?

• How can the field of social
studies make possible such an
authentic critique?

• What are the plausible practice
consequences of this critique, es-
pecially vis-à-vis classroom prac-
tice, social studies policy making,
theory, research, and so on?

Moreover, we seek by way of these
questions to encourage a reconsidera-
tion of a perhaps even more funda-
mental set of “foundational” concerns,
those at the heart of contemporary so-
cial studies education. These include:

• What are social studies?
• What should be the purpose(s)

of social studies education?
• How is or should content be
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selected with respect to social
studies education? By whom?
Based on what criteria?

• How should social studies teach-
ing methods and strategies be
chosen?

• How should teaching and learn-
ing in social education be
assessed or evaluated? 

• What is effective citizenship/
citizenship education and what
should be its role in terms of the
contemporary social studies?

Against these broadly construed
questions the goals of this chapter are
to:

• Interrogate and de/reconstruct
the contexts and conditions
within which standards-based
reforms are produced and ac-
cording to which they must be
understood and interpreted in
terms of social education

• (Re)consider standards-based 
reform as a possible setting for
the creation of classroom prac-
tice (and vice versa)

• “Problematize” pedagogical stan-
dards. That is, open them to
challenge, or place them “on the
table” (as against taking them for
granted as givens and thus inher-
ently productive 

• Advance the relevant conversa-
tions—especially given poten-
tially incommensurable view-
points, consequences, and statuses

Overall, the purpose here is to pres-

ent an initial, tentative, and evolving
framework—including questions, ele-
ments, perspectives, and characteris-
tics—according to which social studies
policy makers, practitioners, and
scholars might engage the creation,
implementation, evaluation, and revi-
sion of educational standards and
standards-based reforms.

Several general assumptions frame
this effort. First, that nationwide edu-
cational standards increasingly repre-
sent the current reform reality. Sec-
ond, that the field of social studies
education is complex, diverse, dy-
namic, and multiple—characterized
by several “competing paradigms.”
Third, that both historically and at
present, social studies (as a field) has
defined and continues to define itself
according to its “special” and “unique”
responsibility for educating effective
citizens and according to its commit-
ment(s) to democracy, justice, equality,
freedom, progress, and diversity. And
fourth, that as a field, social studies can
be characterized by a certain uncer-
tainty in terms of the meaning(s) and
specifics of its purpose(s), content(s),
and method(s), as well as its underly-
ing engagements (e.g., citizenship,
democracy, justice, equality, freedom,
progress, diversity, and so on).

Starting Points
Two relevant observations provide
perhaps a reasonable starting point for
any inquiry into standards-based re-
form and social studies education: (1)
the contemporary prostandards “con-
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sensus” and (2) preliminary empirical
evidence suggesting a diversity of per-
spectives among social studies practi-
tioners.

Regarding social studies education,
there indeed is an across-the-board
pronational standards consensus: a
liberal-conservative alliance (in con-
temporary terminology) in support of
standards-based reform. This may be
evidenced by the recent proliferation
of social studies standards-based doc-
uments (see, e.g., Center for Civic Ed-
ucation, 1994; Geography Education
Standards Project, 1994; National
Center for History in the Schools
[NCHS], 1994a, 1994b; National
Council for the Social Studies [NCSS]
Curriculum Standards Task Force,
1994; National Council on Economic
Education, 1997). This may or may
not be surprising, even though stan-
dards-based reform has been (ar-
guably) rather more problematic and
controversial in social studies than in
other school subject areas such as
“math education” (see National Coun-
cil of Teachers of Mathematics, 1989,
1991). Historically, however, the rele-
vant contexts are somewhat complex
and certainly confusing. For example,
“liberals” have seen national and, to a
lesser extent, state (i.e., government-
supported) schooling efforts as one
way of ensuring and expanding con-
cepts such as civil rights, democracy,
freedom, and social justice. And yet,
they have resisted national/govern-
mental efforts to regulate/control “so-
cial” or “cultural” behavior, often
claiming this is an “invasion of pri-

vacy” (e.g., abortion, flag burning, and
so forth). “Conservatives,” on the
other hand, have resisted national and
state efforts to “intrude” on the sanc-
tity of the principle of “local control
of schooling” (e.g., curriculum and
spending) and to regulate corpora-
tions and corporate (and other) eco-
nomic behavior. Yet they have sup-
ported national/governmental efforts
to mandate social/cultural behavior
(e.g., school prayer, same-sex mar-
riage, abortion). This leaves a some-
what difficult environment within
which to understand various perspec-
tives on pedagogical standards for the
social studies. Here, that is, both liber-
als and conservatives support the pro-
standards movement. But why? For
liberals, such standards represent an
effort to promote and strengthen di-
versity, multiculturalism, and teacher
professionalism, while for conserva-
tives they represent an attempt to “im-
prove” the culture, provide the “same”
(quality) education for everyone, and
enhance the success of U.S. (corpo-
rate) global, political, and (especially)
economic competition. Although Ap-
ple (1996) has described a similar,
“neo-liberal/neo-conservative” alli-
ance (and granting that his use of ter-
minology was in a sense more histori-
cally precise), he meant only an
alliance of different groups of conserva-
tives (again, in today’s terminology neo-
liberals—economic conservatives—and
neo-conservatives—social/cultural con-
servatives) (see also Vinson, 1999).

In sum, the consensus or alliance
position suggests that overall social



studies standards are a necessary com-
ponent of school reform, and that to
be effective or meaningful, schools’,
teachers’, and students’ success or fail-
ure in meeting them must be meas-
ured/measurable “objectively.”

More specifically, liberal standards
proponents accept that:

• They can (and will) ensure or
protect diversity and difference

• They can (and should) exist
without “standardization”

• They should provide a “thematic
framework” as opposed to a set
of specific pieces of information

• They should (and can) be consis-
tent with a certain vision of ef-
fective pedagogy (e.g., hands-on
learning, authentic instruction
and assessment, cooperative
learning, and so forth)

• Educators must work to develop
such standards—if and because
they are “inevitable,” it should
be educators and not politicians
and/or corporate leaders who
create and actualize them (see,
e.g., Nash, Crabtree, & Dunn,
1997; NCHS, 1994a, 1994b;
NCSS Curriculum Standards
Task Force, 1994)

Conservatives accept that:

• Standards can improve achieve-
ment by clearly defining what is
to be taught and what kind of
performance is expected

• Standards . . . are necessary for
equality of opportunity

• National standards provide a

valuable coordinating function
[by providing coherence among
several aspects of teaching and
learning]

• There is no reason to have dif-
ferent standards in different
states . . . when well-developed
international standards have
already been developed [espe-
cially in math and science]

• Standards and assessments pro-
vide consumer protection by
supplying accurate information
to students and parents; stan-
dards and assessments serve as
an important signaling device to
students, parents, teachers, em-
ployers, and colleges (Ravitch,
1995, pp. 25–27; see also Hirsch,
1987, 1996)

In sum, the consensus suggests:

• Standards are necessary for pro-
ductive school reform

• Today’s students do not “know
enough” (however defined)

• Curriculum and assessment 
standards can lead to higher
achievement

• National standards are crucial
vis-à-vis global competition

• There should be federal leader-
ship yet local control

• Standards promote equality of
opportunity (see Vinson, 1999)

But there has been at least some crit-
icism of the existing framework (no-
tably from the more radical left wing
[e.g., Vinson, Gibson, & Ross, in
press] and the more reactionary right
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wing [e.g., Finn & Petrilli, 2000]). (In
fact, it is this very condition—this mi-
lieu of prostandards-based reform ac-
cord—that makes necessary and de-
mands a forceful critique; that is, given
the widespread and powerful level of
advocacy—and considering its poten-
tial significance and impact—the con-
texts, viewpoints, and policy rec-
ommendations of standards-based
frameworks and their developers can-
not be taken lightly or simply and un-
questionably accepted—they must not
be given a free ride, and must stand up
to question, challenge, and interroga-
tion; at least and if nothing else, we
must be skeptical, in the best scientific
sense, and cautious. Ravitch (1995), a
pedagogically conservative supporter
of national standards sums up these
criticisms as:

• National standards will be mini-
mal—reduced to the lowest
common denominator, especially
if federal (i.e., minimum/
functional competencies)

• The government might impose
controversial values and opinions

• National standards based on
traditional subject matter disci-
plines . . . will narrow the
curriculum

• National testing will harm chil-
dren and will distort priorities in
the classroom

• National standards and national
tests will do nothing to help
poor inner-city schools

• National standards and assess-
ments will not expand equality of
opportunity

• National standards and assess-
ments will not improve achieve-
ment because most teachers will
ignore them and do what they
have always done

• The failure of national standards
and testing will undermine faith
in public education and pave the
way for privatization of education

• National standards and assess-
ments will accomplish little by
themselves (pp. 18–25).

Gittell (1998), a pedagogically lib-
eral, cautious supporter of national
standards, summarizes this criticism as
coming from people who:

• Honor and cherish the tradition
of local control of education,
particularly at the school district
level

• Give priority to equity and equi-
table financing of education

• Focus on the role of the states
• See American federalism as the

most effective means of retaining
a decentralized and democratic
political system

• Value and encourage diversity in
all aspects of American society

• Question the value of the exten-
sive testing in American schools

• Lead [local] school reform
efforts

• Do not think that foreign school
systems are exemplary models of
education

• Worked on the national history
curriculum or the New York so-
cial studies proposal, and have
faced the wrath of colleagues



who disagree with their sug-
gested standards (pp. 143–144).

In sum, in dealing with extant criti-
cism the consensus position accepts
that (1) it indeed ranges from the radi-
cal left to the reactionary right (covers
the entire politico-pedagogical spec-
trum); (2) it is at least somewhat legit-
imate and thus deserves to be taken at
least somewhat seriously (in part be-
cause many contemporary liberals are
sympathetic to elements of the rightist
critique while many contemporary
conservatives are sympathetic to ele-
ments of the leftist critique); and (3) it
can be addressed adequately within
the consensus framework—there is
here no willingness to reconsider the
essential “correctness” of the prostan-
dards position(s).

A second starting point is that there
is at least some preliminary evidence
that social studies teachers (1) advo-
cate and assume a range of diverse
pedagogical orientations (or “ap-
proaches to teaching”) and (2) may in
fact be more “liberal” than is generally
assumed (see Anderson, Avery, Peder-
son, Smith, & Sullivan, 1997; Vinson,
1998). Although the implications of
these findings remain somewhat spec-
ulative, they do beg the question of
how and to what extent they might be
(in)compatible with present programs
of standards-based reform.

Definitions
In effect, standards-based reform repre-
sents an effort on the part of some of-
ficial body, such as a governmental

agency (e.g., the U.S. Department of
Education) or a professional education
organization (e.g., the NCSS) to de-
fine and establish a holistic system of
pedagogical purpose or mission (e.g.,
the first President Bush’s Goals 2000),
content selection (e.g., curriculum
standards), teaching methodology
(e.g., the promotion of phonics), and/
or testing/assessment/evaluation (i.e.,
“accountability”) such that: (1) the
various components of classroom
practice are interrelated and mutually
reinforcing to the extent that they
each converge or coalesce around the
others (often around the centrality of
testing/assessment/evaluation) and (2)
achievement/performance relative to
the testing/assessment/evaluation com-
ponent serves as the indicator of suc-
cess or failure.

Authentic critique (with respect
specifically to national standards and
standards-based reform, and the mode
of critique we seek in this work) im-
plies an interrogation of standards and
standards frameworks that include not
only challenging specifically included
topics, ideas, facts, or procedures, and
so on, but also the very premise that
standards/standards-based form it-
self—as a foundation for reform—is
essentially or fundamentally right,
necessary, relevant, and inevitable. It
incorporates taking seriously the
“real-life” contexts (social, political,
economic, ideological, cultural, edu-
cational, and so forth) within which
standards-based reform structures are
produced, implemented, and main-
tained. It is opposed to what might be
called “inauthentic” or “particular”
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critique, which accepts the overall im-
perative of standards/standards-based
reform but challenges the inclusion of
some specific element, component, or
aspect (in terms of purpose, content,
and/or method. An example of “par-
ticular” or “inauthentic” critique
might be the relatively recent debate
over national history standards. In
general, both sides supported their es-
tablishment, although some wanted
the content to be more “traditional,”
“patriotic,” U.S./Eurocentric, and
“positive,” while some participants de-
sired content that would be more
“honest,” “inclusive,” “diverse,” and
“global.” In the end, few involved ac-
tually challenged the perceived neces-
sity itself of having history standards
(or, that is, of “standardizing” history).

Components of the Critique

Oppression vs. Antioppression

A first concern emanates from the ex-
tent to which standards-based reform
and high-stakes standardized testing
promote a set of conditions that are at
once unjust, unequal, and conforming.
For by insisting that legitimate learn-
ing necessarily presents itself in and
on the basis of test scores and pre-
scribed content, such “reforms” refuse
to admit and accept differences (indi-
vidual as well as cultural) in knowl-
edges, values, experiences, learning
styles, economic resources, and access
to those dominant academic artifacts
that ultimately contribute to both the
appearance of achievement and the
status of cultural hegemony upon

which standards-based reforms de-
pend. In effect, standardization en-
courages a singular and homogeneous
public schooling—one antithetical to
such contemporary ideals as diversity,
multiculturalism, difference, and lib-
eration—vis-à-vis an underlying and
insidious mechanism or technology of
oppression, one in which the interests of
society’s most powerful (the minority)
are privileged at the expense of those
of the less powerful (the majority).

In Pedagogy of the Oppressed, radical
Brazilian educator and activist Paulo
Freire (1970) referred memorably to
such standardization schemes as
“banking” education. Here, schooling

turns [students] into “containers,” into
“receptacles” to be “filled” by the
teacher. . . . The more completely [the
teacher] fills the receptacles, the better
a teacher she [or he] is. The more
meekly the receptacles permit them-
selves to be filled, the better students
they are. . . . Education [thus] becomes
an act of depositing, in which the stu-
dents are the depositories and the
teacher is the depositor . . . the scope of
action allowed to the students extends
only as far as receiving, filing, and stor-
ing the deposits. (p. 53)

Moreover, Freire (1970) identified
such banking approaches with the fun-
damental conditions of oppression. As
he wrote:

One of the basic elements of the rela-
tionship between oppressor and op-
pressed is prescription. Every prescrip-
tion represents the imposition of one



individual’s choice upon another, trans-
forming the consciousness of the per-
son prescribed into one that conforms
with the prescriber’s consciousness.
Thus, the behavior of the oppressed is
a prescribed behavior, following as it
does the guidelines of the oppressor.
(pp. 28–29)

Freire’s (1970) critique applies
neatly to the climate and functionality
of current standardization-based peda-
gogies. With respect to banking, under
such programs students and teachers
are held “accountable” only to the ex-
tent that they conform to the dictates
of high-stakes mandated tests, which,
in turn, work to drive (if not outright
determine) classroom behavior relative
to aim or purpose, content, and teach-
ing method (e.g., Hartocollis, 1999;
Libit, 1999; Steinberg, 1999).

Even more clearly, perhaps, is the
degree to which standards and stan-
dards-based reforms represent a case
of prescription. In fact, such systems
mirror Freire’s (1970) insights almost
to the letter. Within any complex of
educational standards (including stan-
dardized tests), some individual or
group’s decisions are imposed exter-
nally on the actual classroom lives of
teachers and students. Over time, the
“consciousness of the person pre-
scribed to” merges or “conforms with
the prescriber’s consciousness” such
that “the behavior of the oppressed is
a prescribed behavior” indeed. The
prescriber(s) choose(s) for others, con-
vince(s) them that the decision is con-
sistent with the totality of all their in-

terests, and then work(s) to ensure
(here, via testing) the strict compliance
of the prescribed to’s behavior with the
initial, test-regulated decision.

A more recent yet equally signifi-
cant framework was established by Iris
Marion Young (1992) in her work on
“The Five Faces of Oppression.”
Within this view, oppression moves
beyond its

traditional [grounding] in the exercise
of tyranny by a ruling group [so as to
include also its] new left . . .
designat[ion of] the disadvantage and
injustice some people suffer not be-
cause a tyrannical power intends to
keep them down, but because of the
everyday practices of a well-inten-
tioned liberal society. . . . [It] refers to
systemic and structural phenomena
that are not necessarily the result of the
intentions of a tyrant [but are in fact]
part of the basic fabric of a society, not
a function of a few people’s choices or
policies. . . . Oppression refers to struc-
tural phenomena that immobilize or
reduce a group. . . . To be in a . . .
group is to share with others a way of
life that defines a person’s identity and
by which other people identify him or
her. (pp. 175–177)

For Young, oppression is more sub-
tle yet actually no less dangerous than
in the settings identified by Freire
(1970). What is oppressive from this
perspective are the everyday workings
of “the system,” the structure of pub-
lic education itself, that which lies in
the tendency of standards-based for-
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mats to develop or evolve a life of
their own. Once in place, that is, such
an organized arrangement, well-
intentioned though it might be, works
automatically if not absolutely to con-
trol the lives of the oppressed (e.g.,
groups such as teachers, students, and
classroom communities), a state of af-
fairs that yields a marginalization ef-
fect, a condition of injustice and dis-
advantage.

Young (1992) identifies five “faces”
or “types” of oppression, recognizing
that “each presents its own unique
mode or class of oppression whether
in the presence or absence of the oth-
ers” (Vinson, in press). Specifically,
these types or faces include: (1) ex-
ploitation, (2) marginalization, (3)
powerlessness, (4) cultural imperial-
ism, and (5) violence. To the extent
that standardization and standardized-
testing schemes rely on the use of
classroom labor to benefit the (exter-
nal) powerful (i.e., working teachers
and students so that they take the
blame for “failure” and various educa-
tional “leaders” claim the praise for
“success”), there is exploitation. To the
extent that test scores privilege some
at the expense of others (e.g., based on
relationships of power, race, ethnicity,
language, gender, class, and so on),
there is marginalization. To the extent
that a majority of teachers and stu-
dents (not to mention parents) play
little if any genuine role in making de-
cisions that significantly affect their
lives, there is (undemocratic) power-
lessness. To the extent that standardiza-
tion fixes knowledge, and represents

the experience of dominant groups as
“normal” and/or “true,” there is cul-
tural imperialism. And, lastly, to the ex-
tent that testing and its media portray-
als result in the reduction of freedom,
the expansion of conformity, and the
“unprovoked” or unwarranted attack
on, or humiliation of, some (less pow-
erful) individuals and groups (e.g.,
teachers, students, parents, members
of less wealthy communities) at the
hands of other (more powerful) indi-
viduals and groups (e.g., politicians,
corporations, the media), there is, in
effect, a well-entrenched order of vio-
lence. All in all, whether from a
Freirean or a Youngian perspective,
standardization and standardized test-
ing are oppressive, and so must at
once and forcefully be challenged.

Antidemocracy vs. Democracy

An alternative yet critical perspective,
albeit one inextricably associated with
the pedagogical implications explored
above, rests on a mode of interpreta-
tion constructed directly out of and
upon Dewey’s (1916/1966) famed de-
lineation of democracy and of demo-
cratic education. From this viewpoint,
high-stakes standardized testing rep-
resents not only an inadequate method
of pedagogy per se, but also a threat to
democratic society—a contradiction,
an un- or antidemocratic means of
preparing children for an engaged
democratic social and political life.

In his monumental work Democracy
and Education: An Introduction to the
Philosophy of Education, Dewey (1916/



1966), in some of the best-known
words in the entire history of Western
educational philosophy, presented his
construction of democracy. In pursu-
ing “the democratic ideal,” he wrote
that:

The two elements in our criterion both
point to democracy. The first signifies
not only more numerous and more var-
ied points of shared common interest,
but greater reliance upon the recogni-
tion of mutual interests as a factor in
social control. The second means not
only freer interaction between social
groups (once isolated so far as intention
could keep up a separation) but change
in social habit—its continuous re-
adjustment through meeting the new
situations produced by varied inter-
course. And these two traits are pre-
cisely what characterize the democrati-
cally constituted society. (pp. 86–87)

And, most critically (here, Dewey is
worth quoting at length):

Upon the educational side, we note
first that the realization of a form of so-
cial life in which interests are mutually
interpenetrating, and where progress,
or readjustment, is an important con-
sideration, makes a democratic com-
munity more interested than other
communities have cause to be in delib-
erate and systematic education. The
devotion of democracy to education is
a familiar fact. The superficial explana-
tion is that a government resting upon
popular suffrage cannot be successful
unless those who elect and who obey
their governors are educated. Since a

democratic society repudiates the prin-
ciple of external authority, it must find
a substitute in voluntary disposition
and interest; these can be created only
by education. But there is a deeper ex-
planation. A democracy is more than a
form of government; it is primarily a mode
of associated living, of conjoint communi-
cated experience [italics added]. The ex-
tension in space of the number of indi-
viduals who participate in an interest so
that each has to refer his [or her] own
action to that of others, and to consider
the action of others to give point and
direction to his [or her] own, is equiva-
lent to the breaking down of those bar-
riers of class, race, and national terri-
tory which kept men [sic] from
perceiving the full import of their ac-
tivity. These more numerous and more
varied points of contact denote a
greater diversity of stimuli to which an
individual has to respond; they conse-
quently put a premium on variation in his
[or her] action [italics added]. They se-
cure a liberation of powers which re-
main suppressed as long as incitations
to action are partial, as they must be in
a group which in its exclusiveness shuts
out many interests. (p. 87)

With respect to standards-based re-
form, Dewey’s understandings yield
several critical insights. Whereas
Dewey’s democracy called for “more
numerous and more varied points of
shared common interest,” mandated
standardized testing in fact reduces
and limits them, creating a system of
“interests” organized around exclu-
sion and not inclusion. Our poten-
tially real, shared interests become ar-
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tificial, determined by powerful and
peripheral forces, with their interests
established as “our” interests. What
counts as shared and mutual extends
no farther than that which is consis-
tent with, or deemed proper within
the context of, the normalized and
dominant content.

Further, educational standardiza-
tion contradicts the democratic ideals
of “freer interaction” and “varied in-
tercourse.” Standards-based reform
confines legitimate “interaction” to
test-driven teaching and learning. It
reduces meaningful “intercourse” to
that which is officially and formally
sanctioned.

Lastly, standardization directly
challenges the principles of “greater
diversity of stimuli” and “variation in
action.” Such dynamism and differ-
ence are destroyed as teachers are
forced to follow scripts and teach to
the test, and as students acquire the
notion that learning means nothing
more than achieving “desirable”
scores. In effect, the stimuli are identi-
cal, and the actions strikingly the
same. For in effect, the conditions and
characteristics of standardization con-
tradict those of democracy, leaving
instead—in democracy’s wake—an in-
stitutionalized mechanism of authori-
tarian—externally produced—social
and intellectual conformity, a regime
of “top-down” pedagogical control.
They ignore or dismiss, moreover, the
imperatives of such critical and limit-
ing factors as time, money, and class
size, promoting in the end a privileged
individualism over a commitment to
collectivity, community, and care.

Antidisciplinarity vs. Disciplinarity

A third element or component of any
critique of social studies standards-
based reform involves the degree to
which such movements actualize what
Foucault (1975/1979, 1980) called
“disciplinary power” and “regimes of
truth.” Fundamentally, disciplinary
power is a mode of control that results
in the production of “politically
docile” (less visible) and “economi-
cally useful” (more visible) bodies. It
does so, in effect, by creating four
types of individuality or, that is, an in-
dividuality constructed out of four
characteristics, namely the “cellular,”
the “organic,” the “genetic,” and the
“combinatory.” Like other forms of
power, it imposes constraints, prohibi-
tions, and/or obligations. Yet it is dis-
tinguishable from other modes of
power in its production of simultane-
ously obedient and useful bodies (i.e.,
it simultaneously works to increase
the forces of the body as a positive
[economic utility] and to decrease
them as a negative [political docility])
and in its creation of bodies that are
both subject and object. Its danger
springs from its condition of relative
invisibility, its automaticity, and its na-
ture as hidden, ubiquitous, and insidi-
ous—its ostensible subtlety. Its work-
ings involve most famously (among
other conditions) “correct training,”
the elements of which are: (1) histori-
cal observation/hierarchical surveil-
lance, (2) normalizing judgment, and
(3) the examination.

Moreover, standards-based reform
may be characterized as what Foucault



(e.g., 1980) called a “regime of truth”
(with specific political and ethical ele-
ments, characterized in terms of a cir-
cular relation of power and knowl-
edge). According to Foucault (1980),
this organization and practice of disci-
plinary power—this “régime of
truth”—is critical. He writes:

The important thing here, I believe, is
that truth isn’t outside power, or lack-
ing in power: contrary to a myth
whose history and functions would re-
pay further study, truth isn’t the re-
ward of free spirits, the child of pro-
tracted solitude, nor the privilege of
those who have succeeded in liberating
themselves. Truth is a thing of this
world: it is produced only by virtue of
multiple forms of constraint. And it in-
duces regular effects of power. Each
society has its régime of truth, its
“general politics” of truth: that is, the
types of discourse which it accepts and
makes function as true; the mecha-
nisms and instances which enable one
to distinguish true and false state-
ments, the means by which each is
sanctioned; the techniques and proce-
dures accorded value in the acquisition
of truth; the status of those who are
charged with saying what counts as
true. (p. 131)

And: “‘Truth’ is linked in a circular
relation with systems of power which
produce and sustain it, and to effects
of power which it induces and which
extend it. A régime of truth” (Fou-
cault, 1980, p. 133).

The elements of such a regime are
both “political” and “ethical.” The po-

litical or “interpersonal” components
include:

1. The system of differentiations
that characterize a given regime
and that permit one to act upon
the actions of others in terms
both of values and of roles

2. The types of objectives pursued
by those who act upon the ac-
tions of others—the functions
and objectives of relations of
power within a given regime

3. The means of bringing power
relations into being—the specific
techniques of practices that actu-
alize the relations of power

4. Forms of institutionalization—
the institutions that integrate
these practices

5. The degree of rationalization/
formation of knowledge that de-
scribes the reality of a given
regime and raises problems im-
manent to that reality—a set of
ideas adequate to the mecha-
nisms of power (see Gore, 1993)

The ethical or “intrapersonal” ele-
ments include:

1. The regions of the body consid-
ered problematic—the gestures,
postures, and attitudes that are
in need of disciplining or styling
(the ethical substance, the sub-
stance éthique)

2. The bodily activities disciplined
or styled (mode d’ assujettissement)

3. The specific techniques that are
developed to achieve a particular
self-styling ( form d’ascèse)
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4. The assigned goals of these ethi-
cal practices of the self-styling of
the body (telos)

(For these ethical and political ele-
ments, see Feher, 1987; Foucault,
1983; Gore, 1993.)

In sum, social studies standards-
based reform represents both “disci-
plinarity” and one or more regimes of
truth. They seek to control and to
limit by incorporating and legitimiz-
ing a certain power over knowledge—
individually, socially, intellectually—
(as both condition and effect of
power), including here various mecha-
nisms involving the state and corpo-
rate regulation of public school
knowledge.

Image vs. Authenticity

In addition, standards-based reform
works to privilege educational decision
making founded on the establishment
and maintenance of certain powerful
and dominant images of schooling
over the lived and authentic experi-
ences of classroom life. Although there
are indeed many “classical” lenses
through which to view and consider
the concept of image (e.g., Barthes,
1977; Boorstin, 1961; Bracken, 1997;
Debord, 1967/1995, 1988/1990; Jappe,
1993/1999; McLuhan, 1964/1994;
Vinson, 1999a), here we argue that
such hallmarks of standardization as
“mission statements,” “content stan-
dards,” “teacher deprofessionalism,”
and mandated, high-stakes testing
schemes work against various class-
room “realities” by focusing attention

on such weak indicators of perform-
ance as test scores. Far too often policy
is set based on perceptions of success
or failure grounded in little more than
numbers only marginally indicative of
student learning and teacher “effec-
tiveness.” For while such mechanisms,
coupled with systems of “accountabil-
ity” may be relatively inexpensive and
simple to implement, they say next to
nothing about what goes on in schools,
classrooms, and communities.

The Individual Good vs. 
the Common Good vs. 
the Collective Good

A final critical element represents the
potential of standards-based reform to
privilege the individual (or private or
personal) and/or common good over
the collective good (e.g., Vinson,
1999b). But, what is the “collective
good”? How might it be distinguished
from the “individual” good and the
“common” good?

The individual/private/personal good
is that which is perceived by any given
individual to be in his or her own best
interests—regardless of any consider-
ation of anyone else or anyone else’s
best interests (e.g., Bill Gates’ absurd
accumulation of wealth). The common
good is what is perceived by a majority
of individuals to be in the best inter-
ests of a majority of individuals (re-
gardless of any consideration of mi-
norities or minorities’ best interests)
or what is perceived by a dominant,
powerful minority of individuals to be
in their best interests and therefore
imposed on the subordinate majority



as in their best interests as well (e.g.,
“false consciousness,” “what’s good for
General Motors is good for the coun-
try” [GM President Charles Wilson],
and so on). The collective good, how-
ever, is an ideal construct grounded in
what is authentically perceived by
everyone to be in the best (authentic)
interests of everyone. An intentionally
maximized coalition of similar inter-
ests, it demands maximized democ-
racy, maximized equity with respect to
the distribution of power, maximized
equality of opportunity, maximized
commitment to diversity, and maxi-
mized conditions of social justice.
(Note that our assumption is that the
collective good is what social studies
education in the United States should
be about, and that additionally it
should form the heart of school
reform.)

Our ultimate argument is that stan-
dards-based reforms undermine the
collective good. For while standardi-
zation may very well be consistent
with a commitment to the individ-
ual/private/personal good and/or with
a commitment to the common good,
it is essentially inconsistent with, incom-
patible with, and impossible within a com-
mitment to the collective good.

But how and why? Most impor-
tantly, the environment within which
standards are/would be created—the
context within which any standards-
based reform would be produced and
implemented—are/would be, to say
the least, less than optimal, less than
maximized with respect to democracy,
the equitable distribution of power,
equality of opportunity, a commit-

ment to diversity, and the conditions
of social justice. But secondly, stan-
dards themselves are not/will not/can-
not be compatible with the conditions
necessary for the collective good—
again, maximized settings relative to
democracy, the equitable distribution
of power, equality of opportunity, a
commitment to diversity, and the
conditions of social justice. As indi-
cated above, they are oppressive, anti-
democratic, and disciplinary, and
work to promote a specific set of
dominant images of both schooling
and social education/citizenship edu-
cation over classroom and community
authenticity.

Summary and Conclusions
In light of the current state of social
education and standards-based re-
form, and in view of the proposed
critical framework, what do we do?

First, social studies professionals
must initiate and maintain a meaning-
ful dialogue driven by the issues sug-
gested by standards-based reform.
They must consider fundamental
questions such as: What is democ-
racy? Empowerment? Effective citi-
zenship (its various components or el-
ements)? Equality? Social justice?

In light of these, the field further
must ask:

• How might we interpret/under-
stand the “fundamentals”? What
should be the purpose of social
studies education? How should
social studies content be selected?
How should teaching methods
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be determined? How should so-
cial studies teaching and learning
be assessed? How should these
questions be answered? By
whom? Who, if anyone, should
have the power to answer these
questions for others?

• How can we reorient social stud-
ies education in the direction of
empowerment (i.e., helping stu-
dents learn to function as effec-
tive citizens in a democracy) so
that we might move toward a
democratic education as well as a
democratic society—one charac-
terized by and dedicated to the
principles of equality and social
justice?

• What are or should be our roles
as committed and professional
social studies educators?

• What are pedagogical standards?
What do we as social studies
professionals mean by them? By
what mechanisms do we intend
teachers, students, and schools
to meet them? Do we indeed in-
tend this? How do we seek to
ensure it? Are standards merely a
statement of what we as educa-
tors believe in and agree with? If
so, what if anything is gained by
participating in the exercise? If
not, then are they by definition
“disciplinary”?

• Is there a difference between
standards and standardization?
Can there be?

• In favoring high standards, must
one ipso facto support standards?
Might one, that is, favor high
standards yet oppose standards?

By opposing standards, does one
ipso facto oppose high standards?
(That is, if one opposes, for ex-
ample, national curriculum stan-
dards, does that mean that there-
fore [by definition] one favors
low standards?)

• How do curriculum, instruction,
and assessment standards work
organically, holistically, or sys-
tematically with respect to con-
formity, control, coercion, re-
straint, and discipline—are
standards and disciplinarity mu-
tually productive/reproductive?

• What role is played by observa-
tion—the gaze—vis-à-vis stan-
dards and disciplinarity?

• To what extent do pedagogical
standards in fact represent a
régime of truth? What are the
political and ethical compo-
nents?

• What are the relationships be-
tween educational standards and
such “guiding convictions” and
pedagogical goals as democracy,
democratic citizenship, diversity,
freedom, equality, and justice?
What insights might be gained
from contemporary understand-
ings such as those provided by
feminist education, critical peda-
gogy, multicultural education,
multiple intelligences, construc-
tivism, and authentic instruc-
tion/assessment (among others)?

• To what extent do systems of
educational standards promote
an image of schooling at the
expense of the realities of
schooling (especially vis-à-vis



exchange/use value, alienation,
isolation/fragmentation, passivity,
the denial of history, the destruc-
tion of community, and so on)?

• What are the potential practical
consequences of decisions about
pedagogical standards (choosing
or not choosing to design, cre-
ate, and implement them)?

In terms of pedagogical policy and
practice, social educators must con-
sider specific actions. Among others,
we must:

• Problematize the issue
• Explore our own commitments

(e.g., democracy and diversity)
• Take public and private stances
• Consider the potential practical

outcomes of policy decisions
• Work within formal channels

(e.g., professional organizations,
school boards, official meetings,
colleges and universities)

• Work within informal channels
(e.g., conversations with teach-
ers, parents, administrators, and
students; letters to editors; con-
sidering here that those who
hold power often have automatic
access to the media and public
opinion)

• Strengthen our and our commu-
nities’ theoretical groundings
(through, for example, cultural
studies, books, articles, confer-
ences, and discussions, again
considering access to public
opinion) in order to discover
what, for instance, causes two
such disparate, well-known,

best-selling, and respected edu-
cators as Alfie Kohn (e.g., 1999)
and Theodore Sizer (e.g., 1996)
to oppose national urriculum/
assessment standards

• Build on the growing evidence of
community/popular opposition
to national standards/standards-
based reform (e.g., Hoff, 1999;
Ohanian, 1999; Ross, 1999)

• Emphasize cooperation, experi-
ence, diversity, difference, and
interdisciplinarity

• Pursue community
• Pursue meaningful dialogue/

discussion
• Pursue authenticity and holism

(or connectedness)
• Challenge the totality of stan-

dards—not just particular 
segments 

• Work against the concentration
of power and its control over
what counts as knowledge

Overall, and simply, we must chal-
lenge the standardization of social ed-
ucation and of citizenship, democracy,
and public knowledge.

With respect to social studies theory
and research, we must continue the
as-yet nascent inquiry into the condi-
tions, contexts, and consequences of
standards-based reform. Advancing
our understanding demands not only
foundational work, but also increased
empirical efforts grounded in both
quantitative and qualitative studies.

In the end, social education must
face up to the growing yet problem-
atic movement toward standards-
based reform and standardization.
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The field—practitioners, policy mak-
ers, theorists, and researchers—must
work jointly to pursue that which is
perhaps most difficult: a democratic
social/citizenship education commit-
ted to social justice, equality, and op-
portunity (see Ross, 1997) that does
not paradoxically “deny change in ed-
ucational change” (Popkewitz, 2000).
Only then will our schools become, in
the words of Alfie Kohn (1999), “the
schools our children deserve” (pp.
2–3).
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Because democratic standards of com-
plexity demand sophisticated analyti-
cal skills and emphasis on both the
reception and the production of
knowledge, it doesn’t mean that con-
tent is abandoned. In this context, it is
understandable why many advocates
of technical standards chastise many
educational innovations such as criti-
cal-thinking and problem-solving pro-
grams that teach such skills in isola-
tion from the curriculum, outside an
engagement with subject matter. Stan-
dards analysts and educators working
with standards must be careful not to
come across as unconcerned with con-
tent in their zeal to cultivate analytic
abilities and knowledge-production
skills. Learning higher-order cogni-
tive skills always takes place while
working with content.

The Role of Content in
Standards of Complexity

Such a recognition negates the impor-
tance of the content versus skills de-
bate that ricochets throughout the
contemporary standards conversation.
Of course, students should learn how
to detect and solve problems, make
decisions, employ good judgment, and
engage in higher-order thinking; the
way they learn these skills is by engag-
ing with disciplinary content, studying
the history of disciplines, and gaining
an understanding of the knowledge a
field of study deems important and
how experts arrived at such conclu-
sions (see Lester, “Working with
Knowledge”). This is not the end of
the matter—a rigorous education in-
sists that we go beyond this—but an
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essential step in the process. As the
American Federation of Teachers
(AFT) (1997) insightfully asks in their
version of standards: “Is it possible to
name a problem to be solved, a deci-
sion to be made, or a thing to be
thought about that is not tied to sub-
ject matter?” (AFT, 1997, 15).

Thus, acquisition of content is nec-
essary in standards of complexity, even
though the simple possession and re-
production of information provided in
teacher-directed lessons are not the fi-
nal goals. In the rigorous academic
standards advocated here, the subject-
matter content of disciplines that
teachers and students encounter is
viewed as a part of many larger frames
of reference. Seen in this context, in-
formation is subjected to research and
interpretation. Textbook content, for
example, is seen not as a finished prod-
uct but as a stop on human beings’ per-
petual journey to make sense of them-
selves and the world around them.
Teachers striving to reach standards of
complexity are well versed in content
and, when they present it to students,
offer it in a context of inquiry.

Highly skilled students learn the in-
formation in this type of context and
quickly take it to the next level of
analysis. Because of the purposive na-
ture of such a learning process, stu-
dents traditionally uninterested in
schooling are engaged, and all stu-
dents gain content knowledge that
would have been dismissed and ig-
nored in a technical curriculum
grounded in committing decontextu-
alized, unexamined data to memory
for regurgitation on a fact-based and

conceptually fragmented test. Thus,
this approach to complex acquisition
of analysis of content is more than
simply a rigorous pedagogy but is also
an approach to motivation. Stu-
dents—and teachers—are far more in-
vested in learning when conscious of
its purposes and benefits. Such intrin-
sic incentives work far more effec-
tively and consistently than the extrin-
sic motivations of testing.

Thus, standards of complexity seek
to help schools turn out students from
diverse social backgrounds who are
smart and engaged, possess subject
matter–content knowledge in a vari-
ety of domains, and recognize the
strengths and limitations of the infor-
mation they have engaged. In a cul-
ture that continually is forced to deal
with widespread depression, random
violence, hate crimes, physically and
psychologically debilitating stress,
loneliness, suicide, war, and injustice,
many observers maintain that tradi-
tional forms of disciplinary knowledge
and knowledge production have failed
to understand or positively address
such problems. Such a reality induces
advocates of standards of complexity
to consider the weaknesses of tradi-
tional content and the social and
moral emptiness of educational stan-
dards that call for students to merely
commit such data to memory.

After studying disciplines of knowl-
edge, their histories and assumptions,
advocates of democratic notions of
rigorous scholarship, such as Stan
Lester in this encyclopedia, insist that
students explore the all-important re-
lationship between school and society,
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between disciplinary knowledge and
its contribution to the social good
(Willinsky, 1999, 2000). In this pro-
cess, weaknesses of disciplinary data
can be ascertained, and alternative
forms of knowledge and methods of
knowledge production can be contem-
plated and developed. The complex
but comprehensible nature of these
information and educational dynamics
constitutes one of the main reasons we
use the phrase standards of complexity.
At the beginning of the new century,
we are dealing with profoundly com-
plex social, cultural, psychological,
cognitive, and pedagogical issues. To
ignore such complexity in favor of
some facile notion of learning and
oversimplified depiction of knowledge
production and validation is to com-
mit a grievous error of judgment that
will adversely affect everyone through-
out the twenty-first century. Once
again, the standards debate manifests
its vital connection to larger social,
cultural, economic, and political is-
sues.

Avoiding Reductionism:
Developing a Rigorous Notion
of Content
The advocates of technical standards
in their reductionistic view of knowl-
edge fail to see that disciplinary con-
tent is a map of the territory (the sub-
ject in question), not the territory
itself. To mitigate confusion, such a
recognition is one of many aspects of
the higher-order thinking so central
to standards of complexity. Teachers
and students with such a facility un-

derstand what content is before they
blindly commit it to memory, gear the
entire curriculum around its acquisi-
tion, or judge the quality of an educa-
tional system on how well this process
has been accomplished. A simple
question—what exactly is the content
being learned?—can move us to new
levels of achievement and open the
door to exciting cognitive possibilities.
Just as a flying instructor who has
never flown a plane is not qualified to
teach prospective pilots, teachers who
have not engaged in sophisticated
knowledge work are not qualified to
teach to standards of complexity. Un-
fortunately, many of the existing ways
of thinking about staff development
are not conversant with the concepts
raised here. The prevailing model of
in-service teacher education, as well as
professional education in general, is
grounded in the unexamined premise
that teachers deliver the unproblema-
tized content of the disciplines. Thus,
teachers in their workshops are typi-
cally treated as mere practitioners, not
as scholars. In these situations, conde-
scending “experts” tell them: “Here is
what the research has told us to
teach—now go out and do it.” No
wonder such a vast number of teachers
feel degraded and unappreciated
(Novick, 1996).

In standards of complexity, teachers
come to see content in a much more
textured way. Their ability to engage
in knowledge work and scholarly ac-
tivity is assumed, and in-service and
preservice education becomes more
concerned with the extension of the
scholarly abilities of teachers. Here



they get help with their research skills,
connect with different scholars in-
volved with a variety of research proj-
ects around the world and in their lo-
cal communities, explore possible
research projects for their classes, and
engage with scholars who model ways
of teaching these content-production
and analytical skills in a wide variety of
contexts and to a diversity of students.
One of the most important under-
standings for teachers who are pre-
pared to engage content in a way that
achieves standards of complexity in-
volves a deep understanding of episte-
mology. The word is derived from the
Greek word for truth, episteme, and in-
volves the study of the nature of
knowledge, what constitutes it, and
how it is produced.

The standards debate always in-
volves competing conceptions of epis-
temology, as various advocates strug-
gle over how we view academic and
scientific knowledge: as a final, vali-
dated description of the way the world
is, or as a contingent perspective on
the world influenced by a variety of as-
sumptions about the research process
and the cultural values that shape in-
terpretation. A detailed understanding
of these epistemological issues on the
part of teachers changes the way they
view content. It can never be seen as a
mere body of data to be inserted into
the minds of students ever again.
Thus, with such an awareness, teach-
ers engage in a different relationship
with knowledge, a profound new ap-
preciation that induces them to re-
think the purposes of education and
their own teaching. Knowledge and

the pronouncements of experts are no
longer beyond questioning, and the
teacher is no longer a “peon” of the
system who simply delivers the infor-
mation he or she is provided.

As teachers utilize these domains of
study and analysis, they have moved
into rigorous scholarship—they now
are residents in a zone of complexity.
Sophisticating their epistemological
understandings and their knowledge-
production abilities, teachers begin to
think of content less as something to
be committed to memory regardless
of where students are and what they
need. In this more informed context,
rigorous teachers and their students
begin to view and value content in re-
lation to their assessment of the social
and educational needs of their circum-
stances. Is this information, such a
teacher might ask, important for Susie
to know in her attempt to expose the
forces that keep her neighborhood
poor and dangerous? Does she gain
insight into the way social dynamics
operate so she can help herself and
others overcome them? Teachers in
this rigorous context ask: how does
this knowledge relate to the lives of
my students and myself?

The ironic point in this debate is
that students engaged in an education
grounded in standards of complexity,
in addition to their analytical and ap-
plicative abilities, actually retain more
subject matter. Even when teachers
who are evaluated by their students’
test performances teach to the test,
their students do not perform any bet-
ter than the students who have studied
a wider range of subject matter from a

932 SUBJECT MATTER AND CONTENT



933Content in Standards of Complexity

far more analytical perspective. In re-
lation to our aforementioned refer-
ences to the shallowness of the public
conversation about standards, it is
hard to believe that such issues are not
typically discussed. The questions—
What do we mean by content? How
do we decide what content should be
taught in schools? How do we engage
content in the educational process?—
are central but underaddressed in the
conversation. It is time for such a dis-
course to begin.

Content Knowledge Is Power:
It Shapes Consciousness
It has become cliché in the past couple
of decades to argue that knowledge is
power. Despite all of the talk, those
with power still get away with control-
ling knowledge and determining what
qualifies as validated knowledge
within this culture. No responsible
discussion of content and educational
standards can ignore these political
features. In many ways, we are what
we know, meaning that validated
knowledge and curricular content
shape our consciousness and identity.
Content knowledge in this context be-
comes even more important in school-
ing and the debate over standards. In
the reductionistic context of technical
standards, content is simply some-
thing to be learned. The educational
context is much too simplified to think
about where content comes from or
what its effects might be. Students in
these reductionistic contexts do not
think about such issues, nor do they
confront questions about why they

tend to think in particular ways about
themselves, the world around them,
and their relationship to that world.
Content in technical standards has
nothing to do with such issues.

Of course, standards of complexity
view content as a much more compli-
cated and influential matter. Subject-
matter content used in reductionistic
schools is often created by experts
who answer only to those who pay
their bills. Those who pay their bills
are most often those with high levels
of economic and thus political power
in the society. These certified experts
not only create school subject-matter
content but also undermine personal
authority and self-direction by their
validated pronouncements. Individu-
als in schools and workplaces cannot
protect their personal autonomy un-
less they gain the ability to take part in
the knowledge-production process.
The goal of arresting the erosion of
personal autonomy will be accom-
plished only when students and ordi-
nary citizens create competent com-
munities that have knowledge-work
abilities. As part of this larger political
process, teachers, students, parents,
and local community members must
participate in the act of research and
knowledge production; they must play
an important role in determining what
is designated subject-matter content
(Lasch, 1979).

Power is reflected in language and
knowledge in ways that make it hard
to recognize. Indeed, individuals con-
stantly encounter knowledge that is
soaked with the power dynamics that
created it—but such notions rarely oc-



cur to people in mundane, everyday
life. Because these power dynamics
operate at levels hidden from our con-
sciousness, we are typically not aware
of how our worldviews are shaped.
Standards of complexity, therefore,
should be viewed as based on an edu-
cational philosophy that promotes
self-knowledge and self-criticism.
Such educational reform works to
produce a higher understanding of self
that sees the self-production process
as a product of social and historical
forces. Students in complex schools
learn to call out and criticize the ideo-
logical frames they use to make sense
of their lives. In a rigorous, skill-pro-
ducing manner, students learn the his-
torical, social, fictive, theological, and
analytical literature with which they
need to engage as they explore their
consciousness construction.

In this context, they study the deep
structures that help shape our con-
sciousness as well as the historical
context that gave birth to the deep
structures. Standards of complexity
explore the sociohistorical and politi-
cal dimensions of schooling, the kind
of meanings that are constructed in
classrooms, and how these meanings
are translated into consciousness. Re-
ductionistic educators often speak of
student and teacher empowerment as
if it were a simple process that could
be accomplished by a couple of cre-
ative learning activities. One thing
our ideological critique of self-pro-
duction tells us is that the self is a
complex, ambiguous, and contradic-
tory entity pushed and pulled by a
potpourri of forces. The idea that the

self can be reconstructed and empow-
ered without historical study, linguis-
tic analysis, and examination of these
contexts trivializes the goals of a rig-
orous education.

How do we move beyond simply
uncovering the sources of conscious-
ness construction in our larger at-
tempt to become rigorously educated?
Teachers guided in the complexity
principle must search in as many loca-
tions as possible for alternative dis-
courses, for ways of thinking and be-
ing that expand the envelopes of
self-knowledge. In order to engage in
this aspect of the “education of self,”
students and teachers must transcend
the reductionistic conception of the
static and unified self that goes
through life with the 106 IQ—it is
106 today, it was yesterday, and will be
tomorrow. Peter McLaren (1991)
maintains that we can find a diversity
of possibilities of what we might be-
come by recovering and reinterpret-
ing what we once were. Although we
might use this to change our concep-
tion of the world, we must see this
change of conception (this change of
mind) as only the first step in a set of
actions designed to improve public ed-
ucation. In such a pedagogical con-
text, we provide subject-matter con-
tent the respect it is due. Instead of
meaninglessly stuffing it into our
minds, as technical standards demand,
we grow to understand ourselves in
relationship to a diverse body of disci-
plinary knowledge. We value such
forms of knowledge and the need to
critique them, as we become highly
educated and highly insightful people.
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Untidy Content Knowledge:
We’re Still Talking about
Complexity

The world is far more complex than
the way it is represented by the con-
tent knowledge of technical-content
standards. Indeed, manifesting some
primordial need for order, advocates
of reductionistic standards recoil at
the possibility of an education that in-
teracts with and relishes the complica-
tions of our psychological inner
worlds, life in the give-and-take of the
classroom, and the struggles of social,
political, and scientific macroworlds.
Proponents of technical standards
lament the confusion and the noise
foisted upon the educational process
by the humanness of men, women,
and children. Like the librarian who
dreams of the tidiness of a library
without patrons, reductionists fanta-
size about a spick-and-span system
where students are all identical, stan-
dardized entities capable of being
measured precisely. Research and edu-
cation would be so much easier, they
dream, if researchers and the re-
searched teachers and students didn’t
have to interact through the imprecise
medium of verbal language, disagree
over standards of success, and find
themselves separated by divergent
value structures (Shweder and Fiske,
1986). At this rate, they warn, we will
never really “know” anything; we’ll
never produce subject matter on
which to test quality.

Utilizing postformalism, standards
of complexity induce teachers and stu-
dents to tap into our socially con-

structed inner world of experiences.
Such a process involves our ability to
bring to conscious view our culturally
created and therefore limited concept
of both self and world, thus revealing
portions of ourselves previously hid-
den (Pinar, 1975, 1994). To think
about one’s own thinking in a postfor-
mal manner involves understanding
the way our consciousness is con-
structed, appreciating the complex
forces that facilitate or impede our un-
derstandings. Postformal thinking in-
volves our ability to engage in ideolog-
ical disembedding, the ability to
remove ourselves from sociointerper-
sonal expectations. This postformal
concern with questions of meaning
and attention to the process of self-
production rises about the Piagetian
formal level of thought and its concern
with proper procedure. Cognitively
complex postformalism never allows
us to be content with what we have
cognitively constructed or with expert-
produced curricular content. Never
certain of the appropriateness of our
ways of seeing and always concerned
with the expansion of self-awareness,
postformalism engages individuals in a
running metadialogue, a constant con-
versation with self (Codd, 1984;
Kegan, 1982; Pinar, 1994, 1999).

Ancient Greeks were fascinated by
how in a room filled with conversa-
tion, there periodically spreads a lull of
profound silence. The Greeks postu-
lated that at such moments Hermes
had entered the room. By silencing the
everyday babble, Hermes allowed the
Greeks to tap their imaginations,
fears, hopes, and passions. Through



this awareness, they were freed from
acting out socially constructed expec-
tations that they really didn’t under-
stand. Hermes came to symbolize the
penetration of boundaries—bound-
aries that separated one culture from
another, work from play, fantasy from
reality, and consciousness from uncon-
sciousness. With his winged sandals
and cap of invisibility, a contemporary
Hermes can now bring the power of
the unconscious into another room,
the complex classroom. With this
power of the unconscious and the in-
tellect, Hermes delivers insight and
the potential for cognitive growth and
self-understanding in relation to a va-
riety of subject matters. In his twenty-
first-century entrance, Hermes insti-
gates a lull of silence that results in the
pointing out and quieting of the con-
versation among the voices that shape
consciousness. As he connects us to
self-knowledge, Hermes becomes an-
other in a long line of different cul-
tures’ trickster gods associated with
the power of intellect and imagination.

There is nothing simple about this
educational process and the discipli-
nary content one must engage in its
pursuit. Indeed, rigorous teachers can-
not think about the subject-matter
curriculum outside of such a context. If
they do, they are deceived by the polit-
ical innocence of a body of agreed-
upon knowledge being systematically
passed on to students by an ever evolv-
ing, but always neutral, instructional
process. We know too much to be se-
duced by the never-aging sirens of po-
litical neutrality and pedagogical re-
ductionism. As a deliberate process,

the curriculum is always a formal
transmission of particular aspects of the
culture’s content knowledge. Do we
teach women’s and African American
history in eleventh-grade social stud-
ies? Do we read Toni Morrison and
Alice Walker in twelfth-grade litera-
ture? These are sociopolitical ques-
tions—that is, they involve power.

I am still referencing reductionism
and complexity, technical standards
and standards of complexity, here. Se-
lection of content and the role it plays
in the teaching and learning process
affect the everyday world. How we
think about these dynamics works to
actually change or maintain the status
quo. Descriptions of the world do not
rest; they do not retreat to a physical
scientific or a sociological easy chair.
They are part of the commerce of the
world; as they define it, they change it.
Content is always a major issue in the
cultural battle. If so, then curricular
matters can never be sequestered in
the psychological domain. The public
conversation about standards should
not be simply a reductionistic conver-
sation about what content should be
memorized. Such a discussion should
address the complex role of content in
the educational process and the social
and political dynamics inseparable
from the larger issue of educational
reform. What we teach, how we teach
it, and the ways we engage students in
the process of confronting it are all is-
sues that shape and reflect who we are
as a society. These are never simple
questions; like content itself and its
use in the educational process, they
are untidy and complex.
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Obviously, standards of complexity
address the caricature of certainty
that drives technical-content stan-
dards. In reductionistic standards, the
teaching act is viewed as an English
sentence, subject acting on object: de-
vise objective content standards, use
standardized tests to see if such infor-
mation has been mastered, then track
and graduate students on the basis of
their scores. In such a reductionistic
view, teaching and learning are de-
contextualized and assumptions are
left unanalyzed. Why are students
performing as they are? What content
is being taught, and what is not?
What do standardized tests measure?
Are there any social patterns emerg-
ing in relation to tracking and gradua-
tion? How do we define an educated
person? The classroom is too com-
plex to view it in a simple cause-effect
manner. Issues of context and purpose
are simultaneously affecting every-
thing that occurs in the educational
process. Advocates of standards of
complexity take this confusion into
account as they study the complicated
nature of educational reform and con-
sider the role of content in the larger
pedagogical transition.

The way we view subject-matter
content makes a profound difference
in the way we see teaching and the
goals of educational reform. If we
learn anything from standards of com-
plexity, we come to understand that
teaching is an uncertain and complex
enterprise. If the act of teaching were
known and constant, then teachers
could simply follow the dictates of
empirical generalizations and teacher

educators would know exactly what
teachers needed to perform success-
fully. Unlike fast-food employees at
McDonald’s who are taught to follow
precisely a ten-step process in making
a Big Mac, most teachers now realize
that their practice is situation specific.
When practice is grounded in gener-
alized formulas and quantitative meas-
ures typically conceptualized around
student mastery of isolated but meas-
urable bits of content, teachers are re-
moved from the particularities of the
everyday life of the classroom.

Such practice assumes that teaching
is constant and predictable, always oc-
curring in a cocoon of certainty. Re-
ductionistic, technicist teacher educa-
tion prepares novices for classrooms
that are “objects in general,” not as if
they were ambiguous and distinctly
human situations unlike any other in
the cosmos. Sophie Haroutunian-
Gordon (1988) characterizes class-
rooms as ill-structured situations that
must be viewed in their particularity
to be appreciated. No longer can the
argument be made that educational
science can eliminate the uncertainty
of professional practice and replace it
with an empirical knowledge base
about the teaching act. With the com-
plexity principle in mind, no longer
can experts simply mandate an “objec-
tive” body of subject matter for teach-
ers to pass along unproblematically to
cookie-cutter students. Speaking in
the context of complexity, such prac-
tices simply don’t work.

Is the purpose of public education
to simply pass a body of unquestioned
truths about the superiority of West-



ern civilization along to students? In
many articulations of reductionistic
technical standards, the answer to this
question is an unqualified yes. In these
content-driven standards, civilization
itself has been linked to Western ways
of life and Western subject-matter
content. Thus, the word civilization
becomes a tyrant, a wielder of power,
as it privileges some ways of living and
excludes others. As it privileges or ex-
cludes, it also justifies certain actions.
If certain peoples are uncivilized, it
becomes easier to justify their con-
quest, their eradication, their banish-
ment from history. A little “collateral
damage” becomes much easier to ac-
cept when we don’t know the people
involved, when we are ignorant of
their culture and their history. Indeed,
they’re not even going to be saved on
Judgment Day.

Thus, the global content of stan-
dards of complexity is politically
inscribed just as much as is the mono-
cultural content of technical, reduc-
tionistic standards. Standards of com-
plexity consciously seek subject
matters that provide alternative read-
ings of the world, perspectives derived
from difference. Such complex stan-
dards do not accept the inevitability of
the ethnocentric, chauvinistic subject
matter proclaimed by technical, re-
ductionistic standards. Without an in-
jection of complexity, negotiations
over knowledge are ended—the stu-
pidification of U.S. students continues
(Macedo, 1994; Derrida, 1976; Ger-
gen, 1991). Higher orders of cogni-
tion are struck down in the name of
“respecting our heritage.”

As technical standards strive for
singular truths within a culture, they
reduce the number of alternatives we
have for relating to others both inside
and outside our social context. Just as
a ninth chord and a reggae rhythm ex-
pand the conceptual vocabulary of a
guitar player, so exposing the culture
to the impact of alternative ways of
thinking magnifies its capacity to de-
velop ethically and politically, to make
new forms of social music. Each new
language of perception offers another
way of framing the world, another
vantage point in the fabric of reality.
The prison of the “given” forces us to
view certain aspects of the world as
problematic while at the same time
exonerating other dimensions. Nur-
tured by reductionist assumptions,
teachers are expected to assume au-
thoritarian roles in particular subjects.
Their appointed task is to systemati-
cally fill the minds of their students
with a body of approved content.
They have no professional or schol-
arly input into the process. Such input
is the reductionist’s nightmare—it
throws a monkey wrench in the linear,
orderly process of teaching, learning,
and testing.

In their view, it would be better to
employ teachers in technical stan-
dards–driven schools who read on the
eighth-grade level, have finished high
school, ask few questions, and eschew
scholarly activities. Scholar-teachers
conversant with the goals of standards
of complexity reject such a role, argu-
ing that scholarly ability should not be
at odds with the work of teachers. As I
interview teacher-scholars operating

938 SUBJECT MATTER AND CONTENT



939Content in Standards of Complexity

in reductionist, technical standards–
driven schools, I listen to the pain and
emotional suffering they endure as a
result of the anti-intellectual perspec-
tives of many of their supervisors and
administrators. Such alienation grows
deeper and more unbearable as tech-
nical standards assume a larger role in
shaping school cultures. Such reduc-
tionism and the subject-matter truths
it mandates drive away our best,
brightest, and more dedicated teach-
ers.

A reductionistic system rewards
mediocre teaching, pedagogies that re-
fuse to question “the given,” practices
that fail to question the construction of
the curriculum. If teachers are going
to be able to deal with the complexities
of subject-matter content delineated
here, they must first learn sophisti-
cated modes of scholarship. A central
feature of standards of complexity in-
volves engaging teachers in a higher
order of cognition and professional
practice. Professional expertise, as
Donald Schon (1983, 1987) maintains,
is an uncertain enterprise as it con-
fronts constantly changing, unique,
and unstable conditions. Teachers
never see the same classroom twice, as
teaching conditions change from day
to day. The students who reacted posi-
tively to a set of pedagogical strategies
yesterday respond differently today
(despite William Bennett’s assurances
of “what works”).

Drawing from their scholarly ex-
pertise, teachers who understand
Schon’s argument know that the sub-
ject matter that advocates of technical
standards are mandating they teach as

“truth” is merely one of many points
of view held by scholars around the
world. To fail to teach about these dis-
putes, the reasons for them, and the
debate with the discipline in question
is to miseducate students. Scholar-
teachers grapple with such questions;
they are deeply wounded when a tech-
nical supervisor making sure the cor-
rect content standards are taught or-
ders them to stop teaching about the
complex disciplinary discourse and
reprimands them for “incompetence.”
How could we have reached a time in
U.S. schooling where such expertise is
sometimes viewed as “deficiency”?
For the future of education and the
good of U.S. society, standards of
complexity need to put an end to such
sociopolitical and pedagogical pathol-
ogy. To make such a difference, every-
one involved must understand the
complexity of the task, the untidiness
of the entire process down to the con-
tent taught.

Whitewashed Content:
Reductionistic Knowledge
Production
In the universe of top-down technical
standards, teachers are “data mules,”
information deliverers with an accom-
panying lack of status. Such mules
don’t (or at least are not supposed to)
question what they are hauling. They
should not care if the knowledge is
produced in a decontextualized man-
ner, care whether it is an unconnected
body of information, or worry about
its ideological inscriptions and its in-
sidious impact on the consciousness of



students. These are irrelevant ques-
tions in a reductionistic system that
simply asks: “Did they learn it? What
are the numbers?” Reductionistic re-
search on teaching falls into the same
decontextualized trap, as does the
technicist method of evaluating stu-
dent progress. When researchers at-
tempt to remove human activity, espe-
cially educational action, from its
natural setting, serious consequences
result.

Contrived educational settings, of-
ten positivistic laboratory situations,
are set up by researchers who hold
similar implicit assumptions, ask simi-
lar questions, and look for similar out-
come measurements. Is it surprising
that such settings are perceived to gen-
erate regularities in individual behav-
ior—regularities that form the basis
for verified generalizations, for truth?
The content knowledge about educa-
tion produced by such reductionistic
studies tells us little about how peda-
gogy works, how schools operate, or
how students become scholars. A
knowledge-production process con-
ducted in a nonnaturalistic, artificial
venue attends only to particular, meas-
urable, isolated variables. Such vari-
ables are sometimes so isolated, so in-
significant in light of the multitude of
other variables not explored, that the
results of the inquiry are irrelevant.
The “truth” claims of such research
are, to say the least, questionable. Pos-
itivistic laboratory researchers present
“verified knowledge” about how a par-
ticular technique produces success in
teaching; understanding their process
of verification, we may hold justifiable

skepticism that such a technique will
prove successful in an actual school, in
the everyday classroom that teachers
inhabit.

Remove this concept for a moment
from the educational world and think
of it in a zoological context. Ethnolo-
gists have written of similar insights
into research on animals. Research
conducted in animal labs or zoos pro-
duces data on wildlife that have little to
do with how they behave in natural
settings. Zoos, labs, and questionnaires
in a sense become unique settings in
their own right, with their own dy-
namics and peculiar forces to help
mold behavior (Orteza, 1988; Wilson,
1977). Positivistic reductionistic re-
searchers in their search for verifiable
data fail to recognize that their con-
trolled situations take on this Franken-
stein life of their own. Such blindness
precludes understanding of the often
hidden processes by which settings
shape behavior. Both the physical
arrangements of the settings and the
subjects’ internalized expectations of
what is allowable generate forces that
help fashion research findings.

In natural settings such as schools,
participant behavior cannot be under-
stood without careful attention to the
participant’s relationship to the tradi-
tions, norms, roles, and values that are
inseparable from the complex lived
world of the institutions. The inability
of reductionistic researchers to say
very much that is meaningful about
school life is due in part to their lack
of regard for these often invisible but
foundational aspects of organizational
life. Research removed from the natu-
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ral setting cannot account for such as-
pects of educational life because they
are not present in the contrived labo-
ratory situation—hence, the truth
value of the knowledge produced is
undermined (Eisner, 1984; Wilson,
1977; Denzin and Lincoln, 2000;
Kincheloe and McLaren, 2000).
These knowledge-production dynam-
ics exert a major impact on the goals
of schooling, the content taught, and
the way it is taught. Teachers in edu-
cational settings shaped by standards
of complexity must be keenly aware of
these issues.

When public schools, colleges of
education, and much of the research
establishment have learned about
knowledge production and subject
matter in reductionistic contexts such
as the ones described here, it is not
surprising that the public conversation
about educational reform is so artless
and the thinking of many educational
leaders is so truncated. In such a re-
ductionistic context, many individuals
fail to understand the knowledge-pro-
duction process and the slippery na-
ture of the meanings it produces. The
meanings that researchers attribute to
terms such as reading, teaching, and
learning influence the forms our evalu-
ations of teachers, students, and
schools take. For example, think about
a researcher seeking to determine
whether a particular science pedagogy
produces high science scores on the
technical standards–mandated gradua-
tion test. The researcher begins the
study by identifying what learning is
and what behaviors should be exam-
ined to determine whether it has taken

place. There is nothing objective
about such a process; absolute, certain
knowledge does not emerge from such
a study.

The knowledge that does emerge is
inherently conditional—dependent on
an acceptance of a variety of assump-
tions about the goals of science educa-
tion, the definition of a good student,
the nature of learning, and so on.
These research issues are always ques-
tions of meaning. As our perspective
on research fashions our evaluation
strategies, the designation of who is a
competent or incompetent teacher or
a good or bad student is contingent on
the system of meaning on which re-
searchers base their assumptions. If,
for example, a student’s ability to sense
inconsistencies in the work of main-
stream physicists and to offer insights
into what the field might do to correct
such problems is deemed a character-
istic of a good science student, then
standards-driven standardized-test
scores tell us little about such a stu-
dent’s abilities. This is the problem
with scholarly teachers. Because they
possess more rigorous goals than
mediocre teachers, they are often
judged by reductionistic evaluation
systems as incompetent. Such evalua-
tions have no mechanism to assess the
higher-order skills they are helping
their students develop.

Teachers who possess a different
teaching style may find themselves
punished because of the inability of
reductionistic evaluation systems to
deal with pedagogical diversity. In my
own teaching, I have had supervisors
leave my classroom frustrated that I



was not “really teaching.” Because I
had devised a classroom where stu-
dents were engaged in a research proj-
ect, I was not simply delivering a body
of content for deposit in “student re-
ceptacles.” Given the evaluation
instrument the supervisor used, teach-
ing consisted only of this delivery-
and-deposit process. When such ac-
tivity did not occur, no evaluation
could be administered. My research-
oriented teaching did not exist in the
world of schooling constructed by the
reductionistic evaluation instrument.
Indeed, the very characteristics that
accompany genius usually don’t exist
in the evaluation instruments (usually
standardized, multiple-choice tests)
used in top-down technical standards
to evaluate students. Our naive view of
knowledge allows many of our most
brilliant students to become angry and
alienated, as they are repeatedly pun-
ished for their unique abilities.

No Ambiguity Here:
Reductionism and Content
Advocates of standards of complexity
are acutely aware of the “quick and
out” nature of reductionistic modes of
research and the simplistic views of
human behavior and education as-
sumed in such knowledge-production
strategies. Examples abound of the
distortions of this process. Consider
the complexity of gender in standards-
driven standardized tests. Many re-
ductionistic educational studies com-
pletely ignore gender or view it as a
simple, decontextualized causative fac-
tor, not taking into account gender’s

interaction with other variables in the
situation.

When reductionistic, positivistic
research ignores the wider context and
the multitude of other variables that
attend it, the conclusions drawn from
such studies typically suggest innate
differences (often hierarchical) be-
tween the sexes. Studies, for instance,
that look only at gender differences in
math achievement might discover (ac-
curately) that boys do better than girls
on particular standardized math tests.
By not examining the results contex-
tually, not pursuing explanatory fac-
tors, reductionistic researchers fail to
consider the panoply of reasons for
the different scores. Appealing to the
accuracy of their statistics as authority,
researchers fail to confront the “quick
and out” simplicity of their research
design. Thus, “what is” appears to be
only what “has to be”; the public is
provided with further “proof” that
boys are naturally better than girls in
math (Jayaratne, 1982; Hicks, 1999).

Educational researchers attempting
to escape reductionism often employ
forms of inquiry that use multiple re-
search methodologies. Such a brico-
lage seeks to escape the reductionism
of one methodological viewpoint.
Such researchers might study female
performance in math not only from a
quantitative perspective but by using
qualitative methods such as ethnogra-
phy, historiography, and textual analy-
sis as well. Using ethnography, a re-
searcher might conduct interviews
with female students concerning their
perspectives, feelings, and dispositions
about math. Such interviews might
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provide valuable insights into so-
ciopsychological factors having little
to do with innate mathematical ability
that shape women’s relationship to the
discipline.

Historiographical methods might
help one gain a historical perspective
toward women’s math performance in
schools and in work-related domains.
In this context, a researcher might
gain valuable insights into the gender
dynamics of math education such as
the effect of social movements and
cultural changes in the role of women
vis-à-vis the discipline of math. Tex-
tual analysis could also provide com-
pelling insights, as researchers study
the themes and hidden assumptions
that might emerge from documents
such as reports from superintendents
of schools or psychological studies
conducted at different historical peri-
ods or in different societies. Engaging
in such a bricolage of inquiry, knowl-
edge producers could develop a far
more complex, textured, multidimen-
sional view of the relationship
between gender and math. Such re-
searchers employing the antireduc-
tionistic strategies of the bricolage
produce what might be referred to as
“humble subject-matter content.” As
opposed to the quick positivist who
seeks concrete structures and vali-
dated data that can be used to make
predictions, the humble researcher
practices a form of inquiry that is
humble in the sense that it respects
the complexity of the socioeducational
world.

Humility in this context is not self-
depreciating, nor does it involve the

silencing of one’s voice; humility im-
plies a sense of the unpredictability of
the educational microcosm and the
capriciousness of the consequences of
one’s inquiry. Methodological humil-
ity is an inescapable characteristic of
the contemporary world and its loss of
faith in scientific salvation and the
possibility of a single frame of refer-
ence, a common vantage point from
which we might all view the world.
Methodological humility eschews the
positivistic impulse to dominate the
world through a knowledge of it.
Though it was on the lam for a long
time, reductionistic, positivistic sci-
ence can no longer escape the creeping
skepticism that dominates our twenty-
first-century conversations about al-
most everything else (Ruddick, 1980;
Aronowitz, 1983, 1988, 1996). Such
“humble content” is a concept that ap-
plies not only to knowledge produc-
tion but also to pedagogy. If teachers
approach a curriculum from a humble
perspective, the chance for indoctrina-
tion and student memorization of
fragmented, meaningless “truths” de-
clines precipitously. Standards of com-
plexity are dedicated to this sophisti-
cated notion of humility.

Arrogant Content Knowledge:
Producing the Truth
Reductionism typically produces the
opposite of humility—indeed, it pro-
duces an “arrogant content,” a.k.a. the
truth. With the coming of the scien-
tific revolution, or the Age of Reason,
in the sixteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies, nature was to be controlled,



“bound into service and made a slave”
(Capra, 1982, 56). The basis of this
control was founded on the epistemo-
logical separation of knower and
known. This bifurcation legitimates
the assumption that the human per-
ceiver occupies no space in the known
cosmos; existing outside of history, the
knower knows the world objectively.
Thus, knowers are untainted by the
world of opinions, perspectives, or
values. Operating objectively (without
bias), the knower sets out on the neu-
tral mission of science—the applica-
tion of abstract reasoning to the un-
derstanding of the environment. As
previously explained, reason told the
pioneers of science that complex phe-
nomena of the world can be best un-
derstood by reducing them to their
constituent parts and then piecing
these elements back together accord-
ing to laws of cause-effect (Kincheloe,
1991; Mahoney and Lyddon, 1988;
Capra, 1996).

All of this took place within René
Descartes’s separation of mind and
matter, his “cognito, ergo sum.” This
view led to a conception of the world
as a mechanical system divided into
two distinct realms: (1) an internal
world of sensation, and (2) an objec-
tive world composed of natural phe-
nomena. Building on the Cartesian
dualism, scientists argued that laws of
physical and social systems could be
uncovered objectively by researchers
operating in isolation from human
perception with no connection to the
act of perceiving. The internal world
of mind and the physical world,

Descartes theorized, were forever sep-
arate, and one could never be shown
to be a form of the other (Lavine,
1984; Lowe, 1982; Aronowitz, 1988,
1996). We understand now, but could
not have understood then, that this
division of mind and matter had pro-
found and unfortunate consequences
—especially in questions of education.
In all disciplinary domains and espe-
cially in education and psychology,
this reductionistic science worked to
produce oversimplified and mislead-
ing pictures of these domains. Such
research produced a “thin content.”

Contributing to the victory of re-
ductionism and its production of thin
content masquerading as truth was Sir
Isaac Newton. Newton extended
Descartes’s theories with his descrip-
tion of space and time as absolute re-
gardless of context—an assertion Ein-
stein would demolish in 1905 with a
far more complex view of physical re-
ality. Clarifying the concept of cause
and effect, Newton established mod-
ernism’s tenet that the future of any
aspect of a system could be predicted
with absolute certainty if its condition
was understood in precise detail and
the appropriate tools of measurement
were employed. Thus, the Cartesian-
Newtonian concept of scientific mod-
ernism was established with its
centralization, concentration, accumu-
lation, efficiency, and fragmentation.
Bigger became better as the dualistic
way of seeing reinforced a rationalistic,
patriarchal, expansionist social and po-
litical order welded to the desire for
power and conquest. Such a way of
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seeing served to despiritualize and de-
humanize, as it focused attention on
concerns other than the sanctity and
well-being of people (Fosnot, 1988).

Along with Sir Francis Bacon, who
established the supremacy of reason
over imagination, Descartes and New-
ton laid a foundation that allowed sci-
ence and technology to change the
world. Commerce increased, national-
ism grew, human labor was measured
in terms of productivity, nature was
dominated, and European civilization
gained the power to conquer in a way
previously unimagined. This is the as-
pect of the modernist scientific revo-
lution that we hear about in the sub-
ject-matter content of school. The
problems of reductionism and ration-
alism are rarely referenced in such
content knowledge. The rise of mod-
ernist science was closely followed by
a decline in the importance of religion
and spirituality. An obsession with
progress supplied new objectives and
values to fill the vacuum left by the
loss of religious faith. Even familial
ties were severed as the new order
shifted its allegiance to the impersonal
concerns of commerce, industry, and
bureaucracy (Aronowitz and Giroux,
1991; Bohm and Peat, 1987).

Rationality was deified, and around
the scientific pantheon the credo of
modernity was developed: the world is
rational (logocentric), and there is
only one meaning of the term. All nat-
ural phenomena can be painted within
the frame of this monolithic rational-
ity whether we are studying gunpow-
der, engines, dreams, learning, or the

development of educational standards
(Kincheloe, Steinberg, and Tippins,
1999). The victory of reductionism
was almost complete. It remains dom-
inant to this day, mowing down all
challenges—including this one—with
charges of irrationality and antiscien-
tific perspectives. It is important to
note that perspectives advocating com-
plexity in knowledge production have
made some inroads in recent years.
Such success has been met with a bel-
licose reaction from the defenders of
the reductionistic faith—such as advo-
cates of technical-content standards.
Suffice it to say, standards of complex-
ity and the contextualized view of con-
tent knowledge promoted within this
notion of educational improvement
will not be warmly welcomed by dom-
inant political and educational leaders.

Such leaders and their allies who
advocate technical, top-down, reduc-
tionistic content standards do not
question the Cartesian-Newtonian-
Baconian premise that first and fore-
most science is a “fact” provider. Sci-
entific research provides humans with
indisputable knowledge. Values are
subjective opinions that have little role
in the world of research and educa-
tion. Operating from this assumption,
scientific managers have objectified
the teaching workplace, focusing on
measurable factors related to the bot-
tom lines of productivity. The exami-
nation of human values as represented
by John Dewey’s assertion that educa-
tion must be pursued as an ethical im-
perative does not fit into a view of ed-
ucation based on such a reductionistic



notion of science. Why all this fuss
about complexity, reductionism,
knowledge production, research bri-
colage, and content standards, advo-
cates of reductionism ask, when we all
know that science has simply provided
us with the truth? The job of teachers
is simple, they add: just deliver this
truth to students.

Reductionistic Nihilism: 
Take What You Can and 
Leave the Rest
Reductionists tell advocates of com-
plexity to give up their futile quest and
simply do what can be done. Focus
research on the regularities in the be-
havior of social, psychological, and ed-
ucational dynamics. Social, psycho-
logical, and educational laws exist and
can be discovered, reductionists argue.
The regularities of behavior that posi-
tivistic researchers discover are the
building blocks of social, psychologi-
cal, and educational laws. Students in
top-down technical standards learn
these unquestionable and universal
laws—they constitute an important
part of essential subject-matter con-
tent. The search for the laws of society
must start small with microscopic
methods of investigation. The objects
of social inquiry must be small and ex-
ist for short temporal periods. Reduc-
tionists are confident that years and
years of such microscopic research
will eventuate in an accurate final por-
trayal of social, educational, and psy-
chological reality (Frankel, 1986).

Reductionist scientists and advo-
cates of technical content standards

cannot accept the complexity princi-
ple’s assertion of social, educational,
and psychological disorder. It is this
positivistic discomfort with uncer-
tainty that motivates the construction
of logocentric designs: build more jails
and get the deviants into them;
reestablish old-fashioned discipline
and solve school-management prob-
lems; allow administrators to deter-
mine what textbooks teachers should
use and adopt them; inquire into what
strategies would improve tests scores,
then require teachers to use them; give
principals more responsibility to fire
“bad” teachers; pass a law or a consti-
tutional amendment that requires citi-
zens to respect the flag; do research
that is simple, orderly, and elegant, and
produces verifiable data; devise ques-
tionnaires that soothe our quest for
certainty by subtly requiring respon-
dents to answer questions in ways that
prove the world is stable and pre-
dictable; as a research analyst, assume
that the word and the deed are consis-
tent; specify the content that is to be
memorized in a technical standards–
driven curriculum and then test stu-
dents to see if they have “mastered”
the information; reward or punish
teachers in relationship to their ability
to teach students the content needed
to pass the standards tests.

All of these reductionistic, logocen-
tric designs are based on the assump-
tion of common frames of reference.
The fact that they are arrived upon in
a way that reflects the tacit, dominant
ideology of a time and place is not
considered in the quest for certain
knowledge of the world of education.
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Thus, in its assurance, in its refusal to
examine the assumptions that guide it,
reductionism often obscures more
than it uncovers (Gordon, Miller, and
Rollock, 1990). In the physical sci-
ences, for example, knowledge pro-
ducers in the first half of the twentieth
century searching for answers to New-
tonian questions about the universe
were frustrated, as data from Ein-
stein’s, Niels Bohr’s, Werner Heisen-
berg’s, and David Bohm’s research in
physics refused to fit the pattern. As
the Cartesian-Newtonian model was
strained, new patterns began to
emerge and new questions arose.

The linear, cause-effect Cartesian-
Newtonian viewpoint began to disin-
tegrate in the minds of advocates of
complexity over the past few decades.
Still a minority in the colleges of edu-
cation and especially in the public
schools, these thinkers have fought to
gain an audience for their questioning
of modernism’s cause-effect linearity
in the social and educational world
(Ferguson, 1980; Capra, 1996; O’Sul-
livan, 1999). Like Einstein’s theories
of relativity (Kincheloe, Steinberg,
and Tippins, 1999), advocates of so-
cial, psychological, and educational
complexity work to produce a more
complex body of content about these
domains. Often, such content causes
profound problems for the status quo,
as it calls into question comfortable
assumptions and practices. The future
of this conflict between the arrogant
content knowledge of reductionism
and the humble content knowledge of
complexity will shape human life in
the twenty-first century and beyond.

Exploring the Web of Reality:
Content in Context

The content knowledge produced by
researchers of complexity assumes that
the world is characterized by a compli-
cated, weblike configuration of inter-
acting forces. Knowledge producers,
like everyone else, are inside, not out-
side, the web. As we have previously
articulated, the knower and known are
inseparable—they are both a part of
the complex web of reality. No one in
this weblike configuration of the uni-
verse can achieve a godlike perspec-
tive—no one can totally escape the
web and look back at it from afar. We
all must confess our subjectivity; we
must recognize our limited vantage
point. To recognize how our particular
view of the web shapes our conception
of social, psychological, and educa-
tional reality, we need to understand
our historical location. Cause-effect
educational research tends to ignore
the way our historicity (our place in
space and time) works to construct our
consciousness; as a result, our concept
of social activity and of the educational
process is reduced to a static frame.

Thus, the reductionistic, positivistic
researcher feels empowered to make
predictions, to settle questions, to ig-
nore the dialectical process in which
all social activity is grounded. From
this perspective, linear mathematics
controls the variables, eliminates ex-
traneous perturbations, and paints a
Norman Rockwell portrait of the
schoolhouse (Doll, 1989; Slaughter,
1997; Capra, 1996; Lemke, 1993,
1995). Obviously—and this is central



to this essay and to the encyclopedia
as a whole—the type of content
knowledge produced by reductionistic
science is very different from the con-
tent produced by researchers of com-
plexity. The curricular role of the
knowledge constructed by the differ-
ing orientations is also very different.
This is a central point not recognized
in the public conversation about stan-
dards. We cannot productively discuss
the nature of standards and educa-
tional reform until we appreciate these
features.

From the perspective of Ilya Pri-
gogine, the 1977 Nobel Prize winner
in chemistry and proponent of com-
plexity and chaos theory, reductionist,
pseudolinear science distorts the con-
tent we produce about the world, as it
shapes what we consider important
and irrelevant in the physical, social,
psychological, and educational do-
mains (Prigogine and Stengers, 1984).
Prigogine and the analysts of com-
plexity realize that pseudolinear sim-
plicity does not work. A so-called ex-
traneous perturbation falling into the
complex interactions that we have re-
ferred to as the web of reality can pro-
duce an expanding, exponential effect.
Inconsequential entities can have a
profound effect in a nonlinear uni-
verse. The shape of the physical and
social world depends on the smallest
part. The part in a sense is the whole,
for via the action of any particular
part, the whole in the form of trans-
formative change may be seen.

To exclude such considerations is to
miss the nature of the interactions that
constitute reality. The development of

a complex reconceptualization of edu-
cational research and the content
knowledge it produces does not mean
that we simplistically reject all empiri-
cal science—obviously, there are ques-
tions in education that involve count-
ing, figuring percentages, averages,
and so on. It does mean, however, that
we conceive of such empirical ques-
tions as one part of the web, that is,
the interactive configuration. A com-
plex reconceptualization of educa-
tional research means recognizing, as
Dewey did decades ago, that the
knower and the known are intimately
connected, that a science that sepa-
rates fact from value, purpose, and be-
lief is a pseudoscience divorced from
the complex lived world of human
consciousness. Such a reconceptual-
ization reminds knowledge producers
that we can display our content and
argue for its value, but always with
hesitation, a stutter, a tentativeness—
never as the truth (Besag, 1986b; Doll,
1989; Briggs and Peat, 1989; Lemke,
1993, 1995; Aronowitz, 1988, 1996).

“So why are we dealing with all this
stuff about research, knowledge pro-
duction, subject-matter content, and
chaos theory in an encyclopedia about
standards?” some skeptics may ask.
The reason is that all of these features
tacitly shape the nature of the public
conversation about standards, and
they covertly shape the way all of us
view the purpose of schools and, in re-
lation to the purpose of this essay, the
way we perceive the meaning and the
role of content in the conversation
about educational reform. The models
of teaching we are taught, the defini-
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tions of research that support our in-
quiry, the angles from which we view
intelligence, and the modes of learn-
ing that shape the way we think all
emerge from the issues concerning
content knowledge and its production.
Like reality itself, schools and class-
rooms are complex webs of interac-
tions, codes, and signifiers in which
both teachers and students are inter-
laced. Just as the complexity principle
asserts that there is no single, privi-
leged way to see the world, there is no
one way of seeing the classroom, see-
ing intelligence, or seeing teacher or
pupil success.

Onward to a Higher Standard:
The Insight Gained from
Multiple Ways of Seeing
This recognition of diverse frames of
reference and multiple expressions of
competence brings us to a conceptual
watershed in the conversation about
standards. In such a complex recogni-
tion, the standards rubber meets the
educational road. It is here that tech-
nicist educators and advocates of top-
down, reductionistic standards claim
that the educational reforms advo-
cated here, standards of complexity,
promote an “anything goes” mental-
ity; this is where, they argue, advo-
cates of a complex education sacrifice
equality for quality—a “leveling
down.” Obviously, I find this not only
an incorrect and misleading position,
but a dangerous one as well. Under-
standing different modes of analyzing
quality academic expression is similar
to Howard Gardner’s recognition of

multiple forms of intelligence, anthro-
pologists’ view of multiple models of
social organization, the art world’s ap-
preciation of various artist schools and
different cultures’ amazing modes of
artistic production, and a musicolo-
gist’s appreciation of the wonder of
the differences in European, African,
and Asian forms of music.

Recognition of these types of diver-
sities does not undermine artistic or
musical quality—it profoundly en-
hances excellence in these domains.
By understanding diverse expressions,
we become better artists, better musi-
cians, and better scholars. The point is
so obvious that it would seem unnec-
essary to make, until we examine the
monocultural, xenophobic standard
content that passes for the technical
standards–based curriculum. My words
may be harsh, but I think they are
apropos: such reductionistic standards
emerge from a deep-seated cultural
inferiority, a cultural fear that non-
European barbarians must be kept
from the gates. If they are not held at
bay, then their cultures will over-
whelm “our” own and “we” will no
longer be the chosen people, the bear-
ers of civilization. Indeed, the debate
over educational standards strikes at
the very core of U.S. and Western
identity and the nature of our rela-
tionship to the rest of the world in the
globalized twenty-first century.

Once teachers escape the entrap-
ment of the Eurocentric, reductionis-
tic, positivistic way of seeing, they
come to value and thus pursue new
frames of reference in regard to their
students, their classrooms, and their



workplaces. They begin to look at
their lessons from the perspective of
their students—their black students,
their Hispanic students, their Asian
students, their Native American stu-
dents, their white students, their poor
students, their middle- and upper-
middle-class students, their tradition-
ally successful students, their unsuc-
cessful students. They examine their
teaching from the vantage point of
their colleagues, an outside lay ob-
server from the community, or on-
lookers from different communities
and cultures. Thus, they step out of
their teacher bodies, looking down on
themselves and their students as out-
siders. As they hover above them-
selves, they examine their own educa-
tion, the role of the guardians of
Eurocentric reductionism in their
own consciousness construction, the
ways their experiences and identity re-
late to these dynamics. In this same
introspective manner, such teachers
reexamine what may have been a tech-
nicist, reductionistic teacher educa-
tion characterized by an anti-intellec-
tualism marked by an emphasis on
bulletin-board construction, behav-
ioral objective writing, discussion-skill
development, and classroom manage-
ment. They begin to see that such
professional training reflects the cer-
tainty of reductionism, as it assumes
that professional actions are reducible
to a set of skills applicable to all situa-
tions (Nixon, 1981; Steinberg and
Kincheloe, 1998).

Consider, for example, what we can
learn about the nature of positivistic
content simply by a quick look at

Hopi Indian linguistics. An examina-
tion of different linguistic and episte-
mological patterns highlights the
taken-for-granted assumptions of
English speakers. Indo-European lan-
guages, for example, confine us to par-
ticular ways of thinking. They often
fragment experience by devaluating
context and relationship. Because of
their subject-predicate matrix, these
languages induce us to consider the
world in terms of linear cause-effect.
Trapped in the view of language as a
neutral medium of communication,
modernist analysts have found it hard
to talk (or think) about subjects such
as quantum physics, the nature of con-
sciousness, higher orders of cognition,
or any other concept without identifi-
able boundaries, specific beginnings
and ends, and a clear delineation of
then and now.

The complexity principle attempts
to denaturalize the modernist, Euro-
centric universalization of Indo-Euro-
pean linguistics. Pointing to the fact
that events in nature often have simul-
taneous multiple causes, many schol-
ars argue that not all human languages
have difficulty with nonlinearity. The
Hopi and the Chinese, for example,
speak “nonlinearly.” Westerners from
ancient Greece to the modern United
States say “the light flashed,” even if the
light and the flash are inseparable. If
we spoke Hopi, we would simply say,
“Reh-pi,” meaning “flash” (Ferguson,
1980). No linearity, no cause or effect,
is implied. The new complexity offers
an alternative to reductionistic mod-
ernism, a starting place in our attempt
to formulate new forms of scholarly
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rigor—forms that allow us to see what
is now eclipsed by the modernist
moon. Again, let me emphasize the
notion that such a sociocognitive
move to complexity does not mean
that we throw out everything mod-
ernist—that would be silly. It does
mean that we examine the shortcom-
ings and strengths of modernist ways
of seeing and the content they have
produced from a new vantage point.
Such a rethinking and assessment are
long overdue.

Content in the Complexity of
the Lived Classroom: 
Producing Rigorous Scholars
With these dynamics in mind, we can
never teach any subject-matter con-
tent as a final truth to be unreflectively
and unproblematically committed to
memory. No longer are we comfort-
able with macho proclamations of our
knowledge of the world. When we
embrace complexity, we begin to
speak in terms of constructions of re-
ality. With our awareness of the vari-
ous forces that shape the perspectives
of content producers of all stripes
(myself included), we begin to under-
stand the complex process by which
knowledge and subject matter get
constructed. In this context, standards
of complexity resist representations,
constructions, interpretations, and the
content emerging from these subjec-
tive acts that claim transhistorical,
universal certainty. Advocates of stan-
dards of complexity take Einstein’s
work much too seriously to fall into
such a reductionistic trap.

In rejecting modernist formalism’s
universal reason as the supreme form
of cognition, standards of complexity
seek alternative forms of thinking and
knowing that are historically and so-
cially contingent, partial as opposed to
total. In this context, teacher educa-
tors can no longer appeal to some sac-
rosanct body of professional knowl-
edge that is more important than all
others in value, that demands the ex-
clusion of what it is not. Teacher edu-
cators operating on the foundation of
standards of complexity appreciate the
need for rigorous scholar-teachers
who can perform the analytical and
research-oriented tasks necessary to
understanding the process by which
content gets constructed and legiti-
mated. Here rests a key difference be-
tween technical standards and stan-
dards of complexity: in standards of
complexity, teachers are valuable pro-
fessionals who need to be respected,
nurtured, and financially secure so
they can pursue such rigorous and so-
cially beneficial goals with as few im-
pediments as possible.

Teachers in standards of complex-
ity, thus, become experts at dealing
with content. They know where it
came from, the process that legiti-
mated it, and how it made its way into
the curriculum; they appreciate alter-
native content produced by different
schools of thought and in different
cultures and historical periods; they
study the differences in these diverse
bodies of content and attempt to iden-
tify the factors—epistemologies, val-
ues, cosmologies, theologies, and so
on—that shape such dissimilarities. It



is in analyzing such dynamics that we
learn to think more rigorously, begin
to apprehend aspects of the world pre-
viously eclipsed, come to understand
the content-production process and
the ways knowledge disciplines oper-
ate, and, more important, begin to see
our own place in the content-produc-
tion process. Simply put, we become
scholars.

To speak of these lessons in schools
shaped by technical standards is to
speak an incomprehensible language.
The content understandings and the
analytical processes necessary to the
production of rigorous scholars are ig-
nored in such reductionistic learning
sites—and, amazingly, such a demean-
ing process takes place under the flags
of academic excellence and rigor. In-
stead of exploring content in the pre-
viously described complex manner,
technical standards–driven schools
force pedagogy into a framework that
is compatible with positivistic, scien-
tific requirements. Such standards will
force teachers to reduce the complex-
ity of content knowledge and the
teaching process itself to make it
easier to measure the “important”
variables. Such manipulations are
sometimes not pursued in an episte-
mologically conscious manner; stan-
dards devisors and educational admin-
istrators are simply rearranging the
teaching act in a manner that fits with
the reductionistic and positivistic
structures all around them.

Simplified content standards can be
met in these situations, and test scores
can be improved—and both often are
in the first decade of the twenty-first

century. The problem is that the spe-
cific needs of students in the living
classroom may have little to do with
these goals. Many student (and
teacher) needs must be met before rig-
orous complex scholarship can be de-
veloped. Teachers in the one-size-fits-
all standards of reductionism may
have to ignore the aberrations, the
problem students, the rebellious chil-
dren who do not fit in the standard-
ized classroom. In standards of com-
plexity, these dynamics are central
educational understandings—obvi-
ously, all children and young people
are not alike, and the path to rigorous
scholarly abilities is likely to be very
different for each of them.

The ideas of reframing the stan-
dards, rethinking classroom objec-
tives, reconceptualizing prearranged
measures of performance, and reflect-
ing on the types of content knowledge
to be taught and the curricular role
they might play are rarely considered
and are even discouraged by devisors
of reductionistic, positivistic stan-
dards. Standards of complexity value
teachers and administrators who can
diagnose the needs and strengths of
their communities, schools, and stu-
dents and change pedagogical direc-
tion in midstream if their strategies
aren’t working. Such standards value
those professionals who can develop
new strategies and new goals that ad-
dress the exigencies of their teaching
and learning context. What a differ-
ence there is between this empowered,
self-directed notion of an educational
practitioner and the deskilled rule fol-
lowers required by top-down techni-
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cal standards (Moore, 1989; Clark,
1987; Greene, 1986, 1995; Schon,
1983, 1987; Ohanian, 1999).

For those who would argue that the
scholarly skills and content under-
standing necessary for teachers in
standards of complexity are too much
for them to handle, I strongly dis-
agree. I have watched brilliant teacher
educators around the world—several
of them with essays in this encyclope-
dia—engage prospective and in-serv-
ice teachers in the types of scholarship
described here. Despite having to deal
with anti-intellectual leadership in
some colleges of education, the im-
pediments of technicist mind-sets in
the schools, and teacher-education
students who have rarely been chal-
lenged in their arts and sciences
classes or their professional-education
curriculum, these brilliant teacher ed-
ucators involve their students in the
exciting complexity of the teaching
act and the scholarly abilities it de-
mands. I sincerely respect these com-
mitted pedagogues. They will have to
lead us through the reductionistic wa-
ters of technical standards, the posi-
tivistic mind-set that demands the
memorization of decontextualized,
fragmented, and often erroneous con-
tent that has little connection to the
lives of students.
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In this chapter, we share how our crit-
ical theories, teaching experiences,
practices, and outcomes in a second-
ary teaching methods course further
state curriculum standards, teaching
certification requirements, and stan-
dards of complexity. First, we describe
our teacher preparation program and
the social contexts in which our state
standards emerged. We then explain
our educational philosophies, second-
ary methods course, and a unique cul-
tural inquiry project. Next, we offer
data and anecdotes to show how our
preservice coursework fulfills many
standards of complexity. We last offer
some implications for preservice edu-
cation.

Preparing Thinkers, 
Teachers, Citizens, and 
“Good Subversives”: 
Our Program and Goals
Our undergraduate preservice prepa-
ration occurs in a small, private, lib-

eral arts college in the Pacific North-
west. Like most U.S. preservice teach-
ers, our students are overwhelmingly
white and middle class (Wise & Goll-
nick, 1996). Unlike many programs,
our students major in a liberal arts dis-
cipline and minor in education.

Our philosophies, pedagogy, and
outcomes reflect many standards of
complexity. All department members
share critical theory views, seeking in-
clusivity and justice in education. Like
Kincheloe and Weil (2001), we rebel
against the view of teachers as mere
information deliverers, or “deskilled
messengers who uncritically pass
along a canned curriculum” (p. 23).
We offer more foundations than
methods courses, because we believe
that when individuals engage with so-
phisticated knowledge in multiple data
forms, they become critical, reflective
thinkers; adept teachers; “transforma-
tive intellectuals” (Giroux, 1988); and
concerned citizens who work for social
change.
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Understanding the place of schools
in a larger societal context, providing
equal educational opportunity to all
students, achieving competency in
subject matter, and acquiring the skills
necessary to implement a variety of
instructional techniques are essential
components of our curricula and
course work. We expect students to
expand the boundaries of their knowl-
edge as they are challenged and in-
formed by issues of schooling in to-
day’s society—issues that defy simple
solutions or quick ideological reforms.
It is our goal to educate and prepare
thoughtful, liberally educated, and
pedagogically skillful teachers. Within
this goal is the explicit expectation
that education students will have a
positive impact on the learning and
lives of the students they will someday
teach.

Our students are skilled and our
program rigorous. We require high
levels of academic ability (3.0 g.p.a. or
above in major and education courses
for acceptance). Our students com-
plete many demanding projects: ongo-
ing personal narratives, scholarly and
field-based research, teaching philoso-
phies, lesson materials, textual analy-
ses, practica reflections, multimedia
texts, journal assignments, and portfo-
lios, to name a few. Like the editors of
this book, we seek to connect theory
with practice and school contexts to
“real life.” Students generate varied
means of ethnographic and qualitative
research; they continually observe in
schools. Like the editors, we recog-
nize changing social conditions and

the new information order. We pre-
pare our students to participate fully
in the changing social order by incor-
porating diverse scholarship, mass
media, multicultural readings, and
technology throughout our course-
work. Our students access, teach with,
critique, and generate print, elec-
tronic, and situational texts as ways to
“read” the world, “name” it, reflect
about it, and “write” about their posi-
tions in it (Freire, 1970). (For a more
detailed program explanation see
Watts Pailliotet & Callister Jr., 1999.)

Our critical aims have led our stu-
dents to joke that we are preparing
them to be “good subversives” and “to
get fired.” Despite these wry observa-
tions, our graduates are in high de-
mand for teaching positions. In fall
1996, we were content in our out-
comes—progressive or radical, de-
pending on one’s point of view—and
looking forward to contributing a fu-
ture generation of good people, criti-
cal thinkers, compassionate leaders,
informed citizens, knowledgeable
teachers—and perhaps educational
subversives—to classrooms and com-
munities. Then we started receiving
E-mail with headings like “The New
State Essential Learnings.”

“That’s an Interesting
Question.”

Standards Arrive in 
Washington State: Social Contexts

In 1996, the Washington State Com-
mission on Student Learning—a
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coalition of educators, administrators,
legislators, and businesspersons, pri-
marily from the more populated west-
ern side of the state—framed four
state learning goals and essential aca-
demic learning requirements (EALRs)
for reading, writing, and communica-
tion. Under each category are listed
pages of grade level competencies or
benchmarks. (See: http://www.k12.wa.
us/reform/ealr/ealrs.htm.) These large
documents soon appeared in our cam-
pus mailboxes with little explanation
of their relevance. In 1997, we re-
ceived a list of twenty-four new teach-
ing certification and program compe-
tencies that were subsequently added
to and broken down into “founda-
tional knowledge,” “effective teach-
ing,” and “professional development”
categories (Bergeson, 1998). (See http:
//search.leg.wa.gov/wslwac/WAC%
20180%20%20TITLE/WAC%2018
0%20%2078A%20CHAPTER/WAC
%20180%20-%2078A–270.htm.)

Additionally, a mandate arrived that
required us to “respond to three ques-
tions”:

1. How will your future teachers dem-
onstrate their knowledge of the
state’s four student learning goals
and EALRs?

2. How will your future teachers
demonstrate their skill in developing
curriculum, instruction, and assess-
ments of P–12 students related to
the state learning goals and EALRs?

3. What evidence will the college/uni-
versity use to determine the extent
to which the instruction has had a

positive impact on P–12 student
learning? (Education, 1997, p. 13)

Large, bold print directed us to
“PROVIDE SPECIFIC EXAM-
PLES” (OSPI, 1997, p. 13). In 1998,
we began to encounter continually
changing lists of teaching endorse-
ment program competencies (OSPI,
1998).

These communiques were written
by people we had never met. Depend-
ing on interpretation, some require-
ments appeared to put us out of the
teacher certification business alto-
gether. Unsure about their impact on
our program and students, our depart-
ment chair wrote long queries, at-
tempting to gain clarification. Most
frequently, state contacts acknowl-
edged he had raised “interesting ques-
tions,” but offered little concrete ad-
vice, since the standards were “in
process” or “still in development.”
Despite these ambiguities, we were
expected to somehow demonstrate
compliance. We were not alone in our
inquiries.

When we talked with teachers, we
heard much about standards. Some
welcomed them as offering needed
“structure,” “accountability,” or
“guidelines;” others likened the top-
down imposition of competencies by
officials, who were far removed from
the daily realities of teaching, to
“black helicopters descending” on
their lives and schools. As new and in-
creasingly frequent school testing be-
gan to be implemented across grades
in schools, all agreed this new empha-



sis increased pressure, confusion, and
conformity in their classrooms. Many
decried the time testing took away
from other areas of learning.

Here is one teacher’s statement that
sums up these views:

Unfortunately the state is saying,
“We’re going to do outside assessment
on you. We’re not going to let you do
your own. Give it to us.” Now they [the
district] have second grade mandated,
third grade mandated, and fourth grade
mandated. I mean, let’s just test these
babies to death! I want to go talk to
these guys, but then I don’t know what
to say or how to say it succinctly. I look
like a fool, I get too passionate. Cut us
some slack, look at the people we’re
dealing with and the needs of our
people and the needs of our kids, and
let us do what we need to do to get
them from here to here. I’m always so
thrilled to see the growth of a child as
opposed to how they compare with
every other fourth grader in the state.

Local elementary teachers worried
that the new district-mandated com-
pulsory morning block and required
skills-based pedagogies for language
arts instruction, designed to raise test
scores, were not always appropriate
for their students. They also had ques-
tions that remained unanswered. Why
should they teach these new stan-
dards? How were they different or
better than other reforms that had
come and gone before? How could
they best utilize the overwhelming ar-
ray of new materials and assessment
“tool kits” geared to the new stan-

dards that flooded their classrooms?
What about the majority of children
who were failing these tests? Despite a
plethora of inservices, trainings, and
committees, many apparently had no
clear answers.

In press conferences and reports,
our governor, legislators, and busi-
nesspersons soundly supported stan-
dards. But local school board meetings
and letters to the editor revealed deep
rifts in our community. Whereas some
parents supported them as a much
needed, rigorous move “back to ba-
sics,” others condemned the “lock
step” or “one size fits all instruction,”
loss of creativity or individual atten-
tion that resulted from “teaching to
the test,” and the stress that “high
stakes assessment” imposed on their
children. Our local population of
largely poor, Spanish-speaking, mi-
grant families remained invisible in
the public debate. When our newspa-
per published sample elementary-level
test questions, the majority of adults
who responded could not accurately
answer them. Meanwhile, in a series
of taxpayer revolts, school levies and
other state funding failed to pass, thus
requiring teachers and students to
make do with less money and re-
sources. Despite these outcomes, con-
cerns, and events, officials and news-
paper editors voiced confidence, that
with time, the new standards would all
work out.

Our department members attended
numerous meetings, always on the
other side of the state, which necessi-
tated travel and time away from our
students. Some events were designed
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to solicit “feedback” from teacher ed-
ucators. In one, we were presented
with standards—already in their cur-
rent form—labelled “Draft.” We were
organized into groups; directed to
“brainstorm” educational goals to
meet these standards; we dutifully cre-
ated cunning little drawings and
charts that we subsequently “shared”
with each other, while state officials
who “facilitated” took no notes and
asked few questions. When a Hispanic
educator voiced concerns about the
dearth of people of color on the com-
mission that generated the standards,
and paucity of considerations about
student diversity in the EALRs, no
one responded. We later sat listening
to an “expert” speaker. He produced
an array of geometric figures about as-
sessment (all contained in his text-
book, which we were all urged repeat-
edly to buy). When someone asked
how his models related to the stan-
dards, he replied, “That’s an interest-
ing question,” and continued on with
his planned show.

Other sessions and conferences we
attended were “informational,” but
offered few explications. At one, the
head state official couldn’t or wouldn’t
define a benchmark. At a second, the
new teaching standards were likened
to “I.E.Ps for teachers.” Side conver-
sations revealed many educators in the
audience were deeply offended by this
statement’s implications, but no one
directly voiced an objection. At a
third, we collected reams of figures
and materials that had little connec-
tion to the issues we wished to clarify.
I recorded over twenty-five ways a

speaker avoided answering my inquiry
about the documentation and assess-
ment we needed to implement, in-
cluding: “That’s an interesting ques-
tion.” “We thought about that too.”
“We are studying that.” We haven’t
come up with a definitive answer yet.”
Other presenters and subsequent E-
mail often contradicted each other.
Rare campus visits from state repre-
sentatives focused more on finding out
about our own assessment procedures,
than offering us advice or guidance.

Despite our regional distance from
and philosophical recalcitrance to the
decision-making process, we got the
distinct impression that standards
were a done deal. We resigned our-
selves to developing means to show
compliance, if possible, without sacri-
ficing our critical ideals and methods.
We sought parallels among state
teaching program approval standards
and our own aims. For instance, our
liberally and rigorously educated stu-
dents certainly knew content in their
chosen subject areas; we made sure
they noted relevant state goals and es-
sential learnings, referencing them
when they developed units and lesson
plans. Our program covers extensively
social, historical, and philosophical
foundations and stresses understand-
ings of moral, social, and political di-
mensions of classrooms, teaching, and
schools. Throughout our course work,
we incorporate theories of human de-
velopment; research and experience-
based inquiry; professional ethics; di-
verse technology; verbal, nonverbal,
and media communication; varied for-
mal and informal assessment strate-



gies; instructional opportunities; and
ongoing interaction, collaboration,
decision making, and reflection.

Following the notion of multiple
assessments over time (Vacca & Vacca,
1999), we spent long hours creating
documentation of our attention to
state goals and standards by generat-
ing detailed graphs, figures, and re-
ports, and collecting student portfo-
lios. All took much time away from
our real priorities—teaching, research,
service, and family commitments.
Through these processes, we showed
that our critical aims and methods
more than met the dominant skills-
based, lower-order learning compe-
tencies required by the standards.

State Learning Standards,
Teacher Certification, and
Much More

How Critical Theories Further
Standards of Complexity

Kay’s Philosophy. My educational phi-
losophy echoes the ideals within the
social reconstructionist tradition,
which places “education at the center
of any movement toward a just soci-
ety” (Kliebard, 1995, p. 23). Teacher
educators must move beyond rhetoric
and become active forces for change
within their field (Liston & Zeichner,
1991). It is my belief that movement
toward a just society can only be ac-
complished through modeling what
that society might look like. Conse-
quently, I strive to use collaborative
frameworks that promote more demo-

cratic work and learning environ-
ments rather than hierarchical, au-
thoritarian frameworks in my classes.

Democratic classrooms invite stu-
dent involvement in planning the con-
tent of instruction, and are places
where knowledge is constructed
through social interaction, problem
solving, and exploration. “By striving
to establish a democratic classroom,
teachers are opening doors for stu-
dents to make decisions, share experi-
ences and knowledge, view learning as
meaningful and real, and become ac-
tive and global participants in the
community and world” (Sorensen,
1996, p. 104). Democratic pedagogy
may be perceived as a fine balance be-
tween the capacities and interests of
the individual and the context of the
social life of the community.

My early educational experiences
working with diverse student popula-
tions has served to inform my college
teaching to stress issues of equality, di-
versity, and justice in the courses I
teach. Democratic education provides
a context for exploration of those is-
sues and serves to promote respect for
individual choices, opinions, pro-
cesses, and expression. For me, the
importance of democracy in education
lies in the creation of classroom envi-
ronments that become “spheres of
freedom” (Greene, 1988) where teach-
ers and students create a community
of learning through critical inquiry,
discourse, and open perspectives on
issues significant to their lives as
framed by democratic practices. My
classes are designed to create a sense
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of community through shared prob-
lem-solving and instructional respon-
sibilities. Discourse on theoretical and
pedagogical topics is encouraged with
the primary focus within this context
as the full intellectual growth of all
participants. Coursework is based on
the premise that if students are to be
expected to maintain a democratic
way of life, then they must have op-
portunities, early on, to learn what
that way of life means and how one
achieves it (Dewey, 1916/1944). I con-
cur with Dewey that teaching is an
“intellectual as well as active occupa-
tion” (as cited in Tabachnick, Popke-
witz, & Zeichner, 1979). Critical
analysis and experimentation are nec-
essary to transform teaching toward
democratic and emancipatory class-
rooms and schools.

Ann’s Philosophy. My teaching arises
through critical theories of multicul-
turalism, pedagogy, literacy, and me-
dia literacy. These frameworks further
the complex teaching, assessment, and
outcomes the editors stress in this
book: awareness of how self, identity,
perceptions of others and the world
are constructed through cultural influ-
ences and institutions; deep analysis of
varied texts and situations to under-
stand how they represent/construct
the self, power, and social conditions;
the assumption that all texts are con-
structions, and thus open to multiple
interpretations from varied cultural
stances; making connections among
people, concepts and contexts; a shift-
ing of established power relations; and

a goal of reflective action, or praxis,
leading to social justice and equity.

Critical multiculturalism is con-
cerned “with issues of justice and so-
cial change and their relation to the
pedagogical. . . . The pedagogical re-
fers to the production of identity—the
way we learn to see ourselves in rela-
tion to the world” (Kincheloe &
Steinberg, 1997, p. 27). A key compo-
nent of our teacher preparation in-
volves ongoing, deep examinations of
one’s self in relation to many texts and
situations. Research supports this fo-
cus; preservice teachers must examine
how their past and present experiences
shape their identities and beliefs, in
order to develop relevant, equitable
practice (Britzman, 1991). This goal is
particularly important when preparing
white individuals to take their places
in multicultural classrooms (Bollin &
Finkel, 1995; Sleeter, 1993). Our stu-
dents develop awareness of cultural
impacts on their identities and beliefs,
as well as fulfill many state standards,
by critically examining and generating
diverse texts and situations through
reading, viewing, writing, and re-
searching in schools.

Critical pedagogy—empowering
students through examinations of
roles, power, conditions, and institu-
tions in society and education (Gi-
roux, 1988) to promote greater equity
and social justice—is a second corner-
stone of my teaching. Critical peda-
gogy enables teachers and students to
“ formulat[e] . . . competing defini-
tions of the social world that corre-
spond to particular social, political



and economic interests” (Kincheloe &
Steinberg, 1997, p. 2). My desired
outcome is praxis, “self creative activ-
ity through which men and women
. . . change (shape) the historical hu-
man world and themselves” (Sholle &
Denski, 1993, p. 300). Critical peda-
gogy promotes all these things: the
disposition to reflect (Britzman, 1991);
the willingness to examine and em-
brace multiple—and often ambigu-
ous—views of self, others, a text, sub-
ject, or situation (Britton, 1985); the
shifting of established power roles
(Clift, 1991); the critiquing of theory
and the translation of it to real-life
practice (Rodriguez, 1993); and the
acting on newfound insights (Har-
rington, 1994). We further these aims
through reading oppositional texts;
discussing student-generated topics in
student-led classes; debating; role-
playing; engaging in collaborative
projects; using peer and self-assess-
ment; keeping ongoing reflective jour-
nals; creating practica that enable stu-
dents to transform new awareness into
praxis; writing (in many forms); and
promoting intensive student develop-
ment of curricula that is grounded in
explicitly supported, ethical rationales.

Critical literacy in general, and crit-
ical media literacy, in particular, pro-
mote critical multiculturalism and
critical pedagogy (Considine & Haley,
1992; Semali & Watts Pailliotet,
1999). By critical literacy, I mean the
notion of empowering students to
read, understand, write, reflect, and
act justly in the world (Freire, 1970).
This reading involves critical “analysis

with and across varied symbol sys-
tems. . . . Writing means generating
texts through a myriad of media
forms” (Semali & Watts Pailliotet,
1999, p. 6).

Critical literacy gives individuals power
over their culture and thus empowers
them, enabling people to create their
own meanings, identities, and to shape
and transform the material and social
conditions of their culture and soci-
ety. . . . [C]ritical media literacy is thus
part of a process of critical pedagogy
that teaches individuals how their cul-
ture, society, and polity are structured
and work. Critical media pedagogy in-
volves teaching how to activate stu-
dents and citizens so that they can learn
to more actively create their own
meanings, lives and society. (Kellner,
1995, p. xv)

In our course, we employ diverse
analytic frameworks (Watts Pailliotet,
Semali, Rodenberg, Giles, & Macaul,
in press), ask rigorous questions
(Luke, 1999), and employ varied data
like ethnographical research (Beach,
in press) to critically examine texts.
Students learn multiple ways to create
meaning, “read,” research, and
“write” (Watts Pailliotet, 1998), thus
becoming empowered to access, use,
and generate myriad resources in the
information age. We teach with text-
books, scholarly articles and books,
literature, classroom observations, in-
terviews, computers, art, commercials,
magazines, music, television, film,
videos, newspapers, Web sites, objects
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from their own lives, and writing, to
name a few.

Theory and Practice in
Secondary Education: 
A Course Description

Objectives and Purposes

“Theory and practice in secondary ed-
ucation” is the first methods course
required for secondary teacher candi-
dates. Its objectives further many stan-
dards of complexity: (a) to understand
and examine who we are (what we be-
lieve and do) in terms of past and pres-
ent cultural experiences; (b) to critique
and compare our understandings with
other cultural perspectives, contem-
porary educational theories and issues;
(c) to critique, connect, and apply
these theories to instructional prac-
tice; (d) to learn and implement varied
instructional strategies; and (e) to as-
sess their effectiveness and relevance
for ourselves, diverse students, and
positive teaching and learning out-
comes. Ann taught the class in 1998;
Kay taught it in 1999.

Learning Experiences 
and Format
In addition to twice weekly college-
based classes, students engaged in
weekly teaching and observation prac-
tica at local alternative high schools.
They worked with diverse students
and teachers to examine how cultures
and beliefs impacted educational out-
comes and conditions; to connect

course concepts with real life experi-
ences; and to formulate new teaching
identities, roles, theories, and prac-
tices based on careful observation, ac-
tion, and reflection.

In Kay’s class, students read To
Teach: The Journey of a Teacher (Ayers,
1993) and In Search of Understanding:
The Case for Constructivist Classrooms
(Brooks & Brooks, 1993) as the basis
for class discussions as well as con-
struction and critique of unit and les-
son plans. Additional readings were
selected by individual students and
were used to enhance discourse on the
complexities of teaching. These texts
included: Affirming Diversity: The So-
ciopolitical Context of Multicultural Edu-
cation (Nieto, 1996); The Reflective
Practitioner: How Professionals Think in
Action (Schon, 1983); Teaching as a
Subversive Activity (Postman & Wein-
gartner, 1964); Pedagogy of the Op-
pressed (Freire, 1970); Teaching to
Transgress (hooks, 1994); and The
Manufactured Crisis (Berliner & Bid-
dle, 1995). Students examined and
critically analyzed classroom text-
books in their subject matter, district
curricular guidelines, and state stan-
dards and EALRs in terms of their
own educational theories and experi-
ences. Throughout the course, indi-
viduals had multiple opportunities to
experiment with theoretical constructs
and apply new knowledges as they
constructed and presented lessons and
instructional units.

In Ann’s class, students read from
Models of Teaching ( Joyce & Weil,
1996); Strategies for Effective Teaching



(Ornstein, 1995); and oppositional
texts such as Pedagogy of the Oppressed
(Freire, 1970), Teaching to Transgress
(hooks, 1994), Teaching as a Subversive
Activity (Postman & Weingartner,
1964), Lives on the Boundary (Rose,
1989), and Dialectic of Freedom
(Greene, 1988) in order to construct
and critique complex views of teach-
ing. They noted key ideas; critiqued
them in terms of their own experi-
ences, beliefs, and practices; con-
trasted and compared them with the
class texts; then incorporated ideas
into their teaching theories and prac-
tices. Each week, one student micro-
taught a lesson employing concepts
and models covered in readings. Stu-
dents led discussions to explore peda-
gogical applications, compare models
with ideas in seminal texts, critique
relevance to their teaching philoso-
phies and students, and delve into crit-
ical implications such as inherent in-
equities in practices.

Assessment

As Kincheloe advises in the introduc-
tion to this book, professors and stu-
dents utilized “a variety of assessment
techniques to better understand the
impact of their pedagogy” (p. 68).
Course assessments included lengthy
professor-written comments on
weekly practica and reflections; stu-
dent-generated rubrics for micro-
teaching; professor-generated rubrics
for the ABC’s project; peer assess-
ments; student self-assessments in
narrative form; student assessments of

pupils generated during practica expe-
riences; varied frameworks for media,
videotaped teaching, and book cri-
tiques; student-generated interview
and research questions; and student-
generated teaching portfolios. Each
week students also anonymously an-
swered four survey questions: What
are you learning? What are you doing
well? What concerns or conflicts are
you having? What suggestions do you
have for the course? We read and re-
sponded to these each week.

The ABC’s Project

Our students also engaged in
Schmidt’s (1998a, 1998b, 1999) ABC’s
model of cultural inquiry (“Autobiog-
raphy, Biography, Cross Cultural
Analysis”). This process furthers many
standards of complexity. It invites stu-
dents to explore how varied cultural
influences shape their own and others’
identities in a series of sustained,
guided, and supportive experiences. It
stresses connections, embraces differ-
ences, and allows for conflicts among
people, ideas, and contexts. It has as
its goal equitable teaching and hu-
mane social relations. It requires sus-
tained inquiry about culturally based
beliefs and behaviors through use of
multiple texts. Because the process re-
quires critical analysis; complex think-
ing; in-depth research; and rigorous
reading, writing, speaking, listening,
viewing, and representing competen-
cies, it also fulfills many EALRs and
state teaching competencies. The
ABC’s semester-long project included:
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a) a detailed autobiography, including
key life events related to education,
family, religious tradition, recreation
and victories and defeats; b) a biography
of a person culturally different from the
writer drawn from an in-depth unstruc-
tured interview . . . ; c) cross cultural
analysis of similarities and differences
related to life stories and listed in chart
format; d) cultural analyses of differ-
ences with explanations of personal
discomfort and admiration; and e) com-
munication plans for literacy develop-
ment and classroom teaching/lesson
plans. (Schmidt, 1998a, p. 196)

In order to promote “understand-
ings of the complexity of the world”
and “contradictions and asymmetries
of social, physical, psychological, and
educational spheres” (Kincheloe, In-
troduction, p. 90), we added some
components: group analysis of stu-
dents’ cultural artifacts; identification
and critique of prior learning ex-
periences; a semester-long, weekly
practicum; ongoing reflections about
practica and course experiences; op-
positional readings of seminal educa-
tional texts with traditional methods
textbooks; analysis of software, text-
books, and mass media for content
and cultural representations or biases;
peer, teacher, and student interviews; a
student ABC’s final project that em-
ployed multiple media; graphic organ-
izers; student-led discussions, micro
teaches, and critiques of teaching
models; final teaching philosophies
supported through portfolios; and
professional growth plans. With these

additions, we furthered our own criti-
cal aims as well as many curriculum
and teaching competencies outlined in
the state EALRs.

Data Collection and Analysis

Ann audiotaped or videotaped about
half her classes; we both completed
ongoing participant observation field
notes (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992) or
personal reflections. We collected
much student work: analysis of media
and cultural artifacts, book reviews,
ongoing student class assessments and
final course evaluations, weekly prac-
ticum responses and class notes,
videotaped teaching reflections, self
and peer assessments, final teaching
philosophies and portfolios, and final
ABC’s projects.

Our analysis involved reading and
coding within each student data set, as
well as across sets (Glaser & Strauss,
1967). Our subsequent discussions, as
well as the multiple texts and partici-
pant viewpoints in data afforded rich,
triangulated results (LeCompte &
Preissle, 1984). We employed various
charts, checklists, and graphs to or-
ganize and identify larger themes
(Miles & Huberman, 1984). For in-
stance, one theme that emerged from
analysis was repeated theory practice
connections students made in jour-
nals, lesson plans, book reviews, class
discussions, microteaches, and ABC’s
teaching philosophy statements. These
data informed us about our teaching
and student progress, served as the ba-
sis for the results that follow, and pro-



vided documentation to state certifica-
tion agencies.

Through anecdotes and data, we
next share ways our course furthered
many standards of complexity.

The Course, ABC’s Project, 
and Standards of Complexity

Teacher and Student Analysis of
Cultural Materials

Like the editors of this volume, we ask
many questions about culturally con-
structed texts. One of our earliest
ABC’s projects was analysis of cultural
artifacts. Students first identified
nearly fifty cultural influences that im-
pacted their identities and teaching
beliefs: e.g., race, class, gender, lan-
guage, family structure, birth order,
geographic location, media exposure,
past school experiences, interests, ap-
titudes, and exceptionalities. We mod-
eled the analytic process by sharing
some of our artifacts. Over the sum-
mer students collected items that were
personally meaningful. They brought
huge baskets and bags of belongings
to class, and discussed how their
books, magazines, photos, journals,
toys, household items, clothing,
school materials, music, videos, tro-
phies, and awards—among other ob-
jects—represented cultural aspects of
themselves. We later applied these
same analytic processes to textbooks,
curriculum guides, instructional mate-
rials, and software used in their prac-
tica placements as well as to varied
mass media, internet, and educational
texts.

Accessing Varied Data: 
Reading and Writing with
Narrative, Media, and Technology

We acknowledge and embrace the
many information contexts the editors
of this encyclopedia identify. We
taught with varied data: textbooks,
scholarly articles, literature, classroom
observations, interviews, computers,
art, commercials, music, videos, news-
papers, Web sites, software, objects,
student writing, syllabi, daily lesson
plans, assignment handouts, film and
television clips, newspapers, news-
casts, and magazine articles.

Our students also accessed and ana-
lyzed varied data: cultural artifacts; sit-
uational texts in practica; interviews
with peers, pupils, administrators, and
teachers; textbooks and seminal texts;
internet and software; mass media
texts; instructional materials; district
and state curriculum standards. They
generated varied research, lesson
plans, ethnographies, material and
textual critiques, reflections, graphic
organizers, discussions, narratives, art
projects, handouts, instructional ma-
terials, microteaching sessions, port-
folios, and professional growth plans.

In reflections, class sessions, prac-
tica, and final teaching statements, all
identified use of varied data and texts
as ways to further their philosophies
and goals: relevance, interest, motiva-
tion, critical thinking, expression, cre-
ativity, access, enjoyment, and connec-
tion.

Their ABC’s final projects also em-
ployed reading and writing narrative
through diverse texts: a video; Web
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pages; constructed books that in-
cluded photos, text, original drawings
and poetry, magazine clippings, and
(in one case) an accompanying audio
cassette of music; a series of box diora-
mas constructed with advertisements
and artifacts; an annotated collage
with advertisements, articles, objects,
and photographs; a series of themed
posters with text, drawings, and pho-
tos; a handmade book of pieced fabric
with text and photos; a cube diorama
with text, photos, and personal arti-
facts; and annotated posters with orig-
inal artwork, text, and photographs.

Preparing Teachers for the
Information Age

Many data showed that mass media
exposure had profound impacts on our
preservice teachers’ identities, beliefs,
and teaching practices. During artifact
sharing, all employed numerous vid-
eos, CDs, tapes, comics, games, maga-
zines, advertisements, and toys to rep-
resent themselves. All also talked at
length about values they had learned
from mass media. One showed a Bar-
bie doll and advertisements of models;
the desire to conform to these images,
she asserted, led in large part to her
eating disorder. Others used media
texts to talk about the difficulty of re-
sisting images and messages about
competition and achievement, inclu-
sion and exclusion from social groups,
sexism, consumerism, body image,
sexuality, gender roles, normative
family behaviors or structures, politi-
cal views, self-esteem, and teaching.
Several young women cited treasured

storybooks or novels that expanded
their perceptions of gender roles and
reinforced their burgeoning desires to
be strong, capable individuals.

In their autobiographies, many
identified technology use and mass
media exposure as key cultural influ-
ences on their identities. In cultural
biographies, several also reported that
interview subjects discussed both neg-
ative impacts (stereotyping and invisi-
bility of people who looked like them)
and positive benefits (one learned
English primarily through television
watching) of media. It is telling that
four individuals in Ann’s class chose
pseudonyms that referenced popular
media: Luke (Star Wars); Ally (Mc-
Beal); Mad Max; and Lil Warrior (“It’s
a Xena thing.”).

We agree with the editors that
“teachers [must] become aware of the
cultural pedagogies produced by tele-
vision, radio, popular music, the Inter-
net,” and so on (Kincheloe, Introduc-
tion, p. 67). To prepare our future
teachers to participate in the Informa-
tion Age, we stress media literacy
skills throughout the course: access-
ing, analyzing, evaluating, and gener-
ating (Hobbs, 1997) many print, mass
media, situational, and electronic
texts.

Identity

Kincheloe writes, “Knowledge pro-
ducers, standards writers, teachers,
and students perceive the world from a
center located within themselves,
shaped by the social and cultural con-
text in which they operate, and framed



by languages that contain within them
tacit views of the world” (Introduc-
tion, pp. 40–41). Research about pre-
service teachers soundly supports their
assertion. Individuals’ cultural affilia-
tions and experiences—particularly
race, class, and gender—profoundly
impact their understandings, beliefs,
and teaching behaviors (Bollin &
Finkel, 1995; Burbules & Rice, 1991;
Ladsen-Billings & Tate, 1995; Sleeter,
1993). Effective preservice education
must help students examine tacit be-
liefs, beginning with their own centers
or selves, through prolonged, in-
depth, and supported examinations of
personal and professional identity (Kea
& Bacon, 1999; Mitchell, 1998; Noel,
1995; Watts Pailliotet, 1996). Several
studies suggest that for growth to oc-
cur, “initial images must be clearly de-
fined and a novice must experience
cognitive dissonance and the concomi-
tant mitigation of preexisting images.”
However, “knowledge acquired during
preservice teacher education appears
to be superficial and ephemeral” (Ka-
gan, 1992, p. 147). Therefore, we seek
to promote thoughtful self-examina-
tions that allow our future teachers to
gain awareness and complexity in their
worldviews (Britzman, 1991; Morine-
Dershimer, 1993).

Students’ autobiographies explored
multiple cultural influences, with
thoughtful and honest analysis about
how elements shaped their identities
and beliefs. For many, socioeconomic
class and their privileged status as stu-
dents attending an elite college served
as a primary source of concern. Eco-
nomic diversity was often the focus of
weekly papers, practica interactions,

class discussions, and teaching philos-
ophies. As they grew to understand
their cultural situatedness, our stu-
dents discussed and developed con-
crete strategies to enable them to
connect with their practica students:
interpersonal behaviors, classroom
materials, questioning techniques, and
topical foci of lessons.

All noted cultural influences that
were repeated and those missing from
their autobiographies. For example, in
Bach’s final ABC’s narrative, a Web
page, he represented through graph-
ics, sound, and print how six cultural
themes shaped his identity: games,
music, movies, and books; family and
friends; and religion. He wrote:

I am beginning to notice what materi-
als I didn’t bring. . . . All my games,
which reflect family and friends, are in-
dividually based. None involve teams.
In backgammon, poker and chess you
are on your own. There are also a num-
ber of cultural groups I see are missing
from my project—namely gender. . . . I
note my friends are fairly racially di-
verse. Of my three closest friends, one
is white, one is black, and one is Ko-
rean. I think my religion may be re-
sponsible for this. . . . If I were not
Christian I would not have met most of
my nonwhite friends. Sexual orienta-
tion never came up.

Bach closely examined these gaps
and applied them to his emerging
teaching identity and practices. He
noted his newfound awareness of gen-
der and generated some personal
teaching guidelines like “the impor-
tance of face to face communication
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with every student every day” and “use
of inclusive materials,” listing exam-
ples of popular songs that appealed to
diverse pupils and furthered learning
about classical music. Another student
noted her heightened awareness of
cultural differences in the way individ-
uals construct their identity: “I real-
ized that while to me, gender was an
important part of my identity, for G. it
was not. On the other hand, race and
ethnicity, something that I rarely
thought about as a member of the ma-
jority race, was the primary compo-
nent of her identity as a Mexican-
American.” The student then went on
to apply this knowledge to her theo-
ries and teaching:

As a teacher, I might emphasize my
personal identification as a woman in
order to incorporate discussions of
gender, but I have to realize other
people will not have the same compo-
nents of their identity (even if they too
are women). The components they find
to be important parts of themselves—
whether race, religion, artistic expres-
sion, etc.—should be explored and al-
lowed to have a place in the classroom.
Learning is a personal experience for
each individual, and I would like to en-
courage and accept student input and
direction in the curriculum to allow for
the identities and interests of the stu-
dents to be reflected in learning.

Complex Thinking and 
Imaginative Answers

One of the most positive outcomes of
the ABC’s project was the careful, re-

flective, and increasingly complex
analysis evident across student data.
All participants’ weekly practica re-
sponses grew in length and depth over
the semester, moving from a “what”
focus (describing merely what they
read or observed) to “why” and “how”
(discussing cultural conditions that in-
fluenced the phenomena, posing mul-
tiple alternatives, and suggesting var-
ied solutions or actions). In analysis of
textbooks, software, and mass media,
their comments and reading responses
showed a collective shift from the sim-
plistic to the complex: first merely de-
scribing what they observed or criti-
cizing content without support, then
considering how different people and
cultural groups might interpret texts,
and finally posing ways to use them
critically in their own classrooms.
They also began to connect their own
cultural identities with subject matter,
realizing that instruction and learning
must be situated within the cultural
identities of students.

Complex thinking and imaginative
answers also emerged in student use of
the EALRs. At first, most perceived
conflicts between the rigid, lower-
order thinking characteristic of many
state standards and the types of inno-
vative teaching they envisioned in
their own classrooms. They grudg-
ingly noted relevant EALRs on lesson
plans, but saw little worth in them.
However, their microteaching at se-
mester’s end revealed how they had
synthesized complex information and
developed imaginative answers. Al-
though they continued to fault the
EALRs for promoting a minimalist
approach to education, they used the



standards as guidelines for integrating
a variety of approaches in each lesson
they constructed.

One student opened his lesson by
writing three relevant state communi-
cations learning objectives on the
board. His guiding principles, stated
in his teaching philosophy, “Creativ-
ity, Expression, and Safe Risk Taking”
were clearly evident in his innovative
use of various props and a series of
scaffolded improvisations classmates
performed during his acting mi-
croteach. He cited Postman’s Teaching
as a Subversive Activity and his “own
counter culture culture” as the basis of
his philosophy. Another’s aims of “art
as an essential experience,” “accessible
art,” and “creating a comfortable place
for enjoying music” were connected to
reading, writing, thinking, and com-
munications competencies. His mi-
croteach combined numerous classical
and popular works—including jazz,
rap, salsa, and rock and roll—in a
game show format that required stu-
dents to read, write, and speak.

These students fulfilled key stan-
dards of complexity as they used many
resources; thought about them in
complex, synthetic, imaginative ways;
then created innovative teaching.

Epistemology and Analyzing the
Taken-for-Granted

Like Hinchey (1998), who asks preser-
vice teachers to deconstruct notions of
“marriage” and “homework,” we want
our students to critically examine
taken-for-granted cultural knowledge
and educational epistemology. We

subscribe to Banks and Banks’s (1997)
curriculum model of social action: “In
this approach, students identify im-
portant social problems and issues,
gather pertinent data, clarify their val-
ues on the issues, make decisions, and
take reflective actions to help resolve
the issue or problem” (p. 245).

Like the editors of this volume, our
students examine terms such as “intel-
ligence” throughout our program.
They research the history, competing
definitions, and testing/classroom ap-
plications of “intelligence” in the in-
troductory course. In later develop-
ment and foundations course work,
they read and critique competing defi-
nitions; interview teachers and stu-
dents; gain an understanding of the
inequitable outcomes of intelligence
testing on diverse students by reading
case studies and literature; work, ob-
serve, and interact in multiple schools;
and write ongoing reflections, cri-
tiques, and papers.

In the ABC’s project, many recalled
how they were labeled, sorted, and
grouped according to intelligence, and
then observed classrooms where track-
ing occurred as a result of intelligence
and other testing. Through role-play-
ing, discussion, personal narratives,
and analysis of testing, they began to
identify cultural groups who have ben-
efitted or been marginalized, as well as
how the concept impacted their own
experiences and identities. For many,
this was the first time they realized
their position of “privilege,” both in
terms of their race (European-Ameri-
can) and their educational back-
grounds. One student remarked, “I
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know it is horrible to say, but some-
times I get tired of hearing the gifted
whine about how hard it is in ‘normal’
classrooms. . . . The cultural interview
really reminded me that it was hard to
go through a school system not geared
to your abilities.” Our students con-
nected abstract ideas of intelligence
with their own lives; they saw that in-
telligence is a social construction that
has had profound impacts on their own
identities, self conceptions, beliefs, and
behaviors; they appreciated ways it has
impacted others and created often in-
equitable social outcomes. As they en-
tered their practica classrooms, they
developed and implemented lesson
plans, grouping strategies, ways of
communicating effectively with diverse
students, and multiple assessments that
were more inclusive and equitable.

Empowerment and 
Changing Power Relations

Like Kincheloe, we envision a “bot-
tom-up reform fueled by empowered
scholar-teachers” (Introduction, p. 63).
For us, the concept of power is “never
the property of an individual; it be-
longs to a group and remains in exis-
tence only so long as the group keeps
together” (Arendt, as cited in Greene,
1988, p. 134). Much of our data dem-
onstrated that these preservice teach-
ers assumed new roles, shifting from
passive student identities to more em-
powered professional ones. This made
possible the creation of a “caring”
community, where each member ex-
panded his/her perspective to that of
the other members (Noddings, 1984).

In developing community within
the class, students began to take own-
ership for the direction of the discus-
sion and to hold each other account-
able. Our tapes and notes reveal
profound shifts in student-initiated
questions, student-to-teacher talk ra-
tios, and student willingness to engage
or even conflict with the professor and
peers, as the semester progressed. Les-
son plans and microteaches demon-
strated shifts from teacher-directed to
student-centered learning experiences.
Acknowledgment that we all could
learn from each other created space
for multiple perspectives in our dis-
course (Lather, 1991). Students articu-
lated opinions drawn from their own
experiences as they formulated learn-
ing objectives and conducted classes.
Several advocated for students and
others engaged practica teachers in re-
spectful, informed disagreements. Fi-
nal teaching philosophies also revealed
empowerment, in clearly articulated,
supported statements of purpose.

Asking Critical and 
Rigorous Questions

We agree with Kincheloe that critical
conversations “about how the world
works” (Introduction, p. 46) are cen-
tral to teacher preparation. We are
known for asking uncomfortable,
hard, critical questions in our courses.
Rigorous questioning and critical anal-
ysis were also evident and enforced by
students in weekly discussions. The
following exchange shows their insis-
tence that they and their classmates
engage in deep, critical thinking—in-



tegrating multiple viewpoints, experi-
ences, and ideas, then translating their
understandings into action. Mad Max
had just modeled procedures in a
sample mastery teaching lesson. He
then asked for responses.

Ally: Ok, so you’ve showed us the
steps and what it’s all about but who
cares? I mean, let’s go deeper here. I
want to know how I can apply this.
Like who wins and loses [in this
model]? I can see some real prob-
lems here, like in terms of equity.
. . . Does anybody else want to get
into this?

Bach: This certainly isn’t a very pro-
gressive model, in terms of culture.
. . . E. D. Hirsch would like this
model—it’s real “just sit down and
get the facts.”

Lil Warrior: My facts.
Bach: My dead white dude facts.
Ally: (laughing) My dead white Euro-

pean dude patriarchal, gender-
biased facts!

Bach: This so wouldn’t fly with my
ABC’s person. She had this really
terrible, abusive home life and that
was a huge impact on her, she
talked about how when teachers
wanted that lockstep teaching, she
would just curl up and sort of with-
draw.

Luke: I’ll take a crack. This week I had
this guy [names practicum student].
He’s totally smart and totally un-
motivated. I bet you he’s had a lot
of this kind of teaching and it just
doesn’t cut it for him. I think a big
part of the problem is, here I am,
this guy from [the college] telling

him all these facts in some nice
little tidy list and telling him he has
to show me he knows this stuff and
he could care less. He probably sees
me as some rich dork who’s just
telling him what to do—and he to-
tally resists, just checks out.

Lil Warrior: So what did you do? I get
that too—like I so want to connect
with you, why won’t you engage
me?

Luke: Well you can’t teach in a vac-
uum. I basically threw my lesson
plan out the window and started
talking to him. I find out he’s really
into architecture and building stuff,
so I think, ok! We cruised over to
the computer and got on the web
and started looking for buildings.
We started finding all these cool
sites and he’s digging the buildings
and I’m talking away, slipping in
some factual stuff and pretty soon
he’s into it. He’s asking me ques-
tions and taking notes and grabbing
the mouse. We totally went over
[the allotted] time. . . . And to get
back to this mastery teaching busi-
ness, there’s no way I’d connect
with that kid if I was all, “Here’s the
reading and answer these questions
and don’t leave your seat til you
score at least an 80 percent.”

Mad Max: Ok, you guys nabbed me. I
think it [model] could be good effi-
ciency wise—like, that state exam is
coming up and you gotta produce.

Bach: Or you have a wild weekend and
just whip out those ready-made
plans.

Mad Max: (laughing). So it’s not going
to cut it with kids who, for whatever
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reason, aren’t into the drill. . . . So
we have to find ways to subvert
Mastery teaching [reference to his
chosen educational text]. . . . I think
we agree there’s [sic] some equity
issues we’d have to consider. Like
maybe we could add another
model. (Audio tape 11/5/98)

Students then identified and cri-
tiqued several other teaching methods
that would enable them to better con-
nect with diverse practica students.
They often engaged in rigorous con-
versations such as this, and held their
peers to high degrees of critical in-
quiry and thought. We also found
many theory practice connections, ev-
idence of praxis, and implementation
of critical principles covered in the
class throughout much of their work.

Theory into Praxis

In the introduction, Kincheloe asserts
that “the connection between the re-
search dimension . . . and its profes-
sional-education apparatus has been
severed” (p. 61). Much scholarship
supports the presence of these rifts be-
tween theory and practice (Britzman,
1991; Harrington, 1994; Rodriguez,
1993), and conflicts between school
and university (Lemlech & Hertzog-
Foliart, 1993; Fountain & Evans,
1994). We seek to help students con-
nect experiences and translate them
into praxis.

As our students understood who
they were, began to connect cultural
experiences to their teaching theories,
and to critique these theories in terms

of multiple viewpoints, they also be-
gan to transform their teaching prac-
tices. This was evident across student
data. Their early lesson plans and re-
flections offered little or no rationales,
and relied solely on two teaching
models—traditional teacher-directed,
conduit lessons they had observed
throughout their past educations or
forms of cooperative learning (favored
by members of our department). As
time went on, they developed clear
guiding principles that reflected their
own philosophies—grounded in criti-
cal principles—and began to discuss
their students’ needs, finally imple-
menting corresponding practices in
their lessons. In their final mi-
croteaches and teaching philosophies,
all students stated foundational con-
cepts that guided their teaching; of-
fered explicit rationales based on their
ABC’s projects, course experiences,
and readings; then translated them to
pedagogical actions.

Ally drew from bell hooks for much
of her philosophy: “teaching as excite-
ment and intellectual pursuit. . . .
Mind body spirit connection. . . . ”
Her weekly lesson plans, microteach,
and teaching philosophy furthered
student excitement and holistic teach-
ing through student options, uses of
multiple texts (journals, newspapers,
biographies, mass media, and selected
readings), the writing of essays that
furthered critical thinking and expres-
sion, and the use of varied assessment
methods.

Lil Warrior stated she was “greatly”
influenced by her ABC’s narrative, her
insights gained through the ABC’s in-



terview, my own modeling as a
teacher, and her reading of Maxine
Greene. Her personal teaching theory
was highly humane and emancipatory.
She wrote:

Teaching is all about human beings . . .
and helping students discover their
unique potential . . . cooperation and
trust are key values in my personal life,
as well as in my teaching philosophy
. . . Greene is a powerfully inspiring
woman . . . her belief in the intercon-
nectedness of human relationships as a
source of personal strength as well as
an agent for producing a society of
more action and greater freedom is one
I support. . . . Freedom through reflec-
tion, openness and seeking connection
with our world allows us the possibility
of greatness. (Final teaching statement)

Lil Warrior’s aims were manifested
in her frequent praise, encourage-
ment, and questioning of peers during
classes, her repeated writing about
forming meaningful relationships with
practica students, and her frequent use
of student journals and paired activi-
ties in lessons to promote student po-
tential, closeness, and trust.

Luke’s final teaching philosophy
was entitled “Relevance, Variety, Rele-
vance, Variety.” He supported his
ideas with examples from readings,
practica experiences, peer discussion
comments, his ABC’s autobiography,
and interviews. During his mi-
croteaching, he implemented his goals
in a lesson about Indian boarding
schools. He employed much guided,
higher-order questioning; used multi-

ple resources—photos, film clips,
readings, posters, old novels, text-
books, maps, and study guides—and
used lecture, paired activities, group
discussion, and individual work during
the hour. May discovered the power of
action research as a tool for connect-
ing theory and practice based on her
reading of Schön’s (1983) Reflective
Practitioner. Throughout her autobi-
ography and final ABC analysis, she
discussed the importance of connec-
tions: between beliefs and practice,
between student and teacher with the
goal of creating community in the
classroom, and between culture and
learning. She wrote:

Schon criticized the separation of the-
ory and concrete practice, helping me
to realize that the connection of my
personal education theories to my
teaching reality requires the recogni-
tion of my culture as the basis for my
theories and ways of viewing reality.
Everything I have discussed creates the
image of one big interrelated system
with components—culture, personal
beliefs, theories, practice that mutually
affect each other.

During her microteaching, this
awareness of connections was evident
in the structuring (connectedness) of
her learning activities and the oppor-
tunities she provided for students to
connect and share ideas.

These preservice teachers bridged
educational gulfs. They articulated
synthetic and sophisticated personal
theories, matched their ideas to stu-
dents’ viewpoints, needs, and class-
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room realities, and then implemented
teaching that furthered critical princi-
ples and standards of complexity.

Change and Flexibility

Many standards of complexity imply
openness and sensitivity to varied
viewpoints, willingness to change, and
flexibility in thought and action.
These preservice teachers’ increased
awareness of cultural differences and
experiences with diverse students dur-
ing their practica moved them away
from the naive perception that all stu-
dents enter the classroom with the
“same stuff” and the subsequent belief
that “if you treat them all the same
they will all flourish.” Their under-
standings of the oppression of white
privilege as a dominant societal influ-
ence caused them to shift their initial
educational goals from assimilationist
to additive ones (Howard, 1999;
McIntosh, 1989).

In an early reflection, students
listed what they wanted to accomplish
as teachers, then fit their goals into
one of several multicultural and criti-
cal curriculum frameworks. Several
made comments that one goal, or
their main task, was to help students
“fit,” “feel comfortable,” “belong,” or
“learn skills and knowledge they need
to succeed” in schools and society.
Over the semester, we continually dis-
cussed culturally based assumptions
underlying these goals—how they
were tacitly assuming all students
would “fit” into their conceptions and
worldviews about the natures of edu-
cation and social success. By the se-

mester’s end, all teaching philosophies
and microteaches—by nature of their
guiding concepts, varied materials,
methods, and adaptations—reflected a
more inclusive, additive view of teach-
ing, students, and culture.

Standards of Complexity in
Preservice Preparation
We believe that courses like the ones
described here and projects like the
ABC’s further state mandates, fulfill
teaching competencies, and achieve
many standards of complexity. These
include responding to changing social
conditions; furthering educational re-
form through rigorous preservice and
liberal arts education; embracing the
complex natures of children, teachers,
classrooms, human language, knowl-
edge, meaning making, and teaching;
resisting mandated, simplified, “tech-
niquist” views of teaching; under-
standing our own and others’ contexts
for producing knowledge; analyzing
cultural materials, identity, epistemol-
ogy, and power relations; asking hard
questions; using narrative and tech-
nology; accessing, critiquing, and em-
ploying many data forms in the
emerging information age to arrive at
imaginative answers; and  creating a
learning community as a framework
for active, involved learning and
teaching. Our students assumed many
of the roles the editors of this book
identify as necessary to educational
scholarship in the new information
order: generators of knowledge, users
of many data forms, empowered
thinkers, “researchers, diagnosticians,



contextual analysts, [and] curriculum
developers” (Introduction, p. 63). In
time, we are confident they will also
become expert teachers.

The editors call for “the creation of
a new workplace designed to facilitate
teacher scholarly and professional de-
velopment that is continuing, research
based, and collaborative” (Introduc-
tion, p. 64). We agree. Our students
became the kinds of mindful, skilled,
and sensitive people who will envision
and realize these goals. The active ex-
ploration and varied research pro-
cesses throughout the ABC’s project
demanded a high degree of academic
rigor, and increased our students’ per-
sonal awareness of how their own cul-
tural identity affected their educa-
tional beliefs and practices. The
sharing of each person’s cultural auto-
biography helped them develop un-
derstandings of and appreciation for
each other. It provided a more com-
plex understanding of the meaning of
“belonging” and creating community.
As one student noted, “It is important
that learning be personal in meaning,
but also social and individualized, that
teaching and learning recognizes our
differences . . . and that the student
and the teacher work together to cre-
ate an educational environment con-
ducive to the learning of all” (final
teaching statement).

These future teachers have em-
braced standards of complexity in
their personal and professional lives.
We have little doubt that they will
create the types of school workplaces,
communities, scholarly work, and

professional collaborations the editors
identify.
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There’s only one thing worse than re-
quiring students to reduce all learning
to a single “correct” answer, and that
is reducing assessment and accounta-
bility to a single standardized test.

Critics of standardized tests are of-
ten asked, “What’s your alternative?”
It’s a legitimate—and important—
question. Parents and community
members have the right to know how
well their children are learning.

Unfortunately, in part due to rheto-
ric that equates high standards with
standardized tests, many parents be-
lieve that standardized tests will give
them the answer. At the same time,
parents are often the first to under-
stand that the complexity of their child
cannot be captured by a test score.

At issue is how to create alternatives
to standardized tests that will inform
parents and community members
about how well the schools are doing
and whether their children are learn-
ing what they need to know—that is,
how to create an alternative approach

to accountability. Teachers and par-
ents also need to learn about and pro-
mote alternatives to “high-stakes”
tests, the name given when a single
exam determines if a child is pro-
moted, or graduates from high school,
or gets into college. 

Standardized tests are just one type
of assessment, although they often get
the most publicity. It’s also important
to recognize that teachers assess stu-
dents regularly as part of their ongo-
ing teaching. The challenge is to
match assessment that is integrated
into classroom instruction, and is fo-
cused primarily on helping individual
children, with assessment that pro-
vides schoolwide and districtwide in-
formation being demanded by local
and state officials or various commu-
nity forces.

One of the first steps toward re-
thinking assessments is to ask, “What
is the purpose of the assessment?”
and, “Is this purpose worthy or mean-
ingful?” Answering these questions
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means addressing what is important
for students to learn, how we help
them learn, and how we know what
they have learned.

Too often, the rationale for stan-
dardized testing appears overly puni-
tive: “We’re going to get these kids
and schools to perform better—or
else.” Such an approach forgets that
assessment should serve one primary
purpose: to improve student learning.
The goal is not to flunk kids, not to
wave fingers at lousy teachers, not to
make bold pronouncements that will
be remembered at election time, not
to give kids more of the same even
though it didn’t work the first time—

but to provide information to help the
student learn better.

Assessment serves other purposes as
well. Community members may want
data to see if schools are providing
equal opportunity to all students. Pol-
icy makers might want to know the ef-
fectiveness of various programs. Dis-
tricts and state legislatures often use
tests to hold schools accountable for
how well they are spending taxpayers’
money. Schools might also use assess-
ment as a way to report to parents, or
summarize and certify a student’s
achievement. Finally, districts might
use changes in assessment policy to
help transform the curriculum.

984 TESTING

Hallmarks of Assessment

Alternatives to high-stakes, standardized tests are being implemented across
the country. While the alternatives vary in focus and scope, they generally
share the following principles:

• Support improved learning. The assessment is designed to provide
feedback that helps students improve their learning.

• Help teachers teach better. Good assessment provides an array of in-
formation that teachers can use to improve their teaching practices and
help ensure student learning.

• Are integrated with the curriculum and instruction. Assessment works
best when it flows naturally from, and is part of, student work—i.e., a
science experiment that becomes part of the student portfolio.

• Are classroom based. Most of the information for the assessment is
based on classroom work done by students over a period of time.

• Use a variety of measures. Good assessment does not rely on a single
yardstick but compiles data based on both individual students’ learning
plus schoolwide data such as attendance and graduation rates.

• Involve educators, parents, and the broader community. Improved suc-
cess for students relies on a positive collaboration among the various
forces necessary for school reform to work.

• Don’t straight-jacket the curriculum. Good assessment procedures
provide for flexibility and don’t dominate the curriculum.
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Depending on the purpose, differ-
ent forms of assessment might be
used. For example, an assessment de-
signed to evaluate how well a school,
overall, is teaching its students to read
should not be used to decide whether
a particular student should or should
not be promoted to fourth grade. Fur-
thermore, any assessment should ulti-
mately serve, and not undercut, the
primary goal of helping the student.

Alternatives to standardized testing
are in use in both the United States
and other industrialized countries—
alternatives that range from student
portfolios, to districtwide “proficien-
cies,” to outside review teams that
evaluate a school. There is growing
evidence that these measures do a bet-
ter job of showing how well students
and schools are performing.

The biggest drawback to most of
these alternatives is that they chal-
lenge this country’s predominant ap-
proach to thinking and learning—that
is, that we can only truly know some-
thing if it can be statistically and “ob-
jectively” determined and analyzed.
History has unfortunately shown that
such an approach has been used not
just to predict, but to control the
world and those who live in it. For
many, the consequences are harmful,
not beneficial.

Alternative assessments, on the
other hand, require diversity in think-
ing about what is the purpose of
knowledge and, indeed, even what
constitutes knowledge. To challenge
statistical ways of knowing is to chal-
lenge the status quo and its tendency
to marginalize and describe as abnor-

mal those who do not neatly fit into a
statistical box. Alternative assessments
mean alternative voices, perspectives,
and actions. This is a vitally important
reason why they should be embraced
as an important part of accountability.

Other obstacles exist. Alternative
assessments are new and, like any in-
novation, challenge those who prefer
to do things the way they’ve always
done them. It takes not only time but
energy to reeducate teachers, parents,
and students in new forms of assess-
ments. Moreover, such assessments
cost more because they require more
sophisticated teaching, staff develop-
ment, and scoring. Decent assessment
can’t be done cheaply, any more than
can decent education.

Nor are alternative assessments a
magic bullet. Teachers and parents
need to be aware of the strengths and
weaknesses of any approach, and how
to use it appropriately.

Following is a description of some
of the most common forms of alterna-
tive assessments.

Portfolio-Based Assessment
One of the more promising forms of
assessment is what is known as “port-
folio-based assessment.” The ap-
proaches to portfolios vary consider-
ably, but they all rest on records kept
by the teacher and on collections of
the student’s work, called the “student
portfolio.” During the school year,
teachers and students gather work that
shows student progress and achieve-
ment in various subjects such as Eng-
lish or science. Students are usually



encouraged to reflect on the work that
has been selected. Such reflection
helps students think not only about
what they have learned, but about
their own learning processes, all of
which contributes to the overall goal
of improving student learning.

In some approaches, at the end of a
marking period the teacher examines
the portfolio and evaluates the work
based on a scoring guide. Sometimes
students or their peers also score their
work. The teacher ultimately records
a score on what is sometimes called a
“learning record,” attaching evidence
such as a writing sample or write-up of
a science experiment. This approach is
useful for the teacher and parent in
determining how well a student is
progressing. But, through what is
known as “random sampling,” it also
can be the basis for improved profes-
sional development and for school-
wide and districtwide accountability.

Under “random sampling,” a num-
ber of the learning records and stu-
dent portfolios are selected randomly
from each classroom. An independent
group—of teachers from other schools,
members of the community, or a com-
bination of both—reviews the records
and portfolios. If there is a big differ-
ence between the conclusions of the
independent readers and the class-
room teacher, a third group might be
called in or a larger sample might 
be taken from the classroom, in order
to determine how well a particular
teacher consistently applies the agreed-
upon assessment guidelines.

Approaches of this sort have been
developed in Britain, Australia, and

the United States, particularly in Ver-
mont, which has instituted statewide
assessment programs in math and
writing based on student portfolios.
Projects such as the Learning Record,
based in California, and the Work
Sampling System, based in Ann Arbor,
are other examples.

This classroom-based approach has
several advantages. For example, the
evaluation is based on a wide range of
student work done over a long period
of time rather than on a single, paper-
and-pencil test taken over a few hours.
Further, the approach encourages
schools and districts to invest in the
professional development of the
teachers and outside evaluators, and it
pushes teachers to reflect more consis-
tently on the quality of student work
in their classrooms.

One of the criticisms of this ap-
proach is that it works best when there
are quality teachers. But such criticism
needs to take into account that this
classroom approach, over time, can
encourage collaboration among teach-
ers and improve their work. If done
properly, this approach has teachers
regularly talking about students’ work
and allows the more skilled teachers to
help the less experienced teachers.
Such portfolio discussions will in-
evitably include not only how to evalu-
ate student work but the nature of the
work that is going on in particular
classrooms and strategies to get stu-
dents to do better work. This ap-
proach can benefit a weak teacher, cer-
tainly more than standardized tools do.

Another criticism, especially when
teachers have little control over what
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types of materials are to be included in
the portfolio, is that the portfolio re-
quirements can “hijack” the curricu-
lum and overly dominate what is
taught. For instance, if a district de-
cides that the English portfolio for
eighth graders needs to have an ex-
ample of a business letter and a five-
paragraph essay, the teacher may focus
so much on those requirements that
there is little time for other important
topics such as poetry, creative writing,
or literary analysis. One solution is to
require a wide range of types of writ-
ing in a writing portfolio, as Vermont
does. Many educators also note that it
is better to have a “portfolio-driven
curriculum,” which is based on real
student work, than a curriculum
shaped by standardized tests and their
reliance on random bits of memorized
data and procedures.

Another problem with portfolios is
logistics. Where does a high school
English teacher store over 100 portfo-
lios? How does an elementary school
maintain portfolios as students move
up in grades? How does the issue of
student mobility influence this kind of
record keeping? One creative solution
is to videotape portfolios, another is to
save the information digitally in a
computer. Though methods vary,
teachers and schools are overcoming
these problems.

A fourth criticism of the portfolio
approach is that it relies too much on
the individual judgment of teachers
and opens the door to overly subjec-
tive evaluation. This concern has been
raised most directly where teachers
may not be sensitive to the needs and

skills of students of color, or non-Eng-
lish speakers, or immigrants. Clearly
this is a serious issue. At the same
time, it is a problem that pervades all
forms of assessment. Who, for ex-
ample, chooses the questions on stan-
dardized tests? Rarely is it immi-
grants, or non-English speakers, or
educators of color.

If the outside evaluators are sensi-
tive to this potential problem, portfo-
lio-based assessment can be used to
identify teachers who are subjectively
giving lower evaluations to particular
groups of students or teachers whose
pedagogical weaknesses lead them to
have students focus on mindless work-
sheets rather than engaging projects.

Overall, we have found that portfo-
lios are central to high-quality school-
ing. They can foster collaboration
among teachers, focus attention on
getting students to do quality work,
and provide data to the community on
how well a school is performing.

Performance Exams
Some states and districts have adopted
what are called performance examina-
tions. These are tests given to all stu-
dents, based on students “performing”
a certain task, such as writing an essay,
conducting a science experiment, or
doing an oral presentation that is
videotaped. 

The Milwaukee Public Schools
(MPS) have done extensive work on
developing such performance exams
in the areas of writing, science, math,
visual arts, and oral communications.
For example, fourth or fifth graders



must perform a three-to-five minute
oral presentation. In writing, fourth,
fifth, eighth, eleventh, and twelfth
graders all have to write and revise an
essay over a period of two days, based
on a districtwide prompt that changes
from year to year and covers different
genres, from imaginary writing to nar-
rative essays to expository essays.
These essays are then judged inde-
pendently and anonymously by teach-
ers from the district, using a scale of
one to four. Two teachers read each
essay, and the final score is based on
the sum of the two readers. To reduce
subjectivity, if there is a difference of
more than one point in the two read-
ers’ evaluations, a third reader scores
the paper.

Some districts also use these per-
formance exams as a way to check how
well classroom teachers are scoring
their student portfolios. If large num-
bers of students are doing well on the
performance exams yet score poorly
on the student portfolios, or vice
versa, it sends a signal that follow-up
needs to occur.

These performance exams have the
advantage over standardized tests in
that they “drive the curriculum” in a
relatively progressive way. In Milwau-
kee, the assessments have encouraged
teachers to focus on actual student
writing rather than fill-in-the-blank
work sheets. They have led to more
hands-on science experiments where
students actually learn the scientific
process and how to reflect on and ana-
lyze data, rather than merely answer
questions at the end of a textbook
chapter. The oral presentations have

been a useful way to get students ac-
tively involved, rather than merely lis-
tening to lectures by the teacher; they
also force teachers to pay attention to
oral communication skills, which can-
not be tested with a paper-and-pencil
exam. The actual performance assess-
ments, once they are scored, can be-
come part of student portfolios.

Teachers who help write the perfor-
mance assessment tasks (or prompts)
learn a lot about how to develop more
interesting and academically valuable
projects for their students.

Performance exams are one form of
“performance assessments,” which
most often take the form of projects
ranging from laboratory experiments
to group activities to exhibitions (de-
scribed later) that are done as part of
classroom work. (Sometimes the term
includes portfolios as well.) Using per-
formance exams can encourage teach-
ers to use a wider range of activities in
the classroom, which can enrich in-
struction, deepen learning, and pro-
vide detailed assessment information.

Performance exams have not been
used more widely in part because they
take considerable time, both for the
classroom teacher and the district. It
takes time, expertise, and ultimately
money to develop the prompts and
score the assessments, to say nothing
of training teachers in activity-based
teaching methods necessary for such
performance assessments.

Some very good teachers, particu-
larly those who have spent years de-
veloping a cohesive curriculum for
their classroom, may find that the ex-
ams disrupt the flow of classroom
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work, although this shouldn’t be as
much the case if the assessments are
carefully aligned with good instruc-
tional practices.

Finally, another problem is that
performance exams, as with any kind
of assessment, can tempt teachers to
“teach to the test.” Even in perform-
ance assessment, the emphasis must
remain on higher-level thinking skills
instead of on recall and memorization.

In a December 2000 opinion piece
in the New York Times, Harvard pro-
fessor Howard Gardner cautioned, “It
might now seem far better to teach
students how to write a personal essay
than to simply ask them multiple-
choice questions about a passage. Yet
it is possible even with essay tests to
teach students to do well through
mimicry rather than through general
writing skills. . . . Educators and par-
ents should value the development of
knowledge and skills that go beyond a
single test. That is, high performance
should be an incidental result of
strong general preparation.”

As with using random sampling of
student portfolios, sampling can also
be used with performance exams. The
National Assessment of Educational
Progress (NAEP), a federal agency
that monitors student achievement,
uses such a technique. When the
NAEP reports, for example, on the
progress of U.S. fourth graders the
data is based on a sample of students.
Some states, such as Maryland, are
also adopting this approach. The
Maryland State Performance Assess-
ment Program (MSPAP) covers writ-
ing, reading, math, science, and social

studies; it also includes interdiscipli-
nary exams. Each student is given an
exam in only one subject area. This
does not give an overall assessment of
each student, but for the school it
gives a score that covers all subject ar-
eas and provides comprehensive data.

We believe that performance as-
sessments—including performance
exams—can be useful, especially when
they are integrated into the ongoing
curriculum. They can suffer, however,
when they are isolated from daily
classroom life and imposed from
above.

Proficiency Exit Standards
The assessment known as “proficiency
exit standards” combines the ap-
proaches of portfolio-based assess-
ment and performance exams; it also
sometimes includes standardized tests.

Under this approach, students have
to meet certain standards in order to
be promoted to the next grade or to
graduate from high school. In Mil-
waukee, for example, the district has
developed proficiencies that students
need to meet in order to complete
eighth grade and graduate from high
school. The proficiency standards fo-
cus on four broad areas—math, sci-
ence, communication, and a research
project—and are generally considered
more rigorous than most standardized
exams.

Students are given several ways to
show “proficiency” in each of these ar-
eas—through portfolios, classroom
projects such as science projects, per-
formance exams, standardized test



scores, and research papers. The dis-
trict took this approach because it did
not want to rely on any single assess-
ment to determine whether a student
could be promoted or graduate.

In one example of how reliance on
standardized tests is undercutting al-
ternative assessment, MPS recently
moved to give increased weight to
standardized test scores, allowing high
school students to meet certain profi-
ciencies by merely passing the stan-
dardized Wisconsin Student Assess-
ment System tests.

Exhibitions
Exhibitions of student work are an-
other useful assessment. Perhaps the
most common exhibition is also one of
the oldest—the science fair. As with
any student work, the strength of the
approach rests on providing ways for
all students to succeed. Everyone
knows stories of parents who do the
science fair project for their kid,
building elaborate electrical engines
or wondrous weather kits. Some
schools try to get around this problem
by having students work on the proj-
ects at school.

At Central Park East in New York
City, exhibitions are used along with
portfolios. In order to graduate, stu-
dents have to demonstrate competen-
cies in twelve areas of learning and
present their portfolio work to a com-
mittee of adults—somewhat similar to
the oral exams common for postgrad-
uate degrees.

At La Escuela Fratney in Milwau-
kee, at the end of fifth grade (before

they leave for middle school), students
select some of their work from
throughout the year and invite family
and community members to an open
exhibition. One project that figures
prominently is the student-made
book, in which students reflect on
what they’ve learned throughout ele-
mentary school. The book also in-
cludes examples of work from their en-
tire time at Fratney, which have been
collected as part of their portfolios.

Parent Conferences and Input
One important reason for assessment
is to let parents know how well their
child is progressing. This purpose
cannot be separated from the larger is-
sue of communication between school
and home. A number of schools are
experimenting with assessment pro-
grams that are based on a process of
two-way communication.

Some schools, for instance, have
lengthy conferences with parents be-
fore their child even enters kinder-
garten, both explaining the schools’
programs and getting input from the
family on the child’s strengths and
weaknesses. Other schools have
adapted their parent-teacher confer-
ences so that they do a better job of
letting parents and teachers talk to-
gether about the child’s progress. In
order for such an approach to work,
parent-teacher conferences need to go
beyond the “five minutes per teacher”
syndrome that is particularly common
in middle and high schools—where
teachers haul out the grade book and
talk, and parents listen.
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In this approach, schools need to
ensure that they give parents a clear
idea of the school’s curriculum and a
general view of child development.
This is particularly important in early
elementary grades, where children de-
velop at different rates and ages and
children cannot be pigeonholed into a
single set of expectations. Likewise, in
adolescence, teachers and parents
need to communicate about develop-
mental issues and how they may be af-
fecting student performance.

Some schools involve students in
the conferences. Students are asked to
present work from their portfolios, re-
flect on what they have learned, and
help figure out where they have made
good progress and where they still
need work.

To work best, such an approach
needs to be part of a comprehensive
effort to ensure that parents know
they can raise concerns at any point
during the school year, not just at con-
ference time. Soliciting and encourag-
ing such parental input is not easy but
is essential if there is to be a true col-
laboration between home and school.
This issue is, in the final analysis,
grounded in difficult questions of the
power imbalances in most schools,
particularly along lines of race and
class. Some schools have taken pre-
liminary steps in trying to address this
problem by hiring a parent organ-
izer/liaison, or having a parent center,
or forming a parent/teacher curricu-
lum committee, or ensuring that prin-
cipals welcome parental input rather
than view it as yet another chore. In
some districts, such as Rochester, New

York, parents are involved in teacher
evaluation; how well a teacher com-
municates with parents is specified as
part of the evaluation.

School Report Cards
Just as parents need to know how well
their child is doing, communities have
the right to know how well entire
schools are performing. Sometimes,
this happens in a rather distorted way:
the local newspaper ranks schools
based on a single standardized test or
battery of tests. Beyond the cold, hard
number, there is little analysis of how
or why some schools are performing
differently—or even if the test is a
valid measure of student achievement.
Equally troubling, a school’s perform-
ance often tells more about the in-
come level of the students’ families
than the quality of teaching and learn-
ing at the school.

In the last few years, a growing
number of schools have issued “school
report cards”—in fact, over two-thirds
of states now require such report
cards, and many are posted on Web
sites.

School report cards generally go
beyond a listing of test scores, al-
though that data is included. Other
information in the report, depending
on the state or district, can include at-
tendance, average grade point, the
number of advanced placement
courses, discipline issues such as sus-
pension rates, parental involvement,
types of assessment (such as whether
performance exams are required in
certain subjects) and their results,



school mission and governance struc-
ture, and so forth. The information is
sometimes broken down by race, gen-
der, socioeconomic status, first lan-
guage, and other important cate-
gories, in order to show how well
schools are serving students from di-
verse backgrounds.

While such report cards are supe-
rior to a simple listing of test scores,
there are important cautions: in partic-
ular, data can be omitted or manipu-
lated. Some high schools, for example,
have a policy of dropping students
from a class if they have more than
three unexcused absences. As a result,
the grade point average in that class
can be artificially high because only a
select group of students is included.
Also, if the primary data on student
learning is from standardized test
scores, as is often the case, then par-
ents will have too little information.

Overall, school report cards need to
reflect a much richer view of student
learning, such as can be found in port-
folios and exhibitions. In fact, rather
than just a “report card,” some schools
have begun to develop school-level
portfolios. Other schools and outside
people can evaluate the school by
looking at portfolios and by visiting
the school.

School Quality Review Teams
Because student success is intimately
related to the culture of learning in an
entire school, one valuable assessor,
known as the “School Quality Review
Team,” focuses on schoolwide issues.

Teams of trained educators and

community members visit schools,
usually for up to a week. The teams
observe classrooms, follow students,
examine the curriculum, and interview
teachers. Based on their observations
they write up a formal report, with
specific recommendations for im-
provement.

This approach, modeled on a cen-
tury-old system in England, has been
adopted in a few states, including New
York and Rhode Island. A growing
number of schools in Boston use re-
view teams.

To be most effective, the team’s rec-
ommendations need to be distributed
to and acted upon by both teachers
and parents—which often requires ad-
ditional time and resources. Another
shortcoming in this approach is that
the team often reviews a school based
on its self-described mission; if the
mission is weak or inadequate, this
might not be noted in the final report.

It Won’t Be Easy
Adopting these alternatives is not
easy—old ways of doing things are al-
ways more comfortable and familiar.
Here are some of the most common
pitfalls:

Assuming one can muster the politi-
cal clout to change the growing em-
phasis on high-stakes standardized
tests, most alternatives take time to de-
velop. Because most are implemented
while existing standardized tests con-
tinue, teachers are being asked to do
more and more assessing—but not
given any more time to do so. One
more task is added to an already filled
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day. Sometimes that, in and of itself,
causes teacher opposition.

If such assessments are to provide a
true alternative, it’s essential that a
broad array of parents and staff be in-
volved. Otherwise, both parents and
teachers feel that, once again, some-
one else is telling them how to raise
their child or how to teach.

Many of these alternative assess-
ments are new to just about everyone
involved: policy makers, students,
teachers, and parents. There need to
be thorough discussions of the pros
and cons of various assessments and a
clear understanding of the purpose of
any particular assessment. While con-
servatives often decry the “status quo”
mentality of teachers and schools, on
the testing issue it is the conservatives
who are refusing to “think outside the
box” and are relying on traditional,
and flawed, methods of standardized
testing.

Such assessments take more work,
more time, and more resources.

Any assessment is prone to prob-
lems of inequity, inadequacy, and sub-
jectivity. Recognizing, and counteract-
ing, these problems is essential.

Finally, it cannot be stated too of-
ten: the primary purpose of assess-
ment is to improve the quality of
teaching and to help students learn
better. If the focus is not on student
learning, it’s misplaced.

District and state officials have the
right and responsibility to require
schools to provide evidence that all
students are learning, but such re-
quirements must not be allowed to
control all aspects of schooling. Stu-

dents and teachers need time to ex-
plore their interests, to pursue matters
in depth, to develop qualities of think-
ing and working. In fact, a really good
accountability and assessment system
will tell parents and the public that
these, too, are part of education.
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Texas, the Lone Star State, is the first
state in the nation to implement an ac-
countability system for entities that
prepare educators. This accountability
system is called the Accountability
System for Educator Preparation
(ASEP) and became effective Septem-
ber 1, 1998. When added to the al-
ready existing public school accounta-
bility system, this implementation in
effect also gave Texas the only pre-
kindergarten–16 accountability sys-
tem in the country (San Miguel,
Garza, & Gibbs, 2000). The public
school accountability system is admin-
istered by the Texas Education Agency
and ASEP is administered by the State
Board for Educator Certification
(SBEC).

Accountability in public education
has been the focus of an enormous
amount of current research (Bryk &
Hermanson, 1993; Cohen, 1988; Dar-

ling-Hammond, 1991; Glickman,
1990; Harrington-Lueker, 1990; Hill
& Bonan, 1991; San Miguel, 1996). In
Texas, the arms of accountability have
embraced educator preparation pro-
grams located in institutions of higher
education (IHE) and alternative certi-
fication programs (IHE, regional edu-
cation service centers, and school dis-
tricts).

In the educational setting, account-
ability refers to holding an educational
entity responsible for student perform-
ance. There are two main accountabil-
ity mechanisms advocated by leading
educators and researchers (Brown,
1991; Burstein, Oakes, and Guiton,
1992; Bryk and Hermanson, 1993;
Caldwell and Spinks, 1992; Kaagen
and Conley, 1989; Odden, 1990;
Richards, 1988; Wise, 1979; Darling-
Hammond, 1991; Harrington-Leuker,
1990; Porter, 1993; Odden 1992).
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They include educational indicators
and school delivery systems. The fol-
lowing information describes each ac-
countability mechanism and its pur-
pose.

Educational Indicators
Organizations such as the U.S. De-
partment of Education, the National
Science Foundation, the Council of
Chief State School Officers (CCSSO),
the National Research Council of the
National Academy of Sciences, and
the RAND Corporation, as well as
nearly all state governments, are cur-
rently involved in developing and im-
proving educational indicators (Bryk
& Hermanson, 1993). Smith (1988)
underscores that hardly an educa-
tional group or agency at the national
or state level has not become involved
in the business of educational indica-
tors during the 1980s. Burstein,
Oakes, and Guiton (1992) and Brown
(1991) document that this surge of in-
terest in the United States can be
traced at least as far back as a 1983 re-
port, A Nation at Risk, which was com-
piled by the Carnegie Task Force on
Teaching as a Profession. That report
triggered broad public concern about
education, and it initiated a strong
push for closer monitoring of the sys-
tem, its schools, and its personnel.

According to Bryk and Hermanson
(1993), Brown (1991), and Caldwell
and Spinks (1992), an educational in-
dicator is a statistic that conveys infor-
mation about a valued condition of
the educational system; and the units

evaluated can be at the following lev-
els: school, district, state, and country.
To evaluate educational indicator in-
formation, however, requires compar-
ison (Bryk and Hermanson, 1993).
There are several obvious alternatives:

• Each unit can be compared with
itself over time (i.e., the develop-
ment block)

• Comparisons can be made
among units (i.e., the horse 
race model)

• Comparisons can be made with
externally defined standards (i.e.,
the educational goals model)

• Bryk and Hermanson (1993)
found that combinations of
these three alternatives are 
also common

Kaagen and Conley (1989) report
that indicator systems have the poten-
tial to improve policy making and de-
scribe indicators as diagnostic tools
that would offer “a unique opportu-
nity for state policymakers to affect lo-
cal education practice in a most effi-
cient way” (p. 12) and that the main
purpose of these systems is to “assess
direction, mission, and strategy” (p.
9). Odden (1990) describes indicator
systems as a means for providing the
policy community with “policy levers
they can pull in order to improve stu-
dent performance” (p. 24).

In addition to these policy-making
uses, Richards (1988) argues indica-
tors are also being advocated as a
means for state and local governments
to better manage the array of schools
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under their purview. In his view, indi-
cators would constitute a management
system with sanctions and incentives
for individual teachers and schools di-
rectly tied to indicator performance.
In such contexts, these performance
indicators become a mechanized ac-
countability system to be used by sys-
tem administrators to foster enhanced
school operations.

In summary, Bryk and Hermanson
(1993) note that indicators are pro-
moted as efficacious instruments with
which to monitor an educational sys-
tem, evaluate its programs, diagnose
its troubles, guide policy formulation,
and hold school personnel account-
able for the results. Indicator data are
seen as the newest tool for legislators
and administrators to construct ra-
tional policies and better manage the
numerous sub-units under their con-
trol. As Foster (1991) suggests, policy
makers are reluctant to entrust the fu-
ture of schools to teachers and admin-
istrators without some clear method
of assessing the effectiveness of their
work.

School Delivery System
Darling-Hammond (1992) and Lewis
(1992) name the school delivery sys-
tem as another mechanism for ac-
countability. “School delivery” system
means the standards necessary to en-
sure that each student in a school has a
fair opportunity to achieve the knowl-
edge and skills set out in the National
Content Standards and Workforce
Readiness Standards. The motivation

for creating school delivery standards
is primarily for purposes of school
accountability (Darling-Hammond,
1992). It would be unfair to hold stu-
dents to new and rigorous standards of
achievement without holding schools
accountable for giving students a fair
chance at meeting those standards.

The history of school delivery stan-
dards is brief, but they resulted in
1991 from three task forces supported
by the National Council on Education
Standards and Testing (Lewis, 1992).
Members of the task forces argued for
a level playing field for students in any
system of national standards and tests.
They said, “It is only fair for students
to have equal opportunities to learn if
standards and assessments are to have
high stakes attached” (p. 100). Lewis
(1992) comments that talk of a level
playing field would inevitably lead to a
debate over equalizing resources: eq-
uity. In essence, school delivery stan-
dards would include these premises:
(1) the school has formally adopted a
curriculum that is in line with national
standards, (2) the curriculum is being
taught in classrooms, (3) teachers un-
derstand the curriculum and are able
to teach it, (4) teachers have access to
curricular materials necessary to mas-
ter the standards, (5) the school has
instructional methods and policies in
place to promote mastery by all stu-
dents (including no tracking) (6) ad-
ministrators are well prepared, and (7)
the schools have the libraries and lab-
oratories necessary for learning.

At the present time, the develop-
ment and use of school delivery stan-



dards is left up to the individual states.
Lewis (1992) states that school deliv-
ery standards could become a tool for
making schools and systems account-
able and could make good on the
promise for the high-quality educa-
tion for all students.

Much of the aforementioned infor-
mation addresses its application to
public schools, PK-12. In the Texas
case, accountability has been extended
to include educator preparation pro-
grams, and they are now held ac-
countable for the performance of their
prospective educators (teachers and
administrators) on the state examina-
tions called the Examination for the
Certification of Educators in Texas
(ExCET), Texas Oral Proficiency Test
(TOPT), Texas Assessment of Sign
Communication (TASC), and TASC-
American Sign Language (TASC-
ASL). These state examinations and
other functions are the responsibility
of the SBEC.

The Texas State Board for
Educator Certification
The SBEC was created in 1995 by the
74th Legislature to govern the stan-
dards of the education profession, and
its mission is to “ensure the highest
level of educator preparation and prac-
tice to achieve student excellence.”
The fifteen-member appointed board
oversees all aspects of public school
educator certification, continuing ed-
ucation, and the standards of conduct.
The certification board is guided by
the philosophy that educators will cre-

ate higher standards for preparation,
practice, and conduct than others out-
side the profession would, and that
educators will rigorously uphold these
standards (SBEC, 1998).

The certification board is organized
into four broad areas: educator prepa-
ration, assessment and accountability,
certification, and professional disci-
pline. 

Educator Preparation

In the area of educator preparation,
the certification board works prima-
rily with entities preparing educators
for certification in Texas. The work
includes guidance in program devel-
opment, approval, and implementa-
tion. The board currently serves sev-
enty institutions of higher education
with approved educator preparation
programs, twenty-eight alternative
teacher certification programs, and six
alternative administrator certification
programs. The board also advises en-
tities interested in initiating educator
preparation programs. The certifica-
tion board is involved in reviewing
program approval procedures to
streamline the process while maintain-
ing the integrity of program review. 

Assessment

State law requires that individuals pass
examinations in the areas in which
they seek certification. The certifica-
tion board manages the development
and administration of the ExCET,
TOPT, TASC, and TASC-ASL test-
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ing programs. Individuals typically
take the ExCET professional develop-
ment test and additional tests in the
academic disciplines in which they
seek certification after completing a
program of preparation for the spe-
cific certificate(s). These tests assess
the prospective educator’s knowledge
of academic content and teaching, in-
cluding understanding of learners.

Test development and review of
current tests is ongoing. Passing stan-
dards are reviewed periodically and
recommendations from these reviews
are presented to the board. The board
sets the minimum score required to
pass each certification test. Assessment
professionals work with school district
and educator preparation program
staff to identify committee members
for these activities. 

Accountability

The certification board monitors the
quality of educator preparation at uni-
versity and alternative certification
programs through the ASEP. The cer-
tification board uses assessment data
(ExCET, TOPT, TASC, and TASC-
ASL) and, in the future, the perform-
ance of beginning teachers to deter-
mine program quality and issue
annual accreditation reports according
to minimum acceptable performance
levels established by the board. 

Certification

The certification board is responsible
for ensuring that educators are quali-

fied to serve in the Texas public school
system through the following:

• Issuing educator credentials to
applicants who have completed
the appropriate degree and have
a standard credential from an-
other state

• Issuing educator credentials to
applicants who have completed
requirements for certification at
a Texas educator preparation
program

• Certifying applicants adding cer-
tification based on completion of
the appropriate examination(s)

• Issuing paraprofessional certifi-
cates to educational aides and
secretaries

• Assisting education service cen-
ter personnel in authorizing
emergency and nonrenewable
permits for school districts and
reviewing and approving hard-
ship permits

• Analyzing and disseminating data
on certificate and permit activity

• Coordinating applicant criminal
investigations

• Advising school district staff on
assignment criteria for hiring ap-
propriately certified individuals

Professional Discipline

The certification board enforces stan-
dards of conduct for educators of the
state. This office reviews any and all
complaints of misconduct. If a formal
complaint for sanctions is filed against
an educator, the educator will be given



an opportunity to be heard. Formal
hearings involving educator miscon-
duct are open to the public and a copy
of the final decision on such cases can
be obtained (SBEC, 2000).

Accountability System for
Educator Preparation
Recently, the quality of academic
preparation has been criticized na-
tionally by the media. Many in higher
education agree and believe that the
connection between institutions of
higher education and public schools
needs to be addressed. According to
Jennings (1989) much of the criticism
hails from groups affiliated with insti-
tutions of higher education. Further-
more, John Goodlad in Teachers for
Our Nation’s Schools (1990) has led the
call for “ simultaneous renewal” in K-
12 education and in universities and
colleges, particularly in those purport-
ing to prepare educators.

Authorized in 1995 with passage of
Senate Bill 1, the intent of the ASEP
“is to assure that educator preparation
programs are held accountable for the
readiness for certification of educators
completing the programs. An educator
preparation program is defined as an
entity approved by the SBEC to rec-
ommend candidates for certification in
one or more certification fields.” De-
tails of the ASEP are located at http://
www.sbec.state.tx.us/geninfo/rules/ch
229.pdf (SBEC, 1999a).

Entities meeting the above defini-
tion include universities, colleges,
public school districts, and regional

education service centers offering al-
ternative certification programs. All
entities are responsible for meeting
accountability standards. When the
educator preparation accountability
system was implemented in Septem-
ber 1998, entities received one of
three ratings: “Accredited,” “Accred-
ited-Under Review” or “Not Accred-
ited.” Entities initiating educator
preparation programs are rated “Ac-
credited-Preliminary Status,” a rating
that may be maintained for three
years, after which time the entity is to
be held accountable to ASEP stan-
dards. While the entity is rated “Ac-
credited-Preliminary Status,” it may
recommend candidates for certifica-
tion (San Miguel, Garza, & Gibbs,
2000).

ASEP requires performance levels
to be met for seven demographic
groups (all students, African-Ameri-
can, Hispanic, white, other, male, and
female). For educator preparation en-
tities, the stakes are high. For ex-
ample, an entity failing to meet per-
formance standards three consecutive
years will be rated “Not Accredited.”
Texas Administrative Code Chapter
229 allows the SBEC executive direc-
tor to appoint an oversight team to
make recommendations and provide
assistance to an entity that is “Accred-
ited-Under Review.” If by September
1 of the third year after being desig-
nated “Accredited-Under Review” the
entity has not achieved the acceptable
performance standards, SBEC’s exec-
utive director may “request that the
Board limit the entity to only prepar-
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ing candidates for certification in
specified fields and collaborate with
another entity to fully manage the
program (SBEC, 1999a).”

Cumulative pass rate was defined as
“the number of examinations passed
(by the previous-year’s first-time tak-
ers) within the two-year academic pe-
riod divided by the number of previ-
ous-year’s first time tests taken. (This
pass rate reflects performance on the
last time a test was taken within the
two academic years.)” If a candidate
passed the test outside the two-year
academic window referenced above,
the candidate’s score did not impact
the entity for accountability purposes.
Entities rated “Accredited-Under Re-
view” were allowed to request recon-
sideration of that rating by the SBEC
if the rating were based upon having
fewer than ten students in a demo-
graphic group (SBEC, 1999a). These
provisions resulted in sixteen of
eighty-seven educator preparation
programs being rated “Accredited-
Under Review” (SBEC, 1999b).

Based upon feedback from the field,
modifications to ASEP were instituted
by SBEC. For example, the 1999 rat-
ings were based on a candidate’s per-
formances during the first academic
year the examination was adminis-
tered, rather than on the candidate’s
first attempt. Likewise, the field con-
tended that small data samples should
not be considered reliable indicators
of an educator preparation program’s
effectiveness. Consequently, the num-
ber of students in a given demo-
graphic group necessary for that

group’s performance to affect the ac-
countability rating was increased from
ten to thirty (San Miguel, Garza, &
Gibbs, 2000).

Still another change resulting from
feedback from the field was occa-
sioned by the public relations diffi-
culty of an entity being initially identi-
fied as “Accredited-Under Review”
but then being rated “Accredited” due
to reconsideration of the rating being
based on having a small number of
candidates in a demographic group. In
the second year of its implementation,
therefore, ASEP allowed entities to
review their rating and request recon-
sideration prior to the rating’s being
made public (San Miguel, Garza, &
Gibbs, 2000).

The release of the 1999 accounta-
bility ratings reflected performances
of eighty-seven educator preparation
programs, ten of which were rated
“Accredited-Under Review,” with nine
of these ten entities rated “Accredited-
Under Review” for the second consec-
utive year (SBEC, 1999c). One entity
did not receive a rating because no
students had been enrolled in its pro-
gram for the past two years. Caution
was encouraged in comparing the
1998 and 1999 ASEP ratings because,
as noted above, the criteria for those
ratings had changed. A list of entities
rated “Accredited” and “Accredited-
Under Review” for 1999 is available at
http://www.sbec.state.tx.us/edprep/
accred.pdf and http://www.sbec.state.
tx.us/edprep/accredur.pdf.

The 1999 accountability ratings
also reflected the first time SBEC is-



sued commendations to educator
preparation programs. For example,
commendations were issued to forty-
four programs producing a diverse
population of candidates in compari-
son to state or region diversity, and to
programs producing teachers in high-
need subjects. Commendations for di-
versity were awarded to twenty-eight
entities, while twenty entities received
commendations for high-need areas.
Four entities received commendations
in both categories (SBEC, 1999d).

As the changes in ASEP from 1998
to 1999 suggest, the accountability
system is a fluid mechanism. For ex-
ample, assessment of classroom teach-
ers’ performance will be piloted in the
1999–2000 school year, with this
process to be a component of the ac-
countability system. This process will
be formative for the teachers them-
selves but summative for their educa-
tor preparation program. Likewise,
the pass rates required for meeting ac-
creditation standards will increase, ef-
fective September 2002, from 70 per-
cent to 75 percent for the first-year
pass rate and from 80 percent to 85
percent for the cumulative pass rate.
This raising of standards suggests a
number of implications for educator
preparation entities’ approaches in
terms of identification of instructor/
student needs and intervention strate-
gies to address those needs (San
Miguel, Garza, Gibbs, & 2000).

Under present provisions, sanctions
will continue to play a role as stan-
dards are raised. For example, effec-
tive September 1, 2002, “If the per-

formances of all students within a cer-
tification field fails to meet require-
ments . . . for three consecutive aca-
demic years, the entity may no longer
recommend persons for certification
in that field” (SBEC, 1999a). Being
unable to certify candidates in a
field(s) could negatively affect enroll-
ment and, by extension, have substan-
tial revenue consequences.

These twin elements of continuous
improvement and sanctions have en-
gendered considerable debate be-
tween the regulatory and practitioner
elements in the Lone Star State, with
some feeling they have prodded enti-
ties into undertaking improvement ef-
forts that would otherwise not have
been attempted. A conflicting view-
point suggests that continually “rais-
ing the bar” holds educators to a stan-
dard not found in other professions
such as the legal or medical fields and
that sanctions are counterproductive
in a time of significant teacher short-
ages (San Miguel, Garza, & Gibbs,
2000).

ASEP Data Reports and
Continuous Improvement
There are five  opportunities for can-
didates to take the ExCETs: October,
December, February, April, and July.
The Texas Oral Proficiency Test
(TOPT) and the Texas Assessment of
Sign Communication—American Sign
Language exams are also offered three
times and two times respectively dur-
ing the academic year. After each ad-
ministration of the ExCET, usually
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within about four to five weeks, each
entity receives their candidates’ results
via the Internet and can generate dif-
ferent reports with the E-Z ASEP
software, which can assist the entity in
identifying strengths and areas of con-
cern. These reports include the Entity
Accreditation Status Report, ExCET
Results by Test, ExCET Average
Scores by Domain: First Year Takers-
Passed Tests Only, First Year Takers-
Failed Tests Only, Examinee Perfor-
mance Summary Report, Student Test
History, and Report of Examinee Per-
formance by Competency or Objec-
tive. Soon, entities will be able to re-
ceive and generate these reports
on-line via the SBEC Web site.

Entity Accreditation Status Report
(Table 1)

For discussion purposes, the 1998–
1999 statewide results of the State
Board for Educator Certification Ac-
creditation State Totals will be used as
an example of an individual educator
preparation accreditation rating. In
other words, the performance of all
educator preparation entities from
1996–1998 is averaged and gives the
state an accredited rating rather than
an individual entity. The following
discussion will analyze the report as if
it were for a particular institution (San
Miguel, Garza & Gibbs, 2000).

Upon examining the first-time pass
rates for 1998–1999, the entity meets
accreditation status. Even though the
African-American group does not
meet the 80 percent passing standard

in the cumulative pass rate, it does
meet standards in the first-time pass
rates. The rule reads, “For an entity to
be ‘accredited’ to prepare educators,
performance must be as follows for
each demographic group (all students,
African-American, Hispanic, white,
other, male, female): (A) acceptable
pass rates for all tests taken for the
first time during the academic year
prior to the issuance of the accredita-
tion rating, or (B) acceptable cumula-
tive pass rates for all tests taken for the
two years prior to the issuance of the
accreditation rating” (SBEC, 1999a).

The data indicate the wide achieve-
ment gap between the African-Ameri-
can, Hispanic, and other demographic
groups and the white demographic
group for first-year pass rates for
1998–1999. The data also reveal an
increase in performance over time as
indicated by the first-year pass rates
for 1997–1998 and the cumulative
pass rates for 1997–1999. These data
reflect the same cohort of candidates
that took an exam(s) for the first time
during the 1997–1998 academic year
and their passing rate over a two-year
period. This report can inform the en-
tity of achievement gaps between/
among demographic groups, amount
of increase in the passing rates of a co-
hort over a two-year period, and the
entity’s accreditation rating.

ExCET Results by Test (Table 2)

Presently, there are approximately
sixty-five state exams. This report
shows information for two different



cohorts: (1) the number of first-year
tests taken, the number of first-year
tests passed, and first-year pass rate
percent for the cohort that took each
state exam for the first time during the
1998–1999 academic year, and (2) the
number of cumulative tests taken, the
number of cumulative tests passed,
and the cumulative pass rate percent
for the cohort that took each state
exam for the first time during the
1997–1998 academic year and tracks
their progress over a two-year period.
This information is presented for the
seven demographic groups that enti-
ties are held accountable for. Again,
this report can inform the entity of
achievement gaps between/among de-
mographic groups, and the amount of
increase in the passing rates of a co-
hort over a two-year period for each
of the state exams.

Table 2 reveals information for two
academic years, 09/01/1997–08/31/
1999 (1997–1998 and 1998–1999).
Professional Development (Elemen-
tary) is state exam 002, and the three
lines for first year refer to data gener-
ated by first-year tests takers for the
academic year 1998–1999. The three
lines for “Cumulative” refer to data
generated by first-year tests takers for
the academic year 1997–1998 and
their subsequent data over a two-year
period that includes 1997–1999.

ExCET Average Scores by Domain
(Tables 3–8)

Entities can also generate several
types of reports of the ExCET aver-
age scores by domain: (1) First Year

Takers (1997–1998)—Passed Tests
Only (Table 3), (2) First Year Takers
(1998–1999)—Passed Tests Only
(Table 4), (3) First Year Takers (1997–
1999)—Passed Tests Only, (4) First
Year Takers (1997–1998)—Failed Tests
Only (Table 5), (5) First Year Takers
(1998–1999)—Failed Tests Only
(Table 6), (6) First Year Takers (1997–
1999)—Failed Tests Only. The soft-
ware is also capable of generating
reports that combine the First Year
Takers—Passed and Failed Tests by
one year or two years.

For discussion purposes, four tables
(3–6) are shown to explain the infor-
mation contained. On the left-hand
side, Table 3 shows each state exam
and the number and name of the do-
mains it tests. The Elementary Pro-
fessional Development Exam (002)
has three domains: (1) Understanding
Learners, (2) Enhancing Student
Achievement, and (3) Understanding
the Teaching Environment. On the
right-hand side, entities are informed
of the number of first-year tests taken,
and the average score and the median
score of the first-year tests taken. By
comparing the data results from
1997–1998 to the results from 1998–
1999, personnel can determine several
issues: how candidates perform on
each domain each year, whether can-
didates that pass the state exam are
scoring just above the 70 percent pass-
ing threshold or are performing well
(in the 80 to 90 percent range), and of
the candidates that failed the state
exam, are they near the 70 percent
level or are they far from the passing
score. These data results can be used
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to determine curriculum alignment
between course objectives and state
exam competencies, and to guide deci-
sions regarding course content.

Examinee Performance Summary
Report (Table 9)

This report informs the entity the
number of times a student has taken
any state exam, the test date, eligibility
(no longer in effect), whether the stu-
dent passed or failed, score on the to-
tal test, and score in each sub-area or
domain. It is useful in monitoring stu-
dents’ scores by state exam over a two-
year period, especially if the student is
not successful.

Student Test History (Table 10)

Depending on the areas a candidate is
seeking certification in, he/she will
have to take several different state ex-
ams. This report shows all the state
exams a candidate has taken over a
two-year period, how many times
each was taken, the total score, score
by domain, and whether the candidate
passed or failed. It is useful in confer-
encing with individual candidates and
informing them of their strengths and
weaknesses.

Report of Examinee Performance 
by Competency or Objective
(Tables 11 and 12)

The Table 11 report provides an en-
tity with an alphabetical list of stu-
dents by test. The sample provided in
Table 11 is for Principal Exam. This

report shows the number of students
that took the exam, their Social Secu-
rity numbers, and data information by
competency or objective. In the sam-
ple provided, six proficiencies are
tested. The number of items included
in each proficiency is also shown, then
the number of correct items each stu-
dent answered by proficiency. This re-
port is provided after each administra-
tion and can assist entities to identify
strengths and areas of concern, as well
as to counsel students.

Table 12 shows the proficiencies for
the Principal Exam, the number of
items included in the exam for each of
the proficiencies, and an average score
for each proficiency based on the
number of students that took the
exam. Again, entities can use this re-
port to identify strengths and areas of
concern for the department to review
and make modifications to course
content.

Is Anyone Recognizing Texas?
Nine states, including Texas, made the
Thomas B. Fordham Foundation’s
honor roll, earning a B or better, ac-
cording to the leading conservative
think tank that focuses on education.
Texas was one of only two states to re-
ceive an A based on the average in
four categories: A for subject mas-
tery—to what extent teachers know
the subjects they teach; A for the mul-
tiple pathways—the various ways
teachers become certified; B for au-
tonomy—how much control local
campuses have over personnel; and A
for accountability—holding schools



and their staffs responsible for student
learning. According to the founda-
tion’s report, “Texas earns top honors
for its state-of-the-art teacher quality
system” (Association of Texas Profes-
sional Educators, 2000).
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Since the early 1980s, Texas school
districts have regularly implemented
reform measures for the purpose of
improving student performance. The
steadily increasing student perform-
ance standards have been accompanied
by accountability for student perform-
ance, fiscal responsibility, and a greater
degree of parental and community
participation in decision making.

Two decades of reform legislation
are also reflected in the changing roles
and responsibilities of superintendents
and school boards. These changes
have come from legislation mandating
a governance structure for Texas pub-
lic schools and clearly outlining the
superintendent–school board relation-
ship, board powers and responsibili-
ties, and standards for school board
member continuing education.  This
governance structure has been devel-
oped and implemented so that leader-

ship teams, composed of board mem-
bers and superintendents, can provide
leadership for educational programs
and services, thereby ensuring equity
and excellence in the performance of
all students. Such governance struc-
ture, with board members knowing
and understanding their roles, can
provide guidance and support to the
school district (Smoley, 1999). The
public education system provides the
overall structure for Texas public
school districts.

Texas Public Education System
The Texas public education system is
governed by federal laws and regu-
lations, laws adopted by the Texas leg-
islature, and rules and policies im-
plemented by the state board of
education, the Texas Education
Agency, and the commissioner of edu-
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cation. There are currently 1,044 in-
dependent school districts serving
3,740,260 students in 254 counties in
Texas (Texas Association of School
Boards [TASB], 2000).

The state board of education is a
fifteen-member body elected from
legislatively drawn districts across the
state to provide leadership and adopt
rules and policies to implement leg-
islative requirements for public educa-
tion. State board members are elected
to staggered, four-year terms with the
fifteen state board of education
boundaries redrawn after each U.S.
census. The governor, with members
of the senate, appoints the state board
of education chair (TASB, 2000).

The Texas Education Agency
(TEA), headquartered in Austin,
Texas, is the state agency that serves as
the administrative unit for Texas’s
public education system. The Texas
Education Agency is responsible for
implementing public education poli-
cies established by the state legisla-
ture, the state board of education, and
the commissioner of education. TEA
is managed by the commissioner of
education. The agency also provides
curriculum and technical assistance,
accredits school districts, operates re-
search and information programs,
monitors federal and state guideline
compliance, and distributes state and
federal funds to school districts
(TASB, 2000).

Effective leadership and gover-
nance of a school district requires the
school board and superintendent to
work together and sustain an effective
partnership. While each has separate

roles and responsibilities, each is de-
pendent on the other for success in
their respective roles.

Local School Boards
School board members serve as advo-
cates for students, protecting each
child’s opportunity to maximize his or
her potential. Trustees offer vision,
knowledge, leadership, and dedication
for the common good (Crow, 2000).
School districts, governed by locally
elected school boards, are political
subdivisions carrying out a state func-
tion. School board members, elected
from and representing their local
communities, are entrusted with one
of the most important responsibilities
assigned to any citizen—that of policy
making and promoting educational
excellence for their local school dis-
trict (Walter, 1999). The basic func-
tion of a school board is to provide lo-
cal citizen control over education at a
point close to the parent and child.
Most school boards in Texas are com-
posed of seven members.

According to the Texas Education
Code (TEC) §11.159, board members
must be registered voters, at least
eighteen years of age. Board elections
may be held by position or place, by
single-member district or at large. The
form is determined by the local board,
laws applicable to the district, and/or
special court order. School board elec-
tions must be held either on the first
Saturday or the first Tuesday after the
first Monday in November. Generally,
school board members serve three-
year, staggered terms so that, with rare
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exceptions, the entire board is never
up for election at the same time.

All powers and duties not specifi-
cally delegated by laws to the Texas
Education Agency or the state board
of education are reserved for local
school boards, as outlined in the Texas
Education Code, §11.159. School
trustees may act only as a board and
have the legal power and duty to do,
among other tasks, the following:

• Govern and oversee the manage-
ment of the district’s public
schools

• Adopt rules, regulations, and 
bylaws

• Approve a district-developed
plan for site-based decision 
making and provide for its 
implementation

• Levy and collect taxes, and issue
bonds

• Select tax officials, as appropriate
for the district’s need

• Prepare, adopt, and file a budget
for each fiscal year

• File appropriate reports of dis-
bursements and receipts

• Have district fiscal accounts
audited at district expense by a
Texas certified or public ac-
countant following the close of
each fiscal year

• Publish an annual report de-
scribing the district’s educational
performance, including campus
performance objectives and the
progress of each campus toward
those objectives

• Receive bequests and donations
or other monies or funds coming

into its hands in the name of the
district

• Canvass elections results
• Acquire and hold real and per-

sonal property in the name of
the district

• Adopt personnel policies
• Sue and be sued in the name of

the district
• Sell minerals in land belong to

the district
• Hold all rights and titles to

school property owned by the
district, whether real or personal

• Exercise the right of eminent
domain to acquire property

• Authorize the sale of any prop-
erty, other than minerals, held in
trust for school purposes

• Employ, retain, contract with, or
compensate a licensed real estate
broker or salesperson for assis-
tance in the acquisition or sale of
real property (TEC, § 11.159)

The primary jobs of any Texas
school board are ensuring that a
shared vision is in place to guide edu-
cation; providing structure for accom-
plishment of that vision through
adopting policies, goals, and budgets;
hiring a superintendent; measuring
how well the vision is being accom-
plished; and communicating with the
community to build support for the
vision. In order to accomplish these
functions, board responsibilities must
be clearly differentiated from those of
the superintendent (Carver, 2000).

While boards have responsibility
for governing and overseeing the
management of the school district, su-



perintendents are charged with the re-
sponsibility of administering all func-
tions of the district (Lowery, Zachary,
& McNaughten, 1998). The following
examples define some of the signifi-
cant differences between the responsi-
bilities of the board and the superin-
tendent (Texas Association of School
Boards, 1997).

Administration. The board hires a
superintendent and delegates respon-
sibility for administrative functions.
The superintendent is the chief ad-
ministrative employee of the district
and is responsible for managing the
district’s day-to-day operations.

Policy Making. The board adopts
policies for governance of the school
district. The superintendent is re-
sponsible for designing and imple-
menting procedures to carry out the
adopted board policies, assisting the
board in the development and evalua-
tion of policies, ensuring the dissemi-
nation of district policies, and main-
taining the official copy of the
district’s policy manual.

Hiring and Evaluating Personnel.
The board employs professional per-
sonnel, such as teachers and princi-
pals, upon recommendations of the
superintendent and reviews and acts
on other personnel recommendations
from the superintendent. The super-
intendent recommends personnel to
be hired, is responsible for perform-
ance evaluations, and makes recom-
mendations for renewal or nonre-
newal of employment contracts to the
board. The board evaluates one indi-
vidual, the superintendent.

Program Evaluation. The board
approves courses to be offered and re-
quires periodic reports on the status of
the educational program offered by
the district, making revisions in policy
and reallocating resources as needed.
The superintendent serves as the
school system’s educational leader and
submits to the board reports on the
curriculum, keeping the board in-
formed about school programs.

Planning/Goals. The board estab-
lishes educational goals for the district
based on the input of school and com-
munity members, and through plan-
ning activities such as goal setting,
strategic planning, and district-level
decision making. The superintendent
makes recommendations to the board
concerning the development and im-
plementation of programs, and pro-
vides progress reports on the educa-
tional goals approved by the board.

Budget. The board communicates
the district’s priorities to the superin-
tendent through identified goals, re-
views the budget submitted by the
superintendent, makes necessary revi-
sions, adopts the budget and sets tax
rates. By statute, the board president
functions as the district’s budget offi-
cer and ensures that a budget is pre-
pared in accordance with state re-
quirements. This duty is fulfilled by
the superintendent on behalf of the
board president. The superintendent
prepares the budget, recommends the
budget to the board, makes revisions
as requested by the board, and admin-
isters the budget adopted by the
board.
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Facilities Planning. The school
board plans and provides resources for
facilities after considering the recom-
mendations of the superintendent and
delegates supervision of the building
program to the superintendent. The
superintendent interprets the needs of
the school system to the board and su-
pervises building projects.

Community Relations. The board
adopts a program of school-commu-
nity relations and remains responsive
to the community through such
processes as site-based decision mak-
ing. The superintendent recommends
and implements a program of school-
community relations and keeps the
community informed about district
policies, programs, and procedures.

Accountability. The school board
establishes direction, sets goals and
objectives, and affirms accountability
measures (student performance on
statewide tests, local achievement
tests, portfolios, performance evalua-
tions, and so forth). The superinten-
dent’s responsibility is to ensure that
the curriculum is integrated and
aligned with the direction set by the
board and anchored in the needs and
abilities of students (TASB, 1997).

To effectively meet the challenges
of public school education, superin-
tendents and school boards must func-
tion together as leadership teams. The
Framework for School Board Devel-
opment has been adopted by the state
board of education to provide critical
areas of development for Texas school
boards (19 Texas Administrative Code
[TAC], Chap. 61).

Framework for School Board
Development

A Framework of Governance Leader-
ship, adopted by the state board of ed-
ucation (SBOE), must be used in
structuring continuing education for
school board members (19 TAC,
Chap. 61). Board members are held
responsible for development standards
based upon components of this frame-
work of governance leadership.

Each leadership team must make an
annual assessment of their develop-
ment needs as a corporate body, and
individually, to gain an understanding
of the vision, structure, accountability,
advocacy, and unity needed to provide
educational programs and services to
achieve state and district goals for stu-
dent performance (SBOE, 1996).
These five major areas of responsibil-
ity for school boards constitute the
framework for school board develop-
ment:

Vision. The board ensures cre-
ation of a shared vision that promotes
enhanced student achievement. On
behalf of, and with extensive participa-
tion by the community, the board en-
visions the community’s education.
The board:

• Keeps the district focus on the
educational welfare of all 
children

• Adopts a shared vision based on
community beliefs to guide local
education

• Ensures that the vision supports
the state’s mission, objectives,



and goals for education estab-
lished by law

• Ensures that the district vision
expresses the present and future
needs of the children and com-
munity

• Demonstrates its commitment to
the vision by using the vision to
guide all board deliberations, 
decisions, and actions

Structure. The board provides
guidance and direction for accom-
plishing the vision. In order to achieve
its vision, the board establishes a
structure and creates an environment
designed to ensure that all students
have the opportunity to attain their
maximum potential through a sound
organizational framework. The board:

• Recognizes the respective roles
of the legislature, state board of
education, the Texas Education
Agency, and local boards of
trustees in the governance of the
public schools

• Fulfills the statutory duties of
the local board of trustees and
upholds all laws, rules, ethical
procedures, and court orders
pertaining to schools and school
employees

• Focuses its actions on policy
making, planning, and evaluation

• Adopts a planning and decision-
making process consistent with
state statute that uses participa-
tion, information, research, and
evaluation to help achieve the
district’s vision

• Ensures that the district plan-
ning and decision-making pro-
cess enables all segments of the
community, parents, and profes-
sional staff to contribute mean-
ingfully to achieving the district’s
vision

• Develops and adopts policies
that provide guidance for ac-
complishing the district’s vision,
mission, and goals

• Adopts goals, approves student
performance objectives, and es-
tablishes policies that provide a
well-balanced curriculum result-
ing in improved student learning

• Approves goals, policies, and
programs that ensure a safe and
disciplined environment con-
ducive to learning

• Oversees the management of the
district by employing a superin-
tendent and evaluating the su-
perintendent’s performance in
providing education leadership,
managing daily operations, and
performing all duties assigned by
law

• Adopts policies and standards for
hiring, assigning, appraising, and
compensating school district
personnel in compliance with
state laws and rules

Accountability. Because the board
is accountable to the local community,
it causes the continuous assessment of
all conditions affecting education.
The board measures and communi-
cates how well the vision is being ac-
complished by:
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• Ensuring progress toward
achievement of district goals
through a systematic, timely, and
comprehensive review of reports
prepared by or at the direction
of the superintendent

• Monitoring the effectiveness and
efficiency of instructional pro-
grams by reviewing reports pre-
pared by or at the direction of
the superintendent and directing
the superintendent to make
modifications that promote 
maximum achievement for all
students

• Ensuring that appropriate 
assessments are used to measure
achievement of all students

• Reporting district progress to
parents and community in 
compliance with state laws and
regulations

• Reviewing district policies for
effective support of the district’s
vision, mission, and goals

• Evaluating the superintendent’s
performance annually in com-
pliance with state laws and
regulations

• Annually evaluating its own per-
formance in fulfilling its duties
and responsibilities, and in
working with the superintendent
as a team

Advocacy. The board serves as ed-
ucation’s key advocate on behalf of
students and their schools in the com-
munity in order to advance the com-
munity’s vision for its schools, pursue
its goals, encourage progress, energize

systemic change, and deal with the
needs of children in a diversified soci-
ety. In order to accomplish this, the
board:

• Demonstrates its commitment to
the shared vision, mission, and
goals by clearly communicating
them to the superintendent, staff,
and community

• Ensures an effective two-way
communication system between
the district and its students, 
employees, the media, and the
community

• Builds partnerships with com-
munity, business, and govern-
mental leaders to influence and
expand educational opportunities
and meet the needs of students

• Supports children by establishing
partnerships between and among
the district, parents, business
leaders, and other community
members as an integral part of
the district’s educational program

• Leads in recognizing the
achievements of students, staff,
and others in education

• Promotes school board service as
a meaningful way to make long-
term contributions to the local
community and society

Unity. The board works with the
superintendent to lead the district to-
ward the vision by doing the following:

• Developing skills in teamwork,
problem solving, and decision
making



• Establishing and following local
policies, procedures, and ethical
standards for governing the con-
duct and operations of the board

• Understanding and adhering to
laws and local policies regarding
the board’s responsibility to set
policy and the superintendent’s
responsibility to manage the
school district and  direct em-
ployees in district and campus
matters

• Recognizing the leadership role
of the board president and ad-
hering to law and local policies
regarding the duties and respon-
sibilities of the board president
and other officers

• Adopting and adhering to estab-
lished policies and procedures for
receiving and addressing ideas
and concerns from students, em-
ployees, and the community

• Making decisions as a whole only
at properly called meetings and
recognizing that individual mem-
bers have no authority to take
individual action in policy or dis-
trict and/or campus matters

• Supporting decisions of the ma-
jority after honoring the right of
individual members to express
opposing viewpoints and vote
their convictions (SBOE, 1996)

Continuing Education for
Board Members
Continuing education, based upon the
Framework for School Board Devel-
opment (SBOE, 1996), is required un-
der the Texas Education Code and ap-

plies to each member of an independ-
ent school district board of trustees.
The continuing education require-
ment consists of orientation sessions,
an annual team-building session with
the board and superintendent, and
specified hours of continuing educa-
tion based on identified needs. The
superintendent’s participation in team-
building sessions as part of the contin-
uing education for board members
represents one component of the su-
perintendent’s ongoing professional
development. Continuing education
providers include any of the twenty
education service centers or another
registered provider who has been ap-
proved by the Texas Education
Agency (19 TAC, Chap. 61).

Three different types, or tiers, of
continuing education are required.
Tier one includes orientation to the
local district and orientation to the
laws on Texas school governance. The
local orientation has been required
since 1985 and is usually conducted by
the superintendent. The other orien-
tation, dealing specifically with the
laws on school governance, was man-
dated in 1997. The laws on school
governance orientation must be pro-
vided by any one of the twenty Re-
gional Education Service Centers and
must be completed within the first
year of school board service (19 TAC,
Chap. 61).

Tier two continuing development
consists of a team-building session de-
signed to enhance the effectiveness of
the board-superintendent team. This
is an annual requirement that includes
an assessment of the continuing edu-
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cation needs of the board-superin-
tendent team and of the individual
board members, who may have differ-
ent levels of experience and expertise.
The assessment must be based on the
board responsibilities outlined in the
Framework for School Board Devel-
opment. Skills in teamwork, problem
solving, and decision making are fre-
quently included and are identified as
continuing education needs through
the assessment. In addition to individ-
ual commitments to follow laws, regu-
lations, and policies, team members
are expected to work within their re-
spective roles. Team members are also
trained to carry out their responsibili-
ties in manners consistent with the vi-
sion, goals, and objectives of their
school districts (19 TAC, Chap. 61).

Problem solving requires trust,
confidence, and respect for the views
of the members of the leadership
team. Adequate information must be
provided to board members by the ad-
ministration, with supporting data or
explanation in support of the superin-
tendent’s recommendation (Royer,
1996).

The principles emphasized in effec-
tive teamwork and problem solving
are also taught to strengthen decision-
making skills. Board members are
taught that effective decision making
includes asking appropriate questions
and articulating their views. Ample
time should be allocated in order for
the administration to share informa-
tion with the board and to respond to
questions, concerns, and opposing
views. This professional development
stresses that once the board has made

its decision, all board members and
the superintendent, as part of the
leadership team, are obligated to sup-
port the decision of the majority of
the board.

Those areas of the document in
which individual board members or
the board as a whole need additional
information or education should be
the basis for the training received in
tier three.

In addition to the orientations and
the team-building session, each board
member must receive additional hours
of continuing education in the areas of
need identified in tier two. This addi-
tional training, identified as tier-three
training, must consist of ten hours of
continuing education during the first
year of board service. In all subse-
quent years of service, a board mem-
ber must receive at least five hours of
continuing education in identified ar-
eas of need. Topics frequently in-
cluded at this level of training are
board member ethics, effective meet-
ing management, communicating
with the community, budget planning,
fiscal issues, superintendent evalua-
tion, and school law.

Board presidents must devote at
least a portion of their tier-three con-
tinuing education to programs that
address one or more aspects of the job
of board president.

Although the state has not provided
sanctions for board members who fail
to comply with the standards and
meet continuing education require-
ments, the vast majority of board
members do meet the expectations.
State board of education rules specify



that the hours of continuing education
credit earned by each board member
be read aloud annually in open session
of a board meeting.

Effective Governance
Effective leadership and governance
of a school district requires the school
board and superintendent to develop
and sustain an effective partnership
(Danzberger, 1994). The purpose of
standards and continuing education
for board members is to strengthen
the leadership team of eight. Good-
man, Fulbright, and Zimmerman
(1997) have noted that effective board
members and effective superintend-
ents who understand and respect each
other’s roles, responsibilities, and au-
thority are more likely to achieve high
student performance and success in
their school districts. One aspect of
effective governance is a strong rela-
tionship between the board and the
superintendent (Edwards, 2000).

This relationship has evolved from
a history and a legal framework that
have moved through the agrarian soci-
ety and the industrial revolution mod-
els to new levels of accountability.
Greater levels of lay participation and
decentralization are also changes that
have served to reshape the board-
superintendent team concept.

A successful working relationship
between the board and the superin-
tendent does not just happen, it must
be cultivated. The National School
Boards Association (1995) has noted
that success of any school district in
fulfilling its mission to educate and

prepare children depends on team-
work between the board and superin-
tendent. This teamwork must be
founded on trust and respect for each
other and the responsibilities that
each has in managing and overseeing
the management of the school district
(Basom, Young, & Adams, 1999). This
teamwork includes staying within the
parameters of state law, state board of
education and Texas Education
Agency regulations, local board policy,
and the general legal structure.

In addition to the commitment of
time, energy, and attention demanded
of the superintendent and the individ-
ual members of the board, those
school district leaders must remain
committed to fostering and develop-
ing the relationship among them that
allows the school district to succeed.
The building blocks for a successful
team relationship include, but are not
limited to, communication, education,
awareness, attitude, and flexibility
(Rickabaugh & Kremer, 1997). Effec-
tive governance, the work of a suc-
cessful board-superintendent team,
has been referred to as collaboration
on behalf of children.
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In Texas, a state agency called the
Higher Education Coordinating
Board oversees higher education, and
through the State Board for Educator
Certification (SBEC), directs the pro-
fessional certification process. Col-
leges of education within universities
must meet standards based on the
testing of students completing educa-
tor preparation programs. The State
Board for Educator Certification
manages the summative examination
and grants certification upon passing
the Examination for the Certification
of Educators in Texas (ExCET). In
1986, state law required successful
completion of tests to show that all
persons entering public schools had
knowledge and skills necessary to sup-
port student achievement. From that
time forward, every person in teacher
education was required to take at least
two ExCET tests: one in the teaching
field and one in professional educa-
tion. ExCET exams also had to be

passed by persons wanting to become
principals and superintendents.

The testing agency, SBEC, pub-
lishes the test results, sending them to
students and to universities. After tak-
ing the exam, students are notified of
passing or failing. Colleges of educa-
tion receive the same information, and
the college is also rated according to
the number of students passing and
failing. Presently, the test data are an-
alyzed according to ethnic groups. If
one ethnic group consistently fails the
exam below a set standard, the college
of education preparation program for
educators is rated “under review.”
Such a rating means that an official
state monitor would be appointed to
oversee the certification program, and
if the “under review” rating continues,
the college of education would no
longer provide preparation for certifi-
cation programs for educators.

Within such a context of state ac-
countability for educator preparation
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programs, the faculties and adminis-
trators in colleges of education in
Texas become focused on the out-
comes of programs. This may sound
reasonable, but, in fact, when out-
comes become the only measure of
program success, and when outcomes
are measured with only one form of
assessment, the evaluation of a pro-
gram is far from accurate. From my
view as a faculty member in a principal
preparation program, the state exam
pulls fiscal resources, human energies,
and intellectual preoccupation toward
a singular part of our total program.
Such a pull encourages a linear, short-
term perspective of curriculum and
programming.

When I came to this position, fac-
ulties in the college of education and
in my department planned ways to
support students who would be taking
the ExCET. At the welcome-back-to-
campus meeting in the fall, the dean
and associate dean reviewed test re-
sults. Just before the state exam, and
after the results were published, plan-
ning meetings were held to develop
ways to support our students and re-
view the test results again. Reporting
test scores, anticipating test results,
and reviewing test scores dominated
the agendas of every meeting.

When one ethnic group continued
to score below the standard, the col-
lege of education was rated “under re-
view” by the SBEC. Now the level of
concern was heightened. The reputa-
tion was at stake of a university that
has the third highest number of grad-
uating students who become Texas

teachers. The careers and career repu-
tations of educators who had dedi-
cated themselves to the preparation
programs were at stake. If a state
monitor became the director of the
program, how long would that blem-
ish remain on the reputation of the
college? One minority group was
identified as the primary threat to the
preparation program: the problem
group, the group that could not pass
the exam, the group that scored low-
est. The scores from this ethnic group
had to be raised. Tutoring and men-
toring for this group were carefully
monitored.

The unthinkable loss of certifica-
tion programs would mean retirement
for some and loss of positions for oth-
ers. The “under review” rating magni-
fied the situation to a level of crisis.
Students must pass the exam. The col-
lege had one year to improve the
scores. Short-term cures and fix-it
remedies for the immediate problem
at hand were the concern.

The threat of monitors and loss of
programs caused a panic through the
college. Administrators quickly devel-
oped a plan that would yield immedi-
ate results. The major thrusts were as
follows: (1) Tutor all students to pass
the test, but especially minority
groups, who were scoring lowest. (2)
Raise entry requirements for prepara-
tion programs. If the students are
higher achievers upon entry, these stu-
dents will be more likely to pass the
ExCET. (3) Assign mentors to every
student who has failed the exam. (4)
Develop a regimented schedule of
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qualifying exams, review sessions, and
final qualifying exams for all students.
Only students who pass the qualifying
exams may take the state exam. (5)
Create a new function at the univer-
sity, the ExCET Office, to manage all
the ExCET testing issues.

In addition to aligning the courses
in the curriculum to the state stan-
dards, the mentoring, review sessions,
and qualifying exams were developed,
written, and conducted at the depart-
ment level. We all were working
harder at the same goal: Students
must pass the ExCET. The test results
from the ExCET were not providing
guides for program development, only
guides to working harder at reviews,
mentoring, and scheduling. The ne-
cessity to improve test scores held our
energy at the outcome level, at the
exam. Students passed though the
program, and then every effort was
made for each student to pass the
exam. There wasn’t time to examine
the parts of the program development
and consider improvements. There
wasn’t a process for providing infor-
mation for program development.

One hope remains. Perhaps all our
energies will bear some positive re-
sults and enough students will pass.
Then the college will be removed
from the “under review” list. That
would provide an opportunity to take
a new look at the educator preparation
programs and begin a systemic ap-
proach for continuous development.
The outcomes or student achievement
at the end of the preparation program
would still be an important indicator

of program success, but there would
be more than one way to examine the
final output. Within the program
preparation system the overall pur-
pose would be determined and as-
sessed by the college of education.
The purpose would define the
processes that must be undertaken and
subsystems would carry out these
processes. The content would be de-
signed to accomplish the processes
(Banathy, 1968; 1991). Each interre-
lated subsystem would have an identi-
fied purpose, an output, and an output
assessment. The assessment would
provide feedback for ways to adjust
and improve each interrelated part,
which adjusts the whole system. The
picture would be a circular one with
interrelated parts providing adjusting
data for each other and the overall sys-
tem. Such an approach would prevent
a disjointed, linear approach, which
tries to fix one part with the hope that
the rest will work out.

Haworth and Conrad (1997), in
Emblems of Quality in Higher Education,
stress that faculty and students in the
university must be engaged in teaching
and learning. The learning process for
faculty is to learn about what is hap-
pening: What is our overall goal? Is
the program meeting the needs of the
students? What are we doing at every
level of this program? Haworth and
Conrad stress the importance of con-
tinuous program development that is
continuously assessing, continuous
program learning at the university
level. Such continuous, ongoing learn-
ing requires multiple methods of as-



sessments, and Haworth and Conrad
emphasize the need to hear the voices
of all stakeholders, and in educator
preparation programs those voices are:
students, faculty, administrators, pub-
lic school educators, and community
people. All stakeholders should pro-
vide input for assessment and all pro-
vide data from multiple means of
assessment. Student and faculty port-
folios, focus group inquiries, inter-
views, surveys, and other means could
generate data of what actually happens
in a program, within a college, and
within the university, and how these
practices affect student learning.

There are university-wide, in-depth
self-studies that provide data for im-
provement. These studies are part of
the accreditation process, which hap-
pens every five years for one entity
and every ten years for another entity.
That is too long to wait for sustaining
improvement to meet the needs of
students. There are individual depart-
ments that engage in continuous pro-
gram development and that involve all
stakeholders, but this data must be
used to guide adjustments to the total
system. The danger of assessing spo-
radically and only for review commit-
tees is that a holistic understanding of
the processes within an educational
system does not exist, so problem ar-
eas cannot be adjusted. ExCET test-
ing presents the same danger: assess-
ing a program based on one exam,
which does not reveal the total picture
of problems or successes.

An educational program that does
not ask questions about the total pro-

gram and all the interrelated parts
cannot implement program improve-
ment, because the data for that im-
provement does not exist, is not
known. Administrators cannot know
what needs improvement unless ques-
tions are asked, data collected, and the
results fed back into the system for
improvement.

When the college of education is
removed from “under review” status,
when enough minority students pass
the ExCET, my hope for a holistic,
systemic assessment may be lost. Get-
ting off the review list may indicate to
jubilant faculty and university admin-
istrators (who will heave a sigh of re-
lief) that the reactive response to Ex-
CET failures—tutor, mentor, review,
schedule—works. Why worry about
problems that are not state tested?
Such a mentality would see reality as
only the ExCET testing and the peri-
odic accreditation process. My hope
for continuous learning for continu-
ous improvement and development
would be lost.

The ExCET has presented an even
more unfortunate and probably dan-
gerous situation in higher education.
In an effort to protect and preserve
programs and reputations, passing the
exam, the ExCET, takes precedence
over long-term, continuous program
improvement. If efforts to deal with
ExCET are isolated strategies, a holis-
tic approach for the total program that
would incorporate continuous im-
provement and continuous faculty
learning for the total program system
is impossible.
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Context

Currently, everyone seeking certifica-
tion to teach in the state of Texas must
demonstrate competence in both
proven pedagogical techniques and
their particular teaching field. ExCET
exams (Examination for the Certifica-
tion of Educators in Texas), developed
by the State Board for Educator Cer-
tification (SBEC), are employed to de-
termine these competencies in each
secondary field and in the fields of
special education, early childhood ed-
ucation, and elementary education.
Prospective teachers must pass two
ExCET exams: a professional devel-
opment exam assessing learning and
teaching techniques, and a compre-
hensive exam testing content knowl-
edge of the subject area(s) wherein the
prospective teacher is seeking certifi-
cation.

The ExCET exams are part of a
comprehensive set of certification re-
quirements, including:

• The completion of a baccalaure-
ate degree

• The completion of an approved
teacher preparation program in-
cluding field-based preparation

• Passing scores on a test of basic
skills

• A recommendation for certifica-
tion by an accredited educator
preparation program, and

• Passing scores on the ExCET
exams themselves

The content knowledge tested by
the ExCET exams is currently being
aligned more closely with the existing
Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills
(TEKS) inventory. Schools are held
accountable for the items on this in-
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ventory through the Texas Assessment
of Academic Skills (TAAS) exams that
measure the performance of their stu-
dents. The professional teaching com-
ponent of the ExCET exam will be
aligned with the Beginning Teacher
Activity Profile in Texas (BTAPT), a
performance-based assessment now
entering the piloting stage.

Beginning in 1998, educator prepa-
ration programs within the state were
required to secure targeted passing
rates on the ExCET exams. The 1998
targets were set at either 70 percent
for those taking the exam for the first
time, or an 80 percent cumulative
passing rate for each demographic
group (as defined by the SBEC) taking
the exam, regardless of the number of
times the test was taken. The targets
for 2002 have been set at 75 percent
and 85 percent, respectively.

History
The ExCET exams were explicitly de-
veloped as an integral part of an over-
all strategy to ensure that the state’s
educational system is capable of pro-
viding the knowledge, information,
and skills necessary to effectively pre-
pare students for participation in a so-
phisticated, diverse, and internation-
ally interdependent society. Good
teachers are clearly the hallmark of
such an educational system, as they
are linchpins of intellectual and social
development. To its credit, Texas has
always been concerned with assuring
that its teachers are capable and pre-
pared to meet the educational needs
and interests of its citizens.

Perhaps the earliest attempt to en-
sure high-quality teachers in Texas oc-
curred in 1823 when the Mexican
government sought to establish com-
petitive examinations for teachers in
public schools. The plan proposed no
required course of study, and Texas
preserved the Mexican plan upon
gaining independence. The school law
of 1840, for example, required that
each county’s chief and associate jus-
tices examine the qualifications of
those desiring to teach in county
schools but required no course of
study. The 1858 school law shifted the
examination of prospective teachers to
a three-member board of examiners
appointed by each county court, but
still required no particular education.

Reconstruction centralized educa-
tion in Texas. A state board was estab-
lished composed of the superintend-
ent of public instruction, governor,
and attorney general. The superin-
tendent appointed one district super-
visor for each of the thirty-five estab-
lished school districts, and these
supervisors examined prospective
teachers.

In 1873 teacher certification was re-
turned to the county level. As the state
grew and schools became more differ-
entiated, a minimal degree of special-
ization began to enter the examination
and certification process. The 1879
certification law established three
classes of teaching certificate. The
type of certificate issued was dictated
by the breadth of the examination
taken and determined the type of
school in which the teacher could in-
struct. First-class certificates, the
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highest level issued under this law, re-
quired examination in “school disci-
pline and methods of teaching” for the
first time.

The twentieth century witnessed a
rapid series of changes in teacher cer-
tification processes and requirements.
A 1911 change in certification laws
ended the county examination-certifi-
cation process. All certificates were is-
sued by the state superintendent and
were valid throughout the state. By
1921, passing a written subject matter
examination was no longer considered
sufficient and all future certificates
were to be based on college studies
alone. In 1955 a baccalaureate degree
coupled with the completion of a
state-approved teacher education pro-
gram became the minimum standard
for teacher certification, and over the
next thirty years the 1955 standards
were refined and expanded. Additional
certifications, based on graduate study,
were established for an increasing
number of specialties.

Responding to nationwide school
reform during the 1980s, Texas rein-
troduced examinations to the certifi-
cation process. In 1984, all certified
teachers were required to sit for a ba-
sic skills competency test (the Texas
Examination for Current Administra-
tors and Teachers [TECAT]). In that
same year, the legislature toughened
certification requirements for new
teachers. Prospective teachers were
required to perform satisfactorily on a
basic skills exam both prior to enter-
ing an educator preparation program
and upon exiting. The exit exam cov-
ered both content and pedagogy, and

the current ExCET exams are a re-
finement of these original exit exams.

Since 1991, prospective teachers
have been required to obtain a major
in an academic subject or interdiscipli-
nary academic major related to the
core curriculum in addition to passing
the relevant exit exams.

Promises and Concerns
The ExCET exams have not been in
place sufficiently long to say anything
definitive about their impact. Never-
theless, given their nature, purpose,
and method of implementation, cer-
tain points about their promise and
certain concerns about their implica-
tions are fairly clear. Realizing the po-
tentials and promises of the ExCET
exams depends largely upon how cer-
tain we can be of their validity, relia-
bility, and ability to bring diverse
interests together in a discourse con-
cerning the common good. Concerns
revolve about the risks inherent in the
governmental management of educa-
tion, the limitations upon validity and
reliability intrinsic to their form and
function, and the justice and educa-
tional desirability of what they require
and imply.

Promises

First, school districts and principals
could have an additional gauge in
their quest to identify outstanding
teachers. Assessing teaching potential
and predicting classroom success re-
quires an inductive leap from available
indicators that no one is completely



comfortable making. Employing both
multiple indicators and an array of dif-
ferent kinds of indicators (quantitative
and qualitative, time series, and time
slice) increases the validity of such in-
ferences and certainly mitigates this
concern to some extent. Should the
ExCET exams prove valid and reliable
indicators, it would make sense for
school districts and principals to em-
ploy ExCET scores as such an addi-
tional gauge.

Second, valid and reliable ExCET
exams could be the keystones of a flex-
ible framework meeting individual
student and teacher needs. If targets
are set at the state level and if educator
programs are free to experiment and
devise creative ways of meeting those
targets, the opportunity is opened to
devise programs targeted at specified
groups and meeting their particular
needs and interests.

Third, the ExCET exams could set
the stage for improved teacher salaries,
benefits, and working conditions. Ar-
guably, those teachers demonstrating a
greater command of their content area
and a more solid pedagogy will be in
greater demand. To draw these teach-
ers, school districts will need to devise
attractive employment packages.
Moreover, as people are attracted to a
given field not by more stringent en-
trance requirements, but by improved
working conditions and higher salaries
(Hyman, 1984), the ExCET’s poten-
tial impact on salaries could set the
stage for improved recruitment and
retention as well.

Fourth, it is no secret that outstand-
ing candidates for teaching are often

discouraged by the hurdles erected by
schools of education. In his February
1999 State of American Education Ad-
dress, U.S. Secretary of Education
Richard Riley urged state policy mak-
ers to rethink teacher licensing re-
quirements. “Too many potential
teachers,” he observed, “are turned
away because of the cumbersome
process that requires them to jump
through hoops and lots of them.” If
expectations are clearly identified, and
if the ExCET exams prove a clear in-
dicator of attainment, and if they are
woven into a flexible and pluralistic
approach regarding the means for
reaching those results, the ExCET ex-
ams could encourage both fruitful ex-
perimentation among educator prepa-
ration programs and a larger supply of
truly able teachers. Instead of requir-
ing a long list of courses, degrees, and
certifications, for example, future pro-
grams may simply be tested for the
knowledge and skills they impart to
their students. Moreover, focusing on
results for certification purposes al-
lows teacher preparation programs to
streamline the entry and certification
process for people with expertise and
experience outside the area of educa-
tion. Many of the requirements in
place to ensure content and pedagogi-
cal sophistication will not be necessary
for these people.

Finally, perhaps the most socially
significant impact of the ExCET is the
broad-based discourse provoked by its
creation, implementation, and revi-
sion. Over the last two decades, many
have expressed a concern that intelli-
gent debate about common concerns
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has been supplanted by ideological
quarrels, dogma, and name-calling.
The opportunity to speak, to discuss
public issues, and to deliberate about
the common good is vital to the
proper functioning of a democracy.
The energy of the democratic idea, as
Lewis H. Lapham put it, “flows from
the capacity of its citizens to speak and
think without cant, from their willing-
ness to defend their interest, argue
their case, say what they mean” (1993,
p. 41). Without general, meaningful,
deliberative conversation across so-
cioeconomic, racial, ethnic, and politi-
cal lines, groups increasingly speak to
themselves in a dialect of their own, in-
accessible to outsiders. (Lasch, 1995).
Consequently, the opportunity is lost
to test ideas about the common good
against an array of experiences and in-
terests, to sift out weak or eccentric
ideas, and to prioritize and finally
bring to consensus sound policies and
approaches.

The process of ExCET develop-
ment advertised by the State Board of
Educator Certification intended to in-
volve thousands of people across the
state. Committees of Texas educators
and interested citizens were to direct
the development of the ExCET tests
by participating in each stage of the
test development process. These com-
mittees of approximately twenty peo-
ple each were to be formed for each
content area and to represent Texas
educators, educator preparation pro-
grams, professional educator organi-
zations, content experts, the business
community, and parents. The com-
mittees were to be balanced in terms

of social position, affiliation, years of
experience, ethnicity, gender, and geo-
graphical diversity. Membership was
to be rotated during the development
process so that numerous Texas stake-
holders could be actively involved.
Additionally, the SBEC invited com-
ments on proposed ExCET standards
from all visitors to its Web site and
provided a link for making nomina-
tions to each committee (www.
sbec.state.tx/certstand/new_standards
_intro.htm).

Concerns

• The notion that government
should determine both what stu-
dents learn and what universities
teach seems diametrically op-
posed to American ideals of lib-
erty, innovation, individualism,
self-determination, and aca-
demic freedom. It also opposes
the ideal of child-centered class-
rooms where teachers build the
curriculum around the student’s
talents, abilities, skills, and inter-
ests. State standards are by their
nature prescriptive, and they
certainly give the state a curricu-
lum control that many argue
properly rests with individual
schools. It is a question not of
opposing high standards, but of
locating the responsibility for es-
tablishing and attaining those
standards in the proper place.
Many argue that the responsibil-
ity properly rests with school
faculties and professional organi-
zations, not the state. What is



more, a robust democracy is
probably best served if schools
teach diverse contents and skills
in diverse ways.

• The demand for high standards
and accountability in Texas
seems to boil down to passing
one long, high-stakes test replete
with particulars, facts, and de-
tails. Student performances that
do not meet targeted rates on
this single instrument affect stu-
dent employment, single out
preparation programs for state
oversight and “special assis-
tance,” and may be sufficient to
remove program accreditation.
Schools of education, in turn,
are for practical purposes re-
quired to hurtle through the
school year in preparation, with-
out pausing for deep inquiry.

• There is reason for concern that
a “Hawthorn effect” is occurring
with regard to ExCET perform-
ance. Some evidence suggests
that scores will increase in the
first few years of any such pro-
gram (see, e.g., Linn, Graue, &
Sanders, 1990) with or without
real improvement in constructs
that the tests are intended to
measure.

• While the ExCET spells out
what prospective teachers should
be able to do, it relies upon mul-
tiple-choice questions, including
no tasks requiring candidates to
demonstrate their knowledge in
practice. Classroom perform-
ance, both as to content and ped-
agogy, requires a synthesis of in-

formation, method, and “on-the-
spot” critical thinking not easily
captured within the structure
imposed by the multiple-choice
format. Conversely, students may
recognize the correct approach
when it is presented as a discrete
item in a test format, but prove
inept at employing that approach
correctly in classroom contexts.
In this case, the ExCET may
make the prospective teacher ap-
pear more proficient than per-
formance would suggest. Only
recently are we seeing promise
of a performance-based assess-
ment in the form of the BTAPT.
However, in its present draft
form, it appears too labor-inten-
sive and is unlikely to be ready
(and effective) any time soon.

• Apart from the form of the Ex-
CET exams, is there a definitive,
positive relationship between
scores on the ExCET and per-
formance in the classroom? Ar-
guably, this question is moot, as
the expressed intent of the Ex-
CET exams is not to identify the
most effective teachers. Their
only purpose is to ensure that
prospective teachers are “mini-
mally qualified.” Still, it is only
realistic to suspect that prospec-
tive employers will employ Ex-
CET scores to make choices
among candidates whose re-
sumes are otherwise equally
strong. Consequently, ensuring
some relationship between effec-
tiveness and the scores seems the
responsible thing to do.
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• Do the ExCET exams measure
what they seek to measure? Ex-
CET exams seek to measure
both the candidate’s knowledge
of particular fields and the candi-
date’s grasp of the theory of good
pedagogy behind the test. Thus,
both content and construct valid-
ity are at issue. There seem to be
no publicly available studies ad-
dressing either of these concerns.
Moreover, an unambiguous eval-
uation of the benefits may re-
main elusive because it is always
difficult to determine if gains are
specific to the tests or if they can
be validly generalized to the con-
structs the tests are intended to
measure. This problem is com-
pounded as teacher preparation
programs “teach to the test”
because of concern over losing
state certification.

• Such validation studies would be
particularly useful in shielding
both the state and educator
preparation programs against
suits under either Title VII of
the Civil Rights Act of 1964 or
the equal protection clause of the
Fourteenth Amendment. If a dis-
proportionate number of minor-
ity candidates fail any ExCET
exam, they may attack the tests
by alleging that their impact is
racially discriminatory. The le-
gally effective rebuttal is to
demonstrate through validation
that the ExCET exams are job
related (Connecticut v. Teal, 457
U.S. 440 [1982]).

• Learning depends on the inter-

est, efforts, and abilities of both
the students and the teachers. As
ExCET exams effectively assign
responsibility for the prospective
teacher’s success to the educator
preparation program, poor
scores resulting from student
disinterest, inaction, and mid-
dling abilities become evidence
of a poor program. Of course,
motivation and behavior have an
extrinsic dimension. They may
be enhanced by techniques cal-
culated to create and maintain
interest, by the provision of non-
threatening classroom environ-
ments, by conveying knowledge
germane to the student’s aspira-
tions, by involving the learner in
learning activities, by setting
reasonable goals, by developing
enjoyable activities, by enhanc-
ing teacher participation, by sin-
cere praise, and by communicat-
ing clear expectations.
Nevertheless, there is an intrin-
sic dimension to student motiva-
tion and interest as well. Stu-
dents are to a significant extent
responsible for their own active
involvement and ownership of
the learning process, and indi-
vidual students certainly differ
greatly in what they find entic-
ing. Because the ExCET re-
quires educator preparation pro-
grams to secure absolute target
passing rates, limitations on
learning that might stem from a
lack of student interest are es-
sentially assumed surmountable
and limited only by the pro-



gram’s energy and ingenuity.
Consequently, the educator
preparation program’s priority
becomes teaching that which
first and foremost guarantees
success on the ExCET exams.
Student acquisition of knowl-
edge and skills becomes a sec-
ondary consideration. This
problem is exacerbated by the
fact that much of what prospec-
tive teachers need to learn is not
inherently interesting. Basics are
often no more than prerequisites
to that which is interesting.
Classes on phonics, for example,
are not the sort of thing that stu-
dents are apt to find attractive.

• Do the ExCET exams place un-
due emphasis upon verbal so-
phistication? Some significant
discussion revolves about ques-
tions of the fairness of an exam
based heavily on language profi-
ciency to students with a limited
proficiency in English (LEP stu-
dents) and students with less of a
verbal orientation to teaching
and learning. The point is not
that teachers should be permit-
ted a limited competency at
English, but that tests of content
knowledge and pedagogical so-
phistication should not be biased
in such a manner as to preclude
a clear demonstration of those
competencies.

• Apart from the question of lin-
guistic proficiency, standardized
tests like the ExCET exams have
been criticized for including
questions that are biased against

allowing certain kinds of stu-
dents (e.g., ethnic minorities, ru-
ral students, inner-city students)
a fair opportunity to demon-
strate what they understand.
The basis for this criticism is
that the items reflect the culture
and learning style of the middle-
class majority (Neill & Medina,
1989). Although test companies
have attempted to write culture-
free items, the removal of ques-
tions from a meaningful context
has proved problematic for mi-
nority students. This is a critical
issue in Texas as the two popula-
tions experiencing the greatest
difficulty with the ExCET exams
are Hispanics and Black Ameri-
cans, and as Texas is actively re-
cruiting these minorities to the
teaching profession for sound
sociological reasons.

• What is the justification for the
requirement that a target per-
centage of identified demo-
graphic groups pass the ExCET?
Prima facie, expending more re-
sources on groups not meeting
the target rates seems to go
against any concept of merit or
equality in the sense of treating
everyone with dignity and re-
spect. Similarly, ensuring equal
opportunity to become educated
and participate in this society
would not result necessarily in
everyone’s reaching the same
level of knowledge or skill.

• There seem to be two conflict-
ing impulses behind ExCET de-
velopment. Continually assem-
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bling massive teams of diverse
“stakeholders” to write ExCET
standards threatens to result in
immense lists of teacher compe-
tencies accommodating every
team member’s pet interest. At
the same time, the notion that
teachers should share a core of
knowledge encourages the state
to load up its standards with lists
of facts to be learned. Neither is
an especially desirable prospect.

• Historically, social plurality ap-
proaches aimed at arriving at
agreed upon values, beliefs, and
social “goods” often translate
into political relations of domi-
nation and subordination. The
“differences” that comprise plu-
rality are frequently manifested
in the form of binary oppositions
marked by hierarchy and mar-
ginalization. Additionally, ad hoc
balancing of interests and oppor-
tunistic political behavior often
obviates consensus and prevails
over the “public good.”
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In October 1997, on behalf of seven
students who did not receive a high
school diploma because they did not
pass the Texas Assessment of Acade-
mic Skills (TAAS) Exit-Level Test, the
Mexican American Legal Defense and
Educational Fund (MALDEF) filed a
suit in a federal district court against
the Texas Education Agency (TEA)
and the Texas School Board of Educa-
tion. On January 7, 2000, United
States District Judge Edward C.
Prado1 dismissed the case against the
TEA and the School Board of Educa-
tion. The plaintiffs (nine students and
MALDEF) were asking the “court to
issue an injunction preventing the
TEA from using failure of the exit-
level TAAS test as a basis for denying
high school diplomas” (Prado 2000, p.
2).

This decision greatly impacts not
only Texas public school education,
but also any other state engaging in
high-stakes testing.2 For all concerned,
the first impact is that a legal prece-

dent has now been set that specifically
supports the effects of a standardized
exit-level test on minority students.
Secondly, despite the adverse opinion
toward minority students, the evidence
provides compelling documentation
supporting the deleterious effects of
high-stakes testing on minority stu-
dents; in this case, African-Americans
and Hispanics.

My presentation of this case is cen-
tered on two documents: Edward C.
Prado’s opinion (2000), and the Plain-
tiffs’ Post Trial Brief (1999) submitted
to the assistant attorney general of
Texas. These two documents are in-
structive for two reasons. First, the
Court’s decision is the final decision
for Texas students at this point in
time3 until further legal challenges to
high-stakes testing are made. Second,
these documents show the significant
difference in political philosophy be-
tween the Court and the Plaintiffs.
This difference is significant in under-
standing the current reality of our po-
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litical system and the impact of this
reality on disadvantaged minorities.

Supporting State’s Rights
The Court “has determined that the
use of the TAAS examination does not
have an impermissible adverse impact
on Texas’s minority students and does
not violate their right to the due
process of law” (p. 2). The Court’s de-
cision was primarily based on the fact
that “it is clear that the law requires
courts to give deference to state leg-
islative policy, in the educational con-
text, such deference is even warranted.
Education is the particular responsi-
bility of state governments” (p. 3).
The Court’s insistence of the right of
the state to set educational policy, and
the inappropriateness of judicial in-
volvement unless “a state uses its con-
siderable power impermissibly to dis-
advantage minority students” (p. 3),
was reiterated throughout the Court’s
opinion as evidenced by these state-
ments:

• “This Court has no authority to
tell the State of Texas what a
well-educated high school grad-
uate should demonstrably know
at the end of twelve years of edu-
cation. Nor may this Court de-
termine the relative merits of
teacher evaluation and ‘objec-
tive’ testing” (p. 8).

• “The articulated goals of the im-
plementation of the TAAS re-
quirements are to hold schools,
students, and teachers account-
able for education and to ensure
that all Texas students receive

the same, adequate learning op-
portunities. These goals are cer-
tainly within the legitimate exer-
cise of the State’s power over
public education” (p. 41).

• “In addition, the Court finds that
it is an exercise well within the
State’s power and authority. The
State of Texas has determined
that, to graduate, a senior must
have mastered 70 percent of the
tested minimal essentials” (p. 44).

• “The Court finds that the ques-
tion of whether the education of
minority students is being lim-
ited by TAAS-directed instruc-
tion is not a proper subject for
its review. The State of Texas has
determined that a set of knowl-
edge and skills must be taught
and learned in State schools.
The State mandates no more
than these ‘essential’ items. Test-
driven instruction undeniably
helps to accomplish this goal. It
is not within the Court’s power
to alter or broaden the curricular
decisions made by the State” (pp.
46–47).

• “In short, the Court finds, on the
basis of the evidence presented at
trial, that the disparities in test
scores do not result from flaws in
the test or in the way it is admin-
istered. Instead, as the Plaintiffs
themselves have argued, some
minority students have, for a
myriad of reasons, failed to keep
up (or catch up) with their ma-
jority counterparts. It may be, as
the TEA argues, that the TAAS
test is one weapon in the fight to
remedy this problem. At any rate,
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the State is within its power to
choose this remedy” (pp. 53–54).

• “It is not for this Court to deter-
mine whether Texas has chosen
the best of all possible means for
achieving these goals. The sys-
tem is not perfect, but the Court
cannot say that it is unconstitu-
tional. Judgment is GRANTED
in favor of the Defendants, and
this case is DISMISSED” (pp.
56–57).

To minorities the implications of
the Court’s state’s rights position is
clear. If minorities contest the actions
of the State, they will find no relief
from the Court unless it can be proven
that the State has used its power to
disadvantage the minorities; and, of
course, the burden of proof is on the
Plaintiffs.

The Case and the 
Court’s Opinion
In this case, the Court determined
that “a state could overstep its bounds
in implementing standardized tests as
graduation requirements. Specifically,
the Court found that a test that did
not measure what students were actu-
ally learning could be fundamentally
unfair. The Court also found that a
test that perpetuated the effects of
prior discrimination was unconstitu-
tional” (p. 4). In fact, the Court held
“that a state could violate the constitu-
tion if it implemented polices that vio-
lated accepted educational norms” (p.
4). The Court also held “that regula-
tion, in clear, unmistakable terms,
prohibits a federally funded program

from implementing policies that have
a disparate impact on minorities” (p.
4).

In deciding the issue of discrimina-
tion, the Court defined its task in four
ways. First, the Court had to consider
a standardized test that measured
knowledge rather than one that pre-
dicted performance. Second, the
Court had to decide the amount of
“deference to be given to a State in
deciding how much a student should
be required to learn—the cut-score is-
sue” (p. 6). Third, the Court had “to
weigh what appears to be a significant
discrepancy in pass scores on the
TAAS test with the overwhelming evi-
dence that the discrepancy is rapidly
improving and that the lot of Texas
minority students, at least as demon-
strated by academic achievement,
while far from perfect, is better than
that of minority students in other
parts of the country and appears to be
getting better” (p. 7). And, finally, the
Court had to determine whether the
TAAS Exit-Level Test is fair.

In relation to this issue of discrimi-
nation, the Court determined the fol-
lowing:

Thus, the Court has carefully consid-
ered the claims that Texas schools still
offer widely diverse educational oppor-
tunities and that, too often, those op-
portunities depend on the color of a
student’s skin or the financial resources
of the student’s school district. To some
degree, as discussed below, the Court
must accept these claims. But that find-
ing, alone, is an insufficient basis for in-
validating this examination. There
must be some link between the TAAS



test and these disparities. In other
words, the Plaintiffs were required to
prove, by a preponderance of the evi-
dence, that the TAAS test was imple-
mented in spite of the disparities, and
that requiring passage of the test for
graduation is therefore fundamentally
unfair. The Court believes that this has
not been proven. (pp. 8–9)

The Court viewed this case as one
that “presented widely differing views
of how an educational system should
work. One set of witnesses believed
that the integrity of objective meas-
urement was paramount; the other be-
lieved that this consideration should
be tempered with more flexible no-
tions of fairness and justice” (p. 10).
The Court continued:

After a review of the expert testimony,
the Court determined that ultimately,
resolution of this case turns not on the
relative validity of the parties’ views on
education but on the State’s right to
pursue educational policies that it legit-
imately believes are in the best interests
of Texas students. The Plaintiffs were
able to show that the policies are de-
bated and debatable among learned
people. The Plaintiffs demonstrated
that the policies have had an initial and
substantial adverse impact on minority
students. The Plaintiffs demonstrated
that the policies are not perfect. How-
ever, the Plaintiffs failed to prove that
the policies are unconstitutional, that
the adverse impact is avoidable or more
significant than the concomitant posi-
tive impact, or that other approaches
would meet the State’s articulated legit-

imate goals. In the absence of such
proof, the State must be allowed to de-
sign an educational system that it be-
lieves best meets the need of its citi-
zens. (pp. 12–13)

It is once again interesting to note
that, even though the Court found an
initial and substantial adverse impact
on minority students, the State’s right
to design and pursue its goal super-
sedes the impact on the minority stu-
dents.

At this time, a review of the facts
and conclusions of law will be con-
ducted in relation to the Court’s find-
ings and the Plaintiff’s position. As de-
termined by the Court, the issues are:
the test, the passing standard, objec-
tive measurement, remediation, ac-
countability, history of testing/dis-
crimination in Texas, educational
standards, disparate impact, and the
dropout/retention rates.

The Test
After reviewing the construction of
the test, test validity, and the adminis-
tration of the test, the Court deter-
mined that “the TAAS test effectively
measures students’ mastery of the
skills and knowledge the State of
Texas has deemed graduating high
school seniors must possess” (p. 43).

The Court further determined
“that the TEA has shown that the
high-stakes use of the TAAS test as a
graduation requirement guarantees
that students will be motivated to
learn the curriculum tested” (pp.
45–46).
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The Court also determined that the
“Plaintiffs have not demonstrated that
the TAAS test is a substantial depar-
ture from accepted academic norms or
is based on a failure to exercise profes-
sional judgment” (p. 52). In arriving at
this decision the Court accepted the
testimony of a Plaintiff witness:

The item-selection system chosen by
TEA often results in the favoring of
items on which minorities will perform
poorly, while disfavoring items where
discrepancies are less wide. The Court
cannot quarrel with this evidence.
However, the Court finds that the
Plaintiffs have not been able to demon-
strate that the test, as validated and
equated, does not best serve the State’s
goals of identifying and remediating ed-
ucational problems. Because one of the
goals of the TAAS test is to identify and
remedy problems in the State’s educa-
tional system, no matter their source,
then it would be reasonable for the
State to validate and equate test items
on some basis other than their disparate
impact on certain groups. In addition,
the State need not equate its test on the
basis of standards it rejects, such as sub-
jective teacher evaluations. (p. 52–53)

The Passing Standard
The initial passing standard for the
TAAS test was 60 percent and a year
later was raised to 70 percent. The
Court determined that:

the TEA understood the consequences
of setting the cut score at 70 percent.
When it implemented the TAAS test,

the TEA projected that, with a 70 per-
cent cut score, at least 73 percent of
African Americans and 67 percent of
Hispanics would fail the math portion
of the test; at least 55 percent of
African Americans and 54 percent of
Hispanics would fail the reading sec-
tion; and at least 62 percent of African
Americans and 45 percent of Hispanics
would fail the writing section. (p. 19)

On the October 1991 exam to tenth
graders, 67 percent of African-Ameri-
cans, 59 percent of Hispanics, and 31
percent of whites failed to meet the
cut score (p. 20).

The Court concluded “that the
passing standard does bear a manifest
relation to a legitimate goal” (p. 43),
and it is well within the State of Texas’s
power and authority to require seniors
to attain a mastery level of 70 percent
of the tested minimal essential stan-
dards (p. 44). The Court’s opinion was
further supported by the Court’s de-
termination that “Texas relied on field
test data and input from educators to
determine where to set its cut score”
(p. 45). In addition, “while field test re-
sults suggested that a large number of
students would not pass at the 70-per-
cent cut score, officials had reason to
believe that those numbers were in-
flated. Officials contemplated the pos-
sible consequences and determined
that the risk should be taken” (p. 45).

Objective Measurement
The Court recognized that “the TEA
determined that objective measures of
mastery should be imposed in order to



eliminate what it perceived to be in-
consistent and possibly subjective
teacher evaluations of students” (p.
20). Also, the TEA “presented testi-
mony that subjectivity can work to
disadvantage minority students by al-
lowing inflated grades to mask gaps in
learning” (p. 20). They further argued
that “a student’s classroom grade can-
not be equated to TAAS performance,
as grades can measure a variety of fac-
tors, ranging from effort and improve-
ment to objective mastery. The TAAS
test is a solely objective measurement
of mastery” (pp. 42–43). Based on this
evidence, the Court found that “the
test accomplishes what it sets out to
accomplish, which is to provide an ob-
jective assessment of whether students
have mastered a discrete set of skills
and knowledge” (p. 43).

In addition, the Court found that
the TAAS Exit-Level Test met cur-
rently accepted standards for curricu-
lar validity, and did so with a sufficient
degree of reliability (pp. 51–52).

Remediation
The Court found the evidence con-
cerning remediation by the Defen-
dants’ experts credible. Consequently,
the Court found that, on balance, re-
medial efforts were largely successful
(p. 22). The TEA’s expert estimated
“that 44,515 minority students in
1997 were successfully remediated af-
ter having failed their first attempt at
the TAAS test in 1995” (p. 6). The is-
sue of remediation was very important
in the Court’s considerations. The
Court determined that “all students in
Texas have had a reasonable opportu-

nity to learn the subject matters cov-
ered by the exam” (p. 52). The Court
determined that the Court’s conclu-
sions in this case were supported by
the State’s efforts at remediation, es-
pecially the fact that students are
given eight opportunities to pass the
examination from the time of their
first testing in their sophomore year to
the end of their twelfth year.

Accountability
The Court recognized that “adminis-
trators, schools, and teachers are held
accountable, in varying degrees, for
TAAS performance” (p. 21). The
Court also recognized that the scores
are disaggregated into subgroups, “so
that schools and districts are aware of
the degree of success or failure of
African American, Hispanic, and
white students.4 If one subgroup fails
to meet minimum performance stan-
dards, a school or district will receive a
low accountability rating” (p. 21).

In relation to accountability, the
Plaintiffs argued that the determina-
tion of the State’s accountability of ad-
ministrators, schools, and teachers is
based on the first administration of
the exit test, and that the State does
not consider cumulative pass rates or
final pass rates on the test when they
determine whether a school district is
exemplary, recognized, acceptable, or
low performing.

History of Testing/
Discrimination
The Court recognized that standard-
ized tests have been used in educa-
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tional contexts to disadvantage mi-
norities. However, the Court deter-
mined that the Plaintiffs presented in-
sufficient evidence that the TAAS test
is designed to or does impermissibly
disadvantage minorities (p. 22). The
Court agreed with the Plaintiffs “that
Texas minority students have been,
and to some extent continue to be, the
victims of educational inequality” (p.
23). The Court found the reasons for
this inequity disturbing but incon-
clusive, and concluded “that socio-
economics, family support, unequal
funding, quality of teaching and edu-
cational materials, individual effort,
and the residual effects of prior dis-
criminatory practices were all impli-
cated” (p. 23).

In addition, the Court found that
the Plaintiffs presented insufficient
evidence to support a finding that mi-
nority students do not have a reason-
able opportunity to learn the material
covered by the TAAS because of un-
equal education in the past or present
(p. 23). However, the Court did find
that the Plaintiffs presented evidence
to show that, in a more general sense,
minorities are not provided equal edu-
cational opportunities, and that mi-
norities are underrepresented in ad-
vanced placement courses and in
gifted-and-talented programs (p. 23).
“However, because of the rigid, state-
mandated correlation between the
Texas Essentials of Knowledge and
Skills and the TAAS test, the Court
finds that all Texas students have an
equal opportunity to learn the items
presented on the TAAS” (pp. 23–24).
In fact, the Court’s opinion is “that the
implementation of the TAAS test, to-

gether with school accountability and
mandated remedial follow-up, helps
address the effects of any prior dis-
crimination and remaining inequities
in the system” (p. 24).

The Court considered that “Texas’s
difficulties in providing an equal edu-
cation to all its students are well-doc-
umented. It is only in the recent past
that efforts have been made to provide
equal funding to Texas public schools.
Several schools in the state remain un-
der desegregation orders” (p. 55). In
relation to this past history, the Court 

has determined that the use and imple-
mentation of the TAAS test does iden-
tify educational inequalities and at-
tempts to address them (remedial
efforts help dispel the link between past
discrimination and poor performance
on standardized tests). While lack of
effort and creativity at the local level
sometimes frustrate those attempts, lo-
cal policy is not an issue before the
Court. The results of the TAAS test are
used, in many cases quite effectively, to
motivate not only students but schools
and teachers to raise and meet educa-
tional standards. (p. 55)

Educational Standards
The Court determined that the pri-
mary issue was that the “current pre-
vailing standards for the proper use of
educational testing recommend that
high-stakes decisions, such as whether
or not to promote or graduate a stu-
dent, should not be made on the basis
of a single test score” (p. 24). What
was disputed at the trial was whether
the TAAS test is actually the sole crite-



rion for graduation. The Court found
that

graduation in Texas, in fact, hinges on
three separate and independent crite-
ria: the two objective criteria of atten-
dance and success on the TAAS exami-
nation, and the arguably objective/
subjective criterion of course success.
However, as the Plaintiffs note, these
factors are not weighted with and
against each other; rather, failure to
meet any single criterion results in fail-
ure to graduate. Thus, the failure to
pass the exit-level exam does serve as a
bar to graduation, and the exam is
properly called a “high-stakes” test. (p.
25)

However, the Court determined
that since students are given at least
eight opportunities to pass the exami-
nation prior to their graduation date, a
single TAAS score does not serve as
the sole criterion for graduation (p.
25).

Disparate Impact
Concerning the impact of the TAAS
on minority students, the Court found
“an inescapable conclusion that in
every administration of the TAAS test
since October 1990, Hispanic and
African American students have per-
formed significantly worse on all three
sections of the exit exam than majority
students. However, the Court also
finds that it is highly significant that
minority students have continued to
narrow the passing rate gap at a rapid
rate” (p. 26).

In determining whether a legally
significant statistical disparity did ex-
ist, the Court considered the Four-
Fifth’s Rule5 and whether a cumulative
pass rate or the pass rates on a single
administration of the TAAS at the
tenth-grade level should be consid-
ered. In this context, the Court agreed
with the Plaintiffs that “on first-time
administration of the exit-level test, a
legally significant adverse impact ex-
ists,” and that, “while an examination
of cumulative pass scores in more re-
cent years does not evince adverse im-
pact under the Four-Fifths Rule, the
disparity there, too, is sufficient to
give rise to legitimate concern” (p.
28).

The Court further distinguished
between the statistical impact and the
practical impact. In relation to the sta-
tistically disparate failure rates, the
TEA argued “that, because of the
presence of largely successful remedi-
ation, the practical significance bene-
fits minorities. The Plaintiffs note that
failure to graduate has serious eco-
nomic, social, and emotional effects
on students” (p. 29). The Court found
that “the effect of remediation, which
is usually eventual success in passing
the examination and thus receipt of a
high school diploma, is more pro-
found than the steadily decreasing mi-
nority failure rate” (p. 29). The Court
agreed with the TEA argument that
each individual student is given at
least eight tries to pass the exam and
that even though many students fail
on the first attempt, many eventually
succeed (p. 39).

However, the Court found that 
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whether one looks at cumulative or sin-
gle-administration results, the disparity
between minority and majority pass
rates on the TAAS test must give pause
to anyone looking at the numbers. The
variances are not only large and discon-
certing, they also apparently cut across
such factors as socioeconomics. Fur-
ther, the data presented by the Plain-
tiffs regarding the statistical signifi-
cance of the disparities buttress the
view that legally meaningful differ-
ences do exist between the pass rates of
minority and majority students. (pp.
39–40)

The Court continued by stating
that “given the sobering differences in
pass rates and their demonstrated sta-
tistical significance, the Court finds
that the Plaintiffs have made a prima
facie showing of significant adverse
impact” (p. 40).

Because of the prima facie showing
of significant adverse impact, the
Court had to determine “whether the
TEA has met its burden of production
on the question of whether the TAAS
test is an educational ‘necessity’” (p.
41). The Court determined that “an
educational necessity exists where the
challenged practice serves the legiti-
mate educational goals of the institu-
tion” (p. 41), and that the TAAS test
indeed serves the accountability goals
of the TEA.

Dropout/Retention Rates
The Court agreed with the Plaintiffs’
position that “Texas students, particu-
larly minority students, drop out of

school in significant numbers and are
retained at their current grade level in
numbers that give cause for concern.
Moreover, the Plaintiffs presented evi-
dence supporting their contention that
drop-out and retention rates for mi-
norities are peculiarly high at the ninth
grade, just before the first administra-
tion of the exit-level TAAS” (p. 30).
However, the Court determined that
“Plaintiffs have failed to make a causal
connection between the implementa-
tion of the TAAS test and these phe-
nomena, beyond mere conjecture. In
other words, Plaintiffs were only able
to point to the problem and ask the
Court to draw an inference that the
problem exists because of the imple-
mentation of the TAAS test” (p. 30).

In focusing on the State’s goal of
motivating students, the Court deter-
mined that, even though the Plaintiffs
offered evidence of other approaches
(such as a sliding-scale system), the
Plaintiffs could not offer evidence that
these alternatives could sufficiently
motivate students to perform to their
highest ability (p. 48). The Court de-
termined that “in addition, and per-
haps more importantly, the present
use of the TAAS test motivates schools
and teachers to provide an adequate
and fair education, at least of the min-
imum skills required by the State, to
all students” (pp. 48–49).

The Case and the 
Plaintiff’s Argument
The Plaintiff’s position, as follows,
was summarized in the introduction of
the Post Trial Brief (1999). 



The TAAS Exit Test wreaks havoc with
the educational opportunities of the
State’s African American and Hispanic
students. The results of the TAAS Exit
Test since its implementation in the
State demonstrate that African Ameri-
can and Hispanic students consistently
do worse than whites, whether the re-
sults are viewed on a single administra-
tion or cumulative basis.

The TAAS Test has even more in-
sidious effects on students who may not
even have taken the test. Because the
test is touted as a part of the State’s ac-
countability system, school districts,
schools and teachers have an incentive
to encourage student retention or to
exempt students in order to “improve”
TAAS Exit Test performance. High re-
tention rates, in turn, have led to over-
aged students in high school, which is a
major reason for increased drop out
rates. In addition, schools have tended
to focus on the “bubble kids” on the
cusp of passing the TAAS Exit Test
rather than students who need much
more help reaching the passing score of
70. These students—the retained, the
tracked, the limited English proficient,
the dropouts—all tend to fall through
the cracks of the State’s accountability
and educational system. It is no wonder
that they cannot pass the TAAS Exit
Test. It is on behalf of these “olvidados”
and “desaparecidos”—victims of an ed-
ucational system harmful and arbitrary
in its effect on minority students—that
Plaintiffs seek relief from the TAAS
Exit Test requirements.

The State has failed to show how
the TAAS Exit Test meets the standard
of educational necessity. Because the

TAAS Exit Test is an invalid test, it
cannot serve in a significant way the
State’s goals of determining whether
students have mastered higher order
thinking skills. The State has the duty
to show that the material covered on
the test is covered in the State’s class-
rooms—including its lower educational
tracks and its ESL [English as a Second
Language] tracks. The Court must
scrutinize the State’s duty more care-
fully when the State has a history of
past discrimination, as does the State of
Texas. As described below, Plaintiffs
have demonstrated that the State did
not ensure that the material covered by
this test was actually taught in the
classrooms across the State. Plaintiffs,
in turn, have met their burden of show-
ing that there are equally effective and
less discriminatory alternatives to the
TAAS Exit Test.

It is important to note that the
Plaintiffs are not asking the Court to
diminish educational standards or to
make decisions about educational pol-
icy. Contrary to Defendants’ argu-
ments during the trial, Plaintiffs are
not against high standards. Fifth Cir-
cuit law governing the use of standard-
ized tests in this context requires that
Plaintiffs show that the test has an ad-
verse impact, there are less discrimina-
tory alternatives, and that the test is in-
valid. The Plaintiffs have met their
burden. On the other hand, the State
has failed to show that its test is educa-
tionally necessary and that it did what
was necessary to ensure that the test
fairly covers what the State’s children
are taught. The Court has the power
and the duty to strike down educational
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policies such as the use of the TAAS
Exit Test as a graduation requirement
when those policies unnecessarily in-
fringe on students’ constitutional and
statutory rights. Plaintiffs ask this
Court to take that step here. (pp. 2–3)

The argument of the Plaintiffs, as
organized in their Post Trial Brief,
takes three parts. First, that the TAAS
Exit Test has had a continuous adverse
impact on Hispanics and African-
Americans. Second, the Plaintiffs
maintain that the State has failed to
show educational necessity for its use
of the TAAS Exit Test, in relation to
the argument that there is no manifest
relationship between Texas’s use of the
test and the State’s legitimate interest.
Finally, the Plaintiffs assert that there
are equally effective and less discrimi-
natory alternatives to the TAAS Exit
Test.

A Continuous Adverse Impact
on Hispanics and African-
Americans
The Plaintiffs argue that adverse im-
pact can be determined by the U.S.
Equal Employment Opportunity
Commission’s (EEOC’s) Four-Fifths
or 80-percent rule, by statistical sig-
nificance, or by practical significance.6
Plaintiffs further argued that even un-
der the EEOC guidelines, ratios
greater than 80 percent may consti-
tute adverse impact in circumstances
where the differences are significant in
both practical and statistical terms (p.
6), and that, indeed, adverse impact
can be proven in all three measures.

The Defendants’ witnesses not only
conceded that there is an adverse im-
pact in the first administration of the
test, but also that there is a continuous
pattern of adverse impact on minori-
ties from 1990 through 1999 in the
first administration of the test.7

The Plaintiffs noted that the De-
fendants’ witness presented evidence
that there was, in fact, adverse impact
on minorities at the last administra-
tion of the test. In fact, they further
noted that “his materials failed to in-
clude the numbers of students who
dropped out of school before the end
of their senior years or students who
have given up and stopped taking the
TAAS Exit Test after their junior year
even though they have continued to
remain in school and pass their
courses” (p. 10). The record shows
that the State’s calculations did not in-
clude sophomore students who were
supposed to take the test but didn’t,
sophomore students who repeated
their sophomore year and again failed
the test, and sophomore students who
took the test but were later deter-
mined by their special education com-
mittees to be exempt from the test.8
The former commissioner of educa-
tion in Texas testified that since 1994
there are at least 45,000 students who
would have completed their high
school diplomas but for the TAAS
Exit Test.

Concerning the adverse impact of
the TAAS on minorities after socio-
economic factors were removed, the
Plaintiffs presented evidence that after
removing students who fit the socio-
economic categories,9 there were still



violations of the 80-percent rule, the
statistical significance rule, and the
practical significance rule. The De-
fendants did not criticize or rebuff this
assertion or the fact that of the re-
maining “cream of the crop”—92
percent of whites, 76 percent of His-
panics, and 64 percent of African-
Americans passed the TAAS Exit Test.
The same pattern of achievement oc-
curred from 1993 to 1996 (p. 13).

Evidence was presented that shows
“the TAAS Exit Test has an especially
negative effect upon students of lim-
ited English proficiency (LEP)” (p.
14). “Between 1994 and 1998 on all
tests taken, LEP students improved
from 14% passing to 26% passing.
During the same time, white students
went from 67% passing to 85% pass-
ing” (p. 14). In fact, one witness of the
Defendants “agreed that students of
limited English proficiency had prob-
lems with the TAAS Exit Test math
problems even though they knew the
mechanics of mathematics” (p. 14).

Concerning the adverse effect of
the TAAS on minorities, the Plaintiffs
argued that the TAAS Exit Test has
led to increased attrition rates among
Hispanic and African-American stu-
dents. This topic has been explored in
detail in a previous chapter. However,
there are additional salient points that
inform our understanding of this case.
The Plaintiffs argued that “the in-
creased attrition rates of African
Americans and Hispanics are relevant
to this case in at least 3 ways: (1) they
are direct evidence of adverse impact
of the TAAS Exit Test; (2) they signifi-
cantly weaken the Defendants’ claims

that there has been a significant im-
provement in minority test scores on
the TAAS Exit Test that reflects real
improvement in education; and (3)
they weaken the State’s argument that
the TAAS Exit Test is manifestly re-
lated to legitimate state goals” (p. 15).

Both the Plaintiff and Defendant
witnesses testified that there were only
52 percent as many African-Ameri-
cans graduating from high school in
1998 as entered in the ninth grade in
1995. Even the former commissioner
of education in Texas agreed that
TAAS failure can add to a student’s
decision to drop out. In fact, the
TEA’s witness testified that TEA’s
dropout statistics are not valid num-
bers. He admitted that the TEA’s
dropout numbers are the biggest
weakness in their accountability sys-
tem (p. 17). The Plaintiff continues by
reporting that “for example, TEA
does not count a student as a dropout
if the student has left school because
he has not passed the TAAS Exit Test.
Nor does TEA include a student as a
dropout if the student left school and
later passed the GED test. Defendants
also admit that their dropout statistics
are very weak because they are based
on numbers that are self reported by
school districts to TEA” (p. 17).

Related to the dropout problem is
the problem of ninth-grade student
retention rates. Information presented
by the Plaintiffs and the TEA show
retention rates of 25 percent of mi-
nority students in the ninth grade in
Texas public schools—more than in
any other grade in the Texas public
school system (p. 17). The Plaintiffs
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indicate that “TEA’s data shows that
there is a very high correlation be-
tween the students’ scores on the
eighth grade TAAS test and their
scores on the tenth grade TAAS Exit
Test. Districts have an incentive to re-
tain students in the ninth grade who
are likely not to pass the TAAS Exit
Test in the tenth grade in order to im-
prove their tenth grade exit test
scores” (p. 18). Evidence shows that
overaged students are most likely to
drop out of high school.

The Educational Necessity for
the Use of the TAAS Exit Test
In relation to the issue of educational
necessity, the Plaintiffs’ main points
are as follows:

The state has not come anywhere near
meeting its burden to show a manifest
relationship between its use of the
TAAS Exit Test and its legitimate in-
terest in high standards and accounta-
bility in education in the State. Defen-
dants’ educational necessity arguments
fail for several reasons: (a) the State
does not need to use the TAAS Exit
Test as a diploma requirement in order
to meet objectives of accountability and
the legitimacy of a high school
diploma; (b) the TAAS system, espe-
cially the TAAS Exit Test have many
very strong negative effects on educa-
tional progress in the State; (c) the state
failed to show that the TAAS Exit Test
is the reason for any alleged improve-
ments in minority achievement; and (d)
the TAAS Exit Test and its use are in-
valid. (p. 23–24)

One aspect of the educational ne-
cessity issue is that of grade inflation.
In other words, the grades students
achieve in their courses do not reflect
their real level of achievement; the
grade is higher than their actual per-
formance, and therefore, not a valid
indicator of achievement. The Plain-
tiffs rebutted this assertion by pointing
out that Texas law requires the admit-
tance of all students into any Texas
university who are in the top 10 per-
cent of their high school class, regard-
less of the student’s test scores, per-
sonal evaluations, or courses taken in
high school (p. 26). In addition, TEA
officials admitted that they were not
aware of any empirical studies indicat-
ing grade inflation in schools. In fact,
nine witnesses of the Defense were
cited as stating that there is not a
grade inflation problem in their re-
spective school districts. The Plaintiffs
pointed out that “all of the Defen-
dants’ witnesses agreed with Plaintiffs’
witnesses that a student’s high school
grades give good and reliable informa-
tion whether the student has mastered
the state curriculum” (p. 26).

The Plaintiffs argued that there are
strong negative effects on Texas
schools because of the TAAS. They
report a substantial narrowing of the
curriculum in Texas, especially in mi-
nority schools. This consists of a de-
emphasis of the parts of the Texas cur-
riculum not covered on the TAAS
test, and on enrichment activities.
They supported this assertion with a
policy statement by the Texas Coun-
seling Association criticizing the
TAAS because of its negative effects



on curriculum, and a Houston survey
of 10,000 teachers that showed 68
percent of the teachers viewed TAAS
“as an obstacle to instruction and
thought that the test drives the cur-
riculum, rather than the curriculum
driving the test” (p. 28).

The argument that the TAAS is not
related to real improvements in
achievement is first supported by the
assertion that “much of the improve-
ment in the scores can be attributed to
the increased dropout rates and in-
creased retention rates in the ninth
grade. Indeed, a minority student has
only a 45 percent chance of getting
through high school without being re-
tained one year, while Anglo students
have a 72 percent chance of getting
through high school without being re-
tained one year” (p. 29). The former
commissioner of education “agreed
that he was very concerned about the
increase in exemptions for special ed-
ucation in Texas schools from approxi-
mately 100,000 to approximately
150,000 in one year” (p. 29). Another
argument is that schools have been in-
structed by the TEA on how to
quickly raise their TAAS scores by
concentrating on the “bubble kids”
(those students who are most likely to
pass the next TAAS test). In addition,
part of the improvement has to be at-
tributed to the significant improve-
ments in the equality and level of
funding in Texas’s public schools be-
tween 1987 and 1995, according to
the Texas Supreme Court (p. 30).

The Plaintiffs also challenged the
educational necessity of the TAAS
based on the validity of the test. Plain-

tiffs reported that the worse minori-
ties do on a TAAS Exit Test question,
the more likely the question is to be
placed on the test (p. 32). The Defen-
dant’s psychometrician testified that
she found the same correlation. An
analysis of the test questions showed
that on one question 71 percent of
whites, 44 percent of Hispanics and 32
percent of African-Americans an-
swered the question correctly. On the
same test, for a question with the same
objective and the same instructional
target, the passing rates were 90 per-
cent for Whites, 86 percent for His-
panics, and 84 percent for African-
Americans. One witness reported,
“The test construction methods em-
ployed by Defendants not only fail to
detect and reduce potential item bias,
but actually incorporate, generate,
perpetuate and enhance any existing
or potential item bias and overall test
bias for both African American and
Hispanic test takers” (p. 35).

The Plaintiffs challenged the test
construction process. The director of
the organization that develops ques-
tions for the test testified that not only
did she not know the qualifications of
the actual question writers, but the
writers did not have to be from Texas
nor did they have to have any particu-
lar knowledge of the curriculum (p.
35). In addition, none of the writers
were Hispanic or African-American.

Plaintiffs pointed out that the State
relies heavily on revolving committees
composed of about twenty teachers to
review TAAS test questions for poten-
tial bias and for adequacy of prepara-
tion (p. 36). The committee members
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are not experienced in statistics, ques-
tion development, or test construc-
tion. The Plaintiffs questioned how
twenty teachers can adequately repre-
sent the 6,000 campuses and approxi-
mately 200,000 classrooms in Texas
schools (p. 36). In fact, “the commit-
tees meet for approximately two days,
and on average have about three min-
utes to review the language and the
statistics for each of the questions that
they do review” (p. 36).

One witness used factor analysis to
“show the difference between creating
items that are theoretically related to
certain objectives of the State curricu-
lum and how students actually per-
ceive the items” (p. 37). He found that
the racial groups are perceiving test
items differently. He summarized his
findings as follows: “The Exit level
TAAS administered in the spring of
1997 has such a divergent factorial
structure by ethnic group, especially
in the Reading and objective Writing
sections, that one can only conclude
that the test generally measures differ-
ent factors for the different ethnic
groups. Some of the problems involve
both item design and selection” (p.
37).

The content validity of the test was
challenged by the admission of the
Texas Commissioner of Education
that when the test was implemented in
1990 it covered matters that were not
taught in the curriculum (p. 40).
“Thus, the State validated the test and
set the cut score based on a set of
items which may not have been part of
the classroom content at the time the
TAAS Exit Test was first imple-

mented. This fact is important. Later
versions of the test are based on the
subpopulation statistics developed
from the field test items, so each ver-
sion of the TAAS Exit Test locks in
the inequities created by the first test
that had improper content” (p. 40). In
addition, the curricular validity was
challenged by the fact that when the
test was being developed during
1989–1990, “Texas did not undertake
any sort of comprehensive survey of
school districts, teachers, students or
the actual textbooks that it used in its
classes in order to determine whether
the TAAS Exit Test was in line with
the curriculum being offered in Texas
public schools” (p. 40). The Texas
Commissioner of Education and the
head of assessment for the TEA
agreed that in 1990 the TAAS Exit
Test was covering matters that were
not being taught in the public schools
(p. 41).

The instructional validity was also
challenged for a number of reasons.
The Plaintiffs assert that “there is very
significant evidence in the record that
there was not an opportunity to learn
what was on the TAAS Exit Test” (p.
41). Another reason is the significant
difference between the availability of
certified teachers in high-proportion
minority schools versus high-propor-
tion white schools (p. 42). This is re-
lated to the fact that “Anglos are much
more heavily concentrated than mi-
norities in districts labeled exemplary
and recognized” (p. 42).

Finally, the issue of educational ne-
cessity was challenged when the “de-
fense witnesses agreed that there is no



information showing a relationship of
TAAS test scores to performance in
later life either in the work world or
the college world” (p. 46). This is dis-
crepant with the mission of the State,
which was “to create a curriculum that
would prepare students for success af-
ter high school, and to use the TAAS
Exit Test to measure that compe-
tence” (p. 46).

Alternatives to the 
TAAS Exit Test
The Plaintiffs presented less discrimi-
natory and equally effective alterna-
tives to the State’s use of the TAAS,
which would also meet the State’s ob-
jectives.

These alternatives fit into five cate-
gories: (1) Returning to the system
used in Texas before 1987 and used in
thirty of the fifty states granting a high
school diploma based upon students’
successful completion of their high
school course and other state require-
ments; (2) using a sliding scale com-
bining the various TAAS Exit Test
scores and a student’s GPA into a sys-
tem that would allow a higher grade
point average to offset TAAS scores
below the 70 percent cutoff; (3) imple-
menting the alternatives outlined and
described in detail in a 1996 TEA
study of alternatives to the State’s use
of the TAAS Exit Test; (4) implement-
ing the alternatives to the State’s exit
test that were recommended by TEA
to the state board of education,
1992–1993; (5) adopting individual
witness recommendations on less dis-
criminatory alternatives to the TAAS

Exit Test; and (6) establishing parent-
teacher review committees to deter-
mine whether students have mastered
the curriculum despite failing the
TAAS Exit Test (p. 48).

Plaintiffs reported that “in 1996,
TEA hired a private consulting firm to
present a series of alternatives to the
state legislature to the TAAS Exit
Test. The Texas legislature has not
adopted any of these alternatives” (p.
50). These included:

• Allowing students who receive
an associate degree to receive a
high school diploma

• Allowing students who pass the
Texas Academic Skills Program
(TASP) and who have met all
other requirements to receive a
high school diploma

• Requiring that remediation plans
be filed for students scoring be-
low a certain level on the TAAS

• Contracting for a professional
development system to assist
school districts with the develop-
ment of remediation programs

• Allowing workplace certifica-
tions

• Judging students’ performance
based on portfolios of their work

• Basing a passing score on the
TAAS on a cumulative score
from the three parts of the test
(p. 51)

Also, the Plaintiffs reported that in
1992–1993, TEA staff recommended
to the state board of education a re-
design that would be based on per-
formance tasks, projects, portfolios,
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criterion-referenced tests, and a norm-
referenced program. These were not
adopted.

Questions and Commentary
After reviewing all of the legal argu-
ments and opinions, I think that it is
important to recognize that this isn’t
just a clinical exercise of intellectual
argumentation, but a situation that
has adversely affected tens of thou-
sands of people over a period of ten
years. Unfortunately, most of those
tens of thousands have been and will
be African-Americans and Hispanics.
The human cost of this standards ini-
tiative is amazing, especially in light of
the fact that the deleterious effects
continue throughout the individual’s
life.

What is also disconcerting is that
everyone is aware of this cost. Regard-
less of the Court’s decision, the Plain-
tiffs raised concerns substantiated by
evidence that were also recognized to
be problematic by both the Court and
the Defendants. If the State maintains
its course and does not respond to the
minority concerns, will this be due to
the classic bureaucratic intransigence
to change, to a stubborn arrogance by
the controlling majority, or to a ra-
cially motivated agenda?

This debate over standards is about
more than student achievement. It is
also about defining the role of minori-
ties in Texas and in the nation. It is
also about providing access to societal
roles that lead to money and power. I
wonder if this battle in Texas over
TAAS is nothing more than an exten-

sion of the culture wars between the
Right and the Left. Is this battle
merely a skirmish in the greater con-
flict centered on cultural pluralism or
the assimilation of minorities into
white majority culture?

From a psychological viewpoint, the
standards initiative in Texas is almost
entirely motivated by negative rein-
forcement. In classic negative rein-
forcement, the subject responds the
correct way (correct determined by the
experimenter) only to avoid a negative
or adverse outcome. However, an ar-
gument could be made that the TAAS
situation is not an example of negative
reinforcement but actually punish-
ment. Punishment occurs when the
subject cannot do anything to avoid
the adverse outcome. Undoubtedly,
the evidence presented by the Plain-
tiffs clearly indicates that some chil-
dren are being punished. If some chil-
dren haven’t been taught the test
content in school, some questions are
constructed in a way that means some
children can’t possible answer them;
and some children are not allowed to
compete because they are tracked or
labeled; then there is nothing that
these children can do to avoid the pun-
ishment that will stay with them their
whole lives. Psychologically, negative
reinforcement is considered an effec-
tive behavior modification tool but less
desirable than positive reinforcement,
but punishment, in this case, is uncon-
scionable. It appears that the TAAS
can not only be challenged as it has
been by the Plaintiffs, but also chal-
lenged by its poor use of psychology.

The people of Texas should be con-



cerned about another aspect of TAAS.
As we enter the new millennium it has
been made clear by pundits of all
stripes that we need to move beyond
the old factory system of education to-
ward a more relevant model—one that
produces autonomous, creative, and
critically skilled individuals. The evi-
dence provided by both sides indicates
that the TAAS is deeply entrenched in
the factory system paradigm of educa-
tion. It is important for us to remem-
ber that the factory system of the past
century had a strong racially biased
component that was not challenged
until the 1960s. Is this the direction
that the people of Texas are comfort-
able with—the direction in which they
want to go?

Finally, as I reviewed this case, I was
struck how this situation represents a
classic example of our political sys-
tem—right out of an old “problems of
democracy” course. Essentially, a
group of United States citizens feels
oppressed by the actions of their leg-
islative branch and unsuccessfully
seeks relief from their judicial branch.
What is the political lesson to be
learned? First, the legislature must be
targeted through lobbying, campaign
contributions, and voter registration
drives. Second, presidential elections
need to be taken seriously due to the
ability of the president to appoint fed-
eral judges. If a conservative president
has the opportunity to appoint an in-
ordinate number of young and conser-
vative judges, the effect of his or her
action will last a long time. In fact, be-
cause of the judges’ ability to develop
an imposing legal precedence sup-

porting conservative interpretations of
legislative action, the effect will in-
deed last for a long time.

This legal action by the Plaintiffs
was especially significant due to the
fact that the legislature in Texas only
meets every two years. Also, the posi-
tion of governor in Texas is a constitu-
tionally weak position. Therefore, the
regulatory agencies established by the
legislature have great power. Without
the support of the Court and with the
political structure of Texas, things do
look bleak for those represented by
the Plaintiffs.

As I studied this information
through the context of history, I won-
dered what position Dr. Martin
Luther King Jr. or even Lyndon
Baines Johnson would have taken on
this issue. I wondered what they
would have said or done about the
consequences of the high-stakes test
for the African-American, Hispanic,
and poor white children of Texas?

Notes
1. The Houston Chronicle, on January 9,

2000, reported that “Prado, 52, a graduate
of the University of Texas School of Law,
was appointed to the federal bench in
1984 by President Reagan. He was one of
the first Hispanics in San Antonio to ally
himself with the Republican Party.” The
Chronicle also reported that “he refused to
slice the Alamo Heights school district
into single-member voting districts last
year, which would have concentrated mi-
nority voting strength. But he also de-
clined to free Midland public schools
from federal oversight of their school de-
segregation efforts.”

2. High-stakes testing is when failure
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to pass an exit-level exam bars a student
from graduation. In the case of Texas, if
students successfully complete all course
work and meet all other school require-
ments, they still cannot graduate if they
fail the TAAS test. One witness testified
that TAAS is the single highest stakes test
because it not only determines who gets a
diploma but because it is also used to rate
schools and evaluate teachers.

3. MALDEF has decided not to appeal
this decision. In an interview for a news-
paper article in the Houston Chronicle on
February 8, 2000, MALDEF lead attor-
ney Albert Kauffman stated that “this has
been an extremely difficult decision for us.
We feel there are serious errors in the
facts and law of the decision, but we have
to weigh the chances of success against the
chances of creating a bad (precedent) in
this area of the law.” In the same article,
Jim Nelson, the education commissioner
of Texas, said that “it means that the liti-
gation surrounding the test is now over
and those of us at the Texas Education
Agency can concentrate on continuing to
prepare our schools for the changes and
challenges that lie ahead.” The article in-
cluded a comment on the current project
of the TEA. “TEA is in the process of de-
veloping a new and more difficult exit-
level test that will be administered begin-
ning in the year 2004. At that point, a new
test will be added at the ninth grade and
the exit exam will be moved to students’
junior year and will become more rigor-
ous with the addition of tests in Algebra,
geometry, social studies and third-year
English. The changes in the test were
mandated by the legislature. Once they
are enacted, it will mean that students face
high-stakes testing from the third grade
through the 11th grade.”

4. In most Texas schools and communi-
ties, the problem of student achievement
that in many cases dominates the local ed-
ucational system is centered on the
African-American and Hispanic students.
The rating of the school, which is a reflec-

tion on the community, is directly associ-
ated with those students who do not pass
the TAAS Test. This unequivocal focus on
minority achievement is due to the disag-
gregation of the test results into racial cat-
egories. One outcome of this focus is to
perpetuate the invisibility of whiteness.
African-American and Hispanic children
are perceived to be the problem due to the
perception that it is their personal inability
to do what is necessary to achieve. Ren-
dered invisible by this focus is the fact that
the policy makers and primary decision
makers of this standards system, who are
predominantly white, are complicit in the
problem. Because of the rules of the game,
established by the white majority, the mi-
nority children and poor white children
are held accountable for the educational
woes of Texas. The burden and pain of ac-
countability falls squarely on the shoul-
ders of the minorities, once again hiding
the participation of the majority.

5. In 1984 the Texas legislature passed
the Equal Educational Opportunity Act
(EEOA), which was designed to impose
an accountability system on Texas public
school administrators, teachers, and stu-
dents (p. 13). “The Four-Fifths Rule finds
an adverse impact where the passing rate
for the minority group is less than 80 per-
cent of the passing rate for the majority
group” (C.F.R. § 1607).

6. The Plaintiffs “defined practical sig-
nificance both in terms of the number of
minorities who would have passed had
their passing rates been the same as whites
and by the importance of the interest im-
plicated by the test, i.e., receiving a high
school diploma or being discouraged from
continuing high school education” (p. 9).

7. In Texas, a second way of satisfying
the testing part of the graduation require-
ments is to pass end-of-course tests in
designated courses such as algebra I, Eng-
lish II, and biology or U.S. history. These
tests are given at the end of the courses
and can be retaken if a failing score was
made. The Plaintiffs argued that “in addi-



tion, the results of the alternative tests,
i.e., the set of end-of-course tests that a
student may pass to avoid the TAAS Exit
Test requirement, show significant ad-
verse impact against Hispanic and
African-American students. Specifically,
on the first ‘live test’ of the algebra exam
40 percent of whites, 14 percent of His-
panics, and 11 percent of African-Ameri-
cans passed the test. On the latest admin-
istration of the algebra I test, 52 percent
of whites, 26 percent of Hispanics and 20
percent of African-Americans passed the
test. There was also significant adverse
impact in the results of the biology alter-
native tests” (p. 9).

8. The Plaintiffs noted that “students
who have not been identified as eligible
for special education and are later deter-
mined special education exempt after fail-
ing the test raise the concern of arbitrary
‘reconsiderations.’ These students are also
predominantly minority students” (p. 11).

9. “These categories, often referred to

as the real causes of test performance dif-
ferences include: (1) economically disad-
vantaged; (2) eligible for Chapter I/Title I
financial support; (3) participating in spe-
cial education programs; (4) identified as
At-Risk; (5) participating in vocational ed-
ucation programs; (6) foreign exchange
students; (7) participating in bilingual ed-
ucation programs; (8) participating in
ESL programs; (9) designated as limited
English proficient; and (10) designated as
migrant students” (p. 12).
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As the presidential election of 2000
moved into high gear, once again edu-
cation became an important political
issue with each side vociferously pro-
moting their differing panaceas, paus-
ing only to agree that the current state
of education is inadequate at best and
in some cases deplorable. One prob-
lem with this continuation of the
politicizing of education is that educa-
tional policy, based on this con-
tentious electoral debate, will actually
be established. Another problem is
that these policies will affect American
education for many years to come.
Does this mean that these policies
represent poor educational decisions?

History suggests that indeed many
of these politically driven policies will
prove to have little or no effect on the
quality of our education, and some
will actually decrease the quality of
our education by promoting in-
equitable policies that are in reality

detrimental to large segments of our
population. However, the main pur-
pose of this discussion is not to cri-
tique the political positions of the can-
didates in relation to educational
issues, but to look at an even greater
problem—that of the conversational
process that characterizes public dis-
course about education.

The nature of the conversation
used by the public to engage educa-
tional issues is significant, not only in
relation to particular educational is-
sues, but also in relation to decision
making in a democracy. How we dis-
cuss public issues, such as educational
issues, defines the type of democracy
in which we live. How we discuss pub-
lic issues defines how we view our-
selves, those like us, and the Others.
How we discuss public issues is indica-
tive of our knowledge base and skill
level concerning our ability to think
independently and critically of politi-

1057

A POSTFORMAL CONVERSATION
ABOUT STANDARDIZATION AND
ACCOUNTABILITY IN TEXAS

Raymond A. Horn Jr.



cal, economic, and ideological inter-
ests that vie to control our thoughts
and behavior.

The argument presented in this
chapter is that the public needs to de-
velop postformal conversational skills
that will allow them to sift through the
politically superficial rhetoric about
educational issues, and base their deci-
sion making on a deeper and more
complex understanding of the issues.
This argument will be developed by
first deconstructing the nature of cur-
rent educational conversation.

Initially, current public conversa-
tion about education will be explored.
This will be followed by an example of
a critique of the Texas standardization
and accountability system through a
postformal lens. The Texas situation is
an exemplary example of the politi-
cization of an educational issue, and of
the public’s inability to critically con-
verse about an educational issue. The
standards initiative in Texas has had a
deleterious effect on large numbers of
Texans, and due to George W. Bush’s
election, has the potential to be intro-
duced on a larger national scale. The
critique of the Texas standards initia-
tive will then facilitate the theoretical
explanation of postformality, which
will include an explanation of postfor-
mal conversation and the understand-
ings gained by those who postformally
converse.

Standardization and
Accountability in Texas
Starting in the late 1970s, Texas has
evolved a system of educational stan-

dards that apply to kindergarten-
through-twelfth- grade public schools
and higher education institutions that
certify teachers and administrators.
Accompanying these standards is a
comprehensive accountability system
that relies on high-stakes exit-level
tests. The phrase “high-stakes exit-
level tests” refers to the situation
where to graduate from high school,
acquire a certification to teach in a
public school, or acquire an adminis-
trative certification that allows one to
be a principal or a superintendent de-
pends solely on your ability to pass a
standardized test. Therefore, the
stakes are high when you take the test
at the end of your program. Course
grades, university degrees, class rank,
or any other type of assessment is not
a factor in your ability to graduate or
receive the certification. It all depends
on the test.

Public school students are tested in
grades three through eight to deter-
mine their mastery of the reading and
math portions of the test and take the
exit-level test in grade ten. After the
tenth-grade test, students have eight
more chances to pass the test. If they
fail to pass, they do not graduate, and
exit school without a diploma. In the
2002–2003 school year, a law now in
place will require all third-grade stu-
dents to pass the test before they may
be promoted to fourth grade. All test
results are disaggregated according to
racial and economic categories.

Initial accountability starts with the
school in that each individual campus
in a school district receives a rating
from the state based on the test re-
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sults. Campuses can be rated academi-
cally unacceptable/low performing,
academically acceptable/acceptable,
recognized, or exemplary. Because
each school is rated, the accountability
system connects student performance
to the professional evaluations of
teachers and administrators. In many
cases, teacher and administrator job
security and pay increases depend on
the test results. The professional de-
velopment of teachers almost exclu-
sively revolves around techniques that
will secure better test scores.

In teacher and administrator prepa-
ration programs, students once again
must pass an exit test to be certified by
the state. As on the public school
level, test scores are racially and gen-
der disaggregated. The preparation
programs are held accountable by an
intricate interpretation of the results,
and can be placed under review if all
racial and gender categories do not at-
tain the target score. If placed under
review, the program has two years to
get off of review, or a monitor is as-
signed by the state to oversee the pro-
gram. If the program does not get off
of review the following year, the pro-
gram loses its ability to certify teach-
ers and administrators. In almost all
cases, this would be a deathblow to the
preparation program, if not to the in-
stitution of which it was a part.

On all levels of standardized testing
in Texas, Hispanics, African-Ameri-
cans, and poor Anglos invariably score
the worst on the tests. The state also
monitors school attendance and
dropouts, and these statistics are part
of the accountability rating system for

the public schools. Traditionally, Texas
has had a high student attrition rate
among minorities and the poor, in
many cases ranging in the 50 and 60
percent range. During the standard-
ized testing of the 1990s, student attri-
tion has remained high.

The state-mandated public school
curriculum that represents the stan-
dards is not currently aligned with the
tests. Therefore, teachers utilize class
time to repetitively drill students on
sample questions from the test. It is
common practice for schools to offer
prizes and awards for student per-
formance on the test and to engage in
pep rallies and other motivational ac-
tivities in the weeks prior to a testing
date. Setting aside part of the school
day where all teachers drill the stu-
dents on test-taking procedures and
test facts is also a common practice.

This short synopsis of the Texas sys-
tem does not adequately profile the
complexity and rigidity of the system.
Further reading would provide addi-
tional details as to the pervasive con-
trol of the State of Texas over its edu-
cational system. The intent of this
synopsis is merely to provide an
overview of the system that will inform
the larger purpose of this chapter.

Current Public Conversation
about Education
There is a difference between conver-
sation aimed to achieve a political goal
and conversation whose purpose is to
foster a deep and critical understand-
ing of an issue. The term “critical” is a
key concept in our conversation. In



this case, it relates to the ability of the
conversants to uncover and under-
stand the implications that a proposal
or action has in relation to the power
arrangements among the people af-
fected by the proposal or action. Actu-
ally, all public issues have a critical
component in that all public policy
making affects the power arrange-
ments among segments of our society.
In the case of educational standards
and accountability, the type of stan-
dards, technical or complex,1 and the
purpose, organization, and structure
of the accompanying accountability
system2 can empower some segments
of our population while disempower-
ing others.

Unfortunately, technical standards
with rigid and inequitable accounta-
bility systems not only reproduce ex-
isting oppression of traditionally op-
pressed groups but also limit the
quality of education of the majority of
students.3 In addition, voluminous ar-
guments critical of the Texas standards
and accountability system have been
made in print media and in the courts.
However, the continuation of the
Texas system and its spread to other
states indicates either a pervasive
agreement with the system or igno-
rance of the system’s deleterious ef-
fects on large segments of the Texas
population. To understand this phe-
nomenon, we need to examine the na-
ture of the public conversation about
educational standards and accounta-
bility. What then is the public conver-
sation in Texas concerning this impor-
tant public issue?

Dueling Monologues

Actually, conversation about the
Texas standards movement has re-
cently greatly increased due to the
presidential election. However, the
nature of the conversation primarily
has been a discussion, in that both
sides (those in favor and those against
standards) have staked out strong po-
sitions and used emotion and logic to
strengthen their position and strive to
win the debate. This type of conver-
sation is characterized by defensive
behavior used to protect one’s posi-
tion, by controlled discussion that ad-
vocates one’s position and competes
with the opposing position, and by
debate that is resolved to beat down
the opposing view and win the con-
versation (Isaacs, 1999). This type of
conversation was showcased in the re-
cent federal court case over the public
school standards (GI Forum v. Texas
Education Agency (TEA) et al., 2000).
What conversational form is not evi-
dent is dialogue.

Dialogue is when differing groups
suspend their mind-sets and engage in
a conversation in which both groups
listen to what each is saying and try to
connect with each other’s position. In
dialogue, people do not treat each
other as objects but recognize the hu-
manness of the other’s existence
(Sidorkin, 1999). Another way to de-
fine dialogue is to see it as “a conver-
sation with a center, not sides. It is a
way of taking the energy of our differ-
ences and channeling it toward some-
thing that has never been created be-
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fore. It lifts us out of polarization and
into a greater common sense, and is
thereby a means for accessing the in-
telligence and coordinated power of
groups of people” (Isaacs, 1999, p. 19).
William Isaacs further describes dia-
logue as “a conversation in which
people think together in relationships.
Thinking together implies that you no
longer take your own position as final”
(1999, p. 19).

According to Alexander Sidorkin’s
(1999) explanation of monologism, the
position of the State of Texas and its
supporters on the standards initiative
has been and continues to be mono-
logical. Sidorkin maintains that “the
first feature of monologism is the sep-
aration of ideas from individuals,” in
which the other person becomes ob-
jectified, or, as Sidorkin continues, the
other person is explained “in a way
that robs this other of very important
aspects of the human way of being”
(1999, p. 28). In the more than twenty
years in which the Texas standards
have unfolded, one continuity in the
state’s actions has been the lack of re-
gard for individuals. In other words,
the state’s rigid adherence to account-
ability procedures, even though tens of
thousands of people have been af-
fected in a deleterious way, indicates
their ability to treat people as objects
to be used for their ends. This is evi-
dent in that people are seen and pro-
jected as percentages and numbers
with a significant percentage of these
determined to be an acceptable loss in
relation to fulfilling the state’s mission.

Sidorkin (1999) also describes mo-

nologists as those who subscribe to a
singular consciousness. Simply, this is
when people do not see or value a
multitude of consciousnesses. Their
reality, or how they see reality, is the
only reality. This was evident in the
lack of response by the state to the le-
gitimate concerns raised by the plain-
tiffs in the court case. After the court’s
decision sustained the Texas system,
the state continued with its program
without any recognition of the plain-
tiff’s position. Perhaps Sidorkin’s com-
ment explains the state’s behavior: “In
the monological world, the concep-
tion of truth is different. There exists
a singular truth, a singular ownership
over meaning there, either by an indi-
vidual, by a group, or by no one (God)”
(1999, p. 30). Sidorkin (1999) pro-
poses a polyphonic truth in which
many different voices join together in
a higher dialogical unity that may not
lead to consensus, but does lead to
voices that “argue each other’s real,
and not imagined positions” (p. 30).
This polyphony is in contrast to the
cacophony that is created when both
sides misrepresent each other and ob-
jectify each other.

A final way to discern dialogical
conversation from monological is
through the lens of morality. Sidorkin
(1999) argues that in the dialogical
perspective, morality is twofold. “The
first position is in accordance with
whatever principles or moral rules one
possesses. In the second position, a
person also would judge any possible
solution from the point of view of
conscience (love, mercy), trying not to



inflict harm on other people involved”
(p. 47). Certainly, over the last twenty
years, the incredibly large number of
students who have not graduated from
high school or have not gained teach-
ing or administrative certification be-
cause of one high-stakes exit-level test
indicates an adherence to principles
exclusive of conscience.

If the State of Texas is engaging in
monological conversation, what about
their critics? The monological position
of the State of Texas directly affects the
conversational options available to
their critics. All attempts to engage in
a dialogue about standards and ac-
countability have been rebuffed by the
state. As an example, in the recent
court case, the plaintiffs were clear that
they were not against the standards,
the accountability system, and the use
of the test, but merely wanted the test
to not be the only determinant of a
child’s academic success. As in all cases,
the state responded by reiterating their
position. This singular consciousness
necessitates a conversational response
other than dialogue. The argument
will be made that an appropriate re-
sponse would be for the opponents of
the current system to engage in post-
formal conversation. However, before
we move to a postformal perspective,
where is the general public in this
conversation?

Public Acquiescence

To understand the conversational posi-
tion of the general public, it is neces-
sary to understand the educational
context of the public. Except in rare

instances, the general public’s educa-
tional experience consists of tradi-
tional, teacher-centered, and transmis-
sional curriculum, instruction, and
assessment. The public is more famil-
iar with schools as places housing au-
thoritative bureaucracies than schools
as places of democracy and creativity.
Most people have experienced educa-
tion as largely inauthentic and irrele-
vant to significant aspects of their lives;
undoubtedly, the greatest relevance
occurred in their extracurricular activi-
ties. At least within the last two
decades, their schools were greatly af-
fected by the efforts of the business
community to utilize schools in
achieving their economic goals. Gen-
erally, the schools experienced by to-
day’s parents were not centered on the
development of the individual in rela-
tion to the individual’s needs and
wants. Business interests, not the indi-
vidual, drove the policy making related
to curriculum and instruction.

In addition, since the 1980s the
public has been conditioned to be re-
sponsive to conservative code words
and conservative spin. They expect,
almost demand, sound bites of infor-
mation instead of substantive com-
mentary. Simplicity rather than com-
plexity create comfort and security.
Participation in education is defined
as supporting one’s child’s extracurric-
ular activities, and perhaps occasional
attendance at required formal func-
tions; not as participation in a compli-
cated conversation about educational
policy. Those who are concerned for
ideological or religious reasons move
their educational experience to the
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private sector or home schooling.
Some become politically involved in
PTAs and school boards, but, in rela-
tion to the vast number of parents
who have minimal contact with policy
making, they are a distinct minority.

Within this rather bleak but accu-
rate portrayal of public involvement in
educational policy lies part of the an-
swer to the public’s position in the
conversation. Another part is related
to the previous context in that, be-
cause of their prior educational expe-
rience, the public is more receptive to
simplistic policies, such as technical
standards and inequitably rigid ac-
countability systems, merely because
they understand them better. This un-
derstanding is fostered not only by the
relatedness of their experience to the
simplistic policies, but also because
those promoting the simplistic poli-
cies are better positioned to and more
adept at communicating their posi-
tions to the general public. An analysis
of the commentary concerning the
court case in the Texas newspapers
clearly reveals a public receptivity to
not only code words but also to atti-
tudes about minority groups, the poor,
and ideas such as rugged individualism
and survival of the fittest.

In Texas, the state bureaucracy is an
example of domination by a serving
agency (Sidorkin, 1999). Here parents
and students are “in a position of
clients not quite capable of taking part
in determining what is good for them-
selves” (Sidorkin, 1999, p. 35). Con-
cerned only with its own smooth op-
eration and the reproduction of its
needs and culture, the bureaucracy

“defines a ‘needy class,’ and creates a
group of people personally powerless.
The bureaucracy establishes certain
means of control over the clientele,
first by the power of a selecting pro-
cess. The bureaucracy decides which
services are to be provided without
much inconvenience and convinces
the clientele that their perception of
their own needs is fallible, that they
cannot adequately judge the services
they are receiving” (Sidorkin, 1999, p.
35). Through a testing accountability
system the State of Texas has defined a
needy class (those who cannot pass the
state-constructed test at the levels de-
termined by the state), and rendered
students, parents, teachers, and ad-
ministrators powerless through the re-
quirements and sanctions of the ac-
countability system. The result is that
the clients essentially have no control
over the services provided by the bu-
reaucracy, and are in essence con-
trolled by the bureaucracy. The
monologic conversation that charac-
terizes bureaucracies “is not merely a
philosophical position, but a selfishly
motivated way of thinking” (Sidorkin,
1999, p. 35) that hurts individuals at
the expense of the bureaucracy’s
agenda.

To this point we have seen that the
current public conversation about
standards and accountability systems
is generally monological. Those fa-
voring standards, such as the Texas ed-
ucational policy makers, use emotion,
logic, and bureaucratic structure to
solidify their position, and monologi-
cally do not listen or include others in
the policy making. Those opposed to



aspects of a system like the Texas sys-
tem are required to conversationally
reciprocate the same kind of emotion
and logic, which once again is inher-
ently monological. Conversationally,
the two camps never connect. In addi-
tion, the public acquiesces to the dic-
tates of the state bureaucracy because
of past experience, the current attitude
toward education, and the effective-
ness of the bureaucratic attempts to
disempower it.

This is the conversational context
of education as election 2000 contin-
ues, and this is the context in which
educational decisions that will have 
a long-term effect will be made.
Whether standards, vouchers, or pri-
vatization of schools, is this the con-
versational context that produces the
best decisions for all segments of our
society? The argument will now be
made that another type of conversa-
tion needs to be promoted—postfor-
mal conversation. Instead of explain-
ing postformalism, first an example
will be presented of the type of in-
quiry present in a postformal conver-
sation, and this will be followed by a
theoretical explanation. Since a post-
formal conversation would be difficult
within the confines of this chapter,
questions will be posed that reflect the
nature of a postformal conversation
about the Texas standards initiative.
The questions represent the types and
direction of inquiry that is characteris-
tic of postformal conversation. How-
ever, this inquiry needs to be under-
stood in relation to the two potentials
of postformal conversation.

First, postformal conversation can
potentially facilitate dialogue. If all of
the participants agree to temporarily
suspend their mind-sets, listen to each
other, and attempt to connect as hu-
man beings, postformal conversation
can facilitate deeper understandings.
However, if an oppositional relation-
ship is maintained, then the disem-
powered group can use postformal
conversation to strengthen themselves
and their oppositional position toward
the oppressor. Within their postfor-
mal conversation they will utilize di-
verse processes to broaden their
knowledge about the context of their
situation, delve deeply into the origins
of the beliefs and knowledge about
their situation, and uncover deep, hid-
den patterns that will lead to a more
complex understanding of the situa-
tion. And, through this complexity,
they will find power.

Texas Standards through a
Postformal Lens

Questions about Context

What about the context of the Texas
standards initiative? What am I not
seeing? What do I not know? What
am I hearing and not hearing? What is
the history of standards in Texas, in
the USA? Are there different types of
standards and accountability struc-
tures? Who (individuals, groups, po-
litical parties, special interests) initi-
ated and promoted the standards and
accountability movement? What are
the conservative, liberal, and radical
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positions on standards? Who had no
voice in the policy making? What out-
side influences have affected educa-
tion in Texas? What is the human and
financial cost of this standards and ac-
countability system? How do the costs
compare to the benefits? Who pays
the costs and reaps the benefits? If the
money and energy that has been com-
mitted to the current standards system
supported other types of educational
reform, how would the benefits to our
children be different? What kind of
knowledge is being tested? Is this
what our children need to know?
What kind of test is used? Is the test
valid and reliable? Who wrote the
test? What are the consequences and
are they fair for all segments of the
population? Are the public school and
higher education standards aligned?
What is the significance of this align-
ment or nonalignment (in relation to
state control over curriculum, instruc-
tion, and the knowledge base)? What
effect has the test had on minorities
and the poor? Is the high dropout rate
reinforced by the standardized tests?
Does the high dropout rate reinforce
youth gang activity and juvenile delin-
quency? What power arrangements
within our population are being re-
produced? Whom does this testing
empower and disempower? How will
this affect our community? What kind
of community do we want and will the
testing promote this? Are the stan-
dards relevant to our current and fu-
ture needs? Is the standardized system
forward-looking or rooted in the past?
What kind of schools do we want,

ones in which we transmit knowledge
or ones in which we transform indi-
vidual students? What is the purpose
of school, to meet our children’s needs
or those of the business sector? What
are the moral and ethical implications
of the standards? Are they just and
caring?

Questions like those in this short
list would reproduce countless other
questions whose answers would form a
broad knowledge base, a highly de-
tailed landscape that would quickly
move the issue of standards from one
of simplicity to one of complexity. In-
tertwined with context is etymology,
or the inquiry into origins.

Questions about the Origins of
Related Knowledge and Beliefs

What is the history of standards in
Texas, in the USA? How did they
come about? Where did my current
opinions and interpretations about
standards originate? Where did the
current opinions and interpretations
about standards held by my neighbors,
people who are different from me, lo-
cal educators, and state officials origi-
nate? How accurate are these opinions
and interpretations? How do my opin-
ions and interpretations about stan-
dards and accountability relate to my
opinions about people who are differ-
ent from me? How do my opinions
about standards compare to my core
beliefs and values? Are the outcomes
of the standardized accountability sys-
tem compatible with what I believe?
What social forces are shaping my



opinions? Is there knowledge that I
need to acquire that will challenge my
current view of the standards system?
What are the implications of the stan-
dardized accountability system for
race, gender, and social class? What
are the problems that are supposed to
be resolved by this system? How did
these problems come to be? Will this
system resolve these problems? What
new problems are created by the sys-
tem? What are the contradictions be-
tween what this system is supposed to
do, and what is actually occurring?

As people converse postformally
(exploring and expanding the context
and origins of the issue), patterns
emerge, not the simplistic easily seen
ones, but patterns that are more com-
plex and harder to discern.

Patterns That Provide Deeper and
Broader Understanding

In relation to the Texas standards and
accountability system, a postformal
conversation would search for and as-
suredly uncover patterns and struc-
tures that are not readily discerned. A
rule of thumb is that little is as it ap-
pears to be on the surface. Where
would patterns emerge? Overt or
covert or intentional or unintentional
patterns would emerge linking various
groups and philosophies. Political,
ideological, and economic interests
are undoubtedly linked in supporting
hidden agendas and in creating socie-
tal structures not easily seen. An ex-
amination of coalitions between these
segments of our society and bureau-
cratic organizations would reveal pat-

terned behavior. Historical patterns of
racism, ethnocentrism, and sexism
may emerge within a locality or on a
national scale. Seemingly unrelated
cultural patterns may actually rein-
force the acceptance or rejection of
beliefs and outcomes related to a stan-
dards and accountability program.
For instance, if historically African-
Americans, Hispanics, and poor Ang-
los represented a society’s underclass,
would the general society show signif-
icant concern if these same people
were most effected in a harmful way
by a standards system? Would their
lack of concern in relation to this cur-
rent issue of standards merely be an
extension of a historical cultural pat-
tern of behavior?

What Is Postformal
Conversation?
Postformal conversation is based on a
thinking process, postformal thinking,
that moves the individual beyond the
formal thinking of the industrial age.
It is a process required for those who
want to more fully understand the in-
formation age. As in postformal con-
versation, there are no formalized
rules or stages in postformal thinking.
The four-part structure reported by
Joe L. Kincheloe and Shirley R. Stein-
berg (1999a, 1999b; Horn, 1999) is a
view instead of a formula. Through
the use of multiple processes, the ex-
ploration and expansion of one’s
knowledge about a situation (as repre-
sented by the context and origins of
knowledge) allows the discernment of
complex and hidden patterns. How-
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ever, this is not a linear or stepwise
process, but a dynamic, interrelated,
and ongoing mix of affective (emo-
tion) and cognitive (reason) activity.
Emotion, reason, context, origins (et-
ymology), and process are all inter-
twined.

What drives postformal conversa-
tion (when people individually or col-
lectively converse postformally) is the
postformal thinkers’ concern with so-
cial justice and caring. Sidorkin’s
twofold lens of morality is an appro-
priate expression of the postformal
center. A postformal exploration of
context and origins, and a continuous
critique of emerging patterns, is se-
curely centered on moral principles
and conscience. Just as the Texas stan-
dards system can be perceived as utili-
tarian and pragmatic, so can postfor-
mal conversation. However, the
significant difference lies in what cen-
ters each view. As a political project,
postformal conversation seeks to ef-
fect change that is socially just and
caring to all segments of society. As a
political project, initiatives like the
Texas standards seek to effect change
that promotes the interests of particu-
lar segments of society. An additional
difference is in the processes utilized
to achieve their political goals. A post-
formal process is holistic and continu-
ously critical of the holistic image that
has been generated. A formal project
is reductionist in that parts of the
whole command all the attention,
therefore obscuring the larger picture,
which more accurately portrays the
truth of reality at a given point in
time. In addition, the views of reality

developed through this reductionist
process are not critiqued or chal-
lenged but rigidly become the ongo-
ing view of reality.

The nature of postformal thinking
is to broaden our understanding of
complex situations by broadening our
inquiry into the complex reality of
that which we seek to understand.
Unlike the myth of formal mod-
ernistic thinking, which claimed ab-
solute truth could be discerned, post-
formal thinking understands that, due
to the dynamic ever changing condi-
tion of reality, understanding is also an
ongoing process. The four explana-
tional categories of postformal think-
ing must be understood as interactive,
integrated, and ongoing. Postformal
thinking is a continuing process, not a
mechanism to reach an end state. The
four categories that characterize post-
formal thinking are intended as mov-
ing guideposts that require continuous
reflection.

Context

First, context refers to the interrelated
conditions in which something occurs:
setting, environment, place, people,
events, past, present, future, and so
forth. What do we know about the
context? How has/does the context af-
fect the current situation? How do we
enlarge our understanding of the con-
text?

Contextualization is what makes a
story, in book or movie form, a good
story. What are the circumstances?
How does one particular setting or
place create a different understanding



of the same phenomenon that occurs
in another place? Would a standards
model in one place be appropriate for
another place? What are the broader
temporal, spatial, or ideological as-
pects? How is indigenous knowledge
utilized and valued? Who are the
“players” in the story? What is their
interest, and how do they achieve that
interest? How have the standards af-
fected all of the people in the system?
These questions in addition to the
previous questions represent an ex-
ceedingly short list of contextual ques-
tions. A postformal thinker generates
contextual questions that provide a
wealth of information. A postformal
thinker searches for and values details.

Kincheloe and Steinberg (1999a)
write about the subtle interaction of
particularity and generalization. This
refers to the valuing of the unique ex-
perience of each individual and of each
place. Highly generalized and rigid
standardized educational systems sac-
rifice this uniqueness or diversity,
which is the essence of humanity. Di-
versity, not sameness, has the higher
survival value (Gould, 1996). In the
formal realm of modernistic thinking,
personal emotions and personally con-
structed knowledge are devalued in fa-
vor of expert opinion, which is mostly
derived from research that seeks gen-
eralizations. In a rigid standardization
system the general is valued and the
personal discounted. Herein lies the
origin of two problems with systems of
this nature. First, discounting the per-
sonal ensures a level of artificiality that
guarantees a lack of relevance and au-
thenticity in the system. In other

words, the system is, in reality, discon-
nected from the people it is trying to
serve, from the problems it is trying to
solve, and even from its own goals. It
just isn’t real. Secondly, devaluing the
personal facilitates injustice and a lack
of caring about certain segments of
the society the system is supposed to
serve. It becomes easy to write off per-
centages of types of people as “accept-
able losses.” In other words, it is easier
to treat people like objects or means to
your own goals than as people, which,
of course, they are. Context is about
more than collecting additional facts;
it is also about expanding our aware-
ness of the personal—our awareness
about how our actions affect other
people.

It seems that context, like all as-
pects of postformal thinking and con-
versation, is about morality—specifi-
cally about social justice and caring.

Origins (Etymology)

Etymology is the study of origins and
to understand any standards move-
ment requires a critical study of how
the standards came about. What are
their antecedents? Who originated the
idea/process? What was the agenda of
these people? How has knowledge
about standards been produced? How
have social forces shaped our under-
standing of standards? What were the
original problems that created this ap-
parent need for standards? How have
those problems changed over time? All
of these questions, like the previous
ones, deal with the origins of knowl-
edge, values, ideology, and hidden
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agendas. These are some of the etymo-
logical questions that a postformal
thinker would ask about standards.

The postformal activity of exploring
origins is a challenging process be-
cause to become aware of origins is to
become aware of the hidden cultural
patterns that are deeply engrained in
our individual and collective emotions
and thoughts. Our constructions about
reality, or how and why things are like
they are, are social constructions in
that they were formed by our interac-
tion with the culture in which we are
embedded. The act of seeking origins
invariably challenges not only our con-
structions of reality but also those as-
pects of our culture that are complicit
in our constructions. Do we become
uncomfortable when the possibility of
a culturally and historically entrenched
racism or sexism appears to support
our current constructions about edu-
cational change initiatives? Of course
we do because through this awareness
we are now consciously aware that we
are complicit as long as we continue to
support a change that is even margin-
ally supported by a historical and cul-
tural pattern of racism. As Kincheloe
and Steinberg write, “postformal
teachers [thinkers] struggle to become
aware of their own ideological inheri-
tance and its relationship to their pro-
fessional lives” (1999a, p. 62).

Another unsettling aspect of ety-
mological research is what it tells us
about our identity—who we are indi-
vidually and collectively. As men-
tioned in the previous paragraph, what
we discover when we etymologically
dig deep may contest who we think we

currently are. This is a significant
challenge for those who wish to con-
verse postformally, but also a liberat-
ing challenge.

Postformal thinking/conversation
also requires us to think about our
thinking. As cultural patterns and
challenges to our identity emerge
from our etymological explorations,
we are required to critique how our
thinking allowed us to be like that and
later how we arrived at our new un-
derstanding. This thinking about
thinking (metacognition) also has an
emotional component that is clearly
evident in the previous discussion of
cultural patterns and challenges to
identity. Exploring origins is not sim-
ply discovering origins and under-
standing how they affect our current
ideas and behavior, it is also about ex-
ploring how our thinking and emo-
tions facilitated the whole process.

Patterns

In conversing about the patterns that
become visible through our explo-
ration of context and origins, the par-
ticipants in the conversation will ac-
quire an ecological view in which the
interrelatedness of all people and ac-
tivity, in relation to the issue, will be-
come apparent. Seeing the whole in-
stead of focusing on the parts and
recognizing the interconnectedness of
the parts allows the conversants to fac-
tually and morally move to a more
complex level of understanding.

Patterns imply continuity, regular-
ity, and once again, agendas. What are
the surface patterns of a standards



movement in relation to its organiza-
tion, structure, and implementation?
What are the hidden patterns, the
deep structures, and the tacit forces
that need to be made visible? How can
we penetrate the “curtain of ostensible
normality” (Kincheloe & Steinberg,
1999a, p. 68) that cloaks deep and hid-
den realities? What metaphors are
used to promote standards and what
metaphors can be used to more criti-
cally understand the patterns created
by a standards movement, and the pat-
terns that superficially represent the
movement? Discovering and cri-
tiquing these patterns leads to a more
complex understanding of standard-
ized educational systems.

As patterns emerge, the postformal
thinker applies the lenses of justice and
caring. This is a difficult task because
as patterns emerge we recognize our
involvement in these patterns, and ap-
plying those lenses means that we are
examining our own behavior through
these lenses. There is no moral
dilemma with the superficial patterns
that are easily evident on an everyday
level, because society in general, our
place in particular, and our cultural
history help us mediate the incompati-
bility between our actions and stan-
dards of justice and caring. However,
when we engage the hidden patterns,
we also become aware of the disingen-
uous complicity of society, of our local
place, and our cultural history in mask-
ing injustice and a lack of caring. Dis-
cerning and confronting hidden pat-
terns becomes a moral challenge that
can be quite disconcerting.

Process

Postformal thinking and conversation
is not magic. There are processes that
can be used to uncover context, ori-
gins, and patterns. However, in the
postformal context, process indicates
new ways of reading the world. To
transcend the simplistic notions of
cause and effect (Kincheloe & Stein-
berg, 1999a, p. 76) requires the use of
a toolbox of methodological diversity.
To seek the truth in a postmodern
world requires the use of all kinds of
quantitative and qualitative method.
Statistical analysis and postmodern de-
construction all have a situational ap-
plicability. The eclectic array of meth-
ods used by the postformal thinker
may include ethnography, textual
analysis, semiotics, psychoanalysis,
content analysis, poststructural femi-
nist perspectives, contextual analysis,
critical hermeneutics, interviews, sur-
vey analysis, and phenomenology
(Kincheloe, 1998, pp. 1198–1199).

The world and reality as we see it is
complex. The inherent complexity of
an issue like standardization of educa-
tion requires an equally complex
process of reading the world. Kinche-
loe sees this reading as an expansion of
one’s critical consciousness, which re-
quires a bricolage of methods. Kinch-
eloe (1998) writes that bricolage in-
volves taking research strategies from
a variety of disciplines and traditions
as they are needed in the unfolding
context of the research situation. Such
a position is pragmatic and strategic,
demanding a self-consciousness and
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an awareness of context from the re-
searcher. Through this bricolage one’s
consciousness encounters criticality,
which is all about the power arrange-
ments within one’s society.

Power

Postformal thinking critiques and ex-
tends formal thinking by including
considerations of power arrangements
as contextualized by issues such as
race, gender, class, sexual preference,
age, and ethnicity. Additionally, post-
formal conversation is a dynamic in-
vestigation of our selves, our relations
with others, and the political implica-
tions of the type of conversation in
which we are engaged. Since the polit-
ical implications affect gender, class,
age, race, sexual preference, and eth-
nicity, postformal conversation in-
cludes a crucial ethical and moral
component.

The political implications of con-
versation and the accompanying moral
component must be framed by a con-
sideration of power. Therefore, post-
formal conversation is a conversation
about power. All conversation has a
political or power component, and
postformal conversation about educa-
tion is about people becoming aware
of how educational change is often
only peripherally about the education
of children, and more frequently about
the realization of a special interest’s
political agenda. A postformal exami-
nation of the monological conversa-
tion of the standardization policy mak-
ers reveals no mention of power,

which is sharply contrasted by a post-
formal reading of their policy and the
policy’s implementation.

Why Promote a Postformal
Conversation about Standards?
There are advantages to conversing
postformally about standards and ac-
countability. If the goal is to gain a
deeper understanding of a cultural and
political phenomenon that will greatly
affect our society, postformal conver-
sation will facilitate this understand-
ing. If a group has determined that the
current standards and accountability
system oppress them, engaging in this
type of conversation will be empower-
ing. If diverse groups desire to craft an
equitable and caring standards and ac-
countability system that will benefit all
segments of our society, postformal
conversation will foster this outcome.

Notes
1. Technical standards are standards

based on facts, inferences, and opinions
that are posed as concrete, valid, and reli-
able representations of past, present, or
future reality. Included in technical stan-
dards are decontextualized critical think-
ing skills such as analysis, synthesis, and
evaluation. These skills are considered de-
contextualized when their use is restricted
to only one aspect of a problem situation.
For example, when students are required
to deductively or inductively evaluate an
environmental problem in science class,
but the activity is structured to avoid us-
ing these thinking skills to engage the po-
litical, economic, or ethical considerations
of the problem, the students’ critical



thinking has been decontextualized. Their
critical thinking is decontextualized be-
cause a deeper understanding of any envi-
ronmental problem requires engaging the
activities of the political, economic, and
other interest groups that benefit from the
actions that are causing the environmental
problem. Also, an activity such as this sci-
ence activity is decontextualized if the stu-
dent’s own knowledge is not valued and
solicited, and the only valid interpreta-
tions are those of the expert as repre-
sented by the teacher, the textbook, or the
state-mandated curriculum.

Whether for mathematics, science, so-
cial studies, or language, technical stan-
dards represent what is known by society
at that point in time and are essential ele-
ments in our understanding of the world.
The problem arises when this knowledge
base becomes a curriculum that is viewed
as absolute and when this knowledge is
simplified by isolating it from the larger
context in which it is embedded. The
problem is exacerbated when transmis-
sional, teacher-centered instruction is
used to “deliver” this knowledge to the
student. Transmissional instruction is
characterized by rote memorization—the
“drill and fill” method of instruction. Also,
in transmissional forms of instruction,
critical thinking is structured as decontex-
tualized, inauthentic activity that has no
relationship to the deep, complex patterns
in which all problems are embedded.

On the other hand, complex standards
also require critical thinking, such as
analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. The
difference between technical and complex
standards lies in the pedagogical intent to
develop a critical ability in each student.
Critical ability means that the students
can utilize critical thinking skills to dis-
cern the deeper and hidden patterns of
which their object of study is a part. It also
means that students have the skills and
knowledge to see existing power arrange-
ments and how these are affected by
changes in our beliefs and actions. Com-

plex standards utilize the same knowledge
base and array of critical-thinking skills
found in technical standards. However,
the significant difference is that complex
standards are not intended to transmit po-
litically and ideologically contextualized
knowledge to students, but facilitate the
development of the critical ability of each
student to discern these contexts and
therefore see the knowledge as it is situ-
ated in a broader, more complex system.

One criticism of complex standards is
that they are political in nature. Indeed,
like all of education, they are political.
However, unlike technical standards,
which can be used to reproduce certain
ideologies or political agendas, complex
standards are emancipatory in that they fa-
cilitate the critical skills that allow students
to think for themselves. In addition, they
are emancipatory because, as knowledge
becomes more complex, issues of social
justice and caring become more visible.

2. The Texas standards accountability
system is a highly developed and rigidly
structured system (Horn & Kincheloe,
Eds., 2001). Just as there are standards for
all levels of education (kindergarten
through higher-education teacher and
administrator certification programs, in-
cluding standards for school board mem-
bers), there are accompanying accounta-
bility structures. The purpose of the
accountability structure is to guarantee
that all people in the system will either
adhere to the standards or not receive
their diploma or certification. The ac-
countability structure is based on high-
stakes exit-level tests. This means that
student success is determined solely and
exclusively by one test at each level. In
other words, regardless of a student’s
grade point average or class rank, if that
student does not pass the test, the student
does not graduate from high school or get
certified as a teacher or administrator.
Depending on the validity and reliability
of the test, language or other cultural bi-
ases could discriminate against certain
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segments of the population. Also, the
knowledge base and academic skills re-
quired for passing the test can be manipu-
lated to represent only certain types of
knowledge and narrowly contextualized
skills. The biases and manipulation of the
knowledge base and academic skills create
a situation where performance on the
tests can greatly vary among segments of
the population. If social advancement is
dependent upon test performance, then
the disenfranchised segments of the pop-
ulation are disempowered.

Alternative accountability systems in-
clude a variety of performance indicators
(such as grade point average, class rank,
portfolios) working in concert to deter-
mine achievement of the standards. Uti-
lizing a variety of performance indicators
creates a complexity level that diminishes
the possibility of bias and inequity, and in-
dicates a caring attitude for all segments
of the population. This does not mean
that the standards are less rigorous, it
means that their accountability proce-
dures are fairer. For a detailed look at the
Texas standards accountability system see
American Standards: Quality Education in a
Complex World—The Texas Case edited by
Raymond A. Horn Jr. and Joe L. Kinche-
loe, published by Peter Lang Publishers.

3. In Texas, besides having high minor-
ity student attrition rates (how many stu-
dents are lost by the time of graduation),
many low-performing minorities are en-
trenched in endless drill and memory
work geared to passing the exit-level test,
and consequently never experience cur-
riculum and instruction that can add to
their future success in society. Between
1995–96 and 1998–99 in Texas, 53 percent
of Hispanic students and 48 percent of
Black students, as compared to 31 percent
of White students, were lost prior to grad-
uation. In addition, because administra-
tive and teacher jobs and salaries are tied
to student performance on the exit-level
test, significant amounts of time for qual-

ity curriculum and instruction for all stu-
dents is transferred to the rote memoriza-
tion of test facts.

References
GI Forum et al. v. Texas Education Agency et

al. No. SA 97 CA 1278EP (W.D.Tex.,
January 6, 2000 memorandum opin-
ion).

Gould, S. J. (1996). Full house: The spread
of excellence from Plato to Darwin. New
York: Harmony.

Horn, R. A. (1999). J. L. Kincheloe:
Teacher-as-researcher. Educational Re-
searcher, 28 (4), 27–31.

Horn, R. A., & Kincheloe, J. L. (Eds.).
(2001). American standards: Quality edu-
cation in a complex world—The Texas case.
New York: Peter Lang.

Isaacs, W. (1999). Dialogue and the art of
thinking together. New York: Currency.

Kincheloe, J. L. (1998). Critical research
in science education. In Fraser, B., &
Tobin, K., (Eds.): International handbook
of science education (pp. 1191–1205).
Boston: Kluwer Academic Publishers.

Kincheloe, J. L., & Steinberg, S. R.
(1999a). A tentative description of
post-formal thinking: The critical con-
frontation with cognitive theory. In
Kincheloe, J. L., Steinberg, S. R., &
Hinchey, P. (Eds.): The post-formal
reader: Cognition and education (pp.
55–90). New York: Garland.

Kincheloe, J. L., & Steinberg, S. R.
(1999b). Trouble ahead, trouble be-
hind: Grounding the post-formal cri-
tique of educational psychology. In
Kincheloe, J. L., Steinberg, S. R., &
Hinchey, P. (Eds.): The post-formal
reader: Cognition and education (pp.
4–54). New York: Garland.

Sidorkin, A. M. (1999). Beyond discourse:
Education, the self, and dialogue. New
York: State University of New York
Press. 





Texas has initiated a new support sys-
tem for teachers—the Texas Begin-
ning Educator Support System (Tx-
BESS). One component of TxBESS is
the TxBESS Activity Profile (TAP),
initially called the Beginning Teacher
Activity Profile in Texas (BTAPT).
The Activity Profile provides forma-
tive information to first-year teachers
and also results in a rating for teacher
preparation programs, in its current
form. This rating may be used in the
future to determine whether teacher
preparation entities are accredited and
whether these institutions can con-
tinue to prepare teachers for certifica-
tion in Texas. Draft standards were
developed and a pilot study is under-
way.

This article will cover Texas stan-
dards and accountability programs in
education, a description of the Activ-
ity Profile instrument, training re-
quirements for a program of this na-

ture, and issues/concerns. The Activ-
ity Profile is a dynamic, evolving in-
strument that will certainly change
from its present format as lessons are
learned and improvements are made.
The purpose of this article is not to
make the reader an expert on the de-
tails of this instrument in Texas.
Rather, the intent is to help the reader
understand the issues, concerns, and
complexity of the high-stakes Tx-
BESS program. Deciding that educa-
tor preparation programs will be held
accountable is an easy decision, and
developing standards by which to
measure these programs is certainly
workable. The real difficulty comes in
the implementation of a standards-
based performance measure like the
Activity Profile—to ensure that it is a
fair system, that it does provide incen-
tives to improve educator preparation
programs, and that it is supportable by
those in the field.
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Background

The state of Texas is a leader in setting
educational accountability standards.
The statewide Texas Assessment of
Academic Skills (TAAS) Test is re-
quired for students in grades three
through high school in every public
school in Texas, and passing the exit-
level TAAS test is required to receive a
high school diploma in Texas. Texas
also was the first state to create ac-
countability standards for teacher
preparation programs.

In September 1998, the Texas State
Board for Educator Certification
(SBEC) initiated the statewide ac-
countability system for the evaluation
of teacher preparation programs at
universities, school districts, and re-
gional service centers. The Account-
ability System for Educator Prepara-
tion (ASEP), as provided for in Texas
statute (Texas Education Code
21.045), involved the use of Examina-
tion for the Certification of Educators
in Texas (ExCET) test scores. These
tests are required not only for teachers
to become certified to teach in Texas,
but also for evaluation of teacher edu-
cation programs. Test results, disag-
gregated by gender and ethnicity, are
used to rate educator preparation pro-
grams as either accredited, accredited-
under-review, or not accredited. In
September 1998, thirty-five of the
eighty-six programs in the state of
Texas were rated accredited-under-re-
view; the number of programs receiv-
ing this rating was reduced to ten in
September 1999. Preparation pro-

grams failing to meet Texas State per-
formance standards for three consecu-
tive years will lose the authority to
prepare educators for certification.

A pilot study began in January 2000
for the second phase of the ASEP pro-
gram, which is used to evaluate educa-
tor preparation programs. The new
program, called the TxBESS Activity
Profile (TAP), is entering its first full
pilot year in fall 2000. Eventually, all
educator preparation programs in
Texas will be held accountable for the
actual on-the-job performance of their
new teachers who become certified to
teach in Texas and who actually teach
there.

Texas has not received state funds
to implement the TxBESS but has
been awarded almost $12 million by a
federal grant in August 1999, which
was the largest award from the United
States Department of Education un-
der the Teacher Quality Enhancement
Grants Program, Title II of the
Higher Education Act. This three-
year grant will enable Texas to develop
a support structure under the Tx-
BESS, which will involve collabora-
tion among the twenty education serv-
ice centers, educator preparation
entities, Texas schools, and the busi-
ness community. TxBESS objectives
include:

1. Support and assess beginning
educators through TxBESS

2. Implement the Activity Profile,
an instrument that will provide
formative information for the
beginning teacher and summa-
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tive information for that
teacher’s preparation program

3. Retain beginning educators by
providing support and training

4. Improve the professional devel-
opment of all educators

5. Facilitate partnerships with
effective mentor programs in
Texas schools

6. Improve student achievement

The TxBESS Activity Profile
The first purpose for the TxBESS Ac-
tivity Profile (TAP) is to provide a
formative profile of the actual on-the-
job performance of beginning teach-
ers, so that mentors and other mem-
bers of the beginning teacher’s support
team will be more effective in improv-
ing the teaching skills of the begin-
ning teacher. The TAP instrument
will provide the structure for provid-
ing feedback to beginning teachers
and will help in their professional de-
velopment. The second purpose is to
provide summative information about
the quality of preparation provided to
beginning teachers by their prepara-
tion programs. How well a beginning
teacher does during an observation of
his or her lesson planning, teaching,
reflection, and professional growth
will eventually serve as an indicator in
the rating of the teacher preparation
program.

The TAP instrument is based on
the Texas Learner-Centered Profi-
ciencies, which delineate what the be-
ginning teacher in Texas should know
and be able to do. The proficiencies

are grouped into four major clusters
on the instrument, which include:

1. Planning and preparation for
learner-centered knowledge and
instruction

2. A classroom environment that
promotes equity, excellence, and
instruction

3. Instruction and communication
4. Professional development and

communication

For Cluster 1, the beginning
teacher completes a class background
information form, a beginning teacher
profile, and an instructional plan form
before the lesson is taught. These
forms should take approximately 2–3
hours to accomplish. A trained ob-
server will record Cluster 2 and Clus-
ter 3 performance while the lesson is
being taught. For Cluster 4, the be-
ginning teacher will complete a reflec-
tion form after the lesson and will also
complete a professional responsibili-
ties form, with attached samples of
record-keeping procedures and family
communication. Cluster 4 paperwork
should take the beginning teacher ap-
proximately 2–3 hours to accomplish.
In addition, the mentor teacher will
complete a professional responsibili-
ties mentor questionnaire, which de-
scribes the beginning teacher’s inter-
action with professional colleagues,
how active the beginning teacher is in
school and district projects or events,
and how well the beginning teacher
responds to student needs. The
trained observer (which may be the



mentor teacher) will then evaluate,
summarize, and rate the beginning
teacher (informal) and the teacher
preparation program (formal scoring
that will be used for the ASEP in
Texas, as currently planned). All of the
Activity Profile forms and the instru-
ment are currently scheduled during
the first semester of teaching for the
beginning teacher, with the lesson be-
ing taught in the third month of the
first teaching assignment. However,
during the spring and fall of 2000, this
will be piloted at various points to
provide information about the appro-
priate time to administer the Activity
Profile.

TAP Training
Implementing this initiative requires
extensive training for many educators
at various levels in the education sys-
tem of Texas. To initiate the program,
Educational Testing Service personnel
trained sixty education service center
personnel, university faculty and staff,
and public school administrators and
staff during November 1999. This
training consisted of observation tech-
niques, detailed explanation of the in-
strument, and actual practice evaluat-
ing video clips of lessons. Four days
were needed to train these personnel,
most of which were already accus-
tomed to evaluating teachers in the
classroom. After this training, these
sixty personnel were then certified to
conduct training for the TxBESS Ac-
tivity Profile. The main focus for fur-
ther training is the observers—the per-
sonnel who will perform the formative

evaluation of the beginning teacher
and who will also make the summative
evaluation of the teacher preparation
program, as the program is currently
designed. School administrators will
first select the observers (many of
which may also be the mentor teach-
ers for the same beginning teachers),
who will then be trained in the
process. This training requires three
days, whether the observer is a mentor
or merely a trained observer who per-
forms observations for the same school
district. In addition, school adminis-
trators themselves should receive a
certain amount of familiarization
training on the Activity Profile, so that
they can place the proper emphasis on
the program and select only the best
teachers for mentors and observers, as
well as provide better support and as-
sistance to beginning teachers. This
extensive training for observers, men-
tors, and school administrators should
take place at every public school in the
state of Texas.

The impact of an initiative as com-
plex as TxBESS is nearly as extensive
for educator preparation entities as it is
for public schools. First of all, key per-
sonnel in the college of education need
to become thoroughly familiar with
the TxBESS program, since the rat-
ings by the observers of beginning
teachers may soon be a standard for
deciding accreditation of teacher prep-
aration programs. Without proper un-
derstanding and involvement, teacher
preparation programs will not have a
voice in the development of the system
by which they will be rated, when and
if these ratings are added to the ASEP
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system in Texas. Training will need to
be conducted for deans, associate
deans, department chairs, and other
faculty members, primarily in the col-
lege of education. In order to properly
prepare preservice teachers for Tx-
BESS Activity Profile requirements,
university supervisors of student
teachers need to be well trained on the
program itself, the forms, and the ob-
servation instrument. This training
will take approximately one day. In ad-
dition, familiarization training of all
college of education faculty members,
encompassing approximately a half
day, is needed to drive curriculum
changes that will best prepare preser-
vice teachers to not only become suc-
cessful first-year teachers, but also to
enable them to perform well during
the observation and evaluation. Feed-
back from the evaluation of beginning
teachers, although somewhat limited
in its present form, will also require
modifications and improvements in
each teacher preparation program. All
of the above requirements will result
in additional overview and manage-
ment responsibilities by key personnel
involved in preparing teachers for the
classroom.

Concerns
Just like any program at the develop-
mental stage, the TxBESS program
has some growing pains. As more edu-
cators are trained on the TAP, and as
the pilot study becomes more exten-
sive, concerns are being voiced. Since
TxBESS will eventually provide ac-
countability for universities and other

teacher preparation entities based on
standards, and since the ratings may
determine whether these institutions
will be allowed to continue preparing
teachers for classrooms in Texas, it is a
very high-stakes program. The main
question with a program of this size
and complexity is how to provide a fair
evaluation of a beginning teacher’s
preparation program without making
the system so labor-intensive that it is
unsupportable. University-level edu-
cators do not argue that teacher
preparation programs need high stan-
dards, and good educators would
agree that teacher preparation pro-
grams should be held accountable for
the success or failure of the teachers
that they produce.

Most of the concerns addressed in
the following discussion deal with how
the assessments are determined and
how the TxBESS program can be sup-
ported with qualified personnel. Pro-
gram managers are aware of these
concerns and are trying to meet the
twin goals of establishing accountabil-
ity and ensuring supportability.

1. The observation instrument. Tx-
BESS uses an observation instrument
that is complex and somewhat subjec-
tive. An extensive three-day training
program is required to teach observers
how to properly document and evalu-
ate twenty-two different components.
Even educators who had extensive ex-
perience in observing and rating
teachers did not always agree with the
“answer” provided during the train-
ing. The instrument uses self-reports
by the beginning teacher for approxi-
mately half of the twenty-two compo-



nents as portfolio-type evidence. Ac-
cordingly, beginning teachers who are
able to write well will probably be
rated higher than those who do not.
In addition, how do observers in small
schools, which do not have beginning
teachers every school year, maintain
their proficiency with the instrument?
For these reasons, there is some con-
cern at the university level about
whether the instrument is a valid
measurement of a beginning teacher’s
preparation program. Such issues will
be addressed as the instrument is re-
fined during the pilot stages and after
evaluation studies of validity and relia-
bility are undertaken.

2. Inter-rater reliability. Observers
come from different backgrounds,
with different experiences, and there-
fore have different standards concern-
ing whether the beginning teacher is
performing at an acceptable level or
not. Some observers may show rater
leniency, whereas others may be
overly harsh in their ratings. Ob-
servers are trained to assign ratings
based on “a preponderance of evi-
dence.” For example, if a beginning
teacher has four positive interactions
with students, but then gets angry
with another student, is this “at stan-
dard” or “below standard”? Some ob-
servers would rate this beginning
teacher “below standard,” feeling that
a teacher should never get angry with
her students. Another observer might
rate this beginning teacher as “at stan-
dard” because almost all of her inter-
actions with students were positive.
How much subjectivity in ratings is

acceptable, when these ratings may be
used to determine accreditation rat-
ings of teacher preparation programs?
As scoring rubrics are refined and
training is fine-tuned, these issues
must be addressed. Studies of this na-
ture will be undertaken as the pilot
study progresses.

3. Availability of qualified observers
and mentors. Public school teachers
are very busy. The best teachers are
the busiest, serving on campus im-
provement committees, on academic
specialty committees, as student
teacher supervisors, and performing a
host of other important duties at the
campus and district levels. We also
need the best teachers to serve as
mentor teachers for beginning teach-
ers, to provide support and assistance
particularly during the critical first
year of teaching. The observers also
need to be selected from the best
teachers at the school to ensure that
good feedback is provided to mentor
teachers and that evaluations that may
affect accreditation of a teacher prepa-
ration program will be fair and repre-
sentative of the training that the be-
ginning teacher received. Are there
enough of these “best teachers” in
each school to accomplish all of these
important tasks well? Even if the men-
tor teacher and the observer are the
same person, is the TxBESS Program
supportable with highly qualified per-
sonnel?

4. Training. Training is required for
educators at many levels, including
teacher preparation program person-
nel, education service center man-
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agers, school administrators, mentor
teachers, and observers. This training
takes a large amount of time for
people who are already very busy. Is-
sues that are being worked on at the
state level include how to make this
training both shorter and more effec-
tive. In addition, training should cover
examples of beginning teachers who
are below standard, at standard, and
above standard. All three ratings
should be used when comparing be-
ginning teachers with approved stan-
dards and expectations for beginning
teachers.

5. Schedule for observing the be-
ginning teacher. Beginning teachers
would develop a lesson, prepare docu-
ments, teach the lesson, and then re-
flect on the lesson, all within the first
three months of their initial teaching
assignment as presently scheduled. On
one hand, there is a need to observe
beginning teachers early in their
teaching experiences, so that judge-
ment can be made concerning their
preparation for teaching. On the other
hand, beginning teachers are being
observed at a time when they are likely
to be very busy and may also be more
concerned with survival in the teach-
ing profession. This issue of timing is
being studied in the spring and fall
2000 pilots. Educators from teacher
preparation programs are also con-
cerned that only one observation is
made on one lesson in the current
plan, and then a rating may be as-
signed to that teacher preparation
program. Again, the pilot studies and
participant feedback will provide in-

formation that may alleviate this con-
cern. Additional observations may
help improve the reliability of the
measurement, but this would also take
additional time for observers, mentors,
and beginning teachers—time that
may not be reasonably supportable.

6. PDAS versus the Activity Profile.
The Activity Profile instrument and
the Professional Development Ap-
praisal System (PDAS) observation in-
strument are different. Even though
similar components are evaluated, the
forms used are different. The begin-
ning teacher’s performance would
therefore be evaluated using the Ac-
tivity Profile instrument for formative
purposes by observers, and would also
be scored using the PDAS instrument
for meeting performance standards by
principals in the public schools. The
most important concern for many be-
ginning teachers is how their principal
rates them, since this may decide
whether they are hired to teach an-
other year. Consequently, the begin-
ning teacher’s motivation to do well
on the Activity Profile may be second-
ary to PDAS performance, and they
may not put forth their best effort
when completing TAP forms. Con-
versely, the Activity Profile may en-
hance performance of beginning
teachers, since it will be formative and
is accomplished prior to the initial
PDAS appraisal in most cases. This
scenario has proven to be the case in
California where an instrument very
similar to the Activity Profile is ad-
ministered prior to the teacher’s initial
observation for contract purposes.



Summary

The state of Texas has initiated excel-
lent standards by which beginning
teachers can be measured and evalu-
ated. These standards are designed to
help beginning teachers know what to
teach and how to teach it. Extensive
training of mentor teachers and ob-
servers for the TxBESS program is
underway and program modifications
are being made to address the con-
cerns mentioned above. TxBESS has
the potential to meet the dual goals of
helping beginning teachers during

their first year and also providing for
accountability of teacher preparation
programs. It is not easy to meet both
of these goals, but a large number of
competent educators in Texas are
working on this critical program. It is
necessary for educators at all levels to
become familiar with some of the
growing pains involved with a pro-
gram of this size and complexity. The
issues of how teacher preparation pro-
grams can be fairly evaluated and held
accountable for the success of their
students are very important to the fu-
ture of Texas.
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My job uniquely positions me be-
tween two wildly diverging American
educational systems. Through the
teachers I work with in a graduate ed-
ucation studies program divided be-
tween two campuses, I am privy to
some of the school lives of teachers
working in affluent, well-appointed
suburban schools as well as the lives of
teachers working in crowded, under-
funded urban sites. Our university en-
compasses both a Long Island, New
York, campus set amid leafy, beauti-
fully maintained neighborhoods as
well as an urban education center in
Lower Manhattan. Although the two
campuses are thirty minutes apart (on
a good traffic day), the classroom dis-
cussions make the distance seem infi-
nitely greater.

The teachers I work with from
Long Island schools are generally
more satisfied with the American edu-

cational system. The teachers I work
with in the city are impatient with the
status quo and vehemently argue the
necessity of major changes in the
structures of American education. Far
from satisfied, teachers in the city bor-
oughs often express strong feelings of
anger regarding their work environ-
ments and the treatment of their stu-
dents by the system. Despite the new
focus on education in the public dis-
course, especially the improvement of
urban schools, many city teachers per-
ceive their situations as declining
rather than improving. Those work-
ing directly with students in urban
classrooms corroborate the “consen-
sus” proffered by the media, politi-
cians, and state and district adminis-
trators that the standards movement is
effecting drastic changes in our urban
schools; the teachers, however, are
much more cynical about the results

TEACHER PERSPECTIVES 
ON STANDARDS AND 
HIGH-STAKES TESTING

From the Urban to the Suburban

Rob Linné



of these changes. The emphasis on
high-stakes testing as the central com-
ponent to reform has—in the eyes of
these teachers—exacerbated the prob-
lems facing urban educators.

Much of the difference in opinion
among educators regarding school re-
forms and the general state of our
schools stems from the well-docu-
mented inequities in physical re-
sources allocated to schools in differ-
ent areas (Kozol, 1992). New York
City teachers share stories of crowded
classes (sometimes convened in hall-
ways); class shelves bereft of books (let
alone current technology); and crum-
bling, dangerous infrastructure. Thirty
minutes out the Long Island Express-
way, perceptions of the American
school are far more sanguine. Long
Island teachers seldom bring up the
topic of school buildings or resources
in class discussion. Current books and
magazines, speedy Internet connec-
tions, and basic art supplies are
“givens” that are expected on the sub-
urban campuses where they work.
Discussions begin with curriculum
and pedagogy out on Long Island, not
with ideas for scrounging the basic
materials of schooling.

Although New York City teachers
are more likely to have to reach into
their own pockets more for class sup-
plies, they begin earning 25 percent
less on average than their peers in the
suburbs and they realize that the gap
only increases with time. The median
pay for teachers working in the school
district encompassing our Long Island
campus is 40 percent more than the
median pay for our city teachers

(Goodnough, 2000). All told, when
teacher salaries and resource alloca-
tion are figured, New York spends
close to $8,000 per student in contrast
to the affluent white suburbs of Long
Island where an average of $18,000
per child is spent.

And yet, despite these glaring in-
equities most of the urban teachers I
work with do not cite material limita-
tions as their top concern. Teachers
from Brooklyn to the Bronx often
seem somewhat resigned to make do
with fewer resources than their subur-
ban colleagues while working in sub-
standard buildings. These educators
demonstrate remarkable resilience un-
der the most trying working condi-
tions, as well as strong commitment to
working with New York City youth.
The compromises they make daily due
to lack of basic resources and tech-
nologies are certainly disheartening to
urban educators but the continued
erosion of their status as professionals
represents the cruelest blow to many
who try to keep their faith in public
education. When I ask New York
teachers to talk about the changes
they would most like to see in their
schools, the most frequent answers are
smaller class sizes and greater aca-
demic freedom. These experienced
teachers strongly believe that with
manageable class sizes they could
move further away from the American
factory model of schooling, and with
empowerment to create their own
curriculums they could best match
their teaching to their students’ indi-
vidual needs and cultural back-
grounds. Asked to envision the class-
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room of their dreams, many urban
teachers describe the progressive
learning environments their col-
leagues out on Long Island experience
as reality.

Earlier studies have uncovered the
dynamics (beyond resource allocation)
that explain why teacher and student
realities within one educational sys-
tem can be so divergent (Anyon, 1981;
Apple, 1979; Foley, 1990). Jean
Anyon’s study, for example, outlined
the daily routines and learning envi-
ronments of five public elementary
schools in five New Jersey neighbor-
hoods that spanned the socioeco-
nomic spectrum. Two of the schools
were located in working-class areas.
Many of the families in this area were
supported by blue-collar work and a
small minority was on unemployment
assistance. A third school closely
matched the overall description of
middle class. Family members in this
neighborhood tended to possess rela-
tively high-paying blue- and white-
collar jobs that demanded a high level
of skill, such as education, govern-
ment, or social work. A fourth school
was centered in a neighborhood desig-
nated “affluent professional.” Incomes
in this area represented the top 10
percent of national averages. Children
in this school were likely to have par-
ents or caregivers who worked in pro-
fessional fields such as law, medicine,
or architecture. In the fifth neighbor-
hood, designated “executive elite,”
community members were likely to be
executives at the top levels of multina-
tional corporations or Wall Street fi-
nancial firms. Although Anyon ob-

served many similarities across the
schools in these very different neigh-
borhoods (e.g., the same math text-
books and prepackaged reading pro-
grams), striking differences were
documented as well.

In the two working-class campuses,
schoolwork involved following steps
in a procedure. Teachers placed heavy
emphasis on routinized control of stu-
dents. Children were ordered to re-
main in their seats unless given per-
mission to move and materials were
under the control of the teacher at all
times. Classroom procedures often in-
volved filling in worksheets or copying
notes or rules from the board. Knowl-
edge in this context was presented as a
series of unconnected facts decontex-
tualized from the complexities of their
wider subject areas or from the experi-
ences of the students and their cul-
tural backgrounds. Students were
most often evaluated not so much on
the quality of their work, but accord-
ing to whether the student closely fol-
lowed the prescribed steps.

For example, the language arts cur-
riculum in both working-class schools
consisted almost entirely of drill in the
mechanics of punctuation (commas,
periods, question marks, and exclama-
tion points), capitalization, and “the
four kinds of sentences.” Instruction
in punctuation relied heavily on dittos
laying out the rules for where to put
commas as opposed to periods. No
discussion ever took place among
teacher and students regarding the
rhetorical context of using punctua-
tion or phrasing. Writing was pre-
sented as a drill in following rules, not



constructing ideas or communicating
meanings. Such instruction aligned
well with teacher expectations for
their students. As one teacher ex-
plained, “Simple punctuation is all
they’ll ever need.”

Indeed, creative or expository writ-
ing was extremely rare in these classes.
For “creative writing,” students were
sometimes given dittos on which they
wrote answers to short questions. For
example, students wrote their autobi-
ographies by answering such ques-
tions as “Where were you born?”
“What is your favorite animal?” on a
sheet entitled “All About Me.” Social
studies, math, and science classes mir-
rored such curricula as students pas-
sively took notes or filled in work
sheets rather than engaging in authen-
tic learning experiences such as hands-
on science labs or research and debate
in social studies. Again, class curricula
aligned with teacher expectations for
working-class youth. A mathematics
teacher skipped any pages exploring
mathematical reasoning or inferenc-
ing with the rationalization, “Those
pages are for creativity—they’re ex-
tras.” The social studies teacher ex-
plained away her social studies cur-
riculum that required students to
endlessly copy notes from the board in
this way: “Because the children in this
school don’t know anything about the
U.S., so you can’t teach them much.”
Teachers routinely made such catego-
rizations despite the fact that students
in the two classes studied were meas-
ured to have typical IQ scores as well
as higher-than-average intelligence
scores. 

Anyon (1981) believes the attitudes
and aptitudes these students were de-
veloping through their schooling mir-
rored the traits expected of those who
labor. Their schoolwork prepared
them for their (expected) adult roles as
laborers in routinized, low-paying
jobs. Their capacities for creativity
and planning were ignored just as
their parents’ capacities were probably
ignored at the work site.

In the middle-class school, the goal
of schoolwork is to get the right an-
swer. Similar to the expectations of
working-class students, middle-class
students were taught to follow direc-
tions in order to come to the correct
answer, but the directions often called
for some figuring, choice, or decision
making. Although students were
rarely encouraged to take on sustained
inquiry into a topic, their work was
more contextualized than in the work-
ing-class schools. Questions did move
beyond simple rote copying of iso-
lated facts in that they asked students
to locate information in the text and
demonstrate basic understanding of
the material presented. For example,
in social studies the daily work fol-
lowed a pattern of reading the as-
signed pages, listening to the teacher’s
summary of the “main ideas,” and an-
swering short comprehension ques-
tions. Like the working-class school,
however, creative thinking was not
highly valued. Students were not
asked to develop and defend their own
thoughts on the subject at hand in this
curriculum that focused on seeking in-
formation and recounting this infor-
mation in clear, neat prose.
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The schooling these students re-
ceived was appropriate for young
people destined for white-collar,
working-class, and middle-class jobs:
paper work, technical work, customer
service, and social service in the pri-
vate and state bureaucracies. In these
positions one is rewarded for knowing
where to find answers and for know-
ing which form, regulation, technique,
or procedure is correct.

In the affluent professional school,
creativity, critical thinking, and per-
sonal development were obvious goals
set before the children. Schoolwork in
these classrooms was creative activity
carried out independently. The stu-
dents were continually asked to ex-
press and apply ideas and concepts.
Classroom products went well beyond
the dittoed worksheets found in the
working-class schools and often in-
cluded stories, essays, and visual repre-
sentations such as artwork or graphs.
For example, in a study of ancient civi-
lizations students made a film of
Egypt. Along with reading and re-
sponding to stories set in the time pe-
riod, students wrote and exchanged
letters in hieroglyphics and created
stories written in cuneiform. Social
studies class also involved almost daily
presentations and discussion of cur-
rent events.

Again, the relationships to learning
and knowledge these students were
developing in their schools closely
matched the attitudes and skills ex-
pected of the positions their family
members held. Their schooling was
developing in these children the capa-
bilities to become society’s successful

artists, lawyers, doctors, technical ex-
perts, as well as professionals in other
areas.

Knowledge in the executive elite
school was complex, contextualized,
and rigorous. Work in this school was
developing one’s analytical intellectual
powers. The main themes heard in
this school were excellence, mastery,
and control. Children were given the
opportunity to learn and to utilize the
intellectually and socially prestigious
discourse systems such as the gram-
matical and the mathematical and they
were expected to master them for fu-
ture use. For example, the language
arts curriculum emphasized language
as a complex system over which one
should strive to attain mastery. The
children were expected to diagram
complex sentences and to learn and
practice proper grammar. Many of the
writing assignments were expository
in nature, including research reports,
experiment analyses, and write-ups for
science. The curriculum also included
a large amount of practice in presenta-
tion of the self and in managing situa-
tions where the child was expected to
be in charge. For example, each child
had to assume the role of “student
teacher” at times. Students were eval-
uated on their presentation style and
clarity as well as how well they kept
control of the class.

This type of education obviously
prepares young people for a life at the
top. The activities that children in the
executive elite school engaged in af-
firmed and developed in them the hu-
man capacities for analysis and plan-
ning. These children were made



ready for ownership and control of
capital and the means of production
in society.

In short, the varied types and levels
of work the students in the different
schools were asked to produce illus-
trate the ways in which social strata
are often reproduced. Children of
professionals and corporate executives
are rewarded for assertiveness and cre-
ative thinking, while children of the
working class are rewarded for obedi-
ence. It should come as no surprise
then that young people from working-
class schools are often resistant to
schooling and do not perform aca-
demically at as high levels on average
as their peers in wealthy schools. And
yet, in a clear example of “blaming the
victim,” politicians, school board
members, and members of the media
often conclude the fault lies with poor
students and their parents, as well as
those who teach them. This line of
reasoning allows the more pernicious
elements of the standards-based re-
form movement to go unquestioned.
For example, if the uneven results of
our education system can simply be
traced to underachieving students
(mostly poor) and undisciplined teach-
ers (mostly working with poor stu-
dents), then a simple solution can be
found: firmer control of these individ-
uals. The dominant solution being
proffered at the turn of the new mil-
lennium is standardized curriculums
and high-stakes testing. If mastery of a
basic curriculum is demanded of all
students and if their teachers are made
to teach to that curriculum, then as
bureaucratic logic would have it,

things would even out. All boats
would be lifted on a rising tide of
higher standards.

However, as most educators work-
ing closely with students understand,
such a simple solution is not likely to
overcome the complex problems of
our school system. Indeed, research is
emerging that documents the detri-
mental “side effects” of the standards
movement. Linda McNeil’s (2000)
study of public high schools in Texas
during the state’s early stages of stan-
dards-based reform, for example, un-
covers the ways in which such reforms
widen the gaps between rich and poor
schools that Anyon outlined in her re-
search. Although rising test scores
have been offered in political speeches
and in the media as the only proof
needed that reforms are working, Mc-
Neil’s work suggests that any discus-
sion about the new standards and test-
ing must be situated within actual
schools and the everyday activities of
those working and learning in the
classrooms. By offering qualitative re-
search to contextualize the quantita-
tive data of standardized tests, McNeil
demonstrates how the innocuous-
sounding language of standardization
(“high standards” and “accountabil-
ity”) masks the reductions in academic
quality (especially for poor schools)
and transforms what is schooling for
our most vulnerable youth in negative
ways.

McNeil had been conducting long-
term research on some of Houston’s
highly regarded “magnet schools”
when the Texas reform movement of
the late ’80s and ’90s swept the state.
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Magnet schools were progressive pub-
lic schools that were originally char-
tered to attract diverse student popula-
tions to schools in the inner city in
order to meet desegregation goals.
McNeil was interested in documenting
the kind of learning working-class, ur-
ban youth can accomplish when they
are afforded opportunities to experi-
ence curriculums and pedagogies very
similar to those in the affluent-profes-
sional and executive-elite schools of
Anyon’s study. The Houston schools,
although not nearly as well funded as
the executive-elite schools, provide a
powerful record of the ways a noncon-
trolling administrative organizational
structure can enable teachers to work
together with their students to create
highly successful academic experiences
for youth normally denied access to
quality schooling.

Standards at these schools were ex-
tremely high before the Texas legisla-
ture deemed it necessary to prescribe
“minimum standards” on all schools
across the state. For example, one
school located near Houston’s presti-
gious medical center exemplified en-
gagement with a curriculum that has
credibility in the world outside the
school walls. Skills in the laboratory
and the ability to communicate and
understand complex concepts were es-
sential inside the school because the
students knew they would have re-
sponsibilities for carrying out impor-
tant “real world” tasks during their ro-
tations through labs and clinics in the
medical center. Another school fo-
cused on the congruence between
classroom knowledge and personal

knowledge as students and teachers
coconstructed a curriculum out of
their individual and shared experi-
ences. Students explored their cul-
tures and family histories such as work
or immigration and brought their di-
verse perspectives to bear on tradi-
tional subjects such as the branches of
the U.S. government and elections as
well as on emerging topics such as
changes in immigration laws and the
political and naturalistic ecologies of
the coast of the Gulf of Mexico.

The learning environments nur-
tured in these schools were “individu-
alized” to speak to their diverse stu-
dents through culturally relevant
curriculums (Ladson-Billings, 1994).
The history and literature teachers
worked to include all voices, not just
mainstream, white middle-class per-
spectives. As well, the open-ended
curriculum allowed teachers to draw
attention to connections between
school learning and outside areas of
interest to the students. The science
teachers made connections between
their course content and the explosion
of breakthroughs in medicine, ecol-
ogy, genetics, and biochemistry. Stu-
dents were encouraged to explore
school concepts and local issues in
depth and to make connections across
various fields of study. Students re-
sponded with enthusiasm, rigorous
study, high graduation rates, and high
levels of college matriculation.

Ironically, once the Texas standards
began to be enforced such mandates
made it increasingly difficult for the
magnet teachers to maintain the high
standards they and their students had



established. Teachers could no longer
customize their classrooms to be cul-
turally informed, wide-ranging, or
current with events of the day. Once
the school administrators began push-
ing the “proficiency curriculum,” the
in-depth, interdisciplinary inquiries
that had exemplified good teaching in
these schools often had to be left be-
hind or at least scaled down. The new
standardized curriculum rewrote all
subjects not as narratives (history,
literature) or systems (earth science,
biology, languages) or conceptual do-
mains (chemistry, physics, mathemat-
ics), but as discreet factoids or reduc-
tive skills to be learned in a linear
order. This new basic curriculum was
not merely a minimum on which they
could build their more complex teach-
ing, but a barrier that prevented
teachers from engaging in the more
substantive teaching they and their
students had embraced so enthusiasti-
cally.

For example, one teacher had built
part of her biology course around
habitats. She and her students would
study local environments such as ur-
ban spaces or Gulf Coast estuaries.
The new curriculum, however, parsed
the wide range of concepts and termi-
nology into different semesters and
different testing periods. To diverge
from the standard linear sequence of
generic topics and study local ecolo-
gies would risk low scores for her stu-
dents, so the teacher felt compelled to
acquiesce. The teaching of literacy
was also seriously compromised by the
reductive curriculum. One teacher at a
Latino-majority high school had spent

much of her own time and money
building a rich collection of historical
and literary works of importance to
Latino culture. Her students re-
sponded to her initiative with a similar
enthusiasm for reading, discussing,
and writing. However, this initiative
was not appreciated by administrators
concerned only with raising test
scores. When she returned from lunch
one day her novels and poetry books
had been set aside and replaced with a
stack of test-prep booklets with a note
explaining, “Use these instead of your
regular curriculum until after the
TAAS Test,” even though the test
wasn’t to take place for another three
months. (The prep materials bore the
logo “Guerilla TAAS” as in making
war on the test and later the Guerrilla
TAAS consultants came to school in
full camouflage gear to lead a pep rally
for students and teachers.) So now the
students who had been analyzing the
poetry of Gary Soto and exploring the
generational themes in Bless Me Ul-
tima had to put away their authentic
literature and “practice” reading
canned passages to answer multiple
choice questions.

Such overemphasis on test prepara-
tion at the expense of authentic learn-
ing has become the norm for many ur-
ban schools where student scores are
tied to rewards and punishments for
educators and administrators. These
largely minority schools, already lim-
ited by meager budgets, now spend
much of their funding on test-prep
materials, test-prep consultants, test
pep rallies, and reward days or trips
recognizing performance on the tests.
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In schools where artificial test prepa-
ration replaces local curriculums, stu-
dents receive even more of the vacu-
ous, decontextualized skill and drill
that exemplified “learning” in the
working-class schools Anyon studied.
Although the short-term effects may
be improved student scores, many ur-
ban teachers fear the long-term effects
are more negative than positive.

For example, when students are
coached to improve their reading
scores by daily readings of short, dis-
connected passages followed by multi-
ple-choice comprehension questions
about the “main idea” or the “correct
sequencing,” their scores on standard-
ized reading tests often do rise. How-
ever, experienced teachers report that
such inauthentic literacy exercises actu-
ally undermine students’ abilities to
learn to read for meaning outside the
test setting and decrease students’
abilities and motivations to engage
substantial texts. For example, one
teacher reported that after months of
reading test drills, her students could
not read a novel for extended time pe-
riods. Accustomed to reading very
brief, disjointed passages, her students
simply stopped a few minutes after
opening the book. They had difficulty
carrying over information from the
first chapter to a later one and obvi-
ously did not exhibit the characteris-
tics of capable, lifelong readers.

Of course, the effects of this mind-
numbing curriculum should affect stu-
dents and teachers in areas other than
their test scores. Indeed, McNeil
(2000) found evidence that many
teachers and students simply disen-

gaged from the schools. Some experi-
enced teachers simply quit the profes-
sion or reported serious plans to move
on. There may be a correlation as well
among the new test-driven curriculum
and minority student dropout rates. In
1978 more than 60 percent of Blacks
and almost 60 percent of Latinos
graduated high school in Texas. After
four years of the standards reforms
fewer than 50 percent of all Blacks and
Latinos made it to graduation and the
level has remained low throughout the
‘90s. (The graduation rate for White
students dipped when the reforms
were introduced but have returned to
prereform levels.) As a side note, rising
dropout rates of ethnically and linguis-
tically diverse students do have one
positive effect: they further inflate ris-
ing test score averages in the schools.

McNeil (2000) posits that although
there is some abuse of teaching
through test preparation in wealthy
suburban schools as well, teachers on
these campuses do not have to alter
their curriculums much as their stu-
dents traditionally perform well on
standardized tests. Even if administra-
tors were to attempt such reforms, the
professional and executive parents of
these school communities would not
tolerate months of simple skill and
drill instruction for their children.
Standardized curriculums and tests
are sold to the public on the notion
that the “sameness” of the curriculum
will make the educational system
fairer. However, the same state cur-
riculum looks much different in a
Westchester classroom than it does in
the South Bronx. My research with



educators from across urban and sub-
urban lines in metropolitan New York
looks at these dynamics through the
eyes of the teachers.

In discussing and writing about the
new city and state standards in New
York with local teachers, two contrast-
ing stories emerge. Teachers from the
city tell a story of being “run over” by
the current wave of reform, a story in
which they are victims with very little
control over events in the narrative.
Educators from the suburbs tell a sim-
pler story of minor disruptions to
their everyday work lives. In their sto-
ries they keep control of much of their
power to manipulate the way things
end up after all is said and done.

The dominant theme recurring
over and over in city teacher narra-
tives is pressure. Teachers feel pressure
from above to increase scores and
demonstrate that they are “team play-
ers” by joining in the schoolwide ef-
forts of test preparation. When we
first began the discussions, I was
somewhat taken aback by the vulnera-
bility tough New York City teachers
expressed. They seem to operate now
under constant fear—fear of dismissal
or fear of some other type of retribu-
tion. The symbolic message of dozens
of school administrators being fired by
the New York City chancellor after
low test scores came back was not lost
on these teachers. In journals, essays,
and class discussions, teachers often
worried about the choices they were
forced to make. “Either I teach the
way I think is best and risk [low] test
scores and then I lose my job, or I
work on that test from the minute

they enter my door.” When I asked
teachers if they actually believed they
were in danger of being fired if they
did not demonstrate commitment to
packaged programs their schools were
using to raise test scores, they detailed
for me the myriad ways principals
could “make [their] lives Hell” even if
they did not actually lose their paid
positions. Administrators can harass
teachers, have them reassigned to an
undesirable position in a far-off loca-
tion, or assign them difficult duties
within the school. From further
above, the state can designate their
site a “school under review,” meaning
take over the school with drastic re-
forms that can include closure and dis-
placement of faculty. Schools can also
earn or lose monetary incentives de-
pending on their test scores as well.
“The pressure is on. So many people
are examining my scores and so much
is riding on them sometimes it is all I
think about.”

This environment can lead teachers
to act in ways they are not particularly
proud of. One recurrent topic of dis-
cussion revolved around cheating. All
of the teachers knew the stories about
city teachers caught cheating on the
state tests. Most believed the teachers
who were caught represent only the
“tip of the iceberg” concerning the
levels of unethical behaviors surround-
ing the test. “There are many ways to
get your scores up beyond teaching.”
The emergence of cheating scandals
concurrent with the introduction of
competition among educators for re-
sources and jobs was one of the devel-
opments of most concern for city
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teachers and their profession. “Teach-
ing has become a contest. No wonder
some people do anything to win.”
“This is shame on all of us. What kind
of message is this sending out?”

City teachers lamented the fact that
their students were receiving inappro-
priate messages about learning and life
in general from the new reforms.
They reported that the pressures they
felt were redirected toward the chil-
dren in their care. “Teachers feel the
pressure from the principal and from
the superintendent. The pressure is
then displaced on to the students. I am
finding less and less time to address
children’s concerns, questions, and
needs.” “This past week we took an-
other citywide test called the EPAL.
The amount of pressure these chil-
dren felt about the test was unbeliev-
able. These are only eight-year-olds
who are stressing out. I think we tend
to forget these are children we are
putting the heat on.” “Many were so
stressed when they saw their students
failing the practice exams. Conse-
quently, they vented their tensions on
the children. Before the real tests
there was more hollering, more pun-
ishing, taking away rewards and so on.
I found some of our students were so
anxious they got sick.” In discussion
we agreed that young children would
not “naturally” have a fear of tests.
The anxiety can only come from the
adults around them. In this light,
many felt the testing mania was exac-
erbating problems for their students
beyond the classroom. “My children
come from very stressful lives and I
don’t like making it worse.”

Another theme that emerged
through our discussions was loss—loss
of professionalism, academic freedom,
and a “true” sense of purpose. Now
that control of curriculum had been
largely taken away from teachers and
given to bureaucrats, New York City
teachers did not feel as professional as
they did in the past. Teachers used
terms like “robots” and “cheerleaders
for the test” to describe themselves
professionally in their current situa-
tions. Few felt like they held the
power to resist the “testing cycle” and
none brought up collective action for
change before I introduced the topic.
Teachers simply felt “trapped” in the
system and unable to fully make use of
their expertise. “Teaching in this city
has become a business enterprise
where programs are bought (at enor-
mous cost) and so called teacher-made
materials have replaced us.” “The sys-
tem is not blamed for failures. Who
is? The teacher of course. Education
no longer maintains the social status it
once had.”

New York City teachers—who I
have found to be a very creative co-
hort with many rich life experiences to
share—especially seemed to regret the
loss of their creative expression as
teachers. “We are no longer consid-
ered capable enough to be creative or
innovative.” “My creativity has
quickly eroded. I no longer have
enough time or liberty to run my
classroom the best way I know how
and that is appropriate for my stu-
dents. I believe in connections be-
tween art and learning. Art is out
now.” Sadly, the teachers who struck



me as among the brightest and most
intellectually curious were the ones
who tended to indicate they may
choose to leave our schools because of
the changes reform has brought.
“Teaching was much more enjoyable
and interesting before. I don’t know
how long I will stick with it now.”

A third theme that emerged in our
discussions at the urban education
center was the belief that the reforms
created a much too narrow conception
of curriculum and learning. Most ob-
viously, teachers felt their subject mat-
ter studies were compromised by a fo-
cus on easily testable objectives.
Teachers told of having to suspend “all
normal reading” in novels, magazines,
and other media in order to focus on
the commercial test preparation mate-
rials. In addition to test practices,
many schools had purchased large-
scale reading programs that teachers
were to strictly follow. This “tunnel
vision” did not allow for interdiscipli-
nary study, in-depth inquiry, or arts-
infused exploration. “Students are
learning the art of test-taking instead
of studying the arts and sciences and
social studies.”

Even the cultural riches of New
York City are no longer allowed to be
part of the curriculum. A surprising
number of teachers reported that field
trips to museums or plays were no
longer encouraged or even allowed. “I
used to approach each concept or sub-
ject in a variety of ways: through a
novel, visual art, or a trip to a museum
when I taught in another school. Now
I have only one way to teach and that
is to read, summarize, organize

through a graphic organizer, and de-
velop a five paragraph essay. All so
they can pass the regents. Is this teach-
ing? I don’t think so.” Teachers did not
feel the “whole child” was being devel-
oped through such a curriculum. The
“multiple intelligences” of students
that cannot be easily evaluated via
multiple-choice testing were not val-
ued, so visual art, drama, and oral pre-
sentations were not valued. There was
no room for the cultural backgrounds
of students in the curriculum either.
When all students study the same test
materials, the unique diversity of a city
like New York is neglected. Teachers
reported that they no longer had
much time for localized, multicultural
education or development of social
awareness in students. “I see so much
spark when I use the multicultural
methods, but it is just an add-on now,
not the daily focus.” “Because we are
not helping them develop socially,
they will not be able to get along in
our diverse world.” “As these students
become adults, they will be unpre-
pared to handle the challenges of real
life in society.”

In contrast, the suburban teachers I
work with were more ambivalent
about the test-driven reforms, not
nearly as angry or demoralized. In
fact, the topic generated much less di-
alogue and writing among Long Is-
land teachers. Standards are just not
the focus of their concerns. When the
topic was discussed, opinions seemed
split between those who believed the
reforms were negative on balance and
those who believed the reforms were
basically benign with some flaws that
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could easily be addressed or circum-
vented.

Long Island teachers often agreed
that their curriculums only needed to
be adapted to the state curriculum,
not drastically changed. Teachers de-
scribed rather progressive classroom
environments and learning activities
in their schools. Although almost all
mentioned some test preparation be-
fore the test or for a portion of each
week, all seemed to have time for
long-term inquiries and the reading of
full-length novels and books. The
main adaptation seemed to be the ad-
dition of a documentation process.
Many suburban teachers told of hav-
ing to label elements of their lesson
plans according to which standards
they address. Others had to identify
the standards addressed on the black-
board along with the objectives for the
day. Some teachers found this struc-
ture helpful. “The standards help you
make sure all areas are addressed
throughout the year.” Although other
teachers complained of the inconven-
ience, most did not feel they had to al-
ter their classroom practices all that
much.

These teachers did feel that their
professional standing and status were
threatened by state mandates, but they
maintained more confidence that they
could circumvent the system or outwit
the bureaucracy. Teachers talked
about paying lip service to much of
the state mandates, but ultimately
they felt they could maintain control
over their curriculums. More than one
teacher suggested quietly subversive
means of maintaining power. “You can

attend all of the in-service trainings
and agree with them, but when you
shut your class door you can do what
you really want to.” None of the
teachers mentioned feeling threatened
about losing their jobs for not teach-
ing to the test. I heard no stories of
teachers or principals being fired on
Long Island for low test scores and no
reports surfaced in the media that I
know of. Teachers did discuss the
stress that tests can cause students but
they did not express much concern
that they were pushing their children
too hard.

Clearly the standards-based move-
ment, which was aimed primarily at
“problem students” (the poor, often
urban and minority), has hit the mark.
Schools serving young people from
wealthy backgrounds seem to be the
least affected by the reforms while
schools serving the poor seem to be
suffering serious “collateral damage.”
Access to the kinds of education
needed to enter the top rungs of the
professional or executive worlds has
become even more elusive for work-
ing-class youth and minorities. The
high-level skills that the “new econ-
omy” demands and which school re-
forms were meant to elevate cannot be
developed in urban school curricu-
lums centered around multiple-choice
and short-answer driven exams.

New York City teachers hold strong
beliefs about what kind of reforms
would best serve their children: man-
ageable class sizes, equitable distribu-
tion of resources, quality professional
development, and the freedom to cre-
ate engaging curriculums that would



demand truly high standards of their
students. Sadly, nobody seems to have
asked them.
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The Background

During the past decade, the needs of
industry and corporations have driven
adult basic education policy in ways
that far exceed any effort in the past
(Gee, Hull, & Lankshear, 1996; de
Castell, Luke, & Egan, 1986). At the
federal level, adult basic education
programs have been folded into work-
force development and training pro-
grams. States, rather than the federal
government, have become the focal
point of this reorganization, being al-
lowed a great deal of latitude on or-
ganizing their adult basic education
programs. Moreover, the passage of
the Welfare Reform Act in 1996
changed the focus of welfare reform
from an approach that invests in
building basic job skills to an approach
that emphasizes quick job placement
(Strawn, 1997). This increasing em-
phasis on workforce development as a
policy goal has had a profound impact

on adult basic education programs.
Although clearly adults often enroll in
adult basic education programs for
job-related reasons, the programs
themselves have always had broader
goals. However, not only have those
goals been fundamentally altered, but,
as discussed below, adult education
programs have now been given the
task of creating the ideal employee—a
worker that meets the requirements of
the new capitalism; a worker that
“fits” into the changing workplace
without questioning any of the basic
assumptions undergirding the new
workplace; a worker that will be flexi-
ble, adaptable, and most of all compli-
ant.

From SCANS to Equipped 
for the Future
The Secretary’s Commission on
Achieving Necessary Skills (SCANS)
report issued by the department of la-
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bor in 1991 has had enormous impact
in directing the economic agendas
that are the primary force behind edu-
cational policy. The SCANS report
sought to clarify competencies re-
quired for the workplace of the future.
The report identified five categories
of competencies that would lead to
becoming a “successful” worker
(SCANS, 1991):

Resources—Identifies, organizes,
plans, and allocates resources

Interpersonal skills—Works with
others on teams, teaches others,
serves clients, exercises leader-
ship, and negotiates and works
with diversity

Information—Acquires, organizes,
interprets, evaluates, and com-
municates information

Systems—Understands complex
interrelationships and distin-
guishes trends, predicts impacts,
as well as monitors and corrects
performance

Technology—Works with a variety
of technologies and can choose
appropriate tool for task

Since the release of the report, not
only school-based programs but adult
education programs have been devel-
oped around these standards. These
standards formed the backbone of the
National Institute for Literacy (NIFL)
efforts to develop a “customer-driven,
standards-based reform process” called
Equipped for the Future (EFF) (Stein,
2000, p. 1). According to the Equip-
ped for the Future Standards for Adult
Literacy and Lifelong Learning, the

standards were developed to answer
the question of “What do adults need
to know and be able to do in order to
carry out their roles and responsibili-
ties as workers, parents and family
members, and citizens and community
members?” (Stein, 2000, p. 1). Focus-
ing on a “customer driven” approach,
NIFL began by proposing a new
framework for adult learning based on
four purposes and three roles adults
face as parents, citizens, and workers.
Basing their conclusions on interviews
with 1500 students from 152 pro-
grams in 34 states, NIFL concluded
that the four purposes of learning are
access, voice, action, and bridge to the
future. These four purposes are very
similar to the goals adult basic educa-
tion has always had as a rationale for
their programs, though not expressed
in the language of the EFF report
(Quigley, 1997). What makes the EFF
report different is by using the
SCANS report as its basis, NIFL set
out to identify standards for adult ba-
sic education programs by developing
a consensus from various stakeholders
(employers, teachers, program admin-
istrators, students). The result was
that sixteen Equipped for the Future
Standards (see Appendix A) were cre-
ated that “define the core knowledge
and skills adults need to effectively
carry out their roles as parents, citi-
zens and workers” (p. 17). The sixteen
standards, divided into four subsec-
tions, form the basis of the EFF and
are to guide all adult basic education
programs. It is important to note that
despite the EFF’s call to develop citi-
zens and parents and family members,
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as well as workers, the driving orienta-
tion behind the development uses a
language of fast capitalism: It is cus-
tomer (not citizen or worker or fam-
ily) driven. Moreover, the fundamen-
tal purpose of the standards also
incorporates the language of business:
“Being able to use the skills in each
category with a high degree of compe-
tence maximizes flexibility, giving
adults a range of choices for how they
can meet daily challenges and oppor-
tunities” (p. 17). It is to the further use
of language that we now turn.

Standards and Language

Looking at the use and constructs of
language within the EFF standards is
one approach to analyzing their im-
pact and underlying assumptions. The
good news concerning the EFF stan-
dards is the admirable research effort
that has taken place, and continues to
be ongoing, that involved stakeholders
across a continuum of adult learners
and organizations involved with adult
learners and workers. EFF developers
have recognized the multiple audi-
ences that the standards will affect;
they acknowledge that “the issue of
values and meaning is integral to the
role maps” describing the population
of learners (Stein, 2000, p. 13) and that
the standards must be “dynamic and
capable of change” (Stein, 2000, p.
18). Furthermore, while EFF specifies
what is important to learn (not an un-
problematic stance in itself), they do
not dictate “how the ideas or informa-
tion should be taught” (p. 18) and rec-

ommend contextualized approaches to
teaching.

It is, however, difficult to reconcile
the recognition of life’s complexities
in these statements with the effort to
guarantee that these “standards sharply
focus on application of skills” (Stein,
2000, p. 19) and the instrumental enu-
meration of three roles, four cate-
gories of skills, sixteen EFF standards
(core knowledge and skills), thirteen
common activities, and four key di-
mensions of performance. Societal
trends that continue to concentrate on
the individual—especially the individ-
ual who is defined as illiterate, non-
skilled, and in deficit—inscribe and
demand that adults “identify and re-
spond to change and challenge at
work and at home” (Stein, 2000, p. 20)
and take responsibility for learning.
Although EFF discusses context and
complexity, the standards are written
out of context; they are limited by the
language used, and cannot be inte-
grated into the various realities and
agendas of the audience they seek to
change in part because there is a con-
tinuum of contexts. Learners live
within and cope with personal, local,
county, state, national, international,
and virtual contexts, all of which are
socially constructed. In spite of the
discussion of context, interconnected-
ness of skills, and the intermixing of
people’s roles, standards reflect and
represent a sociopolitical totality.

Critical educators find these kinds
of trends troublesome when they are
not complemented by a parallel de-
mand for corporations and other
workplaces to also respond to change



and challenge by creating quality jobs
and humane environments for work-
ers. Clearly, not every job is a good
one—there is no lack of terrible places
to work. How is contextualized teach-
ing possible when, for example, stan-
dards developers have uncritically
accepted the economic premises of
corporatization and globalization and
the resulting exploitation of workers,
especially workers in the Third World
(Tilly, 1998)? The contexts of work-
ers’ experiences of their jobs as dehu-
manizing, stressful, or disempower-
ing, for example, are not factors in
EFF’s analysis. Instead, EFF literature
speaks very much to meeting the de-
mands of the contemporary workplace
rather than, at a minimum, consider-
ing that the workplace should be
asked to adhere to and abide by the
same standards that it sets for workers.

The process of creating standards
within an instructional system such as
EFF frequently involves the breaking
down of learning into prearranged
modules and linear sequences through
the use of discrete models. The lan-
guage embedded in standards involves
terminology such as yardsticks, in-
structional interventions, benchmarks,
outcome and performance criteria,
and definitions of nonconformance.
Assessment of achievements of the
lifelong learners that the standards
seek to address is seen as substantive
and objective, unconcerned about the
processes learners use to construct
knowledge and meaning. The stan-
dards are replete with business termi-
nology and the jargon of management
models and fads. Moreover, when the

standards refer to context, it is mainly
the context of the designers of the in-
struction and other “experts” whose
language, backgrounds, experiences,
ideological groundings, and theoreti-
cal underpinnings are embedded in
the designs. The inclusion of emotion,
for example, would not be understood
as a mode of perception in these
methods and techniques for building
instruction.

Critical educators question the as-
sumptions that undergird the lan-
guage of standards and the underlying
rationale they promulgate as the cor-
nerstone of lifelong learning and a
blueprint of what will equip people for
the future. Omitted is the concept of
positionality—the situation or place
where each individual is located. The
concept is paid lip service, but direct
confrontation with it is evaded. This
avoidance is clear in the EFF stan-
dard’s consistent imitation and incor-
poration of the globalizing rhetoric of
business and industry. By not taking
into account the overarching signifi-
cance of the local, standards promot-
ers avoid directly engaging in situ so-
cial and economic realities. In other
words, they accept the worldview of
corporate America as their political
companions.

Exploring the Concept 
of (Role) Maps
As the language of the EFF standards
indicates, its learning processes are
mapped, charted, plotted, and blue-
printed. In fact, one outcome of the
EFF research effort was the develop-
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ment of role maps including a “worker
role map.” This particular mapping
discusses broad areas of responsibility
for workers including learning to
“work within the big picture” so that
employees “recognize that formal and
informal expectations shape options in
their work lives and often influence
their level of success” (Stein, 2000, p.
11).

Ken Wilber’s (1993) study of con-
sciousness as multidimensional is
helpful when considering context and
complexity in terms of systems of in-
struction such as those espoused by
EFF. Comparing consciousness to a
spectrum, Wilber uses the analogy of
a range of electromagnetic radiation
made up of many forms such as in-
frared and ultraviolet; the spectrum is
constituted by a variety of bands or
levels. In this view, a multilayered
range of consciousness coalesces into
an integrated continuum thereby unit-
ing disparate schools of thought about
the nature of consciousness and
knowledge. Wilber contrasts Western
dualistic knowledge characterized by
the symbolic, objective, verifiable, and
quantifiable with Eastern approaches
that seek transcendence of self. In or-
der to reconcile these opposites,
Wilber suggests viewing conscious-
ness as a single spectrum able to be
perceived and experienced at different
levels or positions on the spectrum.

Wilber (1993) described at length
how Western consciousness confused
its map, or heuristic, with the actual
territory or terrain, a concept easily
applied to a critique of systems and
standards thinking. In Wilber’s view,

the map determines what is discov-
ered. Thus the map, the tool, the
heuristic, the model, and the proce-
dures become reality, thinking becomes
a tool, and these artificial construc-
tions then become naturalized and rei-
fied. For learners, the essence of their
consciousness is now at the mercy of
heuristics.

In standardized systems, the map or
symbolic representation functions as a
learner’s reality, but clearly it is not.
Worse, as the rhetoric of corpora-
tions, business and industry, and eco-
nomics is continuously hyped, and the
supporting doctrines and modularized
development techniques are brought
into the extended classroom, educa-
tors consciously and unconsciously
promote and defend a specific ap-
proach to life involving artificial
mind-body opposition as well as de-
scribing the standards as being located
in the “real world.” As Wilber (1993)
pointed out, this world is then under-
stood as broken and fragmented,
“sliced to bits” and afterwards pre-
sented as though it had always been
that way. Consequently, as Wilber re-
marks, “social conceptions have be-
come individual perceptions” and
Western (and institutional) ways of
knowing have “thoroughly over-
stepped the usefulness of the map by
almost totally confusing it with the ac-
tual territory” (p. 218). This mapping
then governs action because of “the
manner in which we divide and delin-
eate reality” (p. 222). Therefore when
systems or models of instruction are
applied to learning, the process of ab-
stracting necessarily addresses only



what is observable and measurable (of
the “real world”), erasing other forms
of knowing. Although in many ways
practical and useful, the process of
making maps must be complemented
by critical schools of thought and ac-
cess to more levels of the spectrum of
human consciousness in order to re-
duce the risk of the maps and roles de-
lineated in EFF standards owning
both cartographers and the traveling
public or adult learner.

Business Jargon and Language
Butler (1997) discusses how discourse
affects worker subjectivity and the
complicity of learning organization
and corporate rhetoric in creating
compliant, flexible workers. As Butler
(1997) asserts:

[D]iscourses of learning, and especially
learning for work, are colonized by the
dominant discourse of globalization and
its discursive practices associated with
global competitiveness and late capital-
ism. Such a stance calls into question
the discursive interconnections between
globalization, the changing nature, or-
ganization, management and distribu-
tion of work (and workers) and the
knowledge practices and pedagogies as-
sociated with learning/work. (p. 63)

Lifelong learning, according to cor-
porations and EFF standards content,
purportedly supports effective and im-
proved performance, seeking to shape
workers that are flexible and adapt-
able, and learning becomes the means
to improve future performance. An-

other key assumption is that learning
is a way to keep workers aligned with
their environment and a mechanism
for survival and growth. Thus from
this perspective, learning is directly
connected to productivity. Moreover,
as Zuboff (1988) illustrates:

Learning is no longer a separate activ-
ity that occurs either before one enters
the workplace or in remote classroom
settings. Nor is it an activity preserved
for a managerial group. The behaviors
that define learning and the behaviors that
define being productive are one and the
same [emphasis added]. Learning is not
something that requires time out from
being engaged in productive activity,
learning is the heart of productive ac-
tivity. To put it simply, learning is the
new form of labor. (p. 395)

These ideas mesh easily into adult
education’s and the EFF standard’s
concepts of continuous and lifelong
learning. Concepts such as continuous
learning for continuous improvement
fit both the corporate learning model
as well as the goals of the standards,
helping corporations who rely on
standards-making bodies to supply
them with workers who have the ap-
propriate skills, abilities, behaviors,
and psychological attitudes.

Therefore, the standards exhibit no
consideration of power and only mar-
ginally address the interests of the in-
dividual and community versus the in-
terests of economic institutions. EFF
fails to locate the standards within
broader social and economic systems,
instead suggesting that all would be
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for the best if only people cooperated
in identifying common visions that are
in accord with the views of corporate
management. Critiquing EFF stan-
dards interrogates the notion that this
model is what adults need to know,
when it appears to primarily serve in
constructing a docile, flexible work-
force that is willing to expend their
energy and personal time toward life-
long learning to benefit the global
economy. Fenwick (1996) writes that
lifelong learning literature is unappre-
ciative of how “circles of people’s lives
and learning cross between family,
work, household duty, personal rela-
tionships, play and spirituality. . . .
This orientation is not usually con-
gruent with organizational visions,
missions, and continuous learning ini-
tiatives” (p. 119) nor is it reflective of
how the lived world of different indi-
viduals is affected.

Much of the language of the EFF
standards embraces such concepts as
empowerment, participation, trust,
collaboration, and teams. However,
these concepts are primarily used by
corporations and institutions to regain
control of the workplace while taking
advantage of increased input/output
from workers. The single-minded fo-
cus of corporate economics is on sur-
vival and profit within the global mar-
ketplace, ignoring the increasing levels
of poverty and suffering at the one ex-
treme and the massive accumulation of
wealth by the few at the other. People
become human resources, another eco-
nomic commodity to be combined
with other forms of capital to produce
increased wealth for owners and

shareholders. In fact, the standards re-
fer to constructing a common educa-
tional framework that would function
as a seamless workforce development
system and a human resource invest-
ment system for the nation (Stein,
2000, p. 2, 8). In the language of Total
Quality Management (a management
strategy that purports to be worker
friendly, democratic, and inclusive),
continuous performance improve-
ment, and International Organization
for Standardization (ISO) 9000 stan-
dards (expectations that a product or
service will meet all needs of the pur-
chaser), individuals and teams are di-
rected to learn why they are ineffective
and take corrective action. Responsi-
bilities are pushed to workers lower in
the organizational hierarchy, and this
trend, in turn, requires a particular
kind of worker, one who learns and
adapts quickly, and communicates ef-
fectively. According to Gee, Hull, and
Lankshear (1996) this leads to the par-
adox of needing empowered workers
who “will throw themselves heart and
soul into the work of the company.
. . . Workers must be ‘eager to stay,’
but also ‘ready to leave.’ . . . The new
capitalism is now quite open about the
need to socialize people into ‘commu-
nities of practice’ that position people
to be certain kinds of people” (p.
19–21).

For workers, corporate discourse
and the language embedded in stan-
dards involves making meanings from
words that are very compelling but
also carefully coded. Perfection be-
comes the standard and change is the
normal way of life. Knowledge refers to



“the knowledge it takes to innovate,
design, efficiently produce, market,
and transform products and services as
symbols of identity and lifestyle in a
high risk world” (Gee, Hull, & Lanks-
hear, p. 28). Empowerment, trust, col-
laboration, teams, self-directed learn-
ing, and quality, among others, are all
used to mold workers to the desired
form and foster a common workplace
culture. While purporting to place
trust in workers, giving them real con-
trol over their work, rarely are workers
allowed “to assess and (re)frame the
goals of the organization or to gener-
ate a more powerful role for them-
selves in decision-making processes.”
Job knowledge no longer becomes the
central point of training, but rather
the shaping of attitudes and beliefs to
match corporate vision and goals.
Gee, Hull, and Lankshear (1996)
write:

The fast-capitalist literature is quite
open about the fact that worker partici-
pation and worker empowerment in
the culture and values of a new-capital-
ist business are ultimately a business
strategy for competitive success and, as
such, constitute an overt form of hege-
mony in favor of the leaders and major
stakeholders in the business. . . . The
paradox . . . is that this same literature
claims that new-capitalist businesses
need and want workers who are critical
and who can think for themselves. (p.
102)

Participatory initiatives are power-
ful weapons in the hands of manage-
ment but may also create a kind of

paradox “where loyalty, commitment
and critical thinking, as well as alle-
giance to ‘core values,’ are at bottom
economic strategies for the business’s
benefit” (Gee, Hull, & Lankshear,
1996, p. 103). Butler’s research has re-
vealed some of the effects of corporate
colonization of learning. Corporate
rhetoric, aided by lifelong learning
standards for the workforce, works to
produce “capitulated corporate sub-
jects” (1997, p. 67).

TQM, ISO, Worker Skills, 
and Management Fads
As part of a critique of standards, one
could ask how deploying specific con-
temporary master narratives such as
role mapping affects workers. The
outcomes for workers are similar to
the implementation of management
methods such as Total Quality Man-
agement (TQM) or ISO 9000. First,
anything that is described as “total” or
“standard” subordinates or erases
other narratives that are less powerful
or speak with less authority and legiti-
macy. Similarly, as privileged dis-
courses, these notions closely parallel
the very concept of totality in terms of
how it erases and silences workers’
concerns. In totalized work environ-
ments, individuals are simply elements
of the production process (Calas &
Smircich, 1991; Dennis, 1995; Scholes,
1985). Second, the ideas of quality and
standardization are focused specifically
on processes, services, and products.
These ideas do not overly concern
themselves with qualities of democ-
racy or humanity, or the outcomes of
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management and standards practices
on the quality of workers’ lives—ef-
fects such as less job security, higher
stress levels, dehumanizing standardi-
zation practices, work speedups, self
and group surveillance, the health and
well-being of Third World workers,
or the ecological balance of the planet.
Questions of quality, improvement,
and effectiveness for whom as well as
for what are seldom raised. These
processes and practices are not benign,
straightforward, neutral, or simple sets
of techniques. They are fraught with
elements of power, affecting and cir-
cumscribing the subjectivity and
everyday experience of millions of
workers (Clegg, 1979; Hunt, 1999;
Mumby, 1988). 

Educators have increasingly be-
come concerned with the ideological
dimensions of learning in the work-
place and standardization of learning
in general (Gowen, 1992; Hart, 1992;
Howell, Preston, Schied, & Carter,
1996; Kincheloe, 1995). More re-
cently, American businesses have
turned to quality measurement pro-
cesses that formalize and standardize
the production of knowledge in the
workplace. Interwoven within the var-
ious quality management movements
and closely tied to so-called “postin-
dustrial” forms of production, ISO
9000 processes, as certified by an in-
ternational quality standards organiza-
tion, view learning as part of produc-
tion (Hunt, 1994; Rothwell, Sullivan,
& McLean, 1995). In one study, work-
ers charged with implementing ISO
were often unable to articulate what
they were actually doing because it

was a foreign way of thinking about
their job (Schied, Carter, Preston, &
Howell, 1997). For example, some
workers did not understand their jobs
as linear or a series of nonintegrated
minitasks. Similar to what Gowen
(1992) found in her research, many
workers looked at their jobs in a holis-
tic way. Standards such as ISO 9000,
however, purged workers’ ways of
looking at work from their personal
repertoire in their seeking to elimi-
nate nonconformance. Through stan-
dardization such as ISO 9000, workers
become the keepers of standardized
knowledge.

Through standards, guidelines, and
management methods, worker knowl-
edge can be formalized and appropri-
ated and thereafter knowledge itself
often becomes a way to control work-
ers. Anything outside narrowly de-
fined standards can be, as in the case
of the ISO 9000 certification initia-
tive, considered a quality nonconfor-
mance whether it is processes, proce-
dures, or people. As Tovey noted, “by
starting with a broad meaningless no-
tion like non-conforming product, a
tendency towards de-humanizing the
situation is largely unavoidable”
(1994, pp. 73–74). The ISO 9000 pro-
cess made workers assessable, measur-
able, comparable, and able to be
judged against international standards
of “quality” as defined by corporate
interests. Our research study of ISO
9000 certification suggested that edu-
cation in the workplace is moving to-
ward an international standardization
of education based on corporate no-
tions of quality that promises to be-



come the next wave in training and
development.

Foucault (1997) wrote that knowl-
edge and power were interconnected.
TQM, ISO 9000, and standards are
uniform prescribed ways of work life
that help to create disciplined subjects
while at the same time describing
those subjects as empowered and par-
ticipating fully in the workplace. This
disciplined subjectivity evolves
through what Foucault labeled tech-
nologies of the self in which workers
transform and re-form their bodies,
souls, thoughts, and conduct. Individ-
ual identities are altered when power/
knowledge linkages require employees
to internalize espoused precepts and
conform to them. The power inherent
in management practices and stan-
dards development is, as Clegg ex-
plained, “only the visible tip of a
structure of control, hegemony, rule
and domination which maintains its
effectiveness not so much through
overt action, as through its ability to
appear to be the natural convention”
(1979, p. 147).

Management systems and standards
of all varieties purport to be demo-
cratic while in reality weakening hu-
man rights. Parker and Slaughter
(1988, 1990), for example, believed
the idea of teams to be a form of de-
humanizing standardization. They are
basically systems that help to eradicate
craft and creativity with requirements
to find the one “right” way, and the
concomitant suggestion that there was
also only one right way to be human.
Standardized corporate cultures are
more likely to produce frustration and

stress in those outside the power elite
because workplace experience often
bears no resemblance to the manage-
ment mythology or the content of
published standards, and their effects
are harder to resist because they are
forms of control that are not as appar-
ent as former bureaucratic forms
(Barker, 1993).

Workplace philosophies such as
TQM and lifelong learning standards
affect how meaning is made and how
people understand conceptions of
“truth” (Alvesson, 1987; Berger &
Luckmann, 1966). In this way, lifelong
learning standards can be regarded as
a form of police state epistemology, an
inculcation of bodies and minds, a
subordination of will and self, a “deep
acting” role in accord with corporate
and policy-making behavioral and at-
titudinal expectations. The develop-
ment of standards and the implemen-
tation of standardizing management
practices are ways to control aberra-
tions in the social order (Darrah,
1996; Hochschild, 1983; Mumby,
1992).

As Kincheloe (1995) said, “mod-
ernist leaders learned that the best
way to produce stable and predictable
public behavior was to minimize overt
signs of power and to cultivate com-
pliance in the name of reason” (p. 27).
Macedo (1994) added that to dissent
was “tantamount to committing pro-
fessional suicide: It is all right to have
an opinion as long as that opinion co-
incides with the dominant ideology”
(p. 50). It is also clear that “educa-
tional sites are regulated through dis-
cursive practices and education pro-
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vides sites, such as schooling and in-
creasingly adult continuing education,
where regulation through these prac-
tices takes place” (Usher & Edwards,
1994, pp. 48–49). In support of so-
cioeconomic discourse, workplace ed-
ucation and lifelong learning stan-
dards normalize the “skills” and
characteristics of an adaptive and flexi-
ble worker, masking new ways to con-
trol embedded in skill-oriented lan-
guage (Noble, 1990). In this way,
educational practice in the form of
training and development substanti-
ates, certifies, makes concrete this
normalization. EFF standards, in ad-
dition, seek to make portable this nor-
malization in the form of credential-
ing. The result of this process is
“stationing” or “the placing of the in-
dividuated person in the position re-
quired by the social order” (Fiske,
1993, p. 67).

Foley (1999) discusses the economic
policy developed by the Labor govern-
ment in Australia. Not unlike EFF,
they identified the workplace restruc-
turing as a complex social process that
moved beyond the narrow prescriptive
technical- and ideology-based solu-
tions of free-market advocates. How-
ever, in practical application, the focus
was on skill formation and narrow oc-
cupational categories that could be
translated into specific measurable
competencies. Through these pro-
cesses downsizing, efficiency, and cost
cutting are relatively easy to accom-
plish. However, any real change in the
power structures and skill develop-
ment within the context of work is a
much more complex process.

The assumption when we talk
about skills is that we understand what
is actually occurring on the job; how
that job is accomplished; as well as the
implications this has for workers, for
management, and for work. The re-
sult is a discourse on skills as a neutral
concept that results in unexamined as-
sumptions about power, control, and
human agency. Darrah (1992, 1994,
1997) places the skills discourse within
a particular way of viewing and under-
standing workplaces, workers, and
jobs. There are three underlying as-
sumptions. First, skills are decom-
posed with people and jobs broken up
into discrete characteristics. As Dar-
rah (1997) states, “Our attention is
thus directed to whether incumbents
possess particular skills, rather than to
how their jobs shape their learning or
the incentives they have to perform
work” (p. 252). Second, the job con-
text is viewed independently from
characteristics of workers. Accord-
ingly, education is very narrowly
defined. There is a single way to per-
form a job. Just as early-twentieth-
century efficiency expert Fredrick
Taylor was looking for one best way to
do a job, the current process improve-
ment initiatives involve a search for
best practices. Accordingly, if a worker
does not have a particular skill to per-
form a job task in the specified man-
ner, the job cannot be done. Third,
the workplace is a backdrop for the
use of skills. Workers can perform
these skills in any work context. How
the workplace structures the learning
and action is missing. The workplace
is a neutral site where skills are used.



It is only the worker who is viewed as
a problem.

Work and the concept of skills are
much more complex than these as-
sumptions would lead one to believe.
For example, at Plastiform (Howell,
Preston, Schied, & Carter, 1996)
workers identified problems with ma-
chinery in different ways. Line work-
ers with years of experience could
identify and fix problems because of
the feel and sound of their machines.
Their skills were not learned from a
technical manual, but rather from
years of interacting with their ma-
chines. Orr (1996) talks about the gap
between how Xerox repairmen are
taught to repair copy machines and
about the day-to-day reality of their
jobs. He describes how these workers
are required to interact with cus-
tomers and the copy machines within
the context of the workplace and each
other in order to be able to do the re-
quired repairs. It is to the advantage of
the employer that much of the actual
work is invisible. Work that is not pre-
defined and connected to a particular
skill is not considered work at all. Hull
(1997) suggests that skills are less con-
nected to abilities than rights and op-
portunities; they are linked to struc-
tures of authority and “skills change
when authority changes” (p. 126).
Employers therefore avoid the need to
upgrade positions and/or pay high
wages. “This approach conflates two
separate dimensions of skills; the gen-
uine foundation, which is related only
to the competences required to under-
take the tasks, and the socially con-
structed skill labels manifest in the

grading structure, which reflect also,
and on occasions primarily, the power
relations and social values of the par-
ties to negotiation” (Winterton &
Winterton, 1997, p. 156).

Cunningham (1993) has critiqued
how workplace adult educators speak
about “human resources, not people,
certainly not workers” (p. 13). She ob-
served that instead of locating them-
selves in adult education history and
acknowledging how the nature of
work is socially constructed, experts
and professionals “ignore the roots of
adult education,” which is “histori-
cally aligned with the political and so-
cial movements that challenge the as-
sumptions of the present” (p. 13). As
Cunningham said, these experts now
“unabashedly side with management
to develop human capital and to make
workers responsible for production
from which the managerial class prof-
its first and foremost” (p. 24). Critical
educators, however, question discur-
sive practices such as standards,
TQM, ISO, learning organizations,
skill orientation, team cultures and
other emerging management prac-
tices. These discursive constructs may
rob people of agency and “author-i[ze]
certain people to speak” while corre-
spondingly silencing others, or mak-
ing their voices less authoritative”
(Usher & Edwards, 1994, p. 90).

Language: Corporate
Rhetoric/Double-Speak
Language transmits ideas and con-
cepts. Usually, verbal and written
communication function as the means
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to convince, manipulate, and/or influ-
ence. Language can aid in avoiding ac-
countability, serving to persuade and
to make acceptable what people would
normally resist. Language can inten-
tionally mislead while pretending in-
nocence. A sophisticated use of lan-
guage can mask awareness of issues of
power while appearing benign. When
individuals begin to carefully examine
the language in a standards document,
for example, they may begin to under-
stand the fine distinctions in how
words are used, the different meanings
words produce depending on each
person’s situatedness. When individu-
als can interpret the language of stan-
dards as manipulative or biased to-
ward a certain set of perspectives,
resulting behavior may involve cyni-
cism and alienation, compliance and
passivity, and, on rare occasions, a de-
sire to change existing circumstances.

The effects of language employed
in management rhetoric and standards
can be both insidious and relatively in-
visible as it incorporates authority
with learning and reiteration. Over
time, words automatically seem famil-
iar, reasonable, and they evoke prede-
fined responses, thereby precluding
the reader or listener from having to
think carefully about a topic. Con-
cepts become part and parcel of an in-
dividual’s day-to-day vocabulary and
normalcy. The jargon of corporate
America and the language of standards
assist its authors in disguising and pre-
serving power. It guides people to
think about circumstances in specific
ways and for specific purposes. For in-
stance, management techniques as

well as standards and guidelines proj-
ects have redefined words, restructur-
ing them to describe an environment
specific to new ways of thinking, and
eventually replaced old meanings with
a different, and often politically
weighted, definition that helps to pro-
mote particular perspectives or ways
of thinking.

An imperative for workers, citizens,
and lifelong learners is to realize the
EFF standards are customer-driven
and identifying the “customer” will
reveal the motivation behind the stan-
dard and how it is written. Workers
and citizens can also be customer
driven. Understanding that they are
consuming this language and being
critical of the standards they are ex-
pected to adhere to is similar to being
critical of the fat content in a can of
soup, the warranty that is offered on
an automobile, or the underlying
meaning of the messages in television
advertising. Considering the source
and following the purse strings are all-
important parts of the critical con-
sumer process.

Workers and citizens are, for the
most part, always monitoring their be-
havior and how they express them-
selves as these relate to accepted prac-
tice. For example, what is the impact
for a worker who cannot articulate the
standards and guidelines that ground
daily processes and activities? Most
workers learn very quickly that they
must be able to express how they go
about daily tasks in terms of custom-
ary workplace language. Even though
workers understand without question
that “downsizing” and “reengineer-



ing” mean being laid off or being
fired, they conform to business and in-
dustry’s standardized jargon. Most
also know that being “empowered”
does not imply any mandate to make
important decisions. In these cases, a
concept has been reconceptualized by
management and labor even though it
is only management that benefits from
employing it. In subtle ways, workers
who perpetuate these value-laden
terms and phrases help to fortify the
perspectives of those privileged few in
control of organization.

Of course, creating a population
with critical perspectives on standards
and corporate language is a project
that would necessitate multiple strate-
gies, tactics, and bringing together
many dissimilar groups of people with
divergent philosophical orientation
who may already be involved in other
political, social, and cultural struggles.
A critical understanding would evolve
from the contexts of people’s lives in-
cluding elements of race, gender,
class, age, culture, and sexual orienta-
tion. The significance of researching
the language of standards, policies,
and workplace jargon helps people to
expose contradictions, ulterior mo-
tives, misleading statements, and in-
justices of all kinds.

Language: Reprise
Management practices and standards
development have been praised as
helping create accountability, an em-
powered workforce, and a participa-
tory workplace. However, educators
and cultural workers who have critical

perspectives would argue that stan-
dardization and master narratives such
as TQM alienate people from their
own agency and ability to define and
change their circumstances. This
alienation is due, in part, to the work-
ings of power in the form of standards
and management philosophies, lan-
guage, methods, hegemonic struc-
tures, and practices of discursive and
ideological control (Gergen, 1982;
Macedo, 1994; Mumby, 1988; Town-
ley, 1994). Language is never just a
tool or an objective construction; it is
imbued with power—power to help
and power to control, impose, or op-
press. Gee et al. (1996) dubbed the
process of conforming to rules and
standards as “mastering identities” be-
cause in essence, workers are required
to personify management ideology.
Wartenberg (1992) described such
power-laden situations as follows: “the
presence of power relationships causes
human beings to make choices that
determine the sorts of skills and abili-
ties they will develop” (p. 100).

With a world incrementally defined
by technology, hyper-reality, and the
search for maximization of profit,
questioning the purpose and origin of
the EFF initiative is vital. Standards,
including educational standards, are
put into place by large societal institu-
tions and stakeholders and they tend
to benefit privileged and powerful sec-
tors of society. Given EFF’s totalizing
“nature” and the powerful stakehold-
ers who developed it, it is incumbent
upon educators and cultural workers
to understand how the “effective”
“customer-driven educational system”
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they wish to construct coincides and
collides with the ideas espoused by
those who believe in education for so-
cial justice. The spotlight on the econ-
omy and achieving corporate goals
overshadows, if not entirely erases, the
growth and development of human
agency of workers, and may have the
effect of canceling possibilities of
transformative effects of workplace
education or creating organizations
that are both productive and demo-
cratic (Kincheloe, 1995). The use of
business-oriented language and the
tendency to validate corporate goals
brings up questions such as: In what
ways can a social-justice, philosophical
perspective benefit from or coexist
with standards such as EFF and like-
wise take advantage, when appropri-
ate, of its precepts? Alternatively, how
do the standards inhibit, suppress, or
devalue alternative ways of thinking
about education and its purpose?

Complex Standards for
Complex Workplaces
EFF standards are billed as “what
adults need to know and be able to do
in the 21st century.” They are all
about lifelong learning. Yet, real learn-
ing cannot occur and workers cannot
learn to use critical-thinking skills or
accept the mapping of their workplace
roles without questioning and/or re-
searching assumptions (Kincheloe,
1995). Consequently these initiatives
may actually create possible sites of
learning that can be turned in favor of
workers. Therein lie opportunities to
find new meanings for quality, em-

powerment, commitment, participa-
tion, trust, collaboration, and teams.
There is the challenge of taking a close
look at standards workers are expected
to adhere to and meet and working
with policy makers and management
to improve them. A critically oriented
citizenry and research-oriented work-
force would learn to be vigilant in
terms of the stakes involved in imple-
mentation of management techniques,
new laws or policies, or recommend-
ing of standards. Workers and citizens
who are critically aware participants,
versus those who blindly accept stan-
dards, question how the processes
they follow on a daily basis have been
developed, why particular populations
are obliged to learn them and abide by
them, and how they are deployed. En-
forcement of standards may be via
duress, salary or promotion incentive,
threats, or hegemonic means but in-
evitably they exert pressure to estab-
lish norms and build conformity
among the population. The ability of
workers to conceive how enforcement
works and to increase their critical
perspective about their jobs will help
to ascertain self-knowledge and power
as well as build confidence in their
ability to take control of their lives,
their work, and their communities. In
the long run, wouldn’t a workplace or
community that embraces questioning
and rigorous analysis of issues actually
create even higher and better “stan-
dards” because each and every person
is not held to a single definition of
what constitutes quality, excellence,
and effectiveness? After all, the nature
of democracy is to allow a variety of



legitimate definitions of good citizens,
workers, and students.

Cunningham (1998) said that so-
called personal transformation is not
enough because “what is not formed
by action on oppressive structures is
suspect even though the involved indi-
vidual may feel good or even au-
tonomous” (p. 17). Hopefully, what
this effort to critique language has
conveyed is the idea that education is
intimately involved in the epistemo-
logical processes that ultimately guide
and direct the lives of citizens and
workers. Processes of education can
be personally and socially transforma-
tive and freeing, but may also rou-
tinely create standardization and
social regulation. A so-called partici-
patory and humanistic workplace edu-
cation conceals an “instrumentalism
which underpins the increasingly
dominant training and enterprise cul-
ture” (Usher & Edwards, 1994, p. 29).
Cherryholmes (1988) helps to illumi-
nate the deep-seated conflicts embed-
ded in management rhetoric and in
the contradictions of capitalism:

In many ways . . . contemporary educa-
tion is constructed on outmoded and
dangerous structural, utilitarian, and
instrumental assumptions. They are
outmoded because they make rhetori-
cal claims for textbooks, teaching, re-
search, and practice that their logic
subverts. They are dangerous because
they rhetorically promise foundational,
final, and efficient answers about which
their logic is silent. They dehumanize
by demanding that we adjust to struc-
tures imposed upon us while remaining

silent about the exercise of power
within those structures. (p. 186)

Adult educators who are “hand-
maidens to business” (Baritz, 1960)
and their use of methods that consti-
tute a “one best way” within perform-
ance-conscious corporations focused
on efficiency, productivity, and profit
are antithetical to critical educators
and cultural workers. Fundamentally
the disconnect, although extremely
complex, exists at the level of ques-
tioning whether or not standards
whose language reflects the goals of
corporations and their profit and pro-
ductivity must come at the expense of
worker freedom, creativity, solidarity,
and dignity.

Hull (1997) notes: “The kinds of
literate activities that a person engages
in at a workplace may have more to do
with workers’ rights and responsibili-
ties and the limits and constraints set
by the company hierarchy than with
the nature of the work per se” (p. 124).
She believes that literacy activities re-
late fundamentally to hierarchies and
power structures while masking work-
ers’ “literate identities” and the role
and importance of literacy as a part of
the texture of the myriad social roles
that govern literate activities. Hull’s
research points to the necessity of
viewing workplace literacy (and EFF
standards) in ways that are poles apart
from the criteria currently proposed
and are part and parcel of complexity
and workplace power structures. Hull
(1997) writes about literacy as a reper-
toire of literate practices and workers
“taking part in discourse around text,
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participating in the flow of informa-
tion, problem solving—and then to
include using literacy in the exercise
of critical judgment, using literacy to
acknowledge, exercise, or resist au-
thority” (p. 126).

Those that provide an analysis and
critique of standards are often accused
of being against accountability, excel-
lence, creating tougher/higher stan-
dards, raising the bar, (compulsory)
lifelong learning, improving perform-
ance. We would argue that this cri-
tique in reality is about raising the bar,
creating standards of complexity that
recognize the complex reality of work-
ers’ lives at work, at home, and in their
communities.

Declining Job Quality
Despite the fact that EFF claims to
have surveyed all stakeholders in the
development of its standards, the re-
port, in fact, ignores what is actually
happening in the American work-
place. The report argues that it is the
workers that need to adapt, become
more flexible, and develop positive at-
titudes. Yet the realities of the Ameri-
can workplace are quite different from
those painted by the EFF report. For
example, real wages fell by 13 percent
between 1973 and 1996, despite the
fact that the United States has had the
greatest economic expansion in its his-
tory. Moreover, decreasing real wages
represent a fundamental shift from the
years of 1959 to 1973 when wages
rose every year, during both recession
and expansion. As Tilly (1998) notes,

the role skills played in this decline is
not due to a decline of skill level:

The great irony is that this wage loss
took place at a time of increasing skill
levels. Thus, an apparent paradox: in-
come gaps between workers with low
and high levels of education widened
dramatically even as the workforce as a
whole failed to gain a payoff from its
increased educational attainment and
skill. Minority workers’ education in-
creased as well: in fact blacks narrowed
the education gap with whites, but ex-
perienced a widening pay gap. (p. 1)

Moreover, looking at other meas-
ures of job quality such as fringe bene-
fits, due process, flexibility, job per-
formance, mobility, and control over
the work process strongly suggests
that jobs are getting worse. Regarding
fringe benefits, the paradox remains
that an increasing share of workers’
compensation goes to health insur-
ance and a declining share of the
working population is covered by em-
ployer health insurance. With the de-
cline of the union penetration (from a
high of 30 percent in the 1950s to ap-
proximately 16 percent now), union-
enforced guarantees of due process in
arbitrary action by employers has de-
clined. In fact, adults are working
more hours and more are working at
part-time jobs.

Evidence also suggests that adults
“are primarily flexing to meet the
needs of business, not to please them-
selves” (Tilly, 1998, p. 1).

The goal of portable credentials for
adult learning means more federal,



state, and corporate dollars expended
or invested in the enterprise of adult
education in order to develop a seam-
less adult workforce development sys-
tem. The EFF standards become an
instrument, based on policy, of eco-
nomic rationalism and learning re-
forms. In addition to lining the pock-
ets of this form of adult education, the
purse strings can also be traced to pol-
icy makers, politicians, book publish-
ers, standardized testing agencies, ex-
perts who have the authority to
mandate and control change, and
“other stakeholders” who have expec-
tations, based on the standards, for
“what students know and are able to
do” (Stein, 2000, p. 19). Moreover, it
is highly questionable that creating
lifelong learners as proposed in EFF’s
corporate model will create an eco-
nomic utopia for most workers. Is the
notion that workers are unprepared in
the realm of higher mathematics re-
ally the cause for reengineering and
downsizing, or is it because a corpora-
tion like Disney can pay Vietnamese
workers to make Happy Meal toys less
than 8 cents an hour for 9- to 10-hour
shifts, 7 days a week, in a highly toxic
environment with poor ventilation
(Tilly, 1998; http://www.heureka.clara
.net/gaia/global02.htm)? Will workers
with better backgrounds in trigonom-
etry “fix” our alleged economic prob-
lems?

Thus, despite the claims of the EFF
report, developing appropriate compe-
tency in the sixteen standards will not
necessarily result in better-paid, high-
performance workers. On the con-
trary, the EFF standards, by ignoring

the realities of the twenty-first-century
workplace, promise to create workers
that are adjusted to accept a decline in
job quality, rather than develop skills
to improve their job quality. Different,
more worker-oriented standards need
to be created to achieve the goal of real
job improvement.

Kelley (1997) describes how corpo-
rations do not respect boundaries sep-
arating community and work, home,
and public spaces, saying “the battle
for living wages and fulfilling jobs is
inseparable from the fight for decent
housing and safe neighborhoods” (pp.
125–126). A need for coherent visions
(now even a vision for one’s family)
also becomes a part of the standards—
business-speak invades the increas-
ingly permeable boundaries between
life at work and life not-at-work. The
assumption that all workers, parents,
and citizens need to learn the same
utilitarian things as part and parcel of
a human-capital accounting model is
fundamentally repugnant and objec-
tionable; the consequences of the
ideas and philosophies behind stan-
dards are largely unexplored.

We ask if standards are partially a
diversion—a way to obscure the useful
activities of dissenting; of fostering
competing dialogues; of developing
real intellectual rigor/inquiry; of fac-
ing and changing issues of democracy,
equality, and social justice; of appreci-
ating more than a wage and salary; of
having enthusiasm for learning?
Gaventa (1991) discusses the idea of
“literacy from the top” and how it
does not alter the power structure or
position of workers within the work-
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place or society at large. It gives them
skills desired by the dominant society
but in reality disenfranchises workers.

Kincheloe (1995) promotes the idea
of workers as researchers and Gaventa
(1991) describes worker-researchers as
“guerilla research.” Workers investi-
gate and ultimately are able to develop
ways of gaining information about the
power structure. Three outcomes are
described: first, confronting experts
and demystifying that form of knowl-
edge; second, owning and reflecting
on the knowledge they gain; and third,
identifying active strategies to effect
change.

Toward Standards 
of Complexity
Critical educators and cultural work-
ers would ask whether worker stan-
dards help to create a sustainable soci-
ety—a society that satisfies its needs
without diminishing the prospects of
future generations. Critical workers or
workers as researchers would also ask
if the corporation they work for pro-
duces something they believe in, look-
ing critically at the purposes of its
product and how it is produced. Fi-
nally, and fundamentally, EFF stan-
dards do not critique the concept of
the overall goal of a “bottom line”—
the maximization of profit and valuing
of acquisitive materialism as ultimate
goals. Although we understand that
economic activity is basic to any soci-
ety, we must question the nature of
that economic activity—whether a
materialistic society is suited to hu-
man needs. The interests of economic

experts; their political counterparts;
the business elite; and technicians in
the fields of productivity, quality and
certification, literacy, standards, and
adult education as a means of facilitat-
ing corporate productivity combine to
support globalized capitalist interests
along with an extremely limited social
critique. Standards based on a con-
sciousness of complexity would estab-
lish democratic nonoppressive work-
places not just in one organization,
not just in the United States, but for
workers everywhere.

Standards would focus on work-
places as well as workers. Rather than
listing discrete competencies, we sug-
gest that in order to reflect the com-
plexity of the new workplace, stan-
dards developed within the context of
the workplace revolve around and ad-
dress these types of questions (Cun-
ningham, 1998; Hart, 1992, 1995;
Schultz, 1997; Tilly, 1998):

Is corporate economic activity
ecologically sound?

Are gender discriminations in the
workplace addressed?

Is the corporation socially
responsible?

Do workers share the benefits from
their labor?

How might a program of full em-
ployment make available decent
jobs at decent pay to all who
want one?

How might the labor movement be
revitalized as the agent most in-
vested in pressing a good job
agenda?

Who benefits from the knowledge



that is developed in the work-
place and what is its purpose?

What knowledge is included and
what knowledge is excluded?

Who selects the knowledge and
who is excluded from the selec-
tion process?

Why is learning organized and
taught in a specific way, and
what other possibilities are there
for teaching and learning in the
workplace?

Is there an effective means to
strengthen labor legislation and
enforcement that ensures worker
and union rights?

What are true high-performance
work organizations and how may
they be achieved?

What means can be found to
strengthen provisions designed
to protect those disadvantaged in
the labor market (i.e., minimum
wage, gender pay equity, anti-
discrimination)?

Will institutions be willing to in-
vest in training that is broadly
defined?

How can a broader, stronger safety
net of social benefits be
constructed?

Can work/family flexibility be ex-
panded so that not just the cor-
poration but the worker and the
family are beneficiaries?

Has work been defined in ways to
suppress greed?

How can a wider range of socially
productive work, such as
“mother work” be acknowledged
and connected to decent pay?

Appendix A
The Sixteen EFF Standards
Communication Skills

Read with understanding
Convey ideas in writing
Speak so others can understand
Listen actively
Observe critically

Decision-Making Skills
Use math to solve problems and com-

municate
Solve problems and make decisions
Plan

Interpersonal Skills
Guide others
Resolve conflict and negotiate
Advocate and influence
Cooperate with others

Lifelong Learning Skills
Use information and communications

technology
Learn through research
Reflect and evaluate
Take responsibility for learning
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In The Fifth Discipline (1990), Peter
Senge applies the idea of learning dis-
abilities to organizations as well as to
people. He suggests that they can be
just as damaging to companies or in-
stitutions as to individuals, and can
quickly become fatal as the organiza-
tion fails to innovate or keep up with
its operating environment. Although
the notion of organizations learning—
or failing to learn—is problematic,
there is value in considering how not
learning quickly enough or at a deep
enough level is affecting organiza-
tions, people, and the world as a
whole. If inadequate learning can lead
to the decline and closure of formerly
successful businesses, what impact is it
having on our economies, our well-
being, and our environment?

The thesis of this chapter is that
collectively we are rapidly becoming,
for all intents and purposes, “learning

disabled” as our collective rate of
learning fails to maintain adequacy for
the rate of technological, social, and
economic change. The problem is to
some extent a quantitative one, in
terms of the numbers of people who
are not responding effectively to
change; but it is also a qualitative one,
as much thinking and learning that
has been sufficient for the twentieth
century may no longer be effective as
we enter the twenty-first. If we are to
escape this disablement, we need to
lift the level of our thinking and learn-
ing, with profound and far-reaching
implications for our systems of educa-
tion and training.

Twentieth-Century Learning:
Model A
To generalize with any sense of practi-
cal meaning about human thinking
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and learning is an exercise doomed to
failure, for it is attempting to encapsu-
late an almost infinite diversity of ac-
tivity across millions of individuals
and a multitude of cultures. To do so
in a short chapter is potentially even
greater folly. However, if “thinking
and learning” is narrowed to the kind
of thinking and learning regarded as
valuable in “mainstream” Western
cultures, and the author’s immersion
in those cultures is acknowledged, it at
least becomes more possible to pro-
duce an analysis of sorts. The type of
generalization about learning that can
perhaps be made with some validity is
one based on discerning patterns of
activity—in business and public serv-
ice environments, in schools, colleges
and universities, and in interactions
among people more generally—and
seeking underlying assumptions and
structures that influence or govern
them (cf. Argyris & Schön, 1974;
Fritz, 1994).

The theories-in-use and social and
institutional arrangements that under-
pin dominant twentieth-century ap-
proaches to education manifest them-
selves through the presence of taught,
subject-based courses, claims to bod-
ies of knowledge, preset written exam-
inations and other forms of testing,
and an obsession with curricula, syl-
labi, and “standards” or lists of com-
petencies. Beyond compulsory school-
ing there is little change, with for
instance the presence of professional
qualifying bodies that seek to establish
bodies of knowledge or competency
frameworks, and a general tendency

toward credential inflation in which
qualifications act as proxies—reliable
or otherwise—for actual abilities.
These phenomena all point in the di-
rection of an underlying set of techni-
cal-rational assumptions (Schön, 1983,
1987), in turn based on positivist epis-
temologies and structuralist social as-
sumptions. This is not to ignore the
many examples of educational practice
that are other than technical-rational
in nature, but to suggest that how we
think about facilitating learning is
broadly dominated—particularly at a
policy level—by a technical-bureau-
cratic paradigm, or what I have
termed “Model A” (Lester, 1995).

This dominant perspective is pri-
marily normative and hierarchical,
both epistemologically and in terms of
the assumptions about roles, modes of
action concerned with learning, and
modes of practice. It sees knowledge
as being stable, general, and separate
from the learner or knower; capable of
being separated into disciplines and
codified into bodies of knowledge. It
maintains a linear view in which re-
search and deduction reveal theoreti-
cal or scientific knowledge, from
which applied knowledge is developed
and finally put into effect through
practice. Educationally, it is expressed
in terms of curricula, syllabi, lists of
skills or attributes, and more recently,
competence frameworks, i.e., either as
theories as to what knowledge and
theory is to be learned, or as theories
about what constitutes good or effec-
tive practice. The socioadministrative
assumptions of Model A are also nor-
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mative, with what is to be learned be-
ing largely decided through expert or
bureaucratic authority. The learner’s
position is further down a hierarchy of
action than the learning decision
maker, a situation that is tacitly re-
flected to a greater or lesser extent
within the aim of the learning itself:
the learner is developed to operate
within whatever system the learning
relates to, rather than to operate on it.

Model A thinking is suited to situa-
tions where people have clearly de-
fined roles—both economically and in
wider contexts—and stability is pro-
vided by an “external” system of ad-
ministration or market relations. It as-
sumes a stable state or predictable rate
of change, allowing knowledge to be
researched, codified, and disseminated
in time to enable effective action to be
taken. It essentially assumes struc-
tured social and employment relation-
ships; defined roles and responsibili-
ties; and technical, administrative, and
expert approaches to work: thinking
and working rationally within frames
of reference dictated by wider con-
texts, conventional wisdom, and
taken-for-granted assumptions. It also
assumes that cultural differences are
either unimportant or can be normal-
ized in a rational way that is assumed
to be culturally independent.

This approach perhaps has a form
of degenerate if oppressive validity in
industrial or preindustrial contexts
where the rate of change is slow
enough to enable a small minority of
people to shape systems and processes
while the majority work within them.

However, it is increasingly apparent
that accelerating rates of change are
invalidating many industrial-era as-
sumptions about organizing and doing
(e.g., Schön, 1967, 1971; Toffler, 1980,
1990; Handy, 1989). At the same time
the major issues we face are less often
amenable to linear, problem-solving
modes of thought, but more often
contain “messes,” divergent problems,
and conflicts of value that require
more systemic and creative ways of
thinking and acting (Ackoff, 1974;
Schumacher, 1977; Schön, 1987).

There are many easily observed in-
stances of the effect of failing to re-
spond adequately to underlying
change. A topical example is the phe-
nomenon of “restructuring,” whether
in terms of the organization of compa-
nies or educational establishments, or
of policies and administrative systems.
While reorganization may be carried
out at increasingly frequent intervals,
the result is rarely more than qualita-
tively similar modes of organizing,
which are then quickly outmoded as
pressure builds toward further reor-
ganization. There is commonly plenty
of first-order learning in reaction to
(or anticipation of) situations for
which the existing configuration is no
longer effective, but little higher-
order learning that seeks alternatives
to stable-state assumptions about or-
ganizing. The result is a spiral of fire
fighting and dysfunction as incremen-
tal changes are made within a concep-
tual framework that is inadequate for
what it is being asked to achieve. In-
deed, the entire technical-rational



project is itself a mode of organizing
that requires and necessitates frequent
overhaul, because it is built on as-
sumptions that fail to account for
change and difference.

A perspective that is focused on
technical standards and problem solv-
ing is self-limiting both because of its
ignorance of the need to first construct
or “set” problems, and because of its
entrapment within the frame of refer-
ence that defines the problem itself.
Russell Ackoff comments that “we fail
more often because we solve the
wrong problem than because we get
the wrong solution to the right prob-
lem” (1974, p. 8); this issue of finding
the right problem is more than an ex-
ercise of analysis and logic. Problems
exist within contexts and frames of ref-
erence that give them their definition,
making them value and perspective de-
pendent. A technical-rational ap-
proach provides little help in problem
construction, because it has no human
or ethical dimension and therefore no
adequacy for dilemmas of value or
conflicts of perspective. While it might
suggest the means by which an out-
come can be attained, it provides little
help in deciding whether it is desir-
able, ethical, or “good.”

Unfortunately, much formal educa-
tion is heavily influenced by modes of
thinking that offer to provide right
and wrong answers—the solutions to
problems—and formulae for arriving
at them. Robert Reich (1991) argues
that many learners are put through a
sanitized curriculum in which reality
is simplified through the imposition of
meaning, denying them the responsi-

bility to “interpret and give meaning
to the swirl of data, events and sensa-
tions which surround us” and retard-
ing their “ability to thrive in a world
brimming with possibilities for dis-
covery” (p. 230). This kind of educa-
tion, with its antagonism to high-level
learning, is a totally inadequate re-
sponse to the needs of the twenty-first
century.

A Case of Inadequacy
To put forward a general principle, if
an individual’s or society’s learning is
equal to the rate at which its environ-
ment is changing, on balance the result
will be functionality and effectiveness:
the individual or society will, for most
of the time, be equal to the challenges
of the environment rather than a vic-
tim of events. If learning exceeds the
rate of external change, the result will
be a dynamic “meta-stability” in which
there is a degree of choice and control.
On the other hand, if learning is inad-
equate for the context, it will produce
ineffectiveness, dysfunction, and struc-
tural blocks, leading in a downward,
pathological direction. Feedback loops
exacerbate the situation as learning af-
fects the environment, so that for ex-
ample, rapid technological change will
typically demand learning at a higher
level in order to be able to use the
technology wisely.

Presently, our situation might be
summarized as a rapidly changing en-
vironment with human action both
collectively and individually capable of
high impact, yet with a dominant par-
adigm of learning that is failing to
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produce answers adequate to our most
pressing social, environmental, and
economic problems. It is perhaps in-
evitable, given the susceptibility of
convergent, technical issues to domi-
nant modes of analysis and action, that
while technological advances continue
apace, divergent, social problems ap-
pear if anything to become more
messy and challenging as time moves
on. We have made little progress in
(for instance) preventing war or
famine, mitigating our impact on the
environment, or indeed in assisting
people to raise the level (as opposed to
the content) of their learning, and in
some of these areas our record is ar-
guably in reverse. At an individual
level we continue to see fight/flight
responses, increasing levels of stress,
and a desire for stability at the level of
first-order content, while collectively
complexity outpaces both our sys-
temic understanding and our capacity
for internally generated change.

In response to this, one reaction is
to reduce our technology to a point
that can be managed by relatively low-
level thinking and learning, and return
to ways of living that have less poten-
tial to impact our environment (e.g.,
Illich, 1973). A more positive route is
to raise the level of our learning—
individually and collectively—in order
to develop wisdom and adequacy as
well as technical capability.

Raising the Level
The idea of levels of learning can be il-
lustrated using a model akin to those
developed by Gregory Bateson (1971)

and Chris Argyris and Donald Schön
(1974). This is perhaps easiest to con-
sider by starting with nonlearning,
which can be defined as a situation in
which the same action is offered re-
peatedly regardless of its appropriate-
ness or effectiveness: for any stimulus,
there is a set response. While the ac-
tion may start off as being effective in
the situation for which it was designed,
it becomes dysfunctional once this
changes or ceases to exist. The most
obvious examples are mechanical or
biological, but nonlearning is also en-
countered when people continue with
familiar behaviors that were once ef-
fective but now have undeniably nega-
tive consequences. This may occur ei-
ther because there is no effective
feedback loop—the person is unaware
of the effect their actions are having—
or because a higher-level block enables
them to ignore, deny, or explain away
the evidence that is available.

A basic level of learning involves ac-
tion being adjusted in response to
feedback, but without challenging the
underlying theories-in-use of the per-
son concerned. Argyris and Schön
(1974) liken this “single-loop” learning
to a thermostatic system, with the
learner’s “guiding assumptions” plac-
ing limits on the internal shifts that
can be made. Typically, this first-order
learning is adequate for relatively fa-
miliar situations, but it is only as effec-
tive as the person’s guiding assump-
tions allow. Dysfunction at this level
frequently presents itself in the form of
recurrent or oscillating outcomes or
patterns of behavior that either go un-
noticed or are reified into limiting



structures and beliefs. A first-order re-
sponse to these apparent limitations
tends to manifest itself in various
forms, all ineffective: these can include
concentrating efforts on “solvable”
problems rather than underlying is-
sues; distorting or speculating to make
what is observed fit a preexisting para-
digm; transferring responsibility else-
where (frequently to people or events
but often also to reified concepts such
as “the organization,” “the system,” or
“society”); and assuming that there are
insurmountable natural laws in opera-
tion (e.g., “human nature”).

Overcoming first-order blocks re-
quires a change in the guiding as-
sumptions that govern the learning
system: stepping outside the current
frame of reference; suspending the as-
sumptions embedded within it; and
using critical, creative, and intuitive
thinking to generate alternatives that
are more functional and effective. Ar-
gyris & Schön (1974) term this “dou-
ble-loop learning,” although it can be
considered as part of a multiple loop
where guiding assumptions exist at a
number of levels from basic concep-
tions that are fairly easily challenged
and overturned once identified,
through logics of action, to funda-
mental values and belief systems.

A major inhibitor of multiple-loop
learning is that dominant Western
thought is reluctant to admit that
more than one logic of action or basic
paradigm may exist at once (cf. Kuhn,
1970). Thinking and learning that in-
volve changing deeper-level assump-
tions suggest being able to move
among different logics or basic frames

of reference, and this in itself can rep-
resent a paradigm shift at a fairly fun-
damental level for many who are
schooled in normative thinking. The
idea of a single logic of action is so
well embedded in many people’s
thought that it is both individually
self-limiting through preventing open-
ness to alternatives, and a powerful
source of double binds in which ra-
tional arguments are accepted without
questioning from what perspective the
rationality is operating.

There is at least another level of
learning beyond changing logics-in-
use, which is concerned with funda-
mental beliefs and values and perhaps
ultimately with what we have come to
identify as personal identity. While it is
clear that people’s beliefs, values, and
basic frames of reference can change
over time, this is rarely seen as the ter-
ritory of learning, possibly because it is
concerned with changing apparently
“fixed” factors such as personality and
intelligence. Bateson (1971) describes
this learning as being concerned with
the contexts of learning, the “larger se-
quences in which paradigms are em-
bedded” (pp. 303–304), and suggests it
may occur through psychotherapy, en-
lightenment, or profound change of
character. However, learning does take
place at this level without external in-
tervention, though the tendency to live
with value conflicts suggest that most
people demonstrate limited capability
to learn and achieve congruence at this
level. This is perhaps unsurprising as
our dominant educational and societal
paradigms persistently attempt to ap-
ply interventions from lower orders of
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thinking to higher ones for which they
lack adequacy.

Model A technical-rational learning
essentially operates in a single-loop
system from the level of logic down-
ward. It presupposes conformance to a
dominant logic and mode of thinking,
and creates powerful contradictions
and double binds as individuals’ intu-
ition and experiential logics are denied
by culturally embedded norms and
taken-for-granted assumptions. While
it can be pragmatically effective in the
short term, it is self-limiting in main-
taining a focus “within the box” even
when the “box” has lost all validity, as
well as denying the value of the per-
sonal and the subjective. To raise the
level of thinking and learning in this
context means moving above the sin-
gle-logic barrier into working with di-
vergent logics-in-use, frames of refer-
ence, and values on terms that are
unbounded and ultimately nonjudg-
mental.

Changing the Paradigm

One of the major blocks to raising
learning to a more adequate level is
the set of epistemological assumptions
that act as theories-in-use for much
formal education and training, and are
apt to become embedded as limiting
personal beliefs for individual learn-
ers. Within Model A, three assump-
tions are particularly disabling. First,
knowledge and theory are viewed as
external to the knower and capable of
being formalized into bodies of
knowledge and ideas, suggesting that

learning is simply a matter of discov-
ering or taking in what is there al-
ready. Second, a hierarchy of pro-
cesses is assumed that approximates to
discovering or developing knowledge,
codifying it, and applying it, with the
application stage (practice) being in-
trinsically separate from and at a sub-
sidiary level to the discovery and
development stage (research and de-
duction). From this stems the assumed
separation between theory and prac-
tice, a fundamental barrier to raising
the level of learning. Third, develop-
ing “valid” knowledge is seen as a
process of building from an estab-
lished base of research and discourse,
with the result that learning is vali-
dated largely by reference to prece-
dent (or in higher levels of education,
logical argument based on precedent).

From a different epistemological
perspective, these assumptions can be
interpreted as resulting from a failure
to distinguish between data, which is
impersonal and exists independently,
and knowledge, which is constructed by
the knower and is necessarily personal,
subjective, and unique. From this
standpoint, knowledge cannot be codi-
fied into bodies or judged as valid by
reference to other, preexisting knowl-
edge, and practice is intimately inter-
twined with theory rather than being
subordinate to it. However, as a basis
for a practical theory of learning it has
frequently been dismissed because it
puts knowledge beyond absolute judg-
ment and therefore invalidates its as-
sessment, whether in education and
training, research, management, or
more informally. As a result, while it is



hinted at in some approaches to devel-
opment such as action learning and re-
flective practice, there is frequently an
underlying tension where external
truths and established discourse are
called upon to decide the “real issues,”
and thus normative assumptions re-
assert their dominance by the back
door (Lester, 1999).

Nevertheless, there is a workable
alternative to this bipolar confusion,
which while based on an epistemology
of personal knowledge, also lends it-
self to rigorous evaluation. In practice,
it is possible to test knowledge, theo-
ries, and hunches in terms of their
value to what the individual (or group
or society) wants to achieve: their fit-
ness for purpose. The criterion is
“does it work?” or “is it useful?” rather
than “is it true?” This method of vali-
dation places the responsibility on the
person to determine the appropriate-
ness or goodness of fit of their ideas,
and to seek feedback, and if necessary,
make modifications. It avoids accept-
ing the ideas or judgments of others at
face value, but develops a questioning
approach where the learner is asking
“what does this achieve, what is it
good for?”

Fitness for purpose moves beyond
precedent-based and technical-rational
approaches in that it requires knowl-
edge and theory to be evaluated for
action rather than being the determi-
nant of action. It is consistent with a
personal knowledge epistemology be-
cause it evaluates knowledge (and ac-
tion) against the knower’s internal
agenda rather than against any exter-
nal expectation of what should be

known (or done), and makes use of a
feedback system where practice and
theory interact in a cycle of develop-
ment and modification. Its limitation
is that it is bound by the purpose set
by the person or group, which effec-
tively acts as the “thermostat” of Ar-
gyris and Schön’s learning system and
dictates the extent to which ideas are
evaluated and challenged.

Overcoming this limitation in-
volves considering fitness of purpose:
essentially, exploring what the purpose
achieves until a point is reached that
has intrinsic value, and then going on
to consider the congruence of this
deeper purpose in its wider contexts.
(This is different from questioning the
reasoning involved, which stays within
fitness-for-purpose and may do no
more than produce rationalized, prec-
edent-based justifications that inhibit
further learning or enquiry). While
the thinking employed in validating
fitness for purpose is of a purposive or
problem-solving nature (in the sense
used by Cox, 1980), fitness of purpose
involves employing critical (ibid.), be-
tween-frame (Schön, 1987), and cre-
ative thinking. Another way of charac-
terizing these differences is acting and
thinking pragmatically “in the box,”
whether it is a box of personal or ex-
ternal creation, or critically and cre-
atively “outside the box.”

While critical theory and fitness of
purpose extend beyond the limitations
of the “box,” they still use it as a start-
ing point. However, as questioning ex-
tends to contexts of contexts, possibili-
ties are generated for further levels of
learning as reframing occurs at more
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fundamental levels of belief and value.
The idea of systemic thought and wis-
dom becomes useful at this point, in
the sense of thinking that moves be-
yond considering the assumptions
present in any given situation to con-
necting between situations and con-
texts in a way that transcends logics
and encompasses multiple perspec-
tives. Genuinely creative thought
where the mind is freewheeling and
operating outside any easily identified
frames of reference is systemic in this
sense; however, sustained periods of
activity at this level are uncommon,
and one is reminded of Bateson’s com-
parison of his third-order learning to
Zen enlightenment.

This idea of systemic wisdom is
particularly elusive because it is out-
side the scope of not only the normal
kinds of academic analysis, but also of
language; it may be glimpsed more
easily through poetic or spiritual
forms of expression than through aca-
demic prose. However, it may be part
of the human condition to be capable
at least momentarily of transcending
the boxes of culture and rationality,
and knowing whether something is
right or congruent: even if, as Darryl
Reanney suggests, we “recognize the
tune without hearing the music”
(1995, p. 47).

Model B: Toward Adequacy
How can these ideas, culminating in a
concept that is ultimately mystic (in its
proper sense of irreducible), be used
to reframe the way we approach edu-
cation?

In the context of professional de-
velopment and education, I have put
forward a “Model B” theory of prac-
tice that is broadly consistent with
deep-level reflective practice and crit-
ical action research (Lester, 1995).
Model B is not a polar opposite of
Model A, but a more spacious concep-
tion in which Model A can be seen as
thinking that operates from a single
frame of reference. Within Model B
there can be any number of Models A,
each representing a different rational-
ity and perspective.

To develop this toward a philosophy
for thinking and learning more gener-
ally, Model B works from an episte-
mology of unique, personal knowledge
and recognizes people as free yet “in-
terrelated agents who are responsible
for their actions. However, through
the concepts of fitness of purpose, fit-
ness for purpose, and systemic wis-
dom, it builds in rigorous internal
questioning of individual thought and
action so that while there is a process
of validation, it is based on individual
responsibility and judgment rather
than compliance with external norms,
reference points, or claimed truths. It
recognizes that effective learning and
practice are essentially personal re-
sponsibilities that involve values, be-
liefs, and frames of reference, and that
in order to be able to take these re-
sponsibilities, people must be able to
step outside taken-for-granted as-
sumptions and accepted norms.

Returning to the idea of adequacy
of learning discussed earlier, the ca-
pacity within Model B to transcend
individual frames of reference and



move beyond the purely logical makes
it powerful for developing learning
that has adequacy for its context and
overcomes limiting structures, whether
they are personal, organizational, or
societal. The “structure” metaphor it-
self suggests the translation of a dy-

namic into a form of concreteness that
acts as a boundary or obstacle to effec-
tive thought or action. Through re-
framing and raising the level of think-
ing, what appears as structure at one
level becomes part of a more fluid dy-
namic at the next, enabling recovery
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TABLE 1
Two Paradigms for Learning

Model A Model B

character technical, logical, convergent creative, interpretive, divergent
focus discrete: primarily economic systemic: dynamic personal and 

performance and societal global well-being, valuable 
stability; measurable outcomes outcomes

people as citizens, role occupants, as unique individuals, agents, 
human resources origins

capability solvable, convergent problems congruent futures; “messes,” 
problematic situations, 
divergent problems

approach solving problems; applying understanding problematic 
knowledge competently and situations and resolving conflicts 
rationally of value; framing and creating 

desired outcomes
criteria logic, efficiency, planned values, ethics, congruence of both 

outcomes; cause-effect, proof methods and outcomes; systemic
interrelationships, theory, faith

epistemology knowledge is stable and general; knowledge is transient, situational, 
precedes and guides action personal and unique; both 

informs action and is generated 
by it

validation by reference to others’ by questioning fitness for purpose, 
expectations: standards, questioning fitness of  purpose,
accepted wisdom, established and systemic wisdom; “value”
discourse; “truth”

thinking primarily deductive/analytical; inductive, deductive, and 
sceptical of intuition adductive; uses “intelligent 

intuition”

Acknowledgments to Schön (1983) and Fish (1995).
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of responsibility from reified con-
structs to real people and providing
greater leverage for action.

Given the interdependence be-
tween theory and practice inherent in
a personal knowledge approach and
given that practice may range from ac-
tivity with a tangible outcome to exer-
cising the spoken or written word, it
becomes questionable to conceive of
learning and action as essentially dif-
ferent activities. Model B therefore
seeks ways of describing learning that
are also ways of describing practice,
and views learning as an endemic
process rather than one that is con-
fined to classrooms, training courses,
or learning “activities.”

Model B Learning
Model A is essentially concerned with
learning that is verifiable against an
external logic, standard, or discourse,
whether it is the learning of academic
theories or knowledge bases, specific
skills, or theories of practice (for in-
stance as expressed in competency
frameworks). Within Model B, this
“content” and its reference points are
seen as belonging to one of many pos-
sible frames of reference: to employ
Korzybski’s (1958) widely used dis-
tinction, they are maps rather than
territories. Model B is not opposed to
learning “content,” but it puts it in a
wider perspective where any content
is situational and subject to enquiry
and review; conclusions are pragmatic,
temporary stopping points that in-
form current action, as opposed to

necessary generalizations or truths
across time and space.

Model B can be thought of as con-
cerned with “meta-learning”: learning
at a level that is at or beyond that of
logics of action, enabling them to be
created, modified, and re-created. It
recognizes the limits of logic and ra-
tionality, and works with creative and
intuitive processes to develop “new”
perspectives and possibilities as much
as working logically to solve problems
and bring desired states into being.
The processes of Model B learning
can also be considered as “meta-prac-
tice,” or an overarching framework for
practical activity in an “outside-the-
box” world. Model B learning is cen-
tral to intelligent, capable practice
that uses intuition, creativity, and in-
terpretive judgment. Once the learner
is aware of the capacity for learning
that exists on an everyday basis and
overcomes the blocks and double
binds held in place by Model A think-
ing, Model B “meta-learning” starts to
become a more natural and intuitive
process in which theory and practice
become different facets of the same
activity.

Model B learning and practice can
be assisted by approaches such as ac-
tion learning, action research, and re-
flective practice, provided they are ap-
proached at a critical and creative
level, rather than one that is purely
concerned with purposive outcomes.
To take action learning for instance,
Reg Revans (1980) describes learning
as involving both programmed knowl-
edge (“P”) and questioning insight



(“Q”) in a dialogue between theory
and practice. However, the dialogue
needs also to develop new personal
theory (new “P”) at (at least) a fitness-
of-purpose level. Similarly, while ac-
tion research has been described as
“studying a . . . situation with a view to
improving the quality of action within
it” (Elliott, 1991, p. 69), the “study”
needs to go deeper and question the
situation itself in order to generate at
least an awareness of the possibilities
for acting on, rather than within, it.
Reflective practice can also be used
relatively uncritically to generate pro-
gressive improvement through reflec-
tion-in-action, but reflecting in a
Model B sense includes what Donald
Schön terms reflection on reflection-
in-action, i.e., stepping back and re-
flecting critically on both underlying
assumptions and purposes and on the
reflection itself.

Toward a Metacurriculum?
If the kind of learning society is to de-
velop is to be adequate to twenty-first-
century contexts, learning will need to
be accepted as natural and endemic
rather than as something that occurs
as a result of discrete learning events
or through following a curriculum.
Perhaps the greatest challenge in mov-
ing from a Model A, extrinsically
driven learning society to a Model B
intrinsic one is in overcoming the dis-
abling belief that “important” learning
is driven by someone else’s framework,
enabling movement from the content-
based curriculum to an agenda based
on developing capacities for self-man-

aged learning at levels that have wis-
dom for a sustainable society and for
people as unique individuals.

The idea of the curriculum as gen-
erally understood does not sit well
with Model B. The hierarchical as-
sumption present in a predefined cur-
riculum—basically that it is one per-
son’s responsibility to learn what
another decides is fit and appropriate
to learn—removes the responsibility
from the learner both for learning in
its broader sense and for evaluating
learning. To Ackoff, “a curriculum is a
solution to a problem which does not
exist . . . because what one learns is
not nearly as important as learning
how to learn, and because questions
are at least as important as answers,
students should . . . design their own
curricula” (1974, p. 92). In the future
it will be people who can design their
curricula—and frame and reframe sit-
uations before attempting to act on
them, manage “messes” rather than
just apply technical solutions—who
will be more likely to learn at a level
and rate adequate to their environ-
ment. The capable learner in the
twenty-first century is to be a map-
maker or active creator of knowledge,
meaning, and practice, not merely a
follower of others’ maps.

In Model B, the curriculum or
agenda for learning moves from the
dimension of content to a “metacur-
riculum” that is concerned with this
creative, critical activity of mapmak-
ing rather than with the content of
any specific map. Admittedly this is
not in itself unproblematic, for it still
represents a map of sorts in a different
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dimension, but it has broken through
the barrier of dictating external refer-
ence points and logics by providing a
basis for validation that is intrinsic
rather than involving referencing
against others’ expectations. The
Model B metacurriculum is therefore
concerned with fundamental pro-
cesses such as enquiring, reflecting,
evaluating, and creating, enabling the
individual to continuously develop
abilities that enable content learning
appropriate to purpose and context. It
is also reflexive, as the self-managed,
self-evaluated learning processes are
capable of being applied to themselves
to generate an upward spiral of meta-
learning, as well as facilitating devel-
opment of situational knowledge and
ability.

While this approach is not content-
free—process learning or meta-learn-
ing takes place within a context and
through working on “subject matter”
or “content”—it is content-transcen-
dent. The precise nature of the con-
tent is not of primary importance to
the process, providing the freedom for
“students to design their own curric-
ula.” The advantage is that rather than
being prompted by a curriculum-
driven model of learning, the content
and context can be of direct relevance
and interest to the learner, so that
learning is purposive, intrinsic, and
compelling. It is this purposiveness
that enables the first-level evaluation
of fitness for purpose to engage with
the learner’s values and beliefs, and
provide a sound and rigorous basis for
working meaningfully at levels beyond
logic; without it, moving on to con-

sider fitness of purpose becomes a de-
tached and vicarious exercise.

In contrast, the more common ap-
proach of developing learning pro-
cesses around an externally defined
content curriculum presents a dis-
torted version of this model, as while
it is possible through debate and dis-
course to move beyond acceptance of
taken-for-granted assumptions, an in-
herent tendency to deny the personal
and rely on linear argument tends to
develop analysis at the expense of syn-
thesis, critique without creativity, and
judgments of rationality rather than of
value. This suggests that determining
what knowledge and skills will be
learned not only ignores the impor-
tance of meta-level learning, but
works against it. Standardized curricu-
lum models are a singularly inappro-
priate response to the need for people
to be more learningful, adaptive, and
resourceful, and instead drive toward a
narrow kind of competence—master-
ing other people’s agendas, whether of
academic knowledge or practical abili-
ties—that is decreasingly adequate in
postindustrial contexts.

However, this does not imply an
abandonment of information bases,
theories, and educational guidance. It
does mean that the maps presented by
theories and syllabi are seen as maps,
not territories; information is regarded
as such, not as knowledge; facts and
conclusions are seen as temporary
stopping points, not absolutes; and
thinking includes creative, intuitive,
lateral, and parallel thinking as well as
logical thinking. Maps and guidance
structures are necessary to enable con-



nectivity, but they cannot become pris-
ons, the only way of doing things. It is
entirely consistent with a Model B ap-
proach to offer models and theories to
assist the learner and point in particu-
lar directions, but they do not demand
a different treatment from any other
aspect of the learner’s experience: they
are phenomena to be enquired into,
evaluated, and if appropriate, used,
drawn from, redrawn, or rejected.
Certain maps may be initially offered
more prescriptively than others—
those that are concerned with safety,
equity, and legality, for instance—but
there is no justification in claiming
they are the territory itself or denying
the learner the opportunity to subject
them to enquiry and reframing.

An example of organized learning
that is consistent with a Model B phi-
losophy might provide an opportunity
for learners to work on material of
value to them, with facilitation to de-
velop processes of learning through
enquiry, reflection, dialogue, ques-
tioning assumptions and considering
alternative perspectives, visualizing,
using intuition, spinning off ideas, and
developing and evaluating theories
and courses of action: it will simulta-
neously be valuing practical outcomes,
creativity, critique, and connectivity
and systemic congruence. Part of the
facilitative process might involve in-
troduction of ideas or pointers to in-
formation, theory, or cases as well as
suggestions for action, but in a spirit
of enquiry rather than expectation of
conformance. The aim is to develop
self-managed and self-evaluated learn-

ing that integrates theory and prac-
tice, and develops a multiple loop
where learning is at once purposive,
critical, and creative, and building to-
ward systemic wisdom.

Endpiece
Learning for the twenty-first century
will certainly need to involve more
people learning more, in order to cre-
ate a climate that is responsive (and
responsible) to change as well as being
able, in the words of Tom Peters
(1988), to “thrive on chaos.” However,
on its own this is not enough. If we are
to be more than passive victims of
change, we will need to raise the level
of our thinking and learning to move
beyond the boundaries of first-order
assumptions and even second-order
systems, and value development and
action that contains systemic wisdom
as much as fitness for purpose.

In consequence, it is no longer ade-
quate to confine our thinking or act-
ing to boxes of others’ defining, or ac-
cept prepackaged definitions of what
learning is appropriate or correct. The
twenty-first century learner needs, to
be effective, to be a mapmaker and not
just a reader and interpreter of others’
maps. In turn, this represents a major
challenge to curriculum- or standards-
driven models of education and train-
ing, and poses some questions that
will be uncomfortable for educators,
policymakers, and administrators who
are not accustomed to thinking in
terms of second- or third-order
change. The point is not that we have
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been wrong in the past, but that the
future requires something qualita-
tively different.
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1892 Committee of Ten on Secondary
School Studies issues report. Creates
uniform academic requirements for ad-
mission to college, established a general
framework for goals of secondary edu-
cation. Can be viewed from the present
as an attempt to promote new standards
for high school education. Committee
argues that all students can benefit from
a high standards academic education.

1896 John Dewey founds Laboratory
School at the University of Chicago.
The school emphasizes student inter-
ests, active learning, work in groups,
and cooperative learning. Dewey wants
students to move beyond the mo-
morization of data to an understanding
of the social value of knowledge and the
cultivation of the social imagination.

1896 Plessey vs. Ferguson establishes the
separate but equal doctrine, which is
used to justify racially segregated
schools for the next fifty-eight years.
There was nothing equal about the
racially segregated schools maintained
during this era.

1899 Dewey publishes The School and So-
ciety emphasizing that learning must al-
ways take place in relation to existing
social conditions. Ideas and concepts

would be learned in relation to the
sociocultural context that gave birth to
them.

1901 Margaret Haley of the National
Education Association (founded in
1857) attacks notion of big business
supporting and shaping education at
the annual meeting of the organization.
She advocates more control of teaching
by teachers.

1903 W.E.B. DuBois publishes The Souls
of Black Folk. Challenges the separate
but equal doctrine and the segregation
of public education.

1903 Psychologist G. Stanley Hall calls
for schools to do all they could do to
make boys more manly and girls more
womanly in light of the fact that mod-
ern civilization was blurring sexual dis-
tinctions.

1907 William Bagley publishes Classroom
Management. The book is reprinted
thirty times in the next twenty years.
Bagley argues that the most important
role of school was to teach habits that
students would use when they begin
their work on assembly lines.

1909 Ella Flagg Young becomes superin-
tendent of schools in Chicago and op-
poses vocational education because she



does not believe in educating students
to take their place in the lower indus-
trial class. Calls for the democratic em-
powerment of teachers.

1900–1910 Emergence of social effi-
ciency education. Primary purpose of
American education in efficiency
movement not to promote academics
but to train students to be socially effi-
cient. Efficiency advocates embrace a
vision of a socially managed society.

1910–1920 In line with efficiency prin-
ciples school leaders work to standard-
ize all aspects of education.

1912 American Federation of Teachers
(AFT) founded.

1913 Edward Thorndike publishes Edu-
cational Psychology. The book shapes
viewpoints on teaching and learning
widely, promoting scientifically pro-
duced mechanical teaching methods
that are used for decades. Success
would be measured by batteries of tests
and measurements.

1914 Founding of Modern School by
anarchists in Stelton, New Jersey. Last-
ing until the 1950s, the school was
grounded on the pedagogical belief
that nothing should be imposed on the
child. Graduates, founders hoped,
would resist authoritarian institutions.

1915–1920 Emergence of widespread
use of standardized tests.

1916 John Dewey publishes Democracy
and Education. As the highest intellec-
tual expression of progressive educa-
tion, the book considers the challenge
of providing high standards education
in a democratic society. Dewey calls for
the complete overhaul of American ed-
ucation, advocating the fusion of voca-
tional and academic forms of study.

1917 Passage of Smith-Hughes Act. Es-
tablishes system of vocational educa-
tion.

1918 Commission on the Reorganiza-
tion of Secondary Education issues re-
port entitled Cardinal Principles of Sec-
ondary Education. Calls for creation of
the comprehensive high school to meet
needs of the emerging corporate state.
Different curricula would be designed
for different types of students. Views
the term “academic,” with suspicion,
often implying that it involves imprac-
tical knowledge. Provides a very differ-
ent view of standards from the one laid
out in the report of the Committee of
Ten, twenty-five years earlier.

1918 William Heard Kilpatrick pub-
lishes an article on group learning
called the project method. Instead of
learning isolated facts students would
work together to learn concepts and
skills in the process of working on a so-
cially useful project.

1920 Edward Thorndike’s concept of
the half-educated man published. Indi-
viduals are only half educated if they
are unaware of intelligence testing.
Knowledge of such test scores would
help people learn their intellectual
place.

1920s Widespread adoption of I.Q.
tests.

1920s Era of child-centered education.
1920s Manumit School for workers’

children and A. S. Neill’s Summerhill
School founded.

1920s Conservatives see a social break-
down in the school behavior of girls.

1920s Efficiency educators develop cur-
ricula to help girls assume their proper
adult roles as mothers, wives, and
homemakers.

1922 George Counts publishes study of
urban education documenting severe
class bias in U.S. schools around the
country.

1923 Carl Brigham publishes A Study of

1138 Historical Timeline



1139Historical Timeline

American Intelligence. Using intelli-
gence tests Brigham, who developed
the SAT in 1925, ranked the intelli-
gence of ethnic groups: (1) Nordics; (2)
Alpines; (3) Mediterraneans; and (4)
Negroes. Brigham uses his work to call
for an end to ethnic intermixing and
the resulting downward spiral of Amer-
ican intelligence that it causes.

1926 Numerous authors and educa-
tional leaders lament the rising im-
morality of youth caused by parental
neglect, popular culture, changing sex-
ual mores, dancing, and emancipated
womanhood.

1926 College Entrance Examination
Board develops multiple-choice format
for its standardized tests.

1928 Louis Terman argues that schools
place too much emphasis on academic
achievement because many students,
especially those from lower ranking
ethnic groups, do not have enough na-
tive intelligence to learn.

1928 Harold Rugg and Ann Shumaker
publish The Child-Centered School. The
book reflects the progressive educa-
tional emphasis on the “whole child,”
creative self-expression, and the active
school.

1928 Efficiency educator David Sned-
den argues that since girls of less than
median intelligence will rear more than
two-thirds of the children of the future,
they should take numerous courses in
home economics.

1929 Alfred North Whitehead calls for
the end to social efficiency forms of ed-
ucation in The Aims of Education. Sub-
jects, he maintains, such be studied in
great depth and students should learn
how to use knowledge.

1920–1940 Tremendous conflict among
teachers concerning approaches to
teaching and purposes of education.

Some teachers employ Deweyan pro-
gressive methods while others employ
more Thorndikian behaviorist meth-
ods.

1930s The Depression moves many ed-
ucators to call for the use of schools to
bring about radical social change. Such
appeals elicit charges of communism
from many conservatives for the next
few decades.

1930s Federal government plays greater
role in education by taking steps to
help alleviate youth unemployment.

1930s and 1940s The National Associa-
tion for the Advancement of Colored
People (NAACP) pursues creative and
brilliant legal strategy of challenging
the racially discriminatory policies of
graduate and professional schools.

1932 George Counts delivers “Dare
Progressive Education Be Progressive”
speech to Progressive Educational As-
sociation. Speech is published as book
entitled Dare the Schools Build a New So-
cial Order. Because teachers primary al-
legiance is to children, not to special
interest groups, they should provide en-
lightened political leadership, Counts
reasoned.

1935 American Youth Commission
(AYC) report maintains that 25 percent
of American young people have
syphilis or gonorrhea.

1937 College Entrance Examination
Board drops written portion of its exam
because of the high costs of grading it.

1938 John Dewey publishes his last ma-
jor book on pedagogy, Experience and
Education. Attempts to address popular
misconceptions about progressive edu-
cation in the United States.

1939 Harold Benjamin makes fun of
prevailing modes of skill and drill peda-
gogies in The Saber-Tooth Curriculum.
Compares traditional teaching prac-



tices to a prehistoric approach to deal-
ing with saber-tooth tigers long after
they were extinct.

1940s Work of B. F. Skinner in behav-
ioral psychology becomes increasingly
popular. Major problem of schools ac-
cording to Skinner is that teachers do
not use his principles of behavioral psy-
chology in class.

1941 At the beginning of World War II
tremendous antipathy exists between
teachers, administrators, business lead-
ers, and political leaders.

1942 Congress on Racial Equality
(CORE) organized at the University of
Chicago.

1942 Wilford Aiken publishes the Eight
Year Study. Presents evidence that Pro-
gressive Educational approaches in sec-
ondary schools produce results that at
least equal but usually exceed those of
schools employing traditional drill and
recite forms of pedagogy. The report
receives little attention in a time of war.

1945–1957 Attempts to pass federal leg-
islation to provide monies to schools
continuously fail.

1945–1960 Belief among many that pro-
fessional educators have weakened U.S.
schools and made them inferior to
schools of the U.S.S.R.

1945 Charles Prosser introduces notion
of life-adjustment education for the
middle 60 percent of American youth.
Vocational education, he argues, will
train the bottom 20 percent and the
high school would educate the top 20
percent.

1947 James Conant testifies before Con-
gress on the ways schools should chan-
nel human resources. How do you
channel “superior human resources”
into needed occupations while main-
taining democratic egalitarianism? he

asked. He answered his own question
by arguing for greater sorting mecha-
nisms in guidance and counseling. Su-
perior students would be required to
meet higher academic requirements.

1949 Ralph Tyler publishes Basic Princi-
ples of Curriculum and Instruction, which
contains what became known as the
Tyler Rationale. The rationale views
curriculum in terms of purposes, learn-
ing experiences, organization, and eval-
uation.

1949 August Hollingshead publishes
Elmstown’s Youth documenting severe
class bias in schools.

1950s Right-wing groups charge that
schooling is shaped by communists
while many academics claim schools
are anti-intellectual. Schools are re-
ceiving criticism from a variety of
sources.

1950s B. F. Skinner and other academic
critics condemn the quality of public
education.

1950s Myles Horton’s Highlander
School in Tennessee helps educate nu-
merous civil rights leaders in relation
to ideologies and strategies of re-
sistence to oppression.

1950–1953 NAACP lawyer Thurgood
Marshall brings several public school
desegregation cases before the U.S.
Supreme Court, setting up Brown case.

1952 Arthur Bestor delivers paper to
American Historical Association entitled
“Anti-intellectualism in the Schools: A
Challenge to Scholars.” Calls for
higher academic standards in U.S.
schools.

1954 Brown vs. Board of Education rules
school segregation is unconstitutional.

1955 Supreme Court issues its Enforce-
ment Decree for school desegregation.
The lack of mechanisms for enforcing
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school desegregation dramatically slows
the process.

1955–1970 Era of the Civil Rights
Movement.

1956 Bestor establishes Council for Ba-
sic Education and becomes its first
president. Criticizes the lack of aca-
demic quality in public schools.

1956–1958 Vice Admiral Hyman Rick-
over delivers a series of speeches criti-
cizing public education and blaming
the schools for the failure of the United
States to compete successfully in the
technology and military race with the
U.S.S.R.

1957 Martin Luther King organizes the
Southern Christian Leadership Con-
ference (SCLC) that becomes the key
organization leading the civil rights
movement.

1957 The Soviet launch of Sputnik con-
vinced many Americans that the nation
was losing the technology and military
race to the Soviets. Believing this,
many joined the call for higher educa-
tional standards.

1957 President Dwight Eisenhower
calls for a system of nationwide testing
of high school students to identify stu-
dents with sufficient ability to pursue
scientific or professional studies.

1958 In response to Sputnik, Congress
passes National Defense Education
Act. Provides money for guidance,
counseling, testing, and the identifica-
tion of talented students, as well as the
improvement of the teaching of sci-
ence, math, and foreign language.

1960s–Present Mass-produced textbooks
in the various school subjects have
served as a standardizing and standards-
setting device. Studies indicate that al-
most 90 percent of classroom instruc-
tion has been shaped by textbooks.

Since they are produced for mass-mar-
ket adoption in the United States, text-
books are designed to appeal to an ideo-
logical common denominator and the
largest buyers, California and Texas. In
this context mass-produced textbooks
have determined not only what but
even how students learn. Thus, what
teachers teach and children learn has
been determined by the marketing di-
rectors of large textbook companies
who are more concerned with profit
margins than with rigorous scholarship.

1960s and 1970s The emerging women’s
movement attempts to raise educators’
consciousness about gender biases that
shape public schools.

1960s Awareness of issues of civil rights
and poverty seeks to make education
part of the campaign against injustice.

1960 Jerome Bruner publishes The Pro-
cess of Education. Calls for students to
learn science in the same ways that sci-
entists conduct research.

1962 Thomas Kuhn publishes The
Structure of Scientific Revolutions. Initi-
ates discussion of paradigmatic change
in knowledge production and educa-
tion. Offers new insights on the work-
ings of science.

1962 NEA changes from organization
dominated by school administrators to
a teachers’ union.

1962 Supreme Court issues decision in
Engel vs. Vitale prohibiting mandated
public prayer in schools. Opponents of
the decision argue that the Court has
“removed God from the schools.”

1964 President Lyndon Johnson out-
lines plans for War on Poverty.

1964 Economic Opportunity Act is
passed creating Project Head Start and
the Job Corps.

1964 Civil Rights Act is passed. Extends



federal regulations in education and
provides authority for enforcing Brown
decision. Title VI required mandatory
withholding of federal funds to any or-
ganization that did not end discrimina-
tory practices.

1964 John Goodlad publishes School Cur-
ricular Reform in the United States. The
book critiques the emerging reform
movements of the early 1960s. Goodlad
contends that the reforms’ subject-cen-
tered approach does not question the
worthiness of academic content. Nei-
ther does it explore the character of
content worth learning and how stu-
dents should learn it. These same ques-
tions are often ignored in the standards
reforms of the contemporary era.

1964–1972 Conservative educational
patterns emerge in reaction to student
activism of period.

1965–1970 Numerous authors provide
first-hand accounts of how progressive,
activist teachers helped improve the
lives of marginalized students by en-
gaging them in a study of social justice
and an exploration of what knowledge
is of most worth. Authors include: A. S.
Neill, James Herndon, Sylvia Ashton-
Warner, Jonathan Kozol, John Holt,
and Herbert Kohl.

1965 Elementary and Secondary Educa-
tion Act is passed.

1966 Coleman Report on the social im-
pact of education submitted to Con-
gress. Differences between schools, it
found, account for only a small part of
differences in achievement. Offers pes-
simistic view of the ability of schools to
address poverty and its impact on stu-
dent achievement.

1968 Richard Nixon is elected president
on a platform grounded on his opposi-
tion to the goals of the Civil Rights
Movement and the War on Poverty.

1968 Historian Michael Katz publishes
The Irony of Early School Reform: Educa-
tional Innovation in Mid-Nineteenth Cen-
tury Massachusetts. Katz asks educators
to transcend the myths that shaped the
story of public education in the United
States as a tale of benevolent philan-
thropy and democratic success. Instead
Katz views the main impulse of Ameri-
can education as a quest for social con-
trol, the imposition of the values of
dominant groups on the marginalized.

1968–1970s The emergence of the radi-
cal revisionists in American educational
history paints a new picture of the
American educational past. Historians
such as Joel Spring, Clarence Karier,
Paul Violas, Edgar Gumbert, and
Michael Katz document the ways dom-
inant power has worked to use schools
to maintain existing power relations
around issues of race, class, and gender.

1968–1974 Nixon administration re-
treats from egalitarian educational re-
form, using the Coleman Report to ar-
gue that little could be done to equalize
educational opportunity.

1968–Present Conservative reaction to
civil rights movement and War on
Poverty.

1969 Appearance of Arthur Jensen’s ar-
ticle in the Harvard Educational Review,
“How Much Can We Boost I.Q. and
Scholastic Achievement?” Jensen ar-
gues that compensatory education pro-
grams such as Head Start cannot im-
prove intelligence because intelligence
is primarily hereditary. Holds profound
racial implications, as Jensen maintains
that those with the least intelligent are
the non-white. Right-wing reformers
use this work to help defeat educational
reforms designed to help African
Americans, Latinos, and poor people
from all racial backgrounds.
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1970s Back to basics movement relies
heavily on behaviorist pedagogies
driven by specific behavioral objectives
and standardized methods of instruc-
tion, and standardized tests. Edward
Thorndike’s vision of schooling and its
purpose become dominant once again.

1970s New programs of statewide test-
ing legislated to check for minimum
competency of students graduating
from high school. In the present lan-
guage of standards these tests ‘set stan-
dards’ for the various state school sys-
tems.

1970s Rise of competency-based educa-
tion. Involves teaching students partic-
ular competencies and measuring the
results of learning before moving on to
new competencies. Similar to other ex-
pressions of behavorism, competency-
based education employs a machine-
like model of teaching and learning
while exerting direct control over stu-
dents.

1970s Alternative schools developed in
the 1960s as part of left-wing reaction
to the educational establishment are
used by conservatives to avoid racial
desegregation. Era witnesses the estab-
lishment of thousands of right-wing,
white-flight private schools.

1970s Accountability movement, Mar-
land’s career education, Skinnerian be-
haviorism, and competency-based edu-
cation create a reactionary educational
atmosphere that works to counter pro-
ponents of democratic education. The
main goal of right-wing education of
the era involves using education to
manage human resources for the labor
market.

1970s Teacher power movement
emerges. Teachers demand more con-
trol of the curriculum and educational
policy.

1970 Paulo Freire publishes the English
language version of Pedagogy of the Op-
pressed. As he writes of the needs of op-
pressed peoples and pedagogies that re-
spond to them, he initiates a North
American discussion of oppression.
Freire’s book lays the foundation for
the emergence of a “critical pedagogy.”

1971 Michael F.D. Young publishes
Knowledge and Control: New Directions
for the Sociology of Education. Raises
questions about how school knowledge
helps promote the political interests of
elite classes.

1971 Swann vs. Charlotte-Mecklenburg
Board of Education. Mandates forced in-
tegration by busing for the purpose of
desegregation. Sparks violent demon-
strations by white opponents of racially
integrated schools.

1971 Nixon’s Comissioner of Education
Sidney Marland advocates career edu-
cation as an answer to student rebel-
lion, delinquencey, and unemployment.
Education, he argues, does not lead to
career opportunities and this reality
fuels youth dissatisfaction.

1971 Study reports that information on
women constitutes less than 1 percent
of textbook material in American
schools.

1970–1975 Beginning of new accounta-
bility movement. States and local com-
munities begin to require schools to
publish yearly standardized test scores.
Influences the conservative reforms of
the late twentieth and early twenty-first
centuries.

1970–1975 Alternative schools begin to
be incorporated into desegregation
plans. The term “magnet” begins to be
used to describe the function of these
schools—white students, for example,
would be drawn to a predominately
black school by a specific curriculum or



pedagogical method that would be at-
tractive to them. Thus schools would
be racially integrated without busing or
other drastic measures.

1972 Christopher Jencks publishes In-
equality, documenting the class bias in
American education.

1972 Title IX of the Higher Education
Act requires sexual equity in educa-
tional programs at all levels.

1973 Passage of the Rehabilitation Act,
which requires the withholding of fed-
eral funds from schools that discrimi-
nate against handicapped students.

1975 Passage of Public Law 94-142, the
Education for All Handicapped Chil-
dren Act. Mandates that each handi-
capped child receive an appropriate
program of education.

1975 William Pinar publishes Curricu-
lum Theorizing: The Reconceptualists.
Bringing together the intellectual tra-
ditions of critical theory, psychoanaly-
sis, literary and art criticism, existen-
tialism, phenomenology, and feminist
theory, Pinar helps initiate a major
reappraisal of pedagogical practices and
educational purpose. Many of these in-
sights are rejected by school leaders as
too intellectual for teachers and stu-
dents.

1975 Educational standards emerge as a
national issue when the College Board
points out that SAT scores had consis-
tently fallen since 1963.

1975–1980 NEA begins to play major
role in national politics.

1975–Present The emergence of post-
modern and feminist scholarship chal-
lenges definitions of scholarship and
rigor in knowledge production in gen-
eral and schooling in particular.

1976 NEA gives its political support to
the election of Jimmy Carter. Carter
promises to establish the Department

of Education with a secretary of educa-
tion who would represent educational
interests at cabinet meetings.

1977–1978 The Moral Majority
emerges as a political force critical of
public education’s contribution to the
declining moral values of the nation.
The organization calls for traditional
pedagogies and a return of prayer in
schools.

1978 Diane Ravitch publishes The Revi-
sionists Revised: Studies in the Historiog-
raphy of American Education, which at-
tempts to refute the work of the radical
revisionist educational historians—
Michael Katz in particular.

1980s New wave of criticism of educa-
tion connects imbalance in interna-
tional trade to low educational stan-
dards. A new call for high educational
standards emerges that would help im-
prove American technology and win
the international trade competition
with West Germany and Japan.

1980s State governors join in the con-
demnation of schools for economic
problems. Governors claim that im-
provements in educational quality
would improve state economies.

1980s During Reagan Era, magnet
schools become the major strategy for
school desegregation. The emergence
of a diverse and differentiated curricu-
lum coming out of the use of magnet
schools for desegregation marks a ma-
jor detour from Horace Mann’s vision
of the common school and the same
education for all children and the com-
prehensive high school as envisioned
by the Cardinal Principles of Educa-
tion report in 1918.

1980s Leaders of the conservative restor-
ation movement refuse to enforce the
gender equity provisions of Title IX of
the Higher Education Act of 1972.
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1981 Southern Regional Education
Board (SREB) releases A Need for Qual-
ity. Calls for higher standards for
teachers and students.

1981–1989 During Reagan presidency
the Republican Party attempts to
counter the political influence of teacher
organizations’ support for Democrats
by appealing to groups who were op-
posed to teacher unions and were very
critical of public education: private
school groups, supporters of vouchers
and tuition tax credits, fundamentalist
religious groups who argued schools
were not teaching traditional religious
values, and opponents of the federal
Department of Education. This move
shapes educational politics well into the
twenty-first century. The conservative
coalition leads the call for the top-
down standards discussed in this ency-
clopedia.

1981–1989 Major tactic of Reagan ad-
ministration involves increasing the
role of states in education while de-
creasing federal role. In the process the
roles of local boards of education de-
cline.

1983 Reagan administration issues A
Nation at Risk, which blames public ed-
ucation for the nation’s problems in
keeping up economically with Japan
and West Germany. Low quality of ac-
ademic education, the report main-
tains, causes lower rates of productivity.
The report uses the same arguments
that had been used in 1917 to support
the passage of the Smith-Hughes Act
for vocational education.

1983 Task Force on Education for Eco-
nomic Growth creates new coalitions
between governors and leaders of big
business around issues of educational
policy. Business gains even more influ-
ence on educational policy, especially at

the state level. The report calls for
greater cooperation between corpora-
tions and the schools. Adopt-a-schools
programs begin to emerge at the local
level. In these programs local busi-
nesses devise educational goals in re-
sponse to their need for cheap labor.
Adopt-a-school programs are simply
another means for business to accom-
plish their traditional goal of using
American schools to provide them with
a well-trained, appropriately socialized,
and inexpensive labor force.

1986 Publication of historian of educa-
tion Herbert Kliebard’s The Struggle for
the American Curriculum, 1893–1958.
Kliebard interprets the history of the
American school curriculum during
this era as a struggle among four edu-
cational perspectives: humanists, devel-
opmentalists, proponets of social effi-
ciency, and social meliorists. Many
argue that the debate over educational
standards in the contemporary era still
reflects Kliebard’s four factions.

1986 Governors Richard Riley of South
Carolina, Lamar Alexander of Ten-
nessee, and Bill Clinton of Arkansas is-
sue a report by the National Gover-
nors’ Association entitled “A Time for
Results.” Identifies standards of what
students should know and be able to do
and develops assessments to determine
whether students are achieving the
standards.

1987 E. D. Hirsch publishes Cultural
Literacy. Delineates a core content cur-
riculum that profoundly influences
top-down technical standards makers.
Emphasizes knowledge about and pro-
duced by European white men.

Late 1980s–Present The educational
standards movement that begins to
take shape in this period represents a
neo-liberal business-driven perspective



on politics, economics, and education
joining in a coalition with the Moral
Right’s concern with religious and
moral issues and the traditional canoni-
cal and educational orientations of
New Right intellectuals.

Late 1980s–Present This conservative
coalition is grounded in the following
basic beliefs: economic problems are
caused by the breakdown of traditional
values and family values and their im-
pact on education; the public sector is
the center of all evil and the private
sector is the source of the good things
in life. Thus, public education is funda-
mentally misguided.

1989 Association for Supervision and
Curriculum report asserts that current
instructional practices in schools are
not working. Instruction needs to be
profoundly overhauled, authors argue.
Drill and recitation pedagogies that fo-
cus on memorization of isolated facts in
a meaningless context need to be aban-
doned for teaching for understanding
that helps students think critically and
problem solve.

1989 President George Bush invites na-
tion’s governors to an Education Sum-
mit at Charlottesville, Virginia, to set
national education goals.

1989 National Council of Teachers of
Mathematics (NCTM) publishes its in-
fluential math standards. Standards
emphasize active learning, problem
solving, reasoning about mathematics,
and communicating mathematically for
all students. The standards are in-
tended to replace rote memorization
and drill with rigorous thinking. Teach-
ers are provided with numerous exam-
ples of classroom activities, not with a
litany of requirements.

1990s–Present Many scholars argue that
before focusing so much attention on

the development of content standards,
efforts should be taken to equalize in-
put standards that schools would have
to attain before the process could be-
gin.

1990 In January after the governors met
six educational goals are agreed upon.
A National Education Goals Panel is
created to monitor the states’ progress
toward reaching the goals. The most
important issue for the Goals Panel
quickly becomes how to measure and
achieve the set goals. Creating groups
of national experts to help them in this
process, the panel listened to calls for
national standards and a system of as-
sessments.

1990 Black citizens in Selma, Alabama,
protest the tracking policies of the local
school district. Only 3 percent of Afri-
can American students are placed in the
upper two tracks of the system. When
the African American school superin-
tendent Norward Roussell attempts to
raise the percentage of black students
in the upper two tracks to 10 percent,
he is fired by the Selma school board.
The Selma situation is not unlike other
districts around the nation.

1991 Legislation creates National Coun-
cil on Education Standards and Testing
(NCEST) to explore the worth of es-
tablishing voluntary national standards
and a mechanism for assessments.

1991 Jonathan Kozol publishes Savage
Inequalities outlining the severe blight
and financial neglect that characterizes
most urban schools.

1992 NCEST reports to Congress in
January. Calls for voluntary national
standards and a national system of eval-
uation tied to them. Focuses on need
for comparable outomes in the attain-
ment of these national educational
standards. Council advocates funding
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of standard-setting projects in several
curricular areas and funds states that
want to develop standards-based cur-
ricular frameworks.

1992 American Association of Univer-
sity Women (AAUW) releases report,
“How Schools Shortchange Girls”
documenting gender bias in U.S.
schools.

1992 Diane Ravitch, the head of the De-
partment of Education’s Office of Edu-
cational Research and Improvement,
criticizes the AAUW report. Ravitch
claims that gender bias is not a problem
in American schools.

1992 Graduate Record Examination
Board (GRE) annouces that it would
offer a computerized exam overcoming
the problem of being able to give the
test only in a small number of large-
scale administrations.

1993 Clinton administration introduces
Goals 2000: Educate America Act. Sets
into legislation national education
goals and establishes a national educa-
tional goals panel. The act is grounded
on two features: (1) voluntary national
standards and (2) state development of
specific educational reform plans that
include the development of state stan-
dards and assessments in core academic
subjects.

1993 Office of Educational Research
and Improvement publishes National
Excellence: A Case for Developing Amer-
ica’s Talent. Promotes notion that
schools are shortchanging talented stu-
dents. Reflects neoconservative lean-
ings in Clinton administration as it
hails the needs of the privileged while
continuing to ignore the needs of the
marginalized.

1993 Hostile Hallways: The AAUW Sur-
vey on Sexual Harrassment in America’s
Schools is published.

1993 Ford Foundation poll of teachers
indicates that large majority of them
believe that standards reforms will re-
ward school districts that best get their
students to test well not necessarily
learn more.

Early 1990s Critics such as Michael Ap-
ple argue that the outcome of much of
the work involving standards will oper-
ate to differentiate students more
rigidly against intractible and arbitrary
norms that are not open to scrutiny.
Thus, social antagonisms will worsen
as students are indoctrinated with the
knowledge and values of a dominant
group disguised as the “common cul-
ture.”

1994 Legislation creates the National
Education Standards and Improvement
Council to certify national and state
educational standards.

1994 The UCLA Center for History in
the Schools publishes its voluntary stan-
dards for the study of history in elemen-
tary, middle, and secondary schools.

1994 Lynne Cheney, wife of future Vice
President Dick Cheney, leads an attack
on the UCLA history standards charg-
ing them with anti-Western and anti-
U.S. bias. She maintains that the stan-
dards fail to include great Americans,
events, and accomplishments that were
previously included in American cur-
ricula.

1994 The debate over the history stan-
dards exerts an impact on other curric-
ular areas, as evidenced by the Depart-
ment of Education dropping its plans
to fund a standards project in the field
of English and language arts.

1994 Richard Herrnstein and Charles
Murray publish The Bell Curve: Intelli-
gence and Class Structure in American
Life, claiming to have proved that
African Americans, Latinos, Native



Americans, and poor white people do
not have the intelligence to succeed in
schools. As a result the authors call for
the end of compensatory education and
other forms of educational remediation.

1995–Present National and state stan-
dards documents proliferate.

1995 Lynne Cheney’s arguments against
UCLA history standards prevail when
the U.S. Senate rejects the standards in
a 99 to 1 vote.

1995 To counter the UCLA history
standards the Family Research Council
(FRC) publishes its version of the his-
torical data American students should
know. These standards deemphasize
the nation’s racial, ethnic, gender, and
class diversity.

1995 The American Federation of Teach-
ers (AFT) calls for a common national
curriculum for all secondary students,
maintaining that U.S. students perform
worse than European students because
American students lack clear goals.

1997 Nel Noddings argues that even af-
ter several years of incessant discussion
of standards, there is still much confu-
sion about what standards mean. Some
see standards as a flag to rally around,
others understand the concept as a goal
to reach, while still others view stan-
dards as descriptions of various profi-
ciency levels.

1998 Numerous schools cancel recess in
order to devote more time to learning
content standards.

1998 Number of children on Ritalin in-
creases from 900,000 in 1990 to
5,000,000 in 1998. Reflects the social
concern with children performing well
on standards-driven curriculum.

1998 Former New York Governor
Mario Cuomo asserts that the stan-
dards movement in education has be-
come an inexpensive way for political

leaders to act as if they are interested in
promoting good education.

1998 Children’s Defense Fund reports
that since 1989 families from the poor-
est 20th percentile have lost over $500
of average yearly income while the
richest 5 percent have gained almost
$30,000 per year.

1998 Thomas B. Fordham Foundation
issues report asserting that opponents
of standards hold an “anti-knowledge”
bias inherited from John Dewey’s no-
tion of progressive education. The
content standards developed by most
states in the 1990s, the report contin-
ues, are inadequate.

1998 Lynne Cheney in her position as a
senior fellow at the American Enter-
prise Institute contends that students
who earn A’s and B’s in classes shaped
by the National Council for Teachers
of Mathematics (NCTM) often have to
take remedial math classes when they
get to college. Students in these math
classes, she says, don’t learn computa-
tion that comes only from skill and drill
exercises.

1999 Susan Ohanian publishes One Size
Fits Few: The Folly of Educational Stan-
dards. Argues that top-down standards
undermine the ability of teachers to
provide high-quality teaching for the
different types of students that they
will encounter in their classes.

1999 The high school graduation rate in
1899—3 percent; in 1999—91 percent.

1999 U.S. Department of Education re-
ports shortages of teachers are most
prevalent in high-poverty areas.

1999 U.S. Department of Education re-
ports that over 20 percent of new pub-
lic school teachers leave the profession
in their first three years.

2000 George W. Bush is elected presi-
dent on an educational platform calling
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for increased standardized testing and
educational standardization.

2000–2001 Neo-progressive educators
argue that top-down content standards
do not induce educators to analyze
where learning experiences fit in a field
of endeavor or a larger curriculum.
Curricular knowledge is often concep-
tually isolated from the big picture of
what knowledge is of most worth.

June 11, 2001 The U.S. Supreme Court
takes a step toward lowering the First
Amendment wall separating church
and state that is likely to grant adult-
led religious ministries greater access
to public schools. The high court rules

6 to 3 in Good News Club v. Milford Cen-
tral School, that the Milford, New York,
public school district had to permit the
Good News Club to conduct adult-led
religious activities for grade-school
children. The court’s ruling overturns
the 2nd U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals,
which ruled that the Milford School
District’s policy of barring school
grounds from the use of “any individual
or organization for religious purposes,”
did not subvert the free expression
rights of the Good News Club and
protected the school district from vio-
lating the separation of church and
state.
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The works listed here include authored
books, journals, government publications,
labor reports, websites, and  organizations
regarding the standards debate in the
United States.

1. ALASKA Content Standards Home
Page
http://www.educ.state.ak.us/Content
Standards/home.html

2. Social Studies
Curriculum Standards for Social Studies:
Expectations of Excellence, by the Na-
tional Council for the Social Studies. Pub-
lished by National Council for the Social
Studies, 1994.

http://www.ncss.org/standards/toc.html

3. Science
National Science Education Standards,
by the National Research Council. Pub-
lished by National Academy of Sciences,
1996.

http://books.nap.edu/html/nses/html/

4. Language Arts
Standards for the English Language Arts,
by the International Reading Association
and the National Council of Teachers of
English. Published by the International

Reading Association and the National
Council of Teachers of English, 1996.

http://www.ncte.org/standards/

5. Math
Curriculum and Evaluation Standards for
School Mathematics by the National
Council of Teachers of Mathematics. Pub-
lished by the National Council of Teach-
ers of Mathematics, Inc., 1989.

http://standards-e.nctm.org/proto
FINAL/support/resources.html

6. The Arts
National Standards for Arts Education:
Dance, Music, Theatre, Visual Arts by the
Consortium of National Arts Education
Associations. Published by Music Educa-
tors National Conference, 1994.

http://artsedge.kennedy-center.org
/professional_resources/standards/nat
standards/index.html

7. Technology
The National Educational Technology
Standards (NETS) initiated by the Inter-
national Society for Technology in Educa-
tion (ISTE) Accreditation and Pro-
fessional Standards Committee.

http://cnets.iste.org/

8. Pre-School
National Association for the Education of



Young Children (NAEYC). Developmen-
tally Appropriate Practice in Early Child-
hood Programs. Copyright © 1997 by the
National Association for the Education of
Young Children. All rights reserved.

http://www.naeyc.org/

9. Developing Education Standards:
Overview
http://putwest.boces.org/Standards.html

An annotated list of Internet sites with
K–12 educational standards and curricu-
lum frameworks documents—links to nu-
merous professional organizations: NSCC,
NCTM, NSTA, ASCD, NBEA . . .

10. Educational Standards and Cur-
riculum Frameworks for Technology
http://putwest.boces.org/StSu/Tech
nology.html

An annotated list of Internet sites with
K–12 educational standards and curricu-
lum frameworks documents, maintained
by Charles Hill and the Putnam Valley
Schools in New York.

11. National Educational Technology
Standards for Students
http://cnets.iste.org

Published by the International Society
for Technology in Education (ISTE),
NETS Project, June 1998.

12. Nebraska Standards
http://www.edneb.org/IPS/Issu/Acad
Stand.html

13. Nebraska Educator Competencies
in Technology
http://www.nde.state.ne.us/TECHCEN/
nebr/ntct.html 

Recommendation by the Nebraska Ed-
ucator Competencies in Technology Task
Force, June 1998

14. Nebraska State Technology 
Standards
http://nde4.nde.state.ne.us/TECHCEN/
comp/comp.htm#1

15. Skills and Competencies Needed
to Succeed in Today’s Workplace
http://www.ncrel.org/sdrs/areas/issues
/methods/assment/as7scans.htm

16. National Science Education
Standards
Sites Offering Academic and Skill Stan-
dards

The growth of the Internet has pro-
vided the chance to index the sources of
information about standards and place
that information at anyone’s electronic
fingertips. This page has been established
as a repository for much information
about educational standards and curricu-
lum frameworks from the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education.

http://www.ed.gov./G2K/standard.html

17. A Compendium of Standards and
Benchmarks for K–12 Education
This is based on McRel work sponsored
by the Office of Educational Research and
Improvement, Department of Education.

http://www.mcrel .org/standards
-benchmarks/

18. The Show-Me Standards—Science
http://services.dese.state.mo.us/standards
/science.html

19. The Show-Me Standards—
Mathematics 
http://services.dese.state.mo.us/standards
/math.html

20. Missouri Assessment Program
(MAP)
State-level assessments have been devel-
oped for students in grades 4, 8, and 10.
http://services.dese.state.mo.us/divinstr/
assess/index.html

21. Missouri Assessment Program:
Science
Missouri has developed a performance-
based assessment program (detailed for el-
ementary, middle, and high school), as
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called for by the Outstanding Schools Act
of 1993. The law provides that ‘‘The
statewide assessment system . . . shall be
performance-based to identify what stu-
dents know, as well as what they are able
to do, and shall enable teachers to evaluate
actual academic performance.’’ 

http://services.dese.state.mo.us/divin
str/assess/science/

22. The Missouri Report
Achieving National Education Goals, from
the Office of the Governor. This report
updates our progress toward achieving the
national education goals and highlights
some of the many initiatives underway to
improve education in Missouri.

http://www.state.mo.us/gov/moreport/

23. The Special State Instructional
Programs (SSIP) 
SSIP administers several state-funded
grant programs that assist districts to im-
prove schools, expand local curriculum,
and improve classroom teaching practices
and hosts an annual statewide educational
technology conference.

http://services.dese.state.mo.us/divin
str/SSIP/

24. Education Excellence Partnership
The Education Excellence Partnership, a
unique coalition of public officials and
business and teacher organizations, is
working to strengthen the academic fu-
ture of America’s children by encouraging
parents to get more involved in their chil-
dren’s education and learn about and sup-
port higher academic standards. 

http://www.edex.org

25. Standards Work
StandardsWork helps communities and
schools work together to advance mean-
ingful, lasting, and effective standards-
based education reform. Please visit the
StandardsWork website for more infor-
mation on the organization and on how to
order their publication Raising the Stan-

dard: Eight-Step Action Guide for Schools
and Communities.

http://www.goalline.org

26. Council for Basic Education
The Council for Basic Education (CBE),
founded in 1956, is a highly recognized
independent nonprofit, membership or-
ganization that promotes a curriculum
strong in the basic subjects: English, his-
tory, geography, government, mathemat-
ics, sciences, foreign languages, and the
arts, for all children in the nation’s ele-
mentary and secondary schools.

CBE is the leading advocate for devel-
opment of high academic standards in
K–12 education through our analytical pe-
riodicals, programs designed to strengthen
content in curriculum and excellence in
teaching, and programs to raise education
standards to improve student perform-
ance.

http://www.c-b-e.org

27. Developing Educational Standards 
http://www.putwest.boces.org/Standards
.html

28. The National Center for Research
on Evaluation, Standards, and Student
Testing (CRESST) 
http://www.cresst96.cse.ucla.edu/cresst.
htm

29. Resources on the World Wide
Web Related to Alternative
Assessment
http://www.ra.terc.edu/hub/regional_net
works/cia/assessment/alt-assessment.html

30. Standardized Tests and Our
Children: A Guide to Testing Reform
http://www.saphire.com/UNCAT/uncat
10.htmle

31. National Science Education
Standards
http://www.nap.edu/readingroom/books/
nses/html/



32. National Council of Teachers of
Mathematics
Curriculum and Evaluation Standards for
School Mathematics.

http://www.enc.org/reform/journals/
ENC2280/nf_280dtoc1.htm

33. National Council of Teachers of
Mathematics Standards 2000
http://www.nctm.org/standards2000/

34. Developing Educational Standards
Includes Links to National Standards and
State Standards

http://putwest.boces.org/standards.
html

35. The Association for Supervision
and Curriculum (ASCD) Home Page
http://www.ascd.org/

36. Developing Educational Standards
Putnam Valley Schools (Putnam Valley,
New York). Includes New York State
Standards and an annotated list of links to
sites with K–12 educational standards and
curriculum framework documents.

http://putwest.boces.org/standards.html

37. Goals 2000 Legislation and
Related Items
U.S. Department of Education

http://www.ed.gov/G2K

38. Information on Curriculum
Standards
February 22, 1999. New York State Edu-
cation Department.

http://www.nysed.gov:80/home/facmtg
/currinfo.html

39. National Education Standards.
National Aeronautics and Space
Administration. NASA Spacelink
http://spacelink.msfc.nasa.gov/Instruc
tional.Materials/National.Education.Stan
dards/

40. Pathways to School Improvement
North Central Regional Educational Lab-
oratory. Resources and links to assist
school improvement teams reviewing
their school’s goals, standards and curricu-
lum in math, science, and technology.

http://www.ncrel.org/sdrs/pathwayg.
htm

41. State Departments of
Education/Curriculum Standards
http://www.mhschool.com/teach/music
/m5.html

42. NYStandards
http://nystandards.edutech.org

43. New Learning Standards for New
York State
http://www.tier.net/bctc/nysgoals.htm

44. New York State Education
Department
http://www.nysed.gov

45. Information on Curriculum
Standards
http://www.nysed.gov/home/facmtg/curr
info.html

46. Math Frameworks
http://www.educ.state.ak.us/tls/frame
works/mathsci/ms3cntn1.htm

47. Ali-Dinar, Ali B. “K–12 Africa
Guide.”
http://www.sas.upenn.edu/African_
Studies/Home_Page/AFR_GIDE.html

48. American Studies Crossroads
Project
American Studies Association. An interna-
tional Internet and curriculum project to
facilitate experimental curriculum using
network and electronic resources.

http://www.georgetown.edu/cross
roads
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49. Globalearn
Provides worldwide virtual expeditions for
students.

http://www.globalearn.org

50. Gorski, Paul. “The Multicultural
Pavilion”
Provides resources on multiculturalism,
including a large collection of primary
materials in American history, folk tales,
and secondary resources. Offers classroom
activities.

http://curry.edschool. Virginia.EDU/
go/multicultural

51. History/Social Studies Web Site
for K–12 Educators
http://curry.edschool.Virginia.EDU/go/
multicultural

52. Music Education Online
http://www. geocities.com/Athens/2405/
index.html

53. Music Education Launch Site
http://www.talentz.com/MusicEd/index
.mv

54. MusicNet
http://tqd. advanced.org/3306

55. English Online: Materials for
Teaching English.
http://eleaston.com/english.html

56. CEC: The Council for Exceptional
Children
A professional association dedicated to
improving the educational outcomes of
students who have disabilities and/or who
are gifted.

http://www. cec. sped.org

57. ERIC Clearinghouse on
Disabilities & Gifted Education
Provides access to the professional litera-
ture and to other information and re-

sources on disabilities and gifted educa-
tion.

http://www.ericec.org

58. Deaf World Web
http://deafworldweb.org

59. Gifted and Talented (TAG)
Resources Home Page
Comprehensive links to resources on the
gifted and talented.

http://www.eskimo.com/~user/kids.
html

60. LD Online
WETA Learning Project. An extensive re-
source on learning disabilities for teach-
ers, parents, and children

http://www.ldonline.org

61. NCIP Home
National Center to Improve Practice in
Special Education Through Technology,
Media, and Materials. A resource for spe-
cial education teachers and students with
disabilities interested in the use of tech-
nology in education, including assistive
devices.

http://www.edc.org/FSC/NCIP

62. Schwab Foundation for Learning
Raises awareness about learning differ-
ences and provides information and re-
sources to parents and educators to aid
children with special needs.

http://www.schwablearning.org

63. Transition
New York State Education Department,
Vocational and Educational Services for
Individuals with Disabilities and Special
Education. Describes the process for
schools, students, families, and commu-
nity members to plan the living, educa-
tion, and work of students with disabilities
after high school.

http://web.nysed.gov/vesid/sped/trans/
tranmain.htm



64. California Instructional
Technology Clearinghouse
Visit CITC to find out the results of eval-
uations of instructional programs mar-
keted to California schools that use a
computer, a VCR or laserdisc player, a
network or the Internet, or any combina-
tion of these.

http://www.clearinghouse.k12.ca.us

65. California Technology Assistance
Project
CTAP, a statewide educational technology
leadership initiative, provides assistance to
schools and districts in integrating tech-
nology into teaching and learning. CTAP
contains great links for administrators on
school/district planning, instructional re-
sources, and staff development that can be
used nationwide.

http://www.ctap.k12.ca.us

66. Educational Testing Service
Network
Dedicated to educational measurement
and research, ETS develops and adminis-
ters millions of achievement and admis-
sions tests each year, continuously explor-
ing new tools and resources for
assessment. Their website provides infor-
mation on various tests, resources to pre-
pare for them, and research on standard-
ized testing policies.

www.ets.org

67. High School Hub
The High School Hub is a noncommer-
cial gateway to excellent free online aca-
demic resources for high school students.
It features a reference desk, college infor-
mation, and subject guides for English,
mathematics, social studies, science,
global languages, arts, and technology.

http://www.highschoolhub.org

68. Mid-continent Research for
Education and Learning (McREL)
McREL helps local and state educators
“put the pieces of educational reform to-

gether” and “scale up” systemic reform to
encompass all students, schools, levels of
administration, and programmatic areas
by applying the best available knowledge
from research, development, and experi-
ence.

http://www.mcrel.org

69. National Center on Education 
and the Economy
NCEE, a nonprofit organization, provides
policies, tools, technical assistance, and
professional development that people
everywhere can use to design and imple-
ment effective standards-based education
and training systems.

http://www.ncee.org

70. National Educational Technology
Standards (NETS) Project
The NETS Project is dedicated to en-
abling stakeholders in pre-K–12 education
to develop national standards for educa-
tional uses of technology. It will work to
define standards for students, integrating
curriculum & technology, technology
support, and standards for student assess-
ment and evaluation of technology use.

http://www.cnets.iste.org/

71. National School Boards
Association
NSBA is a federation of state associations
of school boards across the United States
and the school boards of the District of
Columbia, Guam, Hawaii, and the U.S.
Virgin Islands. NSBA’s programs and poli-
cies are carried out in coordination and in
cooperation with its federation members.

http://www.nsba.org

72.Parents Raising Educational
Standards in Schools
A Wisconsin education site focused on
parent initiatives in schools with a particu-
lar focus on raising educational standards.

http://www.execpc.com/~presswis/top
ics.html
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73. Pathways to School Improvement
Pathways can support school community
teams as they move through the problem
definition, decision making, implementa-
tion and action, and evaluation phases of
the school improvement process leading
to lasting educational reform grounded in
the belief that all students can learn.

http://www.ncrel.org/sdrs/pathways.htm

74. Profiler
An online resource that promotes cooper-
ation among teachers and students by al-
lowing users to create their own or take
others’ general topics surveys. Users can
track their progress, compare respective
profiles, and find experts to help them
learn new skills.

http://www.profiler.scrtec.org

75. Putnam Valley
Lists K–12 educational standards web re-
sources.

http://www.putnamvalleyschools.org/
Standards.html

76. Southern Regional Education
Board: Educational Technology
Cooperative
The SREB Educational Technology Co-
operative comprises thirty-eight state
higher education and K–12 coordinating
and governing boards. The cooperative
focuses on ways to help state leaders cre-
ate and expand effective uses of technol-
ogy in schools and colleges. 

http://www.sreb.org/programs/EdTech
/edtechindex.asp

77. START: Technology Applications
Center for Educator Development
This Texas educator site is a great re-
source for teachers and administrators na-
tionwide. Resources for standards, in-
struction, assessment, professional and
program development, and others are eas-
ily viewable.

http://www.tcet.unt.edu/START/

78. Teacher/Pathfinder: Assessment
An excellent listing of educational assess-
ment sites on the Internet.

http://www.teacherpathfinder.org/
School/Assess/assessmt.html

79. Teachers’ Internet Use Guide
This module walks teachers through the
process of designing, implementing, and
evaluating a lesson that addresses Texas
state standards and uses telecommunica-
tions to support teaching and learning in
the academic subject areas.

www.rmcdenver.com/useguide/

80. The Best Practices Guide to
Teacher Tools on the Net
http://www.teachertools.net

81. The International Technology
Education Association
The professional organization of technol-
ogy teachers, ITEA promotes technologi-
cal literacy for all by supporting the teach-
ing of technology and promoting the
professionalism of technology teachers.
ITEA strengthens the profession through
leadership, professional development,
classroom activities, and other services.

http://www.iteawww.org

82. U.S. Department of Education
The U.S. Department of Education has a
comprehensive and well-organized site to
learn about educational resources and is-
sues at the federal level.

http://www.ed.gov

83. www4teachers
www4teachers includes over a thousand
new resources, indexed and organized to
help you find exactly what you need.
These resources address professional de-
velopment, integrating technology—in-
cluding state standards, tools for the class-
room, and stories about talented teachers
and students.

http://www.4teachers.org/index.shtml
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Joe L. Kincheloe is professor of educa-
tion at the City University of New York
Graduate Center and Brooklyn College,
where he has served as the Belle Zeller
Chair of Public Policy and Administra-
tion.  He is the author of numerous books
and articles about education and social jus-
tice, racism, class bias, and sexism, issues
of cognition and cultural context, and edu-
cational reform. His books include Teach-
ers as Researchers, Toil and Trouble, Getting
Beyond the Facts: Teaching Social Studies/So-
cial Science Education in the Twenty-first
Century, The Sign of the Burger: McDonald’s
and the Culture of Power, and Changing
Multiculturalism (with Shirley Steinberg).

Danny Weil is a public interest attorney
who quit law to teach bilingual kinder-
garten, first grade, second grade, junior
high school, high school, junior college,
and university. He has been an in-service
specialist for educators throughout the
United States, Mexico, Puerto Rico, and
El Salvador. He is the director of The
Critical Thinking Institute and has written
extensively on education in journals, mag-
azines, and various publications over the
past ten years. His books include Towards a
Critical Multicultural Literacy, Charter
Schools: A Reference Handbook, and Vouchers
and the Privatization of Education. He is a
series editor for ABC-CLIO’s Contempo-

rary Issues in Education. In addition he is
a series editor for Peter Lang Publications.

Carolyn D. Abel, Ed.D., is assistant pro-
fessor of elementary education in the De-
partment of Reading at Stephen F. Austin
State University. She teaches in the area of
early literacy acquisition, serves as site
professor for interns in the field, and de-
livers numerous ExCET preparation
workshops.

Charles F. Abel, JD, MA, Ph.D., is assis-
tant professor of political science at
Stephen F. Austin State University. He
teaches in the area of American govern-
ment, public law, and public policy analy-
sis. His latest book is Political Trials: Criti-
cisms and Justifications. Currently, he is
researching the concept of equal opportu-
nity in education with his wife, Carolyn.

V. C. Alexander is an assistant professor
and reading coordinator in the Depart-
ment of Elementary Education at Stephen
F. Austin State University. She earned her
Ph.D. in curriculum and instruction with
an emphasis in reading from Texas A&M
University in 1997. She teaches courses in
reading and language arts for preservice
and in-service teachers. She has taught
kindergarten and grades 1-5 as an elemen-



tary school teacher and is a certified re-
covery teacher.

Kathleen S. Berry is a professor at the
University of New Brunswick, Canada,
where she teaches Critical Studies,
Drama, and Literacies. She has con-
tributed several chapters for books edited
by Shirley Steinberg and Joe Kincheloe.
Her book Drama and Cultural Studies: Act-
ing Against the Grain combines critical
theories and drama-in-education prac-
tices.

Bill Bigelow teaches at Franklin High
School in Portland, Oregon, and is an edi-
tor of Rethinking Schools. The Oregon De-
partment of Education has threatened
that teachers can be fired for writing
about test questions—even those that ap-
pear on “pilot” tests.

Sue Books is an associate professor at
SUNY New Paltz and editor of Invisible
Children in the Society and Its Schools (Erl-
baum, 1998).  She has published articles
on issues related to poverty and education,
including school funding.

Alex Caputo-Pearl is a high school
teacher in Los Angeles and one of the
founding members of the Coalition for
Educational Justice. As a representative of
the Labor/Community Strategy Center
since 1993, Alex has done labor and com-
munity organizing in campaigns around
civil rights, environmental justice, and
transportation equity. He has written arti-
cles in the Los Angeles Times and in jour-
nals such as Labor Notes, Ahora Now, and
Critical Planning.

Roymieco A. Carter, M.F.A., is a visiting
assistant professor at the School of Com-
puter Science, Technology, and Informa-
tion Systems at De Paul University. He is
also a graphic designer and lectures on de-
sign, multimedia, web design, and social
criticism.

Vicki K. Carter is presently at Penn State
University. She completed her doctorate
in workforce education and is an interna-
tional expert on Dilbert.

Kay Fenimore-Smith is director of
teacher dducation at Whitman College,
where she supervises student teachers and
teaches courses on cultural diversity, cur-
riculum, language development, and pre-
service methods. As a former teacher and
administrator of multicultural programs,
she has extensive experience working with
culturally diverse students and teachers.
Her research interests focus on tacit and
overt constructs of power within educa-
tional frameworks.

Martha Foote is a Ph.D. candidate in
teaching and curriculum at the Warner
Graduate School of Education and Hu-
man Development at the University of
Rochester. Previously, she was a classroom
teacher for ten years.

Ivor Goodson is a professor of education
at the School of Education and Profes-
sional Development at the University of
East Anglia, Norwich, UK, and the Mar-
garet Warner Graduate School of Educa-
tion and Human Development at the Uni-
versity of Rochester, New York, where he
has also served as Frederica Warner
Scholar and Lovejoy Scholar in Residence.
His most recent books are: Life History Re-
search in Educational Settings: Learning from
Lives (2001) and Professional Knowledge: Ed-
ucational Studies and the Teacher (forthcom-
ing). His books have been translated in
Spain, Norway, Sweden, Finland, Portu-
gal, Germany, and Brazil, and are also
forthcoming in Japan and China. He is
the founding editor of the Journal of Edu-
cation Policy, and the editor of book series
for Falmer Press, Open University Press,
and Teachers College Press. 

Mordechai Gordon is an assistant pro-
fessor of education at Quinnipiac Univer-
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sity. He is the editor of Hannah Arendt and
Education: Renewing Our Common World
(Westview, 2001). Dr. Gordon has pub-
lished numerous articles on educational
foundations in journals such as Educational
Theory, The Journal of Thought, and En-
counter: Education for Meaning and Social
Justice.

Patricia Hinchey is associate professor of
education and director of the Jack P.
Royer Center for Learning and Academic
Technologies at Penn State.  She has writ-
ten extensively on translating critical the-
ory to classroom practice.  Her books in-
clude a best-selling introduction to critical
theory, Finding Freedom in the Classroom
(Peter Lang, 1998) and a critical  examina-
tion of graduate education, The Graduate
Grind (Falmer Press, 2000), coauthored
with Isabel Kimmel.

Judi Hirsch has taught students and
teachers for over thirty years, in New
York, Israel, Australia, and California. She
says that she gets paid to build relation-
ships with her students and remind them
of their brilliance when they forget.

Raymond A. Horn Jr., formerly a high
school teacher for thirty years, is currently
assistant professor of secondary education
and educational leadership at Stephen F.
Austin State University. His research in-
terests include postformalism, systems
theory, critical theory, teacher prepara-
tion, and educational leadership.

Sharon L. Howell finished her doctorate
at Penn State University and has written
extensively on education in the workplace.

David Hursh is co-founder of the Coali-
tion for Common Sense in Education (an
organization of educators and parents
combating high-stakes testing) and cur-
rently Green Party candidate for the
Rochester City School Board. He is asso-
ciate professor and director of teacher ed-

ucation at the Warner Graduate School of
Education, University of Rochester. His
recent publications include Democratic So-
cial Education: Social Studies for Social
Change, co-edited with E. Wayne Ross
(Falmer Press), “Social Studies within the
Neo-Liberal State” (Theory and Research in
Social Education), and “Resisting the
Tyranny of Tests: The Battle for New
York” (in press).

Michael J.B. Jackson is an independent
researcher living in Vancouver, British
Columbia, and is the author or coauthor
of a variety of works on educational
thought and practice and John Dewey’s
theory of education.  He has held tenured
academic appointments at Memorial Uni-
versity of Newfoundland and Bishop’s
University (Quebec).

Valerie J. Janesick is a professor, depart-
ment chair, and doctoral program director
of the Department of Educational Lead-
ership and Org. Change at Roosevelt
University.

William A. Jasper is an assistant professor
of mathematics education at Sam Houston
State University, teaching mathematics
courses for elementary and secondary pre-
service teachers. He also taught eighth-
grade mathematics and advanced algebra
for seven years. His interests include im-
provements in teacher preparation, profes-
sional development for middle school
teachers, recruitment of mathematics and
science teachers, authentic assessment, and
constructivist teaching methods.

Nancy P. Kraft is assistant professor in
the School of Education, Department of
Teaching and Leadership, at the Univer-
sity of Kansas.

Stan Lester is principal of Stan Lester
Developments, an independent education
consultancy in Taunton, UK, and a visit-
ing academic to the School of Lifelong



Learning and Education at Middlesex
University, London.

Rob Linné, an assistant professor of edu-
cation at Adelphi University, specializes in
language and literacy studies.  His re-
search centers on the construction of mar-
ginalized subjectivities through main-
stream as well as subversive literate
practices.

Sandra Lowery is a former teacher, prin-
cipal, central office administrator, and su-
perintendent. She is currently an associate
professor at Stephen F. Austin State Uni-
versity, Nacogdoches, Texas. 

Erik Malewski is diversity programs spe-
cialist at Penn State University. He
teaches courses on social justice, critical
multiculturalism, and diversity education.
His interests include organizational
change theory, critical perspectives on
democratic teaching, and curricular stud-
ies on critical citizenship development.
He is associate editor for Taboo: The Jour-
nal of Culture and Education.

Marjorie Mayers received her Ph.D. in
Counseling/Educational Psychology from
the University of Calgary, where she is
currently teaching. Her interests include
bringing a critical perspective to under-
standing disenfranchised youth in and be-
yond the school and the street, exploring
hermeneutic philosophy and the politics
of methodology, and interrogating the po-
litical topography of youth and youth cul-
ture. Her first book was recently pub-
lished entitled Street kids and streetscapes:
Panhandling, politics, and prophecies (Peter
Lang, 2001).

Sandra Luna McCune is a professor and
the graduate coordinator in the Depart-
ment of Elementary Education at Stephen
F. Austin State University. She is a coau-
thor of a professional development Ex-
CET review book by Barron’s.

Carol A. Mullen is on the faculty of the
Leadership Development Department,
University of South Florida, Tampa. She
specializes in collaborative forms of part-
nership building among diverse groups of
professionals. Dr. Mullen has published,
as guest editor, eight special issues of aca-
demic journals; she has also published
four books, two on the topic of school-
university collaboration and mentoring
development. Breaking the Circle of One
(Peter Lang, Counterpoints Series, 2000,
2d edition) received the Exemplary Re-
search in Teacher Education Award from
AERA (Division K) in 1998.

Patricia G. Nason, Ph.D., is an assistant
professor at Stephen F. Austin State Uni-
versity, where she teaches Elementary Sci-
ence Methods and Classroom Manage-
ment, and is a site professor and the
coordinator for a professional develop-
ment school.

Monty Neill is the founder of FairTest
and a national spokesperson against stan-
dardized testing. 

Bob Peterson is the editor of ReThinking
Schools and a national spokesperson for eq-
uity and justice in American education. 

Yusef J. Prögler teaches Interdisciplinary
Social Science and Comparative Educa-
tion at Zayed University in Dubai, where
he is also a coordinator in the General
Education program. He may be reached
via email at: josef.progler@zu.ac.ae. 

David Pushkin is a former high school
chemistry and physics teacher and univer-
sity professor. As a science educator, his
interests primarily focus on the potential
implications of the teaching/learning/cur-
ricular dynamic in university-level science
on K-12 science education.

E. Wayne Ross is Distinguished Univer-
sity Scholar, Professor and Chair of the
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Department of Teaching and Learning at
the University of Louisville. Ross is the
author or editor of eight books and mono-
graphs, including The Social Studies Cur-
riculum and Democratic Social Education.
Currently, he is editor of the journal The-
ory and Research in Social Education.

Trinidad San Miguel is currently an edu-
cation specialist for the Education Service
Center, Region XIII in Austin, Texas, and
an assistant professor in the Department
of Educational Administration and Psy-
chological Services at Southwest Texas
State University in San Marcos, Texas.
Previously, he was coordinator of the Ed-
ucator Preparation Improvement Initia-
tive (EPII), director of the Texas School
Improvement Initiative (TSII), an accred-
itation specialist, a public school principal,
an assistant principal, and a teacher.

Fred M. Schied is professor of work edu-
cation at Penn State University. A prolific
writer, Schied is well known for his work
on labor.

William H. Schubert, Ph.D., is professor
of education at the University of Illinois at
Chicago and is current president of the
Society of Professors of Education and
immediate past-vice president of the
American Educational Research Associa-
tion. His books include: Curriculum
(1986), Turning Points in Curriculum
(2000), Teacher Lore (1992/1999), and Cur-
riculum Books (1980/and revision for
2002).

Aggie Seneway is a teacher at the Village
Elementary School, Hilton, NY, and a
doctoral student at the Warner School.

Douglas J. Simpson is professor of phi-
losophy of education, Department of
Leadership, Foundations, and Human Re-
source Education, University of Louis-
ville.  He is the author or co-author of nu-
merous articles and books on teacher

preparation, educational reform, and John
Dewey’s educational thought.

Lourdes Diaz Soto is full professor of
education at the Pennsylvania State Uni-
versity and visiting professor at Teachers
College, Columbia University. She has
authored numerous articles and book
chapters. Her books include: Language,
Culture, and Power: Bilingual Families and
the Struggle for Quality Education (SUNY
Press), The Politics of Early Childhood Edu-
cation (Peter Lang), and Making a Differ-
ence in the Lives of Bilingual/Bicultural Chil-
dren (Peter Lang, forthcoming).

Sharon Spall is an assistant professor at
Stephen F. Austin State University and
teaches in the educational leadership pro-
gram. She is a graduate of Texas A&M
University in College Station.

Leah Stover is currently assistant princi-
pal at a junior high in Alabama. At the
time of the writing of her essay, she was a
social sciences teacher and co-chair of the
SACS’ steering committee at a middle
school in the same state. 

Barbara J. Thayer-Bacon is an associate
professor in Cultural Studies in Education
at the University of Tennessee. She has
published two books, Philosophy Applied to
Education: Nurturing a Democratic Commu-
nity in the Classroom (1998), with Charles
Bacon as contributing author, and Trans-
forming Critical Thinking (2000), numer-
ous chapters, and over fifty articles in vari-
ous journals. Her primary areas of
research as a philosopher of education are
pragmatism, feminist theory and peda-
gogy, and cultural studies in education.

Thomas P. Thomas, Ph.D., is associate
professor of education at Roosevelt Uni-
versity in Chicago. A former high school
teacher, principal, and consultant for the
Illinois State Board of Education, he is
coauthor of Curriculum Books: The First



Hundred Years (2002) and editor of the
Curriculum Studies Newsletter of the
American Educational Research Associa-
tion.

Leila E. Villaverde, Ph.D., is an assistant
professor in curriculum studies at the
School of Education at De Paul University.
She also lectures on curriculum inquiry, art
education, cultural studies, and creativity.

Kevin D. Vinson is assistant professor in
the Department of Teaching and Teacher
Education in the College of Education at
the University of Arizona. His research
interests including social studies educa-
tion, critical educational theory, and edu-
cational philosophy. His scholarship has
appeared in numerous books and journals.

Susan Field Waite is assistant professor
of curriculum and instruction at South-
west Texas State University, where she
teaches courses in integrated humanities,
gifted education, and creativity. She
teaches a field-based preservice teacher
education course at a local elementary
school. Her research interests include the
development of teacher identity.

Ann Watts Pailliotet is associate profes-
sor of education in the Whitman College
Education Department, where she teaches
critical reading of children’s literature,
media literacy, and preservice methods

courses. She is the editor for the Interna-
tional Reading Association’s ”New Litera-
cies” Department in Reading OnLine and
coeditor of Exploring Values through Litera-
ture, Multimedia and Literacy Events
(2001), Reconceptualizing Literacy in the
Media Age (2000), and Intermediality: A
Teacher’s Guide to Critical Literacy (1998).

John A. Weaver is an associate professor
at Georgia Southern University. He is the
author of Rethinking Academic Politics in
(re)unified Germany and the United States
and of the forthcoming book Under Suspi-
cion: Canonical Limitations, Curriculum
Theory, and Popular Culture. He is also the
editor of Popular Culture and Critical Peda-
gogy with Toby Daspit and (Post)Modern
Science (Education) with Peter Appelbaum
and Marla Morris.

Linda Wesson is a professor of education
at the University of Memphis, College of
Education, in the Department of Educa-
tional Leadership. Her area of expertise
includes critical curriculum theory.

John Willinsky is the Pacific Press Pro-
fessor of Literacy and Technology at the
University of British Columbia, where he
directs the Public Knowledge Project,
which is dedicated to increasing the public
value of academic research, as well as
playing guitar with an international blues
band of scholar-musicians.
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ABC’s Project, 966–978
Academic Performance Index (API), 586,

589
Accommodation, Piaget’s concept of,

644–646
Accountability, 215, 850–852, 995–1006

administrators and, 140–141, 200,
1092

alternative assessments. See
Assessments, alternative

educational indicators and, 996–997
in Florida, 521
and grade retention, 585
historical perspective, 1143
illusion of accountability created by

standardized testing, 37–38, 921
intrusive nature of, 740
in Los Angeles, 586
and loss of professional status of

teachers, 425–426, 570
need for accountability to be shared

between individuals and social and
economic structures, 221, 524, 581,
851

one-sided nature of, 221, 520, 581,
851

school delivery standards and,
997–998

Texas system for school board
members, 1009–1018

Texas system for students. See Texas
Assessment of Academic Skills

Texas system for teacher preparation,
995–1006, 1075–1082

See also Testing and evaluation
Accountability System for Educator

Preparation (ASEP), 995–1006,
1076

Accreditation of schools
in Alabama, 829–853
corporate interests and, 838–840
integrity of the process, 840–843
in Texas. See Texas
in Virginia, 713

Accreditation of teacher education
programs, 205–206

in Texas, 995–1006, 1028,
1075–1082

See also National Council for
Accreditation of Teacher Education

Achieve, Incorporated, 500, 510
Achievement

assumption that raising standards
automatically addresses disparity
between high and low achievers,
161, 163, 1088, 1091

assumption that rigorous education
equals high achievement, 569–570

complex influences on, 32, 34, 35, 72,
245–258, 427, 517, 680–682

correlation with teacher expectations,
680, 1086

disparities masked by aggregate test
scores, 35, 162



Achievement (continued) 
poverty’s influence minimized/

discounted in both encouragement
and “no excuses” discourse,
245–258

suffering of low achieving students,
111, 361, 601, 605(n12), 1053

ACT UP, 785–786
Action for Excellence: A Comprehensive

Plan to Improve Our Nation’s Schools
(Hunt report), 494–495

Action Research to Improve School Practices
(Corey), 543

Activism. See Social action
Acts of Resistance: Against the Tyranny of

the Market (Bourdieu), 741
Adams, John, 164
Administrators, 105–144

academic work and, 139–140
accountability and, 140–141, 200,

1092
characteristics of visionary

postmodern leaders, 138–143
cheating by, 715
emancipatory humanism as traditional

discourse, 107–110
evaluation and, 141–142
hermeneutics and, 575
information technology and, 138–139
need for adaptability, 136
need for consideration of as much

information as possible, 137
need for new discourse on educational

practices, 106–107, 112–114
need for understanding of different

student voices, 138
pressure applied to teachers to

conform, 1092
pressure to focus on test preparation,

200
public consciousness and, 105–124
rise of the principle of performance,

110–111
rising influence of educrats, 114–117
role as intellectual leaders transformed

into role as middle-level managers,
106, 111

standards of complexity and, 117–123
support for teachers, 63–64, 131
surprise visits from, 735
Texas school reform and, 161
views on poverty and schooling,

248–251
See also School boards

Adult education, 1097–1116
Advanced Academic Standards for the

Assessment of Critical and Creative
Thinking (Florida), 429–480

background of, 429–433
collaborative thinking, 436, 456–460,

478–479
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