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It is a pleasure to be here today to congratulate you on your accomplishments and to wish you well on the journey ahead. My goal today is to talk about that journey and what you may find along the way. You are launching your careers during a new era of school reform. As you learned in your studies here, we have been reforming for a very long time.  The question I want to explore today is, 

What is the inspiration for our current demand for reform and what will you encounter as you start your careers as educators and school administrators?


To understand what we Americans want from our schools and why we never seem to be happy with what our schools are accomplishing, it is helpful to think about the role of schooling in American life. We have traditionally considered our schools as a mechanism for social improvement (Graham 1995, p. 3) and as a way to guarantee a better society (Tyack and Cuban 1995, p.12) As Patricia Graham puts it, “What the society has felt either unable or unwilling to undertake with its adults, it has expected the schools to accomplish with its children.” 


As Graham points out (p. 3), schools remain the mainstay of our public aspirations for bringing up our children. In her imagery, our schools are like the Battleships of WW2 

“large, powerful, cumbersome, with enormous crews, these giants of the ocean go where they are told to go by some distant authority, which presumably understands better than anyone on the ship, including the captain, where and why they should go. Maneuverability is not their strength. When ordered to change course they do so, but there are significant delays between the time of course direction orders and the ship going in a different direction.”

These cumbersome ships are not equipped to serve the many needs of our children and as Graham puts it, our young people need a fleet, not just a cumbersome battleship but we tend to pay attention to our battleships to the exclusion of other ways we might support our children and their families.

If we take as our premise that schools have always served larger, often conflicting societal ends, then we can quickly figure out what schools were being asked to do in each major period of our nation’s history. As a nation, we have gone through many painful changes and the new expectations generated by these experiences often conflicted radically with what the schools had been asked to do in an earlier era. As we will see, these challenges often loop back around and the concerns of one era sound strangely like the concerns of another, often seemingly different period. 

David Tyack and Larry Cuban (1995, p. 1) set the stage for my theme today. They argue that educational reforms are intrinsically political in origin (p. 8). We will see how true this is when we examine what happened in the years after the publication of one of our most well-known calls for reform, A Nation at Risk. According to Tyack and Cuban,


“For over a century and a half, Americans have translated their cultural anxieties and hopes into dramatic demands for school reform.”


As we move quickly from one period of reform to the next, starting with the controversies that shaped education at the close of the 19th century, we will see a return again and again of a small number of problems that the schools were asked to solve.

1. How to assimilate new people into our society.

2. How to raise our children to be citizens, sharing common values and expectations about what it means to be an adult living in a democracy.

3. How to prepare our young people to enter a workforce shaped by the social and economic impacts of new technologies.

4. How to promote equality of opportunity and a better quality of life.

In moving from one era to another we will see different answers to what it means to be educated and how we should teach. We will swing back and forth between two schools of thought whose contrasting claims we have not resolved even today. John Dewey called these two schools, sects for good reason since their contrasting views cannot be easily resolved by experimentation. They rest on values and deep beliefs about human nature and how people learn. In case you think this too abstract, consider that what I am about to say underlies our continued controversies about what mathematics to teach and how to teach it. 


One sect is made up of the educational traditionalists that define explicit goals of learning and employs discipline and order in the classroom, a teacher-led curriculum and regular testing to assess student progress. According to Tom Loveless (2001), traditionalists “are skeptical that children naturally discover knowledge or will come to know much if left to their own devices.” In this school, “pupils should be presented with facts, principles and rules of action which are to be learned, remembered and then applied.” (Bruner 1996). It has a certain appeal since it makes very clear and uncontestable what is to be learned and standards for assessing learning. Those who do not embrace this view call it “drill and kill.” 


The other sect can be called the educational progressives or constructivists. The proponents of this school, including John Dewey, define education as life itself, not preparation for life and consider schooling to be an experiment in associated living. In this context of a community of learners, learning is the making of meaning, an active construction guided by the teacher but built on the interests and understandings of the students. As Jerome Bruner would put it, this approach starts with the child’s perspective in the process of learning. The teacher’s challenge is to understand what a child knows, how she thinks and how she arrives at what she believes. Children, like adults, are seen as constructing a model of the world as an aid to interpreting their experiences. 


In this view, knowledge is what is shared through discourse and truths are the product of evidence, argument and construction rather than authority, either textual or pedagogic. This model is more concerned with arriving at interpretation and understanding than with the achievement of factual knowledge or skilled performance, although both are included in the conception of what it means to be well-educated (Bruner 1996).

Those who prefer the traditionalist view would describe this worldview as “without standards, rules, hierarchies of skill, rote practice or memorization.” They would claim that this perspective is responsible for teacher education programs that downplay content and produce teachers who know very little about the subjects they will teach. They also would argue that young people do not learn the right things. 

Equipped with some useful intellectual tools, let us begin our journey through the eras of reform. In the closing years of the 19th century, schools were expected to make social equality a reality by giving all students an equal chance to develop their mental powers to the fullest (Ravitch 2000 p. 19). It was more important to learn intelligence and virtue than to learn a trade. The aim of the common school was clear in those days:


“to promote sufficient learning and self-discipline so that people in a democratic society could be good citizens, read the newspapers, get a job, make their way in an individualistic and competitive society, and contribute to their community’s well-being.” (Ravitch p. 25)


Schools at the turn of the last century were expected to absorb the rapidly rising population of young people, many of them immigrants or the sons and daughters of immigrants. The time was wracked by social and economic change, rapid industrialization, high immigration and increasing urbanization. (Ravitch 2000 p. 26) Social reformers sought to combat the ill effects of these social changes and to usher in a new progressive era. The schools were a major tool.


The two most influential educators in the late 1890s were Charles W. Eliot, president of Harvard and William Torrey Harris, U.S. Commissioner of Education. Both were tireless proponents of liberal education. They believed that the primary purpose of education was to improve the intelligence of all of its young people. What Eliot sought was mental power, the power to think, reason, observe and describe, a suite of qualities we might now pack into the phrase critical thinking. For him, the goal of education was the training of the mind, regardless of the subject matter used for that purpose.  Harris, in contrast, believed that certain subjects were essential to a liberal education. He sought to replace the classical traditions (Latin, Greek and mathematics) with modern subjects (modern science, modern literature and modern history). He was a crusader for universal education, built on a liberal arts core.


As the 20th century began, schooling was facing a critical choice. Were we to provide a common curriculum for all students as Harris and Eliot sought or should the college bound be educated differently from young people who were not going to college? In the 1890s, there was a great debate about what ought to be taught, to whom, at what age, for how long and by what means. What subjects should be required for admission to college? Should high schools offer manual training and commercial subjects for those who were not going on to college? What was the purpose of education?


To resolve this debate, the leading organization of professional education, the National Education Association, established a national committee, the Committee of Ten, to make recommendations. It was the first blue-ribbon commission to study the schools. We have had many since. Like all of its successors, the work of the Commission was not met with universal applause. The Committee of Ten, led by Eliot and Harris, said that the high school should be committed to academic excellence for all students in a democratic society and should foster the continuous intellectual growth of their students through study of the major academic disciplines. Given the differences between the two leaders, it is not surprising that the Committee offered a blend of rich curricular content (Harris) and mental discipline (Eliot). 


The most significant legacy of this work was the establishment in 1900 of the College Entrance Examination Board which was created to offer a common examination for many colleges. Through its exams, the College Board achieved what Eliot wanted, a set of uniform standards for each academic subject and a culture of flexibility that would allow the high schools to elect their own path toward preparing their students to meet those standards.


If things had ended here, we would not have some of the problems that reformers are dealing with today although we certainly might have different ones. However, the Committee of Ten was strongly opposed by educational reformers of the day who reacted to its recommendations as “the last gasp of the reactionary old order.” (Ravitch 2000 p. 51). 

Tell me if this sounds familiar. At the turn of the century, business leaders wanted economy and efficiency in the schools and progressive leaders in the nation’s newly formed colleges of education wanted a curriculum more closely aligned to the needs of a rapidly industrializing economy. Proponents of social reform sought to improve the living conditions of the urban poor, to introduce equitable taxation, to reform municipal politics and to regulate monopolies. True to our traditions, they also sought to reform the schools and make them more practical and realistic and commit them to social welfare more than to academics. The result was to make the schools instruments of social reform. Many critics of this era, including Diane Ravitch, describe this period with scorn.


“ In the reality of American public education, students in a course in laundry work were not gaining ‘understanding and illumination’ and were not learning about ‘social facts and relationships.’ They were simply learning to wash and press clothes.” (Ravitch 2000 p. 59)
By mid-century, the mandate changed to the charge to prepare young people for modern life. The nation was making a transition from a rural and agricultural economy to an urban and suburban one. As this demographic shift took place, we began to attend to the problem of the poor and the socially disadvantaged as it was experienced in mid-century and to explore what our young people would need to be successful in the workplace of a changing economy. It was the time of the Brown v. Topeka case. 


Soon thereafter, the Soviet Union launched Sputnik. While we trained our telescopes on the sky, we also turned our attention to the performance of our schools. In September 1959, a group of scientists, scholars and educators gathered at Woods Hole in Cape Cod to talk about how the teaching of science might be improved in our nation’s schools. The meeting lasted ten days and was called by the National Academy of Sciences which had already been exploring for several years the problem of disseminating scientific knowledge in this country. The results were captured by Jerome Bruner in his book The Process of Education. 

It is a strange experience to read Bruner’s account of the discussions that took place in 1959. It is as though the ink has not yet dried on the pages.  The world of 1959 has many things in common with the world of 2003. Then, as now, we are worried about what our young people need to know and how they should be taught. I will come back to this train of thought after I bring us up to 2003 because the issues being raised then are the same as the ones we are struggling with now.

In the last third of the 20th century, schools were being asked to address issues of access and opportunity. During this period, enrollments in postsecondary education began to grow rapidly and as this trend expanded, it became clear that access was not, in fact leading to genuine opportunity because many students were not being adequately prepared for college-level work or could not afford to attend college.

More attention was paid to affordability as Federal financial aid expanded than to what it meant to be prepared for college until the publication of A Nation at Risk. As we reflect on that report in this, the twentieth year since its publication, there are many things to consider. Many regard the document to be the starting point for our current reform agenda.

First, what did it say? The U.S. Department of Education's National Commission on Excellence in Education published the report, A Nation At Risk, in 1983. The report stated its conclusions in brief but dramatic terms: 

"If an unfriendly power had attempted to impose on America the mediocre educational performance that exists today, we might well have viewed it as an act of war. As it stands, we have allowed this to happen to ourselves. We have even squandered the gains in achievement made in the wake of the Sputnik challenge. Moreover, we have dismantled essential support systems which helped make those gains possible. We have, in effect, been committing an act of unthinking, unilateral educational disarmament." (p.5)

The Commission advanced a short set of recommendations which basically took us back to that same fork in the road at the turn of the 20th century when we chose to separate the college bound from those who were preparing to go immediately to work and advised us to pursue the road less traveled---toward academic excellence for all.

· Graduation requirements should be strengthened so that all students establish a foundation in five new basics: English, mathematics, science, social studies, and computer science. 

· Schools and colleges should adopt higher and measurable standards for academic performance. 

· The amount of time students spend engaged in learning should be significantly increased. 

· The teaching profession should be strengthened through higher standards for preparation and professional growth. 

In his recent essay on A Nation at Risk, Gerald Holton (2003) argued that the report is still salient and still unrealized. The National Commission was established by then Secretary of Education Terrel H. Bell to address what many were calling the long decline in the quality of education in America. True to the expectation that school reform is political, the report itself became an element in President Reagan’s campaign for reelection when he and his campaign aids realized how much the voters cared about education. The theme of education, however, was summarily dropped after the election and further deep cuts were proposed for the US Department of Education. Holton suggests that this is, in part, because A Nation at Risk did not advocate the package of reforms that Reagan supported including school vouchers, tuition tax credits and the return of responsibility for education to parents and to the states.

In reflecting back on the Report, Holton says

“In fact, a review of the report now only reinforces the persistent need for education reforms to this day---we should give better attention to the pre-high school years, help school teaching to become a true profession, conduct more careful reviews of the course content, tie tests more closely to the curriculum and repair the disgraceful physical condition of our schools.” 

 
Holton also thinks it would be good to think more deeply about the interdependence of home, school and society-at-large in affecting the performance and achievement of our young people, especially underprivileged ones (p. B15). 

So, where are we today and what challenges do we face? What might you be asked to do as you start your career? The strength of the U.S. economy in the past twenty years has depended on a dramatic growth in our own native workforce, whose productivity has been greatly enhanced by significant gains in education, both while preparing to enter the workplace and afterwards. As workers retired, they were replaced by people who were better educated than they were and able to exploit new technologies and create a different kind of workplace where innovation and change is continuous. Knowledge production and the effective use of that knowledge is now essential for organizational success, both in the for-profit and non-profit sectors. It is our contemporary version of the industrialization of the turn of the 20th century. Only now the industrial age has given way to the information age. Responsible citizenship also increasingly requires a deeper understanding of cultural differences, the impact of humans on the environment, an appreciation of the influence of technology on society, and an understanding of the contributions of science and mathematics. 

At the turn of the last century, only 4% of our citizens went to college. Now we are approaching the point where an entire nation must go to college and as many as 75% of recent high school graduates are doing so. As we look forward into the 21st century, there are many challenges ahead. Social stratification in this country has become increasingly linked to the system of education, especially postsecondary education. Whether a person enrolls in postsecondary education, the type of school he or she attends, and the amount of education he or she receives will have a profound effect on occupational status, access to further career advancement and quality of life. 
In a technological age, an entire nation must go to college although the goals of education and the pathways to attaining them continue to grow more and more diverse. According to a recent study by the State Higher Education Systems Officers, no nation can prosper with a poorly educated workforce nor can it continue to compete if its workforce fails to learn continuously. This reality has significant implications for our approach to K-12 education. We must rethink yet again what learning means, who our students are, how to close the gap in participation and educational achievement among various sectors of our society and how to support the continuous learning that modern society demands.

As the U.S. enters the 21st century, we can no longer depend on an endlessly growing supply of high skills, well-educated life-long learners, both domestic and international, to fill the new jobs being created in our knowledge-based and global economy. Although our population is continuing to grow, in part through immigration and in part through birth, the segments of the population that are expanding are less likely to complete a bachelor’s degree or an advanced degree and are less likely to be offered educational opportunities by their employers. 

Our nation has failed to meet important educational challenges, and our children are ill-prepared to respond to the demands of today’s world.  Results of the Third International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) – and its successor, TIMSS-R – show that the relatively strong international performance of U.S. 4th graders successively deteriorates across 8th- and 12th-grade cohorts.  Related studies indicate that U.S. PreK-12 curricula lack coherence, depth, and continuity, and cover too many topics superficially.  By high school, unacceptably low numbers of students show motivation or interest to enroll in physics (only one-quarter of all students) or chemistry (only one-half).
 Only 25% of graduating seniors have taken enough math or science to pursue college-level work in these subjects.
The consequences of these conditions are serious.  The U.S. Department of Labor estimates that 60% of the new jobs being created in our economy today will require technological literacy while only 22% of the young people entering the job market now actually possess those skills.  By 2010, all jobs will require some form of technological literacy and 80% of those jobs haven’t even been created yet. We must prepare our students for a world that we ourselves cannot completely anticipate. 

The current administration has adopted a goal of leaving no child behind. The strategy hinges on the observation that too few of our teachers of science and math have degrees in these fields or a deep understanding of the subject matter; too few students complete advanced coursework in science and math in high school and are prepared for college-level work in these fields and too few teachers and students have access to challenging and well-designed materials. 
The crystal ball I will use to predict your immediate future is provided by Jerome Bruner. Let us return briefly to the Sputnik era because it is the starting point for our own concerns today. The discussants at the NAS conference at Woods Hole were worrying about how to facilitate a closer working relationship between scientists in the colleges and teachers in the schools. They were talking about a crisis in national security, “a crisis whose resolution will depend upon a well-educated citizenry (Bruner, 1977 p. 1.)” They worried about what we should teach and to what end. They were concerned that we would lose our place in the world order. 


Like many before them and after them, they quoted Benjamin Franklin who in his Proposals relating to the Education of Youth in Pensilvania (sic) wrote that


“It would be well if they could be taught everything that is useful and everything that is ornamental: but art is long and their time is short. It is therefore proposed that they learn those things that are likely to be most useful and most ornamental.”


The question is: What is most useful and what is most ornamental. 


Bruner and his colleagues translated useful into “skills of a specific kind” and ornamental into “general understanding” that enable a person to “deal with the affairs of life.” (Bruner 1977 p. 4-5). At Cape Cod, the group decided that it was time to bring the two paths---useful and ornamental--- back together.


Bruner proposed that “any subject could be taught to any child at any age in some form that is honest (Bruner 1977, p. ix).” Reflecting back on that thinking thirty years later, he acknowledged that he still hasn’t decided what honest means (Bruner 1996) but it is possible to get a sense of it from his writing in the interval between then and now. According to Bruner and those who have followed him, including John Seely Brown (2000), Paul Feltovich (2001) and Joe Novak (1998)

1. We need fresh ways to engage our young people in the exploration of knowledge that is growing at such a rapid rate (Bruner). We can do this by involving them in the thinking and exploration that generates that knowledge. 

2. We should “talk physics” or “talk math” with students rather than talk about it with them (Bruner). 

3. We should build a spiral curriculum. In such a model, we make knowledge and problem-solving accessible by starting where a student is, that is by building on what they already know and how they think (Bruner). 

4. The kinds of concepts that are both difficult to learn and resistant to correction when misunderstood are just the kind of things we most need to know and understand in our complex and changing world. There are ways to help students learn this material using technology as a supplement to enhance our own human capacities rather than as a way to automate rote memorization or tutoring. (Feltovich et al 2001)

5. We can and must help people to become better learners if we approach education more like the study of science, guided by theory, principles and productive methodologies.  (Novak 1998 p. 3) 

6. The notion that children must learn by repetition and rote must be replaced with a more rich concept of young people as thinkers in their own right, who can learn best in a context that is meaningful to them. This is not a new idea. Some of you probably encountered it when you read John Dewey. All of us, in fact, are better able to learn if we are helped to become makers of meaning in collaborative settings where we can draw upon a rich cultural tradition of shared learning.  In this idea, the transmission of information, which is free of any context or of a particular person or situation and can be facilitated by information technology, is less important than the generation and sharing of knowledge, which does have a context and requires working relationships. As John Seely Brown puts it, 

“learning requires immersion in a community of practice, enculturation in its ways of seeing, interpreting and acting.” (Brown 2000 p. 15)

As we stand on the threshold of a new century, we are facing a new role for education and new expectations. Now we are expected to achieve high standards of learning for all students as we face the rapid changes brought about by the growing use of cyberspace. In this new age, a knowledge of science, technology and a capacity for quantitative reasoning are now essential for advancement in the workplace and for the exercise of responsible citizenship. 

Yet, in a basic way, these challenges are the same as they were at the turn of the 20th century. 

· How to assimilate a new generation of immigrants and sons and daughters of immigrants without losing the assets that their diversity brings.

· What an educated person needs to know in our technological age.

· How to preserve the vitality of our democracy and what citizens need to know to contribute to their communities.

As we think about what all students should learn, we would do well to keep the recommendations of A Nation at Risk in mind. Remember what they were.

· Graduation requirements should be strengthened so that all students establish a foundation in five new basics: English, mathematics, science, social studies, and computer science. 

· Schools and colleges should adopt higher and measurable standards for academic performance. 

· The amount of time students spend engaged in learning should be significantly increased. 

· The teaching profession should be strengthened through higher standards for preparation and professional growth. 

· To this I would add that teachers must become scholar practitioners who can contribute to the betterment of their profession.

There are many approaches to articulating the purposes of an education. All involve bringing together concepts of intellectual engagement and cognitive development with the fostering of emotional maturity and social responsibility. An educated person should be informed, open-minded and empathetic. It is helpful to think of education as a continuum of increasingly complex intellectual challenges, accompanied by increasingly complex applications with consequences of increasing significance for oneself and for others. This is, in some ways, a restatement of Bruner’s spiral curriculum. 

As you enter the next stage of your lives, I want to leave you with some sound advice. You are, as I have attempted to show, agents of much broader societal hopes and aspirations than you may have thought. Perhaps this advice will help.

Dr. Seuss was once asked to deliver the commencement address to the students of Lake Forest College. His remarks were entitled “My Uncle Terwilliger on the Art of Eating Popovers.” I offer you his address in its entirety.


My uncle ordered popovers from 

 
    The restaurant’s bill of fare


And when they were served,

  
     He regarded them with a stare.


Then he spoke great words of wisdom 


     As he sat there in his chair:


“To eat these things,” my uncle


     said, “You must exercise great care.


You may swallow down what’s solid


     But you must spit out the air!”


And that’s darn good advice to follow.


“Do a lot of spitting out of hot air and be careful what you 
  
 
     swallow.”


And while you are doing this, watch for the early shining light of curiosity and a desire for knowledge in others and learn to share what you love and care about. This is what I would wish for you all, that your own thoughts and lives will be enriched by the people you know, the authors you have read and have yet to read, the ideas that humankind has always struggled with and reflected upon, the words of great poets and great philosophers, the puzzles of nature, the examples of lives well and truly led in leadership and service, the wonder of children who are exploring the world for the first time, and the warmth and comfort of friends and family. And most of all that you will share freely of yourselves with others; that the pleasures of the search for truth and justice will be yours for a lifetime. 
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