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Education Reform Trends in the Decade of the 90’s

The two trends that emerged during the 1990s were drives toward standards-based systemic change and evidence-based programs. While recent rhetoric concerning school reform often centers on school vouchers, these two trends have continued into the new millennium. Meanwhile, the notion of public engagement in school reform has been expanded only slightly.

Standards-based education reform has heavily dominated the school reform landscape, and was influenced greatly by the 1989 overhaul of Kentucky’s educational system. This marked the first time that the phrase “All children can learn” or “All children can learn at high levels” became a formal part of education policymaking. Also influential was the 10-year commitment by the Business Roundtable, created under former President George Bush. The Roundtable conducted 20 gap analyses around the U.S. using the Kentucky template, which consisted of:

· The notion of standards, assessment and accountability

· More localized decision making

· School-based decision making

· Emphasis on professional development

· Emphasis on early childhood, including developmentally appropriate pre-kindergarten programs

· Recognition of the critical issue of poverty, as it affects health, security, etc.

The 1994 reauthorization of Title I -- the federal government's largest elementary and secondary education program -- basically adopted the same framework but without any teeth. The movement toward standards-based reform took a bigger step forward after educational summits of governors and business leaders led to the creation of Achieve, an organization promoting national academic standards. Subsequently, the number of states with formal academic standards rose from one or two to 49.

Under current President George Bush, the “Leave No Child Left Behind Act” contains some provisions that build on this previous ground. For example, no school can be deemed successful under the act unless all its demographic categories are successful at the same level of achievement. This reduces the ability of school districts to hide behind the veil of average performance.

However, implementation of the Act has a few major problems, particularly:

· A lack of resources to meet the standards.

· Cumbersome regulations written to promote school vouchers.

Tied to the issue of standards-based reform is another big, emerging, trend related to the central role of quality teaching and what defines quality teaching. This discussion often looks at issues such as the difference in compensation for teachers in the cities and suburbs and how to create incentives through compensation based more on knowledge and skill than on the accumulation of course credits and tenure. This latter issue is being influenced by the retirement of principals and teachers, which continues to grow. Questions in this area also include how to match teachers with the greatest skill with kids with the greatest needs. These questions require rethinking of collective bargaining agreements around the country.

The other big trend of the 1990s, the comprehensive school reform model or research-based instructional programs, basically asks for evidence that methods to be implemented in school systems work. Similarly, efforts to organize low-income people to take collective action in their local school districts need to be assessed in terms of their success or lack thereof. Much work is needed if such efforts are to have system-wide impact, but examples of work already taking place show the effect that local organizing can have.

Building a Grassroots Constituency for School Reform 
During the past few years, school reform advocates have stepped up efforts to create and advance a sustained organizational infrastructure to serve as an advocate for system-wide change. This was exactly the intent behind the creation of Good Schools Pennsylvania, an effort to rectify the imbalance in the educational system where there are concentrations of poor children. 

The organization began less than three years ago, has raised $4.5 million and hired a professional staff, which began to employ six strategies:

· Organizing groups of 10 people each who met monthly to engage in advocacy. Almost 400 of these groups are now meeting monthly.

· Organizing college chapters, with 20 involved in school reform efforts so far.

· Organizing high school chapters, with 45 involved.

· Holding numerous rallies, such as one in Lancaster County attended by 1,000 people and another in the Lehigh Valley attended by 700.

· Holding a monthly interfaith prayer vigil in Harrisburg (the state capitol), which 200-300 people have attended each time, and addressing concrete policy change by the state legislature.

· Focusing on the governor’s race.

All of these strategies have led to Pennsylvania Governor Rendell proposing last November an increase in state spending for public education of about $2.8 billion, even with a $2.5 billion state deficit.  In the near future, some school reform advocates are looking to replicate the successes of Good Schools Pennsylvania nationally as Good Schools America, using the “groups of 10” strategy, coordinating with faith communities, and using the internet to advance their organizing efforts. 

A Movement of Parents, Young People, and Faith Communities

Opinions vary on the success grassroots organizing can have in bringing about sustained systemic change. What seems clear is that where there have been examples of school-by-school organizing that resulted in district- or state-wide impact – as through work of the Industrial Areas Foundation in Texas, particularly in El Paso and Fort Worth – it occurred because of the combination of school-by-school organizing with a framework of statewide advocacy for systemic change.

For true school reform to occur, some key elements are needed:

· Sustained advocacy (which few foundations beside Hazen fund)

· Parent engagement, as in the case of Chicago, where legislation has mandated parental involvement through local school councils.

· Training and education of parents

While it may be fair to say that local organizing may not on its own be an impetus for systemic change, it’s also fair to say that organizing for system-wide school reform often works better in areas where local organizing has already been taking place. This has been the case with the “groups of 10” strategy employed in Pennsylvania.

Another trend related to community involvement is the notion of service learning. The idea is that kids can become activists – agents of change rather than just objects of change – through engagement in community service projects. The Surdna Foundation is funding service learning efforts, such as the Philadelphia Student Union. The National Service Learning Partnership has been advancing the service learning idea, a much-needed component of systemic change in a standards-based reform effort. Such efforts need to treat young people as citizens capable of playing a key role in the school reform movement.

Also critical in the public school reform movement are faith communities, which have played a central role in most successful social movements. 

