Education and Democracy in America: In the Balance

I. Introduction

There is a spirit abroad in public education today, one that promises to prepare children for a century of unprecedented creativity, innovation, and collaboration and thereby envisions broadly shared prosperity within and across nations. It is a spirit across Europe and Asia that exemplifies the powerful interdependence of education and democracy, of learning and leading. It is seen in the purposeful collaboration of teachers or in the self-directed and peer learning of students. It is a pragmatic commitment to quality teaching for every student, a commitment backed by an impressive national investment in the education, support, and ongoing training of teachers. World class schools have world class leaders and teachers. And they teach their children 21st century skills such as those measured by the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA): the ability to think creatively and critically, to collaborate, to communicate well, and to know how to learn and to lead others in learning.

It is a spirit that is transforming education by centering it on teachers and students working together to set academic goals, monitor and assess their progress, and then adjust learning and teaching as needed to meet intended outcomes. It is founded on a solid base of international research showing compelling results in student achievement, motivation, and self-efficacy. This spirit exalts that the promise of this century requires every student to have not only a rigorous core curriculum but also the mastery to lead their own ongoing learning and that of organizations and communities. To this end, educators from Finland to Singapore, from England to India – countries that now surpass the United States according to prominent international yardsticks like PISA ‑ are teaching to high standards and integrating learning and leading as mutually reinforcing and in this way preparing all students to participate fully in the social, economic, and political life of a rapidly changing and increasingly interdependent, diverse world.

Yet in America this spirit is only felt in isolated schools and local school districts and in various disconnected reform approaches of researchers and experts. Despite the compelling international research base and the concrete example of world-class education systems, there is a failure of imagination in America that preempts acting on this research and adopting these successful approaches to a palpable scale. This essay explores the source of this failure and then, with that understanding, proposes a set of recommendations to invigorate both education and democracy in America. This is a deliberately bold and ambitious claim, but such is what is needed now. The national debate over education suffers from an intellectual exhaustion of ideas. For the sake of simplicity, we are at a crossroads of two paths where one path is to continue with the present regime of testing and accountability, to do the decades of basic research and of elaboration of the data infrastructure that its logic entails. The other is the path inspired by the spirit abroad. This essay attempts to illuminate this latter path and defies the conventional wisdom by not constructing a straw man of standardized testing and accountability as our great folly. As tempting as that may be, that would be like what the Dutch call, “kicking down an open door.” For the problem lies not in the admittedly excessive focus on testing and accountability. Nor does it lie in education. Nor in the larger contextual problems of poverty, and the lingering issues of class, race, and gender, though these are still too daunting. It is rather a far more deeply rooted problem in our culture, one that limits our very way of seeing and greatly circumscribes and diminishes the possibilities of American education and democracy. And because of this diminishment of education and democracy, it also impoverishes the uniquely American capacity of capitalism to create ever-widening circles of wealth and prosperity.

This cultural problem belies a general crisis in democracy that underlies the reality of the “absent public,” the persistent problem in politics and in education reform in particular where the “people” are left out. It is a crisis that springs from and deepens a profound distrust in democracy. This essay seeks to answer the question, How can we “sear the nation’s conscience” as was done for other great movements in our history? The current problems of K-12 education ‑ failing to graduate a third of our students, and a half of Black and Hispanic students; graduating another third who are not college ready – should make education the greatest civil rights and economic challenge today. It should be at the forefront of the current national political campaigns, not an afterthought. Dropouts face profound obstacles to employment and civic engagement in today’s “knowledge economy and polity.” The delay of reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (ESEA) – the current version is the No Child Left Behind Act of 2002 (NCLB) ‑ until after the election presents such an opportunity to sear the nation’s conscience and chart a new course. This essay intends to begin this important national conversation by describing this deep cultural problem and offering an analysis of the strengths and limitations of NCLB through that prism. It seeks to invigorate the spirit abroad in America by looking at the current crisis in education and democracy in a new way.  

Remarkably, the current “audacity of hope” in the presidential campaign of Barack Obama, the exuberant faith in citizenship and participatory democracy, is an affirmation of the core belief in this essay that we as a people can address this deeper problem through a cultural transformation. Educators can and must be at the forefront of this transformation. Thomas Jefferson long ago recognized that the great strength of education in our democracy is that it serves social and moral purposes, in addition to academic instruction. There are about 50 million children in K-12 education and another 100 million adults who are or can be directly involved in education; this is a powerful constituency of almost half the population. This is an extraordinary untapped reservoir for reenergizing and invigorating the practice of democracy as part of our very way of life. The mobilization of this constituency can not only enrich and deepen education but also workplaces and communities. Instead of seeing a crisis in education and focusing on its weaknesses and deficits, as is the current fashion, why not see things in a new way? Why not engage in a kind of deconstructionist moment, a reversal of assumptions that can provide new insights and lucidity? What if instead of seeing the crisis as being in education, requiring the mobilization of the nation’s resources, why not see it instead in the nation, requiring the mobilization of the education community, the concerted efforts of this great national constituency?! This latter view is to begin the national conversation and movement to educate our children to their full potential, to develop and support world-class teachers and principals, with an appreciation of the strengths in American education, not its weaknesses. It is then to use these strengths to address the cultural problem that preempts the promise of American life at the threshold of the 21st century. In mobilizing education to cure the “ills of society,” education itself will be invigorated along the way to a higher level of achievement, purpose, and mission.

II. Copernican Revolution of Standards-Based Reform

By way of brief review, since at least the publication of A Nation at Risk in 1983 by the National Commission on Excellence in Education, there has been a widely shared sense of crisis in American education. The ongoing jeremiad is driven largely by the felt erosion of our global economic standing, dating back to the 1970s and 1980s and still continuing. This underlies the strong belief that a concerted national strategy of investment in education, in our human capital, is necessary to compete globally and to maintain American living standards. This investment is also critical for achieving long-standing civil rights’ commitments to greater equity and participation in social, economic, and political life. A concert of interests has rightly been forged that includes policymakers, educators, business leaders, teacher union leaders, and civil rights advocates. Governors held several education summits, the first in Charlottesville, Virginia in 1988, to craft a call to action. Thus was born the standards-based reform (SBR) movement, with the simple but radical premise that setting high standards of achievement for all students, measured by criterion-referenced tests and driven by accountability sanctions and incentives, would drive the American education system to excellence and equity for all students. 

This use of criterion-referenced tests (i.e., state tests with an objective performance standard that is attainable by all students) as opposed to the traditional norm-referenced tests (i.e., tests like the SAT that measure students against each other and usually result in a bell curve of achievement) was and remains a “Copernican revolution” in the history of American education. This profoundly democratic revolution resonates not only with the nation’s founding exuberant hope of social uplift but with the current research that finds academic achievement is most significantly related to effort, not innate intelligence. But it is a revolution still in the making, as the old order dies hard. Despite the deeply held American conviction and perhaps mythology that social mobility and economic success are attributable to hard work, the image of the bell curve and the historic sorting function of education into elites, the middling, and the masses were and still are deeply entrenched in the American psyche. The importance of the standards movement in general and of testing in particular in recentering the universe of education on effort, not innate intelligence, and the noble goal of high achievement for all cannot be overstated. It is a milestone as significant as Brown v. Board of Education in the progress of the nation. 

Having worked on the inside of a major statewide K-12 testing program (the Texas Education Agency) and in a non-profit association representing state education agencies (the Council of Chief State School Officers in Washington D.C.), I have been in the very crucible of SBR and the testing world, and have seen firsthand the pressures and tensions in the implementation of NCLB. While I have seen the harm done by the excessive focus on testing due to accountability and the greater harm to education and democracy due to the corrosive politicization of education that this “objective” “data-driven” reform has brought, I can personally attest to the dedication and integrity of the testing community, whether in public, private, or non-profit organizations. They sincerely and rightly believe in this Copernican revolution and in the role of assessment in the noble equity mission of SBR. In this view, assessment can and does support and inform good instruction, aid and guide good teaching, and identify and spread “best practices” in education. Moreover, the teachers across Texas who annually came to Austin to participate in the test development process (i.e., the review and editing of questions on the tests) overwhelmingly became convinced of this sincere belief too.

But far too much is being asked of assessment, more than the system can bear. As Richard Rothstein of the New York Times pointed out, SBR is a three-legged stool, consisting of higher academic standards, testing and accountability, and the opportunity-to-learn (i.e., quality leaders and teachers, resources, arriving to school ready-to-learn, etc.). We have utterly neglected opportunity-to-learn because of the lack of political courage and will to make the budget decisions needed for it. At the same time, NCLB has arguably made all testing in grades 3-8 and once in high school “high stakes,” a term in the testing world that denotes a higher level of ethical standards and constitutional protections given the greater harm possible to students, let alone teachers, principals, and schools. There is enormous psychological stress during testing season throughout the entire system, the fear of errors, of missed shipments, of irregularities and outright cheating, of failing to make deadlines, of inaccuracies in reporting. In the millions of transactions and processes every testing season, the slightest error can have serious consequences. Despite the most advanced and sophisticated quality assurance systems, the greatest expertise, the dedication of educators of the highest integrity, errors will continue to happen every year, and this will only increase as the volume and pressure of testing increases. And even if there are relatively few errors, the severity and great harm these can cause students makes this a highly fragile and vulnerable, if not neurotic, enterprise. The current push to extend this regime of measurement by student performance data to the evaluation and compensation of teachers, as well as principals and superintendents, and indeed to higher education, will only make this system more fragile and vulnerable.

We are asking the test publisher industry and state and district leaders and staff to meet quality standards that are simply impossible to meet. For example, our expectation of zero errors in test processing and scoring, actually written into state testing contracts, exceeds the very highest standards in another crucial industry, transportation and shipping, and therefore cannot be met. So far, though asked directly by U.S. Education Secretary Margaret Spellings in the spring of 2006 to get its house in order, the testing industry and state education departments have not been able to come together to develop “best practices” in testing operations. Missing this important opportunity to come together and improve the integrity of testing speaks volumes on the contradictions of SBR as implemented under NCLB. It might be that the emperor (i.e., error-free testing which is required of high-stakes testing) wears no clothes.

There are inevitably unintended consequences with any major reform and this is very true of SBR. The problems associated with testing and accountability have clearly intensified under NCLB, which represents an unprecedented increase in federal involvement and influence in our nation’s schools. NCLB affects every state and public school district in the country. More than 90 percent of America’s school districts receive funding for more than 40 federal educational and supportive services programs covered by the act. These well known problems include narrowing the curriculum, diminished emphasis of non-tested subjects such as music, the arts, and history, “teaching to the test,” “drill-and-kill” test preparation, and a focus on the lower order thinking skills of memorization and procedural knowledge in Benjamin Bloom’s taxonomy as opposed to the higher order thinking skills of application, evaluation, and synthesis. Education is increasingly bathed in the black ink of test data.

Recently, the Public Education Network released a stunning response from community leaders, parents, and students on the “realities” of NCLB. Drawing on 25 public hearings and over 2,000 pages of testimony a number of the law’s “fatal flaws” were surfaced — including lack of adequate funding, a limited view of good teachers and teaching, the lack of quality and reliability of current standardized tests, and “faulty” accountability measures. Moreover, given the idea that testing can control the destiny of curriculum and instruction, the politics of testing have brought an inordinate amount of attention to the contest of power in how testing can advance numerous agendas. Most tellingly, the fixation on testing as a crucial policy lever may be preventing us from undertaking important new initiatives on a national scale. For example, as rightly highlighted by the Partnership of 21st Century Skills, we must develop a new comprehensive set of standards, curriculum, and assessments that center education on creativity and problem solving, entrepreneurship, teamwork and collaboration, and an enriched curriculum that includes awareness and understanding of other nations and cultures. Instead, we continue to focus all energies on making more valid and reliable testing and data systems. 

To address these problems in testing, however, it is first important to recognize how NCLB has moved the nation forward in its equity mission. In 2002, educators, civil rights advocates, business leaders, and teacher union leaders praised NCLB for its emphasis on improving education for all students, including those living in poverty, students of color, students with disabilities, and English language learners. There was bipartisan support for the law that seemed to transcend the politics of division for the sake of mobilizing the nation behind education reform. NCLB was created as a deliberate catalyst to compel states and school districts to embrace SBR. For their record under the voluntary guidance of similar previous legislation, the Education Goals 2000 Act and 1994’s Improving America’s School Act (IASA), had been spotty, uneven and inconsistent. There were a few shining exceptions that pursued SBR creatively (e.g., Connecticut, Nebraska, and Kentucky). But clearly a voluntary national framework was not working. As the 18th century English moralist Samuel Johnson once said, “there is nothing like a hanging in a fortnight to concentrate the mind wondrously.” NCLB has definitely concentrated the mind wondrously! The astonishing and historic achievement of NCLB is that it has clearly concentrated all minds on the moral imperative of equity and excellence in education. All states and local school districts, teachers, principals, and parents, and policymakers and other stakeholders in public education are aware of the NCLB goal of 100 percent proficiency in reading and mathematics by 2014. All understand the imperative of building the data infrastructure for SBR and the importance of using good data to analyze the performance of various groups of students by ethnicity, poverty, special education, and English language learners. These are real accomplishments. Further, by insisting that all students are entitled to “highly-qualified” teachers, the law has stimulated recruitment efforts in states where low-income and minority students have experienced a revolving door of inexperienced, untrained teachers. Because of NCLB, we now have a shared sense of direction and a common language that powerfully unite the country around the SBR revolution of high standards for every student. This changed mindset is genuine progress in preparing students for full participation in the political and economic life of an increasingly diverse and interdependent world. We cannot and should not turn back.

And yet, the hoped for gains in student achievement have failed to materialize under NCLB even after six years of implementation. The most authoritative evaluation of NCLB, conducted by the Center for Education Policy, found only limited gains in student achievement since passage of the law, and these could not be attributed to NCLB. Even more distressing is an analysis by the National Association of State Boards of Education (NASBE) that predicts, given the current trends, at least 90 percent of schools and local districts will fail to meet the NCLB goal by 2014 and therefore be subject to restructuring, including being closed. In response to NCLB’s lack of success and the aggrandizement of the federal government into the state’s authority over education, there is now a new “reform consensus,” forged in the intense pressure of the national spotlight on state and school performance. Led by the nation’s governors and chief state school officers, this consensus accepts the “bright line” principles of NCLB laid out by the administration and U.S. Department of Education (i.e., 100 percent proficiency for all student groups by 2014, annual testing, disaggregation of data, and accountability). But the reform consensus pushes for more federal flexibility and higher levels of funding to enable state and local innovation and experimentation. This flexibility and funding, they argue, is needed to restore the appropriate federalist balance in education governance, affirming the differing kinds of authority and decision-making at the respective levels of public education – nation, state, district, and school.

This consensus is now reflected in the major proposals under consideration in Washington D.C. for ESEA reauthorization. Under the technical jargon characteristic of education policy, these proposals present incremental changes in accountability and testing. They mainly include “growth models” that measure individual student growth, differentiated consequences for varying degrees of failure with respect to required annual benchmarks, performance assessments that measure and support higher order thinking skills, and the use of multiple measures in accountability that recognize that students, schools and districts show their “true” performance in a variety of ways and should be evaluated accordingly. In essence, this consensus seeks to restore states to their rightful place as “laboratories of democracy” and to build their capacity to work together with local communities in their primary responsibility for education.

III. The Crisis in Democracy and Education in America: Philosophic Interlude

The crisis in American education, however, runs far deeper than the reach of this reform consensus. It is interwoven with a simultaneous crisis in democracy. And indeed both of these extend to and are in response to the deep crisis in American capitalism. Over the past few decades we have lost the exceptionally American capacity of capitalism to increase both the wealth and income of the nation through the full development and utilization of human and social capital, along with financial capital. We have continued to create wealth but not a fair distribution of that wealth and income. This pervasive crisis is seen in the secular decline in America’s preeminent global economic strength following WWII that is due in part to the “natural” catch-up of postwar Europe and Asia, where industrial nations that have completed their long process of rebuilding now compete in our formerly unrivalled markets. More significant is the most prolonged period of prosperity and free trade that has allowed unprecedented mobility of capital investment and the robust development of world markets and the emergence of new economic powers like China and India. But the crisis is also due to our failure to replace the traditional organization of work and authority, with its top-down industrial Fordist model, that served us well in the last century. The mass production model and its downward flow of decision-making and elaboration of work into simpler tasks was a “command-and-control” management system; it required an educated elite of managers who supervised the work of relatively uneducated employees. Unions, in turn, were based on “controlling jobs” and devoid of any larger responsibility for the organization or industry. The education historian Raymond Callahan in Education and the Cult of Efficiency traces how this model influenced the development of education administration and the organization of schools as factories, with teachers tightly controlled by administrators and producing workers with the right industrial discipline for the routine work of mass production.

This mass production model became the basis in the post WWII world of the “American system,” one of unprecedented wealth, rising incomes and standards of living, and global strength and prosperity. This model of business efficiency and success greatly influenced the organization of work in other spheres, especially government and education. It is perhaps because of this very success that we are now so slow to change, despite the fact that it has been clear since the 1980s that such change is necessary. Beginning in the 1970s but taking off in the 1990s, the “third industrial revolution,” driven by leaps in technology, communications, and universal education (according to the bipartisan commission in America’s Choice of 1992 and 2007, National Center on Education and the Economy) is ushering in a “knowledge economy” for the 21st century. It is a new world where we compete on ideas, innovation, and creativity. To achieve this world’s real promise of broadly shared prosperity, we must educate our children to their full potential and enable them to be life-long learners. But the news is even better. We cannot compete on sheer numbers of educated workers alone, including engineers and scientists; for our numbers will always be overwhelmed by the far greater numbers of equally educated workers in other nations such as China and India who can work for lower wages. Instead, along with education, we must also make our workplaces more democratic and less hierarchical, more collaborative and agile. Called “high performance work organization” (HPWO) in America’s Choice, these kinds of organizations, called learning organizations by Peter Senge, fully empower employees to continue to learn and to work together, sharing and acting on diverse perspectives and ideas and engaging fully in the decisions that advance their work and organizations. In brief, we can only compete on the basis of democracy and education woven together, on collaboration, innovation and creativity, and not as individuals. This is the alternative vision by which we can regain both wealth and rising incomes for all. We need to rediscover that democracy is our greatest competitive advantage.

Although there is a cottage industry now of management experts and insightful observers emphasizing the need to move to flatter and more agile organizations, such as HPWO, this has only occurred in a small percentage of American firms (e.g., the Saturn automobile plant is a leading example). While HPWO and this alternative vision was the subject of some attention by the Clinton administration, it has since been completely abandoned as a policy area. In fact, American industry has instead cast off the “de facto” social obligations of the former American system (e.g., lifelong employment, health insurance, pensions) while maintaining the same command-and-control organization of work. Now this control is exercised, not by managers, but by performance metrics and incentives, which reward “free” and independent workers and professionals. If they perform well, it is a good fit; if not, they are let go to move presumably to a better fit somewhere else. Our only response to the increasing competition of free trade is retraining, with little thought to the overall changing quality and distribution of jobs. With no other viable alternative, the retrograde forces of protectionism are quite understandable and likely to increase. Our economic strategy is one of mass layoffs, outsourcing, and downsizing, with the panacea of retraining and readjustment, though there is no research showing there will be enough jobs for maintaining standards of living. Massive corporate systems, whether public, private, or non-profit, still operate through centralized data management systems and the ongoing rationalization and consolidation of all inputs such as smaller firms and human labor into this system. Our failure to make the conversion to the 21st century organization of work is at root a failure of the imagination and will, of a want of democratic faith in one another. It is a symptom of the larger crisis in our culture, which is to have a greater faith in technical and technocratic authority than in human judgment, individuals and communities. 

Thus the critique here goes beyond the usual one of standardized testing and accountability and therefore requires a more profound transformation than that of incremental improvement, a more radical response. In fact, lacking this more penetrating insight, the single-minded prescription of education lobbyists, associations, and policymakers to simply give states more flexibility, while leaving the fundamental regime in tact, will merely replace one tyrant with fifty. It will only deepen the crisis in education and democracy. For the reform consensus flows from a deeply flawed sense of history and theory of social change. It presupposes a top-down “command and control” attitude to effecting change that is highly ironic in this “flat world” of unbounded individual initiative and collaboration (e.g., Thomas Friedman, The World is Flat). Consequently, this set of fixes to NCLB cannot inspire the sense of engagement and ownership needed by the real change agents in local school communities – teachers, principals, students, and parents ‑ to make true learning and teaching occur. Moreover, the cumbersome weight of its accountability system — ponderous, slow-moving, inertial masses of data that hang over schools like a heavy omnipresence in the sky ‑ are an anachronism. The reformers are on the wrong side of today’s digital divide of lightening quick information and action.

Instead, the reform consensus reflects a dominant persuasion in American culture for technical engineering, for software and hardware solutions, and a deepening distrust in human judgment and democracy. There is a widespread failure to see and thereby invest in the diverse talents and perspectives of our citizens, whether in schools, workplaces, or in communities. This failure corresponds with profound economic and social changes. The past few decades have witnessed a decline in real wages and standards of living for the middle and working classes. There has also been an increase in income and wealth inequality not seen since the 1920s. Along with this social and economic inequality there has been a pervasive and corrosive spread of status anxiety, marking our social relationships with fear instead of trust. In the study of U.S. history, American has always been “exceptional” in comparison to Europe and other advanced industrial nations in terms of its greater social mobility, faith in individualism, and its lack of class-consciousness. This uniquely American freedom has been the source of unrivalled creativity and innovation, as well as social relations and communities based on voluntary association and choice, freely adopted covenants, and shared interests and passions. But the comparative lack of social mooring is also a source of a status anxiety that can become unbearable. Both Alexis de Tocqueville and the American historian, Richard Hofstadter commented on the tendency of this status anxiety to lead the American public to irruptions of intolerance and an authoritarian mindset driven by fear. 

Similarly, the modern political theorist, C.B. Macpherson described America as the embodiment of "possessive individualism," in which an individual is conceived as the sole proprietor of his or her skills and owes nothing to society for them. He argued, if unchecked, this culture of possessive individualism can prevent individuals from developing their powers of rationality, moral judgment, contemplation and even friendship and love. It is in times of profound change and dislocation that America is most vulnerable to this anxiety that is deep within its DNA. It is vitally important to recognize in our culture that the privilege of American freedom and individualism depends on social trust in the larger bands of society. This understanding of individuality is reflected well in this insight from C.S. Lewis in ''An Experiment in Criticism'': 

Literary experience heals the wound, without undermining the privilege, of individuality. There are mass emotions that heal the wound; but they destroy the privilege. In them our separate selves are pooled and we sink back into subindividuality. But in reading great literature I become a thousand men and yet remain myself. Like a night sky in the Greek poem, I see with a myriad eyes, but it is still I who see. Here, as in worship, in love, in moral action, and in knowing, I transcend myself; and am never more myself than when I do. 

This is the very soul of democracy and education that we must keep.

This essay, however, is not a digression into Luddism, but rather a clarion call to balance technical and humane ways of seeing and doing. Our distrust in democracy, our status anxiety, can best be addressed by the core tradition of American education: the interdependence of education and democracy as vital to the whole mission of education. We have an amazing possibility before us to define this interdependence in a way that can support innovation, creativity, and collaboration to an unprecedented extent, and thereby lead to a robust and exuberant economy generating opportunity for all. This is to envision the practice and progress of democracy and education as each founded upon enabling students, teachers, and school communities to engage fully in the decision-making that affects their lives. Interesting, this tradition has spread to new possibilities over the last three decades to define economic life as well, with the great promise of the 21st century “knowledge economy” residing in educated individuals freely able to learn, innovate, connect, collaborate, and create in the unbounded world of modern communications and technology. 

The balance needed in education is easily prescribed in policy and on paper by simply looking at our international rivals and by adapting a solid research base to American soil. However, it cannot be achieved if we fail to restore the larger balance needed in democracy. And with that, to restore the capacity of American capitalism to generate broadly shared prosperity. Both conservatives and progressives are troubled by this triumph of technical authority over individual judgment, of the loss of social trust and the weakening bands of moral and cultural life. Each of these main currents in American political thought has a long history of critique of the problem in America of “free floating” individuals and their vulnerability to “democratic despotism” in De Tocqueville’s phrase. Perhaps of interest to a wide spectrum of political and social perspectives, the historian Thomas Haskell wrote of the “humanitarian sensibility” of capitalism in America. Haskell found that the economic quickening and take-off of a capitalist free market society in America in the early nineteenth century, one that helped to explain the rise of the Abolitionist movement, was founded on deeply rooted values of individual dignity and judgment, hard work, risk-taking, and social trust. Otherwise a “contract” society was impossible. These values were planted in the very beginning of colonial settlement. It arguably required generations to break away from the close, compact, and conformist world of the “status” or class society of “old” Europe. 

With an authoritarian technical mentality, we are losing our conservative faith in the power of Allan Bloom’s “great-souled” individuals to reason critically and enrich the public forum. We are also losing our progressive faith in people to come together and deliberate on the decisions that affect their lives, as defined by John Dewey, the educator and the philosopher of American Pragmatism. To act democratic, to create a “movement culture” that opens up new vistas of social possibility, “the people need to see themselves experimenting in democratic forms” (Lawrence Goodwyn, The Populist Moment). Ironically, as if to acknowledge the loss of this democratic faith in America, Goodwyn traveled to Poland in the 1980s to write about the solidarity movement there as an example of people being democratic. This loss is by no means limited to education. It extends to a failure of imagination in industry to support and invest in individuals to come together to create, innovate, and lead in the development of products and services that add value to organizations and society. 

Testing and accountability are not the problem in American education but the symptom of an age where fear, hierarchy, distrust, secrecy, and conformity are replacing the uniquely American virtues of faith, equality, trust, openness, and individual judgment. What is needed is a better balance of our private and public life. The idea of “cultural hegemony” is useful in historiography to describe political domination by “consent” rather than “coercion,” a kind of self-imposed subordination through a set of values, habits, ways of seeing and doing, that characterize an age. Hegemonic implies that these so “thoroughly saturate” the culture as to inform the social, political and economic life as well. As pointed out by Goodwyn in The Populist Moment, “Consolidation of political and social power is best achieved on the terrain of culture – the creation of mass modes of thought that literally make the need for major additional social changes difficult for the mass of the population to imagine.” For example, in the discipline of economics, there is a reigning technological determinism, as the narrow practice of econometrics has triumphed over the more holistic institutional school of economics, quantitative analysis has triumphed over qualititative. This is largely due to the sheer power and elegance of computer modeling that favors the neoclassical school of economics, one of laissez-faire free market orthodoxy that reinforces the concept of possessive individualism, for it can define its problems in forms amenable to econometric analysis. This is to cast aside the institutional school, which is closer to the classical role of economists such as Adam Smith, described aptly as “worldly philosophers” who used many disciplines and many tools, including economics, to more richly interpret their world. 

This present-day analytical modeling of the world has its counterparts in other academic disciplines. It more subtly infiltrates popular culture and consumerism with its fascination with individuals as commodities and commodities in turn as sources of individual fulfillment. The great tragedy of this modeling and marketing is that it can inform how we see social reality itself, as that of isolated, possessive individuals. This deepens problems of anomie and alienation, and thereby worsens the erosion of democratic faith. Thus the great fear and reliance on top-down authority that characterizes NCLB and its behaviorist theory of change is both a symptom and a driver of this broader social anomie. The sociologist Erich Fromm in Escape from Freedom in the 1950s described the authoritarian mindset as one that requires two personality types, the authoritarian leader and the deferential follower. We “escape from freedom” as a relief from the anxiety and uncertainty of freedom. We organize the rich complexity and diversity of public life, whether in education, politics, or business, into technical systems of structure and order, monitored by testing and data, to gain a false sense of control. We retreat to an authoritarian mindset when we feel most like disconnected individuals, lacking meaningful social and political being. Instead of deliberative and engaged citizens, we see ourselves as isolated consumers. 

The relative decline in America’s economic standing since the 1970s, the very real erosion in real wages and middle class security, the enormous growth in income and wealth inequality, has led to a collective state of anxiety. This is felt more intensely in America, given its legacy of status anxiety, lack of social mooring, and relatively undeveloped bands of society such as unions or traditional authority of class and caste. This long secular rise in anxiety is at the root of our loss of faith in democracy as the capacity of people to come together to deliberate and act on the problems that affect their lives. It explains our tendency to find comfort in the authority of technical solutions and systems, and not in ourselves. We have escaped American freedom, and with that, we have escaped American democracy.

Our current crisis in democracy is therefore born of fear and anxiety and results in a loss of social trust and a retreat from public life. At the same time, it is manifest in an authoritarian embrace of technology and technical expertise. Aside from the obvious fears related to the incorporation of government and public life into homeland security and the response to the tragedy of 9-11, the ruling fears of our time are far more subtle and subterranean. As said, they spring largely from the felt sense of decline in global economic standing over the last few decades. It springs from the growing unease that the future will not provide the same opportunities for our children. At the same time, the abundance of wealth, the ostentatious display of the wealthy and celebrities, and the marvels of technology in ordinary lives saturate the media and have exalted the life of the rich and famous, the top-performers, in almost all areas of endeavor, from entertainment and sports to law, finance, politics and business. As found by the economists, Robert Frank and Philip Cook, we have a “winner-take-all society” where the rewards go disproportionately to the few winners at the top. This greater social and economic distance between the “extraordinary” and the “ordinary” people intensifies the acute status anxiety. In the comforting faith found in the objective authority of technology and technocratic system building, we are losing our undaunted courage and faith in individual judgment and enterprise, in human creativity and collaboration. 

This authoritarian mind in education and democracy reflects a troubling turning away from the “tumult and clamor” and the “joining spirit” that Tocqueville long ago found most remarkable about the new nation and the source of its robust energy and innovative spirit.

No sooner do you set foot upon the American soil than you are stunned by a kind of tumult; a confused clamor is heard on every side; a thousand simultaneous voices demand the immediate satisfaction of their social wants. Everything is in motion around you; here, the people of one quarter of a town are met to decide upon the building of a church; there, the election of a representative is going on; a little farther, the delegates of a district are posting to the town in order to consult upon some local improvements; or, in another place, the laborers of a village quit their ploughs to deliberate upon the project of a road or a public school.

This uniquely American spirit explained the unrivalled proliferation of volunteer associations and other forms of community across the American landscape. Ironically, it is this distrust in democracy and freedom, the very values the new nation ushered into the world, that prevents America from adopting the very spirit characterizing our international peers in education. It also prevents our adoption of the “high performance” model of work organization for the 21st century. As well documented by the sociologist, Robert Putnam in Bowling Alone, we are becoming increasingly privatized, retreating from social and public life. Politics and public life are increasingly experienced through electronic media and perceived as artificial and surreal; it has less and less connection to the rich, multi-faceted concrete realities of our personal lives. We retreat from public life to our more “authentic” private neighborhoods, family, and selves.

The problem in American education then is not NCLB and cannot therefore be addressed by merely perfecting its regime of testing and accountability. Our over reliance on technology, data, and technical system-building that pervades many areas of American life, not just education, has created a nation terribly out of balance. C.S. Lewis once wrote of the tendency in the modern world toward the “hideous strength of scientism,” a kind of mind that was stifling the human imagination and creative impulse. The German philosopher, Friedrich Nietzsche, in the late 1800s and at the dawn of the then “modern century” lamented: “The disenchantment of nature is due not to the triumph of science, but to the triumph of the scientific method.” This romantic assertion of the liberating promise of science and yet the simultaneous fear of its totalizing logic and method is an apt analogy for today. The many bureaucratic systems across government, business, and education increasingly emphasize technical efficiency, methodical fidelity, and performance metrics over human judgment and creativity. The current “disenchantment of nature” is one of removing from the workplace, from public life, and from the classroom, the “magic,” that is, the mystery, the sense of wonder and awe that drives the advance of science, as well as the arts. Good science is as much if not more intuition and discovery than method and data. Certainly, the focus on testing and accountability in K-12 education is a triumph of method over true science. It is often at the expense of the teacher’s passion and craft in helping students experience the wonder and awe around them. The efficiency of technical automated solutions that integrate instruction, testing, and intervention is disenchanting education, taking away the joy of learning and teaching. For the mastery of great teachers, their magic, is to help students exalt in the discovery of their own hidden potential. It is to see students come into schools as little scientists, constantly questioning the world around them, theorizing and testing its mysteries, and in this way finding new meaning and purpose, new knowledge and skills. 

This anxiety driving an escape from freedom and the growing deference to authority and abandonment of the responsibilities of citizenship is also giving rise to an enormous condescension of policymakers to the body politic. As reflected in public education, this condescension subtly, if not overtly, privileges administrators over teachers, and test building over curriculum. It fails to generously see educators and students as excelling when free to discover and pursue their own intrinsic motivations, but reduces them to objects that must be “controlled” with external incentives to desired behavior. This dominant political culture reserves and aggrandizes authority at the top of a hierarchy of roles and relationships in education. It breeds many anti-democratic tendencies. For example, testing itself has a critical need for secrecy to ensure the validity and reliability of the tests. There is almost a siege mentality in the development and administration of tests, an “us versus them” mentality that is exacerbated by the highly contentious and politicized environment of standardized testing. Furthermore, its “high-stakes” influence over curriculum, instruction, textbooks, and teacher quality worsens this condescension and hierarchy. For it greatly privileges the information and power of those in charge of test development and administration, and the state education establishment centered on this testing. Since information is power, and power corrupts, this is a subtle arrogation of authority through the state education bureaucracy and state testing apparatus, extending down through networks of regional and district test coordinators and administrators; an arrogance of authority that reduces education below to a state of dependency, clientage, and deference. Marked by a compliance mentality and a kind of collective tightening, this testing regime, which the current reform consensus would only worsen by “perfecting,” ultimately impoverishes the imagination, initiative, and creativity; it results in an impoverishment of the very wellsprings of democracy and capitalism.

The irony is that A Nation at Risk, described “mediocrity of public education” as a wartime crisis in order to mobilize the citizenry, and yet what is being asked of us? How are we accountable? What is our sacrifice, our undaunted courage, our service as citizens? We have created an accountability system that leaves the public out. Where are their measures of engagement and support? Instead, it is a technical and efficient system of accountability by algorithm. It is highly efficient because it saves a lot of thinking and effort. We have completely turned the world upside down by our over reliance on technical system building. This is in violation of norms not only of education but also of the testing community. For example, Sandy Kress, a Texas member of the Bush administration and considered the architect of NCLB, when testifying in 2003 to the Texas State Board of Education in support of a more rigorous state testing program, said that it would address opportunity-to-learn concerns in historically underserved schools by forcing schools to improve and get more resources. This was in stunning opposition to the requirement in the ethical standards of testing that you should not test students on material they have not had the opportunity-to-learn. It was an easy evasion of doing the hard work of democracy, of building a consensus and getting adequate financing, of getting quality leaders and teachers, and resources and textbooks so that students have the opportunity to learn material that will be tested, as required of high-stakes testing by the Constitution and civil rights law. This testimony completely turned the fundamental tenet of opportunity-to-learn upside down and reasoned, with sincerity, that state assessment would make local communities do what the state historically neglected to require them to do. It was breathtaking that this argument was accepted without question.  

It is the over reliance on technical system, of which testing and accountability are the beneficiaries, that is the real problem in education. It explains the vast investments, centering on testing and accountability, in research and development, specific expertise and educational leadership, the data infrastructure, consultants, business, the enormous energy, the extension to pay-for-performance for principals and teachers, the media, real estate, etc. All of this is in addition to the undue focus on testing requirements in the classroom. In our “winner-take-all society,” the easiest response for superintendents to take action on troubled schools is to hire consultants, well versed in testing and accountability, seen as “winners” to reassure local school boards that they are doing the most possible to fix these schools. This has been and continues to be an extraordinary diversion of scarce public dollars away from teaching and learning. 

These massive top-heavy and stodgy bureaucracies at the state and national level have been reinforced by deeply entrenched investments over time in the agenda and mindsets of think tanks, advocacy and research centers, foundations, and community-based organizations. But most of all, it has been created by our common sense, by our failure as citizens to see outside of the cultural hegemony of this authoritarian schema. And yet, the very tenet of 21st century progress in political, economic, social and cultural life is the empowerment of individuals, as citizens and employees, as learners and leaders, to participate and collaborate in the decisions that affect their lives. How can public education prepare students for this new world, the “flat world” of Thomas Friedman where all citizens and employees are increasingly interdependent across the continents and free to connect, compete, create, and collaborate from anywhere and at any time on a global platform, when it is mired in a “command and control” bureaucratic hierarchy of the past?

IV. Renewal of Democracy, Education, and Capitalism in America:
Policy Recommendations

While this is a sweeping argument that many will find too grand, fortunately, it comes with a pragmatic and concrete call to action. The sprit abroad that is energizing education systems and schools to world-class prominence is present here in America too. In fact, it only requires vision and the will to act, a rendezvous with the very strengths of the American experiment – faith in democracy, individual judgment and creativity, and social trust ‑ to call this spirit to fruition on a national scale. As Senator Barack Obama has found, there is a deep yearning and a new sense of excitement that we can be the change needed for democracy and for education. Obama’s phrase, “We can be the change we have been waiting for,” eloquently taps into the deep reservoir of hope and optimism and vigor that is the American spirit. There is a profound cultural power in simply believing, in the “audacity of hope,” and that this change and hope depends not only on leaders, but also and more importantly on active and engaged citizens. True leadership is about inspiring and creating other leaders; true citizenship is about teaching, learning, and leading with others to achieve a higher purpose or good than possible as isolated individuals. In this unifying sense, to paraphrase Thomas Jefferson, we are all leaders; we are all learners! To exalt like this requires freedom, self-confidence, healthy exuberance, social trust, democratic faith, and, the bedrock of all of these, an excellent education. 

As the great English historian E.P. Thompson celebrated in Protest and Survive, genuine social and political change comes from cultural transformation, from the “bottom-up.” It starts with diverse individuals conversing and sharing ideas face-to-face, gradually growing into a larger community of engaged individuals, one of collective effervescence where the larger consciousness brings about meaningful and sustainable change. Our need to restore democracy finds a powerful vehicle for this in public schools and in meeting the need to create world-class schools. It provides solid and pragmatic ground for citizens to act on the audacity of hope, to cause a great transformation in education one school at a time, school-by-school, community-by-community, state-by-state. Already there are concrete examples of this alternative vision that can chart the course of renewal. We can begin to see students not as data points and test scores, but as the creators of rich portfolios of a body of work, as done in the Envision Schools of the San Francisco Bay area. These high school portfolios, which are used for high school graduation, are begun in ninth grade, inculcating the value of goal-setting and giving students a powerful sense of purpose and accomplishment; these are also useful for showing universities and employers what they are capable of doing and achieving. Instead of seeing teachers as solitary individuals working in isolated classrooms, we can envision them as members of enriching and supportive learning communities, working with their peers in planning lessons, analyzing student work, and continuously improving their practices. 

And finally, instead of seeing schools as brick-and-mortar buildings, separate from their surrounding community, we can see them as living learning communities, vital centers of their neighborhoods and cities, drawing upon the resources around them to enrich learning opportunities for students and teachers (and principals), and connected to the online platform to ensure that every school can provide the best possible education that meets the needs and values of its students and community. The Coalition of Essential Schools exemplifies small, personalized learning communities where teachers and students know each other well in a climate of trust, decency and high expectations for all. They model democratic practices with a strong commitment to equity and work to create academic success for every student by sharing decision-making with all those affected by the schools and by deliberately and explicitly confronting all forms of inequity.

This new way of seeing is to begin the re-enchantment of American education and democracy. It begins with collaborative communities of learners and leaders. Not with over-reliance on experts, charismatic individual leaders, and technology, but with reliance on ourselves, self-reliance, on our own creativity, own passion, own energy, our own communities. This new way of seeing and acting is not just visionary and softhearted; it is relentlessly pragmatic and tough-minded. This essay has sought to place the current situation in its larger context to show the enormity of the challenge, which is to free ourselves of the “cultural hegemony” of an authoritarian mindset, an “escape from freedom” that is diminishing our capacity for democracy, education, and capitalism. 

With this deep cultural and historical understanding, an engaged public can now start the practical work of transforming American schools by following this road map: 

1)  A policy vision that reinforces democratic trust by investment in world class teachers and leaders; 

2)  Balance in accountability and assessment that is consistent with the international research base, showing significant gains in student achievement, confidence, and self-efficacy, as well as teacher satisfaction and effectiveness; and

3)  High performance schools, centered on professional learning communities and the integration of learning and leading by principals, teachers, students, parents, and other stakeholders engaged in school communities. 

This is envisioned as part of a bottom-up, community-engaged approach to education reform and school improvement, empowering teachers as leaders. This can move the NCLB debate to higher ground by providing a framework that keeps the core principles of assessment and accountability but acknowledges the need for a profound transformation in how the public and other stakeholders see and support their community schools. It is a vision where teachers, students, parents, principals, employers and other stakeholders work together through the use of rich, ongoing evidence of student learning to understand and address individual student strengths and needs. Otherwise state testing and accountability, regardless of how perfected (e.g., growth models, differentiated consequences, and performance assessments), will continue to be seen as something imposed on schools from above and thereby fail to develop a sense of ownership and engagement, and thereby true accountability from too many teachers, education leaders, and other key local school community members. This lack of engagement and empowerment of teachers and local leaders is at the core of the bad instructional practices and other harmful consequences, albeit unintended, associated with NCLB.    

Recommendation #1: Investment in Teachers and Support for their Leadership

The renewal of our democratic faith and commitment to education is best accomplished through the investment in the education and ongoing training and support of teachers. We need to make a serious investment, at least in the order of $10 billion, to raise the professional stature and quality of teaching. As Linda Darling-Hammond, a professor at Stanford’s School of Education, has pointed out in her proposal for a new “Marshall Plan” for teaching (see The Nation, Evaluating No Child Left Behind) in regard to its $3 billion dollar cost, this funding represents a fraction of what is being spent on the war in Iraq. It is time citizens demand that the peace dividend from our triumph in the cold war be applied to our most pressing and important national needs such as the education of our children by world-class teachers.

Darling-Hammond’s “Marshall Plan” for teaching could “insure that all students are taught by well-qualified teachers within the next five years through a federal policy that (1) recruits new teachers using service scholarships that underwrite their preparation for high-need fields and locations and adds incentives for expert veteran teachers to teach in high-need schools; (2) strengthens teachers' preparation through support for professional development schools, like teaching hospitals, which offer top-quality urban teacher residencies to candidates who will stay in high-need districts; and (3) improves teacher retention and effectiveness by insuring that novices have mentoring support during their early years, when 30 percent of them drop out.” 

Along with this Marshall Plan, there should also be an across the board increase in the salaries of teachers in order to attract and keep the best candidates, as argued by Lawrence Mishel of the Economic Policy Institute. A federal investment of $7 billion could be structured to require some percentage of matching funds or to encourage local school districts to rethink compensation systems to recognize and reward performance (by sophisticated, supportive evaluations, not only student test scores). It should also be pointed out that compensation alone is not necessarily the key to quality teaching. Finland, an international leader, attracts its top college graduates into teaching and the reasons cited are the professional status and collaborative culture of teaching, not higher salaries. The countries that outperform us on international comparisons, such as Japan and Singapore, devote significant resources and time to professional development and teacher collaboration.

To truly raise the professional stature of teaching and to fully utilize their talents in schools, we need policy that supports teacher leadership. In the 2001 report, Redefining the Teacher as Leader, the Institute for Educational Leadership (IEL) urged education decision-makers to “exploit a potentially splendid resource for leadership and reform that is now being squandered: the experience, ideas, and capacity to lead of the nation’s schoolteachers.” This is to advance into school leadership, into collaborative leadership structures with principals and their peers, the thousands of accomplished teachers, many of them certified by the rigorous world-class evaluation system of the National Board for Professional Teaching Standards (NBPTS). Teachers, especially NBCTs, “possess, in abundance…some of the very characteristics that shape informed leadership.” These special qualities ‑ knowledge of children and subject matter, empathy, dedication, technique, sensitivity to communities and families, readiness to help, team spirit, and the ability to communicate ‑ “are an essential side of school leadership. But the unique voice of teachers is too seldom heard or their views even solicited.” Teachers clearly possess vital knowledge about students – and because of this knowledge they can provide much needed leadership for the changes needed to improve public education. It should be noted that teacher leadership is a relatively new concept; it is not the conventional idea of making teachers into administrators, taking them out of the classroom. Rather it enables teachers to remain in the classroom while also leading in the important decision-making around instructional quality and in serving in professional development, mentoring, and coaching of their peers. 

Recommendation #2: Balanced Assessment and Accountability

Balanced accountability and assessment may be briefly defined as understanding and meeting the differing information needs in each of these domains across the national, state, and local levels of the education system. As shown by research by the Organization of Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), this type of balance characterizes world-class education systems. It is primarily centered on the idea of formative assessment or assessment for learning, which is a process used by teachers and students during instruction that provides feedback to adjust ongoing teaching and learning to improve students’ achievement of intended instructional outcomes. It is not another layer of testing, but to the contrary, embedded in the very teaching process. By adding this policy emphasis to the implementation of NCLB now and the reauthorization of the Education and Secondary Act of 1965 (ESEA) after the presidential election, the nation can chart a course for 21st century teaching and learning that could achieve and exceed the achievement goals of NCLB. For the promise of formative assessment is foremost to maximize academic achievement gains, especially for low-performing students, as shown in decades of research. Evidence gathered from across the globe over the last two decades revealed that effect sizes of a half to one and a half standard deviations and more (a range roughly about 20 to 50 percentile points) can be directly attributable to the application of formative assessment: 

· In his original mastery learning research, Benjamin Bloom and his students (1984) made extensive use of classroom assessment in support of learning and report subsequent gains in student test performance of one to two standard deviations. 

· Paul Black and Dylan Wiliam in their 1998 watershed research review synthesized over 250 studies from around the world on the impact of effective classroom assessment and report gains of a half to a full standard deviation, with the largest gains being realized by low achievers. 

· Sam Meisels et. al. (2003) involved students in performance assessments and report gains of over one and a half standard deviations on subsequent tests. 

· And finally, Michael Rodriguez (2004) reports effects of similar size in U.S. Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) of math performance arising from the effective management of classroom assessment. 

But formative assessment is also a definitive 21st century teaching and learning skill that enables individuals at school and at work, as well as in communities, to direct and continuously improve their own life-long learning, performance, and achievement. Formative assessment is a meta-cognitive skill that teaches mastery of the learning process and thereby enhances the ability to analyze, create, lead, and collaborate. Clearly, this self-directed life-long “learning to learn” is absolutely vital for effective participation in the increasingly competitive, information-rich, and dynamic global economy and for full citizenship in a diverse and interdependent world. 

To be effective, a systemic approach to formative assessment is needed. This means above all that it should be situated within the framework of a “balanced” assessment system ‑ the implementation and integration of the differing types of assessment (i.e., summative, benchmark, and formative) across national, state, district, and school levels of decision-making. Formative assessment is part of a comprehensive assessment continuum, from classroom-based formative assessments thru district-level “early indicator” or “benchmark” assessments to statewide summative assessments. This could bring greater clarity and understanding to the role of all assessments in supporting teaching and learning, and thereby enhance support and engagement among educators and the public. It could lead to a more balanced and nuanced assessment system, making all assessments more effective as mutually reinforcing and linked to state standards, with differing roles and impacts in improving instruction and student achievement. 

This idea of balance also promotes rethinking accountability in fundamental ways. Foremost, the creation of district and classroom data supports accountability as an ongoing engagement of a school community, broadly defined, using a rich variety of data to evaluate schools and to support them proactively and to continuously improve schools, as opposed to seeking restructuring after long neglect. This enables reframing and scaling back the current use of state testing data in the accountability system. State tests can serve the more limited but valid purpose as a “first glance” identifier of local districts and schools that require further inspection. Instead of its function as part of punitive sanctions by the state, state testing can be incorporated in a proactive technical assistance orientation, where states work in partnership with districts to provide support as needed in a more timely manner. As in Europe, more fine-grained inspections of these schools identified by state tests as not meeting state benchmarks could be carried out, using the full variety of evidence to get the most accurate and comprehensive evaluation. And we can even exceed the European model by taking advantage of our uniquely American advantage of citizen volunteerism and community engagement. This could be done by creating Community Boards of Review, representative of all stakeholders in education and conducting their work freely and openly, though with technical assistance and evaluative criteria from the state or district.

Furthermore, this greater reliance on classroom and school data enables the state to make corresponding reforms in its state assessments. Many in the assessment community, especially Jim Popham, professor emeritus at U.C.L.A., have been calling for more instructionally sensitive state tests; these tests focus on the most essential curricular aims, provide reporting specific to these aims, and thereby encourage schools to focus on these as well. This kind of curricular focus is consistent with the principles laid out by the leading education associations in mathematics and science; see, for example, Focal Points, the most recent standards document, by the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM). There is now also a growing movement that recognizes the need for national standards and international yardsticks (i.e., tests like the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA)) that better assess 21st century skills. This, in conjunction with the focus on fewer curriculum aims, could enable states to scale back their role in testing considerably. States could voluntarily adopt the PISA or the National Assessment for Educational Progress (NAEP) as their state test. This would free states to focus on proactive, supportive partnerships with districts, in the areas of professional development and instructional programs. It also supports a simultaneous transformation in their role in both assessment and accountability from punitive enforcement to a technical-assistance orientation, as outlined here. 

This change in the state role from enforcement and compliance to support and technical assistance could also enable better partnerships with institutions of higher education and the development and implementation of a K-16 vision. This could lead the coordination across all critical partners in the education and training for an active labor market policy, one that promotes informed choices, easier mobility and tracking of students across systems, and the sharing of resources to better meet individual school and student needs. Liberated from the fundamentally antagonistic, compliance-driven role as arbiter of state testing and accountability, the state can be a powerful connector of the rich variety of local learning communities across the state, providing online collaborative software and services, formative assessment and differentiated instructional practices, bringing standards and coherence to the current chaos of services and resources, and sharing of learning progressions across districts.

This greater clarity of the role of assessment in both measuring and supporting student achievement in turn leads to the need to clarify and strengthen the appropriate “systems” connections between assessment and curriculum, instruction, and technology; teacher quality and pre-service and in-service teacher and administrator education programs; and school improvement, program evaluation, and accountability. Research by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) attributes higher performance by nations in PISA data on mathematics and science not only to more balanced assessment systems (balancing large scale standardized assessment of learning with classroom assessment for learning), but also to a culture of strong, ongoing support for teachers and collaborative work structures. This research further suggests that a balanced assessment system should in turn be part of the interdependent, mutually reinforcing components of a high-performing standards-based education system. Analyzing 19 case studies in eight OECD countries – Australia (Queensland), Canada (Saskatchewan, Newfoundland, Labrador, and Québec), Denmark, England, Finland, Italy, New Zealand, and Scotland, these researchers found that systemic alignment, coherence, and integration, centered on clear expectations and standards, are critical to support effective formative assessment in schools. 

Most importantly, this broad conception of balance can create a “transformational” moment in the history of SBR here. It can center SBR more powerfully on the active engagement of teachers and students working together in understanding and setting academic goals, continuously assessing progress, and adjusting learning and teaching as needed to achieve them. This central image can lead from the classroom to rethink the school structures and collaborative work cultures of principals and teachers needed to support this vision, and also to rethink opportunity-to-learn issues and the economic and social resources and parent and community engagement needed for 21st learning and teaching. 

It is also deemed important to situate formative assessment in the larger culture of the classroom and school and in the broader policy, institutional and cultural context supportive of its effective practice in the classroom. Recent studies by the OECD’s Centre for Educational Research and Innovation (CERI) identified these classroom characteristics in support of formative assessment:

· Establishment of a classroom culture that encourages interaction and the use of assessment tools

· Helping students to feel safe and confident in the classroom

· Recognizing students’ individual and cultural differences

· Planning for student learning, rather than planning activities

· Use of varied instruction methods to meet diverse student needs

· Providing options for classroom work

· Developing a repertoire of approaches to explaining concepts

· Keeping lessons active, with plenty of variety

· Providing options for advanced and remedial studies

This CERI/OECD research provides additional evidence of improved student achievement, including gains for underachieving students, and the development of students’ “learning to learn” skills (e.g., OECD, 2005). This research found that student achievement improves dramatically when formative assessment becomes a matter of routine in classrooms. It is integral to quality instruction and good teaching. It enables not only effective instructional practices such as differentiated instruction but also other important strategies for addressing the needs of the whole child such as individual learning and graduation plans, parental and community involvement, etc.

Recommendation #3: High Performance Schools and the Integration of Learning and Leading

Over the last two decades, there has been a growing body of research in labor and economic policy that demonstrates the importance of employee participation and representation in decision-making for greater productivity, flexibility, and innovation in the 21st century “knowledge economy” The support in this research for more democratic ways of organizing work to promote learning and leadership resonates with current education ideas of fostering quality teaching through teacher leadership, professional learning communities and whole school change. These latter two areas of research illuminate the broader implications for political, institutional, and organizational change raised by the inquiry into education. This research was synthesized in a 1990 report, America's Choice: High Skills or Low Wages!, by the Commission on the Skills of the American Workforce (CSAW) representing a bipartisan consensus of government, labor, business, education and academic leaders. It held that economic progress in the United States “now depends on our ability to fully develop the skills of our entire workforce and our capacity to use them to maximum advantage.” Full development and utilization of human resources can be best approached by fostering the spread of high performance work organizations, which "reduce bureaucracy by giving authority to direct workers for a wider variety of tasks" (CSAW, 1990, p. 39). The “flat world” discovered recently by Thomas Friedman, where educated individuals are free to communicate, connect, collaborate, and create at anytime and from anywhere in an increasingly interdependent and diverse world, makes even more imperative the movement to more democratic ways of organizing work (The World is Flat, 2005) 

High performance schools can be the pioneers of high performance work organizations or “learning organizations” in their broader communities. In the education world, the foundation for HPWO would be the current practice of professional learning communities, which are teams of teachers who work together to improve their professional learning and integrate research-based practices into their classrooms. Teams can consist of teachers from the same grade level or discipline, or they can provide opportunities for interdisciplinary collaboration and work across grade levels.  Professional learning communities provide the kind of professional development that research shows is most effective: ongoing, collaborative, and responsive to the unique needs of individual schools and teachers.

In a 1993 article in Phi Delta Kappan, education writer/researcher Gene Maeroff suggested that "education might be improved by the formation of a nucleus of committed people in each school, people prepared to take risks inside and outside their own classrooms." This nucleus or team would "assume ownership of new ideas and learn strategies for implementing them and for winning adherents among their colleagues in the school community." (See Maeroff’s expanded treatment of this idea in his book, Team Building for School Change: Equipping Teachers for New Roles," 1993, Teachers College Press.). Recommended by one of our teacher leaders, who wrote: "I am convinced that if we took this approach to conference work and professional development, true school reform could occur."

Professional community is widely recognized as a valuable quality of local school contexts. It exemplifies and requires networks of trust and obligation developed among teachers and school leaders around shared instructional practices in schools. This social capital and learning and leading community powerfully demonstrates for students the kind of 21st century organization of work that supports innovation, creativity, and collaboration and generates broadly shared prosperity. This support for teacher leadership and communities of leaders and learners can begin a national conversation that sees teachers and students themselves as change agents, citizens engaged in the practices of deliberative democracy, embedded in the very learning process. It is to see teachers and students in their daily experiences with each other and their peers have mastery of their own learning process and to lead in peer learning. 

It is in this kind of high performance collaborative work culture that we have a true competitive advantage as a nation. We cannot compete with India and China, Russia and Brazil on the basis of sheer numbers alone. No matter how many mathematicians, scientists, and engineers we produce, the numbers will always pale in comparison, and we would not be able to match their lower salaries. Rather our competitive strength is in our democratic tradition of collaboration and the capitalist one of individual judgment, social trust, creativity and innovation; these are powerfully brought together in high performance schools. And seeing this in our community schools would be a compelling example for the larger community. Schools could become partners in the politics and economic life of their larger communities, helping to transform the organization of work there too. 

What better preparation for the promise of the new century than for students to be taught in high performance systems, in cultures of trust and collaboration, where teachers exemplify the best habits of the new workplaces and communities of the new century? This maximizing of student and teacher motivation and discretionary effort could not only increase student achievement and teacher satisfaction but also improve the economics of K-12 education by getting a greater return on investment. Furthermore, there are the future returns on investment from students carrying these leadership and learning-to-learn skills into higher education, the workplace, and communities.

Finally, along with this transformation, there is fertile ground for a thought experiment. This begins with the hypothesis that the integration of learning and leading, which parallels the integration of education and democracy, can lead to new insights in cognitive psychology and sociology. We already know from a series of cognitive research studies done by the National Research Council that students learn when they are ready, learn when they are engaged, when they can connect learning to their own personal and cultural schema, and when they can make learning relevant. An even higher level of insight might be found in exploring the idea that students learn better when they are leading, rightly defined. In a sense, the research on formative assessment, especially the type championed by Rick Stiggins of “student-involved assessment for learning” already affirms this hypothesis. Albert Bandura’s work on self-efficacy also confirms the integration of empowerment and learning. A more directed research agenda, perhaps using the new methods of brain imagery, might identify the centers in the brain activated by various leadership activities and then to compare learning with and without these leadership activities. This is to see leading in a cognitive and socioemotional sense, a thick description of leadership as actively participating in the definition and achievement of goals. 

It may lead to the discovery of an actual “sovereign center” as the origin of a concept of selfhood, of the executive faculty. To take this thought experiment to its limit, we might consider this sovereign center the very basis for the intuition of popular sovereignty, the belief represented by Thomas Jefferson and Adam Smith in an innate moral sense and common sense, a belief in individual judgment and efficacy. The pursuit of happiness may actually relate to a physiological sensation of pleasure when leading, and this emotion of pleasure more deeply encodes what is being learned. This is an intellectual intuition, a thought experiment to prove through empirical research. There are many schools, especially private preparatory schools, that already, if unconsciously, practice the integration of leading and learning to great success. Clearly, an environment where students are held accountable, supported as leaders, constantly reinforced in that belief, will yield higher levels of learning than environments where this is absent.

Imagine how this conceptual framework of trust in democracy, a balance between the technical and human approaches to organizing our world, a solid and pragmatic agenda based on international research, one of investment in teaching and their leadership, one of balanced assessment and accountability and of high performance schools, can lead us into the 21st century. How it can bring about a renewed focus on the joy of learning and teaching in our schools, of seeing children as little Nobel laureates, little scientists intrigued with exploring their world. Imagine the truly democratic power of collaborative communities of leaders and learners, the literate use of assessment data and lifelong habits of self-directed and peer learning. This can lead to the reenchantment not just of American education but also of democracy. To again tap into our greatest strengths, our greatest legacy, as the world’s most advanced democracy, creative sovereign individuals coming together in collaborative communities to deliberate, solve problems, and produce. Clearly, the small steps that every citizen can take to begin this re-enchantment also lead to our best course of action for leadership and learning in the global economy—creativity and a robust broadly shared prosperity based on our two greatest strengths—individual creativity and innovation; and collaborative and democratic communities.  
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