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ABSTRACT

The N atidnal Council of Teachers of English, the oldest professional organization
representing teachers of English of all levels, became involved with national projects
involving standards-setting in the early 1990s. Fearing a political climate that challenged
the role of professional organizations in debates about education reform and even called
into question the necessity of publically funded schools, NCTE leadership chose to
undertake a more public role in “national conversations” about educational reform with its
participation with these projects, Longstanding interests in promoting the best practice in
English and in transforming English curriculum led them to pursue a more “activist” agenda
on behalf of its more than 125,000 members. In constructing its argument for
participation, Council officers created a public rationale that emphasized the organization’s
responsibility to the field and its practitioners, its expertise and authority in literacy
education, and the Council’s commitment to defending and improving public schools.

Since the early 1990s, Council leaders promoted the creation of national education
standards in English language aits--in essence, determining what all students *“should know
and be able to do” in English--as the most important reform strategy with which the
Council could be associated. Although its engagement was portrayed in terms of activism
on behalf of the field and the fulfillment of progressive educational goals, Council officials
were primarily concerned with political, not educational issues. Anxious to be represented
as prominent experts in issues of English curriculum, mindful of political problems with
the Council itself, and frustrated with its own failure to advance major change in the
discipline, Council officials hoped to employ the national structures for standards-setting
to promote its one view of English over others across the country.

This hope was largely frustrated, for the structure for standards-setting as well as

other elements of the “standards movement” were supported by ideologies regarding
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education, curriculum, and the requirements for literacy for citizens that oppose the social
and progressive views of NCTE. Although it appeared to burst onto the reform scene
suddenly in the 1980s, the standards movement has a long history, and its origins within
corporate philanthropic organizations reveal much about the movement’s political and
economic expectations about curriculum and the role of schooling. In linking the loss of
American competitiveness in “global markets” to the widely-held view that public education
in the United States suffers from a system-wide failure, corporate philanthropic groups
have employed their close associations with business groups and government bureaucracy

to present plans to standardize and rationalize American education in conjunction with the
needs of business in a rapidly changing economy. These groups have been successful in
creating a kind of public consensus about the goals of schooling to promote their views,
notably, a vision of education that represents students in terms of “human capital” for
twenty-first century industry. Academic disciplines must be reviewed in terms of the needs
of such future workers of all types and are to be presented in terms of content and
performance.

Corporate philanthropy and its close supporters were so successful in brokering
consensus about the aims of schooling with influential groups and presenting a means for
achieving these aims in public discourse, and National Council of Teachers of English
officials sought to borrow the power and momentum of this political movement to advance
its own educational visions, But Council beliefs and educational principles could not be
maintained long within the process given corporate philanthropy’s control of the debate and
the terms of involvement in it. The Council’s involvement in the standards movement
complicates many practices within the field of English and the organization itself, including
a historic acceptance of a plurality of definitions of English as a subject, the primacy of
internal debates over the form commitments of the discipline, and the importance of

grassroots service and personal activism as vehicles for change in education. In order to



manage the tensions between leadership and plurality, between service and activism, and
between an authoritative vision of the discipline and the importance of individual teacher
experience, Council officials crafted a politically and educationally suspect “middle way”
that, in the end, damaged the organization's credibility with both the current educational

power structure and its own members.
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Chapter 1
STANDARDS AS CURRICULUM POLICY

In April 1995 Education Week, the "American education newspaper of record,"
published a special report entitled "Struggling for Standards,"” a compilation of articles on
the most current reform movement in American education in the 1990's, "National
education goals" and "content standards” are common catchphrases that represent a reform
strategy promising to establish what every American child should know and be able to do
by the year 2000. In the April 1995 special report, numerous articles summarized the
process of creating such standards in professional organizations, the federal educational
bureaucracy, and the fifty states. But a full-page advertisement on page two has as much to
say about the national standards movement as any researched piece in the report. "You told
us about the challenges you face in the school today,” the four-color ad announces. "We
listened and built an assessment system to meet your needs." The advertisement was for
the "Stanford Achievement Test Series, Ninth Edition." The copy beneath the colorful
graphics and carefully selected black-and-white photographs (a dark-eyed Caucasian female
teacher and an African-American male student) emphasizes how "Stanford 9 reflects your
vision of assessment," chiefly with its "alignment with current national content standards"
and its reliance on "performance standards established by a national panel of educators."
Colored captions across the pictures represent the teacher's "concerns" and "needs" about
assessment as follows:

Write questions that align with national content standards.

What are students of different grade levels able to do?

I still want norm-referenced scores.

We want to use multiple forms of assessment.

Use meaningful text to assess reading comprehension.
{(Education Week, April 12, p. 2).



The "Stanford 9" is the latest edition of best-selling achievement tests created and
marketed by The Psychological Corporation, a subsidiary of corporate giant Harcourt
General, Inc. and the country's largest for-profit provider of "aptitude, diagnostic,
achievement, and performance tests and related products for educational, psychological,
clinical and professional assessment” (Harcourt, 1995, p. 60). In fiscal 1994, The
Psychological Corporation produced testing-related revenue of 99.1 million dollars for its
parent company (Harcourt, 1995, p. 66). Harcourt General, Inc, also owns Harcourt,
Brace School Publishers, one of the largest school textbook producers in the United States;
their total school-related publishing revenue for 1994 was reported at 411. 2 million dollars
despite fluctuations in school-adoption schedules in key states (Harcourt, 1995, p. 66).

At the time of this advertisement's widespread dissemination (it also appeared in
Educational Leadership, the journal of the Association of Supervision and Curriculum
Development, among others), the struggle of national education goals and content
standards was not over. In the Education Week issue in which the ad appears, the editors
note in their introduction that although, as an abstraction, the standards movement had "few
critics," as an emerging political reality, it has "sparked questions and provoked
controversies” (Education Week, April 12, p. 3). The testmakers at The Psychological
Corporation do not share this sense of uncertainty. Their achievement tests constructed to
measure and report what every child knows and is able to do in alignment with these
national education content standards stand ready for large-scale purchase and use, matched,
surely, with congruent textbooks produced by its sister company.

Perhaps the most ironic part to the advertisements claim centers around the content
standards in the discipline that must make up a substantial part of both the testing and the
textbook operations of Harcourt General, Inc.--English/language arts. Although the ad for
the Stanford 9 only mentions English in terms of "reading comprehension," many titles

produced by Harcourt Brace School Publishers are in this omnipresent school discipline.



Students at every level between kindergarten and twelfth grade generally take English or
language arts every year, ensuring a lucrative textbook market. The creation of national
content standards in the discipline must be a test and textbook publisher's dream.

Apparently it was of no concern to those at Harcourt General, Inc. that at the time
of the advertisement, there were no national content standards in English available for
consultation. In March 1995, the latest draft of the English/language arts standards being
developed jointly by the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) and International
Reading Association (IRA) was rejected by many members of the NCTE attending the
Council's Spring Conference and later by the Council's Executive Committee itself. At the
time of this writing (Fall 1995), the Council proposes to publish the "definitive" standards
in English/language arts late in early 1996; exactly what the testmakers at The
Psychological Corporation used in their stead remains to be seen.

The process of creating a document to set up what every American child should
know and be able to do in as diverse a discipline as English has been the task of the
National Council of Teachers of English and the International Reading Association since
1991. At that time, the presidents of both organizations jointly wrote to then-Secretary of
Education Lamar Alexander requesting that the professional groups representing
English/language arts practitioners at all levels be involved in any standards-setting
endeavors that may be planned in their discipline (Myers, Interview 1, March 30). This
study proposes to describe this process, paying special attention to the perspective and role
of the National Council of Teachers of English. In a sense, this effort might be described
as a historical case study examining a piece of the most influential educational policy in the
contemporary educational climate. From the beginning, the contemporary standards
movement has been presented to the public as an impartial and natural progression in
school improvement, as evinced in the Stanford 9 advertisement. No one at The

Psychological Corporation doubts that English/language arts standards will be developed
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and readied for their use sooner or later. Principals or other administrators perusing this ad
will certainly assume that the book on national content standards has been closed to
deliberation. A closer look at how the movement has unfolded in English will challenge its

self-evident and seemingly neutral quality.

Curriculum as the Site of Struggle

To some degree, curriculum has always been at the heart of debate about education
(Kliebard, 1986). But the contemporary standards movement takes the debate to a new
national level. Faced with continued fragmentation and disorganization resulting from
immense and unpredictable changes in economic and social life, proponents of content
standards look to the idea of a common core of curriculum to re-establish some stability in
the purposes and effects of schooling.

Theorists have long argued over definitions of "curriculum" itself, and many
contemporary curriculum theorists explain that, although there are a number of mediating
definitions, many differing concepts of curriculum swing between two poles, one
"technical” and one "social.” In one view, curriculum is construed as a straightforward
"technology"” (Eisner & Vallance, 1974), in which the function of curriculum is seen "as
essentially one of finding efficient means to a set of predefined, nonproblematic ends” (p.
7). Other theorists describe similar "technocratic” views, as "a tangible product, usually a
document or plan for instruction in a particular subject” (Cornbleth, 1990, p. 13).
Goodson (1994) describes one extreme position as "curriculum as prescription” which
supports the mystique that expertise and control reside within central governments,
educational bureaucracies, and university communities (p. iii). Although these theorists'
representations are not interchangeable, they do share the sense that when curriculum is
viewed as a technology, many important questions about the function and effects of

curriculum remain submerged.



On the other end of the spectrum, the "social" view of curriculum seeks to explain
the reason that curriculum has proved such a thorny issue since the origins of public
schooling in this country, Variously described as "curriculum as praxis" (Grundy, 1987),
"curriculum as social construct”" (Goodson, 1994), and "curriculum as contextualized social
practice” (Cornbleth, 1990), the conception makes clear that curriculum presupposes
"philosophical assumptions about human 'nature,’ political assumptions about the central
values and patterns that should give direction to our social affairs" (Popkewitz, 1988, p.
69).

The view that curriculum is tied to competing visions of the way things should be is
accepted in this study in opposition to the view that curriculum is the result of value-free or
objective considerations of schooling . There is, in short, nothing neutral or self-evident
about curriculum. It is a social artifact and answers the question, "What are people for?"
(Berry, 1994). ‘

The route between the knowledge a society values and its incorporation into

curriculum becomes infinitely more tortuous, however, when we take into

account the fact that different segments in any society will emphasize

different forms of knowledge as most valuable for that society. Rarely is

there universal agreement as to which resources of a culture are the most

worthwhile. (Kliebard, 1986, p. 8)

The contemporary standards movement places the most value on knowledge in the form of
measurable lists of what every child should know and be able to do in all academic
disciples. (Table 1 lists the contemporary standards-setting projects in traditional school
subjects). It seeks to close the book on the debate about which resources are "most
worthwhile" by establishing national norms for success and failure in all traditional
academic discipline. The rationalization and codification of what counts in schools is

directly related to two ruptures in the status quo in American society, the so-called "culture

wars" and actual and projected changes in the needs of economic sector.



Table 1. Current National Standards Projects as of April, 1995’

the National Geographic Society, Association
of American Geographers, and American
Geographcial Society

Discipline Developers Funding Sources and Amounts

Arnt Consortium of National Arts Education United States Department of Education, National

Associations Endowment of the Arts, National Endowment of -
the Humanities, $1 million
Civics Center for Civic Education United States Department of Education, $50,000;
Pew Charitable Trusts, about $200, 00

Economics National Council on Economic Education, the | Three private groups, $275, 000; the United States
Foundation for Teaching Econormics, the Department of Education turned down request for
American Economics Association Committee $450,000
on Economic Education, and the National
Association of Economic Educators

English National Council of Teachers of English, United States Department of Education, $1 million;
International Reading Association, and the NCTE and IRA, $500, 000 each
Center for the Study of Reading

Foreign Languages American Council on the Teaching of Foreign | United States Depariment of Education and
Language, American Association of Teachers | National Endowment of the Humanities, $750,
of German, American Association of Teachers | 000
of French, American Association of Teachers
of Spanish and Portuguese

Geography National Council for Geographic Education, United States Department of Education, $800,000; |

the National Geographic Society, $570, 000

! Information collected from Education Week, April 12, 1995, Special Report “Struggling For Standards,” pp. 10-13.



Table 1. Continued.

Discipline Developers Funding Sources and Amounts
Health American Cancer Society and Health-Education | American Cancer Society and the US Centers for
Standards Committee, representing Association | Disease Control, approximately $85, 000
for the Advancement of Health Education,
American Schoo!l Health Association, Society
of State Directors of Health, Physical
Education, and Recreation; and the School
Health Education and Services section of the
American Public Health Association
History National Center for History in the Schools at | National Endowment of the Humanities and United
the University of California at Los Angeles States Department of Education; $2.1 million
Mathematics National Council of Teachers of Mathematics | National Council of Teachers of Mathematics, $1.1
million; A. T. & T., $25, 000; National Science
Foundation, $187, 000
| Physical Education | National Association for Sport and Physical National Association for Sport and Physical
Education Education, $250, 000
Science National Research Council, representing National Science Foundation, $2.3 million; United
National Society of Sciences, National States Department of Education, $3 million;
Academy of Engineering, and Institute of National Air and Space Administration, $600, 000;
Medicine National Institutes of Health, $120, 000
Social Studies National Council for the Social Studies National Council for the Social Studies, $100 000




According to the supporters of content standards, the educational community has
lost sight of an important purpose for schooling, creating a common core culture. Decades
of commitment to the developmental needs of children and examinations of the processes of
learning bankrupted the curriculum into mere sets of skills, disassociated from rigorous
content. In a speech at Millersville University, educational historian and former Assistant
Secretary of Education Diane Ravitch excoriated those in the educational community who
hold with this "process” paradigm. Such a view, she averred:

is the dominant, conventional wisdom in most schools of education. Qur

culture and our society are paying a huge price for indulging the idea that

knowledge of the past is irrelevant and that only thing that counts is what

we personally experience. I would say that attitude is responsible, in part,

for the deplorable condition of our culture.

In refusing to affirm what children in the society should know, educators in the process
paradigm have cast children adrift to be directed by other things, popular culture, most
notably. Because children today are not exposed to stories, heroes, and facts of history
and literature, "knowledge of the best that has been thought and known in the world," they
are more susceptible to mass media images celebrating stupidity. The clear solution for
Ravitch is the creation a national curriculum standards.

The creation of content standards is also expected to have important consequences
- for the future work force. Educational reform reports beginning in the early 1980s have
hammered home one overriding theme--that the loss of American business's competitive
edge is a consequence of the failure of schools to prepare students to meet the challenges of
international markets and the rapidly changing requirements of the post-industrial
workplace, The needs of business and industry are invoked relentlessly throughout the
calls for "high and rigorous" curriculum standards. Education "is not keeping up with the
pace of change in business, technology, and commerce," the Business Roundtable (1989)

claims. "Too few of our young people are equipped with the skills, versatility, and values

needed in our growing and changing economy. When young people cannot compete as



individuals, we cannot compete as a nation" (p. 1). In order to compete as individuals, the
theory goes, students need clear standards by which to be judged, standards that specify
the knowledge and skills required by business and industry.

For over ten years, this movement to standardize and rationalize American
schooling in conjunction with the needs of business and the desires of cultural
restorationists has been promoted under the aegis of "excellence" for all students. These
advocates of curriculum standards:

appear to feel little doubt as to the existence of a consensus about what is

morally and intellectually appropriate; the task of school reform is to

introduce a coherence and standardization of school programs in a world

believed to have one true set of values, priorities, and interests.

(Popkewitz, 1991, p. 149)

Perhaps the greatest triumph of these advocates has been that this "one true set" of values
and purposes for schooling has been largely unchallenged; most segments of the

educational community have readily accepted the "necessity" of creating content standards

as the next step in improving American education.

Making Sense of Standards

In part, this study seeks to tell the story of the participation by the National Council
of Teachers of English in the national education standards movement in the 1990s to affect
the future curriculum of English. Although many within the Council viewed the national
standards movement with concemn and alarm, its Executive Committee committed to the
creation of standards in English/Language Arts so that its progressive views of the
language and literacy would be the most influential ones across the nation. This study
describes the decisions made by the Council in establishing the numerous panels, boards,
task forces and other structures for collaboration in the standards-setting endeavor and
attempts to reconstruct a timeline detailing the outcomes and consequences of the Council's

involvement from the beginning of the process.
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The imperative that "policy matters" sustains this examination. Although many
educational theorists point out the importance of "curriculum-in-use"--the actual
application, accommodation, and resistance of curriculum policy documents, it is also
crucial to examine how schooling is arranged and represented in policy circles. Educational
policies, like curriculum, are statements about what should be; they "embody claims to
speak with authority, they legitimate and initiate practices in the world, and they privilege
certain visions and interests" (Ball, 1990b, p. 22). Prunty (1985) points out that while
definitions of policy are riddled with ambiguity, policy should be viewed as "the
authoritative allocation of values" (p. 136). |

Policy documents, like all rhetorical pieces, are discursive attempts to obtain the
"adherence of minds," and an important part of this process involves enlisting the reader's
concession that certain assertions are "true” or self-evident (Perelman and Olbrechts-
Tyteca, 1969). Self-evident claims are not open to argumentation; they are "the most solid
beliefs. . . which are not only admitted without proof, but very often [are] not even made
explicit” (p. 8). Although these claims are often represented as facts, they are more
appropriately called values, "objects of agreement in regard to which only the adherence of
particular groups is claimed" (p. 74).

Any analysis of educational policy, then, must take into account questions about
whose values and visions are being privileged in any given policy. "Issues of control,
power, legitimacy, privilege, equity, justice, and above all, values are inextricably
embedded in the concept of policy" (Prunty, 1985, p. 133), but these statements of
educational policy do not acknowledge these issues. Instead they treat policy issues as
technical problems with self-evident answers--self-evident, at least, within their frame of
reference. Surely it is always important to excavate the grounds and warrant that support
"self-evident" claims about educational policy, but in the case of the national standards

movement which purports to change the face of American education, it is a necessity.
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Whose knowledge will become "official"? Whose conceptions of schooling will be
legitimated? Whose values and interests are embedded in a potentially national curriculum?
Even if a national curriculum is not the consequence of the content standards
endeavor, increasing the knowledge base about the process and method of the movement is

a worthy goal. Early in the course of the standards-setting endeavor in English/Language

Arts, the director of the Center for the Study of Reading, David Pearson (1993) set out a
"policy perspective" for the Standards Project for English Language Arts (SPELA). In
addition to defining standards and discussing the project's importance, he suggests a
research agenda for the field of English education, as "there are several levels and types of
research that ought to be conducted as this process plays itself out" (p. 474). Among
recommended topics are "sociological analyses of the source and impact of the ideas on the
standards that are set" (Pearson, 1993, p. 474). The study attempts to draw out the source
and impact of the ideas that support the standards-setting process writ large as well as
examining the way that SPELA and its later iterations strove both to fit into the process and
re-write it to serve the values of the National Council of Teachers of English.

In atternpting to challenge the self-evident nature of the standards movement by
examining how it has played out in English/Language Arts, one other notable rationale for
this study is offered: to provide countervailing views of the content, practice, and purposes
of schooling to dispute the structure presumed by the supporters of national content
standards. The advocacy of alternate views of curriculum policy-making is an essential
part of this study.

To pursue an examination and analysis of a strand of educational policy requires a
variety of methodological techniques. Descriptions of policy requires an understanding of
the people, mechanisms, and structures that support their creation. Attention must be paid
not only to the documents, but also to their political, social, and historical milieu in order to

provide context for understanding the documents' intentions. In some ways, the
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educational policy researcher must become a "bricoleur,” cobbling together methods that
approach the problems she has defined. To this end, I have employed numerous qualitative
techniques that illuminate the political, social, and historical constructs that support national
content standards in English. The two traditions that I have relied upon most heavily are
those of policy sociology (Ozga, 1987; Ball, 1990b; Bowe, Ball, & Gold, 1992) and of the
historical case study.

The exploration of the means by which competing ideas and values come to be
negotiated in educational policy is known as"policy sociology." A term created and used
primarily by British policy researchers embroiled in their own national curriculum battles
(Ball, 1990b), policy sociology is "rooted in the social science tradition, historically
informed and drawing upon qualitative illuminative techniques" (Ogza, 1987). In
attempting to trace a set of educational issues and the conflicts and influences which help
shape them, policy sociology aspires to "plot the changing ideological, economic and
political parameters of policy and to relate the ideological, political and economic to the
dynamics of policy debate and policy formation” (Ball, 1990b, p. 8).

In an effort to establish links between educaa;)nal policy making about curriculum
and its political, ideological, and social milieu, Bowe et al (1992) recommend attention to
“three primary policy contexts, each context consisting of a number of arenas of action,
some public, some private" (p. 19).

The first context, the context of influence, is where public policy is

normally initated. It is here that policy discourses are constructed. It is here

that interested parties struggle to influence the definition and social purposes

of education, what it means to be educated. The private arenas are based

upon social networks in and around the political parties, in and around

?9o)vemment and the legislative process. (Bowe, Ball, & Gold, 1992, p.

The second context involves policy text production itself and the third, the context of

practice. Since national content standards in the United States are still the subject of debate

in the United States Congress and within the fifty states and are not yet subject to
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implementation in classroom on a national scale, the first and second context will be of
particular benefit to this study.

In Ball's examinations of how groups impose their views and sustain different
versions of "truth" and "knowledge" in British curriculum policy (1990b), Michel
Foucault's central concept of discourse becomés a key analytical tool. "Discourses are
about what can be said and thought, but also about who can speak, when, and with what
authority. . . . Discourses constrain the possibilities of thought. They order and combine
words in particular ways and exclude or displace other combinations” (Ball, 1990a, p. 2).
In analyzing the discourse of the groups who succeed in ordering and constraining what is
thought, said, and heard, one attempts to describe why "at a given time, out of all the
possible things that could be said, only certain things were said" (Ball, 1990a, p, 3). This
analysis is key to examining the national standards movement and its effect on the
English/Language Arts curriculum, for the role of corporate philanthropy in formulating the
standards movement has been to rework "the parameters of political possibility and
acceptability" for a national curriculum (Ball, 1990b, p. 22).

In addition to the elements of policy sociology, this study is guided by the
characteristics of "critical policy analysis" (Prunty, 1984; 1985). Being critical means more
than inquiry into the articulation between schools and the broader society; it requires that

educational policy analysis must be conducted from within a moral and

ethical stance, for the very role of transmitting values, and selecting people

for or excluding them from social and occupational positions, is far from a

neutral and objective activity. . . . it must be realized that values, interests

and power permeate these dimensions of schooling, and that, as a result,

select groups and social classes benefit or suffer. (Prunty, 1985, p. 135)

A critical policy analysis also entails that the "personal values and political commitment of

the policy analyst are anchored in the vision of moral order where justice, equality, and

individual freedom and uncompromised by the avarice of a few" (Prunty, 1984, p. 42).
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Sociological considerations about the production and negotiation of knowledge
must be strengthened with historical inquiries, both into the longstanding employment of
“technologies of influence" by corporate philanthropy and the responses of the field of
English education to attempts to fix the nature and purposes of English/Language Arts.

The origins of the standards movement may seem remote and indistinct even to
practitioners deeply involved in it, a function of its technical and normalizing quality.
Utilizing a historical method of inquiry, hopefully, "facilitates an exploration of how events
in the present are related to other events, formed and disconnected from the patterns of the
past” (Popkewitz, 1991, pp. 14-15).

In selecting one piece of the enormous political, cultural, and educational structure
called the national standards movement, I have chosen to emphasize the "story" in history,
and for that, I have relied on the stories of others far more closely involved in the struggle
of English/Language Arts than I, I will describe the case that NCTE officers and other
Council insiders presented to their members in order to secure approval for the Council's
activist enterprises involving standards. Although the Council has been involved in
numerous standards projects (all of which have origins external to the Council structure)
since 1991, my description focuses on its attempts to gain authority and influence through
its involvement with the federal government's plan to create national content standards as
described in Goal Three of the Goals 2000: Educate America Act. Since the Council and its
partners received approval from the United States Department of Education to begin
standards-setting in English in 1992, this process had taken many turns, and the project has
been renamed a number of times. Originally known as the Standards Project in English
Language Arts (SPELA), it is now known as the IRA/NCTE Standards Project.

The more I work with different threads of the Council's involvement in the
standards project, the more I have come to view what I am piecing together as the

Council's "story" of standards in English--the version of this part of Council history that
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will survive when the next J. N. Hook records NCTE's next seventy-five years for
posterity. Although the study of stories or "narrative analysis" does not fit neatly into any
one discipline or research paradigm, the view that story constitutes a principle for
organizing human experience is becoming increasingly popular in the social sciences
(Riessman, 1993). It was one such story, the one that the Council was telling its members
through its official publications, that began this research. One task, then, involves the
reconstruction of this story with its key metaphors and images and its implicit and explicit
claims and warrants, For this level of research, I have employed the numerous documents
the Council utilized to tell its story to its more than 120,000 members as well as other
documents directed to a broader audience.

As I brought together the elements of this story with its claims about the importance
of this standards work, I began to notice the gaps in the narrative presented to the Council
members. While a skeleton of the story was gradually being revealed in the cumulative
details given in articles in the Council Chronicle and the three official journals of the
Council section, other details were not shared. These gaps became more pronounced as I
attempted to put together a definitive timeline of the standards process within the Council.
Questions followed these gaps, and locating the answers to these questions led to another
level or strand of the research in which I attempted to fill in these gaps with interviews with
participants in the standards process. These "gaps" in the story also served to focus my
attention on the form of the narrative developing. Not only is the content of the story of
interest, but the question "Why was the story told that way?" (Riessman, 1993, p. 2) can
lead to important insights and further questions.

The most important sources of data for describing the participation of the National
Council of Teachers of English in developing national content standards in English, then,
are fourfold: publications detailing the plans, rationales, and events of the Council's

involvement with the standards movement in the educational press and in Council journals
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and newletters; fieldnotes generated during meetings with key Council officials during the
1995 Spring Conference and pre-conference workshop, interviews with key participants in
NCTE to collect their observations, experiences, and understandings about the process; and
the various draft documents of the standards produced in this process.

In an important sense, each data source provides a site for "triangulation" with the
others. Triangulation refers to the combination of methods and sources of data in a single
study and is often regarded as a means of checking out one's interpretation of data (Taylor
& Bodgan, 1984). Use of triangulation is often recommended in light of the fact that if
"diverse kinds of data lead to the same conclusion, one can be a little more confident in a
conclusion” (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983, p. 198). While triangulation does not
provide a guarantee for analysis, it does provoke reflexivity on the part of the researcher
and invites critical questions. In the case of this study, each data source may be employed
as a lever for analyzing the others. For example, how do the Council's stated rationales for
participation stand up to the actual process experienced by those involved with drafting and
revising the standards? How well do the drafted standards complement the hopes and
goals of the Council officials?

The Council publications are especially crucial in that they establish how NCTE
represented itself to the public and its members in order to secure agreement regarding its
participation. As "official" documents, these publications represent "social products” of the
situation under analysis; they must be "examined, not simply used as a resource," opening
up another area of investigation in which "documents are written and read, and 'facts'
produced" (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1990, p. 137). Important questions to be considered
include the origins and intended audiences for the publications, the assumptions and
understandings upon which the documents are predicated, an analysis of what is included,

omitted, and highlighted, and many others (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1990).
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Intra-Council and public documents alone yield only the public part of the story,
and as a member of NCTE, this public story was all I would be privy to without other
strands of research. Insider accounts--interviews with Council officials and participants
within the English/Language Arts standards project--seemed to be a logical place to begin to
gather other elements of the story, especially those details implied by the gaps in the official
narrative for the rank-and-file members. I began this process of collecting the experiences
of Council insiders informally at the 1995 NCTE Spring Conference in Minneapolis,
Minnesota, following open forums addressing the work of the standards project and a pre-
conference workshop on responding to the standards project. Council officers, notably
Executive Director, Miles Myers, and Associate Executive Director, Karen Smith, were
particularly forthcoming and helpful in providing information about the Council's decision-
making process. Further interviews were conducted over the telephone and tape-recorded
with the permission of the informants.

In these telephone interviews, I employed a standard series of open-ended
questions to solicit the concrete details of the informant's experiences and understandings
about the English language arts standards project from the vantage point of his or her
participation (Riessman, 1993; Seidman, 1991). Although the original questions were the
same, the shape of each interview varied greatly based on the answers given. The original
questions required that the informant reconstruct his or her experience, and follow-up
questions were generated by the informant's responses, often for purposes of clarification
or to pursue an important topic mentioned by the informant (Seidman, 1991). I transcribed
the majority of these tapes for data analysis; my own questions, comments, conversations
and any "off-the-record" fzomments were not transcribed.

In analyzing all data sources--documents, fieldnotes, and interview notes--I began
to search for "chunks" of information that helped to establish 1) a historical timeline for the

Council's involvement in the creation of standards in English/Language Arts and 2)
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evidence of the argument proponents of the Council's role in standards was making with
the rank-and-file members. In searching for a "lever" for analysis--"any thinking device
that both distances the analyst from his data and provides a new perspective on them”
(Schatzman & Strauss, 1973, p. 118)--1 employed the historical lever first. I organized my
beginning chunks of data chronologically, forming the basic "story" presented by Council
officials. Similarly, I subjected all data sources to a search for key words, metaphors,
images, and repeated ideas in order to derive potential "key linkages" (Schatzman &
Strauss, 1973) upon which to ground further analysis of data.

Because the majority of the interviews came late in the research process, I was able
to do some degree of "member checking" with Council members about my thoughts about
the nature of the standards process within the Council and especially about my growing
questions about how Council officials were considering and negotiating their appropriate
roles within what was emerging as a service-activist continuum.

The interviews were critical in establishing a level of analysis beyond the public
story about standards constructed in Council documents. In many ways, I view the stories
told by Council members more intimately connected with the standards process within the
Council as "insider accounts" that ultimately challenge the fundamental precepts of the
public story. The first of these accounts was an unsolicited one from a Council insider on
the shuttle-ride from the airport to the 1995 NCTE Spring Conference in Minneapolis.
Upon exchanging basic information about our interests and purposes at the conference, this
insider spoke about his own involvement in standards-writing and expressed his view that
the "university people" like him were doing all the work in writing the standards because
the classroom teachers couldn't seem to do it.

Putting these insider accounts beside the public NCTE story has provided me with
important analytic tools. Why has the Council constructed its story in certain ways, and

what does that say about its views about its role and about its members? How do the
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insider accounts help reveal some of the tensions in the Council's decisions to participate in
standgrds‘? How do different people within the Council view standards-setting in terms of
larger political trends inside the Council and outside of it? I find that this juxtaposition of
the official and insider stories is important in order to combine the public and private stories
revealed in this research in the construction of an alternative story of NCTE's involvement-
-alternative to the only public one now available.

In the chapters that follow, I propose to provide some grounding--historical,
political, and ideological--for the situation that NCTE found itself addressing in the early
1990s. The decade began on the heels of a period of intense criticism of the public schools
from diverse groups--criticism that most groups in education accepted meekly. One
unusual thing about this wave of reform was the degree to which it has been sustained over
time, both in its intensity and in the steadfastness of its chief contention--that American
schools (and all groups concerned with them) must direct themselves to reforms that will
ensure that the Nation regains its competitiveness, productivity, and pride of place in the
"global marketplace.”

When A Nation at Risk (1983) first sounded the clarion call of "excellence,” I was a
student in high school, In 1992, when NCTE proposed to its members that it represent
their interests and beliefs about literacy education in the national standards movement that
grew out of the excellence movement, I had just entered graduate school in language and
literacy education. At that point, in my mind, there were no connections between the two
events, only dozens of questions about the origins of the standards movement that seemed,
on first examination, to have taken over all conversations about public school with
incredible speed. What I did understand about the standards movement, however, seemed
to threaten what I was coming to understand about new perspectives in literacy education
which were moving away from totalizing statements about the nature and purposes of

English and were moving closer to cultural and social explanations of the discipline.
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In proceeding with this study, then, I found myself chasing these questions in a
clarification of the various historical, political, and social situations that inform both the
“crisis" over excellence in American schools and the dominant model for its reform. Early
on, I found that key metaphoré employed by the architects of the excellence and standards
movements concealed a wealth of assumptions about schools, children, and their roles in
incipient changes in the economic structure of what critics are calling "post-industrial
capitialism" (Nelson, 1995; Harvey, 1990). Problematizing and challenging these
metaphors and assumptions require a close examination of their origins. As forceful and
self-evident as these ideas appear, they come from specific locations and from specific
groups. Iidentified four specific strands that inform the case of NCTE's involvement in
the standards movement, each of which required scrutiny. They are as follows:

1) the "excellence" reports, beginning with A Nation at Risk, which

provided a political and ideological backdrop for the standards movement by

defining the crisis in public schools in terms of economic consequences,

2) the involvement of corporate philanthropy in brokering a public

consensus for both the excellence reports and the standards movement

largely outside democratic processes,

3) the history of English as a discipline with its divergent camps and their
historic struggle for ascendancy,

4) and the National Council of Teachers of English construction of a "public
story" as its argument for participation in standards in terms of its members.

Brian Fay (1987) explains that a number of "devices" are necessary when a critical analyst
hopes to describe policy phenomena like these strands. Among these devices are the
causal, narrative-historical, and interpretive. Within each of these strands, these devices
direct an exploration into the ways in which "members of a group came to have the self-
understandings they have" (Fay, 1987, p. 37). Examining the two groups (advocates of
"excellence," standards, and business initiatives and English language arts professionals)
that clashed over their "self-understandings" about curriculum in English means examining

the self-understandings that led them to be positioned as they were.
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Corporate Philanthropy and Creating Consensus

In achieving an almost total control over current reform discussion, the victory of
advocates of educational standards has been a primarily discursive one (Ball, 1990b).
They have been successful in establishing the discourse about what counts in schooling and
what should be done to achieve it. This achievement is so complete that any critic of the
discourse is said to be "against" excellence, against standards of any kind, and against the
improvement of American education.

Discussions of standards seem to have come from nowhere (the date is usually
pinpointed in 1990) to dominate debate about educational reform, and it is a feature of this
discourse that its origins are not plainly seen. Suddenly, it is on the lips of politicians,
school administrators, teacher union officials, and teacher educators and fills the headlines
of the educational and popular presses. Popkewitz (1991) points out that often "public and
academic discourses create patterns of communication that hide the social relations and
power" implicit in them (p. 129). While the language of standards movement conveys:

a commitment to the public, a belief in equality as well as quality, and a

recognition of the limitations of knowledge and social diversity, . . the

manner in which these reports categorize social life dulls our sensitivity to

the inevitable conflicts about the appropriate paths toward excellence, and

obscures the visions and social intersts that are historically embedded in our

social patterns. Debates rage about the relation of individuality to society,

the importance of power in social knowledge, and the role of history in the

construction of identity--all central concerns of contemporary scholarship.

And yet, the language of reform ignores these fundamental issues, and in

their places, offers discourse that fragments reality and reifies social

existence. (Popkewitz, 1991, p. 160)

It is a discourse that supports the view of reality of certain groups, especially the corporate
community,

The corporate community has done a great deal to legitimate their position of
claiming priority in affecting the ends and means of schooling, and the case of the
contemporary standards movement is no exception. In the absence of federal structures,

coalitions of groups struggle to influence educational policy. Among these, the corporate
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philanthropic community has been very powerful in brokering consensus about the content
and performance standards for students. Using the platforms of sponsored research and
widely-published reports, these philanthropic groups affect not only the public's
perception, but federal educational direction and legislation. In the publications of groups
like the Carnegie Corporation and the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of
Teaching (among others), one finds the origins of such contemporary standards
mechanisms as the National Board of Professional Teaching Standards, the Goals 2000;
Educate America Act, and the standards-setting endeavors of academic disciplines like
English.

Of course, like any other segment of society, corporate philanthropic groups have
the right and responsibility to describe their views of schooling., But the effect of their
participation in the debate is, in a sense, private (Burke, 1990). By the time their
pronouncements surface in the proposals of politicians, the interests of sponsoring
organization have been quite obscured. The "technologies of influence" (Lagemann, 1983)
of these groups have an inordinate impact on educational decisionmaking.

In the case of educational content standards, the coalition of philanthropic groups
and government have succeeded in focussing discussion about the future of education
solely on the technical aspects. What knowledge and which skills are most important and
should be codified and measured? What is the most efficient way to achieve a rationalized
curriculum that will fulfill the needs of business in the next millenium? Whether or not
standards are the most appropriate way to approach education in a democracy, whether or
not it is appropriate to consider education strictly in terms of social utility in the workplace,
or, for that matter, whether or not the insistent yoking of "failure" in education to failure in
international competition is just--these larger issues of purpose and consequence are not

under consideration within the origins of the standards movement.
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English as "Quicksilver"

Among many of their purely "technical” considerations, proponents of national
standards, as a rule, accept the concept of the traditional academic subject, a state of affairs
that one would imagine would be of benefit to those in the field of English. Those
interested in re-establishing a core culture must surely consider a common language and
heritage of literary works, two legs of the "tripod curriculum" of English popularized in the
1950's, and writing is a skill surely prized in the world of work. But English has been
particularly vulnerable in the process of creating national education standards. Along with
history, standards in English have provoked considerable controversy and ire. Diane
Ravitch, whose appointees in the United States Department of Education both awarded the
National Council of Teachers of English and the International Reading Association the
grant to create standards in the discipline and rescinded the grant a year later in March
1994, has nothing but contempt for efforts of the NCTE:

The National Council of Teachers of English . . . disassociates itself from

any effort to acknowledge that some works are classics or that some works

deserve more attention. . .. Well, if we ever get English standards for the

nation, I'm willing to bet there will be no reference to the classics. The

professional groups presently drafting the national English standards have

thus far not even agreed that there is a standard English language with

standard usage. You can be sure that whatever standards there are will have

very little that we recognize as standards. (Ravitch, speech at Millersville

University, April 1995)

Theory and practice in English education--at least as has been represented by the NCTE in
its journals, books, and conferences--has moved away from what most of the American
public may remember about grammar drills, five-paragraph themes, and Romeo and Juliet
multiple choice tests. English today shows many signs of being influenced by the
"process” paradigm that Ravitch holds responsible for the "deplorable condition" of
society.

Contrary to its somewhat monolithic portrayals in the popular imagination, English

has been bedeviled with a troublesome lack of definition in its one-hundred year history.
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Unlike science or math, English does not present a unified, rationale framework for study,
leaving the discipline open to attacks that as an academic subject, it is not sufficiently
systematized. For those charged with explicating the place of English and language arts
study within the schools, however, this chameleon-like quality has alternatively been
praised and reproached depending on the perspective one holds. Albert Kitzhaber called
English "the least clearly defined subject in the curriculum (Muller, 1967, p. 4), but John
Dixon (1967), member of the same conference, chose to describe this quality as a positive
one, calling English "quicksilver among metals--mobile, living, and elusive" (p. 1).
Although practitioners of English may have conflicting views about the subject's lack of a
unified framework, educational theorists outside the field do not. English, more apparently
value-laden and openly personal than other academic discipline, has remained open to
"reorganization" throughout its history from within and from without.

The present "reorganization" attempt, the current standards movement, represents a
significant departure from previous endeavors in the manner in which the entire standards
setting process has been created and defined, not by English education professionals, but
by the coalition of government and corporate forces, mainly in the persona of non-profit,
philanthropic "forums" and "foundations." Whereas before professionals from different
factions within English education struggled for authority and the power to set the
curriculum agenda for English, that power has been supplanted by the considerable
strength of governmental and corporate concerns. In requesting involvement in the
standards-setting process at its very inception, the National Council of Teachers of English
tacitly accepted those obscured political and social consequences of the movement,
choosing to try to have its own view of schooling and practice in English promoted instead.
But the values and visions of the NCTE were incompatible with those of the shapers of the

standards movement, and struggle between these views was not obscured for long.



Chapter 2

SETTING UP STANDARDS: THE IMPORTANCE
OF THE EXCELLENCE REPORTS

In April 1983, the National Commission on Excellence in Education published A

cform, a report credited with opening up a
new era of debate--and a new intensity--about public schools in America, The report opens
with the following pronouncement about the basic purposes of education in a democracy:

All, regardless of race or class or economic status, are entitled to a fair

chance and to the tools for developing their individual powers of mind and

spirit to the utmost. This promise means that all children by virtue of their

own efforts, competently guided, can hope to attain the mature and

informed judgment needed to secure gainful employment, and to manage

their own lives, thereby serving not only their own interests but also the

progress of society itself. (NCEE, 1983, p. 3)

Published at the midpoint of President Ronald Reagan’s first term in office, A Nation at
Risk awakened a public furor over the aims and achievements of American public
education. Many scholars mark the report’s publication as a critical moment in recent
educational history, as the opening salvo in a battle to redirect public discourse about
education from concerns about equity and educational opportunity to an emphasis on
quality, standards, and “excellence.”

Today, twelve years and counting since the report’s publication and the vast media
attention it received and provoked, the focus on excellence, standards, and economic
productivity accentuated in A Nation at Risk (and in the innumerable reports with
stunningly similar conclusions which followed it, many of which are listed in Table 2) is
firmly entrenched in all conversations about school reform, including federal legislation
signed into law in 1994 establishing eight “National Education Goals” and calling for

content and performance standards in all academic disciplines. In order to gain an under-

standing of the “educational standards” movement of the 1990s, one must excavate its
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Table 2, The “Excellence” Reports: School Improvement Reports Published between
1983 and 1985 by Title, Author or Authoring Organization, and Date of
Publication

Natlonal Comnussmn on Excellence in Educatlon Apnl 1983

John Goodlad. 1984

. . , ion for ] , :
Mﬂwmmmmns. III]E!'E]LAWMMH'SISIII'H' :

National Science Foundation. September 1983

Natlonal Academy of Sclences, N atmnal Academy of Engineering, Institute of Medicine,
Committee on Science, Engineering, and Public Policy. 1984

Theodore Sizer. 1984

Committee for Economic Development. 1985

Elementary and Secondary Education Policy
Chester Finn, Twentieth Century Fund. 1983
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ideological, political, and educational forbears. A Nation at Risk looms large as
background for contemporary calls for a national curriculum, increased federal intervention
in schools, national achievement tests, and standards setting out what every child “should
know and be able to do.”

Reports announcing imminent educational doom, as A Nation at Risk did with
militaristic hyperbole, appeared every few months in 1983 and 1984. The reform reports,
which came to be called the “excellence” reports for their continuous exaltation of that
theme, had many purposes--among them, the denunciation of schools, teachers, and the
educational community for their mediocrity and failure to respond to the needs of the
*“Nation,” the harnessing of this alleged failure to the decline of American competitiveness
and productivity at home and abroad, and the establishment of a mantra of “excellence” as
the accepted slogan of educational reform and critique.

These reports provided those interested in systemic school reform with a platform
from which to launch excellence as a kind of shorthand to signify what schools were not
providing today’s students and tomorrow’s employees. Excellence functions as a
metaphor that underscores many of the key contentions of the reform reports. Students are
as intelligent as ever, but schools do not demand excellence from them. Schools do not
insist on excellence as criteria for promotion and graduation. Schools do not measure
excellence with frequent achievement tests, a move that would underscore its importance
with students. Schools have reneged on their roles in establishing what disciplines are
needful and indicative of excellence. Teachers must take primary responsibility for the
disappearance of excellence as the front-line workers in this battle, and colleges and
universities have exacerbated this trend by lowering their own criteria for enrollment,
creating a vicious cycle,

Although A Nation at Risk was the result of a governmental commission created by

the Secretary of Education, numerous other “first-wave” reports, as well as the later
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“second-wave” reports championing specific proposals for school reform, were the
products of private, non-profit entities like the Education Commission of States, the
Business-Higher Education Forum, the College Board, and the Carnegie Foundation for
the Advancement of Teaching. While the sheer volume of reports advocating change did
signal a shift in conversations of about education in this country, the groups responsible for
this shift are not surprising. Behind these “‘excellence reports,” behind the hoopla and
sudden media and political attention to the state of purported disrepair of American schools
exists a network of corporate philanthropic foundations, business groups, and
governmental bureaucrats.

This “educational policy network™ between corporate philanthropy and
governmental bodies is not new, but the “excellénce“ reports of the 1980’s signal the
beginning of what may be the network’s biggest success in brokering its essentially private
power in order to define and control large-scale educational policy initiatives. These groups
have been extremely effective in directing national educational policy in its definition,
organization, and implementation by creating a consensus about the need for “excellence”
and “standards.” In order to effect this consensus, philanthropic and governmental groups
employed time-honored and well-tested methods in redirecting public discourse in order to
authorize their values and views about the basic purposes of public schooling.

Although the means used to redirect debate about education are primarily
discursive--influential research girded by the authority of “science,” forums and panels,
speeches and reports circulated in the media and governmental bureaucracy, the ends are
clearly material--new practices and directives in curriculum, instruction, and assessment to
reinforce their goals in classrooms across America. A close look at the discourse of the
excellence reports themselves, then, is an essential starting place for any examination of the
contemporary standards movement. How does the coalition of philanthropic and

governmental groups construct its argument? Which shareholders in educational
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enterprises are considered key, and what appeals are made to their interests? Close
attention to this argument will help ground the later standards movement and give a sense
of its origins within the business, philanthropic, and governmental communities in order to
bring new insight to the experience of the National Council of Teachers of English’s
Standards Project for English Language Arts.

In what follows, I attempt to represent the claims, grounds, and warrants that
support the arguments of the “excellence” reports. In describing the influence of the
agendas of business and corporate philanthropy on national education policy, I do not mean
to sketch the result of a conspiracy of any sort. The coalition of business, corporate
philanthropy and the federal educational bureaucracy probably results more from the close
correspondence of their views about the future state of the U.S. economy and views about
“human capital,” a theory that emphasizes the skills of the labor force as a predominant
concern in economic progress. The similarities in their values and their definitions of the
basic purposes of schooling make them allies in conversations about school reform; the
long-existing networks between the groups solidify the connections for legislative action in
service of their values.

To position oneself on the opposing side of the “excellence” debate has much the
same effect as declaring oneself suspicious of “standards”; both terms have the power to
mask their ideological origins and suggest what must appeal to common sense. Who, after
all, would speak out against a return to quality in American schools? But this very question
is laden with assumptions about the state of affairs in U.S. education. The fact that few are
willing to question its premises and risk being labelled as “anti-excellence” evinces the
success of those governmental, corporate, and philantrophic groups who have remade the
debate about schools in their own terms. Premises like excellence, standards, and the
ubiquitious “what every student should know and be able to do”--like the very origins of

this discourse--have gone virtually unquestioned.
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In examining the common themes and origins of the reports, it is important to
recognize that they do not agree on all aspects of reform; some advocate school choice and
the introduction of market measures, and still others call upon increased federal intervention
and leadership. Although many single recommendations are not uniform in the bulk of the
reports, one fairly substantial theme is put forth and survives in contemporary standards-
setting reform: American public schools require substantial, national reform that stress
high expectations and standards for student learning, “higher-order” skills, and national
testing to measure these new achievements. The collective impact of the reports created a
national cathecism of mediocrity, failure, and the need to re-invigorate the ideals of quality
in American schooling, Taken together, they surely establish new terms of debate about
the state of education that is drawn in clear, but often undefined or substantiated
dichotomies of excellence and systemic failure. Although the means for setting the stage of
educational reform employed by these groups has been discursive, the ends are purely
material: the regulation of the future workforce who are to meet the requirements of the
“Nation” (i.e., business and industry) in an era of post-industrial capitalism and the “global
market,” and a bid for stability in a divided society growing ever more chaotic. The

shorthand expression for these complicated goals and rationales is “excellence.”

The Argument of the “Excellence” Reports

“Excellence” is a political watchword, and its usefulness in educational issues is
underlined by the difficulty one has in defining it out of context. But the endeavor to
control deliberations about education has as much, if not more, to do with politics as with
education. When U. S. Secretary of Education Terrel H. Bell announced to Reagan White
House aides that he intended to convene the National Commission on Excellence in
Education, officials attempted to dissuade Bell from creating a the commission claiming

that:
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such an action would highlight the federal role in education at a time when

the Administration was committed to abolishing the U.S. Department of

Education and to dramatically reducing federal involvement in and financial

support of education. (Bell, 1993, p. 593)

As a presidential candidate, Reagan had promised to abolish the United States Department
of Education and proposed block grants to alleviate federal regulation of schools. Bell
constituted the commission anyway, and Reagan was quick to leap to the “bully pulpit” to
exploit the report’s potential and the public outcry for action to stem the “rising tide of
mediocrity” encroaching on American public education. As the report itself stands, the
federal government is largely exonerated from having a large financial role in the improving
conditions in schools, and Reagan-was able both to attack the educational status quo and
divert attention from the questionable decisions of business management,

As a metaphor, excellence evinces a commendatory tone that few would seem to
quarrel with, but as with the following definition from A Nation at Risk (one of the few
reports that actually attempts to define this elusive quality), the term itself is slippery.

We define “excellence” to mean several things. At the level of the individual

learner, it means performing on the boundary of individual ability in ways

that test and push back personal limits, in school and in the workplace.

Excellence characterizes a school or college that sets high expectations and

goals for all learners, then tries in every way possible to help students reach

them. (NCEE, 1983, p. 12)

The authors of A Nation at Risk attempt to anchor definitions of excellence by providing
some contexf for the term, but the definition is still vague. For individuals, it means “doing
one’s best,” but for universities, tle task involves defining what is excellent and of the

" highest quality for the plurality of its potential students, Given the discussion that follows,
it is unclear whter or not excellence signifies “more” or different emphases for education.
In one specific discussion regarding public school curriculum, the authors discuss
“undemanding and superfluous high school offerings,” taken to taking them to task as
being “homogenized, diluted, and diffused to the point that they no longer have a central

purpose” (NCEE, 1983, p. 18).
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This issue of a “central purpose” pervades the excellence reports. As an analysis of
their arguments makes clear, these reports assume a basic purpose for schooling, and this
being the case, the authors have no difficulty in calling for a curriculum that meets their
needs for these purposes, a curriculum for all students. Members of the Twentieth Century
Fund Task Force on Federal Elementary and Secondary Education Policy (former Reagan
and Bush officials of the U.S. Department of Education Chester Finn and Diane Ravitch
among them) state that, “While we strongly favor maintaining the diversity in educational
practices that results from decentralization of the schools, we think that schools across the
nation must at a minimum provide the same core components to all students” (1983, p. 3).

To substantiate their proposals to create a national curriculum in a country with a
history of local control of education, the report writers offered two significant and closely
related reasons, the wholesale deterioration of American public education and the demands
a new “world marketplace” would place on American industry. In short, American schools
were not up to the challenge of preparing the Nation to return to international competitive
prominence, and the clear implication was that it was the failure of teachers, schools, and
the workers they produced that led the U.S. to lose it in the first place.

The excellence reports uniformly describe the almost total breakdown of the
missions of American schools in the 1970’s and 1980’s. Most reports relate figures of
declining SAT scores, escalating drop-out rates, problems of functional literacy, and
remedial courses in college and university settings to elaborate the continued failure of the
educational system. These figures were reported anecdotally--sources and citations are
rarely given for these data. The conclusion that American schools were subject to “an act
of unthinking, unilateral educational disarmament” (NCEE, 1983, p. 5) is apparently
unchallengeable, irrefutable, and not worthy of further investigation. The success of this

method is evinced by the fact that in later reports like the National Governors Association’s
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Time for Results (1986), writers often cite Nation at Risk and the earlier reports rather than

reviewing sources in original social science research to support their arguments.

Reasons given in these reports for this dizzying decline in school quality are
numerous, but they center around one important view, notably, that the intervention of
groups not committed to the basic purposes of schooling--the federal government, the
courts, teachers unions, and minority groups seeking equality of educational opportunity--
are largely to blame.

The equity and social reform goals of the 1960’s and 1970’s advanced by the
federal government, the courts, and advocacy groups are sometimes directly, sometimes
indirectly held accountable for the failure of schools in the reports. Bilingual education,
mainstreaming, desegregation, federal regulation of funding for special programs, quotas
for minorities, and others were seen to be complete failures, resulting in the debasement of
education for all children (Altbach, 1985). The Twentieth Century Fund, a private
philanthropic foundation with policy interests, reports in Making the Grade (1983) that part
of the legacy of federal government involvement in education is the fact that “its emphasis
on promoting equality of opportunity in the public schools has meant a slighting of its
commitment to educational quality” (1983, p. 6).

Many of the reports concede that equality of educational opportunity is an important
goal, but view it as a secondary concern to achieving quality. “We do not believe that a
public commitment to excellence and educational reform must be made at the expense of a
strong public commitment to the equitable treatment of our diverse population,” the writers
aver in A Nation at Risk. “Our goal must be to develop the talents of all to their fullest”
(NCEE, 1983, p. 13). The overwhelming difficulty with the groups like the courts and
advocacy groups interfering in schools is the resulting shift in attention away from quality--

of students, teachers, curriculum, and outcomes. Any endeavor that threatens to displace
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quality as the central product of schooling must be held responsible for the failure of
American schools.

Proponents of educational reform in the 1980s could make claims like those
discussed above because they agreed that the basic purpose of schooling involves
preparation for the world of work. As mentioned in the rationale in A Nation at Risk,
schools exist to aid children in gaining skills and knowledge that will help them *to attain
the mature and informed judgment needed to secure gainful employment, and to manage
their own lives, thereby serviing not only their own interests but also the progress of
society itself” (p. 4). The authors of Making the Grade concur; “We think that (schools)
should ensure the availability of large numbers of skilled and capable individuals without
whom we cannot sustain a complex and competitive economy” (Twentieth Century Fund,
1983, p. 3). State governors weighed in with a report of the Education Commission of
States Task Force on Education for Economic Growth in 1987 In Action for Excellence
they maintain that “that our future success as a nation--our national defense, our social
stability and well-being, and our national prosperity--will depend on our ability to improve
education and training for millions of individual citizens” (p. 16).

This clear identification of schooling’s central purpose as preparing workers to
achieve competitive success for the Nation opens doors for a more influential role of
business in helping schools to determine what and how these workers should learn. The
Business Roundtable makes its own role and commitment clear, stating, “Business should
identify minimum requirements for high school graduates which prepare students for the
careers of the 21st century” (1988, p. 6).

In a society in which production for profit remains the organizing principle of
economic life, sustained economic growth is a clear requirement. The connection between
education and sustained growth is generally assumed, rather than clearly explained in the

reports. The ECS’s_Action for Excellence points out that “common sense compels the
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conclusion” that “trained intelligence is a chief component of individual and national
productivity, of a nation’s capacity to innovate, and of its general economic health” (1982,
p. 21). The Business Roundtable’s Blueprint for Action is more specific: “When
American students score at the top in math, science, and reading comprehension, American
business will gain in the global marketplace” (1988, p. 17). Although not explicitly
described in these reports, the association of student achievement and industrial
competitiveness can at best be pieced together in terms of a theory of “human capital.”

The notion of human capital brings education and the needs of industry together in
sharp focus. The theory that views the evaluation of the economic value of a man or
woman of consequence in economic consideration is far from recent (Cohn & Geske,
1990), and the excellence reports seem to rely on a “cost of production” approach (p. 12).
In short, in this account, one can assess the worth of a worker by corhputing the value the
resources expended in her “production,” education being key among these resources. The
excellence reports imagine success in terms of greater productivity and competitiveness on
national and global scales, and increases in wages, improved work conditions,
equalizations of the benefits of industry are rarely, if ever, mentioned. The focus of their
attention on human capital rests solely with the idea of labor as a resource of industry.

If the United States is to regain its competitive edge and increase the economic
growth necessary to maintain the profits that drive the economy, there must be a
strategically different kind of investment in the human capital--that is, today’s students,
tomorrow’s labor force. While basic skills like reading, writing, mathematical and
scientific literacy are very important, they must be augmented with “the new basics skills,”
expertise with technology, flexibility, problem-solving, and the skill of acquiring new
skills for new tasks (ECS, 1983). The increasing sophistication of jobs, the introduction
of complex technology, and the rapid-fire changes required in the global marketplace mean

that tomorrow’s employee will be a “life-long learner,” capable of making decisions that
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advance the growth of her industry. Individuals without these “new basic skills”--"people
who have only today’s basic skills--or less than today’s basics--will be consigned
economic stagnation” (ECS, 1983, p. 18).

Although the fundamental warrant of this complicated argument is never completely
revealed in the excellence reports, it may be pieced together as follows: The transformation
of the economy in a post-industrial worlf requires the production of a different kind of
worker, and because the state of economic competitiveness and continued economic growth
are in the national interest, it behooves the state to influence the resources expended in the
production of workers along the lines required by business and industry.

The basic function of the excellence reports, then, was to create a national
conversation about educational reform framed by the role of education and human capital in
economic revitalization. They also played an important role in clarifying and focusing
vague discontent about schooling into what David Berliner (1993) calls the “mobilizing
myth”: that American schools are failing on a systemic basis. Without the widespread
acceptance of this central tenet, that American schools are failing the children and the
Nation, the arguments for reform carried to fruition by legisiation in the 1990’s would lack
the urgency that characterizes the early commotion. The gravity of this problem which
“undergirds American prosperity, security, and civility” (National Commission on
Excellence in Education, 1983, p. 5) calls for unusual methods, including the advice and
intervention of multinational corporations like Xerox and IBM, among others, and the
growing potential for federal involvement in education.

Whether or not one accepts the argument of these reports or not, the inexorable link
between the systematic, standardized experience of children and the economic competitive-
ness of a post-industrial superpower cannot be divorced from the proposals and legislation

that follow from the argument. The ideological heritage of Goals 2000, and by implication,
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any standards in English/Language Arts accepted within that national framework, must
acknowledge this central understanding,.

The Argument Under Attack

Questions about the interrelationships between education and economic trends are
far from settled, and the coupling of education with economic woes prevalent in the
excellence reports of the 1980s has drawn criticism from the beginning, Planners of
American schools have always sought to prepare youth for the future and for success in
employment, however defined. But in the case of the ideological, political, and economic
positioning of the argument described above, a number of questions surface regarding its
appropriateness, relevance, and fairness toward the schools and students its proponents
seek to transform so radically. Many critics have examined the rationale supporting reform
for excellence and find it shallow, misguided, and self-serving--far from the lofty goals of
rescue that permeate its presentations in documents created to close the case on what
American schools should accomplish in the late twentieth century.

In brief, these critics assail the political, social, and economic values embodied in
these reports, recognizing that it is difficult to separate educational issues from political
ones. They examine the reports’ underlying assumptions about the place of schools,
students, and the government in propping up business as usual. They call into question the
excellence proponents’ representations of the state of the schools, the future of the
economy, and the role of workers and students in economic competitiveness. They also
point to the degree to which a conservative political mandate has influenced these
educational positions.

Among the key claims made in the excellence reports, the widespread failure of
American public schools was widely publicized, but any evidence that suggests that

American public education is not utterly bankrupt does not enjoy the media spotlight and
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has even been suppressed. In 1990, the Sandia National Laboratories conducted a study to
describe the state of American education at the behest of Bush cabinet member Admiral
James Watkins, the secretary of energy. Drawing on existing data sources from federal
and national agencies, the researchers at Sandia provoked a firestorm of criticism and
almost endless rounds of refereeing designed to attempt refutations of their findings. The
report suffered harsh criticism from the Bush cabinet and ranking officials in the United
States Department of Education, was revised numerous times to soften its conclusions, and
was, in the end, not broadly published. The Sandia Report was subjected to these actions
for clearly political reasons. Among its conclusions, the authors reported that every ethnic
or racial group has maintained or improved on the Scholastic Aptitude Test since the late
1970's, that performances on the National Assessment of Educational Progress have been
improving, and that high school dropout rates are dropping except with Hispanic students
(Tanner, 1992, p. 292). In the summary of the final report, the authors make clear why
their work was denounced by the United States Department of Education, members of
Congress, and Admiral Watkins, who commissioned it in the first place. The report’s
conclusion challenges the conventional wisdom of three presidential administrations
(Reagan, Bush, and Clinton), contending:

We believe that much of the cutrent rhetoric about the condition of American

education goes well beyond assisting reform and actually hinders it, Much

of the “crisis” commentary today claims total systemwide failure in

education. Our research shows that this is simply not true. . . . Many

stakeholders are attempting to use the education system as a scapegoat for a

perceived lack of U.S. competitiveness in world markets. Economic

competitiveness is an extremely complex issue. Focusing educational

improvement on economic competitiveness will only lead to frustration as

any effect it has will be overwhelmed by the myriad of other variables

affecting economics. (quoted in Schneider, 1992, p.169)

Others have tried to publicize the findings of the Sandia researchers (Berliner, 1993;
Tanner, 1992; Schneider, 1992) as well as making their own skeptical assessments about

the reported decline of the entire infrastructure of American public education (Berliner,
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1993). None of these researchers nor the other critics of the “excellence” report deny that
schools have difficulties and need improvement--some schools more than others, but they
do deny the widespread myth that American schools are fundamentally flawed and useless.
These views have gone unheralded and even suppressed because the myth’s utility for the
coalition of business concerns is irreplaceable. The persistence of the view that American
schools are irretrievably broken opens doors for the consideration of measures once
perceived unthinkable--public and private school choice, tuition vouchers, charter schools,
corporate takeovers of entire school systems, and other examples of the influence of the
business mindset on school reform. But the voices of those point out that American
schools can and do succeed are scarcely heard, and the myth goes on, mobilizing more
groups to offer their own versions of ways to “save our schools.”

The excellence reports envision a very different economic future for the students for
whom they will save the schools than many critics of their educational agendas. Rather
than visions of jobs requiring the “new basics” of high skills, flexibility, and technological
acumen, theorists like Stanley Aronowitz (1994) and Douglas D. Noble (1994) see an
economic horizon crowded with skilled and educated people who desire work of any kind.
The excellence reports predicate their arguments about the skills the “new workers™ will
need on the assumption that long-term job-producing growth as a given and the needs of
industry for such an employee will skyrocket, What has prevailed instead is an economic
shift toward low-skill, low-wage employment (Mishel & Frankel, 1991). Instead of a
labor shortage, as predicted by key sponsors of current educational reform (Marshall and
Tucker, 1992), the country is experiencing a labor surplus.

In The Myth of the Coming Labor Shortage, Mishel and Teixeria (1991) analyze
existing labor market statistics in order to make sense of an influential report created by the
conservative Hudson Institute entitled Workforce 2000 (1987). This report supports the

views of many policymakers that economy will experience a high-skill labor shortage at a
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time when American businesses and industries will require massive amounts of
technologically literate employees equipped with the new basics described above. Mishel
and Teixeria conclude, however, that “this account of the near future is, in most respects,

either wrong or misleading™ (1991, p. 4). In their analysis, service occupations, especially
low-skill ones, will dominate total employment growth in the near future, not the high skill,
high wage jobs predicted by Workforce 2000 and touted in educational reform literature
ever since. Advocates are relying on a “supply push” approach which:

will not produce the desired improvements in labor market performance or

productivity. This is because the obstacles to U. S. economic growth do

not lie only, or even mainly, with the quality of the workforce. Just as

important (and perhaps even more so) are demand-side problems rooted in

the sluggish response of U. S. employers to changing technological and

market conditions. Workers cannot fill high-skill jobs if such jobs are not

widely available, regardless of their levels of ‘human capital.” (Mishel &
Teixeria, 1991, p. 40)

The views of the economy put forward by the excellence reports have not transpired thus
far, and even advocates of “high-skill” training like Marshall and Tucker (1992) admit that
only about five percent of American industries currently possess the kind of workplace they
call for.

Stanley Aronowitz (1994) points out that while policymakers may represent the
state of work in the United States in such rosy and self-congratulatory tones, current
students and future workers are not so self-deceiving. “In sum, there is little or no work in
the above-ground economy and the kids know it” (p. 145).

Today high school dropouts who would have entered [the disappearing

industrial jobs]--and graduates, who would have worked in the tens of

thousands of public sector jobs created between 1965 and 1980--have

absolutely no employment prospects. The unemployment rate for workers

between sixteen and twenty-one is 20 percent, nearly three times the

national average. (Aronowitz, 1994, p. 145)

In a similar and biting critique of beliefs about the future needs of business in a
new-world economy, Douglas D. Noble (1994) also finds fault with the assumptions of the

educational reports of the 1980s. “It is perhaps the most supreme irony that work is being
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trotted out as the pivotal source of student motivation and as the principal purpose of
education at precisely the time when the nature and availability of work itself is so up in the
air” (Noble, 1994, p. 14). He views the link between education and economic
competitiveness as a ruse to deflect attention from the genuine problems of a post-industrial
economy freed in the 1980s to do anything in the name of profits. Champions of the role
of business in reforming education seem to be:

pinning the economic woes of American corporations on the inadequate

skills of American workers, at precisely a time when thousands of highly

skilled workers were being laid off, thousands of college graduates couldn’t

find meaningful work, workers’ rights and protections were being

undermined at every turn, technology was being introduced to de-skill and

routinize once challenging jobs, and new jobs being created seemed
decidedly low-tech, low-skill, nonunion, and precarious. (Noble, 1994, p.

1)

For Noble, the stakes in manipulating debate about the course of public education is clear:
in blaming the victim, corporate and government forces displace attention from the real
culprits--""wanton corporate abandonment, with government complicity, of the social
contract” (1994, p. 7).

A report summing up the “state of working America” during the decade in which
the current educational reform gained strength reinforces Noble’s and Aronowitz’ doubts
about the promises of high-skill, high-wage jobs that warrant serious changes in the
educational system. Even more importantly, the findings suggest that gains made by
increases in productivity may not affect wages and benefits at all (Mishel & Frankel, 1990).

According to Lawrence Mishel and David M. Frankel (1990) from the Economic
Policy Institute, the economic policies of the eight-year Reagan administration involved a
shift in capital from productive investment in the future to financial speculation that
increased the wealth of the top 1 percent of Americans by 74% (p. 5)--growth that was
supposed to “trickle down” and stimulate jobs and consumer spending. Despite a growth

in U.S. hourly production of about 12 percent, average hourly wages fell more than 9
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percent between 1980 and 1989 (p. 1). The report also characterizes the growth of part-
time or temporary jobs, the expansion of low-paying self-employment, and the entry of
women into the workforce to stabilize falling family incomes. “Together with
unemployment, these developments put at least a fifth of the workforce in situations of
labor market distress” (Mishel & Frankel, 1990, p. 2). In economic times such as these,
rhetoric about the uses of “human capital” ring especially hollow.

Many analysts in both theUnited States and Great Britain have emphasized the
congruence between proposals to standardize and rationale the form and content of school
curriculum with conservative viewpoints involving drastic reduction of government
responsibility for social needs, “the reinforcement of intensely competitive structures of
mobility, the lowering of people’s expectations for economic security, and the populari-
zation of what is clearly a form of Social Darwinist thinking” (Apple, 1993, p. 227).

For educational critic, Michael Apple, the importance of a conservative political and
social “restoration” cannot be ignored in any analysis of the contemporary standards
movement. Apple sees a new alliance at work behind the excellence reports and their heirs
in current educational reform. This alliance:

combines business with the New Right and with neoconservative

intellectuals. . . it aims at providing the educational conditions believed

necessary both for increasing international competitiveness, profit, and

discipline and for returning us to a romanticized past of the ‘ideal’ home,

family, and school (Apple, 1993, p. 227).

Among the educational conditions necessary is the reinforcement of official knowledge,
“knowledge ‘worthy’ of being passed on to future generations” (Apple, 1988, p. 196),
which can easily be codified in national standards in academic disciplines,

Apple acknowledged that there would appear to be some contradiction in the twin
goals of establishing a traditional, “official” knowledge and the persistent linking of

schooling with economic competitiveness, but he cited Roger Dale’ s vision of

“conservative modernization” which “simultaneously ‘frees’ individuals for economic
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purposes while controlling them for social purposes; indeed, in so far as economic
‘freedom’ increases inequalities, it is likely to increase the need for social control” (quoted
in Apple, 1993, p. 228).

Freedom in economic enterprises means that one’s ability to pay will determine
one’s access to resources, but in order for this conservative society to succeed, social
controls must be implemented on those who will not have access, who cannot pay. For
Michael Apple, a national curriculum and content standards means a retrenchment of this
severely competitive way of life--the construction of new ways of judging who deserves

access to the better part of a divided society and who does not.

Restoring the “Sorting Machine”

Perhaps this view seems unnecessarily harsh. How can a concern over
“excellence” in American public schools be connected to what Joel Spring (1976) has long
called the “sorting machine”? How can reports, panels, and foundations responding to an
educational situation they perceived to require rescue be associated policies which may
potentially limit the lives of students in the public classrooms? As the analysis of their
arguments make clear, the excellence reports and their advocates are not fundamentally
concerned with improving the present school lives nor the future working lives of today’s
students. Along with teachers in public schools, these students and their families surely
comprise the primary shareholders in educational enterprises, yet they are treated as casual
objects of change and “reform,” not as individuals and groups with their own ideas about
basic purposes of schooling, The reports’ appeals are directed instead at a different set of
stakeholders, corporate leaders concerned about increasing industrial competitiveness and
worker productivity, not about improving worker wages and benefits, and governmental
leaders puzzled over their role in either buttressing or dismantling welfare capitalism, not

over individuals concerned with surviving it,
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While the reports rhapsodize about the benefits to the “Nation,” the students who
must comprise at least a part of the body politic are defined as the potential possessors of
“skills”--high or low, inadequate or newly technological--and the capital (along with
“knowledge”) with which the “Nation” will recover its rightful place. The reports never
make the leap from describing how immediate changes in education will redeem the
American economy to describing how the lives of American students and workers will be
transformed. They write of the importance of equipping future workers with the skills
necessary to “meet the demands of a new era that is already upon us” (Education
Commission of States, 1983, p. 16), but the explanations that follow do not describe how
possessing these new skills will have any effect on increasing wages which have continued
to deteriorate in real terms since the 1980s or on buttressing employment benefits like
health care benefits which have grown even more beleaguered. Some specific attention is
turned to the importance of improving the conditions of “minority” students, for the
assumption is that the “Nation” will need them, too.

Like Reagan’s “trickle-down” economic theory of the period, the excellence reports
assume that whatever ails big business ails the citizenry and that any improvements that
made in corporate life will enhance the lives of everyone else. But in examining the
changes in income and wealth in the Reagan-Bush “trickle-down” years, Congressional
Budget Office calculations reported that “the wealthiest 1 percent had received roughly 60
percent of the after-tax income gains realized by all U, S. families from 1977 to 1989”
(Phillips, 1993, p. xix). Phillips (1993) characterized the excesses of Reaganomics as
follows:

Glorification of the unfettered marketplace soon came to include a

permissiveness toward security markets, real estate speculation and

corporate reorganizations that helped bring about a level of speculative

tremors and financial jitters unseen since the 1930s. But while speculators

and corporate raiders took home huge sums, the average American family

wound up fearing for the safety of its bank accounts, insurance coverage,
home values and pension coverage. (p. xxii)
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In an era when the capital-enhanced sector of the American economy profitted in large
measure at the expense of those dependent on real wages and social safety nets, the same
business and political leaders were advocating a similar process in public education.

Like Reagonomics itself, the educational reform proposed in the excellence reports
is a token of a larger shift in political thought that encompasses economics, education, and
social policy. As Lawrence Iannoccone described it,

the educational policy shift from equity to excellence is a component of the

larger similar national domestic policy shift. These changes are worldwide

in breadth, In depth, they reach to the long existing roots of American

Lockean liberalism and America’s commitment to capitalism. ... Most

prominent among these is a commitment to freedom, with its correlates of

increased reliance on the private sector, concern for industrial productivity,

toleration for some degree of inequality, and support for competitiveness in

the world, with correlates of merit and achievement in education.

(Iannoccone, 1988, p. 63)

If this body of conservative political ideology is the foundation for proposals about
returning “excellence” to American public schools, what are their consequences? Why
have these views advanced so forcefully and completely as the almost unchallenged
representation of school reform for the past twelve years?

As demographic figures indicate serious shifts in the racial and ethnic composition
of the population and as the economy continues to show the effects of what some describe
as post-industrial or post-Fordist capitalism, conservative theorists policymakers have
attempted to return to public education to some of its traditional roles--the creation of a
common culture and the regulation of an uncertain labor force. Emphasizing an official
curriculum complete with measureable, codified standards will provide “objective” criteria
upon which to decide which schools are succeeding and which students deserve to succeed
in a game that must have clear winners and losers.

It is just such a game that conservative ideologues, corporate and private

philantrophies, and governmental officials have a stake in maintaining, and it is a game-

plan that has been developed into federal education legislation since the excellence reports.
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An epigram quoting Vince Lombardi from the 1994 National Education Goals Panel report
makes this zero-sum situation in current educational standards policy clear: “If you're not
keeping score, you're just practicing” (NEGP, 1994, p. 13).

This sentiment has clear antecedents in the excellence documents. Assertions that
“all learners can succeed” and *the goal of quality education is to develop the full capacities
of the learner and to support the unfolding of individual potential” (Fantini, 1986, p. 44)
contradict the emphasis given to “excellence.” If all students master levels decided to be
“excellent,” surely “minimum requirements” are at work, not “rigorous standards.” If too
many students succeed, education is not challenging and is rife with “blurred goals” and
low expectations. “A rigorous, usually standardized curriculum, to which all learners must
adjust, is deemed the best way to achieve quality” (Fantini, 1986, p. 45). But, if individual
leamners with their differing levels of potential are held accountable to a single, “objective”
curriculum, by definition all students cannot be excellent. To paraphrase George Orwell,
some will be more excellent than others.

The purveyors of “excellence” find themselves in & perfect position not only to
reinforce this zero-sum game by adjudicating the direction of school reform, but also in
determining who will decide what constitutes a “standard.” Absent any external and
“objective” standards, policymakers will have to rely on what can be agreed upon to be
called standard. In other words, a standard is a statement that those who decide accept as
standard.

It is here that Michael Apple’s and Stephen Arons’s (1994) fears about official
knowledge become pertinent. Allowed not only to set the agenda for educational reform,
but also permitted to make what will consist of ultimatums about what counts in schools,
the supporters of standards have a powerful weapon in decreeing that “difference” be

counted as deficit. As one supporter put it, “To paraphrase Mr. Justice Stewart, the



47

excellence movement may be hard to define, but we know it when we see it” (Doyle, 1987,
p. 13). He might have added, “We know excellence because it looks like us.”

In 1976, when Joel Spring was updating his views on the sorting function in
American schools, maybe he could imagine a sorting machine as ruthless as a national
curriculum married with the inevitability of national tests making decisions about who was
deemed worthy of success in schools, employment, and life. If schools ever had a hand in
reinforcing inequalities in income, in opportunity, and in access, surely such a streamlined
system of education like the one advocated by big business would do so--not so much
“quality” education as “quality control” education. What better way to make determinations
about “defective” products and processes in schools? What better way to locate the source
of inequality in schooling and, by extension, life, in the individual than to rationalize all
other processes of education?

For R. C. Lewontin, S, Rose, and L. J. Kamin (1984), efforts to “legitimate”
inequality frequently employ an “ideology of equality” to achieve its ends. If inequalities in
society can be shown to by the consequence of “intrinsic merit and ability” among
individuals, then successes and failures “of the will and character are coded, in large part,
in an individual’s genes” (1984, p. 68).

Finally, it is claimed that the presence of such biological differences

between individuals of necessity leads to the creation of hierarchical

societies because it is part of biologically determined human nature to form

hierarchies of status, wealth, and power. All three elements are necessary

for a complete justification of present social arrangements. (Lewontin et al.,

1984, p. 68)

The “biological determinism” Lewontin and his colleagues criticize attempts to reduce
explanations of human life and society to “arrows of causality (which) run from genes to
humans and from humans to humanity” (1984, p. 18). Sometimes known as Social

Darwinism, biological determinism puts forward the view that the present form of society

is somehow determined by our genetic inheritance, and social programs aimed at
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“unnatural” equalization of social condition should not be attempted. “Rather, the state
should provide the lubricant to ease and promote the movement of individuals into the
positions to which their instrinsic natures have predisposed them” (Lewontin et al., 1984,
p. 70).

There are important reasons why advocates of “excellence” in school reform like
those responsible for A Nation at Risk and others could rely on broad, questionable claims
about educational and economic connectiveness and make blanket proclamations about the
state of American public education in service of political, economic, and social perspectives
designed to legitimate a putative “meritocracy” in public life: they were basically speaking
to themselves. As the first-wave documents in educational reform that has recently
culminated in federal legislation and pending state legislation and action, the purpose of the
excellence reports were designed to authorize a discourse of merit, quality, and standards
chiefly amongst a coalition of business executives, governmental leaders, and activists in
corporate philanthropy. The reports provided important ground for solidifying claims,
marshalling arguments, establishing a vocabulary, and suggesting proposals within a group
already committed to the basic warrants underlying the documents. Repetition of key
statistics, claims, examples, and proposals helped to lend a certain sense of inevitability to

the bid to redirect attention in educational reform--away from concerns about equalization.



Chapter 3

CORPORATE PHILANTHROPY AND BROKERING CONSENSUS
ABOUT EDUCATIONAL STANDARDS

In many ways, advocates of school “excellence” are attempting--within their own
world-view--to address the difficulties of creating unity out of diversity, a key principle of
American democracy as evinced by the motto E pluribus unum. After all, ideas about
merit--about getting as much and as far as you deserve--are important to any understanding
of the American dream in which determination, hard work, and “content of one’s character”
determines upward mobility. But in taking on what Parmenides called the “the problem of
the One and the Many” (Miller, 1993, p. 80), members of the “new” educational policy
network are far too keen to determine what the “One” should be to the detriment of the
“Many.”

Out of the coalition responsible for managing the successful redirection of debate,
research, and policymaking regarding education, corporate philanthropic foundations
possess a large, but not particularly new, role in changing educational policy.
Philanthropic foundations (like the various charitable foundations founded at the behest of
industrialist Andrew Carnegie, which are of especial interest here) remain “relatively
unregulated and unaccountable concentrations of power and wealth which buy talent,
promote causes, and in effect, establish an agenda of what merits society’s attentions”
(Arnove, 1982, p. 1).

In terms of contemporary educational reform, a commitment to “standards” in all
aspects of schooling merits not only society’s attention, but federal legislation and state
compliance as well. But it must be understood that the interest in educational standards is
not merely a reaction to current political and economic times; it also represents long-held

objectives of groups like the Carnegie Corporation of New York and the Carnegie
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Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching involving the “planned articulation of people”
(Lagemann, 1987, p. 34) in modern society. The present corporate foundation structure
owes a great deal to its origins around the turn of the century when advances in industry
and its scientific management suggested the happy possiblity that life and all its aspects

could be rationally organized and improved.

The Ends of the Argument: Educational Standards

By the end of the 1980s, the battle for the mainstream public consciousness
regarding what schools were for and in which direction they should be turned had been
largely won. The first wave reports solidifed the coalition’s arguments and created
consensus among the groups and the greater public; the second wave reports focussed on
proposals for ameliorating conditions in American schools according to the coalition’s
representation of its problems. The next stage involved setting the stage for federal
legislative action. And if excellence was employed as a metaphor for the meritocratic
warrants underlying the reports, “educational standards” functions much in the same way
in any proposals for change. The establishment of “high and rigorous” standards in
schooling has been the method most consistently offered by the self-appointed forums,
foundations, roundtables of business and industry, and finally, of governmental panels,
councils, and legislation.

Nearly all the first-wave reports made much of the “blurred goals™ and minimum
requirements that they felt characterized curriculum in the schools. Watered-down subjects
with emphases on self-esteem and other humanistic concepts replaced the real basics, and
lack of challenging material disappointed all learners. In light of the focus on equalization
of educational opportunity in the 1960s and 1970s, these critics believed that expectations
were lowered across the face of American public education in order to redress problems

with minorities, special education children mainstreamed into traditional classrooms, and
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children with limited English proficiency (LEP) or English as a second language (ESL).
“Minimum requirements” replaced high expectations. “Our society and its educational
institutions seem to have lost sight of the basic purposes of schooling, and of the high
expectations and disciplined effort needed to attain them” (NCEE, 1983, pp. 5-6).

What was required, then, was a rededication to these “basic purposes,” which
could most easily be accomplished by spelling them out rationally and systematically. In
true corporate fashion, most excellence reports recommended creating a plan of action that
included clear goals as to what should be accomplished in schools. A Nation at Risk catled
for the replacement of “undemanding and superfluous high school offerings” with
standards that exceeded “the admission standards of all but a handful of our most selective
colleges and universities” (NCEE, 1983, p. 17). The Education Commission of States’ A
Time for Action indicated that “our greatest overall educational deficiency in the United
States . . . is our absence of clear, compelling and widely agreed-upon goals for improving
educational performance” (1983, p. 31).

The creation of educational standards is a response to the problem that is defined as
the absence of commitment to the “basic purposes of schooling” and a need for higher
expectations. The solution clearly lay in spelling out those expectations for core academic
disciplines, and the “fact” of system-wide failure requires that these expectations--
standards--become a national mandate. A Nation at Risk uses the word standards in its
recommendation that *“schools, colleges, and universities adopt more rigorous and
measurable standards, and higher expectations for academic performance and student
conduct” (NCEE, 1983, p. 27), standards that would be assessed in “standardized tests of
achievement (not to be confused with aptitude tests” (p. 28).

" The NCEE’s plans for standards and tests were taken up unconditionally by the
first national governmental board to make recommendations about America 2000, President

Bush'’s iteration of this reform movement. The National Council on Education Standards
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and Testing was authorized by Public Law 102-62 in June 1991, and included a number of
members of the extended policy network whose work made the NCEST, America 2000,
and Clinton’s Goals 2000 possible, notably co-chairs Governors Carroll Campbell and
Roy Romer, Lynne Cheney, Chester E, Finn, Jr., David Kearns, and Lauren Resnick.

I will explore the creation of panels like NCEST later, but for now, their advice
about what kind of standards might be required by a national curriculum designed to meet
the challenges expressed in A Nation at Risk may help establish some working definitions
of standards that have been accepted in almost all components of the educational
community. NCEST was not the first body to assert that “education standards should
respond to the fundamental questions: What should schools teach? What should students
learn and how well should they learn it?” (NCEST, 1992, p. E-3).

Judgments about “what students should know” are almost universally represented
as content standards, defined by NCEST as follows:

Content standards should set out the knowledge, skills, and other necessary

understandings that schools should teach in order for all American students

to attain high levels of competency in the subject matter. (NCEST, p. 1992,

p. E-4)

At least one source for content standards in the “excellence” reform movement comes from
the 1985 decision of the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics to work within their
professional organization to set forward a state-of-the-art portrait of the mathematics
curriculum entitled Curriculum and Evaluation Standards for School Mathematics. In
producing content standards, groups must come to consensus about the knowledge and
skills that are most important within an academic discipline.

Performance standards are closely linked to content standards in that they make
clear a level of competence that students must achieve in order to be said to “meet the
standard.” According to NCEST:

Student performance standards should establish the degree of quality of
student performance in the challenging subject matter set out in the content
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standards. In general, the development of such standards will require

examples of a range of professionally judged student performance which

serve as benchmarks for assessing the quality of a new student’s

performance. (NCEST, p. 1992, p. E-4)

As a creature of the Bush administration, NCEST called for a system of national
assessment in order to set up these benchmarks, and although this recommendation did not
survive when America 2000 became Goals 2000 in the Clinton presidency, the perceived
need for such tests remains crucial to the educational standards debate.

Content and performance standards are only two in a dizzying list that grew from
the original impetus of A Nation at Risk; others include delivery standards, skill standards,
opportunity-to-learn standards, standards for teacher preparation and certification,
standards for school plants, and school administration and management standards, The
term has dispersed widely across the educational landscape, and as testimony to the success
of the advocates of “excellence,” one can hardly pick up a mainstream education newsletter
or journal without seeing some reference to standards.

Creating and mandating content and performance standards as well as establishing
potentially nationwide assessment tools to determine the degrees to which American
children “measure up” to such standards represent logical conclusions to the coalition’s
arguments supporting the connections between education and the economy and the
inevitability of the unequal distribution of society’s resources according to “merit.”

The solution of establishing systematized and precise standards also corresponds to
recognized patterns of involvement for one of the key groups in the “excellence” coalition--
corporate philanthropic foundations. Current educational reform bears extensive marks of
their association both in form and content. One hallmark is the presumption of technical
solutions to problems with intricate social and political ramifications like curriculum,
Although issues of what should be taught in public schools and what it means to be an

educated citizen in a democracy are fraught with multiple and competing viewpoints,
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corporate philanthropic foundations view such problems as technical ones solved when
enough scientific research is brought to bear on the issue. “If the scientific facts on
controversial subjects could be established, then the solution that best served the public
interest would present itself and bring consensus to conflicting interest groups” (Slaughter
& Silva, 1982, p. 68). The *excellence” reports represent one such attempt to bring “facts”
about the failure of schools and the attendant decline of economic competitiveness in order

to recommend the rationalization and standardization of the American curriculum.

Brokering Consensus and “Technologies of Influence

Corporate philantrophic foundations play influential and largely hidden roles in
policy formation in the United States and have done so since their establishment in the early
1900’s. In what follows, I will feature the role of two foundations endowed by Andrew
Carnegie--the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching and the Carnegie
Corporation of New York--not because they are the only philantrophic foundations
participating in influencing educational policy in the 1980s and 1990s, but because they
prove to be instructive exemplars of the phenomenon of “brokering consensus”

(Lagemann, 1987) or “ideology manufacture” (Slaughter & Silva, 1982).

Like many philanthropic foundations, the Carnegie Corporation of New York, one of
the major players in establishing the national standards movement, was created with a broad
edict to "advance and diffuse knowledge and understanding" (Lagemann, 1983, p. 3), a
mission which seems innocuous until one considers how the control of knowledge and ideas
may be viewed as a definite source of power, what Joel Spring calls "ideological
management" (1990, p. 378). The creation, organization, and dissemination of knowledge
often obscures the fact that the politics of ideas is never neutral. As philanthropic
organizations advance ideas into the public mainstream, they advance their political and social

views of the future as well in a bid to influence the public, especially in terms of the creation
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and implementation of public policy. As Slaughter and Silva (1982) point out, the ways in
which citizens construct their “blueprints for the future” will be of considerable interest to
“those satisfied with existing power arrangements and well rewarded by their consequences,”
and philanthropic foundations use their vast resources to support particular ideologies at the
expense of the “vibrant marketplace of ideas” (Slaughter & Silva. 1982, p. 56).

These groups succeed or fail in their mobilization of knowledge for their own ends
in the degree to which they are able to define the problem, the solution, and the method of
achieving the solution in the eyes of the public and governmental bodies. These
organizations must, therefore, establish themselves as the experts, those whose approach
gains priority, those who are most able to exercise significant influence on decisions about
public problems (Lagemann, 1989). If they succeed in establishing themselves as experts,
a by-product of their success is evinced in the manner in which they deny access to the
problem-solving to other groups. Because they control the process, they are able to define
what fields are to be considered authoritative and relevant to policy.

When such organizations reveal their goals as using "private power for the public
good" (Lagemann, 1989, p. xii), they fail to specify that the term "public good" is a very
loaded term, and many analysts of the role of corporate philanthropic foundations suggest
that the private power is turned to private goals. Many critics suggest that corporate
philanthropic groups achieve an equivalent of “cultural imperialism” (Arnove, 1982) in
maintaining;

an economic and political order, international in scope, which benefits the

ruling-class interests of philantropists and philanthropoids--a system which

.. . has worked against the interests of minorities, the working class, and

Third World peoples. (Arnove, 1982, p. 1)

For Russell Marks (1982), one specific way that these interests are protected can be linked
to philantrophy’s part in the legitimation of industrial capitalism and its unequal distribution

of society’s resources.
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Given the foundation’s origins in the early days of the American industrial
capitalism, much of their attention was turned to the advancement and diffusion of
knowledge related to a variety of problems confronting an industrializing society, including
both social and economic difficulties (Slaughter & Silva, 1982). Marks contends that one
such problem was the difficulty of acclimating workers to “menial, alienating labor and
minimal rewards” as “their proper condition in life” (1982, p. 88). In order to persuade
workers that their lot in life was rationale and inevitable, philanthropic foundations
promoted, “both theoretically and monetarily” the social construction of “individual
difference” (p. 88). By supporting research designed to document “individual difference”
scientifically, philanthropy has helped to strengthen meritocratic principles that promote the
internalization of feelings of superiority and inferiority in workers themselves,

Apart from the social function of the adjustment of workers to the requirements of
industrial capitalism, the principles of meritocracy provide an important rationale for
economic decisions including what the first president of the Carnegie Foundation for the
Advancement of Teaching declared the “planned articulation of people” (Lagemann, 1987,
p. 34). Science could be used to determine how an individual (with his or her inherent
differences) might best fit into society. Advancing knowledge of this kind could only
increase the efficiency of any organization, from a school to a shop to a factory to a nation.

Ellen Condliffe Lagemann, whose authorized histories of both CFAT (1987) and
the Carnegie Corporation (1989) are for the most part laudatory, acknowledges that the
foundations utilize “technologies of influence” to direct the research sponsored with their
funds; both organizations have done so since their inceptions, The tools employed pre-date
the national standards movement, and in the main, require the use of scientific research,
reports published in influential corridors, and extended networks of like-minded

individuals to “seed” governmental policy, often on the federal level.
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A History of Influence

It is important to note that this trend of philanthropic groups constructing
"technologies of influence" to achieve their own ends in public policy is far from new,
although the national standards movement in its totality may represent its greatest triumph.
The two Carnegie foundations most engaged in the national educational standards
movement exercise all the devices described above and more in shaping debate about
excellence, standards, and and the construction of individual difference in current debates,
An inquiry into the recent past of the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of
Teaching and the Carnegie Corporation of New York may illuminate how such plans have
always been a part of these organizations.

As the older of the two organizations, the Carnegie Foundation for the
Advancement of Teaching was established in 1905 as a pension fund for college
professors. The first president of CFAT, Henry Pritchett was instrumental in influencing
Andrew Carnegie’s visions of philanthrophic giving. Formerly the president at MIT and
essential in the establishment of the National Bureau of Standards (Lagemann, 1987, p.
27), Pritchett viewed philanthropy as a means of promoting social efficiency through
institutional reform, notably the reform of different aspects of public schooling in the
United States. A scientific manager to his core, Pritchett relied on explicit scientific
principles to develop institutional systems in order to achieve what the Foundation defined
as "the public good."

When Henry Pritchett desired to promote a more rigorously hierarchical and
standardized structure for American education, CFAT used its leverage as the provider of
the pension fund to mandate that colleges and universities require fourteen of what became
known as “Carnegie units” for college admission. If the college wished to include its
faculty in the pension fund (what is now the Teachers Insurance and Annuity Association

or TIAA), it had to agree to employ the Camnegie units as admission criteria. This move, in
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turn, influenced public high schools to move to such units to structure their curriculum,

Another such example of the influencing the public good involved Pritchett's
concern about the "planned articulation of people” or the use of schooling to select people
for particular occupations, a feat Pritchett believed could be accomplished through the
systematization of education and the use of educational testing. The CFAT was
instrumental in the establishment of the Educational Testing Service. In 1946, James B,
Conant, president of Harvard, a longtime associate of CFAT, and frequent grantee of both
CFAT and the Carnegie Corporation, chaired a special committee charged with combining
the College Entrance Examination Board, the Testing Service of the American Council on
Education, the National Teachers Examination, and the Graduate Record Examination (of
sister foundation, the Carnegie Corporation) into one effective testing organization. They
recognized that a large central testing agency was required to safeguard the objectivity of
such tests. The result was the creation of a single nonprofit agency, the Educational
Testing Service (ETS) (Weischadle, 1982, p. 369). Incorporated in 1947, ETS advanced
long-standing objectives of CFAT, including the nation's reliance on standardized testing,
the continuation of a hierarchical relationship between institutions in education, and the
entrenchment of belief in a meritocracy (Lagemann, 1983, p. 121).

Before the activists at CFAT could attempt to perfect gate-keeping strategies for
college admissions, the Carnegie Corporation was engaged in investigations to demonstrate
the importance of individual, inherited differences that would stimulate the standardized
tests the ETS would use to such splendid success. The Carnegie Corporation was the last
and largest of Andrew Carnegie’s endowments, organized in 1911 and endowed with $125
million, to which $10, 336, 867 was added at Carnegie’s death in 1919, Created witha
broader base of interest than CFAT, the Corporation nonetheless turned some attention to

education, According to Lagemann (1989), “The Corporation’s self-imposed mandate to
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define, develop, and distribute knowledge was, in a sense, a franchise to govern, in
important indirect ways” (p. 9).

To reinforce its particular world-view and extend its franchise to govern, the
Corporation supported psychologists whose work advanced claims about individual
difference. Among these scientists was Edward L. Thorndike, an American psychologist
with strong interests in using psychological measurement to determine individual
differences. Thorndike’s convictions about inherited differences across race, sex, and
class was matched with eugenic measures to “improve the human race” through selective
breeding and “institutional reform based on hereditary differences” (Marks, 1982, p. 96).
Thomdike’s work was promising; between 1922 and 1938 alone, Thorndike received
approximately $325,000 in grants from the Carnegie Corporation (Marks, 1982, p. 89)
The Corporation also funded a book, Human Nature and Social Order, in which Thorndike
expounded his theories of providing a system of “weights” for measuring each person’s
wants in a society. More weight should be given to the “wants of superior men” (quoted in
Marks, 1982, p, 95). As testament to the degree to which Thorndike’s work affirmed the
world view of philantrophic foundations, the following was reported in the 1938 Report of

ation, acknowledging the

“advances” made in research awarded grants.

Proof that the variation among American cities in their provisions of a good
life is caused much more by the personal qualities of their residents than by
wealth, income, and natural advantages. Very strong evidence that the
equalization of wealth or income in and of itself will do no good to
community--that equality in wealth and income is good in so far as it is a
symptom and result of intelligence, morality, and those other desirable
personal qualities in a population which, by raising the level of the poor, to
that degree work to equality. (Marks, 1982, p. 99)

To take advantage of this new knowledge, widespread testing of the population was
required to assess these differences and provide those in authority with important

information in dealing with students, workers, and others whose lives needed to be
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managed. In 1955, the Corporation (in conjunction with the Ford Foundation) approached
this idea in the form of National Merit Scholarship Qualifying Tests (now the province of
the ETS in the form of the Preliminary Scholastic Aptitude Test), a national testing program
designed to identify and grant bright students who might not ordinarily go to college.

Later, in the 1960s, the teams at both the Carnegie Corporation and the Ford
Foundation used their technologies of influence to control the quality of the educational
product by brokering consensus about the National Assessment of Educational Progress.
The NAERP is designed to assess student performance in a number of fields, and currently
provides data on the national educational performance of students at ages 9, 13, and 17.
But in the early 1960s, public and professional sentiment did not accept the proposals
regarding large-scale educational testing in a decentralized educational environment. The
Corporation founded committees, cooperated with the U. S. Office of Education, and
worked its network magic with the Commissioner of Education Francis Keppel (former
Carnegie associate and son of former president of the Corporation) and John Gardner
(future Corporation president) to no avail. Still, the educational community resisted,
wondering aloud about th high-stakes consequences of such foundation-sponsored plans
drawn up “without clear responsibility to the public”(quoted in Buss, 1982, p. 342).

To clear the way for the national assessment, Harvard president James B. Conant
did his part with the publication of Corporation-sponsored articles and books reporting to
the state of American education to the general public. In one such book, Conant suggested
that “‘an interstate compact should be formed in order to avoid fragmented educational
change”(Weischadle, 1982, p. 377). The Carnegie Corporation granted $375,000 to North
Carolina Governor Terry Sanford to study the problem. Sanford’s work was the source of
the Education Commission of States, created and financed by the Ford and Carnegie
foundations with additional aid from state legislatures. In 1969, the seemingly broad-based

involvement of the ECS reduced criticism for the NAEP and way was cleared fora
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Carnegie-sponsored program (Weischadle, 1982, p. 369). The ECS was cleverly used to
overcome opposition to something the foundations badly desired.

The case of the NAEP provides a vivid case study of the power and techniques of
both the Carnegie Corporation and Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching
in achieving their goals. The cooperation between governments and foundations; the
collaboration of individuals whose professional experiences crossed between foundations,
government, elite institutions of higher education, and corporate life; the use of publications
to stimulate consensus; the use of nonprofit organizations to continue the work without the
attention to the Carnegie name and threat--all these devices are part and parcel of the
management of the national educational standards movement of the 1980s and 90s.

This brief history of the ways in which the Carnegie Corporation and CFAT have
influenced serious change in educational policy also indicates the ease with which the
concerns of corporate philanthropy become the concerns of federal educational policy.
This practice of “seeding” the levels of governmental discussion concerns many analysts of
educational policy given that:

the big philanthropic foundations invest tremendous power in a small

minority, who in turn exercise inordinate influence over the majority. The

power is not there by vote, but by means of money and prestige. Such

elitism has grave implications for the workings of a democratic system. Not

only did Carnegie attempt to alter a basic institution of society, it deposited

power with a small group of men insulated from majority influence and

wisdom, (Weischadle, 1982, p. 382 )

Any constituent in a democracy is entitled to air opinions, make claims, define
problems, and propose solutions regarding public enterprises like education, but the nature
of corporate philantrophic foundations preclude the ways in which most constituents’s
views are criticized, questioned, challenged, and subjected to the scrutiny of those whose

views are different, In the past and in contemporary educational reform policy, groups like

CFAT and the Carnegie Corporation have utilized their wealth, power, and influence to
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define one path and one ideology without inviting competition and confrontation of groups
with alternative representation of what should happen in American schools.

As an unregulated force in policymaking, the influence of the philanthropic
foundations is never completely revealed and is never made accountable to those most
affected by the policies. The consent of the governed appears to be assumed, but not
considered within the judgments of these groups. In obscuring their active participation in
seeding federal legislative policy in the social, political, and economic arenas, corporate
philanthropy resists questions about its agendas and the consequences of them, What
transpires on a federal level appears to be a matter of course, inevitable and self-evident--

not a matter of manipulation, influence, and power-brokering.

Argument into Action: The Road to Goals 2000: Educate America Act

One aspect of the educational excellence movement that did not escape notice was
the active participation of the nation’s governors in the numerous forums, panels, and
commissions mustering support for greater links between educational achievement and
economic productivity. As education has been traditionally held to be a state and local
concern, governors have broader experience in dealing with the its issues. Before the
movement got started many governors, especially in the South, were confronting a real
dilemma in their educational policies. The recession of the late 1970s and early 80s forced
many states to take austerity measures regarding social programs, including education. At
the same time, however, the governors clearly understood that the immediate improvement
of education in their states was required in order to entice business to their comparatively
low tax rates. Many of the southern governors made education reform politically important
on state levels and went on to play important roles in the educational excellence movement--

governors like James B, Hunt, Jr., of North Carolina, Richard Riley and Carroll Campbell
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of South Carolina; Lamar Alexander of Tennessee, and William J, Clinton of Arkansas
(Toch, 1991).

The roles of Secretaries of Education Alexander and Riley and, of course, of
President Bill Clinton in the national standards movement are fairly well-documented, but
Gov. James “Yim” Hunt has as important--though not as public--a function in achieving
national consensus about the direction of school reform. As the member of several
influential commissions during the 1980s, Hunt helped the Carnegie foundations to seed
federal education policy in notable ways.

In North Carolina itself, three-time governor Hunt’s record was mixed(Hunt was
elected in two back-to-back terms from 1977 to 1985 and was reelected in 1992)., The
acclaimed candidate of the North Carolina Association of Educators, Hunt was responsible
for the creation of the North Carolina School of Math and Science, a publicly funded
magnet school for gifted students and other educational innovations, but for seven years
during his tenure, the salaries of public school teachers were “frozen” in response to severe
budgetary constraints. Hunt liked to promote his degree in agricultural education to
highlight his commitment to education (before law school, he student-taught, but was never
employed as a teacher). An equally interesting, but less publicized facet of Governor
Hunt’s background was his term as an “economic advisor” working for the Ford
Foundation in Nepal (CFEE, 1986, p. 131).

A moderate Democrat from a Southern state with an expanding economy and with
ties to corporate philanthropic foundations, Hunt was well-placed to have national impact
on his issue of choice. As part of the Education Commission of States (founded by the
Ford and Carnegie foundations), Hunt chaired the Task Force on Education and Economic
Growth in 1982. The task force involved eleven governors and chief executives of thirteen
large corporations including Xerox, Ford Motor Company, Dow Chemical, Time, Inc. ,

and Control Data Corporation (Toch, 1991). The task force’s report Action for Excellence



was released one week after A Nation at Risk and reiterated the theme that “our national
defense, our social stability and well-being and our national prosperity--will depend on our
ability to improve education and training for millions of individual citizens” (emphasis in
original) (ECS, 1983, p. 16).

Only three months before the ECS report was released, Governor Hunt took his
expertise and contacts to a meeting of the Carnegie Corporation in which *“50 national
leaders in government, business, labor, foundations, science and education met in New
York to discuss the educational needs of a new American economy heavily based on
science and technology” (Carnegie Corporation, 1983, p. 3). As Hunt was co-convener of
the meeting along with Carnegie Corporation president David Hamburg, and a number of
the participants were also listed on the ECS task force, it is not surprising to note that the
brief report produced from the meeting was in content almost identical to the ECS
document, The group did not advocate anything in the way of “standards,” but they did
urge a “coherent national policy linked to economic progress” and “‘dramatic improvement
in educational quality” (1983, p. 3). The group resolved that a “working party” should be
devised “to plan an ongoing mechanism that would provide such national leadership from
the broad coalition of people present at the conference” (1983, p. 4). The group concluded:

We encourage Congressional leaders, the President, and others to generate a

nationwide dialogue on these issues. The current situation demands a sense

of urgency and calls for bold and creative action. Ail major sectors are redy

to pitch in behind leadership willing to put the highest priority on building

our nation’s human resources, Our economic vitality and national security

depend on it. (1983, p.7)

Other individuals whose work surfaces in later educational reform work were present. Far
from comprising a “broad coalition,” the meeting’s constituents were drawn from the
upper-eschelons of large corporations, state governments, and philanthropic foundations.

Some key individuals were the president and vice-president of the Ford Foundation, the

vice-president of Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, Lewis
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Branscomb, the vice-president of IBM, and Marc Tucker, soon-to-be an important
associate of the Carnegie Corporation. A number of university-level educators were
present, including future secretary of Labor Robert Reich, but the only education
professional was Harold Howe of the Harvard Graduate School of Education, whose own
career path crisscrossed between government, foundation work, and higher education
(Burke, 1990).

and the National Board of Professional Teaching
Standards

The “working party” suggested at the conclusion of this meeting was established in
1985 as the Carnegie Forum on Education and the Economy, which published the
important second-wave reform report A Nation Prepared: Teachers for the 21st Century in
1986 under the aegis of the Carnegie Task Force on Teaching as a Profession. The report
was largely the work of Marc Tucker, the Executive Director of the Carnegie Forum on
Education and the Economy. The more involved the Carnegie Corporation gets in the
national standards movement, the more confusing the relationships become: The Carnegie
Task Force on Teaching as a Profession is a subset of the Carnegie Forum on Education
and the Economy which in turn is a subset of the Carnegie Corporation of New York.

In A Nation Prepared (1986), the Task Force on Teaching as a Profession accepts
the basic tenet of the reform movement thus far, that “America’s ability to compete in world
markets is eroding” (p. 2), and a recommittment to quality in education will mean gains in
worker productivity. In the report’s executive summary, the authors maintain that these
basic truths have been accepted by the public, and there exists a “new consensus on the
urgency of making our schools once again the engines of progress, productivity, and
prosperity” (p. 2). A Nation Prepared sets itself the task of creating similar agreement on

two other points: the need for demanding educational standards and the creation of “a
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profession of well-educated teachers prepared to assume new powers and responsibilities
to redesign schools for the future” (p. 2).

The report lays out the economic rationale for its proposals in ten pages whose
sidebars acknowledge the report’s forebears with quotes from A Nation at Risk and Action
for Excellence. In brief, the authors raise the by now familar spectre of a “permanent
underclass” whose lack of preparation for the coming high-skills jobs will not only
handicap these individuals chances at employment, but will increase the ranks of poverty,
imperil the economic productivity of the nation, and by implication, threaten the comfort of
the rest of the country. “A growing number of permanently unemployed people seriously
strains our social fabric. A heavily technology-based economy will be unable to invest vast
sums to maintain people who cannot contribute to the nation’s productivity” (p. 14).

In order to avoid having to support the “permanently unemployed,” the nation must
invest in recreating an educational system capable of delivering new high-skills standards to
all students. Whereas this theme would be played and replayed numerous times before the
decade was out, A Nation Prepared concentrates on specific proposals to rationalize,
standardize, and “improve” one key area of the public educational enterprise--its teachers,
Drawing upon widely-reported projections about a vast shortage of qualified teachers in the
late 20th century, the task force authors suggest that this might be a key time to control the
quality of forthcoming candidates for teaching.

Although the report makes a number of proposals about recruiting highly qualified
teachers, increasing the professionalism of the work, differentiated pay scales, and the
importance of minority teachers, the element of A Nation Prepared that stood out at its
publication and went on to affect the national standards movement itself was the creation of
a National Board of Professional Teaching Standards, a body that would help to set high
standards “for what teachers need to know and be able to do, and to certify teachers who

meet that standard” (CFEE, 1986, p. 55). Such a nationwide board, it was felt, was
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critical in establishing more respect for the teaching profession, which would then lead to
greater responsibilities and rewards for the teaching cadre. The board was required in
order to provide evidence to the public (and to those empowered with changing the
experience of teachers) that “the teachers they spend more money on are fully capable of
doing the job that now needs to be done” (p. 63).

The same procedures required to control student quality through curriculum
standards were described in pursuing teacher quality. First, the standards for teacher
practice were to be defined, and congruent assessment measures were to be drawn in order
to determine what teachers meet the standards. Additional certifications would be devised
and awarded to those who succeed in the rigorous certification process, Teacher education
would change radically to meet the new “market” requirements because Board-certified
teachers would be in demand and would command better salaries, benefits, and working
conditions.

To describe what has transpired with the National Board of Professional Teaching
Standards would require an additional chapter. A brief examination of the National Board,
~ however, is instructive not only given its shared origins with the curriculum standards of
Goals 2000: Educate America Act, but also in the difficulty the standards-setting
committees encountered reducing their experiences, values, and beliefs into a codified set
of principles restricted by an overall vision that was not a part of the experts’
representations of the teaching tasks themselves. Some order had to be imposed from
without in order to give the process a degree of standardization and rationalization,

The Board itself was created in 1987, and Carnegie Corporation promised
$5,000,000 for the first three years of its operation (National Board of Professional
Teaching Standards, 1988, p. 3). It quickly constituted committees to describe teaching

standards in different disciplines and at different levels. The link between these diverse



68

standards is a list of five “propositions of accomplished teaching” seen to cross age and
discipline-specific teaching:

Teachers are committed to their students and their learning.

Teachers know the subject they teach and how to teach those subjects to

students.

Teachers are responsible for managing and monitoring student learning.

Teachers think systematically about their practice and learn from experience.

Teachers are members of learning communities, (National Board of

Professional Teaching Standards, 1991, pp. 13-14)
These five propositions were to guide the standards-setting committees within the
disciplines, and different groups were hired to create “meaningful assessments” to measure
competence according to these standards, Very quickly, problems plagued the National
Board. The Assessment Development Lab (ADL) at the University of Pittsburgh was
tapped to create the assessment measure for English/Language Arts certification at the
“Early Adolescent” level. In working with the “EA/ELA” standards-setting committee,
assessment developers Anthony Petrosky and Penny Pence found themselves confronted
with the committee’s frustrations with the process. The standards-setters were required to
work using the five propositions as a basis, not their own sense of the requirements of the
task. “The propositions set up a framework which segments and abstracts teaching into
stages or steps in an imaginary linear process,” Pence and Petrosky (1992, draft) report,
disenfranchising the experiences of the putative “experts” (p. 3).

The requirements of working within the five propositions had extraordinary
influence on the EA/ELA committee’s work. “In some cases, the task of creating standards
became one of translating generic statements of teaching into the language of English
language arts”(Pence & Petrosky, 1992, p. 4). Since all the discipline-specific committees
were to work within the same five propositions, a certain sameness in the standards seemed
likely.

We would expect, furthermore, that all the subject-specific standards

developed in terms of the NBPTS five propositions will be quite similar and
that they will give the illusion, because of the imposed generic framework,
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of verifying the existence of generic standards that hold true across subject

areas. It is likely, we would argue, that the similarities are more the result

of the generic framework than of epistemological and pedagogical

similarities across subject areas, (Pence & Petrosky, 1992, draft, p. 13)

Although the NBPTS borrows the language of teacher empowerment to help make
its case for the centralized certification of teachers, as its methods continue to unfold, no
such empowering elements have been detected. After the field-test of the Early
Adolescence /English Language Arts assessment, the National Board abruptly postponed
the release of the results. James R, Smith, senior vice-president of the board said the board
had some concerns with the scoring system developed by researchers at University of
Pittsburgh Assessment Development Laboratory (Anthony Petrosky among them), “We
concluded that the scoring system was inadequate in its current form,” Mr. Smith said,
stating that the assessment system, which relied heavily on teacher-constructed portfolios,
was “too lengthy and complicated and potentially too expensive.” The Educational Testing
Service will undertake a new “streamlined scoring system” that relies more on (Richardson,
June 1994), “a scoring system that judges could be trained to in three to four days, that
would place its primary emphasis on assigning scores to performances, and that would
provide candidates with "canned” feedback to each exercise” (Petrosky, 1994, p. 10).

Seeing his controversial work taken over by psychometricians, Anthony Petrosky
expresses how teachers' interests are not being served by the NBPTS: "Policy matters,
Who makes policy matters. . . My point is this: the vision of teachers working
collaboratively to interpret and assess cases of others' teaching has been appropriated by
the NBPTS staff and test makers" (1994, p. 11).

Among its more broadly-defined goals for educational policy and reform, the
NBPTS targets teacher education specifically. Although the National Board will function

to provide advanced, national certification for experienced teachers, “if the National Board

is successful in building a broader consensus of what accomplished teachers should know



70

and be able to do, this knowledge base should eventually form the core of teacher
preparation” (NBPTS, 1991, 63). If the National Board has the effect it is hoping for,
teacher education programs will be advised to re-create themselves in the image of the
NBPTS standards and assessments. True to its economic origins on the Carnegie Forum,
the NBPTS hopes to alter and reform education at large and teacher education specifically
by changing the demands of the market.

Despite its problems (which were not widely publicized outside the educational
community), the National Board of Professional Teaching Standards represents a
significant victory for the ideological management of corporate philanthropic foundations
and their close partners in business and government. As the first of the “excellence”
proposals to be constituted publicly, the Board proved not only that the economic
competitiveness argument had been accepted, but also that the educational community itself
had accepted the inevitability of “standards” in all enterprises. Neither the major teachers
unions nor the professional organizations balked at the concept of codifying the diverse and
perhaps undefinable experience of teaching into measurable outcomes, The National Board
clearly hopes that its “market” influence will grow to the point that any individual who
wishes to become a teacher must achieve Board certification. Should this happen, the
incidences regarding the difficulties in setting these standards and in creating meaningful,
authentic assessment will be a bit of institutional history and the structures will be an

inevitable, unchangeable matter of course.

The National Governors’ Association

Given the close associations of the corporate philanthropic foundations, corporate
leaders, and the state governors described above, it should not be too suprising that Gov.
James Hunt became the chairman of the board of directors of the National Board of

Professional Teaching Standards, a post he retained when he was replaced in North
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Carolina state politics. The Board’s president James A. Kelly is a former associate of the
Ford Foundation, and the ranks of the Board is swollen with Carnegie associates (NBPTS,
1991, p. 71). The networking evinced by Hunt's activities continued to be critical to the
national consensus emerging from the national standards movement, but around the same
time that A Nation Prepared was released, sufficient interest had been generated to warrant
the involvement of another group with which powerful individuals like Hunt were
associated--the National Governors' Association.

In 1985, the NGA was chaired by Tennessee Governor Lamar Alexander, who in
1990 was tapped by President George Bush to be Secretary of Education. Operating with
two years of national frenzy over education and their own state educational projects as
background, the governors turned the sights to affecting the national picture. In the
summer of 1985, the governors convened twelve task forces to study various aspects of the
troubling school situation including ones on teaching, “parent involvement and choice,”
and educational technology. Each task force completed sessions throughout the following
year, culminating in reports published separately and executive summaries published in
entitled Time for Results: The Governors® 1991 Report on Education (1986). The title is
puzzling given its publication date; 1991 signifies the date five years from the publication of
the report during which the governors expected to search for “answers” for the “seven
tough questions” that “professional educators usually skirt” (NGA, 1986, p. 4).

Interestingly, none of the seven questions appear to deal specifically with content or
performance standards, though a close look at Alexander's Chairman’s Summary indicates
that the NGA accepted the prevailing notion that systematizing education (especially teaching,
curriculum, and assessment) was the only option. Alexander promises his audience--
presumably teachers and administrators?--""some old fashioned horse-trading. We’ll regulate
less, if schools and school districts will produce better results” (NGA, 1986, p. 3). Clearer

goals and “better report cards” are suggested as ways to help achieve these results.
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As a report, Time for Results does not offer anything new in the way of the
excellence debate short of a recommendation for parental choice within public schools
(NGA, 1986, p. 13). It revisits well-publicized rationales, keywords, and proposals
drawn from other reports, commissions, and forums, most of which were closely allied
with the NGA. The Education Commission of States, for example, worked in conjunction
with the NGA on the “measures” the Association would review in 1991 to keep up with
improvement within the states.

Apart from the input of the ECS, a Carnegie-created nonprofit organization, the
National Governors’ Association relied heavily on the contributions of a number of
individuals from yet another Carnegie offspring, the National Center on Education and the
Economy, headed by former executive director of Carnegie Forum on Education and the
Economy, Marc Tucker. Before heading the Carnegie Forum, Tucker worked as director
of the Project on Information Technology and Education, a Carnegie grantee. The
Carnegie Corporation was among the chief financial contributors to NCEE, nonprofit
organization Tucker left CFAT to form in 1987. Douglas D. Noble (1994) enumerates the
considerable contacts Tucker and NCEE made within the national standards movement
participants, influence that only increases as the movement continues.

The National Center on Education and the Economy was “born of the conviction
that the enormous changes in the structure of the world’s economy are presenting
challenges to the United States that we can afford to dismiss,” Tucker contends (O’ Neil,
1992, p. 19). Like the ECS, NCEE advances the views and projects of the various
Carnegie organizations without clear and public attribution of those views, How many
other nonprofit organizations had the political reach to seat its director on three of the
eighteen regional hearings the NGA devised to gather information? Marc Tucker not only
made presentations at three of these hearings (December 12, 1985; February 22, 1986; and
March 24, 1986), but three task force chairmen and Lamar Alexander singled him out for
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special acknowledgements in Time for Results (1986, pp. 169-171). Numerous other
presenters to the NGA regional meetings can be found on CFEE’s A Nation Prepared or on
future NCEE documents like America’s Choice: High Skills or Low Wages (1990).
Despite its dearth of original contributions to the national standards movement,
Time for Results is important in that for the first time, the battle was joined by high ranking
state officials with the power and scope to take the educational and economic position of the
Carnegie organizations to a new level of possible political action. Through the National
Govemors’ Association, the standards movement gained the attention of the Executive
branch of the federal government and was first presented as the official national education

policy by President George Bush in 1990.

America 2000

In September 1989, President George Bush assembled a meeting in Charlottesville,
Virginia, that he billed in terms usually reserved for foreign policy meetings of the highest
order. The “education summit” with the National Governors’ Association was supposed to
signal the energy and commitment to domestic issues that the self-identified “education
president’ was said to lack in the national media. The president of the NGA at this time
was Governor Bill Clinton of Arkansas.

While at the end of the summit there appeared to be a remarkable confluence of
opinion between the Governors and the President about the direction education policy
should take, the week before the assembly was fraught with last minute adjustments
between the two groups. Before the summit, the key members of the NGA, including
Governors Clinton and Carroll Campbell of South Carolina, met with President Bush’s
staff to create some groundwork for work. Education Week reporter Julie Miller described
a consensus building for “national education goals and a strategy for achieving them”

(September 20, 1989, p. 1).
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The opportunities to influence the outcome of the summit continued at a brisk pace.
The Governors and the President conducted pre-summit conferences separately to gather
further information and testimony to take to the table. Among the presenters to President
Bush were Keith Geiger, president of the National Education Association; John Chubb,
advocate of school choice and the promotion of market measures to improve schools;
Ernest Boyer, president of Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching; and
David Hamburg, president of Carnegie Corporation of New York (“Participants,” 1989, p.
18). While Education Week does not report the content of these meetings, Keith Geiger is
quoted as saying, “We talked and [the President] listened,”

In the end, the president apparently set aside his reservations, and the participants
of the highly publicized summit agreed to work together toward the creation of educational
goals for the nation, The final summit statement expressed the consensus as follows:

The overriding objective is to develop an ambitious, realistic set of

performance goals that reflect the views of those with a stake in the

performance of our education system. To succeed we need a common

understanding and a common mission. National goals will allow us to plan

effectively, to set priorities, and to establish clear lines of accountability and
authority. These goals will lead to the development of detailed strategies

that will allow us to meet these objectives. (Miller, October 4, 1989, p. 12)

By the time of his State of the Union address in 1990, Bush was ready to announce
the determinations of the NGA and his administration. During the course of his speech, he
publicized the National Education Goals for the first time. Goals Three and Four most
directly relate to the formation of national curriculum standards for content and
performance, stating;

3. American students will leave grades four, eight, and twelve having

demonstrated competency in challenging subject matter including English,

mathematics, science, history, and geography. . .

4, U, S. students will be first in the world in science and mathematics
achievement,
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The NGA and the White House also came to agreement later in 1990 about strategies and a
structure for achieving these goals. The key component in this structure was the creation of
the National Education Goals Panel whose primary purpose is “to monitor and report
annual progress toward the Goals at the national and state levels,” responsibilities which
would be considerably expanded during the Clinton administration (NAEP, 1994, p. 14),

To lead his administration’s follow-up to the decisions of the “education summit,”
President Bush recruited new leaders for the U. S. Department of Education (get‘date!)
from within the excellence movement, Lamar Alexander replaced Lauro Calvados as
Secretary of Education, and former CEO of Xerox Corporation David Kearns became
assistant secretary. Kearns had contributed to the element of the movement that privileged
the dictates of business in reforming education with the book Winning the Brajn Race
(1988) with co-author Denis Doyle of the American Enterprise Institute,

With a new team in place, Bush announced his “national education strategy” in
April 1991, AMERICA 2000 sought to make the National Education Goals the centerpiece
of federal education policy. Given the imperatives of Goals Three and Four and the
emphases on accountability and “better report cards” for student achievement, the “logic of
standards was inescapable” for the new education policy (Ravitch, 1995, p. 135). Asa
long-time advocate of curriculum standards and a core curriculum, later Bush-appointee
Diane Ravitch remembers the next step as an inevitable progression:

It quickly became apparent that the [National Education Goals] panel had no

way to monitor progress toward goals three and four without some clear

definitions of the ‘challenging’ subject matter to be learned and the *

competency’ to be demonstrated. These goals implied the need for some

kind of national standards and national testing. (1995, p. 58)
In accordance with this logic, AMERICA 2000 recommends the establishment “world

class” standards with complimentary “voluntary national tests.” Other recommendations

include provisions for school choice and the institution of the New American Schools
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Development Corporation (NASDC)!, a private organization headed by corporate leaders
charged with disbursing money to new and innovative schools (AMERICA 2000
Sourcebook, 1991).

The National Council of Education Standards and Testing

AMERICA 2000 did not survive legislative struggles between the Bush
Administration and the Democratic-controlled House and Senate, and the election year
wrangles with Democratic candidate Bill Clinton in 1992 also intervened in Bush’s
educational agenda. But before the changes in presidential administration, another
organization critical to the formation of the current standards movement was constituted and
quickly made its mark. The National Council of Education Standards and Testing was
established by Congress in June, 1991 to “advise on the desirability and feasibility of
national standards and tests, and to recommend long-term policies, structures, and
mechanisms for setting voluntary education standards and planning an appropriate system
of tests”(NCEST, 1992, p. 1). A budget of $1 million dollars was disbursed to the
Council to produce a repoﬁ on its work.

While the National Council of Education Standards and Testing Act asserted that
“efforts to develop any such national standards and testing should be undertaken with the
broadest possible participation of the public” (1991, p. 6), the composition of the Council
reflects the elaborate networks at the heart of the excellence movement itself. Chaired by
Governors Campbell and Romer (of Colorado), the Council included: Lynne Cheney,

director of the National Endowment for the Humanities; Chester Finn, former Reagan

1As evidence of the mutually reinforcing nature of those who influence educational policy and those who
benefit from it, Mecklenberger (1992) reports that more than half of the first eleven "winners" of NASDC
grants represented "already established stars” in the educational reform movement (p. 282). Among these:
the Modern Red Schoolhouse led by William Bennett with support from Chester Finn, Denis Doyle, Pierre
du Pont, and the Hudson Institute and the National Alliance for Restructuring Education, led by Marc
Tucker of the National Center on Education and the Economy with support from Apple Computers, the
SCANS Commission, the NBPTS, the New Standards Project, the National Alliance for Business, and
Lauren Resnick's Learning Research and Development Center at the University of Pittsburgh.
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appointee to the Departrent of Education and trenchant conservative education critic; David
Kearns, former corporate head and Assistant Secretary of Education; Roger Porter,
domestic policy advisor to President Bush; Roger Semerad of RJR Nabisco; and Lauren
Resnick of the University of Pittsburgh and close associate of Marc Tucker and the
National Center on Education and the Economy.

Not surprisingly, the National Council of Education Standards and Testing
concluded that both a national curriculum and national assessments were not only feasible,

but necessary, In its report Raisi ation (1992), the Council

specifically recommends standards that include the “specification of content--what students
should know and be able to do--and the level of performance that students are expected to
attain--how good is good enough” (p. 3). In most of Council’s meetings, like most of the
meetings of its aggregate task forces, a commitment to national standards was a given, and
real deliberations about this course of action were never conducted. As one Council
member describes the process:

Early on, it became clear that there was general agreement on the need to

identify standards in the content areas described in goal 3, particularly when

the term *“voluntary” modified national standards. Top-down reform,

focusing on accountability, was hardly debated at all. At issue were details,

such as how long it would take to create standards and whether content

areas not listed in goal 3 could get support for the developent of national

standards. (Baker, 1994, p. 466).

NCEST’s final recommendations to the American public also pronounced that
assessments were required; “since tests tend to influence what is taught, assessments
should be developed that embody the new high standards” (NCEST, 1992, p. 4).
Moreover, remembering Congress’s charge regarding the feasibility of such tests, the
Council held that:

the assessments eventually could be used for such high-stakes purposes for

students as high school graduation, college admission, continuing

education, and certification for employment. Assessments could also be

used by states and localities as the basis for system accountability.
(NCEST, 1992, p. 5).
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What this straightforward pronouncement does not reveal is the extended conflict over this
and other key recommendations about testing within the Assessment Task Force of NCEST
itself, involving confrontations between two groups participating in educational
measurement and research: the “experts” and “advocates.” As chair of the Assessment
Task Force (ATF), Eva L. Baker (1994) recounts the behind-the-scenes struggles between
these groups and the “shifting sources of expertise” that characterized the task force’s
work.

As a member of the “expert” group, Baker describes how the “demystification” of
the educational testing process, while beneficial in many ways, has led to widespread
misunderstandings and lack of sensitivity about the technical features of the enterprise.
Many of the nontechnical members of the ATF, for example, were convinced that “if they
needed it, a solution [to vexing technical problems in testing] was around the corner”
(Baker, 1994, p. 466). Those committed to the advocacy of “performance-based” testing
like that supported by the governors and the Bush administration dismissed the technical
experts’s concerns about the lack of validity, reliability, and generalizability of such
examinations, They promoted performance-based tests as a “‘examination system [that]
could motivate students and revitalize teaching” (Baker, 1994, p. 468).

Although the technical experts had the ear of Congress, testing advocates were
particularly entrenched with authorities on the state and national levels, and their views
were clearly sanctioned in key documents like the National Education Goals Panel 1991
Report. Baker particularly notes the influence of Dr. Lauren Resnick, whose familiarity
with many key figures within NCEST and the larger standards community ensured her
considerable influence and media attention (Baker, 1994, p. 460). Resnick is co-director
of the New Standards Project with Marc Tucker, a foundation-sponsored organization
committed to the development of standards and performance-based assessments. Tucker

was also involved in the advocacy of these tests during hearings before the Select



79

Education Committee shortly after the release of AMERICA 2000; he was the “sole
advocate for rapid development of assessments for high-stakes purposes exemplified in the
America 2000 program” (Baker, 1994, p. 462).

The ATF was largely unable to deal with the extreme differences of opinion evinced
in the two factions, but the group was able to negotiate some common ground in the form
of general propositions and of a “general process by which technical concerns could be
resolved down the road” (Baker, 1994, p. 469). Among this common ground was the
need for “high-stakes” uses of assessment to undergo three additional quality standards:

first, the need for evidence of validity of the assessment for its particular

purpose; second, evidence that students had been given opportunity to learn

the domains assessed; third, evidence that assessments had not been

misused for labeling or excluding students. (Baker, 1994, p. 470).

These technical concerns were not accepted by the Council as a whole, and the NCEST
leadership in particular responded negatively to the additional quality standards for high-
stakes uses of assessment. The “opportunity to learn” qualification became an especially
controversial item. Baker reports the ATF’s proposals were seen the “undermine further
the flexibility trade-off”--the removal of costly and burdensome regulations promised by
Lamar Alexander and the NGA (1986) in return for greater accountability. *“The NCEST .
. overrode ATF objections about the promise of multiple uses of assessment and produced

a document that emphasized policy hopes more than technical feasibility” (Baker, 1994, p.
473).

Goals 2000; Educate America Act

The “policy hopes” of the Bush administration were soon to be frustrated by the
incumbent’s loss to Democratic challenger Bill Clinton, but those of the corporate
foundation milieu and their friends in industry did not suffer accordingly. In his iteration
of the standards movement, Goals 2000, Clinton changed relatively little. This is not a

surprising fact, considering that he was a key author of the National Education Goals that
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anchored Bush’s AMERICA 2000. Although the relentless march of national curriculum
standards remains unchanged in Goals 2000, Clinton did have to make some compromises
with key allies outside the policy network largely responsible for the movement. These
compromises have created serious ruptures in what appeared to be an almost seamless
public consensus on the educational reform policies.

One of the key differences between the recommendation of NCEST and Goals 2000
is the topic of national achievement testing. While accountability is still stressed in Goals
2000, national assessment is not at issue, at least not now. The Goals 2000 documentation
accepts the recommendations of the educational measurement “experts” in maintaining
“there is much still to learn about how to develop valid and reliable performance
assessments before they can be used for high-stakes purposes--including promotion,
graduation or other consequential decisions about individual students” (United States
Department of Education, 1993, p. 3).

While the spectre of national exams linked to education standards is at least deferred
in Goals 2000, the requirement for some kind of “report card” and measure of
accountability is not. The Goals 2000: Educate America Act links federal funding for
education, including funding for disadvantaged students known as Chapter 1, with
compliance with natipnal education goals and assessments. In order for states and local
school districts to receive or compete for these federal funds, the school officials must
indicate how they will go about “establishing curricular-content and student-performance
standards, how they will align assessments to those standards, and how they will approach
the development of opportunity-to-learn standards” (Pitsch, 1994, May 4, p. 19).

Many state and local officials call into question the “voluntary” nature of Goals
2000 and the national standards if important federal funds are tied to their implementation.

In this way, Goals 2000: Educate America Act represents an important milestone for federal
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involvement in educational issues; for the first time, local and.state school-reform is
legislatively linked to federal programs (Pitsch, 1994, March 26).

Another crucial element of the Clinton administration’s compromise involved
delivery or opportunity to leamn (OTL) standards. Many groups outside of the
business/philanthropy/government coalition began to weigh in with concerns about the
unequal outcomes they felt sure were to result from assessments that did not take into
account the reality of unequal distribution of resources to the public schools. Opportunity
to learn standards were seen as a way to ensure an acknowledgment of the importance of
equality of input to learning. Many saw the OTL standards as a conclusive way to press
for equalization of school funding on a federal level. Many Democratic members of
Congress supported the inclusion of OTL standards, as did many civil rights organizations,
the NEA, and a number of professional content organizations including the National
Council of Teachers of English. The version of the bill that eventually passed the Senate in
March 1994 requires states to develop OTL standards or strategies--a term that implies that
there would be “no checklist of inputs that states would have to provide in order to
demonstrate that students in their schools had been given an opportunity to learn”
(Jennings, 1994, p. 2).

The controversy and compromise on opportunity to learn standards did not please
the National Governors’ Association, which did not endorse Goals 2000, To the
governors, OTL standards represented the potential of greater federal regulation of features
such as per-student funding, student-teacher ratios, the quality and availability of
instructional materials and technology, and other measures meant to increase parity.

The broad powers granted the National Education Standards and Improvement
Council alsc disturbed the governors who envisioned a structure in which NESIC would
share equal power with the National Education Goals Panel, an organization that has

existed since shortly after the Education Summit of 1989, NESIC, which has not been



82

constituted, was supposed to function as a clearinghouse for all national content standards,
state standards, OTL standards, and assessments required by Goals 2000. The NEGP was
to share these responsibilities, but NESIC alone had the charge to “develop certification
criteria.” The President was to be responsible for the composition of NESIC which was
required to include 5 educators, 4 representatives of business and industry, 5
representatives of the public, and 5 experts on assessment, curriculum, and other areas.
(Olson, 1994, May 14, p. 16). Shortly after Goals 2000 was signed into law, Governors
Romer and Campbell, co-chairs of NCEST, wrote to their former colleague Secretary Riley
to oppose the OTL standards and the broad powers of Clinton’s version of NESIC.

Even on a voluntary basis, some of the Governors believe that this is an

example of federal intrusion into an area that has historically been a

responsibility of the states. Moreover, some Governors fear that the

creation of a voluntary mechanism for this certification [of content and OTL

standards] could create pressure for a mandatory requirement. (quoted in

Ravitch, 1994, p. 151)

The concessions the Clinton administration made to assure the passage of his
education policies damaged the coalition that had supported the excellence movement from
its beginnings to legislative action. In addition to the governors, Republican leaders with
concerns about the incursion of the federal government into state and local matters began to
worry about the potential of NESIC, and conservative theorists who helped to lay the
intellectual groundwork for the standards movement vilified Goals 2000, Chester Finn and
Diane Ravitch excoriated the lack of meaningful testing in the policy in their Educational
Excellence Network newsletter, an organization (now funded by the Hudson Institute) they
created in the 1980s to advance conservative ideas about education (Olson, 1994,
September 14).

Despite the falling out of some of the excellence bedfellows, the major tenets of the

agendas of the coalition of government, business, and corporate philanthropic foundations

remains intact, however precariously, And despite his accommodations regarding testing
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and the OTL standards, President Clinton’s commitment to the ideologies supported by
philantrophy are not questioned. His “human capital agenda” has been linked repeatedly to
his educational policies as he discusses the need for Americans to become “life-long
learners™--not for any intrinsic benefits of learning, but as a necessity in an economy in
which the job market is so volatile and capricious that workers cannot depend on the old
verities of wage increases, seniority, and lengthy tenure with the same job. “If you look at
the new economy, it’s an economy of ceaseless change. Jobs are created. Jobs are
destroyed. . . The bottom is dropping out of our economy for people who lack the
education and skills to participate,” explains William B, Galston, the President’s deputy
assistant for domestic policy (Pitsch, 1994, June 22, p. 25).

The critical role that human capital plays in the President’s economic

strategy stems from a singular belief that permeates the Administration: The

federal government must help prepare workers to adapt to the economic

forces at work in the rapidly changing, worldwide economy. (Pitsch, 1994,

June 22, p. 24).
This view, a modified version of the arguments of the excellence documents, receives
considerable reinforcement in Clinton’s administration from his close contact with former
Carnegie associate and ubiquitous expert on the nature of the new global economy, Marc
Tucker. First Lady Hilary Rodham Clinton and Administration member Ira Magaziner
were key figures in the National Center on Education and the Economy’s 1990 report
America’s Choice: High Skills or Low Wages! which advanced the workforce predictions
discussed in Chapter Two.

Tucker’s views were also distributed to the greater public in Thinking for a Living:
Education and the Wealth of Nationg (1991), a book he co-authored with former Secretary
of Labor and Carnegie Corporation board member Ray Marshall. In this book, Tucker

describes the work of the New Standards Project which he co-directs with Lauren Resnick,

work that will culminate in “a national examination system in which states, districts, and
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even schools can select from many examinations, but with the passing level of all these
examinations set to the same standard” (Marshall & Tucker, 1991, p. 147).

The deep involvement of a political liberal like Marc Tucker and political
conservatives like Ravitch, Finn, and William Bennett speaks to the degree to which
corporate philanthropy has been able to construct a discourse of reform that appeals to free
market liberals with concerns about “humnan capital” and cultural restorationists with
interests in protecting dominant cuiture from attack. Educational standards promise results

for each group--something for everyone.



Chapter 4

WHICH ENGLISH? THE STRUGGLE FOR
DEFINITION OF THE DISCIPLINE

In 1912, a fledging organization whose constitution charged it “to increase the
effectiveness of school and college work in English” published its first official journal
(Hook, 1979, p. 287). The National Council of Teachers of English had been established
a year earlier, in the early years of English as a core discipline in public school curriculum.
The Council’s journal, English Journal, promised to give voice to the early practitioners of
this developing field. Among those heard from in the historic first issue was James M.
Powers, Salem (Oregon) Public Schools. “I am greatly interested in this matter of teaching
English in the public schools, and especially in the high schools,” Powers wrote in a
section entitled Roundtable.

I hope the Council may see fit to look at the matter from the standpoint of

the needs of students, regardless of any requirements that may be laid down

by the colleges and universities. The English work in the high schools at

present is largely in the condition of a bewildering maze. We have a

superabundance of material to draw from, and seem to be determined to get

our arms around it all during the four years that the student is in the high

school. I wish that we could get ourselves out of this maze, and that some

standards could be set up whereby the students and teachers might be made

to feel that they are beginning somewhere; that they are traveling along some
well-recognized path; and that they are heading for some goal worth the

while to reach. (Epglish Journal, 1912, p. 50)

The call for educational standards is far from new in the field of English
curriculum, From the beginning, plans to settle the English curriculum for once and for all
have helped define the history of the discipline. While those in the field of English
acknowledge previous standards-setting endeavors (Myers, 1994a), many advocates in the
mainstream standards movement have managed to establish the view that the creation of
“standards” represents a new and revolutionary way of transforming education. Within its

numerous public reports, standards advocates establish that nothing other than this brave,
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new strategy can meet the challenges of this particular crisis in public education. In
rejecting a historical view of the reform strategy, standards advocates claim to have broken
original ground in their desires to replace American education at the top of international
competitive lists, But those familiar with the history of English should be dubious about
such claims in light of the relevance and irrelevance of previous attempts to standardize the
subject.

Original or not, the contemporary standards movement has the potential to alter
important elements within the history of English curriculum exchanges--chiefly, the
existence of four disparate groups within the field whose struggles to define the discipline
were conducted without the spectre of federal intervention, national curricula and
examinations, and manipulation from outside of English education itself.

The origins of the contemporary standards-setting movement can be located not in
the struggles over decision-making within English and other disciplines, but in the
calculations of a coalition of government and coporate forces who have engineered a wide-
spread consensus about the form that educational reform must take in the waning years of
the twentieth century, calculations managed predominately away from the public forum
within the realm of non-profit, philanthropic forums and foundation. Whereas before
professionals from different factions within English education struggled for authority and
the power to set the curriculum agenda for English, that power has presently been
supplanted by the considerable strength of putative economic concerns being promoted by
government and corporate forces. Because this coalition of forces has successfully linked
the reform of contemporary education with the continued vigor of the U.S. economy in all
aspects of education-reform, these groups outside of the traditional English education field
now stands ready to define curriculum, assessment, and teacher certification practices in
English, a process which will shut down the conflict between the the contending groups

and reestablish traditional hierarchies within the field that were beginning to shift.
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It is important to consider the history of other standards-setting endeavors in
English for a number of reasons, First, the originators of the contemporary standards
movement refuse to recognize that the steps they advocate taking to reform the discipline
have historical antecedents and have been attempted before. Secondly, a look at previous
attempts to rationalize and systematize English reveals the struggles of the opposing
curriculum interest groups that have contended for the power to define the discipline from
its inception. Periodically, one group or another achieves momentary preeminence only to
lose impetus as the clamor of competing views drowns out what appeared to be a final
consensus. Today’s increasing federal intervention into the clamor changes the entire
terrain of the battle irretrievably.

Finally, such a historical view enables those observers of the contemporary process
to understand how all these calls for standards--historical and contemporary--are linked to
issues far beyond those of what should children know and experience in the English

curriculum.

English: “Quicksilver among Metals”

As difficult as it may be to believe today, English as a discipline has not always
enjoyed a secure position within the academy. Until the 1890's, neither the universities nor
the emerging secondary schools in the United States boasted of a course known as English,
Before this time, rhetoric, oratory, and the study of the canon of classical literature in
Greek and Latin pervaded the curriculum in the universities, while grammar and reading
occupied earlier educational endeavors. Arthur Applebee (1974) explained that before the
various threads of language study, literary history, and the examination of literary works in
the English language could converge into the subject that students generally understand
English to be today, a methodology that could support such study had to pass muster in the

academy along with a rew cultural rationale for undertaking what might be considered a
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frivolous venture (p. 21). But by 1900, the quarrel over whether or not English should be
a part of the public school curriculum was over; the question that remained, and continues
to linger today is: “Which English should be a part of the public school curriculum?”

Perhaps more than any other discipline, English has been bedeviled with a
troublesome lack of definition. Unlike science or math, English does not present a unified,
rationale framework for study, leaving the discipline open to attacks that as a subject, it is
not sufficiently systematized. For those charged with explicating the place of English and
language arts study within the schools, however, this chameleon-like quality has
alternatively been praised and reproached depending on the perspective one holds. Albert
Kitzhaber called English “the least clearly defined subject in the curriculum” (Muller, 1967,
p. 4), but John Dixon (1967), member of the same conference, chose to describe this
quality as a positive one, calling English “quicksilver among metals--mobile, living, and
elusive” (p. 1). Although practitioners of English may have conflicting views about the
subject's lack of a unified framework, educational theorists outside the field do not.
English, more apparently value-laden and openly personal than other academic discipline,
has remained open to “reorganization” throughout its history from within and from
without. Within a history of a little over one hundred years, numerous committees,
commissions, coalitions, and other bodies have met to attempt to resolve, reorganize, or
redefine the parameters of the English curriculum. In some ways, the contemporary
standards movement in English may be seen as another instance in a long line of such
attempts, Although similarities between previous standards-setting bodies and the current
ones do exist, the differences between them are far more interesting and more telling.

In earlier efforts, the impetus to consider the nature and goals of the English
curriculum (and those of other academic disciplines) was located within professional
education organizations. Organizations like the National Education Association (NEA)

and, later on, subject-matter groups like the National Council of Teachers of English
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(NCTE), the International Reading Association (IRA), and Modern Language Association
(MLA) acted in the interests of the field in convening bodies to deliberate issues, questions,
and problems in English instruction and English curriculum development. Practitioners in
the field gathered in response to key issues and questions, convened committees, prepared
reports, and made recommendations which then became the stuff of further controversy,
argument, and action. The NCTE itself was created in response to one such controversy,
the dominance of the fledgling secondary English curriculum by powerful Eastern
universities and their Uniform Book Lists (Applebee, 1974).

Members of these English education groups were and are far from uniform in their
views about English. Conflicts arose from the beginning, sometimes about smaller, more
technical issues, but also over larger, epistemological ones. Like all battles over contested
curricular terrain, these conflicts were grounded in political visions of the world and the
appropriate place of schooling in it. Despite their differing views regarding English,
different groups regularly clashed over issues that they helped define, in processes they
invented, and in publications and conferences they controlled. Within these subject
organizations and within the field, four groups may be identified, each with different
agendas for the English curriculum, each with different views of what counts as
knowledge, skill, and purpose in the subject. (See Table 3 for some details of these
historic groups.)

The controversies within the field of English education that the conflicts between
these four groups engendered, of course, cannot be divorced from the backdrop of other
issues of the epoques in which they occur, issues of history, politics, social and economic
contexts, and the trends in general educational philosophy. But embedded as these past
standards-setting endeavors were within these specific contexts, the professional English
educators of whatever stripe that participated in them were the acknowledged authorities in

deciding what English instruction was to be like. As theorists, researchers, and most
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importantly, practitioners in English on all levels, these individuals shepherded English

according to their experiences, beliefs, and expertise. They were and are the consummate

insiders in English, responsible for creating and recreating the discipline with their practice,

research, and advocacy. For one hundred years, they were the experts.

The current standards-setting movement represents a significant departure from this

trend. Today, English educators are involved in deciding what English should be like in

the public schools of the twenty-first century at the fiat of the federal government, a role so

circumscribed by the official governmental line that the English curriculum standards

project developed by the two largest educational organizations in English was stripped of

its federal funding after only eight months of work. In the Goals 2000-era of standards-

setting in English, the free-wheeling debate between groups within the field may be

concluded. The actions of the United States Department of Education have made it

abundantly clear that only those educators whose opinions were compatible with the Goals

2000 mentality need apply.




91

Struggles over the English Curriculum: The Four Curriculum Groups

Curriculum development in English--as in any subject--posits answers to much
more than questions about how instruction in language arts should be organized.
Curriculum is developed with theories about what knowledge is worth the most in a given
society; it is written with implicit answers to Wendell Berry’s question, “What are people
for?” (Berry, 1994). Theories about the appropriate social relationships between people
and the role of schooling in achieving these relationships also contribute to decisions about
what gets taught in schools.

Individuals involved in the educational process possess different answers to these
questions, and curriculum theorist Herbert Kliebard (1986) noticed patterns and
relationships in these answers and beliefs about curriculum, He posits four distinct trends
in the history of curriculum decisions in American education, four curriculum interest
groups whose answers to questions about work, schooling, and the social roles of students
and teachers have been in conflict for over a century. Membership in these groups is not
formal; there are no professional affiliations that mark educators as belonging in one group
or another. What the members of these groups do share are common beliefs about the
nature and purposes of school. Within English, these commonly-held theoretical and
epistemological positions lead to similar views about more specific aspects of English in the
classroom--what the major emphases of the subject should be, how it should be taught,
how English teachers should be educated, and what their primary roles in the classroom
should be. Kliebard identifies the four distinct groups as the humanists, the social
efficiency or scientific management theorists, the child-centered theorists, and the social
meliorists (or social reconstructionists). Each of these groups is well-represented
historically within the field of English education and has been able to coexist with the
others with their varying perspectives intact because English truly is a malleable subject

likely to take on many forms. In its one hundred year history, the discipine has run the
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gamut from a specified set of books to a specified set of skills to the discipline most suited
for “life-adjustment,” and almost everything in between.

Given the somewhat cyclical nature of the changes in the English curriculum, no
one group has prevailed for long in defining the discipline. Although different groups
surface at different points with key ideas, documents, books, and proposals, beneath what
appears to be unity, contention lingers in theory and practice. Even the NCTE, the oldest
professional organization in English, has not maintained a consistent position, has not
possessed a single “party line” in its work of eighty-four years (Hook, 1979). In English,
the only constant appears to be change

Advocates of all four curriculum groups situate their claims for what English truly
is in the historical and political milieu. References to current events, the state of American
society, and especially the challenges of American youth preface many, if not most, of the
articles, books, proposals, and recommendations that have appeared within the field.

These proposals and recommendations about the practices and outcomes of English differ
according to the lens through which individuals see the world around them,

Although the national standards process initially expanded the debate about the
practice and outcomes of English in all levels of schooling, its end result appears to be far
from comprehensive. The very nature of the standards-setting procedure, as defined by the
federal government and corporate philantrophic foundations, has effectively silenced some
participants in the struggle over what English is and should be, shutting down the lively
tensions between groups and re-establishing hierarchies within the field that were beginning
to shift. If current descriptions of different standards projects are any indication, educators
with ties to the humanist and scientific management aspects of English education are finding
their positions strengthened by powerful links to national standards. Individuals and groups
who favor child-centered and social reconstructionist visions of English and English

instruction, however, find their voices to be weakened, if not silenced, in the debate.
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In one sense, these links between theories in English curriculum and the powerful
ideas in politics, the economy, and society of an epoque have long been at the heart of who
succeeds in defining English. As the following sections describe, currents in history give
momentum to different curriculum interest groups, and, if only for a time, the questions
about English appear to be settled. The success of the “standards” pronounced by different
groups, however, were largely intended to set the vision for English, to inspire teacher
education, commercial curriculum development, and everyday practice in the discipline.
Some had more effect on these elements than others, but all were open to criticism within
the field, criticisms that kept the question of English vexed and open.

In previous standards endeavors, the currents of history did not lead to federal
legislation that threatens to usher in an era of national curricula and national examinations.
No end-game mechanisms constructed by those outside the field forced certain ideas and
visions out of the lively mix. No structures--nationwide or otherwise--enforced one view
of the subject with “high-stakes” consequences for compliance. For those involved in the
historic debate and those concerned about the integrity of the ideas competing within the
question of English, the stakes have never been so high.

The Humanists and the Committee of Ten (1892):
Standing on the Shoulders of Giants

The humanists are often described as the guardians of Western cultural heritage,
and it is their charge to preserve and transmit this heritage with its strong emphases on
reason, authority, and Western ideals to children in all curriculum areas. Kliebard (1986)
briefly describes their theories about curriculum development:

The right selection of subjects along with the right way of teaching them

could develop citizens of all classes endowed win accordance with the

humanist ideal--with the power of reason, sensitivity to beauty, and high
moral character, (p. 11)
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Because all children must function in a society constructed on the ideals of reason, beauty,
order, and high morals, all children should be exposed to the same education, the
humanists aver.

Early humanists’ views of learning and cognition helped them make their case for
the humanist curriculum. Faculty psychology and theories of mental discipline held that the
value of classical subjects “lay not in any immediate practicality, but in their ability to
develop certain highly valued habits of thought that, in the long run, were the foundation of
what we mean by education” (Kliebard, 1992, p. 8). Subjects untested in the crucible of
time--originally including modern languages and literatures--could not be counted on to
develop the “furniture of the mind” sufficiently,

Not all humanists were complete traditionalists. During the meetings of the famous
Committee of Ten on Secondary Studies, the work of humanist “reformers” like Harvard
president and committee chairman Charles Eliot ensured that English was formally
recognized as a discipline worthy of inclusion in the curriculum. Although a mental
disciplinarian by nature, Eliot believed that any subject, properly structured and supported,
had the capacity to train the mind, Eliot not only fought for the rightful place of English
language and literature in college curricula, he ensured its place in the developing high
school by instituting entrance examinations at Harvard which required “a short English
composition . . the subject to be taken from such works of standard authors as shall be
announced from time to time” (quoted in Berlin, 1987, p. 33). These examinations,
predicated on “standard authors” led to the Uniform Books Lists that dominated the early
high school English curriculum.

The idea of a list of books all high school students should read and be ready to be
tested on concurs closely with humanist leanings, and Committee of Ten's
recommendations about English clearly bore the marks of Eliot’s views. Although

experimental psychology quickiy challenged the precepts of mental discipline, another key
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humanist William Torrey Harris reinforced Eliot’s proposals by connecting them to the
preservation of culture (Kliebard, 1992).

The humanist group within English education attempted to solidify some of the
ambiguity of the field by codifying the information and knowledge of which the subject
English is composed, especially the knowledge being required by newly founded
university-level English departments. The Conference on English recommended that
“English should be pursued in the high school during the entire course of four years: but in
making thjs recommendation the Conference has in mind both study of literature and
training in the expression of thought” (NEA, 1893, p. 20). Special instruction in the
discipline was divided into ** ‘language’ and composition, formal or systematic grammar,
and reading or lessons in literature” (p. 87). Students, the Conference detailed, should
study “complete works” of a *distinctly literary kind” (p. 89). The history of English
language and English literature were also noted as important subjects of study of secondary
students.

The description of English as a secondary school subject and the insistence that all
students deserved identical instruction in the subject are consistent with the humanist
position espoused in this forum. All students required instruction in English literary
history, formal grammar, and the “study of words” because these subjects illustrated “the
political, social, intellectual, and religious developments of the English race” (NEA, 1893,
p. 21). In the humanist version of English, a common language and literature promote and
conserve a common culture that binds disparate individuals. In the late nineteenth century,
when secondary schools were on the verge of an enormous population explosion by
students of all classes, nationalities, and cultures, a curriculum which stressed the
continuity of English literary history and formal grammar also emphasized the authority of
tradition and the primacy of the elites. As Arthur Applebee points out, after the

Commission of Ten, there was never again debate about whether English should be
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included in the school curriculum, just debate about what its goals were to be and how they
were to be accomplished (1974, p. 36).

Despite the relatively brief ascendancy of the humanists around the turn of the
century, the force of the humanist position to conserve the icons of the past and pass them
along to future generations has not disappeared from the field of English education. In the
late twentieth century, similar conversations about common cultures and language have
gained in intensity given projection of severe shifts in the demographics regarding race and
ethnicity in the United States. Concerns about the growing “diversity” of modern
American culture has led to both calls for “multicultural” representation in the English
curriculum and for a retrenchment of “traditional” American values in literature, language,
and culture.

Perhaps the most famous proponent of the group and one of several individuals
responsible for re-establishing the humanist emphasis on a larger scale is E. D, Hirsch, Jr.,
professor of English at the University of Virginia. In his best-selling book Cultural
Literacy: What Every American Needs to Know (1988), Hirsch elaborates the case for a
common “cultural literacy,” including an infamous list comprising the “network of
information that all competent readers possess” (2). The transmission of such information
and a common cultural knowledge is the goal of all education, not solely English education.
The list itself illustrates what direction English must take, however; a steady stream of
authors, book titles, characters’ names, literary allusions, and historical and literary periods
must flow by students of English so they will all possess the background knowledge that
enables them to be functional in society. That Hirsch privileges the emphasis on content in
English education is not surprising, as it is a position that is clearly supported in
undergraduate and graduate English curriculums.

Although humanist pronouncements dominated the most important curriculum

document in the earliest days of English with the Committee of Ten report, different
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conceptions of literature, reading, and writing were surfacing even in these early days in
the writings of child-centered theorists and practitioners like G. Stanley Hall and Francis
Parker. Shannon (1990) described the force of Parker’s “Quincy literacy lessons” which
were “predicated on students’ oral language communication and their abilities to use that
language wisely in meaningful contexts” (p. 3) in spite of the humanist emphasis of the era.
Similarly, in 1892, the same year that the Committee of Ten met to work on their
recommendations, Joseph Mayer Rice made his muckraking survey of American schools.
The scientific management or social efficiency curriculum movement may be traced to
Rice’s well-publicized outrage over the state of schools which culminated in his view that
“teachers and administrators must be made to do the right thing” (Kliebard, 1986, p. 23).
The humanist view that all students, regardless of destination, should receive
“education for life”--that is to say, education for college--was important in making a
rationale for the Uniform Books Lists and their domination of the high school English
curriculum. But the fact that very soon, English educators from both high school and
college rose up to protest this domination suggests that the humanist influence was
questioned by many. Some, like University of Michigan professor Fred Newton Scott,
disapproved of the way select Eastern colleges controlled high schools, and others simply
wished for more variety in literary selections (Berlin, 1987). The creation of the NCTE

was a direct consequence of these protests.

The Scientific Managers and the Reorganization of English (1917)

By the end of the first year of the Council’s operation (1912), James Hosic, the
owner and editor of English Journal, was ready to characterize a major trend in English that
was to challenge humanists. In an unsigned editorial entitled “The Closing Year,” Hosic
explained:

The trend of thought and discussion in the field of English is unmistakable.
It is away from the academic and toward the practical and efficient. By the
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latter is meant not merely the ability to strive successfully for a livelihood in

business and the professions, though this in itself is worthy, but also the

capaclty to serve the community and to live finely and richly for oneself and

one's intimates. Now, efficiency of this sort is to be developed by

perfecting the life of the present, by inducing right attitudes and securing

adequate performance in the tasks and pleasures which fill the life here and

now. (Hosic, 1912, p. 639)

Although Hosic clearly saw this redirection as an important corrective to the elitist nature of
the humanist emphases, he was a little uncertain about swiftness with which the “efficiency
crusade. . . is gaining ground among educators.” Such a movement, he maintains, “is so
big that it seems to have swept everything along in its course, with the result that analogies
from business efficiency are often falsely carried over into fields where they have no place”
(Hosic, 1912, p. 641).

Hosic was keen to pick up on the next curriculum trend, that of the social efficiency
or scientific management advocates. If the concept of Western cultural ideals drives the
humanists, the power of science motivates the decisions of the social efficiency theorists.
In this view, science yields the potential for creating a “coolly efficient, smoothly running
society” (Kliebard, 1986, p. 27). The project of schooling within the vision of such a
society becomes implicated in deciding what knowledge and skills it will be necessary to
impart to children to ensure their successful integration into society. Schools have the
important task of “fitting the individual into the right niche in the existing social order”
(Kliebard, 1986, p. 187).

In their early days, these theorists looked to the newly standardized techniques of
large-scale industry to transfer to curriculum and instruction. “Waste” in the curriculum
was to be eliminated at all costs, disciplines were to be broken down to their first principles
and essential skills, and standardization through science was to be achieved with
increasingly technological means. For the social efficiency theorists, “people had to be

controlled for their own good, but especially for the good of society as a whole”
(Kliebard, 1986, p. 27).
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By 1917, the year of the next round of defining English, the number of students in
American high schools had quadrupled, from just over 200, 000 students in the 1890
population to over 800, 000 in 1915 (Applebee, 1974, p. 46). English education had not
lain dormant between “reorganization” committees. English educators had already
recognized the changing needs of their ever-increasing students, and with the creation of
the National Council of Teachers of English, educators succeeded in throwing off the yoke
of the universities' Uniform Book Lists. Other disciplines were similarly reevaluating their
goals, and the NEA convened again to re-cast the mission of the high school in terms of a

wide variety of curricula designed to meet the needs of different types of students. This

commission resulted in a report known as the Cardinal Principles of Secondary Education.
The report and the related report, the Reorganization of English in Secondary Schools from

the committee on English, reject the principle that high school existed solely to prepare
students for college. Instead, English was to be “social in content, and social in method of
acquirement,” to include “considerable range” in its curricular structure to meet the needs of
all students (Reorganization of English, 1917, p. 46). Clearly, the “social” needs of
university-bound students and those of workers for the burgeoning industrial factories
differ; their needs for English differ as well. In short, a tracking system in English began.

Both the Cardinal Principles and the Reorganization of English documents reflect
the dominance of the scientific management perspective. Their emphasis on the social
utility of secondary schools and the English curriculum indicates closeness of their
reasoning to social theorists of the time period whose concerns about efficiency and
precision lead them to view science as “the solution to the problems of school” (Shannon,
1990, p. 12). Advances in psychological testing and measurement, innovations in
management derived from industry, and concern over eliminating non-essentials in the
name of productivity all contributed to a climate heralding the triumph of science in

controlling people for the public good (Shannon, 1990).
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Because scientific managers “found little transfer from one subject to another,” they
suggest “that teachers should instruct students directly on what they considered most
important for them to learn” (Shannon, 1990, p. 11). Within the NCTE, James Hosic’s
concern about transplanting the metaphors of business wholesale into education was short-
lived. In 1918, the Council convened a Committee on Economy of Time in English
Teaching (English Journal, 1918, p. 75), and in 1921 a Committee on Essentials, both
groups charged with reducing English to its core elements so they might be subject to direct
instruction (Hook, 1979). Many articles in English Journal in this period supported these
trends, calling for “minimum standards in English” (Reynolds, 1915), a “bureau of
definitions” (Hopkins, 1917), and “scientific standards in English teaching” (no author,
English Journal, 1918).

The “great war” was having its impact on the scientific management of English. In
his editorial in December of 1918, Hosic listed topics that the field of English must take up
in the “immediate future”:

Objective standards. The army is fully committed to scientific methods of

measuring ability. Undoubtedly many of the abilities exercised in English

study can ultimately be measured by standard far more unvarying than the

personal judgments now imposed. English teachers owe it to themselves

and to their students to aid in a movement that is clearly gaining ground.

(Hosic, 1918, p. 663).

The first World War also helped to revive some humanist concerns about common American
culture, and Hosic contends that “if we but face the problem squarely, [here] appears the
war's greatest service to the pedagogy of English, We are choosing this literature because
of its content value, for changes it can work in our boys and girls” (1917, p. 693).

The advice to teach to the scientifically determined, hierarchically arranged
objectives is clearly manifesting in commercially-produced English curriculum materials,

both past and present, The emphasis on the direct instruction and application of carefully

delineated and sequenced skills in reading, writing, literature study, and language study is
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evinced in all levels of instruction. Any literature book available to English educators in
elementary or high school today is accompanied with ancillary materials like workbooks
which support the skills structure as well as evaluation materials scientifically correlated to
the sequence of instruction.

Few theorists in English education today would claim the mantle of the scientific
managers, but the influence of this perspective lingers forcefully and long within the field.
Although sometimes it seems like social efficiency never lost favor, other voices did
attempt to penetrate the strength of the “efficiency wave” with some success. The same
historical, social, and economic conditions between the world wars that gave birth to
scientific management also nurtured the Progressive era with its child-centered and social
meliorist strains. As Lawrence Cremin describes it, progressive education

began as part of a vast humanitarian effort to apply the promise of American

life--the ideal of government by, of, and for the people--to the puzzling new

urban-industrial civilization that came to be during the latter half of the

nineteenth century. (1964, p. xii)

As early as 1917, some English educators were beginning to propose the importance of the
individual and the social uses of language. In the English Journal, a university professor
named Elmer W, Smith tries to name some elements of what he calls the “advance
movement” in English, Instead of the rigid segmentation of the curriculum, he posits “that
grammar, composition, and literature as separate branches exist each for all and all for each;
that expression, oral and written, are one and indivisible, we hope, forevermore” (Smith,
1917, p. 14). Smith also describes how a realization of the “new social doctrine” affects
practice in English:

This social point of view has revealed several things: first, that man talks

before he writes, and writes because he talks, and that he uses both forms

of expression because he is a member of a society by which he wishes to

make himself understood; secondly, that all the schools can do and all they

ought to try to do is to give the boys and girls a real preparation for

participating in a real society; thirdly, that the means of accomplishing this

end is as important and sacred as the end itself, which is to say that we can
prepare them for real things only by having them do real things. . . . The
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fourth result of this social point of view is that, no matter how highly we

may refine their sensibilities and how responsive they may be to visions

and ideals, unless they know what they are in the world for, and how to

make themselves useful in the world, men and women are very foolish

human beings. (Smith, 1917, p. 15)

Although Smith’s ideas prefigured progressive trends by a number of years, it did
not take too long for the skepticism about the close articulation of English, science, and
efficiency to resurface (Applebee, 1974). Before long, the metaphor of science was
challenged with that of “experience” in much of the dialogue about English. Kilpatrick’s
“project method” combined both Dewey, with his emphasis on the nature of the child and
the importance of “socially purposive acts,” and Thorndike, with his framing of his method
as consistent with the “laws of learning” (Applebee, 1974). Although Kilpatrick attempted
to bridge these contradictions between curriculum groups, many of his tenets point to a
pro-child approach; he believed that “education be considered as life itself and no as mere
preparation for later living” (quoted in Kliebard, 1986, p. 162).

This point of view was strengthened with the publication of the NCTE’s An
Experience Curriculum in English (Hatfield, 1935), “a pattern curriculum”--in effect, a
suggestion, not a mandate--which extends the view that “the ideal curriculum consists of
well-selected experiences” (Hatfield, 1935, p. 3). Meant to represent the best practice in
English during a time of great flux, An Experience Curriculum treats language study as the
examination of a process of communication, not skill and drill, and views the individual
responses of the child as of paramount importance (Hook, 1979).

Crosscurrents of the developmentalist perspective were not the only ones to
challenge the primacy of the social efficiency doctrine in English. Humanists concerned
about the traditional curriculum reintroduced arguments for “mental discipline” through
attacks on the “experience” curriculum of the Progressive era, calling for “intellectual
courage,” “discipline,” and “responsibility” (Applebee, 1974, p. 113). And the social

meliorists, whose emphases focus on the role of schools in improving society, were
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fortified and invigorated by the intense interest of many English educators in the woeful
economic and social conditions between the wars. An assistant editor of English Journal
and high-ranking Council official, John DeBoer (1932) appeals for the creation of a social
use of literature which “will become established by the importunities of a civilization on
trial. . . The introduction of democracy into industry; the use of wealth for the welfare of
the people” among other social meliorists projects (p. 68). (another sentence or two).

The response of the field to the incredible flux in English curriculum between the
world wars was to solidify in the discipline in an effort to regain some control.
Conferences between national organizations like the Modern Language Association and the
National Council of Teachers of English to address the state of English instruction had been
suggested as early as 1955 (Shugrue, 1968). Before these discussions could be convened,
however, an event occurred that gave the problems of education and curriculum new
impetus and intensity of discussion, In 1957, a few months before the Basic Issues
Conference, the Soviet Union launched the Sputnik satellite, touching off fierce indignation
throughout the public and the government. The reason the United States lost the “space
race” was clear: American public education had not produced intellects capable of such a
feat. All of education was seen to be weak, but the situation was especially grave for the
“gifteci” children who were not being challenged by the curriculum. Curriculum trends in
all disciplines immediately surged toward the academically rigorous.

English was not a particular target of the post-Sputnik turmoil and was not
mentioned in provisions for federal funding within the National Education Defense Act
(1958). To re-position itself and perhaps to atone for the highly variable nature of the
English curriculum, the NCTE produced a high profile report filled with charts, statistics,
and other forms hoped to move federal bureaucracy. The National Interest and the
Teaching of English (1961), along with the publications of the Basic Issues Conference
(1958) and the Commission on English organized by the College Entrance Examination
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Board (1958), helped to make the case for funding for improving chiefly English teachers
and the development of new curriculum materials.

The recommendations made in the CEEB’s publication from the Commission on
English clearly indicate the narrowed goals of the post-Sputnik enterprise to define English.
In Freedom and Discipline in English (1965), English was re-established as an academic
subject whose “scope [should] be defined as the study of language, literature, and
composition, written and oral, and that matters not clearly related to such study be excluded
from it” (p. 13). The “tripod” curriculum of language study, literature, and composition
was also supported in numerous other documents of the period. The emphasis on
systematized academic study and the needs of college-preparatory students was justified, as
other College Board programs “continue to reveal that better teaching of able students
reflects on the whole school” (CEEB, 1965, p. 1).

For a brief time, the humanists reclaimed the high ground in English with a new
version of mental discipline through academic rigor and the importance of English as a
“fundamental liberal discipline, a body of specific knowledge to be perserved and
transmitted rather than a set of skills or an opportunity for guidance and individual
adjustment” (Applebee, 1974, p. 193). Literary critics and college professors of English
supplanted experts in educational psychology and other fields in making pronouncements.
The works of the New Ciritics and Northrup Frye were seen to be particularly valuable in
providing critical tools and rationales for the study of literature and the development of

“sequential and cumulative” curriculum in English (Shugrue, 1968).

Child-Centered Theory and the Dartmouth Conference (1966)
The persistent influences of the humanist and scientific management perspectives
were confronted in the only trans-Atlantic commision on English. Held in 1966 at

Dartmouth College and co-sponsored by the Modern Language Association, the NCTE, and
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the National Association of Teachers of English (UK), the Anglo-American Conference on
the Teaching and Learning of English (usually called the Dartmouth Conference or Seminar)
included mostly university-level English educators from the United States and Great Britain.
The struggle between different perspectives in English is clearly documentedin two
commission reports (Muller, 1967; Dixon, 1967), a struggle which largely fell into British
and American camps. The Americans, deeply involved with the *“verbal icon” of New
Critical literary theory and the demands of English as a body of content and skills, were
challenged by the British insistence that the personal and linguistic growth of the child must
serve as the organizing principle of English instruction (Muller, 1967).

The child-centered perspective was clearly not foreign to the American literacy
educators. Such a perspective sustained the moves toward “progressive” education in the
1920's and 1930's in this country, and had antecedents in the 1890°s with the early days of
developmental psychology and the “child-study” movement of G. Stanley Hall (Kliebard,
1986).

The development of the child promised to provide a scientific basis for curriculum
and a sound foundation for making instructional decisions. Although Hall, as the most
important early advocate of the developmentalist perspective, “conspicuocusly and self-
consciously carred the banner of science throughout his career,” the “romantic” or mystical
affected his claims about the “nature” of the child, combining the pastoral with the scientific
(Kliebard, 1992, p. 59).

The early child-centered movement lost much of its potential for influence because it
failed to “exhibit a vital ingredient of its legacy”--the weight the romantic educational
philosophers placed on social and political reform. This legacy, from the movement's
forerunners Rousseau and Pestalozzi, maintained that education must be a part of the
liberation of the human spirit from oppressive and degrading social structures and the

connections between humans. In privileging science (and some of the tenets of the Social
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Darwinism of the period), early developmentalists refused to put forward a coherent social
agenda (Kliebard, 1992, p. 65).

Perhaps the success that developmentalists in English enjoyed at the Dartmouth
Conference in 1966 was due to the fact that social and political movements with precepts
similar to some of the child-centered theories were rocking social values and codes of the
time. Traditional divisions were being challenged on all sides, culminating in widespread
protests and other social activism on the part of African-Americans, women, students,
opponents of the Vietnam War, and the poor. Young people were often deeply involved in
demanding change, and schools were not exempt from these calls, Numerous personal
memoirs by teachers (often in urban schools) decried the oppressive control, irrelevant
curriculum, and mind-numbing conditions of schooling.

“Considering the remarkable changes students across this nation are initiating in
their schools, we should be grateful to them,” one contributor writes in a volume entitled
ﬁmﬁnghﬁh.ﬂgy_lmmamgs (1971). “The least we can do is to attempt to know who
and what they are.” The new imperatives took the needs, interests, and personalities of
students seriously. Freedom and individual responses were also key ideas. “As long as
we lord over our subjects in the classroom, as long as w& cow them in the halls, we are
neither inviting nor allowing full expression on the student’s part” (Kelly, 1971, p. 51)

Remarks like these sound like the worse, most over-wrought cliches of the the
1960s, but the social and political unrest of the period affected all aspects of American
society--from schools to federal legislation. Ironically, the English curriculum experts
promoting the imperatives of individual experience and participation in meaning-making at
Dartmouth were British. As evinced by the Basic Issues and CEEB documents, many
American educators in English had moved toward “more systematic teaching of the subject
matter” including the valuing “of a more conscious understanding of forms and principles

[in English] as in all other disciplines” (Muller, 1967, p. 50).
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The American predilection for content, skill, and mastery, notwithstanding, the
English child-centered theorists won the day at Dartmouth. British experts responded with
horror at the American (and humanist) penchant for the transmission of *‘cultural heritage”
and (scientific management) hopes for carefully planned and sequenced curriculum. They
pressed for acceptance of “development of the child as [the] working principle.” The
British preference for creating experiences in English centered “on the personal and inner
life, helping the child to order, extend, and enrich his experience, instead of imparting a
body of knowledge or mere techniques” (Muller, 1967, p. 40).

Despite the trans-atlantic differences, the seminar reports relate surprising
consensus at the end of the four weeks about many key issues in the definition of English.
The group unanimously condemned the practice of tracking in their report; “they asserted
that the aims in teaching literature and language are fundamentally humane . . , the English
teacher could thus help to ‘overcome division between kinds of human beings,’ the
deplorable social effects of separating and classifying youngsters™ (Muller, 1967, p. 27).

Participants in the seminar agreed unanimously that there should never be a uniform
syllabus or fixed program in English, celebrating the “quicksilver” for the opportunities it
provides instead of attempting to fix the problems it poses. “Language serves, and enables
us to carry out, certain fundamentally human purposes,” John Dixon, author of the British
contribution to the Seminar writes (1967, p. 6). His expression of the child-centered
philosophy definitely disputes previous skills-based and content-based perspectives about
the nature and goals of English in the schools:

Language is learned in operation, not by dummy runs. In English, pupils

meet to share their encounters with life, and to do this effectively they move

freely between dialogue and monologue--between talk, drama, and writing;

and literature, by bringing new voices into the classroom, adds to the store

of shared experience. (Dixon, 1967, p. 13)

Child-centered theorists have enjoyed considerable attention since their putative

triumph at Dartmouth. English educators who may locate themselves under the “whole
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language” umbrella advocate many child-centered principles as they celebrate and build
upon the linguistic growth students have already accomplished in social worlds apart from
school. Far from conceiving of English as a body of content to be inculcated or skills to be
mastered, today's child-centered educators begin with the concept of the child as real-world
author and reader, concepts which drive the “workshop” techniques of Lucy Calkins and
Nancy Atwell as well as many others. Even though theorists from within the child-
centered perspective managed to achieve consensus in 1966, popular English curricula
remained strongly content- and skills-based, and it is against this dominance that most
contemporary child-centered educators struggle, attempting to return a concern for purpose
and the needs of the student into the English equation.

Thirty years after the Dartmouth Conference, many of its chief axioms have clearly
inspired research and theoretical work in English on both sides of the Atlantic. Prominent
features of the discussions about English since that time include “the writing process,”
“literature as exploration” or response-centered literature practices, and emphases of the
social uses of language in linguistics--all of which can be traced in part to the Dartmouth
legacy.

The lives and practice of many English teachers in the years after Dartmouth reveal
a different story, however. It is difficult to assess the degree of influence the Conference’s
recommendations had on English curriculum development and practice. During the 1970s,
different impressions of English warred with each other, urging competing claims about
“choice and involvement” and “clear objectives and accountability.”

In efforts to secure student interest and involvement, many public schools re-cast
English curricula into “mini-courses,” replacing the traditional chronologically-arranged
American and English literature sequence with topical electives on sports, mystery stories,
poetry, or themes like the “American Dream.” Literary canons were expanded to include

literature by women, ethnic authors, and novels and stories written especially for
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adolescents and children; language study often centered around dialects, registers, and
usage (Hook, 1979, p. 247).

At the other end of the spectrum, attention to specifying particular behaviors in
English led to deliberations about basic or functional literacy and performance objectives
which sought once again to consolidate the aims of English, chiefly in the domain of skills,
Scientific managers found new allies in proponents of Skinnerian behaviorism who desired
to reduce human social interactions to mechanistic models of stimulus, response, and
reward. One of the by-words of the 1970s was “management by objectives” which
construed learning as the construction of “measurable” goals and frequent evaluation to
determine the attainment of these goals. Such a “systems approach” to education attempts
to reduce the uncontrollable by casting students as reactive units in the system and
subsuming complicating questions under techniques for generating objectives (Ruth,
1972). The prominence assigned certain literate “behaviors” was accompanied with a
public “back-to-basics” movement whose power lingers even today, calling for increased
attention to skills of “everyday” or functional literacy.

As English educator George Henry puts it in his philosophical consideration of the
trend,”Neo-behaviorism yearns to be emanicipated from theory” (1972, p. 12), from
context, and from vexed questions about purposes and the value systems attached to
purportedly “neutral” performance objectives. Although many in the field of English gave
credence to this trend, the NCTE's Commission on the English Curriculum warned that:

any narrow system of accountability which is predicated upon a single

psychology of learning may impinge on the freedom to teach and learn and

may stifle the diversity of approach and style that must mark education in a

democratic society. (Maloney, 1972, p. x).

Social Reconstructionists and the English Coalition Conference (1987)
The last project (before contemporary standard-setting plans) to clarify the purpose

of English in the public schools that proceeded under the direction of the English education
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community was the English Coalition Conference in 1987. Held in Eastern Maryland, this
three-week seminar was intended to bring the subject up to date twenty years after the
Dartmouth Conference. Like Dartmouth, the NCTE and the MLA took the lead in
organizing the meetings. Unlike Dartmouth, the English Coalition Conference included
educators from all levels of English education, elementary, secondary, and college.

In terms of the political and educational tenor of the time, the participants of the
conference were still operating within the “back-to-basics” slipstream that followed the
publication of A Nation at Risk (1983) and the beginning of what some have called the
“culture wars”--a retrenchment of humanist educational policy that advocates a common
cultural heritage or “cultural literacy” (Hirsch, 1986) to assuage the difficulties engendered
by the growing multicultural population of the United States. Chester Finn, a humanist
educator and official of the Department of Education at the time, gave the conference's
opening address and charged the group to join in the dismissal of the “skills movement” by
embracing E. D. Hirsch, Jr.’s list of terms crucial for cultural literacy (Lloyd-Jones &
Lunsford, 1989, p. vii).

The coalition conference declined this charge and went on to stake its position in
repudiation of most precepts of both the humanist and the scientific management
perspectives. Like the Dartmouth conference, the child-centered theorists were critical in
elaborating the conference's view of the discipline and its place in a changing world, but in
their conclusions and their consensus, they were joined by educators from a fourth
position, that of the social reconstructionists.

Like the other groups, social reconstructionists trace their historicala and intellectual
antecedents to the curriculum “ferment” prevalent at the turn of the twentieth century. Chief
among their beliefs is the advocacy of the use of schools as a primary institution to achieve

social change in society. In their view, curricula within schools should be organized in
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order to make the *“politics of schooling explicit and to enlist teachers as advocates to
society's have-nots” (Shannon, 1990, p. 13).

Social reconstructionists in the 1920s and 1930s responded to the upheavals of an
industrializing society in very different ways from their contemporaries, the scientific
managets. Educators like George Counts, probably the most outspoken and predominant
reconstructionists of the Progressive era, condemned the undemocratic consequences of
capitalism and held that teachers were perfectly aligned to assume the reconstruction of
society along democratic and egalitarian lines because their “primary allegiance was to
children, not to private economic interests” (Spring, 1990, p. 265).

In his stirring call to arms_Dare the School Build a New Social Qrder? (1932),
Counts castigates Progressive education for its lack of a “theory of social welfare” (p. 7)
contending that education worthy of the name reqﬁired a “critical factor,” which he saw as
more than the contemplation of current society (p. 11). Schools must become “centers for
building” civilization in accordance with visions of the rightful consequences of American
democracy--to sum up an exhaustive list: “‘all resources must be dedicated to the promotion
of the welfare of the great masses of the people” (Counts, 1932, p. 43).

Although not a professed Marxist, Counts was not shy about locating the source of
the disastrous status quo in the economic foundations of capitalism. He believed that
“democratic traditions were consistent with a much stronger measure of control over
capitalism gone wild” (Kliebard, 1986, p. 195). From his vantage point at Teachers
College, Counts and his fellow reconstructionists published The Social Frontier to advance
their views. For all its vitality, urgency, and farsightedness about social injustices of the
period, Cremin (1961) reported that the journal had little effect on changing instructional
practice. They did, however, have a powerful impact in widening discussions about the

purpose of schools in a democracy to include transformative visions of what is possible.
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While many contemporary social reconstructionists in the field of English may not
have the boldness of George Counts, they share his vision that the status quo of schools
and society are not natural, self-evident evolutions that may not be challenged. These
theorists find English in all its forms not only to be the object of study relevant for
understanding society, but also a critical tool for study. Literacy and language use have
political and economic consequences, and social reconstructionists invite students to
question how the languages they use compel them to “fit” in with or challenge social
structures that exist.

Because social reconstructionists challenge traditional purposes of schooling, they
are often forced to conduct their struggles for transformation of society outside the public
school, but they do not limit their lessons to school texts (Shannon, 1990). The world,
words, laws, cultures, and codes of students’ lives constitute literacy lessons because all
these require “‘an understanding about the relationships between language and power”
(Knoblauch & Brannon, 1993, p. 152). This expansion of traditional literary functions
and texts is sometimes labelled as “critical literacy.” If social reconstructionists have a
point about how meaning is constructed through intersections of language and power,

reading lessons (and other literacy events) teach “cultural logic,” if textual

analysis entails learning ways to apprehend and construct “possible worlds”

in culturally sanctioned ways, then pedagogy could set up as its goal the

critique of cultural logics and their sanctions, the critiques of ways of

‘reading’ the “world and the word.” (Baker & Luke, 1991, p. 265)

This emphasis on critique of the commonplaces of language use and literature begins the
social reconstructionist project in English; activism on one’s democratic and transformative
visions finishes it.

Within this self-critical and problematizing position, issues of context and the
importance of “active learners” becomes evident. Social reconstructionists resist the

transmission model of instruction; instead, students must actively construct and deconstruct

the uses of language around them. Such goals lie at the heart of the English Coalition
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Conference and reflect the influence on social reconstructionist views in the proceedings.
Learning is described as “the process of actively constructing meaning from experiences,
including encounters with a broad range of print and non print” (Elbow, 1990, p. 17).

The main conclusion of the conference may be that we see the same

constructive and social activity as the central processs at all levels of the

profession of English. Inherent in this overarching emphasis on making

meaning is the principle of getting the learner to be active, not passive:

learning as hypothesis making, world building, experiential--and active,

especially in the process of questioning and reflecting back on what one has

been doing. (Elbow, 1990, pp. 18-19)
Hypothesis-making and world-building involve a vision of the future, a social vision of
acting in the interests of social justice, hallmarks of the social reconstructionist position.
Two related goals involve encouraging students to articulate their own points of view--to
explore their own commitments--and encouraging them to respect different perspectives.
Becoming self-critical about one's own point of view and how it is created through
language use places these concerns squarely in the English curriculum.

Students need to achieve a broad perspective on their own practices and

those that confront them elsewhere in society in order to grapple with the

problems of understanding how language works, where the words they

hear and their own words come from, and what effects they have. (Lloyd-

Jones & Lunsford, 1990, p. xxi)

In leaving definitional questions about English “vexed and tacit” (Elbow, 1990, p
109), members of the English Coalition Conference clearly claimed territory far beyond
that of simple literature and language study. They made explicit that English exists and
operates as a discipline within the constraints of historical, political, economic, and cultural
forces, while crafting within the changeable boundaries of the subject a progressive and
democratic vision for English. Their strategy for confronting the reality of these forces
external to English is clear: “Our more immediate need is to set out a focus or agenda for
English that will fight the pressures of a dangerous coalition of people who are focusing on
efficiency and measurement rather than teaching and at worst are downright hostile toward

teachers” (Elbow, 1990, p. 97).
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The assumptions that support the aims and recommendations of all three strands of
the English Coalition Conference reveal a confluence of opinion about numerous issues in
the field. The assumptions that underly the Coalition’s recommendations were published
at the beginning of each pamphlet reporting the results of the meeting and include;

2. Reading, writing, speaking, and listening are social and interactive.

5. All students possess a rich fund of prior knowledge, based on unique linguistic,

cultural, socioeconomic, and experiential backgrounds.

6. Acknowledging and appreciating diversity is necessary to a democratic society.
The beliefs are shared in large part between the two curriculum interest groups whose
fortunes have been rising within English since the Dartmouth Conference. Although
certain points still separate the two groups, child-centered theorists and social
reconstructionists alike find that recent developments in literacy research and theory
reinforce their views about the purposes of English and their recommended methods of
achieving these aims. Shannon (1990) described their shared beliefs which include the

following principles:

o Children are active learners of language, capable of generating and
testing hypotheses about its use in a variety of contexts.

e Children use language in order to “make sense” or construct meaning in
a given situation.

o Language learning in one form (i.e., reading) supports growth in other
forms (like writing or oral communication). (p. 141)

The effort for teachers who function in accordance with these beliefs, then, involves the
creation of a classroom environment in which students engage in the various forms of
language in the construction of meaning for rich and diverse social purposes.

The stress on the social nature of language runs deeply through both groups and

highlights both groups’ recognition of the complexity of literate practice. Ultimately, these
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beliefs about the role of language in the social construction of meaning have consequences
beyond the English curriculum. If “human participants determine what is real and valid
through negotiations in which they reciprocally define truth and the rules of acceptable
behavior within a social context” (Shannon, 1990, p. 166), then the conditions of “reality”
are the end-products of this process, not self-evident, “natural” structures that exist without
recourse. If the things of the world are social determined, they are subject to change, to
new and transformative visions about what should be.

Based on these elements of “common ground,” many English educators like
Shannon urge the closer articulation of the child-centered and social reconstructionist
groups in advocating new definitions of literacy that privilege these social views, and there
is some evidence to suggest that such unity is occurring to some degree. The achievements
of the literacy faction known as “whole language” advocates and the grass-roots
organizations that support its adherents remain something new in the history of English--a
movement that has grown up within theoretical and practical circles simultaneously.

It was in response to the threads common to these two groups in the early drafts of
the Standards Project for English Language Arts documents that officials of the United
States Department of Education withdrew funding for the remainder of SPELA’s work.
The Department of Education castigated the draft documents as being “vague and often read
as opinions or platitudes,” as lacking in specificity, concentrating on process and failing to
“define what students should know and be able to do in the domains of language, literacy,
and literature” (Diegmueller, 1994, March 30, p. 9).

Despite the degree to which the metaphors of whole language and critical literacy
have supplanted technical rehearsals of literacy skills-training, classic book lists, and
language drills in (some) professional journals and conference presentations in English
education, child-centered and social reconstructionist theorists in English do not possess

the traditional links to the money and power behind English curricula--the textbook
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companies--that the humanists and scientific managers have enjoyed. Nor are their
representations of the goals and methods of the discipline congruent with those of the
governmental policy makers who have engineered the contemporary standards movement
in their own image. Child-centered theorists and social reconstructionists have consistently
worked to open up the curriculum in English beyond the narrow confines of skill and
content lists, privileging instead the diverse purposes of literacy which resist

systematization.



Chapter 5

NCTE AND THE “NATIONAL CONVERSATION”:
ENGLISH LANGUAGE ARTS STANDARDS FOR EQUITY

As Chapter 4 suggests, English is a discipline more likely to be constructed in terms
of its oppositions than by any positive description. Dichotomies and dualities pervade even
the discipline’s representations of itself, as the following oppositions drawn from titles of
important works in the field will attest: freedom and discipline, tradition and reform,
process and product, content and skill, consensus and dissent. Given the fact that this
“perpetual crisis of identity” (Applebee, 1974) remains the most successful portrayal of the
field of English and its practitioners, how can any organization hope to represent such a
cacophony of voices and agendas, much less provide leadership for them? If the field of
English remains undefined and in flux, what role must an organization committed to such a
field undertake as its mission and directive?

These are far from idle questions. The National Council of Teachers of English,
the only professional organization with hopes to represent and lead English in all its facets,
must respond to these concerns almost daily. True to its history, the Council glories in its
ability to maintain a sense of managed chaos within the discipline without compromise or
significant schism. The well-documented oppositions within the discipline, however,
create considerable obstacles for the Council as it elaborates its goals for the future. How
may the Council “increase the effectiveness” of English teaching and learning in the schools
and improve the quality of the profession for English teachers when the profession itself is
defined so diversely? How can one accept diversity and dissent and still provide leadership
and direction for the discipline? These internal questions the Council faces regarding the
ways in which it should direct its finite energies, funds, and attentions, and which goals it

chooses to pursue are political questions, and the answers the Council selects for these
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questions have important ramifications for its actions in the field, its relationship with its
members, and its role in public endeavors,

Chief among the current questions that NCTE faces is the degree to which NCTE is
committed to shaping the discourse of English as opposed to simply reflecting it in all its
diversity. In facing the contentions, the debates, and the different agendas of English, will
the Council define itself as a service organization, giving voice to the different traditions
and serving the needs of the members as they define them, or will it choose more of an
activist and reformist role and advocate one vision of English out of the plurality? Both the
service and the activist/reformist strains are present in the Council’s origins, but changes in
the educational reform arena and the consequent arrival of the national standards movement
has introduced a new intensity to the Council’s deliberations about its appropriate role and
relationship in the field.

Since 1990, Council officers, Executive Director Miles Myers, and the Executive
Committee have introduced a period of intense activism and reform on behalf of one vision
of English for all teachers, and much of this activity is closely allied with the contemporary
standards movement happening in more general educational circles--allied in the sense that
Council members have accepted the movement’s structures for reform in the schools,
namely the primacy of standards for content and performance, while at the same time
rejecting its educational assumptions about students, learning , and the purposes of
schooling.

As a closer look at NCTE'’s rationale for participation make clear, the Council
intended to “take over” the structures of the standards movement for its own progressive
aims.for the discipline. The Council’s decision to participate in the creation of national
standards in English/ Language Arts funded by the federal government was not motivated
by the desire to pursue the movement’s educational vision. The participation of NCTE has

everything to do with politics--in the main, Council politics. Despite blatant and profound
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differences in the educational philosophies of the proponents of standards and those of
mainstream Council members, Council insiders saw the standard movements as a vehicle
for promoting one discourse of English with all teachers and for securing the Council’s role
as the most influential and important national group dealing with the discipline of Englisil.
Unfortunately, in focusing attention exclusively on the Council’s own political problems
and desires for influence and authority, Council officers failed to account for the political
desires and assumptions underlying the standards movement itself.

As a member of NCTE, I probably first became aware of the standards movement
itself when Council leaders announced its participation with the International Reading
Association in creating national content standards in English under the aegis of Goals 2000.
The Council's chief vehicle for communicating with its 125,000-plus members has always
been the monthly publications of its sections, English Journal, Language Arts, and College
English, as well as numerous other journals and a newsletter, the Council Chronicle. I had
never before considered that these publications, in a very real sense, constitute the Council
in the minds of the many members who never attend conferences, meet or talk with its
leaders, or involve themselves in more active ways with Council happenings. As a teacher
of high school English and later, I had been acquiring a certain perception of the Council
that depended on the repeated effect of the articles, editorials, and even the advertisements
in English Journal. Making sense of standards from the Council's perspective, then,
requires a close look at how this perspective was constructed and shared in the publications
that represent the Council to its public, Recreating the Council’s public narrative or story
about standards involves an examination of its key metaphors and images and its implicit
and explicit claims and warrants. For this purpose, I have employed the numerous
documents the Council utilized to tell its story to its members as well as other documents

directed to a broader audience. These documents are catalogued in Appendix B.
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In calling the story constructed in the Council publications a “public” one, I am, of
course, implying that there exists a second story, one that is at least slightly different from
the one the Council’s public was aware of, 1 am sure there are more than two--that there
are as many “stories” about the Council’s involvement in standards as there are people to
tell them. But this awareness of the multiplicity of stories about standards did not strike me
until my old sense of the Council--the one created and sustained through its publications--
was challenged by a new and emerging sense. In March 1995, I attended my first NCTE
Spring conference in Minneapolis, Minnesota. Although I had attended one other Council
conference in the fall of 1994, I swept in and out too quickly to get sense of it. In
Minnesota, I attended a pre-convention workshop on Wednesday, and was there for the
duration. The Spring Conference is the site of the Conference on English Education’s
gathering and is more intimate, as it does not attract the multitudes that attend the Annual
Convention in November. For the first time, NCTE did not seem like a large, faceless
professional monolith to whom I sent my membership checks and from whom I received
mail and ballots that I threw out; it seethed with interesting people who wanted to talk about
the same things that I did.

In the midst of my changing perceptions about the Council, I also began to realize
that the public story being put forth was, like all stories, very selective about the details that
it shared and those it deemed not worthy of being shared. The more people I met and the
more I listened to the public forums about standards, the more I came to understand that
some of the stories being told challenged aspects of the public story by revealing details that
were not revealed or even calling into question important facets of the story. These initial
perceptions about the existence of “insider stories™ about standards were strengthened
during the Spring Conference and led to a short series of interviews conducted to

investigate some of the differences between the stories. The interviews, fieldnotes, and
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internal Council documents that give credence to the existence of these insider stories are
also catalogued in Appendix B.

A detailed look at the various drafts of the standards themselves would give rise to
many questions about the coherence of the stories--both public and insider, as well as about
the drafts themselves, especially the degree to which the different versions represent any
“consensus” within the field of English language arts. Unfortunately, this important layer
of analysis will not be possible within this study. I formally requested permission to quote
from the various standards drafts from the Executive Committee of NCTE in September,
1995. The drafts span the standards project from November 1993 to the present. The
Executive Committee denied my request to reproduce examples of the standards drafts
despite the fact that such drafts have been repeatedly circulated throughout members of the
Council in the form of “Public Samplers” for the purposes of response and revision. A
number of sample standards have also been published in the Council Chronicle and IRA’s
Reading Today.

Service or Reform?: The Council’s Dilemma

Questions about how the Council should proceed for maximum effect in changing
English in the schools existed long before someone else framed this debate exclusively in
terms of “national education standards.” Council presidents and members of the Executive
Committee have struggled with issues of influence, authority, and expertise, and the
methods of bringing change to English classrooms since the Council’s beginnings, Their
struggles are essentially political ones, for at their heart lies a system of values that policies
operationalize in terms of how social relationships between Council officials and members
are conceived. At any given historical moment, Council officials are in charge of their own
selective tradition--choosing the issues and concerns in the field to which they will respond

on behalf of the members and deciding how such a response should be conducted.
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The National Council of Teachers of English has maintained an important role in the
construction of the English curriculum almost from the origin of the discipline, but its role
has changed with the historical winds and with the views of its leaders. Formed as it was
out of protest against the dominance of college professors in the determination of the
emerging high school English curriculum, the Council clearly may lay claim to an activist,
reformist agenda. But after the success of gathering English educators together against a
common foe, Council leaders had to wrestle with other more contentious issues of
definition in a discipline with no clear center.

According to George Henry (1984), those early Council leaders who faced the
difficulties of presuming to speak for such diverse groups were buoyed by beliefs in the
“inevitable advancement” of ideas made possible by the period’s reigning myths of
Spenser’s doctrine regarding social progress and evolution and Smith’s “free, open,
competitive marketplace.”

The new Council soon translated this process of progress into the free, open

market of ideas in which the best ideas would survive or eventually rise to

the top out of an inherent dialectic between tradition and reform, ... the

Council was to serve as a sounding board for all emerging ideas in the

academic market, and would do this by establishing periodicals, news-

letters, conventions, committees, publications, workshops, and a network

gg g{filiates--a formidable forum for continuing debate. (Henry, 1984, p.

This “sounding board” policy did not deter Council members from promoting certain ideas
over others from time to time, as in the case of the Council’s publication of W. W.
Hatfield’s An Experience Curriculum in English (1935). The title of this influential,
progressive book, however, is instructive--“an” experience curriculum, not “the”
experience curriculum. Hook (1979) makes a point about this distinction in his history of

the Council as if to insist that the Council was only putting forward a volume *to serve as a

guide, a source of both theory and practical suggestion, . . not a blueprint” (p. 115).
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After World War I and unprecedented growth in members, NCTE decided that its
responsibilities had outgrown its structure of elected officials. In 1953, the Council hired
its first executive secretary (later executive director) to direct the affairs of the Council, to
act “not just an office manager, but as an educational leader” (Hook, 1979, p. 157). J. N.
Hook accepted the position and the charge to coordinate the activities of the increasingly
far-flung affiliates, sections, and assemblies, to write and speak about important issues in
the field, to “‘assess national educational trends and the Council’s potential role in
educational developments,” and to provide leadership for the organization as a whole
(Hook, 1979, p. 157). In his inaugural address, Hook described his goals for his work:
to strengthen and coordinate the research efforts of the Council, to provide more “direct
assistance to the individual teacher,” and to address “the improvement of the professional
spirit among English teachers” (Hook, 1979, p. 161).

Among Hook’s achievements was the formulation of a guiding metaphor that has
resonated clearly within the Council’s actions. Hook liked to refer to NCTE members as
“high school English teacher-scholars”--the conference theme of the Council’s Golden
Anniversary in 1960 (Hook, 1979). In his conception, the Council’s role was to serve the
teachers’ inquiring minds about their discipline and their practice. Not only would English
Journal share articles of professional concerns about assessment and planning in English,
but teachers would be introduced to new authors, new books, and other literary concerns.
Conventions, too, shared this double purpose (Hook, 1982). An English teacher-scholar
desires to keep up with new research and is rigorous about his or her own teaching and is
active about seeking out both the problems in his or her practice and potential solutions for
it. NCTE is invaluable to such a professional because many of the issues, questions, and
concerns that he or she deals with every day are elaborated, discussed, and researched

within the Council’s publications and conferences.
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True to this view of its members, the Council has consistently added to its functions
as needs changed for its English teacher-scholars during Hook’s tenure as executive
secretary. Numerous other journals were frequently created to join the flagship English
Journal to accommodate the requirements and interests of different assemblies,
conferences, and sections of the organization. Hook’s emphasis on new services for
members may be seen in national conventions and smaller conferences which serve to help
distribute the latest in research and practice to attendees as well as providing a forum for
contact and conversation for isolated practitioners. Member services today include the
publication of book length works of interest to members and, most recently, an electronic
on-line bulletin board (NCTEnet) and World-Wide Web homepage.

After Hook's resignation from his position in 1960, the Council was to undergo,
like the rest of the country, a period of intense agitation and conflict. Divisions within the
Council seemed much more likely to erupt on the convention floor over both educational
differences like behavioral objectives in English, the stature of other dialects and Standard
English, and issues over standardized testing and public and political issues like resistance
to the Vietnam War, the rights of minorities, women, gays, and lesbians. In 1969, Council
members approved a resolution condemning the Vietnam War, but only after bitter and
protracted struggles within Council business meetings and forums (Hook, 1979). James
E. Miller, a Council president of the period, explains in his Counciletter (1971) that: the
question as to whether NCTE should be involved in politics was quickly settled--it is
involved in politics by its very existence, and has no other choice; the only real question for
discussion was in what ways and to what extent NCTE should consciously and
purposefully involve itself in politics, (Miller, 1971, p. 509)

Miller’s realization was quickly to be tested. In November, 1972, the Conference
on College Composition and Comnmunication, one of two “conferences” within NCTE,

passed a resolution calling for a “Students’ Right to Their Own Language,” a controversial
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document that forced a political question upon all literacy teachers: *Should the schools try
to uphold language variety, or to modify it, or to eradicate it?"” (Smitherman, 1994, p. 25).
The CCCC document argued forcefully for “mainstream recognition and legitimacy of
those on the margins” (Smitherman, 1994, p. 21) in an era of emerging understandings
about the effects of the “deficit” mode! of language instruction on students’ with non-
mainstream dialects.

NCTE did not endorse the Conference’s position statement. In 1974, the Council
passed a weaker resolution, accepting the “linguistic premise that all these dialects are
equally efficient as systems of communication,” while at the same time affirming the need
for students to learn the conventions of Standard English or “Edited American English”
(Hook, 1979).

Its own squeamishness about political statements notwithstanding, NCTE officials
were growing increasing dissatisfied with traditional Council conceptions of leadership.
The divisions within the field during the seventies were costly, and much public support
was eroded over issues of basic literacy and the growing “elective” curriculum in secondary
schools. The idea of member services for the teacher-scholar alone, however elaborate and
extensive, did not feel like leadership. What happens when English teachers do not
perceive themselves as scholars and do not avail themselves of NCTE'’s prodigious base of
knowledge and inquiry into English instruction? Periodically, Council officials have
worried that they are “out of step” with the mainstream profession (Hook, 1979) and an
increasingly conservative public that is unaware of recent advances in literacy research
(Myers, Interview 1, March 30, 1995). The incredible growth of the organization itself
poses problems, and leads some to describe the Council as a “confederation of sections,
assemblies, conferences, and affiliates” who share conference dates and staff, but are often
“driven by dissimilar imperatives” (McHugh et al., 1986, p. 139). Former president

Stephen Tchudi notes that, “We sometimes rejoice in the healthy diversity of NCTE and its
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capability of tolerating divergent points of view. At the same time, the Council has lost
some of the focus it had during its early years” (McHugh et al., 1986, p. 140).

Not only was the Council’s voice in the field being diffused by these divergent
points of view, other voices were joining in the conversation with trenchant statements
about what English should be like, voices not historically associated with developments in
the field (Henry, 1984). After the publication of A Nation at Risk (1983), debates about
educational reform were released from traditional networks into the public forum, and
numerous groups proposed enthusiastic solutions to the nation’s educational ills. “The
Council is now but one sounding board among others, the free market of ideas now a
pluralistic cacophony, the best ideas not bobbing to the top, and, if they are, they are hardly
discernible” (Henry, 1984, p. 669).

Caught in the middle of the service and activist perspectives, between the desire to
serve the needs of the members as they define them and the need to promote one view of
English in the face of these other recommendations, NCTE has in the past utilized a system
of resolutions, pamphlets, and other documents regarding the issues upon which the
Council wishes to take a stand. In position statements like Essentials of English (1982)
and NCTE's Position on the Teaching of English (1991} available at no cost to members,
the Council attempts to extend its voice into larger conversations about what constitutes the
profession. In many these pamphlets, the Council advances what it takes to be a new
consensus about literacy education, grounded both in literacy research and teacher practice,
a consensus influenced both by the child-centered perspectives of the Dartmouth
Conference (1965) and the English Coalition Conference (1987). These documents
represent a middle of the road position between the service and activism perspectives; the
Council agrees to promote one vision of English over others, but they are offered as

possibilities that members may choose to consider.
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Apparently, these documents have not been successful in persuading the public that

NCTE should be counted as the definitive voice of the profession. Around the same time,

in a Council yearbook
(Farmer, 1986), several Council presidents informally discussed priorities for the future.
Stephen Tchudi, NCTE president, seems to share George Henry’s concern about whether
or not the Council will continue to exist “with significance.” He expresses the quandary
the Council faced at that time:

It is discouraging to note that after seventy-five years of campaigning for a more-or-
less consistent set of language-learning principles, NCTE and its members have only
created surface changes in the way English is taught in most schools. . . Is it desirable for
NCTE and its members to fight for state or nationally mandated curricula based on sound
English theory and practice? . . . Without being evangelistic or inappropriately idealistic, I
believe that we must look at the possibilities for widespread change, and make the
discovery of new methods of effecting change a high priority (McHugh et al., 1986, p.
136).

The arrival of the national standards movement as the dominant paradigm in
education reform conversations has only intensified the Council’s struggles with the
dilemmas of definition, influence, and impact, and Tchudi’s remarks preview the
organization's involvement in the standards movement in interesting ways. It is impossible
to determine whether a direct connection exists between Tchudi’s definition of the problems
facing the Council and the decision of the Executive Committee of 1991 to become
involved with the incii)ient moves towards “nationally mandated curricula,” but it does
seem clear that a “new method of effecting change” presented itself forcefully in the context
of politically motivated reform plans--plans the Council hoped to take over for its own

purposes,
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Within the context of national content standards, the Executive Committee and
officers of NCTE anticipated a structure for creating new and progressive forms of English
instruction, envisioning national standards as a means to reach enormous numbers of
English professionals on all levels with the Council’s research-based vision of the best
practice in English. Unlike the position pamphlets, national content standards in English
would possess high-stakes consequence for their use. And although the idea of a
“standard” does not resonate with metaphors more consistently employed within the field in
recent years (contemporary, dominant metaphors include “‘conversations,” “exchanges,”
“inquiries,” and ‘“vignettes™), key individuals within the Council viewed the standards
movement as a vehicle for achieving numerous long-held goals.

NCTE's decision to become involved with federal projects to create content
standards, then, was politically motivated, It did not occur in response to a congruence
between the deeply-held educational beliefs of the Council and those of the U.S.
Department of Education. Indeed, many Council insiders were and are deeply suspicious
of federal-level bureaucrats in education, and with good. But because Council officials
were struggling with their own internal political issues of authority and expertise in a
changing educational world, it became important for them to align themselves with a
movement interested in doing creating and legitimating this authority in the process of
nailing down issues of what English is to be and who is to decide. The consequences for
turning one’s back on this movement were more than the Council wished to contemplate--
further loss of authority and the mantle of expertise in the field.

Participation in the standards-setting process would require an activism the likes of
which Council officials had not yet attempted and cooperation with groups with whom the
Council differed on important philosophical points. Public intolerance of philosophical
divisions within the field, however, was part of the problem facing NCTE as it made its

proposals for English curriculum in the past. In order to have a voice in the process at all,
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NCTE would have to compromise not only these philosophical differences, but its own

representations of its role with its members.

Standards Become Political Reality

In the midst of the Council’s questions about priorities and effecting major changes
in the field, the national standards movement gained momentum and became an integral
component of the educational reform debate when President George Bush convened his
education summit in 1989. Not long after, the term “national, voluntary, content
standards” entered the vocabulary. Suddenly, the opportunity for an increased role for
subject-matter organizations in shaping discussion about curricular reform seemed ripe.
After all, much of the talk about “standards” grew out of the efforts of the National Council
of Teachers of Mathematics’s grassroots movement to create standards for mathematics
instruction (Massell, 1994).

In describing the challenges and benefits of content standards, proponents of the
standards movement described the effort as “‘an attempt to specify what academic excellence
means in more concrete detail for subject matter areas” (Massell & Kirst, 1994, p. 108),
and promised that contemporary endeavors would reflect new understandings about the
learning process without out-moded technical designs. “Instead [of behavioral objectives],
more configurational designs have been developed that provide conceptual maps of the
knowledge field, content grids, pedagogical strategies, assessments, and content
sequences” (Massell & Kirst, 1994, p. 114).

These early (and inaccurate) indications regarding the important role of subject-
matter organizations and the flexible, even progressive visions of the forms standards
might take were important elements in the decisions of NCTE officials and officers to
become involved with the standards movement. Facing a political problem of its own--the

lack of widespread influence and authority--it appears that the Council viewed the standards



130

movement as a vehicle for its own re-definition, the “new method of effecting major
change” that Stephen Tchudi described in 1986.

The seemingly progressive focus of the standards advocates, including allusions to
higher order thinking skills, high standards for all students, promises of fewer classroom
regulations, and new performance-based assessments, was not out of bounds with
NCTE's documented concerns. In pamphlets published after the English Coalition
Conference of 1987, all three sections of the Council affirmed the views that the “arts of
language” are “inextricably related to thinking,” are “social and interactive processes” not
subject to reduction into skills; that learning is a process of constructing meaning from
experience in which the student is an active participant, not a passive recipient; that the
students possess a “rich fund of prior knowledge” that should be valued in its linguistic,
cultural, and socioeconomic diversity (English Coalition Conference pamphlet).

It was this view of English, based on decades of ground-breaking research in
dozens of fields and practice in classrooms in which students were more than products, that
NCTE wished to promote on a large scale. There were, of course, competing views, some
held by individuals with powerful links to twelve years of conservative, Republican politics
like Chester Finn, William Bennett, and Diane Ravitch, cultural restorationists who favor a
set curriculum of Western classics for all children from kindergarten and beyond. The
double bind of the situation is clear. The Council desired to have a comprehensive impact
on the direction of English in a time of curriculum ferment; its opposition desired the same
and was well-positioned to achieve it.

The hazards of involvement in the standards movement were also apparent from the
beginning. NCTE Executive Director, Miles Myers (1994a), refers to the “elephant effect”
of the federal government: “Never ask an elephant, ‘Have you been invited?’; always ask,
‘Where do you want to sit?"” (p. 155). In articles in NCTE’s membership newspaper, the

Council Chronicle, NCTE members were reassured that any standards produced would be








































































































































































