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Writing To Write
helps second graders become
accomplished ghostghost writers.

TIN

What students are learning with the help of IBM's Writing
To Write can be downright spooky, for a number of good
reasons:

Unlike computer-based teaching systems, Writing
To Write lets elementary school students learn to

write by exploring, creating and applying new
skills-not by staring blankly at computer screens.

It encourages thought, giving students the
inspiration to express ideas in the form of original

phrases, sentences, paragraphs, even short stories; to
make "bugs buzz" and "ghosts smile.

Writing To Write promotes s dent participation-
hands-on, learn-by-doing participation. And, students
are fascinated with the variety of lessons-each
enhanced with improved IBM PS/2® graphics, anima-
tion and sound. So they learn to enjoy learning.

Importantly, since there's still no substitute for one-

on-one attention, this program acts as an effective and
instructional aid for teachers.

It's easy to learn, easy to use, and comes with hard-

ware, software, language arts activity cards, posters, work

journals and transparencies of writing examples from
literature.

IBM's writing-process-based Writing To Write program
is proving that when the desire is there, and the tools are
available, there are no such things as obstacles.

For more information, call us at 1 800 IBM-6676.

ext. 833 or send in the coupon below.
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NEW VIDEO RELEASE

Discovery

THE

The Getty Center for Educa-
tion in the Arts announces

new 60-minute video, "The

Imagination Machines," pro-
duced in partnership with The

Discovery Channel.

The documentary explores
the role of computer technol-

ogy in arts education and the
impact of the arts on the con-

tent and design of new elec-

tronic learning tools.

Featuring the "garden of elec-
tronic delights" showcased
at the Getty Center's "Future
Tense: Arts Education Technol-

ogy" conference, the program
shows how art educators are

using computer-driven inter-
active media to engage chil-

dren in new ways of learning
about the arts and other

subjects.

IMAGINATION

MACHINES
HOSTED BY KADEEM HARDISON,

star of NBC's "A Different World"

ALSO AVAILABLE

ARTS FOR LIFE

This compelling 15-minute
video advocates art education

as a basic component of gen-

eral education to maximize

intellectual growth and cre-

ative development in all chil-
dren. It features television

ORDER FORM

Send orders and inquiries to:

Getty Trust Publications

Distribution Center GCEA101
P.O. Box 2112

Santa Monica, CA 90407-2112

Name

Address

City

Country

Method of Payment

personality Howard Hesse-

man, classroom scenes, and

interviews with nationally

recognized art educator Elliot
Eisner and other education

and civic leaders.

Payment enclosed. (Personal check or money order in U.S.
funds made payable to Getty Trust Publications.)

Discount schedules for libraries and institutions are avail-

able on request.

Tile

Unit

Quantity Price Total

The Imagination Machines $15.00 $

_ Arts for Life $10.00 $
State Zip Code

Daytime Telephone Subtotal S

Sales tax-California residents add 8.25% $

Shipping and handling: Rates are for surface mail.

Call or write to inquire about airmail rates.

Up to $10.00 - add $3.00

$10.01-15.00 - add $4.00

$15.01-20.00 - add $4.50

Over $20.00 - add $5.00

Over $50.00 - add $7.00 $ _

TOTAL $

Pro forma invoice. We will send you an invoice. When we

receive your payment, we will ship your order.

Please charge my credit card: VISAMasterCard

Account #

Signature.

Exp. Date

Telephone orders: To order by telephone using a credit card,
call (213)453-5352 weekdays between 9:00 a.m. and 5:00 p.m.
(PST). FAX (213) 453-7966. Please allow four to six weeks for delivery.

THE ETTY
CENTER FOR
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Keeping the Public Trust

N THIS month's Kappan Special Re-
port, Eaward Meade documents the

increasingly important role that foun-
dations have played in the devel-
opment of the U.S. public schools

since the close of World War II. As I read

the report, I could not help but relate what

Meade was saying to the impact that foun-

dations have had on Phi Delta Kappa.

There is no doubt that Phi Delta Kappa has
benefited greatly from the work that foun-
dations do.

The Kettering Foundation (and the short-

lived CFK Ltd.) played an important role
in the initiation of the Gallup/Phi Delta
Kappa poll on public attitudes toward edu-

cation. The Lilly Endowment aided in this

effort and subsequently funded programs
that led to Phi Delta Kappa's entry into the

area of staff development and to some of

PDK's most important publications. Sever-
al foundations have provided scholarships
through PDK to encourage outstanding stu-
dents to prepare for careers in teaching.
And the Ford and MacArthur Foundations

are currently underwriting the cost of ex-

tended analyses of data from PDK's study

of students at risk. Phi Delta Kappa would
probably not have undertaken these ven-
tures without the assistance of foundations.

More important, however, is the role
that Phi Delta Kappa's own Educational

Foundation has played in enhancing PDK's
program efforts. The Phi Delta Kарра
Educational Foundation was formed 25

years ago by a man whose dream was to
make it possible for "schoolmen" to write

down their "as yet unwritten wisdom." That

man, George Reavis, was convinced that
senior educators had things to say that
would improve education, and he was will-

ing to make an initial investment of

$500,000 to make this possible. Twenty-
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five years later, Phi Delta Kappa is

celebrating the realization of his dream.
The PDK Educational Foundation has

become, in that 25 years, a major player
in all of Phi Delta Kappa's program activi-

ties. It has assumed responsibility for Phi
Delta Kappa's entire special publications
program and supports an impressive array
of scholarships, seminars, and profession-
al development activities. It has invested
more than $6 million in PDK programs,
and it has attracted more than $3 million

in contributions. And all of this has been

accomplished while the trust itself has

grown in value to more than $3 million.

A foundation must, by its very nature,
cause things to happen. The Educational
Foundation has enabled Phi Delta Kappa
to be more than it otherwise could have

been. It has done this not only by provid-
ing funding, but also by making it possi-

ble for Phi Delta Kappa to take risks. Be-

ing less restricted by budget considerations
and precedents, PDK has been able to “risk”

money on new programs involving scholar-
ships and camps for high school seniors,
on efforts to encourage minorities to enter

the field of education, and on matching
grants to encourage chapters to adopt at-

risk students. Whether Phi Delta Kappa
would have ventured into any of these areas

without support from its own Educational
Foundation is doubtful.

Meade characterizes foundations as “pri-

vate organizations with a public trust." The
test for a foundation involved with the pub-
lic schools could appropriately be whether
its activities have the potential for improv-
ing some aspect of schooling. Phi Delta
Kappa's Educational Foundation has met

that test. It has kept its "public trust." -

Lowell C. Rose, executive director, Phi

Delta Kapра

CAROL BUCHERI, Design/Production Director, Advertising/Circulation Manager
VICTORIA VOELKER, Designer
CHERRY MERRITT-DARRIĂU, Advertising Sales
SHEILA WAY, Compositor
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WASHINGTON СоммENTARY

Churning Up the Waters in Special Education

BY ANNE C. LEWIS

URING THE 1980s educa-

tion policy, once a contro-

D versial area, sailed calmer

waters. Many reforms were

proposed, and a great deal

of legislation was churned out, but few

waves were churned up.

For various political reasons, educа-
tion of the handicapped survived the
program scrutiny that took place else-
where in federal education policy. With
strong and vocal advocates, with loyal
friends on Capitol Hill, with a burgeon-
ing cadre of professionals in special
education, and with a slew of favorable

legal decisions, this area of policy and

programs drifted inexorably into the
"mainstream." No one liked the paper-
work, education officials chafed at the

costs, and there was perpetual disagree-
ment about the regulatory aspects of the

federal laws governing the education of
the handicapped. But the education of
the handicapped remained “off limits" to

those looking for places to save money

or make major changes.
As the latest amendments to the com-

prehensive Education for All Handi-

capped Children Act of 1975 go into ef-

fect this fall, things are not so peaceful.
State budget cutting and federal scrimp-
ing have finally turned the scrutinizers

eyes to programs for the handicapped.

(Even a new nomenclature is beginning
to grow, as the latest amendments retitle
the federal law the Individuals with Dis-

abilities Act.)
The 1975 act, which marked the cul-

mination of a decade of piecemeal legis-
lation, promised eventually to provide
from federal sources 40% of the excess

ANNE C. LEWIS, formerly executive edi-
tor of Education USA, is a freelance writer

living in the Washington, D.C., area.

cost of educating children with handi-
caps. However, even in the best of
years, the federal contribution never ex-

ceeded 12%. True, federal funding sup-
ported some good research, the devel-
opment of new learning technologies for

the handicapped, and training for per-
sonnel. But states and school districts

needed more basic help. Some of the sit-

uations were unprecedented. For exam-

ple, a small rural district could be dev-

astated by a single expensive private
placement for a severely handicapped
child.

Because the laws require "maintenance

of effort," financially strapped states can-

not realistically impose a cap on spend-
ing for the handicapped. They might low-

er the percentage of state funding of ex-

cess costs, but that would only put heav-
ier burdens on local districts. The costs

must be covered somewhere. Moreover,

given legal precedents and strong advoca-

cy, attempts to eliminate or modify the
"maintenance of effort" requirements in

federal law have not been - and proba-
bly never will be - successful.

In this year's budget cutting, the only
place where states could make a dent in

their outlay for children with disabilities

was in programs for infants and young
children. By 30 June 1991, if a state

wished to continue to receive federal

funds for preschoolers, educational and
related services were to be in place for

children with disabilities from age 3 up.
Few states met the deadline; many ap-
plied for hardship waivers, which are al-

lowed if a state has passed emergency
legislation to meet its own budget crunch.
The states are supposed to be in the

fourth year of a five-year phase-in of
interagency services for children with
disabilities from birth to age 3. Many

states, including some large ones, say
that they cannot afford this program.
Even Connecticut, where Gov. Lowell

Weicker in his days in the U.S. Senate

sponsored the federal legislation expand-
ing programs to infants and young chil-
dren, had to drop out of the program be-

cause of budget problems.
Some of the statistics related to the

problems of infants and young children
obviously helped to scare the states off.
According to the National Association of
Directors of Special Education (NADSE),
the early estimate of the number of ba-
bies exposed to drugs before birth was

160,000 annually. Last year that figure

was revised to 270,000 a year, and pre-
dictions put the total at 375,000 annual-

ly until drug use by pregnant women can

be controlled. What the delay in provid-
ing services to these drug-damaged in-
fants means is that they will show up in

school-based programs with their needs

largely unmet and the costs of educating
them even higher.
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VER THE years the education
of children with disabilities

Ο intertwined with another is-

sue- the growing number of
children who could not adapt to tradi-
tional instruction. Schools also seemed
to be unable to meet the needs of these

students. Consequently, we have an ex-

plosion of students who are labeled

"learning disabled" (LD). They represent
almost half (48.5%) of the 4.7 million
children served by special education, ac-

cording to the latest report to the Con-
gress by the U.S. Department of Educa-
tion.

I do not wish to suggest that there are

no legitimately learning-disabled students
in the schools. But the total so labeled

is large enough to be suspect. So too is

the erratic pattern of labeling from school
to school and from district to district.

For example, a Pennsylvania study found
that school districts, using the same defi-
nition, labeled from 2% to 18% of their

students as learning disabled.
In examining data from five cities par-

ticipating in a network of urban middle

schools funded by the Edna McConnell

Clark Foundation, I noticed even wider

fluctuations. These schools all serve

predominantly poor and minority popu-

lation (with one exception); their propor-
tions of learning-disabled students ranged
from less than 3% to 65%.

"The definitions and eligibility of learn-

ing disabled do not correlate very well

with placement," according to John

George, a researcher with the NADSE.
"Placement depends more upon how
much a teacher wants a child out of a

class, how knowledgeable the parents
are, and the availability of space in an
LD classroom."

Year after year, the Department of
Education has documented the steady
rise in the number of learning-disabled
children. The growth correlates with an

increase in poor and minority children

in the schools. While frustrated teachers

may feel that special education offers

services that they cannot provide in
regular classrooms, the practice of as-
signing large numbers of children to

special education leaves student advo-

cates in a quandary: they oppose un-
necessary labeling of children, but they
want children's needs to be met.

Several years ago the state superin-
tendent in Iowa, Robert Benton, com-

mented that, even though schools had
to struggle to implement programs for

children who needed special education,
American society was the better for the

effort. And the laws continue to take in

more of those who in many places were
once denied an education.

For example, the latest amendments
extend more services to children with

autism, with traumatic brain injuries,
and with serious emotional problems.
Moreover, the new laws emphasize tran-
sition programs that build on experiences

showing that even seriously disabled stu-
dents can become independent and less

of a burden on society. The inclusion of

infants and very young children sets a
good precedent for all of education, ac-
cording to Ernest Boyer, president of the
Carnegie Foundation for the Advance-
ment of Teaching andastrong advocate
of early childhood education.

Providing special education is the right
thing to do for children denied access to

any education at all - no one disputes

that. However, assignments to special
education have become enmeshed in oth-

er problems that face the schools. Lack

of funding requires that schools make

painful choices about who will be served

and who will not. As federal programs
for children with special needs in a giv-
en area have been cut back or have failed

to keep pace with the numbers of chil-

Pett Peeves

WELL, THE CRITICS

STILL SAY WE'RE

DOING A

TERRIBLE
JOB...

TRASH-
SCHOOLS
DAILY豆

ГОЛИСЕ
LEVCHER 2

Perhaps it is
time to reexamine

the place of spe-
cial education in

our efforts to

provide good edu-
cation for all.

dren who need them, school districts

have shifted children to programs where

funds are available. For example, the
number of children labeled learning dis-
abled has increased in almost the same

proportion as the number of children
needing speech therapy has decreased.

Federal policies have been faulted for
being more interested in the adminis-

tration of programs than in their qual-
ity. Perhaps it is time to reexamine the

place of special education in our efforts
to provide good education for ail chil-
dren.

by Joel Pett

SCHOOL YEAR
TOO SHORT?

THEM

YEAH, AND
THEY WANT
MORE OF

IT!

K
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STATELINE

The Vouchers Are Coming!

BY CHRIS PIPHO

POUCHERS, choice, privat-
ization, and good old-fash-

V ioned free-enterprise com-

petition - it's getting more
difficult to tell what these

words mean. Interest in unrestricted

vouchers (public tax monies flowing di-
rectly to citizens and thence to all pub-

lic, private, and sectarian schools) seems
to be on the increase. But a number of

fresh combinations of voucher-related

concepts may signal a growing aссер-
tance of the need to modify the current
governance structure for public educa-
tion.

When Paul Revere waited for the sig-
nal that sent him on his historic ride, he

had only two possibilities to watch for.
Voucher watchers today can find the ene-

my coming from every direction. Both
friend and foe seem to have changed their

lantern codes in the church belfry, and
a few individuals have also changed the
colors of their arguments.
At least one major education group is

now saying that it has always been in fa-
vor of within-district parental choice -

but of course it remains opposed to un-
restricted vouchers. From the other side,

some voucher proponents have now tak-

en up the call to reform and restructure

the public schools. They offer some var-

iation of a voucher plan as the best way

to bring about such fundamental change.

VOUCHERS FOR COLORADO - AGAIN?

People in Colorado tend to forget how

many times Hugh Fowler, a former state

senator, has tried to get the voucher idea

onto the ballot. This time he has changed

his tack a bit, but the goal is still to get

CHRIS PIPHO (University of Colorado
Chapter) is division director, Information
Clearinghouse/State Relations, Education Com-

mission of the States, Denver.

50,000 signatures from registered voters

for a place on the 1992 ballot. Fowler is

now the executive director of a group

called Choice for School Reform, Inc. In

a Denver Post editoria! - titled "Is 1992

the Year of the School Voucher?" - he

said that the education reforms suggest-
ed by Gov. Roy Romer and other "edu-

crat gurus" only changed the tunes played
for the game of musical chairs called
school reform.

Fowler is proposing that parents be
given the right to choose any "public,
private, government, or nongovernment

school" oror even to educate their children

at home. Parents would receive a voucher

worth no less than 50% of the average

expenditure per child in each district.

Fowler says that this arrangement will
put parents' hands on the lever that will

force schools to change. His appeal for
the needed signatures seems aimed at

the many adults who don't have children

in school but who might be sympathetic

to an unrestricted voucher. Escalating
school costs and poor accountability
for the use of the money by the public
schools will be the theme of the cam-

paign.
Meanwhile, the Colorado State Board

of Education approved three "schools of
choice" projects authorized by the Colo-
rado legislature in its most recent session.

Each of the participating school districts
will receive a $90,000 grant to help fund
first-year start-up costs, so that tuition

will not have to be charged for the en-
rollment of students across districts.

ANOTHER VERSION

J. Patrick Rooney, chairman of the
Golden Rule Insurance Company of Law-

renceville, Illinois, thinks that business
involvement in the reform of public edu-

cation amounts to applying Band-Aids to

a hemorrhaging school system. His com-
pany has announced that it will begin a
$1.2 million voucher program to allow
low-income parents to send their students

to private schools.

Bearing similarities to the plan initiat-
ed in Milwaukee, the new program will

start in Indianapolis by awarding private
school vouchers for up to 50% of tuition

(with a cap of $800) to 500 students from
low-income families. Golden Rule has
established a charitable trust fund with

sufficient backing for at least three years
and hopes to continue beyond that point
with contributions from other corpога-
tions.

Polly Williams, a Wisconsin state rep-
resentative who was instrumental in start-

ing the Milwaukee plan, said of the Gold-
en Rule effort that, if state legislatures
won't support a voucher plan, then busi-

ness should shame politicians into letting
the people have choice. Rooney said he
isn't interested in taking well-off students
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out of failing schools. Instead, he wants

to give low-income families the chance
for upward mobility.

THE FEDERAL AGENDA

President Bush's America 2000 strate-

gy and the private American Schools De-

velopment Corporation may add a new
element to the choice/voucher mix. The

big question seems to be, What issue will

get the most emphasis as corporate sup-
port is sought for schools that "break the

mold"? If a national test takes prece-
dence, then choice/vouchers will play a

lesser role. On the other hand, if the po-

litical right presses for a strong vouch-
er/choice program, then broad support
could be generated for such voucher pro-
grams as the Golden Rule plan. Mixing
the testing with a voucher plan might also

be possible. If proponents argue that a
new national test could show that private
schools do a better job, then there could

be a call for a full-scale test of the vouch-

er plan.
However, Albert Shanker, president of

the American Federation of Teachers.

uses National Assessment of Education-

al Progress data to argue that little sig-
nificant difference can be found between

the private and the public schools on math

achievement. In fact, he argues that, be-

cause private schools can select a higher

caliber of student, they may be doing a
worse job.
While Shanker used these data to ar-

gue against private school choice, they
could also be seen as part of a win/win

strategy for a federal government seek-
ing to build support for a stronger nation-
al testing program and for a broad con-

ception of school choice. The Adminis-

tration would then be sure to get some

part of its America 2000 plan. In fact, this

could be the basis of a new strategy for
vouchers: wait until interest in vouchers

builds and then support local and state

moves to test their efficacy.
However, the pressure of politics could

also create some new combinations. A
Democratic Presidential candidate will

probably have to run on a strong educa-
tion plank, if only to counter the Presi-
dent's actions. This could produce some

unanticipated wiggles where vouchers are

concerned.

For example, the proposal by the Na-
tional Commission on Children for a fed-

eral tax credit of $1,000 per child to help
strengthen families might bring the con-
cept of vouchers in through the Demo-

crats' back door. A political appeal based
on the plight of families could also con-
nect education with collaborative ef-

forts involving welfare and social ser-

vice agencies, thus throwing bipartisan
support behind vouchers, which were
only a short time ago viewed as the prop-

erty of the political right.

But President Bush and Secretary of
Education Lamar Alexander probably
won't let this happen without some sort

of tussle for control. As states and school

districts smell the new money for the 535

model schools, many political wild cards

are likely to be played. Governors jump-

ing out ahead of congressional delega-
tions from their own states, school dis-

tricts accepting the America 2000 plan
as though no state education reform had

ever been proposed, and private business
coming in behind federal education re-
form instead of local or state reforms -

all of these could produce a new mix of

activity. Vouchers and choice could make

some remarkable gains and pick up sup-

port from unexpected sources in the com-

ing months.

STATE ACTIVITY

Since Minnesota passed the first inter-
district choice law in 1988, 10 addition-

al states have enacted similar legislation.

In general, the open enrollment laws pro-
vide for parents to send their children to

schools in any district in the state. Local
boards of education cannot block students

from leaving or entering a district unless

the movement will upset desegregation
guidelines or unless space for additional

students is unavailable. State aid follows

the students to the new school district,

and parents are generally responsible for
transporting their children to the bound-
aries of the new school district. However,

in a few states some transportation sup-
port is given to low-income families.
Preliminary studies show that only a

small percentage of families (under 1%
in Minnesota) have made use of inter-
district choice. For elementary students,

parents usually make changes for con-
venient day care. At the middle and high
school levels, extracurricular or special-

ized curricular offerings often trigger the
decision. Most states, however, have not

waived rules governing extracurricular
participation. For example, high school

students typically are ineligible for ath-
letic competition for one year after trans-

ferring, but they are often allowed to

practice with the varsity teams during
that period.
The number and kinds of options con-

tinue to grow. In 1991 Minnesota added
charter schools and choice options across
state lines. Miami will turn over one ele-

mentary school to a private contractor,
and discussions are in progress in Cleve-

land and Detroit to put public school stu-
dents in private or parochial schools. In

countless areas of the country, districts
have voluntary agreements with neigh-
boring school districts. The real questions
are, Where will all this activity end? And

is a voucher program inevitable?
Few people remember that the federal

government sponsored a study of vouch-

ers in several districts in New Hamp-
shire in the early 1970s. Under that plan,

public and private nonsectarian schools
would have accepted one another's stu-
dents. However, local boards voted not

to implement the study.
A number of factors complicate the is-

sue of choice/vouchers. The matter of

separation of church and state and the
potential for litigation in a fully imple-

mented voucher plan could slow any
move to embrace vouchers. The families

left behind when a voucher/choice option

kicks in could face the same kinds of

problems faced by today's at-risk student

populations, and vouchers could inadver-

tently contribute to the making of a two-

class society. Nevertheless, while a full
voucher program may not become com-

mon in the states, a number of variations

on the concept look increasingly possi-
ble. K

Choice in the States

Comprehensive statewide interdis-
trict choice. Arkansas, Idaho, Iowa,

Massachusetts, Minnesota, Missouri

(subject to voter approval), Nebras-
ka, Ohio, Oregon, Utah, and Wash-

ington.
Limited choice. Intradistrict choice:

Alabama and Colorado. Interdistrict

choice on a limited, voluntary, or
pilot level: Colorado and New Jer-

sey.
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Why Can't They Be
Like We Were?

104 PHI DELTA KAPPAN



The many allegations that the
education system has tumbled
in recent decades constitute

"The Big Lie" about education,

Mr. Bracey charges.

BY GERALD W. BRACEY

CHOOLS stink. Says who? Vir-

tually everyone. When George

S Bush announced America 2000,
he said that we've "moved be-

yond the days of issuing repert
after report about the dismal state of our

schools." The opening sentence of Ed-

ward Fiske's recent book is succinct: "It's

no secret that America's public schools
are failing." Chester Finn, former as-

sistant secretary for research and im-

provement in the U.S. Department of
Education, is no kinder: "[These] exam-

ples [of educational shortcomings] are so
familiar we're tempted not to pay them
much heed. Why make ourselves miser-

able?"2 And, at the opening session of
the annual Conference on Assessment

sponsored by the Education Commission

of the States, Lauren Resnick, former
president of the American Educational
Research Association and co-director of

a foundation-funded effort to establish na-

tional standards and examinations, said,
"We all know how terrible we are."

Reports about how awful we are have

always issued forth with some frequen-

cy, but they began pouring in after 1983.
In that year the National Commission on

Excellence in Education, assembled by
then Secretary of Education Terrel Bell,
declared us to be "a nation at risk," awash
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in "a rising tide of mediocrity."3 Since
then, we have been deluged with a flood

tide of reports criticizing curriculum,
administrators, teachers, parents, and
students. "Johnny's Miserable SATs"
screamed the headline of a 1990 diatribe

by Washington Post columnist Richard
Cohen.4

So many people have said so often that

the schools are bad that it is no longer
a debatable proposition subject to empir-

ical proof. It has become an assump-
tion. But it is an assumption that turns out

to be false. The evidence overwhelming-

ly shows that American schools have

never achieved more than they currently

the deep mysteries of derivatives and in-

tegrals.

Then came my daughter, plowing
through the works of Ibsen - part of a
regular offering to juniors at her Colora-

do public high school. Her own social
condition, rather advanced when com-

pared with that of Ibsen's heroines, pre-
vented her from relating well to their cul-

tural straitjackets, but neither the prose
nor the themes posed any comprehension

problems for her. As with calculus, Ib-
sen and I had not crossed paths until my
college years.

Finally, each spring as the aspen leafed
out in the Rocky Mountains, so did dis-

The conclusions of the Bell com-

mission simply didn't ring true.

achieve. And some indicators show them

performing better than ever.

ROM THE moment that A Nation

Fat Risk appeared, I had my doubts

about all the talk about mediocrity

and decline. The conclusions of

the Bell commission simply didn't ring
true to my experiences as an educator,
as a parent, or, for that matter, as a stu-

dent.

As a parent, I watched my son and his

buddies set off in the eighth grade in
an ordinary Virginia public school to
follow a course of mathematical study
that would land them in calculus as high
school seniors. In my own academic ca-

reer, my high school math followed the

usual (for then) four-year trajectory: al-

gebra I, plane geometry, algebra II, and
solid geometry and trigonometry. Calcu-
lus was considered so difficult and arcane

that I had begun my sophomore year in
college before I was permitted to explore

GERALD W. BRACEY is a research psy-
chologist and a policy analystfor the Nation-
al Education Association, Washington, D.C.
This article was written while he was direc-

tor of research and evaluation, Cherry Creek

School District, Englewood, Colo.

plays of paintings, sculpture, and science
projects appear in the foyers of the ad-
ministration building of the Cherry Creek

(Colorado) School District. Many paint-
ings revealed highly sophisticated tech-
niques applied with considerable skill.

The science projects spoke in tongues:

they rendered the once-familiar dialects
of physics, chemistry, and biology as
strange as the Russian I had briefly ex-
plored 25 years earlier. Light years re-
moved from the simple machines, sim-
ple equations, and phyla to be memorized

in my high school days, these displays
presented complicated explorations of
protein absorption, gene splicing, im-
munological reactions, nucleic acids, and
so on. Certainly, these exhibits repre-
sented the best that the district's high

schools had to offer, but they were none-

theless the works of high schoolers.
As I absorbed these personal collisions

with the Bell commission's findings, I be-
gan to bump up against statistics that con-

tradicted the findings as well. These num-
bers dealt with general trends and spoke

to what was happening in the nation at

large, as well as in my family. The clang

of these data against the Bell commis-
sion's assertions affirmed that my ex-
periences were neither idiosyncratic nor

bound by my middle-class milieu. The

many allegations that the education sys-
tem has tumbled constitute "The Big Lie"

about education. In short, the Bell com-
mission blew it.

THAT DO the various indi-

W cators of quality really say
about the health of U.S.

education? High school grad-
uation rates are at an all-time high. The

proportion of 17-year-olds who complete
high school rose from 10% in 1910 to
about 75% in 1965 and has remained at

similarly high levels since. In 1989 about

83% of all students received a diploma

12 years after beginning school.5
Ironically, it is likely that this very

success has contributed to the percep-
tion of decline. Many of the current crop

of school critics wistfully recall a "gold-

en age" of American education, usually
when they themselves were in school.

But, on examination, this enlightened ep-
och actually turns out to be a time when

fewer than 50% of the class graduated,
when minorities were invisible, and when

"special education" meant keeping both

physically and mentally disabled students

out of sight.

In those days of the golden age, “book
learnin'" was clearly recognized as only
one kind of learning and was often con-

trasted with the learning that would hap-
pen later in the "real world." There was

plenty of meaningful work for high school
dropouts, and little stigma was attached

to leaving school early. Indeed, drop-
outs constituted the group from which
emerged the popular American cultural
hero, the "self-made man."

In those days, too, the channeling of
students into college-bound and vocation-
al tracks often amounted to virtual segre-

gation into two schools. Moreover, such

tracking often became sex segregation,
since many fewer girls than boys headed

for college; as late as 1965, boys out-
numbered girls in college by seven to

four. Of course, segregation by race was

the norm everywhere.

Yet even today's 83% graduation rate
is misleadingly low. It takes account only
of those who graduate "on time" - those

who begin in kindergarten or grade 1 and
receive their diplomas 12 or 13 years
later. But, unlike many countries, the

United States operates "flexible reentry"
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When applicants outnumbered available jobs
and college desks, dropouts could be ignored.

schools. People are permitted to come
back and finish school almost any time
they choose. And come back they do. In

1989, 87% of Americans between the

ages of 25 and 29 held high school diplo-
mas or GED (General Education Devel-

opment) certificates, up from about 73%

only 20 years earlier. Similarly, 91% of

the class of 1980 had completed high

school or its equivalent by 1986.6
Recently, there has been much weep-

ing and gnashing of teeth over dropout
rates. "The dropout problem has engaged
the minds and hearts of Americans. Par-

ents, educators, business executives, and

policy makers all believe that leaving
school profoundly handicaps the dropouts
themselves and the entire Nation."

(This sentiment is typical, although I

should point out that many jobs in this

country virtually require dropouts be-
cause people with more education don't
care to do them.)

However, if completion rates are high,
then dropout rates must be low. They are,

and they're declining for all ethnic groups

except Hispanics, for whom the rate is

steady. Moreover, the true figures for
Hispanics are probably lower than they

appear to be. In some reports that calcu-
late dropout rates, a dropout is any per-
son without a high school diploma who

is not in school. Thus many underedu-
cated adults who have immigrated recent-
ly from South and Central America are

labeled as dropouts from a system that
they never entered.

Even our notions about who drops out

are off. Contrary to the popular stereo-

type of dropouts as largely blacks and
Hispanics, 66% of dropouts are white.

Sixty-eight percent come from two-par-
ent families, 42% come from suburban

high schools, 71% never repeated a
grade, and 86% live in homes where

English is the native language.8
Blacks drop out at a somewhat higher

rate than whites, and Hispanics drop out

at a much higher rate than members of

any other group, but the number of white

dropouts is much larger because whites
are still the dominant population group
in the country.

Why then do we hear so many lamen-

tations about dropout rates? I expect that

many people find it genuinely horrific

that some people don't finish high school
and thus effectively cut themselves off
from their best chance at the good life.
But I believe that some of the sorrow

reflects a certain amount of opportunism,
even cynicism. When the applicants out-

numbered available jobs and college
desks, dropouts could be ignored. Now
that the baby boomers are entering their

fifth decade, young workers are becom-
ing scarce. As a result, employers have

suddenly discovered dropouts and the
need to save them. At the same time, col-

leges have discovered "nontraditional"
students.

F COURSE, it matters little

O that so many people are walk-

ing across the stage at com-
mencement if we are simply

handing out diplomas to functionally il-
literate know-nothings who have been

passed through the system by grade in-
flation and social promotion and who

have earned their sheepskins for "seat
time" served. Many articles have assert-

ed that this is the case, but an examina-

tion of trends in test scores reveals other-

wise.

We have three major sources of test
information: commercial, standardized,
norm-referenced achievement tests, such

as the Iowa Tests of Basic Skills (ITBS);

the tests administered by the National
Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP); and college admissions tests,

such as the Scholastic Aptitude Test
(SAT). Let us examine each source

separately.

After falling in the 1960s and early
1970s, scores on standardized tests be-

gan rising in the mid-1970s - and, by
1986, some stood at a 30-year high.9
Scores on standardized tests have con-

tinued to rise since then. 10

It is extremely difficult to locate the
causes of either the decline or the subse-

quent rise. About all we can say is that
we cannot ascribe much of either trend

to educational factors. This conclusion

follows from the rather unusual shape of
the curves of test score trends.

When we graph test scores across time,

we notice a peculiar phenomenon. Sup-

pose a group of students in one elemen-

tary grade scores higher than the previ-
ous year's students in the same grade

scored. This new group then takes its

higher scores along with it for the rest

of its years in school. That is, if a group
of fifth-graders scores higher in one year,

eighth-grade scores will rise three years
later, and 12th-grade scores will rise sev-

en years later. The changes in test scores

ripple up the grade ladder like waves.11
Changes in school factors can hardly

produce such grade-by-grade progres-
sion, because any change in the school

should affect all grades equally. Or, ifthe
rise were caused by some special pro-

gram that teachers in a particular grade
cooked up, then the scores should fall

again when the students move on. The

age-related ripple effect that we observe
in the achievement test data must derive

from some change in broader demo-

graphic characteristics - family size, in-
come level, and so on - of the nation.

In recent years, some observers have

alleged that much of the rise in achieve-

ment test scores stems from questiona-

ble practices on the part of teachers and

administrators. 12 And it is true that

shady practices have occurred and that

scores are higher than they would other-
wise be. Under pressure to get scores up,
schools have aligned their curricula with
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