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Let’s Change The Schoolstructure:
Teacher / Parent Management,
Control and Accountability

By Deborah W. Meier
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L. Introduction

eform suggess noveity and change: bul between

intert and implementaucn, it creates, 10 a large

degree, more uniformity-driven burcaucracaes that
ur.pede change. Lo the imarests of sificiency and integrity
we lose both where it truly counts: in the daily interpersonal
relations at the scaool level. Changes a1 the schocihouse
level are the hardest, and require qualities of tust and
patience that were never the &xm of our modem school
structures.

From the teachers’ and principals’ viewpoint. reforms have
a history of leaving behind & ail of new burdens. Each
wave of reform has increased the amount of time, energy
and resources directed away {rom the clasgroom while
adding o the laundry list of “shoulds” and “musts.”

The vast difference in scale between the bureaucracy
needed to operate private and parochial schools ve, public
onss. 1s nat due 1o an inherent law of bureaucracy, butwa
well-meaning public that seeks to hold public instimutions
10 hanest and accounabie standards. In short it's the result
of past reforms! Ted Fiske reports in the New York Times
that the New York City public school sysiem has
approximately one Central emploves forevery 150students,
compared 1 one for every 4,000 in the Catholic system,
These compartative figures igniove aneven vasier differential,
because for every Central empioyee, schools must hire
comparable personnei o respond o their forms, regulations,
changes in codes and new curriculum mandates, Under
such a system, unifermity comes to seem s blessing even
to dyed-in-the-wool innovators,

In short, the difference between public and nonpublic
bureaucracy is not 8 mater of efficiency and it won'L be
solved by tighter monionng of expenses. Al the heartisan

N

entirely di{ferent set of assumptions abow the locus of
control and the role of trust. Te change, wiil require a
“revolution™ in our thinking. not simply another wave of
reforms, Nothing lessis likely to dothe immense job being
demanded of pubiic educauan taday - educating all children
tothe levelsofexceilence once dreamed of only for a smatl
clise,

a. What are the aiternative
assutn ptions?

Teachers will not have a major impact on the way alt
children use their minds uniess they can get 1 know how
all their swdents minds actually work and what their
students are thinking. They cannot help young peopie
make sense of compiex concepts if they do not know why
1t i that these ideas rouble them. They cannot improve a
student's writing if they have no ume 10 read children's
work,ang to meet with them individually to discuss and to
edit. They cannot find ways w0 connect new ideas with oid
ones if they have no conucl over curriculum or pacing. Nar
can they influence the vaiues and aspirations of young
peopie if they cannot shape the tone and value system of
their classroom and schaol, the curriculum, the use of time
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and the allotment of resources at the school level. Surely
they cannot model what deing powerful aduits in a
democratic socicry might be like, if they are powerless
adulis in one that is autocratic.

They cannot accomplish this callective task without the.
suppor and trust of the student's family and communicy.

Such trust is not a luxury. Occasional maverick children

can negotiate a good education in 2 school their parents

fear and disgust. They are the exceptions (about which

autobiographies glowingly reminisce). Young people sent

10 school with & message of distrust far the motives and

methads of the school are crippled. They must siep warily,

looking for hidden traps.

Teachers rai “parenial indifference” as their number one
complain. Unless and uril parents gnd teachers join
rogether as advocamwes for the common good of the
y'oungsm‘mwiunumwmmmmm
needed for precisely those students we are most concerned
about.

T ——— S —————

“Changes at the schoolhouse level are
the hardest. .. "

li

Thess two: maximun decision making power at the school
site, and trust between school and family require & wird
pmqmsim.mxhoolmunbemﬂemughndm
everyone can know each other enough 0 trust each other,
and can talk over and carry out changes easily. Teachers,
students and families who do not share a comman
geographic, ideological or hisioric community need
optimum face-to-face contact over many years © build 8
strong school-based community with a coherent set of
common understandings. :

Even if these three hard won drastic changes occur, they,
alone, will notdo thewrick. They are mereiy the groundwork
for slow and steady changes in the daily work of teachers
and students. Changes that over time, will effect the
oucomes being instantly demanded by employers and the
public. Some claim that we can’t afford this kind of “slow
and steady”, school-by-school change. They are wrong.

There is nothing faster. The longer we delay such needed
strucuaral first steps, the longer it will take us © begin
putting into practice the kind of knowledge we airady
have about how we can help ail children learn. Knowledge
that can only be useful (o ieachers with professional power
and responsibility, backad by supportive families,

1. What wouid such new school arrangements
be like?

(1) They wouid be schoois of choice. Choice offers a way
of providing the increased professional decision-making
authority needed, without pitting parents and professionais

.against each other in a power struggie. Joint governing

boards with parent and teacher representatives is another
route to trust, It requires a degree of both time, participation
and sophistication that is hard t mainwin. it means &
complex sysiem of committees, delegated bodies and
communication networks that make professionaily
responsive waching probiematic, Compiex accountability
schemes, ted to-measuwrable outcomes, i3 a third rowe,
which is subject 10 trivialization of goals, manipulation of
data, and skewing of curriculum. The experiences of
Manhagan's District 4 over the past 1§ years suggests that
choioe can be & powerful 1ol, serving all children and all
families. Such schools of choice can be enhanced by
commanity adviscry boards and by the publication of
annual daia; as well as by gready increased oppormnities
for parents, teacihers and students 1o meet wgether. The
latter practice should be insured by legisiation, mandating
employers to provide time-off (or parents w anend school
meetings.

(2) Smaller schools are needed 1 make democratic
governance feasible. It sounds unwieidy only because

. we're slways thinking of our big urban schood buildings

with huge staffs. The Empire State Building is aiso huge,

but it is: broken down into many small companies, each

with its own mission and its own governing bodies. Our
current school buildings could also becomie sites for many
smaller schools, sharing a limiwed number of facilitiag - the
gym, lunchroom, eic. They mightshars abuilding manager,

- but the educational life of each school would be distinct

and independent. Simple thanges that would be nearly
impossible to make in amegaschoot. could now be decided
one day and implemented the next.

(3) Schools of choice that are smuiil in size could, finally,
offer maximum freedom over their bodget, curriculum,
staffing, examinations and assessment procedures. Only
the most parsimonious general roles should be imposed -
rules that wouid prevent racial segregation, creaming off
of “easier-m-tasch” students, political, religious or racial
bias and basic safety standards.
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1v. Summary

We are wasLing resources i cxpensive research and costly
innovanons. rying to find ways 1o “motivate” or o “coerce”
students and teachers to do beter. The new “motvaors”
alwavs presume the nead for outside carroes and sticks:
imposed merit pay Sschemes, endless swdent testng,
automatic tesi-triggered hold-over schemes. Schools of
choice. smail and highly personal environments, close
fasmy/schoal collaboration and maximum professional
conmol over the impomant schooi variants, deal with
motivaton in a completely different way. Such
professionals devise their own rewards and their own
career ladders. While financial abuses and ircgularities
would no doulx continue 1o exist, both ieachers and parents
in such small schools would be eagle-eved proteciors over
they own budgets and resources. Parents with a voice in
both choosing 8 schooi and in the life of their school will
be e bestmonstors of its financial and personnel integnry.
A school small enough for everyone w know each owher is
harcer to "“hide” in. Abuses will exist, but our curreat
system of adding layers upon Layers of new bureancracies
in response 10 new scandals is surely an even less likely
guarantor of integrty.

We can insist upon annual accounting of local books, plus
an 1n-depth public inspectorate that spends quality time in
each school on a periodic basis. Such an inspection team
would be a significant innovauon and might produce clear
written reports that would make both the public and the
profession take nolice.

Vandaiism. assaull, truancy and apsthy - these cannot be
climrawedby moreof the sameanonymity. Metal detectors.
1D cards. auiomanzed lateness calls, and automatic
2xpu.sions are an nndessiandabie response Lo emergency
conditions. As aregular practice they iead 10 an increase in
precisely the conditions that creale bad schooling as well
as an infringement of our standards for fundamentai civil

and democratic rights. They cannot be allowed 1 become
U new normas.

A solution requires an assault on precisely this culture of
anonymity that permeates our youngsters lives in our big
cities. Our children need suabis personal relationships
more than ever, and our schools offer less than ever.
Parents love their children just the way they orce did, and
teachers are as commitiad as ever. But parents become
apathetic and utresponsive if they cannot find bexter ways
10 be effective, much as tweacher's develop lower
expectations as a means of survival in face of an unwieidy
system.

|
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“WYe need a revolutionary’
reorganization of schools.”

|
!

We need a “revolutionsey” reorganization of schools.
Then we need © stand aside, providing the parties o
schooling - parents, students and teachers - with as much
helpand advice as wecan, asthey work out waysto educaie
their children. It's 2 tall order, but no less ambitious than
the dream that lies behind it - that all our children can
become the kind of thoughtful citizens our society needs.
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