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CHAPIER IVETVE

How Our Schools Could Be

Deboroh Meier

Wc stand p()isrd berween rlEnxrtc I!r]s of nnrAnrhg Lhe schools of tonnr
ro\q lhc i(rgh part is that (o soflrc cxtcnr eadl of thrse wi]s is olten ca
pouscd b) sone ot'the same peoplc. and tcxchers .lt1d ciljzeus alikc rrc lc(l
to bcliclc drat dle\ c.lt,I bol.h be calicd out snnultlneousl). Or peoplc try rc
\1'e c jn rnd 1rt of cach. $ ith dre resrrlr that thc\ cn.l Ltp tle\ er .lecisiveh'

'l hc two that inrerest me most a.c. not suryrisingllt oitetl seen as close
.orsins. This is due n) the f.rct rhrl thcy arc both csP(rsed bl peoplt'$ho

comc o t of a snnilaf t.aditn -prclr€ssilc and libcrd mindcd. The lhds
of \chooh thct'd boih probrhl) likc 1(r scc arc. jndecd. nr some \'.r-!s quile

!i i1a., sirh r ii)e$ on criticil nlquiry curficulurn Llcpdl. Jnd colliDoralion
r d r do*rul.{ing (}f mldtiple'choicc tcsriig. totc nrenr(rj71 r. and highl-v
comp.ridrc classr(r)nrs.

vhrt rhc) disagrce rlloul is iro$'ro gct thcri. and rs r corollar) 10 rllis.
nhxt must br sxcdliccd lbr "h(er" in ordcrTo gct thcfr'$)()ner' Faced F'ith
\!hat nri] bc a m(n! inn lent drryer fron thc ltf right, it ls tempting to
Iorger lhcsc dittarcDccs. But thxr $ould be a mistxkc becxusc. h iNct irnd
despjlc drcif oltc. (oDplemer1:r4 tulenlions. ,r?se tuo L.qs stdnd i t:bi -
inS.orttdst to ea& ttlrer

Onc !\'a). ihc positn)n ofthe ppoicrs ofGoals 2000 m.l, indeed. fte
endrc stand ds dri'en .rii)rn ntoremcnl, rcsts or the assuDrpti()n thrl top_
doxn support fbr bottonarp chingc-\rhi.h both positn).s rti rheloric ly
fbf-mcans that the n)p will do thc.ritic i cllectlul work ofd€nning pur
poscs rrd conltnt as weU rs ho\t to lrrcrsrur thcnr. wlrilt dre boLtom docs
lhe nrts xnd bohs. drc hoN b -a sort of lncr s Elnk" vttsus s,()menh
\r'ork dnisnD i)flab(ni This approadr scckt a (1nlsdsus i)f2cad€nic exper-
lis€ rnd mxinstrcanr political coffecnr(ss. reinti)rced bi bigh st*es testi4
ro disciplinc un.uh'kids. terchers, rnd local scho(n bouds. Ovhile il rolt
1end5 to\lrd a libe.allmirlsiremr cooserslrs. it s w)rth noting lhal il s an
apprurch thxr coulcl just as exsil) till lownrd t k|r diftarcnt. mdicrll) righl-
\ing poljticxl co.scnsus.)
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leriing Soi

The coals 2000 agenda and thc statc mandated r€rsions that are flo\{ing
Irom it, wi r their focus on nlcasunble goals and stxndxrds rnd their vision
set bv intern,rtional compedtion and thc cmcrying gk)bal economy, xre
*eighted do\yr1 \'r'irh the assumption that the task of school rcform is far
too important |o lca!'e drc critical rntellcctual $'o* to thosc rcsponsible for
implementing school practicc. While muc:h ofthe $-o{k cmanaling trom the
shndard-sett€rs is i,orthy, iL cannor lcad cither to high level intcllectltal wi )rk
rrr  '  iur  i  i i r : ro, ,m\ nr r .  \o l \  ing o,rr  s lobr l  cr  o

There is molher possible s€i of assumptions, based on a different visbn
oI humxn caprciq: 'l lris way of thinkinS lcads to rcjec81g toFdown rebrms
un1€ss they are tsenrl to the crcation and stcnance of self:governing learn-
illg conrmunities responsible for colhbonti\'€h' rnd pltblicly deciding really
important issues. The kind of educatior we wrnt for our ,voung rquires
schools that see themselves as memberslip communities, not senice organi'
zitbns. In such co|nn1unilies ideas arc discusscd, purposcs argued aboui,
{nd judgnent exe.cised by parenls, teachers, and stud€rts becausc that is at
the heart ofNhat ir means to be wcll cducat€d:havine one s o$n wondertitl
icleas Slftleols can t learn, nor car thc adults vho nust show thrm the wxlt
unless they can practice what fte] prcach.

Atrhe moment. m2ny poliucal consermdves arc also arguing againstthe
creition of a national. slandards-driven systcn. Thc troublc is oot only thrt
the politicrl Right may support some l-ather horrc.dous l)cally driven stlttl-
daftls. bur xlso that they are rlso focused on etimnrating thc vholc p()blcn
br abolishnrg public responsibility lor aI chlldren s education. Thcy scek, in
fact. thc ehnimtior of r public system of schoolinS 2nd its rcplacctncnt b)
a irce market of private schools. Thus. while the oppositbn to tbc imposina
ofnafi)nal standards ls nlive rnd sell these dq-s, thosc n oppoiitio. arc not
all of one mind. It would be un*'ise, howevc! to drop the nrgum€nt jltst

because of drr sometimes unliket rlliances n has crcated. In fact. some of
dn)sc wbo arr .uttrcted to the Righfs and{cdcralisi cause arc motilritcd by
Dan_v ofthe sane conc€fns I hai€.

I !c been told. during the past fe$/ ]€ars, that I m igroring thc traiD
drxfs alrcidy left the station and is coming do$'n the linc, the 'do it orrlse"
cxprcss. This new wave of the ftrture. it is suggest€d. is not depcndrnt ot
any ccnt.al congressiolnl bodies. (The po\\'€r of thc SATS or the Carnrgie
unit. tbr examplc. is rot deril€d from rny legisiative act.) 8ut ifhistory is anv
guidc. the kird of tasftmck solutions being pmposed \r'111 oftcn turn out ti)
bc dpeDsirt dead ends. D€signed in head-v conferencc ccntcrs, thc blue
prinrs are usurll,v too un$ieldlt covering ever\.lhing but thc kitchcD sink. a
patchcd togcthrr conscosus thrt satisfies no one, and fnally just too susccpti
blr to local .esistx,rcr to produce what thet architccts had in mind.
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One nnxgines a c()urltefflrndate to the "dl students s,ill dictums behg
irlented by expert. uriversn)-brsed rasL lorces: for exrmple. how xbout in
sisting tl t standr s be pl sed in only as hst is the school can bring jts

rd ult stiff up &) fie strndards it expccts of rll 1 8 ye.r<tds? That flight drlay
tlre tititl just r littlc.

\it nr Nc\r f'()rk h1rc bisroricalll hcd undrr the nnpositnrr of m rwc
lxnc aral ofkrcal rnd st2te curricular mandates and outc(nnes xsscssments.
(Ixcrpt ibr prilrte schools, which $uc xl$,ays fice t() ign()rc then and al
wr)s hdr.) lrrrv so 1rften s(nnerrrc gets thc ider t() cft:xrc still r nclv sct.
ge.eftll) la dAht {rr t()p {)fthe olcl one, rnd then nn)vcs (rr to r)ther things
Nelv \-ork texchers xre experienced md hrentive sabotcurs ()fthe best a.d
lvorst oI such plltns. \!t are home, drerefbre, to sone ot' thc grcxtest as qell

as srme ofrhe $orst ot' schools.
But an dtcr.atilt to tht G)rls 2000 1pp()ach that rcsts squxrcl,y on a

stl1ng {'srem ot'public s.hooling dd l.onrnitmrnt n) dcnn)cmc_\'is axthcr
ing surpdshg nati()nal Dfunreohnr. The nn)knrcdt Ir) rDrporltr tcacbcrs
with the capacit_1 to makr pr()tssn)nrl jndgnrcnts and thc crcxtion ()f snrall
sch(nns i. s]ich parcnts. teachers. and co'n,nltnity .an lvl)rk ck)sclr !o
gether are t\l1) of thc trnnisnrS dclclopnrcnts that mat undcrrliic the top
clo$n pla.s. Suft(n1ti)r a nnni (Jlrcn srstt'n ofstandards sctting conrcs alJo
tilrm nnexfcctcd placcs lbr 2 skcptic likc nrc Frn exxmple, thc Ne*- Yolt
State RoId rJf Regcnts (Ncs lln-k's stltc boa'd of cducatioo is cmbrking
(rr a rl.s, rnd )r. f'l)misnrg eppr()xch. So [r thc g()llrnor thcnrqor. end
thc l()cxl New Y().k Cit,v Roa.d ofEducati(nl despite conrradictnrrs rlloru
thc pkce. That
nemc of a dilLrcnt vision of "ststcmic' rclbrnr is hcarlcning. Thjs ditlcrcni
risnn has rbc suppoft. this tinrc around, not onlr()f.hild ccntcrcd ronranti$
likc me, but also of hardherded corpoutc md n daArment tiarnrcrs likc
thr fi)lks s'ln) i.\rntrd thc tram 1pf'1)ach to buildina thc S.lrurn car or thc
tr  nI Ic $,r \  

" l  
In.r  rJr I r !  t  r ( r r \< l ' r r r r r \ \ ! ( \

\\€ aln) h1k some hardheaded ftrl his(r'r of school rcform to point
t(), on a scale th2t should 

'nakc 
it hr'{ tr) disnriss this 'i)ther" \r'dr as suitablc

onl) ti)r the hftlc:rrd fbolish, rhc nr crick. and thc criccption.d. lts no
Lnrger "altc.nati!c' but xlmost nrainsnianr

whrD x han.lflrl of likeDri.ded trchrrs i. Ilast Harlcm's Crnnn .itt
Scbool l)istrict F(,ur strrtcd r 'p()grcssivc; "opcD cdu.atnrr" clcnrcntrry
school (lcntml Prrk East in 1911, wc qur cn.our?gcd b\. tbc thcn dis'
tdct supcrintcrde.t. ADthonr Aharado. n) p.{'litrlc hecd to rulcs xnd fcgula
tl()ns. rxrc rct tol.l t.r crrrtc thc kind ofschool we bclicvcd*'ould \('ort for
thc childru of Distfict F()ur This ftqtu Dar,y autrrnrn]', rcfcrrcd to locallt
$ ,crcati\r c(nnpliancc" or "crcrtilr norconpliance; \r?s si'npl,r doiig



publr l \  rnd. , tht ! r . r tn(h $hrt  nr t rnr  or u '  h i r  
' i

Centml I'tr.t East (CPE). along qiih morc thin i() rnhtt 'nrrll '(l'tx)ls 1)l

choice begun b-1'District folrr o\-cr rbe ncxl l0 Icars sls r'd ftn)r'ns 3n

anrazing srccess st()ry wc lir€d a si)me\lhat loncl) cxislencc nrf a occnoc'

but toda-v both the CPI schools and the District Fitrr "evr]' hr1'e be€n

rcughl,y replicated in dozeni of New York Cit) school districts 2ncl rre no\\'

pnrt of acccpted citrride rcfbrm plans V hxt they sh:tre is x E nl of kr)kiog

ar chilclr€n rcminiscent ofgood kindcrSiften pmcric€' Pur another sral tnet

rrc bnsed on \t hal \t'e know about how human b€ings learn rs srell lls a deep_

scatcd respcct for all ofth€ parties irrclved larents, teachcrs, and kids

rinacrg:lrren is the one placc-for lnary children oaYbe thc last

place-where such mutual resp€cr hns becn x tflditional nonn (er-en ifnot

rlE'ays prncticed). A kinderg'rrten tclcher. tbr exampl€. is expecte'l lo kio$

childrer \Fcll, e\'en if the,v donl hanrl in thcil homcwork, hnish fteir Fridr-Y

rests, or px,Y altenti()n. Kindefgrften reachcr! know that lcaming must be

pcrsofl izcd. just because kids conrc that \l"4 -no two alikc' Thc'v k'o$'

itr", pllt 
"tt 

and tht comm nity must be Paftners or kids $'ill bc short'

changed. Kindcrgaficn te.rchcrs know ftat hc\ring childr€n to learn to be-

come morc scf-relianr is patt of rcir iob dciinition staftjng \('itll t}ing

shoes md going lo the bNlhnx)m on thdr os'n

Alxs, it is the last time children arc gi\€n such in'lependc'ce encouf_

aged lo make cltoiccs, 2nd aLk)w€d to mo\c aboul on their osll Hxving

l;arnrd lo use the bathroom bI thcnsches at xge firc, at agc six thc-v are

thcn requircd to s'xit untit the wholc class lincs r'rp at bahroom tilr' In

kindcrgirten, parent and texcber meet to lxlk and often havc each other's

phone nombers. Aftct that it s mdnly'.r checklist of mmbers ard lette$ The

old€r the-v 8ct, ihe lcss we trke into accoul]t th€ irnprlrtancc of their own

inlercsts, theirown actirc l€irning. ln kindefgarlen !v'c dcsign our rooms br

rcal work. not just pnssile listcning Wc pul things Lr ihc roofl dlit \('e havc

reaso. to bclicve will xppeal to childrcn, gr'rb th€ir interests tl'Id engtge

thcir minds nnd hcarts Teachcrs in khd€rgarten rrc tclitors ctitics, chcer-

leadcri, and car(t*crs, not just lecrurcrs or dciiverers ofinstru'ti(n Vrbrt

Ted Sizer calls "coachinS" is second nature io the kindcrgrrten tcxcher' who

takcs lor grantcil rhatheriob dcscdptnu inchdcs cudculum asi'eI3s nxtti

mlorgon'B assessmcnt. lihats tru€ for studcnts is rrut for tcachers: thc)

h '€ less xnd less attlotit)l rcsponsibilit!, and indcp€ndencc 'rs tbcir clargcs

g€t older Lhtil. of course, they m:rkc it irt() m cliic collcgc or graduate

school. Then both tclchers xtd students go back ilno kind€rgx'1en

Indeed, jt wlls Tcd Sizer who. Ilhcn he canrc to !isit our scho(n poilted

our to us that the kinderyArten pritlcidcs ofCtnrfil Ptrfk hsl te'crt th€ same
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pd'rciplcs he *'xs cspousjog fbr thc natio! s hjgh schools Hc suggcsrcd that
\!1start I scconda'_a sch(xn Lrcginnnrg*ith scKnth grdcrs'.rs x contimra xr
of our clcm(ntarr scbooi lt Eas th( rijthl momcnt. i98.r.forsu(hrn cx,
x.d elcn thrrgh commriniF sch(xt djst'icts in Nc$.l'ork Ciq arc not sup-

foscd n) ope'atc high schools. drc idca *'xi approicd. Ccniral Pxrk flasl
woukt just kccp going irom kindergarten throrgh rhe r2dr gmd€.

So wc !{dc thc riccision !o scc if \1-c could usc thc prnrciples of x good
kindcrgxncn xs lhc basis ror rlmnins a good high scnool. \t opcncd Ccnrrat
Park tiast Sccondar) school in I9a5 \'idr a se\enth gr.rde rnd Sre'\ one Srade
crch rcxr thcrcajlcr

\vc lvcrc not rvilhour g.cat rcpidalion. litllrnjng hrough oLrr ninds
$_ere thoughts such as l)arc ffi? Could Il'( takc on iccnaScrs? tu cn I rccnlg-
crs impossiblc? I had spcnl a ld of )ctus a'oiding rdolescents in groups of
rnorc firn t\\-o. ,nd I rcaiized dxrt it \rould be lMrd lo build a sec.xlclar\
school Eirhour bumping ifio kids jI groups of xt lcxst tlrrcc \!c kne\r'also
that high school knls *'ouldo t lihc ro see dlemseft'€s as lilie hindergrfurers'
or c\-en sinth gnders. \t reeded to crcxle reu' rirux.ls dul s)mbollzed rireir
nc*'nrrturiq. \{t kre\r also that as the school \{'as gfo$ irg upl il meanr ir
concern for r he €rpecrarions rl lhe odrer end- { h I colleges ind empio\ e$
mighl wxnt. \\rls fierc such a thlrg as being roo nu|lu|n'Ig or gn ing Lids 1u)
mucir irdcpcndence ard too gfear a sellse ofempowerment?

Onc ihing !r'c \ cr_v much *anlcd \1as ro brc.rk r$;]l liom lhe conkmpo-
ra4 moclc oI brctrlirg c\crylhiig do$!r inro discrck bib iltrd pieccs-
whcdrcr subjccl mai|er or "lhinking skills $/e \ere deterrincd 1(J keep fte
clcncnrary school lrndilior ol respccr lbr (he\r'holeness olbodr subiect nmt'
tcr ar hrurxrn lcardrg intrcr. \u $-ere looki[g for {a}s to builcl a scirool
tixrt offcrcd Ioungslers r deep arrd rich curriculum rhal $ould inspire lhem
n'ith the desire lo lino\r'more. th.rl \r'oulcl cruse lhem lo inll in lole with
books md wilh srories oI dre ptrsr. ird dnt \\ould elole in them a sense ot'
vorrdef al ho\r much rherc is ro Jeffn.

Vt alio s.Nr schools xs rDodels oI the posslbilides of democrntic lifc
,{rhough cltrssrcom llle could cerhinly be m e ore democrNtic dtlln tftdi
tional schools ercourtrged, lve srw it xs equall) idportrrt ihat the scho(rl lii;
ofd.//rlts bc madc morc dcmocr. ic. lr seemed unlilel) durl $e could lbster
dcnocratc y rcs itr our school u css rhc adulrs had sigrilicant righls orc.
rhcir workplacc \\ir wanLecl nol just good indnidual clrss(lxns. bur r

tulothcr priorit,y 1bf us u'rs cr€alirlg a serlitrg in rhich ill members of
thr co nnrdty $'ere eipecled to engrge ir the discussnD ol idexs ind in
thc hxring of ltheir o\1rj \r'ordefnrl icleas: as llerrof Duck\ordr his put
ir (Ducky'onh, I98:). lndee.l, one of our mosl prominertl) strted. upfil)nt
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aims w:rs the cultila nr ()fs'hat $e came 1() call habits ofmindl habits that
rppl_v ro all acadcnri. and nonrcademnic s[bjecl mrtler ard to all thoughttul

THE FIVE HADITS OF MIND

The tiie habits 
'l'c 

camc up with arc not exhaustive. but th€) suggesl thc
kird of qu€stions dnr \r'c bclie!'ed a wellcducatcd pcrson uises rboul his

I Ho$'do we koow s'hat Er thnrk $,e knos? whafs our €viclcncc?
How credible is it?

2. rl(hose viewpoini arc s'c hcaring, rcading, seeing? Iilmt o|her vie*.
points Dright thcre trc if we changed our posilion?

I. How is onc thinS connected.() another? Is dr€re a paftIn here?
4. llo\r' else might it havc bcen? rJtlut it? Supposing thit?
5. Vl'Lrt diflercnce does it llr*c? Iirho cares?

In order to carr_r'out our basic nrissioo ofrcaching students to use their
rninds well rnd prcparing ihem to li1-e prcductivc. social\' useful, rncl p€r-
sonallf satsf\.ing livcs, wc approach cwiculum \\.idr these live habils rs fte
backdrop and lhc spccinc cssentjal" qucstnDs at thc core ofever)thing fte
slr.rdents study and do. Wc couldn t depcnd on textbooks. NIan) courses
don t use them rt all, encept pcrhxps xs ref!'c.cc books. ve cover l€ss md.
we hope, uncorcr a lot nlorc. Vc intcantc dilliitnt academic disciplines-
history with liteilture. sciencc *ith mntb, md so fbnh. This is known in
Coalition of fssential Schools jargon is .hc "lcss is more'principle. )ie
spend. fo! exrmple, two !€afs on biologl: mostb'fb.used on a Lw centrd
biologicrl issues. and nvo _r€xrs on Amcrica. bisiot-1 and wc dont pretend

\te do mor€ hrnds{n ' cxpcrimcnt.ri *()rk. vt expect kids to rerd
m.l.y diflirrent sorrces on drc samc subicct, to usr thc libmrI a l()t. to $rite
a lo1 (p|eltrab\'on a computcr), to thirk, dd r., discuss their ideas wilh
manr difl€r€nl pcoplc. \!t cxpcct them to sharc their kno$4edge {.ith each
other and tu \'r'olk in gorps as x,cil as on ihcir or!'n Ou curricuh'm is de-
signed to reinforce fie connection bctwcc. "schor)l knowledge xnd real-
wodd kro\dedge and to includc nNltiplc pcrsprctives.

Most of our srudents trke nrcst of tirc standard cil) ancl state compe-
tency rests. md we prcfide coachinS lbf such tests. tucluding the sATs znd
collcgr Boards. Bur *e don t sec thcsc as r nrc{suring rod They capntre
reither essendal inlellecluai compctcncc Dor dlc detnonst ted caprcil) o1
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our studcnts to use their kno\rtcdge. to clrle Ior othc*. nr nnagine ho\('oth_

crs drink dd feel. and ro bc prcpared to speik rrp xnd bc htird.'lhese arc

[o lcss criticxl. no less rigorous Thct lre px.rl of thc "hrrd" stutt.
'lEcnt1 }ears of docuncnrcd ev ence-ntes ol hiSh schd)l grlrclua_

tion, drcP(rts, and collegc acccptances. fo! erornplc trc hard to dispul€.

Thc ccnual P * East schools.rrc dcnrtlsrrtbh successfi . OK.90% ofthe
gild atcs of thc clenenhrl school go on to get high school .l4toDxs. ,t1d

90l,r ofrh()se $,ho enter lhc hiUh rlhool nol onl rccci!'c high school dipio-

mas bur go on t() coUege-ncld-v doublt the rlll€ for tlc city as a $ltole.

furth€rnrrc. it is had 11) atlributc our rcmirkabl€ strtistics to having se_

1€cred rn elitt or fivored group. lhc studtnt bod-v of bo r thc elcorcn1tlr)

and thc higb schoots lus als'ars bcen aboul .10% HjsP,.tnic 159i Aliican-

,lnericxn. xnd 159i odref (Asian xid white). O\.cr ts'Gthirds ire poor

enough to bc cligible lbr lree or fcductdpdce federnl llulches. rnd it teml

20ro.ue lxbelcd as 'specixl ed or "brn.licappedl lhey comc t() us lDking

rennrkablr likc the cit) as a {holc. Thc,v lcxle. howe\€! with substotialh
gfealcr lifl choices.

NOT A ONE OEsT WAY

gut,  pu as$e r fe ol  thcsc schools.  \edorol  sccwhat*t .bxs the one

bcst or onl_v wa\" ro cducalc children. As Selmour Flicecl, t fi)rmer depuly

suprriotrndent in Comirlllity District Four hxs put it:

Thc rnn nire hrs becn Lo .r.ale r slstcm rhrt-instcad ol tsnrg ro ft rll sttl
deDrt ifltlr s(nnr sLrrdardi2.d school-ha x s.hool ro hI e\rr! tnrdent in is
distrn:t No ki.l gcts l€h onr. no kid gris k)st lvcrl kid js nnpoftrnr. t\crl kid
cln ldid il )o! put hilr or hcr in th. .ight L'nirotunerr. ltut tin.. kids hNc
rhis huge nngc ol dilltrenr n.cds. differcnt intci.s|s rDd different *8s of lcrrn
nrg. Re ve A(t b lra\. a{ide dilt.siq of s.lrools (lLiegel, 198:)

vhiic ir has taken time for thc Disttct F(ur ideas 10 "crtch on" rn-ti)r
(iPl s partiflrlxr appriJich to sprcad, todiy b()th rre _in the mainstrcanr. Ev

er-vore is imitating Disn-ict Fotl| s s-isten] ofch()iccs. There afe morc ttuur 50
smill public schools in Nc\,lbrk Citl' crcatcd in this tridition, and plans xft

aibor 1o vistlr in.rcxse this nu b€r o\cf tlrc ndt iive 
-lears. 

lhjs rnnc llxns
ltle ,]lso.ribot t.) i'rtu)duce h1o$1ions nr the *a) s il1 s hich \1'e hold schools
rccourlrblc to bctter n tch lhese ne\tr lcss standxrdized appronchcs to

ktrchirg ard lc.rrnnrg.
ln rdditiolr, as schllns develop a raricq ofobriiNsi) diferent sollid()ns.

it $'il1nor bc possible t() .rrbitmril-r assiSn students to schools by k)ftc.l or
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strect addrcss. P;rrents and srudenls s'ill ha\.e to be iN'olvcd in maknrg

choices about sl1ich school thcy think bcst suits their needs, talcnts, tnd

inlercsts. !\'cntuxll,t all school disricts mx-\- \tish to develop schools of
choicc. c!'cn xs thrr ma-! also (as in District Fou') gilc prbnlt lo parnts on
rhc basis of rcsidence. small schools sha.ingthc same bullding$'i, ho*ievet
l€sscn thc pr)blems of lmnsponxtion thxt add diificulry to many choice
plturs. Uoth trchcrxnd pxrent choicc plans Eill require creati\'e revisions in

our cuffenr rulcs and fegulalioos.
It \\'rs the creatn)n of x broad and cliverse set of new schools, not thc

refolming of cxisti.g schools, thrt was the crucial decision made in District
l_our's rg'ohti()." oftwo decades ago. It meot the district could focus ot

cncouraSnrg school people. not monitoring then for complianc€ Eitb dis

tricl-nlandatcd rrfbrms. The next phase will do *cll not t1, igno.e the lessoos
learned:lLs casi€r to design a new school cul$rc that t() change rr exisling
onc. And ir's thc whole school cr turc. not this or dut prog|llm. lhat stands
in ftc *'a_v of lcaming.

lhc rolc ofprrents in the n€$'schools, ai nrc.tbned earlie! is another
certnl issuc. Ch{)ice ofiered a $.ay of proridjns li,r increased profcssion.

decision-makjng aitho tpitting pirents and tcachcrs agiinst each olherin a
useiess po*!r struggle. Iurthermore. small schools ot' choice ofiered c!'cr-a"
one lastly incrcascd tnne to neel together and$()rk out difi-er€nces-teach-
ers, re.rchcrs aDd fxmilies. rnd pirents throrgh thtt fornal and infonnrl
structrres. 'fhc tilne necded is considenblc but d.linitely $orth it. Ore top
do\\'n mandate *c'd harc no trouble with *-ould be lcgislating thrl emplo,v
ers pro\ ftc timc oft Lr p2.(nts to attend sctrool nrcetings

Inde€d. no schflt can comPlete its educationnltask without lhe support
and mr$ of a studc.t s taflil): Such tfttst rcsts on mutlul respect and is ncvcr
a luxur't: Ihc sch(xts oft€rwise arc crippl€d. thc more so t'her€ diffcrerccs
in nce. rcligion. nndlaDgnig€ beN€en school staff anLl communiry arc gt xt
esi. lbung pcople sent ti) school wirh a nlcss.lge ofdistrust ior rhe notivcs
and merhods of dlr scb(xt ar€ tighting an uphill brttle. Those sttdents arc
ahi'a,!s Earilr kx)king for hidden traps. And thel will lind plenq ol such

rrnps. as leachers too often don t hear thc nrixed messag€s they s€ud out
regrrding drcir rcspcct fbr children s frmilics aDd communities.

'teachcrs ftte "paftntil indiffercncc" xs thcir number one complaint.It's
a misreading ofwhat kecps the two rpart. Llnlcss and utrtil prrents and teach
e$ I€el ablc to join n)gether advocatcs for thc conn1on good of loung
slers. such xppotnt'indiiierence" will rcmain. Nit wili rot crealc scrious
educational brcxkthrouAhs ut'Ilil w€ can mect as allies.

Schoots must essentiall-v sharc some of tht qurlites of \lhat an: not!'
being call€d -ch.rrtcr" schoolsr adminisratil-c, curriculxr, stafljng. and f,scal
xuronomy to pufsue their approach to the cducatbn of c.hlldrcn rd ,voung
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people V;c nccd such nntll xutoromous schools so that demooatic go.l'-er-

nllnce s,vstcnrs becomc Possible-itstcns where it doesr'l secr! sill) to talk

of €\cryonr" genlig k)gcdrcr Jtrst as rhe tlnpi'! St?ie tsuilding corlirils

clozens of coftpartcs, so could ou big school buildings clnrt2111 minv

scho.ts. lhcl could. in xdditbn, co.ttio schools sefling dittcrent ,ge

gf(ups lhc,r nright hirc a buikljng nanager to clcai $'ith stric t building

n lrefs. ;r5 dre ll1rpirc sratc Ruilding clots.
Thc cducational lifc ()fetch schiDl $()uld rcmanr disthct and n eper'

dtnt. Simplc chxnges thni art inrpossiblc t() nalc in a mtgaschool can be

.lecided in onc xlier oon ancl impl€mcnttd dre ncal nn)rt1ng in x s'mU

school lou .o even dispcnse wirh all permnent c(nnmitlees md rcprescn_

txtne bodics it'-rou gel,!out numbers ight lt's ourgucss thrt a fc*'hundred

students. lr'ith x faculty ofundcf tweuq; is xbout opljnNn size lbf ciLctne,

drmocratic schooihg. 'lhis lcnds ilseli quitc well rc plxcing I half'do7en or

nn)re schools in one bujlding. lf smrll scbools dorr'i actuallv shffc a building

thc qualit-v of thcir \ork *-ould be enhanccd bl insising thit schools jonl

togcthcr in loosc ntisorks S ch rel\{orks c{n providc nccdecl supporti

shere econonrt ot scalc mrttets th€l can j()]n Lrccs; and, most inrPortantry.

the) can bcconre crilical tlricnds to each othtr creadng nnnurl accouni2hif

iq t() good p|acticr. Nerwodis of smrll nrms in tlte buslrcss world afc like

shxrcd decision nraking. lhticr bierirchics. and tlexiblc slaffn$-oi gro$i.g

interesr ilr th c cconomic sdr trc ibr manv ( )f dre sirmc r cxso n s tllirt th c) n l

otLr ldvantl3cs to us nr rc schooL $'odd Tbel ar€ tbr inst[)c€. thc basis

for New \brk Citr's ,\flnenbcrg challelrgc proposal for climnuting tlrc nted

fdr a huge ccr!.al bureaucn.t b) grm(jng nctworhs of smxll high lchools

.ru. . i r r i r \  r^ ! . , r , r ' l  r l ' !  i r  ̂ \  n Jr(  i . iurr-r"  r l ' i ' rB l ' ru!  e l l .

Terchcrs $'illnr)t hrtc a mxi()r imprci o. the \( a-r'kids use their nri' s

unril the) comc to kno\r ho$ thcir sludcnrs ninds arc *()rkn'Ig-sntdcnt

bI student. 'kachcrs crnnc,l hclp loung pcople nake sensc of fiings if drct

do n1)t h.r!e tinc to ans\tef ficirstl en|s $rcs()ns- irnd timc to reaily lrcar

thc qncslions. lhcl crmot imptove I sludcnt s sfiting if drcrc isn l limc to

rcad it. rcIlcct on it, rnd ttrcn occasbndl,v nretl \nith thc studeul to talk it

oru nrgefier The) crnno! find wr-vs Io conntcl nel| iclclrs $'iLh okl oncs if

rhc) h.tve ro control o\'er curriculun or pacnrg Nor crn thc! inllucnc( tht

Yxhrcs rrd aspiflrnrN of toung people if tht) cxnrol sh'.rpt the lonc and

\, ,1 ' r ,  . \ { (n,  or  rh '  , r  r  . ' ' . r^  ' r ' , .  . , r rL l  I  I 'ool \
\lut rbour thc ldrd crics fix rccountabilitl dlat pl.{ such ir urxi()r

role in support of t()p-do\tt schemes? Who s'ili tell us if it s sorlddass?

Ho*'will $'c knos iix surc ho$ stu.lerls stack up agdrsr each olher nan(tr

dl,y rnd irlcrnx.ionall) ir thc grtat r.rct to sce r11ris Rrst-/

The capncir-1 () crea(c schools thtrt irrc accounlxble 1o thcir o\r immc

dixie connnDriq pren|s, kids, aod tcllo\T sttff membcrs is lir €.rsic. rr
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smrll. sef-govemed colnmudrics. Howcvcr. the $-ays nl s'hich schools thtLt
s€t out to be independ€nt and idiosyncratic can nrcet the lcgitimrte needs
ti)r broader tixpnter accounlability requircs ncw thinking. Wci-e buih our
cuffent slstem oI p blic accountabi[ty on ltrc br:is of rb€ lactury nn)dcl
school with its inlerchmg€rble parts. lts no wond$ thnt \r'e gct almost no
tlselirl or honest information back.

T() ftspond to denocr.nicalh esribiished norms witb rcgfd t() equitla
access. outcomes, rnd liscal integrity rhrt afc in syDc Eith our non tlcnrfl
schl!)ls is a tisk that lles ahead ofus. Cifen thrt few if an,v ofthcsc lcgitinrxte
necds aft curendv met, \!€ neednl expecl a miracle answcr ns \l( dcsign
ou bettcr mousetr,rps. We re nol calching micc no$r But that docsn't mcan
that mouse tr.rps are not l,Ieecled.

Tbc dx.gcr hcre is thrt we will cranp lhe nccdcd innorations \r'ith or_er
ambitn)us accirntrbility demrnds. Prictical realism must prcvail. ChanUcs in
the ddl_v conducr of schooling-$'h€thcr its ncw curriculunr or pcdag()gy
o. just ne$'Nals olcollxboralng and govclning-nc had. slow, and at'ovc
rll immensel)_ time{onsrlming: the} reqnire qualitics of n'ust ard pltience
that se are not acclrstomed to

Thc stru.tural retbrms changes in size, fte role of choi(:e. ard shifts
itr poro lehttunships nxr) be hard 1o make.lb some dcSrcc thcsc fc thc
chxngcs that can be 'imposed from rbor€. lhe troublc is drat th.y nrcrtly
la,y the ground for the slow rnd sready \l'o* thar will impact or l)ung
pcopl€ s intellcctual rlld moinl developmenl. lhaas thc tough rcnlizati(,r.
sonrc claim $c co't aiiord such slow changes. lhc_v arc wrong. Tbctc is
rothhA libtcr If we go faster s,e ma_r get somcsr'hcrc fastcr but dot E here

vandalism, assaulr. tfunnclt d apathy on dre part of studcDts curnot
trc eliminated b) more ofthe sam€-melal detccio$, lD cards. lutomalizcd
liftness cilis, automatic expulsions. and holclovcrs. lnstead, thcsc ills rcquirr
rn assxult by school people on the culture of ano$mit! that pcmrcltes ()ur

youngstc.s'li\cs. Our children need nable personxi rclxlionrhits mofu than
clcr {nd our schools o*tr less than ever

Akhouah the rersons for the cuffent national concrrn about schoolins
nra,r ha\r littlc to do with democncl lhe reforms dcscribcd hcre havc elcrl-
thing to do with it. Giving $,ider choices ard morc po$'(r to thosc \r'ho
ar! ck)scst t() thc cl.rss(xrm rre rot lelbrms ftat appcxl to bus_v lcAisht(r's,
politicians, and cenlnl bo d oficials. thcy scem t.x) mrssr and too hr to
tftck. The) cannot be initiated on Monclay rd measurcd on Frid{I Th(y
rcqujrc fcwer c()nstraints and fe$er rules-not morc of thcm. lhcy lcqunc
askiog wh) it matlers md who car€s, not lists of 165 skills, idcts. and c(nl
ccpts mnltiplied b_v fie number of clisciplincs 'rc2de'nia cx. nlvc.t. They
reqnire initiathg a debrle in lhis nation tirat night shake us to the .oots. tr
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debite ab(Nt E-har ir is \e \ ue so drarly that \r,c incarcefrLe onr childr(,r
lbr 12 \crrs n) mik€ sure thev !e got itl' Not just to house rhem Dhilr E(.c
bt(sy. notjust to keep thenr iiom raki,rg ouriolrs, mot mer€ly to socialiTc thcrr
i|uo pxcks or sort them into thet propcf pcckiig order

,\ dcmocrxtic socielv has a dijht t() insist rhal llle cennal iuction of
schooliog is lo cultirate thc nrcntal nnd moril lubits thar a rbdcrn democ-
ricy rcquircs. Such habits. id iacr, .an be trcublirg atrd u.confbrtablc lo
h.tve, but, Fc hopc.lnrd to shake. Opcnrcss to o rerviewponrts. thc caprc-
itr to slrstxin rncertrirlty, thc abiliq to act on partial knr)wlcdge, thc inclirra-
tnnr to lacp ilto the shors of otllcrs rhcse arc LIle crrrtr)riclsiai rcquire-
ments, for cxample Urtil wt ircr such qucslioN, n n krs lirtlc scnsc ro
kcep askinlt for bcuer Lools r() nreasurc whar \l-€ halen r igreed ibour.

'Whaas it 1br?" the r'()ung:rsk often enough. Ir's ti'nc adults rook lhe
question lcrious\. Thrre a'! no sih.cr buile|s when it clnncs rc raising clil
dren rijtht. no frsl trick snutn)ns $.ith guarnnteed curcs. Jusr lrafd \l'ork,
kerpnrg vour eyes on the prizc, and iots of prlience fof thc disngreemems
that inc\iixbl,! rrise
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