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PARAMETERS FOR REFORM: POPULAR APPROACHES TO EDUCATICONAL CHANGE
IN THE UNITED STATES AND AUSTRALIA

Paul Nicoll
Commonwealth Schools Commission

ABSTRACT

The paper analyses the April 1983 report of the U.8. National Commission on Bxcellence in
Education, and relates the U.8. report to the interests of the Australian Covernment in
increasing secondary school retention. The U.S. report's focus on educational standards is
linked with Commonwealth concern over educational participation, particularly noticeable in
the newly announced Participation and Equity Program, [t is suggested that the U.S. report is
seriously flawed, and that its flaws indicate parameters for federal initiatives designed to
increase high school retention in Australia.

PART A

1, 'The Recommendations

in August 1981, the U.S5. Secretary of Education appointed a National Commission on
Excellence in Bducation to define the probiems afflicting North American education and to
provide sojutions, In April 1983, the National Commission released its report titled ‘A
Bation At Risk. The Imperative For Educational Reform', The Commission was chaired by

Dr David Gardner, President-elect of the University of California. The report has received
extensive publicity in the United States and other English-speaking countries, including
Australia, where it was generously reviewed by the national press, (Canberra Times 2.5.83}.
The Presidential status of the National Commission will ensure that its report receives
further coverage in the United States and Australia, and that it will provide an impetus for
action in both countries,

A Nation At Risk commences with a startling assertion.

"What was unimaginable a generation ago has begun to ogcur - others are matching and
surpassing our educational attainments”.

The statement expresses the bellief that the international standing of U.S. education has
slipped. The assertion was as revealing of public perceptions as it was of educational
standards. The risk was evident in the superior efficiency of Japanese automobile
manufacturing, South Korean steel mills and German machine tools. These indicated a
redistribution of trained capacities around the globe. The risk was also that many people not
possessing the skills, literacy and training for the new era of production would be
effectively disenfranchised, reducing the democratic basis of the country. For the National
Commission, the educational indicators of the risk were in the well-documented low and
declining educational performance of young North Americans.

Formal education was found to be inadequate in its content, expectations, use of time and
means of instruction. In regard to content, the report noted chandes in school curriculum in
the last twenty years, especially in the movement away from academically oriented subijects.
Puplic expectations of high school students were described as having declined dramatically
when measured by levels of achievement necessary for award of high school diplomas, and in
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terms of entry requirements to colleges and universities. The evidence presented on this was
dramatic, for instance: one fifth of all 4 year public colleges in the U.8. must accept every
high school graduate within the State regardless of program followed or grades, thereby
serving notice to high school student that they can expect to attend college even if they do
not follow a .demanding course of study in high school or perform well.

The Commission's most severe criticisms were reserved for the condition of the teaching
profession., It found that insufficient academically able students were attracted to teaching,
teacher education needed improvement, the professional life of teachers was unacceptable, and
that a serious shortage of teachers existed in key fields. The average salary of teachers
after 12 years service was only $17,500. 'The report was constructive in its readiness to
describe as unproductive those assertions of teacher responsibility for the malaise.

The National Commission made recommendations on how to overcome the crisis in secondary
education by proposing Five New Basics for the high school curriculum. Vocational education
was given a minor part in high school. It was recommended that textbook design should ensure
more rigorous and challenging content, High school students must be assigned more homework,
the school day should be managed more effectively, and strong consideration given to
lengthening the school day and the school year to 7 hours and between 200 and 220 days
respectfully. No recommendations were made on class sizes, nor account taken of changes in
class siges. Teaching salaries should be increased to be professionally competitive,
market-sensitive and performance based. ©Other moves were suggested to heop overcome the
shortage of mathematics and science teachers.

2. Excellence, Egquity and Quality

Statistics were guoted on the decline into mediocrity of Anerican education. When those
data were considered with the assertions on the consequences of equity or elitism being
Favoured, the implications surfaced that the nation had favoured equity over quality. If so,
this was a disguised attack on whatever notion of eguity the writers of the report believed
was in operation in schools ané colleges. Therein lay a trap. The National Commission quoted
statistics on what it held to be low educational standards, but did not tell us about the
undisputed range of abilities and performances in schools and colledes. By underemphasising
the upper levels of performance, the report did not allow ug to determine whether the
undemocratic elitism it nominated as an enemy thrived, Observers familiar with North American
schools and colleges are bound to be struck by their extreme differences in educational
performances. While many young students are functionally illiterate in words and computers,
others, albeit a much smaller number, have reached advanced levels of ability in one or both.
A lack of recognition of this elitism, which this author is not attacking, combined with a
lack of definition of both eguity and guality lead to two weaknesses in the report;

i. an assoclation of equality with mediocrity;
ii. the suggestion that equity was pursued at the expense of guality.
The explosive nature of these terms demanded that they be clarified in the report. That

this was not done fuels the suspicion that the Commission was not affirming equity and gquality
as necessary factors in excellence, but juxtaposing eguity and excellence.

3, Private Schools and Racism
\xAn examination of standardised achievement scores demonstrates that substantial
differences still exist between white, black, latin and indian students, (NCES, 1982). The
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Gardner Commission's concern with standards was not expressed as concern with those in most
difficulty in educational institutions, that is, minorities. By disregarding the severity of
racially associated differences in achievement, the National Commission did not take
sufficient steps to dramatise the nature of the problem of low standards. In the last decade,
growth in participation in secondary education was strongest amongst minorities, (0dden and
Augenblick, 1980). However, the Commission did not address the question of the nature of the
association between increased participation of minorities in high schools and the decline in
high school academic standards. It is difficult to see how strategies can be devised te¢ halt
the decline until there is a more open discussion of schools' clientele.

4, Sexism and Schoaling

There are plentiful data to show that women have lower levels of achievements in
mathematics and science than men, (NCES, 1982). The reasons for this have been canvassed and
researched widely, and are associated with the methods of selection, assessment and promotion
of students at all levels of education, (Clifford, 1982)., Identification of the sex bias in
the curriculum is an important step in the premotion of equal educational opportunity for
women. Unless this process is continued and strengthened, the achievement differentials
between male and female students in science and mathematics will remain. As has been said on
innumerable other occasions, sexism is a barrier towards excellence in science and mathematics
for many women., The report does not mention this in its description, analysis or
recommendations.

5. Poverty and Performance

In 1880, the proportion of young persons of school in poverty ranged from 6.8 per cent in
Wyoming .£to 25.4 per cent in the District of Coliumbia, {Sherman, 1982), The number and
percentage of young impoverished youth has probably increased since 1980 because of the
recession in the U.S. economy, (Herber, 1983}. There is substantial overlap between the
cohort of youth in poverty and those who underachieve, {Grubb and Lazerson, 1982). The
federal government has attempted to increase the performance of low achievers through the
Elementary and Secondary Education Ackt. Yet, it is doubtful whether the nexus between poverty
and low achievement can be broken. Hope is especially bleak where poor students are also
minorities. The Gardner report recommended that the federal government maintain its programs
for poor students. However, the lack of vigour and minimal attention that the problem of
educational excellence amongst the poor received, offer little optimism on the quality of
their schooling improving because of the report's implementation.

6. Student Motivation and Demography

BEducational standards are unlikely to increase until students are motivated to study or to
study harder. The report's approach to increasing student motivation to learn is twofold:

i. an exhaortation to students;

ii. strong pressure on celleges and universities to raise their admission standarde, with a
presumed increase in pressure on students.

One can have nothing but doubt about the efficacy of the Commission's approach. First,
exhortations have a way of being followed for a short time and then fading, or of being
disregarded from the beginning. There is nothing in the report to suggest that the fate of
its pleas will be different form those of its predecessors. It is harzd to imagine that young
underachievers will study harder so that U.S. products can have the commercial success
considered desirable by the National Commission.
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The age cohort eligible for colleges and universities is decreasing in size, (NCES,
1982). Thus, the raising of standards by tertiary institutions would decrease farther the
numbers in the age cohort eligible for higher studies. It college and university earolments
fell, we would safely predict that the newly raised standards soon would follow downwards.
Many colleges, especially private iastitutions, could not afford to raise their standards if
the latter led to fewer students and less revenue. Public colleges, as the report indicated,
are often required by law to accept students with high school diplomas. These colleges may
well raise their standards, but a decision of this kind would have a confused and uncertain
effect on enrolments and revenue, slowing decisions on chandges in enktry requirements. Elite
institutions may raise their standards, or diversify them by requiring of applicants what the
report called foreign languages. But, by definition, these institutions do not have a
standard problem. 1f the few highly competitive tertiary institutions did strengthen their
entry reguirements, there could be a spillover into high schools. But again, the strength and
durability of the spillover would be questionable. Notwithstanding, a number of tertiary
institutions may raise their standards. But it is unlikely that the numbers of institutions
risking their revenue and their role by engaging in unilateral declarations of higher entry
standards would be great.

While the size of the cellege age cohort is falling, the proportion of the age cohort who
are black or latin with lower grade point averages is rising, (Sherman, 1982}. This
demographic change will decrease Further the size of the group likely to have the standards
the Commission looked for and could not find. If colleges raised their standards to exclude
those students, charges of racism would be heard immediately. The Commission's
recommendations, then, are almost irrelevant to those institutions experiencing this change in
the composition of the student body.

The imposition of higher entry standards for entry to tertiary education may affect
student motivation in the college - bound cohort, but it would have a subdued or undetectable
effect on the half of the age cohort not college bound. For these students, the National
commission's solitary tool for raising expectations is exhortation., We are left with a shaky
basis indeed for believing that student motivation will rise as a result of the report's ’
publication.

7. Educational Standards and the Economy

The Commission established that national standards in academically oriented subjects are
depressed. But it did not prove that this was the principal or even a minor reason for why
industrial productivity in the United States has fallen, or for why the international
competitiveness of much U.S. industry has slipped., It is uncertain that South Korea, which
the Commission c¢laimed has the world's most efficient steel mill, has higher educational
standards than the U.S. The international competitiveness of industry depends on the axchange
rate as much as on any other factor. In recent years, domestic economic policles in the U.S.
have led to overvaluation of the dollar and to a deterioration in the ability of industry to
export. Schools cannot be blamed for higher interest rates. Yet the Gardner Commission was
inches away from claiming that industrial productivity in the U.S. fell because of low
educational standards. The argument can be reversed, and the lack of economic opportunity
portrayed as a major factor behind the drop in educational performance.

Wwith unemployment and underemployment of minority youth as high as 50 per cent, the
economic incentive for increased attainment is thwarted, Low probabilities of unemployment
may have depressed educational achievement amongst young persons. That is, many young people
must ask why they should study harder if the probability of unemployment is so low. Further,
the nature of the demand £or labour in the United States is such that many, if not most, early
school leavers and high school graduates who find employment do so in the secondary labour
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market., ®herein, jobs are characterised by low wages and high turnover. The Commission's
opening words indicated that economic concerns, particulariy with productivity and
inventiveness, were primary in development of its approach to low achievement. This makes it
more remarkable that the Commission was so selective in its attention to the relationship
between education and the economy. That is, it ignored the effect of mass and accelerating
unemployment and undemployment on the desire of youth to learn.

8. Pducational Standards and Federalism

The Gardner Commission believed that reponses to the educational ¢risis were the primary
responsibilities of state and local authorities, It emphasised that the federal government
must identify the national interest in education and continue to provide direct support for
the gifted and talented, the socio-econcmically disadvantaged, minorities and the
handicapped. Indirect support that the federal government should offer included the
protection of civil rights, data collection, curriculum iniatives, teacher training support,
and financial assistance to students. These preferred intergovernmental relations to overcome
the crisis are similar to current arrangements. In fact, the National Commission recommended
that there be no change in federal programmatic and federal fiscal responses to the malaise,
A stability of relationships was envisaged as the best way of responding to the phenomenon of
declining standards. However, there are factors which the National Commission has brought to
light that mitigate against current intergovernmental responsibilities being satisfactory.
The first and most consequential of these are the casts of increasing the school day and year
and the costs of allowing teachers' salaries to rise. State and local authorities have not
provided the resources for these moves in the past, and there is little evidence that they
will in the future, especially given the property tax revolt of recent years. Thus, the
recommendation for no change in the relative responsgibilities of governments was a recipe for
the setting aside of the National Commission's recommendations on school staffing. Since the
teacher staffing recommendations were connected closely to recommendations on curriculum
content, the likelihood of the latter being implemented vigorously was also called into
question,

Consideration from another points of view of the National Commission's recommendations on
federal - state relations leads to an egually dismal conclusion. It was urged that the direct
involvement of the federal government be confined to five student groups identified earlier.
Other than the gifted and talented, the remaining four groups ~ the socioceconomically
disadvantaged, minority and language minority students and the handicapped -~ are those least
likely to be achzevan at high levels. There are many members of these groups who achieve at
superior levels, But the average achievement of each of theése students as indicated by grade
point averages is low. While previous federal efforts towards these groups have been of
agsistance, they can hardly be said to have revolutionised achievement. The surprise was that
the Commission did not call in stronger terms For a renewal of federal assistance for these
groups. Since the majority of students are outside the five groups, the recommendation to
confine federal assistance to the five groups was one of federal disassociation from the
education of most students. This was one of the most conspicuous aspects of the report., The
gravity of the crisis in education was well portrayed, but the recommendation for government
action required little change from the present, even though current strategies were descrlbed'
as unsatisfactory. This is not to suggest that states are unconcerned about educational
standards, PFor instance, since the Report's release, several states have introduced
legislation. An example is Senate Bill 813 in California,

9. Causes of the Decline

The Five New Basics for the curriculum were identified as English, mathematics, science,
social studies, and computer science, Bach of these has value in itself and, together, they
seem defensible components of the curriculum. The problem is that specification of the Five
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New Basics is unlikely to be sufficient to lead to their introduction, The Commission did not
tell us whether the new basics were ever a part of the curriculum experienced by most
students. The report's implication is that they were in the halycon post~-Sputnik days, but we
cannot be sure of that. If they were once part of most school's curricuium, why are they not
now so? If they were never a part of most school's curriculum, why have other curricula
developed in their place? Have changes in primary school curricula corresponded with changes
in secondary curricula? These gquestions are at the heart of the debate over declining
standards For they compel us to address the question of why chande has occurred in the
subjects studied by students. Unless we know the reason behind the movement towards what the
Commission described as a smorgasbord curriculum, we will always remain far from the reasons
for the fall in standards. Regretably, the Commission's historical sensibilities were not in
sight for its explanation of the curriculum change was lowered community expectations of
students. We are not told why expectations have fallen. The economic, sociological and
demographic factors associated with shifts in community expectations of high schools have been
so powerful, it is necessary to identify them in order to describe why schools changed in the
last guarter century. The Commission did not touch this task, leaving educators and the
commuanity with no better understanding of why standards fell,

Therefore, we have no way of knowing whether the Commission's recommendations, for
example, on curriculum and hours of instruction are consistent with or contradictory to the
forces behind the malaise. If the course of action was not developed in recognition of the
dynamics of change, there is less reason for considering it as either justifiable or effective.

16, Populism and Reform

The report was addressed to the Secretary of Education but written for a national audience
in the hope of stimulating public concern over levels of achievement. This was a laudable aim
which led the Commission to use stark and provocative words. For example:

*1f an unfriendly foreign power had attempted to impose on America the mediocre
educational performance that exists today, we might well have viewed it as an act of war”.

If the authors believed that dramatisation of the poverty of mass achievement would
stimulate solutions, its populist style could be one explanation of its analytical
weaknesses The report’s presentation does disturb any self-satisfaction or complacency
towards education that readers may have felt, But its solutions are inadequate, largely
because the Commission's analysigs of the decline into low levels of achievement is so flawed.
Doubtlessly, the report would have been a more satisfactory response to the educational crisis
if its analysis was more suggestive of action. The sacrifice of a clear analysis to populism
is unsettliing for its makes the report's presentation read as more sensational than
reasonable. Educational sensations are inclined to be ephemeral. One is reminded of the
opinion of the former Chairman of the California State Board of Bducation, who remarked that
the process of educational reform in California was like photocopying the annual index of Phi
Delta Kappan and attempting everything listed there. This writer's fear is that the National
Commission's status and sensational presentation, when combined with its superficial analysis,
will lead to the stimulation of educational change as undirected and frustrated as that
portrayed by the Califernian educator.

PART B

U.5. EDUCATIONAL STANDARDS AND AUSTRALIAN EDUCATIONAL PARTICIPATION

There is no evidence to suggest that educational standards in Australia have plummetted to
the iow levels chartered by the Gardner Commission in the United States, The caveat is that
since there are few reliable hustralian data and a dearth of longitudinal research, it is






