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Judy Lyons stands in the middle of her

cramped, cluttered classroom watching a

noisy class of sixth graders, all in white shirts

and khaki pants, disappear out the door, while

another class pushes to get in. “There just isn’t enough

of me to go around,” she decides, after a half-day of teaching reading that already has

left her exasperated. This is not the frustrated comment of a beginning teacher, but an

honest appraisal by a very experienced, dedicated professional trying to make sense of

a situation that works against all she is trying to do for her students.

There are two sixth-grade teachers absent this day and no substitutes, so Lyons’s

classes are larger than usual and out of sync on the school’s block scheduling. She sighs

about the assignments turned in by students to write sentences on what they want to be.

Some sentences are not complete, but even more revealing are the misspelled answers.

She picks up the list of absentees sent around by the office: “I haven’t seen this kid since

Christmas [it is now February]. These two boys were in a fight I broke up this morning

before school. All of the rest were tardy, but not absent.”

Her school, East Lake Middle in Chattanooga, looks like it gave up pretending to be

an appealing place a long time ago. It actually moved to a temporary location at the end

of the 1997–98 school year, an equally dismal elementary school on the next block, while

waiting for a new facility. At East Lake for eight years, this very Southern, polite, soft-

spoken, and demanding teacher chooses to be at the school despite problems that con-

stantly challenge her to ask, “Am I doing it right?” It is possible to be a mediocre teacher
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in another type of school “and get along and have your kids do well,” she says, “but you

have to be able to teach in a school like this.”

A peaceful park with a large fountain and pool faces the school, but the neighbor-

hood around is anything but peaceful. With the highest crime rate in the city, it is laced

with gangs, white and black, although gang activity has been kept out of the school. Not

the effects of it, however. A student’s death in a gang fight several years ago happened

on the eve of state testing, throwing the school, and its scores, into turmoil. More trou-

blesome for Lyons is that her students, primarily black and more than 90 percent eligi-

ble for free lunch programs, have a broad range of reading skills (from second- through

eleventh-grade levels); fewer than 20 percent can handle sixth-grade material. Lyons is

well aware of the many supports her students need, especially from their parents, but

she rarely slips into looking for excuses. She is there to give them all she can, to catch

them up and to get them ready for seventh grade.

Over many years of teaching, 18 of them in Chattanooga, Lyons has studied and tried

everything that might engage her students. She enrolled in the district’s training for

Writing and Reading Workshops, found it appealing but couldn’t make the methods

work with her students. “If you have kids with no skills, you can’t tell them to choose

any topic, write whatever you want, and if you don’t use good grammar, that’s all right

because your peers will help you revise. There are no peers who can do that,” she says.

After this experience, Lyons, who had turned down an offer to be language arts

supervisor for the city school system because her experience had been exclusively in

the sixth grade or lower, sat down with the supervisor who scheduled the workshops.

She remembers saying, long before standards-based reform came to Chattanooga,

that the system needed a better plan “for exactly what kids need to know when they

leave the fifth grade, such as being able to write certain types of paragraphs.” But, says

Lyons, “they were afraid to come up with something like that because it would be too

limiting on teachers.”

Lyons enrolled in the training for another district initiative, Socratic Seminars, and

tried to help other East Lake teachers use this strategy to help students comprehend at

higher levels what they are studying. But the teachers wouldn’t do the preparation, so the

idea fizzled. She was coordinator of the Language Arts Vertical Team, a program of the

College Board to relate curriculum and assessment from one school level to another, 

but it folded when the city and county school systems merged. She tried to introduce 
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standards in writing assignments on a team basis, feeling that it would be better for stu-

dents if all teachers at East Lake used the same criteria, but “they got tired of hearing me.”

She is no longer a team leader. She is department chair, though, and tries to model new

assessment strategies and bring curriculum resources to other language arts teachers.

Lyons realizes she has no authority with her colleagues. She held workshops for her

department on “writing prompts,” a method endorsed through the district’s standards,

then realized she was the only teacher using them. “Administrators talk a good game,

but they don’t understand the specifics of each subject-matter discipline,” and conse-

quently, she says, can’t monitor teaching well. She realizes that principals get moved

around so much they have difficulty learning new skills themselves. Her principal dur-

ing most of the period covered by these interviews set out demands for regular teacher

discussions of lessons, alignment of assignments to the new standards, and other

efforts to get more structure. He liked the idea of teachers assessing student work

together, but his own style of leadership did not model collaboration. His view of

assessing student work unsettled Lyons. “He wants everything to be graded, no matter

what the objective for the writing is. If I did that, every paper I handed back would look

like it had blood all over it.” 

East Lake’s environment, confusion over standards, lack of cohesion among the

staff, and history of unfocused professional development characterizes many, if not

most, urban middle schools. The environment wastes much of the professionalism

and energy that teachers like Lyons have to give. She keeps doing the best she knows

how. She has taken all the training available for the Accelerated Reader. Having used

performance assessments in her own classroom, she volunteered to help write them

during the summer of 1998 but was rejected because she had not served on the con-

tent standards committee.

Although Lyons wants her students to experience good literature and learn to love

using language to express themselves, she feels her options are limited. The

Accelerated Reader program takes up much of the class reading time, but she still gets

in at least three novels a year. Students’ journals count for a large part of their grades,

and she uses every opportunity to encourage them to listen closely to and elaborate on

language. A list of “Fight’n Words” on her bulletin board grew from an assignment to

write letters about a “disagreement.” The students didn’t know the word and many oth-

ers with the same meaning, so she and the students began to brainstorm, coming up
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with spat, quarrel, row. She read them the
story Calico Cat, Gingham Doll about a duel.
The students also memorized stanzas from
poems such as The Walrus and the
Carpenter, and Lyons was able to correct
their English as they recited them without
directly criticizing their speech patterns.

“I want them to use standard English, real
sentences and paragraphs, but I have to break
everything down into small bits and give
them a rubric for each little thing,”
she says. Their minds are bigger
than that, she believes, but with
no other resources at hand,
she now depends heavily on
direct instruction and the
discrete skills work found 
in the Science Research
Associates (SRA) com-
mercial resources, which
are “consistent and help
them with what they need
to know.”

At the end of the school
year, she is much more hope-
ful. Her students are beginning
to select higher-level books for
reading “and finding out they can be
successful.  I wish we could keep going.”
Lyons could retire, but plans to stay on for one more year of teaching. With a new prin-
cipal, East Lake began in the 1998–99 school year to transform into a Socratic Seminar
school, a change Lyons is not sure current students or teachers are prepared to make.
But, “I can’t quit now,” she says. “I haven’t figured it all out.” 
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WHAT HOLDS BACK
STANDARDS-BASED

REFORMS?
Certain components enable standards-based reforms

to work, for students and teachers. If standards are
not articulated in ways that make them accessible
to students, teachers, and parents; if teachers do
not have opportunities for targeted, high-quality
professional development; if performance stan-
dards based on higher content are not integrated
into classroom planning and routines; and if

principals do not know how to lead a standards-
based school, the reforms will not reach students.
East Lake’s experience with standards-based

reforms, for example, may not have all of these pieces. Yet,
many people in the school and at the district continue to try.

When other issues take precedence—such as the personal and policy matters that needed
attention in Chattanooga to pull off the merger—changes in classrooms are very difficult
to implement. The county and the city, for example, had different attitudes about how
much authority to grant principals, and that problem alone slowed the new district’s abil-
ity to put the pieces together for standards-based reforms. Still, the merged system bene-
fited from the experience of Chattanooga’s principals and teachers with the Clark project.

Just as the six school districts are at different places on a continuum leading toward
standards-based reforms, so are they experiencing different barriers, in both substance
and degree. Some problems have their roots in the particular circumstances of a district
or its schools, while some are predictable and probably manageable outgrowths of this
type of fundamental change. Yet others—perhaps the most intractable—are inseparable
from the broader condition of American public education. These pose the greatest threat
to a district’s ability to be completely successful in realizing standards-based reform and
in all likelihood will be the most difficult to overcome. They include the following issues.
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INADEQUATE ATTENTION 
TO INTEGRATION AND CONTINUITY

“We don’t have any road maps. We’re designing this as we go,” observes Rosaena Garza,

director of academics in Corpus Christi. No one in the six districts would be likely to

argue with her statement, but the planners in the six Clark districts enjoy a luxury not

available to most teachers: time to reflect, discuss ideas, and meet together to create the

designs. Their plans look very good on paper. But the designs seldom calculate the

effects of teachers’ limited time, capacities, and willingness to work on the changes

being proposed.

Over several years, Louisville teachers watched as the state and district handed

down one standards report, guideline, or emphasis after another. Teachers were told to

pay attention to national standards, state standards, the state core content document,

district middle-school standards, district scope and sequence guidelines, district perfor-

mance assessment templates, and, finally, district performance standards. As enthusias-

tic as Janet Seibert, a teacher at Noe Middle School, is about standards, she questions

the need for so many directives and says her colleagues, “are confused about all this

stuff.” True, each new resource had a purpose. But to teachers, these documents seemed

to be conceived on the run.

In San Diego, teachers invested their time in learning about the assessment system,

New Standards. When the district needed schools to pilot the TerraNova examinations,

which had been selected as the district’s student achievement measure, teachers at

Pershing Middle School were among those who volunteered. California’s decision to

mandate another nationally standardized test threw all their efforts away. In Tennessee,

teachers and district officials focused on aligning standards and curriculum to the

Tennessee Comprehensive Assessment Program (TCAP); then the state adopted

TerraNova, which is thought to emphasize critical thinking skills more than TCAP.  In

Texas, new content standards adopted by the state will necessitate changes in the state’s

TAAS assessment and, consequently, in Corpus Christi’s content standards.

Districts have little influence over state accountability policies and therefore cannot

shield teachers from the vagaries of test changes. With foresight and leadership, how-

ever, they can help teachers look beyond the tests and build instruction around content

and performance standards. Given the virtual inevitability of changes at the state level,

such efforts to develop continuity by district and school administrators are crucial.
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Many educators acknowledge that content standards mean little to teachers without

performance standards and assessments. Teachers need to have their own hands-on,

concrete learning experiences around standards that give them specific help on trans-

lating standards into instruction. 

This is not to say that accountability is unimportant. In Minneapolis, for example, the

current teachers’ contract supports content standards. However, Chris Argylis, an orga-

nizational change scholar who draws a strong distinction between an “understanding”

and an “action,” would consider the contract weak on action with no real requirements

to be accountable for standards-based teaching.

The lack of an integrated approach may explain why standards got off to a slow start

at the classroom level in Minneapolis. If the four teachers at Franklin Middle School fol-

lowed for this report are typical, content standards alone were not enough to transform

their instructional habits. This team of core subject teachers used very traditional teach-

ing methods and, overall, had low expectations for their mostly minority, low-income

students. For two years, they sincerely believed they already were teaching to high stan-

dards, although few had studied the standards notebook distributed to all teachers. The

team leader, a popular and experienced teacher, had read the national geography stan-

dards but rejected them for her classroom. “They’re good for me to know,” she said, “but

boring for kids.” The language arts teacher had looked at the performance packages

prepared by the state for different state content standards but decided “mine are better.

When the curriculum is your own work, you think more of it. We might as well go back

to the old SRA if we are going to do all this prescribed stuff.”

Continuity was even more sorely needed in 1997 after student performance on

Minnesota’s standardized tests became a matter of public controversy: only 5 of the 22

middle schools had more than 50 percent of students achieving passing scores, and

approximately 90 percent of black students in the city failed the exam the first time.

While a task force of educators was drawing up a template for gradual reform, many

parents and advocacy groups in Minneapolis were demanding immediate change—a

demand that threatened to turn schools toward an almost exclusive focus on remedial

action to pull up the test scores. Paul Goren, former assistant superintendent for policy

and now a program officer with the MacArthur Foundation, recognized that the district

should not resort to quick fixes, predicting that “fixating just on the test will kill stan-

dards-based reforms.” Yet, at least at Franklin, teachers responded to the low test scores
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primarily with testing drills and efforts to motivate students to do better on the tests.

Minneapolis district leaders may be committed to standards-based reforms, but

there is a lot of static as that message moves down into classrooms. A 1998 survey of

teachers analyzed by Art Indelicato, a former principal and district middle-grades coor-

dinator, found that almost 60 percent of teachers said they were “always” teaching to the

standards. Yet, less than 20 percent said they were always referring to performance 

standards when teaching, indicating a certain fuzziness in their understanding. For

some reason, many teachers in Minneapolis are failing to “get it” when it comes to mak-

ing significant changes in their instruction.

LACK OF SKILL IN TEACHING 
LOW-PERFORMING STUDENTS

Most teachers are totally confounded by the lack of performance by students at the aca-

demic bottom. Yet what comes through in interviews all over the country is a commonly

held belief that these students are capable of learning at much higher levels. Sometimes

their lack of communication skills masks their intelligence and savvy. Often, students’

lack of effort frustrates teachers more than anything else. Students don’t turn in home-

work, don’t participate in class, leave classroom assignments incomplete. They chew

gum, even though it means lunch-time detentions. Their pants droop too far, even

though that is against the dress code. The students who display these behaviors and the

teachers who complain about them are playing a game that everyone loses.

Experienced teachers may resent the suggestion that they need to do more to reach

low-performing students. Their strategies fit comfortably for some students—and in

inner-city schools, “some” success is what sustains teachers. Tom Carnes, history

department chair at Pershing Middle School in San Diego, spent a quarter of a century

at the inner-city Mann Middle School, then moved to Pershing in the affluent hills above

the city to be a teacher leader. His teaching style—innovative and rigorous—goes over

well with the neighborhood students. 

Still, his “regular” classes consist predominantly of students from the barrios down-

town, and he must show progress with these students as well under the district’s stan-

dards. As Pershing’s principal moved the faculty toward standards-based teaching and

accountability for all students, Carnes became frustrated. He felt successful with his

advanced classes, but not with his other classes. “My attempt to motivate students with
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third-grade reading levels is discouraging when I have to step on them so much,” he

says.  He was criticized for flunking so many, wondered “how many phone calls can I

make to parents,” and felt undermined by policies out of his control. “You can threaten

these kids with summer school, but they find out it is a piece of cake,” he says.

Carnes worked on district standards committees, took training on new programs,

and attempted to develop performance standards in his department. But he admits, in a

bitter mixture of anger and anguish, that “I’m not doing a good

job” with these students. Yet, he believes, “with a little

bit of help, they can do the work.” He just doesn’t

know what kind of help.

One wants him to know that some teach-

ers in some places know how to reach

these students. Research-based strategies

are available for teachers. And some of

the answers are rather simple. One of

the most revealing pieces of informa-

tion to come out of the Clark districts is

from a learning styles inventory given

to students who failed to pass eighth

grade and were sent to the Long Beach

Prep Academy. The validity of such inven-

tories may be limited, but the evidence was

overwhelming. More than 90 percent of the

mostly male, mostly minority students who 

wound up at the academy were kinesthetic learners.

They needed applied learning, hands-on experiences in solv-

ing real problems and creating projects, in heavy doses. Yet if they had been in remedial

or low-level classes in their middle schools, they sat for months, perhaps years, in class-

rooms that offered just the opposite: drill and kill, as the saying goes.

Without even knowing about this finding, Janet Seibert at Noe Middle School in

Louisville proved the point when she took some of the students from her eighth-grade

team on a “math walk” around the school area. The students were mostly low-perform-

ing and unable to afford an end-of-the-year trip to Chicago. They named all the angles
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of buildings and answered all the questions about the angles on a math quiz. “It was

thrilling,” Seibert recounts, “because the students were excited about learning out on

the street and being able to get the answers right.” Teachers, she says emphatically,

“need to get out of their seats and do things with these students.”

In Long Beach, mandatory “institutes” for middle-grades teachers use research-based

strategies to show teachers how to make the texts—including textbooks, nonfiction

resources, and documents—accessible to poor readers. At one session, the 20 or so teach-

ers in the all-day class reported on how they had used learning maps, a strategy pre-

sented in the previous session, in their classrooms. “We compared two sports on skills,

their similarities and differences,” reported a physical education teacher. A social studies

teacher told of using the same type map to help her students compare the United States

and Japan in the 1990s. A math teacher used a flow map; others used trees, bubbles, cir-

cles, or bridges, all ways of helping students organize information. 

All teachers at Stephens Middle School took the training on learning maps, some

reluctantly at first, according to sixth-grade science/math teacher

Pam Whisner, but they became enthusiastic when they real-

ized how much the maps helped their students. As Mike

Troyer walked around his school while students were

taking the district’s performance assessments, he

observed that “for every one doing an outline, nine

were using a learning map. They may not have been

doing it perfectly, but they had the framework.”

Also at the institute, teachers learned special

techniques to help students with vocabulary and

visualizing text. Literature circles, they were told,

give poor readers a chance to practice oral language in

a “safe environment.” Retelling a story can provide a

bridge to the text. The teachers learned that without

phoneme (sounds) awareness—a problem for as many as 20

percent of their classes—students can only read words in their visual

memory, not those they hear. Both phoneme awareness and phonics are necessary,

but a program that allows no play with language—through poetry, for example—may

prevent students from developing phoneme awareness.
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