
WHAT STANDARDS-
BASED REFORMS

NEED TO
CONTINUE

Mention of urban middle schools prompts an

instant image of places where most of us would

rather not be. Unsettling, weary on the psyche,

frustrating, with a scarcity of joy and a sur-

plus of problems, often in bleak surround-

ings—these are the perceptions of schools

full of some of the neediest youngsters in

our country.

We miss so much by thinking this way. It

is like picturing the American desert—the vast

expanse that stretches almost from top border

to bottom one—as a Great Basin of sameness.

Arid, welcoming to only marginal life, a sort of hope-

less piece of earth—this is what many think is desert

country. Yet, traveling from one side of the Basin to the other, one

doesn’t just drop into a flat plain for hundreds of hot miles. Rather, the roads go up and

down over a series of mountain ranges, a dozen in all, each one unique underneath a

veneer of sandy soil and scrubby trees. The mountains teem with life, adapting to the

wind and temperatures and the little bit of water the mountain ranges on the edges

allow to get by.  They have much in common, but scientists of all sorts cannot success-

fully fit a matrix over the ranges and basins that would organize the similarities. There

are too many exceptions, too much difference among the mountains and valleys to use

one explanation for what makes the desert full of hope.
The landscape of the schools portrayed in this book seems to have all the things that
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we think of as difficult about urban schools—that perception of sameness that one sees

when first visiting the desert. Yet each district, even each school is a particular place,

and while what defines them as typically urban helps describe them, they have adjusted

to their circumstances in remarkably different ways. They teem with ideas, astonish-

ingly good teaching, and youngsters with hope.

Most of the teachers, schools, and students crave to be better. All are making efforts

to adapt, survive, even thrive, and teachers are organizing their values and resources

around new definitions of what it means to teach students who challenge them every

day with extraordinary complexities.  In some schools, the effort is producing profound

changes in teachers’ thinking and in how they carry out instruction. In others, the

rhetoric of standards-based reform is faultless, but instruction barely shows any differ-

ence. In either situation, many teachers have not even bought into the rhetoric. Why,

while coping with the same pressures of teaching in distressed urban schools and able

to draw from extra support to do so, are teachers responding so differently?

The answer lies in the various ways districts provide environments that help teachers

change and adapt. Ultimately, however, the answer is in the will of teachers, themselves.

THE DISTRICT ROLE
One defining factor for teachers is creative, stable, and intelligent leadership. This

means more than selecting the right people to be principals, other administrators, or

even teacher leaders within schools. Good leadership shakes the cobwebs out of

bureaucratic thinking and behaving. It focuses everyone on student performance and

pushes for substance and integrity in what people talk about and the decisions they

make. Standards-based reforms cannot dodge the leadership issue even when the prob-

lem is one of merely lackluster, not incompetent, performance.

Stability helps Long Beach move ahead steadily, while other districts are beset with

changes at the top, mergers and/or catch-up pressure to change the bureaucracy as fast

as the demographics of the students. Carl Cohn, the superintendent in Long Beach, has

an uncanny ability to choose good leaders and support them, believing that his role is to

prepare another generation of good administrators for other districts as well as Long

Beach. His leadership development allows people to function in a thoughtful, collabora-

tive and purposeful organization. Not every meeting can be productive—that would be

unheard-of perfection in a bureaucracy—but the process of planning, of bringing the
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best knowledge possible to the table and of organizing the work to be done stays focused

on students and teachers. Members of this leadership team respect each other. Through

many interviews, this writer heard no fault-finding or complaints—and, in fact, heard

one comment that tells all: “This is the healthiest place I have ever worked.”

The emphasis on supporting personal growth among leaders ripples down through

area offices to curriculum experts, who, in turn, look for leadership among principals

and teachers. There are no absolutes in this business of running schools. Not every

principal is terrific nor is every teacher energized, but when people are given responsi-

bility and support, they are more willing to be accountable.  Carl Cohn also is a conser-

vative risk-taker, carefully plucking promising future leaders out of the classroom to be

part of a management team or going outside the district to find the best people for crit-

ical areas. Experienced or not, the leadership in this district accepts the role of learners.

Consistent leadership at the top helps the district survive in a state where inconsis-

tency in policies is rampant. Moreover, those in the district office listen to teachers, rec-

ognizing when they are creating overload and willing to make adjustments in their

planning. For example, after a year’s experience with math portfolios as part of the dis-

trict’s assessment system, district leaders decided to delay the introduction of portfolios

in other subject areas because the feedback from teachers indicated the process

needed to slow down.

All central office leadership teams would like to work this well. Is it Cohn’s

charisma? Or cohesiveness and stability at the top? A traditional hard-work ethic

throughout the district? A well-educated pool of teachers who stay in the district long

enough to become leaders? Probably all of these. But standards-based reforms are likely

to succeed in Long Beach mostly because teachers know the district’s leadership team

is absolutely serious about the reforms, learns from mistakes, and searches for the best

professional development.

This last element—quality professional development—is another crucial part of

creating a standards-based environment for teachers. All of the districts recognize that

such challenging instruction depends on giving teachers opportunities to learn content

and to practice strategies that, literally, will transform what and how students learn.

Teachers can’t just tack standards onto what they ordinarily do and expect their students,

especially those who are low-performing, to meet higher district and state accountability

measures. One teacher-leader criticized those “experts” who assure teachers that they
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only need to make minor adjustments to their instruction to become standards-based.

“This is a process of transformation,” she said. “Increments won’t work.”

Urban districts, accustomed to designing their own professional development, some-

times flounder when school-site decision-making takes control of professional develop-

ment and the budgets for it. Some districts have used this as an excuse to avoid

remaking their professional development programs. They wring their hands over the

possibility of fractured professional development options, a grab-bag of whatever

appealed to individual teachers. However, in the past, district-designed professional

development often was just as unfocused and subject to fads (catalogues were full of

courses on computer skills and cooperative learning but short on content and strategies

to teach content in diverse classrooms).

In most of the Clark sites, the districts are revamping their professional develop-

ment, managing to keep it focused on standards and make it school-based in some

instances. Staff development days that “belong” to the district usually are standards-

oriented. Several districts spur interest in classroom-based changes through one-day

conferences where the “faculty” are local teachers and administrators (this stimulates

the development of networks within the districts).

If outside consultants are carefully chosen, they, too, become part of the district’s

overall plan for standards-based reforms. The content-based institutes in Long Beach

and the long association of San Diego teachers with experts in portfolio assessments are

good examples. In one instance, the consultant for a district irritated some teachers with

harsh criticism of their work, but a team of teachers in one school began using what

they learned from the consultant to examine student work. The grains of sand turned

into a pearl. The team broke new ground, stimulating discussions by teachers around

the district on how to go about launching standards-based instruction.

In fact, those districts that are honing teachers’ abilities to look at student work and

decide how well it reaches performance standards are engaging in professional devel-

opment that will make a difference. In California, the Program Quality Review that each

school must go through every three years is an opportunity for self assessment and for

evaluating student work over a year’s time. When combined with a district’s emphasis

upon standards-based reform, it can be a powerful tool for change (if the school leader-

ship carries through). 

However, if consultants only help teachers with process (teaching strategies)
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rather than integrating process and content or if the consultants’ expertise is not

related to content—some districts invest only in importing experts on “sensitivity”

training or cooperative learning—then the district’s message to teachers about stan-

dards becomes mixed and muted.

The research literature is quite clear about quality professional development. It is

centered on student performance, makes expertise and resources available, is consis-

tent over time, encourages teachers to experiment and reflect, and is designed to

address the needs of teachers within their particular school. Where district policies sup-

port this kind of professional development, standards-based reforms have an excellent

chance of going to scale.

Often, reform-minded teachers find support for themselves outside of their own

school environment. Districts can extend professional development through networks,

electronic and otherwise, that help teachers learn from each other and conduct research

together. Louisville, for example, developed subject-matter alliances for middle-school

teachers, stimulated by an opportunity for them to share ideas at a summer institute.

The teachers’ survey for this book reveals that many do not yet feel pulled into the

reforms and that they object to unclear signals from the district. It is these teachers

who usually are absent from professional development activities. Counteracting their

negativism, however, is a tendency of newer teachers and those who have kept up

with professional activities to buy into the reforms and to want strong professional

development. Districts need to keep supporting the more receptive teachers with

quality professional experiences, and principals need to encourage those willing to

support reforms to take leadership roles with their colleagues. Principals in Long

Beach and San Diego are helping to build a learning community, one by one, through

insisting that evaluations and professional development plans be tied to standards-

based teaching. On paper, this also is the mode in Minneapolis, but the contractural

agreements have yet to change much classroom practice there.

A third district influence upon teachers that fosters change is a consistent message

about the importance of standards-based reforms. Professional development is a

major part of that, but a district needs to act concurrently on other components, choos-

ing textbooks that support its standards, creating alliances with higher education insti-

tutions and their teacher preparation programs, and welcoming integration with

community support efforts that will help young adolescents academically.
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The district also cannot, in good conscience, insist on students’ meeting higher stan-

dards unless it recognizes that some middle schools and teachers need more support

than others in closing the achievement gap for their students. If they want all students

to meet standards, then they need to make opportunities more equal, and the greatest

equalizer is a sufficient pool of experienced, competent teachers at every school. For

example, Long Beach admitted that overly stressed, low-income middle schools suffer

from a lack of experienced teachers, so it has assigned four highly qualified teacher-

coaches to work four days a week at one especially large and needy school as a down

payment on equalizing resources.

Finally, districts need to provide teachers with clear, standards-based assessment

policies. The heart of teachers’ work always has been assessment, deciding what stu-

dents should learn and then deciding if they learned it. Standards-based reforms seek

to end the haphazard way this process occurs from one classroom to another so that

all students have a chance to be taught optimally and to be assessed fairly. All of the

Clark districts are being pushed along on this issue by statewide testing programs—

the SAT-9 in California, the Minnesota Basic Standards Test, Tennessee’s TerraNova

standardized test, the Kentucky Instructional Results Information System (KIRIS) and

its reincarnation in 1998, and the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS). The

surveys and conversations with many teachers show strong frustration with the

emphasis upon preparing for such tests, but it is a catch-22 situation in their view.

They deplore the time taken away from regular teaching, yet state accountability poli-

cies force them to drill students for the annual testing period. This is a crucial issue

at the middle-grades level because individual student test results often become the

major factor in high-stakes decisions, such as retention, summer school, or placement

in an alternative to high school.

The testing programs are necessary for public accounting, but teachers’ work can-

not stop there. The results of a sampling of students in the Clark districts who were

given National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) test items revealed that

students do rather well on basic-level items, but they fall far short when it comes to

higher-level skills. State policies often create the problems. Consider that California

adopted its statewide test, the SAT-9, before it had set standards in the subjects to be

tested. Even though test-makers claim their products reflect higher standards, dis-

tricts still have to match creatively their standards with cluster objectives from the
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tests to show teachers that standards-based teaching does address the skills and
knowledge covered in the state tests.

The districts help teachers recognize that performance assessments in the classroom

must be linked to standards. A state test is only a snapshot of a student’s knowledge and

ability to use it. A district’s goals under standards-based reform should be to set high

goals and make sure all students meet them. Therefore, the districts that are helping

teachers develop performance assessments, which requires knowing how to evaluate

their students’ work, push teachers beyond the influence of state testing programs and

toward the district’s concepts of standards.

As long as state accountability policies seem to conflict with teachers’ judgments, the

tension between testing and classroom practice will continue to vex those who want to

see standards-based reforms take hold. Informed and competent district leadership 

is needed to help teachers see beyond a single test and toward high standards of perfor-

mance for every student. A corollary challenge is to

convince parents and the general 

public to accept that standards-based

reporting on student achievement is

as important as state test results.

IN THE SCHOOLS
The literature on school

reform often refers to the

need to change a school’s

“culture.” When visiting the

Clark schools and talking 

to teachers and principals, it 

becomes obvious that there

really are two cultures within

most schools when there should

be only one. 
There is the professional culture,

the one that reflects a teacher’s prepara-
tion, experience, exposure to information about
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teaching matters, expectations for students, and the nature of accountability of the

teacher’s work. This is the culture that is overt, visible to students and parents.

The other culture is personal. It is the beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors that teachers

exhibit in their relationships with each other and toward students. It shows up in teach-

ers’ attitudes about the capabilities of their students, their sense of responsibility for all

students within their school community, their willingness to be honest and cooperative

with other teachers, and in how they integrate their personal beliefs with teacher union

priorities. For some teachers working under some contracts, anything extra required of

them is a union matter; for others, time is a professional commodity. This personal cul-

ture reveals itself in ways that people outside of the school may never see—how teach-

ers deal with the details of everyday existence such as the death of a colleague or a

colleague’s spouse, for example; or how the number of years until retirement affect a

teacher’s willingness to change practice; or if a teacher acquiesces to traditional author-

ity within a school, playing a passive role.

Thomas Sergiovanni, a researcher who writes frequently about building community

within schools, points out that there is a tendency to view schools only as formal orga-

nizations. Life in an organization and life in a community are very different from each

other, he notes, and he prefers schools as community where people collaborate and

have a shared sense of responsibility for all students.

The Clark schools that can build a community around professionalism—those

schools that bring the two cultures together—are the most capable of making the

changes necessary for standards-based reforms. People’s personal beliefs and behavior

must match their professional commitment. At Noe Middle School in Louisville, for

example, teachers took the development of the school’s improvement plans seriously,

using the process to set school and personal goals. They work together to monitor and

plan progress for every student in a school with a mixture of magnet and neighborhood

students, as well as the largest language minority enrollment in any Kentucky middle

school. Like the comment about working in the Long Beach central office, this is a

“healthy” context for teachers (and students).

Penny O’Toole, principal of Marshall Middle School in Long Beach, runs a tight ship,

one totally on course toward higher student achievement through standards-based

teaching. Like other principals in the district, she is attempting to move from “supervis-

ing teaching to supervising learning,” a process that includes lots of attention to teachers
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working together to evaluate student work, plenty of professional development, and a

“can-do” spirit among teachers. Not an easy school to teach in—Marshall has about 40

percent limited-English students and a majority from low-income families—but O’Toole

and the teachers have pulled the school up in student achievement and come together

on its goals. Once beset by high turnover among teachers, it now has a waiting list.

The changes at Marshall happened in stages. A former principal started by asking

teachers to collect examples of student work and discuss them, but it was obvious that

teachers needed a better grounding in the content standards. Key teachers attended

the content-based institutes, and some did even more than the institutes. History

teacher Francine Curtis, at Marshall for eight years until 1998 when she became an

area coach, embraced standards-based instruction because it fits with her personal

beliefs.  Committed to equity for all students, she used the history standards for her

seventh graders to explore, among other things, value judgments about “primitive”

societies and discussions of citizenship that led to the creation of Diversity

Ambassadors who do peer mediation and promote respect for others. In the past, she

noted, minority and low-income middle-school students often were told they couldn’t

meet standards and were given papers to color. “That made my blood boil,” she says.

“All kids can do good work, but a teacher must scaffold instruction, building on what

students know, to make it happen.” At Marshall, she notes, “teachers don’t close the

doors on students anymore.”

At East Lake Middle School in Chattanooga, a personal culture clashed with profes-

sional expectations. Collaboration couldn’t find a hold among the staff. For example,

teachers turned a writing prompt from the district that asked students to write about

their favorite teacher into a competition among themselves. While the principal insisted

on standards, his leadership style, typical of a traditional emphasis upon running an

“organization,” couldn’t create a democratic community where people wanted to col-

laborate and participate in deep discussions about student work. 

Even when cohesion and focus exist within a middle school, deep-seated habits

about the middle-school organization can create barriers. Tom Carnes’ situation at

Pershing Middle School in San Diego is a case in point. Drawn to transfer to the school

because he could become history department chair, he found it a hollow assignment. Of

the 12 teachers at the school with history classes, only one other besides Carnes is full-

time. Other history assignments are filled by sixth-grade core teachers (doubling up
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with language arts) or other teachers with only one or two history classes. Carnes him-
self has five preparations a day—for advanced seventh and eighth grades, regular sev-
enth and eighth grades, and an advisory group. Too many preps contributes to this
experienced teacher’s feeling that he is not “doing a good job.”

It is easy to say that standards-based reform requires the school culture to become that
of a learning community. Within schools with large numbers of poor and/or minority stu-
dents, the difficulty of doing this becomes apparent when one realizes that the profes-
sional culture of the school must be strong enough to affect the personal culture, changing
teachers’ attitudes as well as teachers’ work.

To do this, teachers need a school environment where:
The principal knows how to unify the personal and profes-

sional cultures within his/her school. This is a bal-
ancing act because there is a skill in moving

teachers’ personal attitudes about students’
capabilities along at the same pace as their

professional growth. One would hope that
the latter stimulates the former. How-
ever, that is not always true unless the
principal realizes the reforms will not
happen until teachers truly believe
they should happen for all students. 

The principal knows how to 
focus on learning, not teaching. That’s

stretching many principals far beyond 
the management skills emphasized in 

their administrator preparation programs.
However, it would be unfair to teachers and

unhelpful to standards-based reforms for principals
to evaluate teachers and to be involved in designing their

professional development unless they, too, know what learning-to-standards means.

Teachers have sufficient peer support. Perhaps the most frustrated teachers of all

in schools serving large numbers of low-performing students are those who have sig-

nificant professional skills and a commitment to students but who feel abandoned. A

small number of them usually carry the load for tasks within the school that need to be
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