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The Local District 
and the New Frontiers

An examination of principles.

IT IS all too easy to be on the 
defensive in considering new media and 
the new technological devices in educa 
tion. Most people have some anxiety 
about unknown changes which may di 
rectly affect their job, their status per 
haps the very existence of their particular 
position. Perhaps there may be some 
suspicion regarding the motives of the 
change initiator. Resistance may also ap 
pear because the need for adoption of 
a new medium or a new aid is not under 
stood.

Whether the cause for defensiveness 
is fear of a change in status, poor inter 
personal relations, lack of understanding, 
or some other factor, the consequences 
are potentially damaging for members 
of our profession. For one thing, such 
an attitude undoubtedly deters us from 
learning about possible ways of improv 
ing our educational program. For an 
other, it creates with the public an 
unfavorable image of educators. If we 
appear to be fearful, anxious and resist 
ant to change, the public should find 
this distasteful and even bypass profes 
sional educators in demanding change. 
Indeed, as we well know, this already 
has been happening. An alternative to 
a defensive posture and its harmful con 
sequences is for each local school sys 

tem to establish (or further develop) 
some operating principles for initiation 
of needed changes in its educational pro 
gram.

Educational Purposes

The first principle to consider is 
whether the outcomes of the proposed 
new medium (or aid) are consistent 
with the stated purposes of the school 
system. No one can tell whether a new 
aid will be effective or useful unless he 
can answer the question, "effective for 
what?" As a matter of fact, unless a 
school system has some clearly defined 
educational purposes, evaluation of 
either present practices or of innovations 
is hardly possible.

A useful statement of purposes is one 
which has been developed by the total 
professional staff, is reviewed at least 
annually, is modified as the need arises, 
and clearly states most of the commonly 
held beliefs. A statement of purposes 
will be more valuable if a significant 
portion of the lay community, particu 
larly the local board of education, has
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shared in its formulation. The Michigan 
Department of Public Instruction, for ex 
ample, has developed a statement of cen 
tral educational purposes which would 
serve as an excellent model for considera 
tion by local school districts. 1 The state 
ment is precise, lucid, comprehensive, 
and free from pedagogically obscure lan 
guage characteristics vital to a docu 
ment intended to serve a broad spectrum 
of the educational family and lay com 
munity.

A statement of central purposes should 
probably be supplemented by identifica 
tion of any unique functions or emphases 
appropriate to certain grade-group levels 
such as elementary school, junior high 
school, senior high school. For example, 
television teaching of a foreign language 
could be consistent with the central 
purposes of a school system relating to 
specialized learnings but inappropriate 
as a part of the required (general educa 
tion ) program of the elementary school.

It would also be desirable to have spe 
cific outcomes depicted for each subject 
field at the various grade-group levels, 
being careful to distinguish general ed 
ucation courses from the specialized ed 
ucation courses. The works of Nolan 
Kearney 2 and Will French * are of great 
help to those who may be interested in 
defining their educational goals as de 
sired changes in the behavior of the 
learner. This is a refreshing approach 
and one which lends itself readily both 
to realistic evaluation and to develop 
ment of new teaching ideas.

1 Michigan Department of Public Instruction. 
A Statement of Basic Philotophy Concerning 
Public Education in Michigan. Bulletin No. 364. 
Lansing: the Department, 1960.

'Nolan C. Kearney. Elementary School Ob 
jectives. New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 
1953.

 Will French and Associates. Behavioral 
Goals of General Education in High School. 
New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1957.

Evaluation Techniques

Another principle which seems essen 
tial to meeting the challenge of frontiers 
in education is that each school have in 
operation a continuing systematic and 
comprehensive program for evaluation of 
all its educational goals. If local district 
evaluation is limited solely to those areas 
measured by nationally standardized sub 
ject-matter achievement tests, this will 
not meet the criterion.

Almost every statement of local edu 
cational goals in existence makes refer 
ence to ideas such as "developing good 
citizenship," "arousing scientific curios 
ity," "displaying open-mindedness," and 
"increasing ability to be self-directing." 
Unfortunately, few school systems actu 
ally gather data to evaluate the progress 
made by students in such areas of learn 
ing. They are usually dismissed as "the 
intangibles" or as being too difficult to 
measure. This may have been an accu 
rate statement 30 years ago, but the facts 
now seem to indicate that we can gather 
data about any human quality which 
can be defined.

Numerous instruments are available 
for measurement of various kinds of 
attitudes, interests, and even of as com 
plex a concept as "creativity." It is true, 
though, that such measurement devices 
are not as readily available from com 
mercial publishing houses as are I.Q. 
tests and subject-matter achievement 
tests. Nevertheless most school systems 
employ personnel who have the ability 
to develop evaluation methods which 
are adequate for measurement of all 
local educational goals, if they are given 
the time to do so.

The land of evaluation program de 
scribed here should be used diagnosti- 
cally, so that specific strengths and weak 
nesses of teaching-learning processes
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can be identified. In so doing, school 
personnel will be in a better position to 
examine a new teaching device and to 
decide whether it may be better suited 
to foster certain learnings with specific 
kinds of students. For example, the fail 
ure rate among certain groups of stu 
dents of beginning algebra could sug 
gest that a programed textbook or a 
teaching machine might be helpful with 
them until they have developed some 
basic understandings.

Evaluation and Research

Local district research is a type of 
evaluation. Its importance warrants spe 
cial attention and can be stated as a 
separate operational principle; namely, 
that all major phases of the teaching- 
learning process should be tested locally 
within the rigorous framework of re 
search, action research, or their equiv 
alent. An innovation should be com 
pared with the content and/or methods 
which it is to replace, under conditions 
which permit valid analysis. The ques 
tion to be answered under such condi 
tions remains, "Does this innovation as 
sist in carrying out our educational 
goals more effectively than present con 
tent and/or methods?"

The ground rules for research and 
action research are well documented 
and available in many forms. 1 Local 
district research can be carried on by 
classroom teachers and administrators 
with small amounts of material but with 
significant amounts of time needed to 
plan the study, carry it out, and analyze 
the results.

' See, for example: Association for Supervi 
sion and Curriculum Development. Research for 
Curriculum Improvement, 1957 Yearbook. 
Washington, D.C.: the Association, 1957; and 
Fred Bames and Associates. Practical Research 
Projects. Illinois Association for Supervision and 
Curriculum Development, I960.

The time will come when there is 
general recognition that local school 
districts and other educational units 
should spend as much money on re 
search, for example, as do enlightened 
industrial concerns. It is not possible 
to determine just how much this ex 
penditure should be because of the ex 
treme variations in sizes of school dis 
tricts and differences in methods of 
financing. However, it seems reason 
able to assume that from 10 percent to 
30 percent of the annual operating budg 
et of each school district should be de 
voted to upgrading the educational pro 
gram, including various kinds of in- 
service training activities, studies and 
research.

Special recognition should be given 
to the influence of the "Hawthorne ef 
fect" in carrying out educational re 
search. Desmond Cook estimates that in 
half, or more, of the classroom studies, 
spurious conclusions are drawn by re 
searchers because of the unsuspected or 
unevaluated biases of those involved in 
the study. 5 The term itself derives from 
an early study of plant lighting on em 
ployee productivity in the Hawthorne 
plant of the Western Electric Company.

In a series of experiments, research 
ers found that production levels rose as 
illumination levels increased but then 
production levels continued to increase 
when the illumination levels decreased! 
After a thorough follow-up study of 
the possible causes for this bewildering 
result, the researchers came to the con 
clusion that * ". . . the rather remarkable 
results we have been able to obtain with

0 Desmond L. Cook. "The Hawthorne Effect 
in Educational Research." Phi Delta Kappan, 
Vol. 44; No. 3; December 1962. p. 116-22.

 G. A. Pennock. "Industrial Research at 
Hawthorne: An Experimental Investigation of 
Rest Periods, Working Conditions and Other In 
fluences." The Personnel Journal 8 : 296-313; 
1929.
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this group are due mainly to changes 
in their mental attitude." The impor 
tance of being involved in a study, 
being aware of someone's concerns 
about their (the employees') feelings, 
and the novelty of changing work con 
ditions probably all contributed to the 
results but whatever the specific 
causes, the attitudes of the participants 
significantly affected the outcomes.

Subsequent studies in education and 
the social sciences have confirmed the 
findings of this study. It would lead to 
the generalization that the feelings of 
all those involved in a study must be 
assessed and accounted for in order to 
draw valid conclusions. Favorable 
short-term results are often reported in 
situations in which the teachers or ad 
ministrators are enthusiastic about a new 
program. There is much less evidence 
of significant improvements when stud 
ies use measures gathered over a two- 
year period, or longer, and when a large 
number of participants displaying vary 
ing attitudes are involved.

The Hawthorne effect is a phenome 
non which can lead to unsound conclu 
sions, but there is a corollary finding 
which can be used to advantage in carry 
ing out any phase of the educational pro 
gram. When participants (including 
teachers, administrators, and students) 
are involved in planning for, as well as in 
carrying out, a plan, the odds for success 
are enhanced. For example, in carrying 
out a comparison of a present practice 
with a new medium or new technologi 
cal aid, there should be discussion and 
understanding of the purposes and ra 
tionale for both the present practice and 
for the innovation. Under such circum 
stances, better results will probably be 
obtained for both sets of practices than 
are being obtained with those persons not 
involved in the study. As a matter of fact,

it is interesting to speculate on what 
would happen if all present practices 
were to be looked upon as innovations 
which must be subjected to study and 
rigorous examination through some kind 
of research program and in which all 
participants were involved in the plan 
ning. Previous studies seem to indicate 
that these conditions alone would pro 
duce significant educational gains with 
out any apparent change in the curric 
ulum.

Using Available Knowledge

New frontiers in education need to be 
reviewed in light of what is known about 
the present frontiers or even the "old" 
frontiers. This suggests the principle that 
the purposes, content, methods, mate 
rials and media of each educational pro 
gram be analyzed in terms of their com 
patibility with already available research 
findings. Are the major elements of the 
present curriculum, or of proposed 
changes, in harmony with what is known 
about (a) the learning characteristics of 
the students affected, (b) the nature of 
societal forces which shape present and 
near-future events, (c) findings concern 
ing the teaching-learning process, and 
(d) recent findings in each subject-mat 
ter field?

This is a rather delicate matter, for 
results of previous research should not 
be taken as ordained facts. All findings 
and conclusions should be considered as 
only the best available estimates regard 
ing what is true. First and foremost, edu 
cators should be acquainted with the ma 
jor research studies and with the findings 
and conclusions deriving from them. 
Even more important, however, is an 
understanding of the reasons why the 
findings and conclusions are reasonable 
generalizations. To illustrate, research
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evidence makes quite clear that a course 
in chemistry will not teach students how 
to reason any more effectively than a 
course in homemaking. It is also safe to 
say that grouping students by I.Q. test 
results (or any academic achievement 
criterion) will not significantly affect 
subject-matter mastery. Knowing just 
this much will not give clues as to ways 
of improving reasoning ability nor as to 
methods of attaining greater subject- 
matter mastery. An examination of the 
available research, however, particularly 
of the hypotheses regarding reasons for 
such results, offers many proposals for 
the conditions which are most likely to 
foster reasoning ability and increased 
subject-matter mastery.

It may be discouraging to review the 
results of educational research because 
most findings fall into one of two catego 
ries; namely, that using the new content, 
method, materials or media makes no 
significant difference over a long period 
of time or, at best, that the odds for 
improved programing are increased 
slightly under certain specified condi 
tions. There are no "sure-fire," dramatic, 
magical remedies like penicillin or the 
other wonder drugs. This is not because 
of poorly trained researchers or inade 
quate research techniques. It is primarily 
due to the complexity of the teaching- 
learning processes with all their interact 
ing variables. By contrast, research in 
chemistry, which often involves only 
two or three factors, all of which are 
known, is a wonderfully simple kind of 
activity.

What can be said in reviewing current 
research is that a certain kind of ap 
proach has been studied at least one 
hundred (or two hundred, or a thou 
sand) times and it was fruitless. There 
fore that type of approach is not as prom 

ising as some others which have been 
studied on only a few occasions or not at 
all. As noted previously, it is also usu 
ally possible to indicate what factors or 
combination of factors hold the most 
promise. The latter is particularly help 
ful for examination of new media. The 
known characteristics of the medium can 
be matched against the needed character 
istics of a given teaching situation as in 
dicated by previous research and study. 

In summary, four principles have been 
suggested for meeting the challenge of 
new frontiers in education, particularly 
as they affect local districts.

1. A clearly defined set of educational 
purposes should be developed, reviewed 
periodically and modified as needed. 
Professional staff members and the local 
lay community should be involved in the 
process.

2. AH educational goals of the school 
district should be assessed regularly in a 
diagnostic manner.

3. Local district research should be in 
creased measurably and used extensively, 
with special attention given to the possi 
ble consequences of the Hawthorne ef 
fect.

4. The present program and proposed 
innovations should be analyzed in rela 
tion to presently available research data.

It is suggested that adoption of these 
four operational principles will place lo 
cal district educators in the role of seek 
ing, searching, asking questions and tak 
ing leadership in matters of curriculum 
improvement. This is their proper role. 
It may even serve to free certain admirals 
for more sea duty, send some business 
men and other amateur educators back 
to their plants or other places of business. 
The U.S. Navy, our country's economic 
life, and public education are all bound 
to benefit under such circumstances.
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