
Adoption and Abandonment
of Innovative Practices

in High Schools

"Innovations in the secondary schools 
ol the North Central Association are alive 
and well with many of the better known 
programs firmly entrenched. . . . We may have 
discovered that truly effective innovation in 
education can only be realized through 
systematic planning and well conceived 
change strategies."

I HE history of secondary educa 
tion in this country has amply demonstrated 
that when a public institution fails to meet 
the changing demands and needs of the 
society which supports it, a new institution 
will spring up to replace the old. This ex 
plains, in part, the academy movement 
which replaced the Latin grammar schools 
and the rise of the public high schools fol 
lowing the Civil War.

Since 1900, major changes have taken 
place in organizational structure and educa 
tional practice in public high schools. The 
consolidation of small high schools into 
larger units; the junior high/middle school 
movement; the comprehensive high school 
concept, all were developed to meet the de-

1 The research upon which this article is based 
was performed pursuant to a grant from the Na 
tional Institute of Education. Points of view or 
opinions stated do not necessarily represent official 
National Institute of Education position or policy.
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mands and needs of the communities which 
supported public high schools in the United 
States.

In recent years, there developed de 
mands for curriculum, instructional, and 
staffing changes. The need for new courses 
and areas of emphasis became clear. New 
instructional strategies and techniques 
emerged. These included such innovative 
ideas as mini-courses, independent study, 
television instruction, team teaching, action 
learning, differentiated staffing, computer as 
sisted instruction, simulation and gaming. 
That the public secondary school has sur 
vived for more than 100 years may be at 
tributed, in part at least, to its ability to 
change and adapt to new demands and new 
needs of students and communities. This 
sensitivity to new demands has sometimes 
resulted in the schools assuming responsi 
bilities without necessary resources and 
adopting innovations which subsequently 
were discarded. 2

A number of questions related to edu-

2 Neil C. Aslin. 'To Whom Shall We Listen?" 
Missouri Association of Secondary School Principals 
Newsletter 7 (1); September 1975.
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Assistant Superintendent-Instruction, North 
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cational change are being asked today. What 
are the characteristics of the more innovative 
schools? Is the rate of adoption of educa 
tional innovations accelerating or declining? 
What innovative practices have been adopted 
and later abandoned and why?

In April 1967, Gordon Cawelti's well 
known report on innovation in accredited

high schools appeared in Nation's Schools"' 
The study, which assessed the status of 27 
innovations in curriculum, technology, and 
organization, encompassed all accredited 
high schools in the nation.

;l Gordon Cawelti. "Innovative Practices in 
High Schools: Who Does What and Why and 
How." Nation's Schools 79; April 1967.
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This study produced the following gen 
eral conclusions:

1. The diffusion rate of innovations 
had been speeded up considerably from that 
established by Mort due to the influence of 
federal legislation, public interest, and lead 
ership by imaginative educators.

2. There was considerable variation 
among schools and states in the rate of 
innovation.

3. Innovation was motivated as much 
or more by the "bandwagon" phenomenon 
as by theories of instruction or learning.

4. The haphazard way changes were 
introduced into schools led to highly uneven 
efforts across the country.

5. Large, public, suburban high schools 
with large per-pupil expenditures tended to 
be the most adaptable institutions.

What has happened over the past nine 
years? Has the picture changed essentially 
since Cawelti completed his study? What is 
the status of innovation in accredited high 
schools today?

A study by DeArman involving high 
schools accredited by the North Central Asso 
ciation and partially replicating the Cawelti 
study was completed in June 1975 under the 
sponsorship of the National Institute of Edu 
cation and the University of Missouri. 
Columbia. 4

The population for the study included 
the 3,711 member high schools in the North 
Central Association of Colleges and Schools. 
The survey produced a response from 3,476 
schools, a return of 94.7 percent. Of these, 
3,271 responses were usable.

No generalizations to all accredited 
high schools in the nation were made as a 
result of this study, because of differences in 
membership standards and operating regu 
lations. Nevertheless, it should be remem 
bered that North Central schools, as other

4 John W. DeArman. "Investigation of the 
Abandonment and Causes of Abandonment of Inno 
vative Practices in Secondary Schools in the North 
Central Association of Colleges and Schools " Un 
published doctoral dissertation, University of Mis 
souri, Columbia, 1975.

accredited schools, tend to be larger and 
better financed, and often offer more diverse 
programs than nonaccredited high schools.

For the purposes of this study, innova 
tion was denned as a form of change qualita 
tively different from existing forms and 
thought to be more effective in accomplish 
ing the goals of the school. Thirty-three 
innovations, including 20 of the 27 in

••Career education, mini-courses, and 
independent study programs were 
reported as adopted by at least 
50 percent of the schools [in 
the study].??

Cawelti's study, were selected from an exten 
sive compilation. The selection was made 
somewhat arbitrarily upon the advice of a 
nationwide panel of 13 educators using the 
criteria of: ease of interpretation by the 
respondent; classification by the categories of 
curriculum, technology, and organization; 
and the likelihood that the innovation could 
be adopted by most schools.

Findings
Description of Responding Schools

The schools included in this study re 
ported relatively large enrollments with 
69.5 percent having enrollments of 500 and 
above. Per pupil expenditures for instruc 
tional purposes in the majority of schools 
was $800 or more, with the most commonly 
reported interval being $800 to $1,500. Over 
90 percent of responding schools were public 
institutions and most were located in larger 
communities with 64.4 percent reported in 
suburban areas or communities of 5,000 to 
over 400,000 residents. Thus, responding 
schools tended to be larger, moderately to 
well financed, public schools located mainly 
in larger communities.

Status ot Innovations

Responding schools reported higher 
adoption and lower abandonment than the 
schools in Cawelti's nationwide study. Schools
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included in this study reported adoption of 
an average of 9.7 of the 33 innovations with 
an abandonment average of 0.76. This com 
pares with an average adoption of 6.1 and an 
average abandonment of 1.7 in Cawelti's 
study of 27 innovations.

In general, innovations which were the 
most often abandoned were those which 
tended to be complex, expensive, and difficult 
to administer. Examples of this included 
PSSC Physics, flexible scheduling, pro 
grammed instruction, television instruction, 
data processing equipment, and team teach 
ing. Conversely, innovations which tended 
to be more durable were simpler, less expen 
sive, and relatively easier to administer. Ex 
amples of these were simulation or gaming, 
early leaving plans, learning packages, inde 
pendent study programs, and ethnic studies. 
Many of the more durable innovations were 
those which may be developed by individual 
teachers and which often may be imple 
mented without affecting ongoing programs. 
This finding tends to agree with that of

Brickell 5 that schools generally adopt inno 
vations that do not require changes in the 
existing structural framework. With the ex 
ception of PSSC Physics and IPS Physical 
Science, packaged, commercially produced 
programs providing convenient access to 
most materials needed to implement the pro 
gram were abandoned by relatively few 
schools.

Adoption of Innovations

Just as in the Cawelti study, NCA 
schools reported greater adoption of curricu 
lum innovations than innovations in tech 
nology or organization. Of the 14 curriculum 
innovations in the study, PSSC Physics, IPS 
Physical Science, humanities courses, learn 
ing packages, and ethnic studies had been 
adopted by at least 25 percent of the schools. 
Career education, mini-courses, and inde 
pendent study programs were reported as

5 Henry M. Brickell. Organizing New York 
State for Educational Change. Albany, New York: 
State Department of Education, 1961.

Have tried 
but aban 

doned
Innovation

PSSC Physics
Harvard Physics
ESCP Physical Science
SSSP Physical Science
IPS Physical Science
Humanities
Career Education
Independent Study Programs
Mini-Courses
Learning Packages
HSGP Geography
IPI
SPSS Sociology
Ethnic Studies
Television Instruction
Programmed Instruction
Teaching Machines
Telephone Amplification
Simulation or Gaming
Data Processing Equipment
Computer Assisted Instruction
Flexible Scheduling
Team Teaching
College Credit Courses
Non-Graded Programs
Teaches Aides-Paraprofessionals
Differentiated Staffing
School-Within-A-School
Cultural Enrichment Program
Optional Class Attendance
Extended School Year
Action Learning
Early Leaving Plan

Total

f

304
37
58
24

105
211

18
92
99
67
14
8
7

60
121
138
59
33
18

112
46

146
389

60
15

106
9

19
24
27

8
24
19

2,477

%

93
1.1
1.8
0.7
3.2
6.5
0.6
2.8
30
2.1
0.4
0.2
02
18
37
42
1.8
1.0
06
3.4
1.4
4.5

11.9
1.8
0.5
32
0.3
0.6
0.7
08
0.2
0.7
0.6

2.3

Was 
never 
used

f

2.040
2.643
2,727
3,122
2,222
1,966
1,568
1.189
1.586
1.825
3,014
2,788
2,990
1,911
2,505
2,113
2,577
2,941
1,169
1.492
2.290
2.667
1,157
1,880
2,649
1,250
2,872
3,093
2,536
3,008
3.191
1,403
1,358

73,742

%

62.4
80.9
83.4
95.6
66.0
60.2
48.0
36.4
48.6
55.9
92.3
85.4
91.5
58.4
76.6
64.7
788
90.0
35.8
457
70.1
81.6
35.4
57.5
81.0
38.2
87.8
94.6
77.6
92.0
97.6
42 9
41.5

88.4

Fully 
imple 

mented 
and 

operating
f

678
400
325

70
732
792
607
741
821
353
132
126
138
771
234
234
209
84

716
1,330

564
334
669
706
206

1.021
153
82

270
47
48

1,087
1,148

15,828

%

207
12.2
9.9
21

224
24 3
18.6
22.7
25.1
10.8
40
3.9
4.2

23.6
72
7.2
6.4
2.6

21 8
40.7
17.3
10.2
20.5
21 6

6.3
31 2
4.7
2.5
8.3
1.4
1.5

33.3
35.1

14.7

Being 
tried on 
limited 
basis

f

246
186
160

50
208
296

1.071
1,245

759
1,020

104
343
133
528
409
783
426
209

1,366
330
369
120

1,054
662
400
892
237

76
440
186

23
753
744

15,790

%

7.5
5.7
49
1.5
6.4
9.1

32.8
38 1
232
31.2

3.2
10.5

4.1
16.1
12.5
240
13.0
64

41.8
10.1
11.3
3.7

322
190
12.2
27.3
7.2
2.3

13.5
5.7
0.7

230
22.8

146

Before 
1965

f

179
8

19
9

28
79
55
54
12
27
13

9
10
16
57
80
55
23
32

154
10
21

152
160

18
69
32
19
63

4
7

194
97

1,765

%

14.5
1.3
3.5
6.3
2.7
6.1
3.2
2.6
0.7
1.9
5.2
1.9
3.6
1.2
7.5
6.9
79
7.0
1.5
8.7
1.0
3.5
7.2

11.5
2.9
3.4
8.0

10.6
8.6
1.5
8.9

10.4
5.1

52

Year 
adopted 
1965-69
f

767
242
274
63

348
687
143
486
330
218
83
47
96

206
193
281
206

75
267

1.058
263
297
903
326
105
921
78
43

156
45
17

489
514

10.227

%

62.3
389
50.6
438
33.2
52.9
84

23.4
19.6
15.1
33.2
99

34.5
152
252
243
29.7
228
12.7
59.5
26.9
48.9
428
234
169
45.6
19.5
24.0
21 3
172
21.5
262
269

300

1970- 
1974

f

285
372
248

72
671
532

1,496
1,535
1,339
1,194

154
419
172

1,135
515
796
433
231

1,802
565
704
289

1.056
905
500

1.029
289
117
514
212

55
1.184
1,300

22.120

%

23.2
598
45.8
50.0
64.1
41.0
883
74.0
79.7
83.0
61.6
882
61 9
836
67.3
688
62.4
70.2
858
31.8
72.1
476
500
65 1
803
510
72.4
65.4
70.1
81.2
69.6
63.4
680

648

Table 1. Status of 33 Selected Innovations in Responding Schools
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Fewer than 200
200 - 499
500 - 1,499

1,500 -2,499
Over 2,500

Public
Parochial or diocesan
Private, religious

affiliated
Private, not religious

affiliated
Government

PCI

Enrollment

Cawelti Study
Average number

adopted of 27

5.6
5:5
6.1
7.2
7.6

Support

Cawelti Study
Average number
adopted of 27

61
58

6.0

6.3
58

Pupil Expenditure

Cawelti Study
Average n

adopted

Less than $350 52
$350   $499 5.8
$500 - $649 6 5
More than $650 7.0

City of over 400.000
5.000 - 399.999

(not suburban)
Suburban

(within urban fringe of
central city)

Small town of under 5.000
Rural

umber
of 27

Less than $500
$500 - $ 799
$800 - $1.500
Over $1.500

Area Served
Cawelti Study

Average number
adopted of 27

6.6

63

6.7
55
5.5

NCA Study
Average number

adopted of 33

7,8
8.1

102
13.9
14.6

NCA Study
Average number

adopted of 33

102
125

11.9

12.2
12.9

NCA Study
Average number

adopted of 33

86
92

11.2
14.5

fVC-A Sfudy
Average number
adopted of 33

13.2

12.2

12.7
8.1
7.7

Table 2. Average Number of Innovations Adopted Per
School by Enrollment, Expenditure, Type of Support,

and Area Served

adopted by at least 50 percent of the schools.
Organizational innovations accounted 

for the second largest group of adoptions. Of 
the 12 included in the study, college credit 
courses had been adopted by 42.4 percent of 
the schools. Team teaching, the use of 
teacher aides or paraprofessionals, action 
learning, and early leaving plans had been 
adopted by more than 50 percent of the 
schools.

Technological innovations continued to 
experience rather limited acceptance, ac 
counting for 22.8 percent of all innovations 
reported adopted. Of the seven innovations 
in technology, programmed instruction and 
computer assisted instruction had been 
adopted by more than 25 percent of the 
responding schools, while more than 50 per 
cent of the schools had adopted simulation 
or gaming and data processing equipment.

The tables included here illustrate the 
average number of innovations adopted per 
school by enrollment, expenditure, type of 
support, and area served from both Cawelti's 
study and the study of North Central Asso 
ciation schools. It will be noted that in every 
category NCA schools had adopted a con 
siderably larger average number of innova 
tions than had schools in the earlier study 
by Cawelti.

Per pupil expenditure and enrollment 
played an important part in adoption of in 
novations by schools in both studies. A linear 
relationship between expenditure and the 
number of innovations adopted existed in 
both studies. The same relationship was 
found between enrollment and adoption.

Cawelti found that public schools had 
adopted a slightly higher average number of 
innovations than had nonpubhc schools. In 
the NCA study, nonpublic schools reported a 
higher average than did public schools. How 
ever, nonpublic schools make up a very small 
percentage of the schools in both studies, 
and in the case of the NCA, they experienced 
a much higher rate of abandonment.

In both the Cawelti and NCA studies, 
schools in larger communities reported a 
higher average number of adoptions of inno 
vations than those in small towns and rural 
areas. However, where Cawelti's study found 
the highest average number of adoptions in 
suburban schools, the largest number in 
NCA schools were in those located in cities of 
over 400,000.

The diffusion rate of innovations estab 
lished empirically by Mort had been speeded 
up considerably by the time Cawelti con 
ducted his national survey. In Cawelti's words, 
"Change in American education has gone 
from a crawl to a walk." The results of the 
study of North Central Association schools 
indicate that the rate of diffusion among 
those schools has been speeded up still fur 
ther. Only 5.2 percent of the 33 innovations 
adopted by schools in this study had been im 
plemented prior to 1965. Of those remaining, 
64.8 percent of adoptions occurred between 
1970 and 1974. Of the nine practices found 
in a majority of schools, 95.2 percent had 
been adopted since 1965.
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Enrollment and per pupil expenditure 
for instructional purposes were the major 
factors in achieving the faster rate of adop 
tion reported by North Central schools. 
Schools with enrollments of under 200 re 
ported 72.7 percent of adoptions of innova 
tions occurring in 1970 or later. Other 
intervals and corresponding percentages 
were: 200-499, 70.7; 500-1,499, 66.0; 1,500- 
2,499, 59.2; and over 2,500, 54.2. Schools 
with per pupil expenditures for instructional 
purposes of under $500 reported 69.2 per 
cent of adoptions occurring in 1970 or later. 
Other intervals and their corresponding per 
centages were: $500-799; 68.1; $800-1,500, 
63.3; over $1,500, 56.8.

Conclusions and Implications
The total scope of this study went well 

beyond the limits of this report. In addition 
to the study of adoption and abandonment 
which paralleled Cawelti's investigation, this 
research dealt with the impetus for adoption; 
reasons for abandonment; sources from 
which the innovation was developed; the 
student population for which the innovation 
was designed; and the length of time the 
innovation was in effect before abandonment.

The following general conclusions and 
implications which deal with factors com 
mon to the Cawelti study may be derived 
from an analysis of the findings:

1. The increased extent of adoption of 
innovations in North Central Association 
schools and the decrease in abandonment 
indicate a greater degree of durability than 
that reported for innovations in schools in 
the Cawelti study.

2. In general, innovations suffering 
high abandonment are those which tend to 
be complex, expensive, and difficult to ad 
minister. Innovations tending to be more 
durable are generally simpler, less expensive, 
easier to administer, and in some cases, can 
be developed and implemented by individual 
teachers without affecting other ongoing pro 
grams of the school or the existing structural 
framework.

3. The amount of time required for the

diffusion and adoption by North Central 
schools of a majority of the innovations in 
this study is significantly less than that re 
ported necessary in previous studies of 
adoption.

4. Innovations tend to be found in 
greater numbers in larger public urban and 
suburban North Central schools.

5. There is a linear relationship be 
tween per pupil expenditure, and the average 
number of innovations adopted in North 
Central schools, agreeing with the findings 
of earlier studies.

6. Innovations which are packaged and 
provide the teacher easy access to the needed 
materials appear to be rather durable.

7. There is a linear relationship be 
tween size of enrollment and per pupil ex 
penditure, and the date of adoption of 
innovations. The larger the enrollment and 
the higher the per pupil expenditure, the 
earlier North Central Association schools 
adopted innovations.

8. The relatively higher abandonment 
of more complex or expensive innovations 
implies the need for a definite strategy for 
change, especially when alterations in the 
existing structure are anticipated.

9. The relatively lower abandonment 
of simpler teacher-initiated innovations im 
plies that one of the conditions for durable 
change may be to develop strategies encour 
aging decentralized, less sophisticated prac 
tices which can be directed by the teacher, 
rather than requiring considerable adminis 
trative attention.

Innovations in the secondary schools of 
the North Central Association are alive and 
well with many of the better known pro 
grams firmly entrenched. The fanfare asso 
ciated with the introduction of new programs 
of the 60's is gone; but real progress con 
tinues, however quietly. Perhaps this is as it 
should be for many innovations introduced in 
the glare of the limelight a decade ago failed 
embarrassingly in the same limelight.

We may have discovered that truly 
effective innovation in education can only be 
realized through systematic planning and 
well conceived change strategies. Q
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