
Improving Schooling
in the 1980s:

Toward the Non-Replication 
of Non-Events

We have learned some painful lessons 
about how not to achieve change

JOHN I. GOODLAD

J ust a few months after our book. The 
Nongraded Elementary School, ' was 
published in 1959, Bob Anderson 

and I could have been "on the road" 
every day, responding to requests to 
market the ideas it contained. We inno 
cently believed, as did most people in 
terested in educational improvement, 
that ideas alone were sufficient. By the 
time the optimism of "The Education 
Decade," launched with Sputnik in 
1957, had sputtered with escalation of 
the Vietnam War and then faded into 
"The Dismal Decade" of the 1970s, 
many of us had lost our innocence 
regarding educational change.

For me, successive studies of the so- 
called curriculum reform movement2 
began the process of disillusionment. 
Concepts such as "the structure of 
knowledge and the disciplines" and 
"learning by discovery" inherent in the 
rhetoric of reform had been voiced artic 
ulately by Bruner in The Process of 
Education,* the book educators of the 
time most preferred to be seen with. But 
such concepts are not readily built into 
the didactics and textbooks of conven 
tional teaching practices. Our observa 
tions in the late 1960s4 suggested that 
little of the new in any area of reform 
had found its way through school and

classroom doors—and removed what lit 
tle of our innocence remained.

What happened—or failed to hap 
pen—in the period of high optimism 
and effort between 1957 and 1967 has 
been sufficiently documented and ana 
lyzed 5 to provide useful insights into 
how to and how not to seek change. 
Ideas developed, refined, and packaged 
remote from their intended targets do 
not necessarily flourish in the culture of 
a school. 6 Bcnham has insightfully 
pointed out how potentially powerful 
reforms failed simply because they re 
quired that teachers transcend many of 
the most firmly established conventions 
and regularities of the classroom.
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Those ideas most readily adopted re 
quired little bending of cultural norms 
and produced only modest change.

The Difficulty of Change
The difficulty of fundamentally chang 
ing schools and, particularly, the inade 
quacy of ideas alone became strikingly 
apparent to me during conversations 
with visitors to UCLA's Corinnc A. 
Seeds University Elementary School 
during the early 1960s. The school had 
become an adopter and adapter of indi 
vidualized instruction, nongrading, 
team teaching, and the like," attracting 
a steady stream of interested educators. 
Many rejected what they saw but others 
were intrigued to the point of both 
asking questions about implementation 
and expressing frustration over the diffi 
culties they envisioned back home. 
How would they describe what they had 
observed? Who would be interested? 
Where would they begin?

These conversations, together with 
the studies cited above, stimulated me, 
in 1965, to bring into existence The 
League of Cooperating Schools and to 
explore through it some concepts about 
educational change9 which were mark 
edly countervailing to the dominant 
ideas and practices of the time. The
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agreement with the 18 districts involved 
was that a school in each would be 
selected to work, with our support, on 
whatever areas of improvement the fac 
ulty might choose. We, in turn, would 
study their efforts and feed back whatev 
er insights might be useful.

The tasks of agreeing on an agenda, 
finding a place to get started, sharing 
ideas, making decisions, and the like 
(we named the process DDAK—for dia 
logue, decisions, action, and evalua 
tion) were extraordinarily difficult to 
generate and maintain. "'Once seriously 
undertaken, however, the process 
proved to be a powerful—and, we think, 
necessary—part of a school's successful 
accomplishment of significant improve 
ment. Indeed, I doubt that anything 
resembling continuing self-renewal will 
occur in a school without the cultiva 
tion of a process of total staff and small 
group inquiry akin to DDAK which 
addresses the school's problems.

But this will not be sufficient." 
Schools arc extraordinarily responsive to 
those messages that reinforce what they

most commonly and easily do. What 
teachers most frequently and readily do 
is lecture, quiz, and assign and monitor 
seatwork. Throughout the 1970s, they 
have been reinforced by the rhetoric of 
the back-to-basics movement in precise 
ly these conventional lowest common 
denominators of teaching. The difficult- 
to-execute reforms of the 1960s were 
scarcely beyond the level of discussion 
when the more congenial message of 
stressing the fundamentals was picked 
up again by school board members and 
administrators who necessarily arc 
tuned to what they perceive to be politi 
cally popular. Without support from the 
surrounding culture, with the drumbeat 
for reform becoming muted, and with a 
strong push for improved test scores 
from school boards and administrators, 
why should teachers attempt the diffi 
cult?

There are now, however, fresh stir 
rings for educational reform in the 
schools. The nearly defunct coalition of 
school boards, parent groups, legisla 
tors, school administrators, and others

once fostering the development of our 
educational system appears to need only 
a convincing agenda in order to coalesce 
once again.'- The half-dozen or so ma 
jor studies and a dozen or more minor 
ones on secondary schooling now under 
way probably will provide at least part of 
that agenda before 198? is behind us. 
Mortimer Adler's recent report. The 
Paideia Proposal, '' is now the little book 
to be seen with. It massages our growing 
awareness that the curriculum of ele 
mentary and secondary education is in 
chaos; reminds us that most of what 
John Dewcy taught is highly relevant 
but has been lost to didactics and drill; 
and reinforces current beliefs pertaining 
to the importance of the principal.

What Lies Ahead?
Arc we about to enter a cycle of educa 
tional reform of schools rivaling in ex 
pectations and ideas that of the 1960s? 
And might we anticipate for the 1990s a 
period of disillusionment and regression 
rivaling that of the 1970s? My answer to 
the first question is a clear "yes," and a
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prediction that the movement will be in 
high gear by 1985. My inclination to 
answer "yes" to the second is tempered 
by a combination of hope that enough 
people remember some of what was 
learned from the 60s and enthusiasm for 
the opportunity to try once again.

Data from "A Study of Schooling," to 
the degree that they are even moderately 
representative, suggest a formidable 
agenda: articulation of a broad array of 
goals for all students, not just the most 
intellectually able; distribution of time 
and teachers to ensure common and 
equal access to the comprehensive cur 
riculum implied by these goals; assur 
ance of students' involvements in ways 
of learning and knowing extending far 
beyond those now generally made avail 
able in classrooms; staff development 
processes focused on the development of 
self-renewing capability in schools; the 
selection of school principals and the 
development of leadership capability to 
match the rhetoric of the principal's 
importance; teacher education programs 
designed to do what professional educa 
tion is supposed to do—that is, separate 
the new practitioner from the conven 
tional wisdom of past and much current 
practice; several significant measures de 
signed to take "the flatness out of the 
teaching profession so that there will be 
incentives for the best prepared and 
most able to remain; organizational ar 
rangements designed to reduce learners' 
anonymity and increase chances for 
mastery at each level of schooling; and 
more.

Those directions are detailed in my 
report, A Place Called Sc/ioo/. M In mo 
ments of fantasy, I see it tucked under 
the arms of convention-goers who greet 
one another with animated exchanges 
regarding its contents. But, alas, in san 
er moments I realize that a book several 
times farter than either Bruner's or Ad- 
ler's has much less sex appeal.

A Place Called School puts fat and, I 
hope, muscle (in the form of data) on 
issues raised in What Schools Are For,'' 
a small book in the genre of "leaner is 
fitter" which I wrote as a respite from 
the seemingly endless process of massag 
ing the information gathered in "A 
Study of Schooling." Like both Bruner 
and Adler, I sought to stimulate a dia 
logue regarding the ends and means of 
education and schooling. The primary 
purpose of its bigger sister, A Place 
Called School, is to enlighten this dia-

"Some schools 
achieve
comprehensive 
curricula by paying 
careful attention to 
the use of time."

logue by providing "thick" descriptions 
of a small, representative sample of 
schools studied in triples—elementary, 
junior, and senior high schools of the 
same community serving over time a 
significant number of the same stu 
dents. We studied each school in depth 
from the perspectives of principals, 
teachers, students, parents, and trained 
observers, ultimately comparing and 
contrasting the views that emerged. The 
data provide a hard-nosed grounding in 
reality for both discussing current condi 
tions in schools and setting agendas for 
the improvement of schooling.

The article following this one, "What 
Some Schools and Classrooms Teach," 
illustrates how a central theme of 
schooling emerged and took form out of 
our analysis of data derived from several 
perspectives. Screened through varied 
beliefs about what should be, what 
comes to the surface is an extensive list 
of possible policies and practices de 
signed to alleviate an apparent curricu- 
lar malaise. Let's get on with them. But 
. . . hold it! Do we want or need anoth 
er round of the prescriptive reform of 
the 1960s which more often than not 
resulted in non-events? Conditions once 
more are ripe for a replication. As Ron 
Edmonds recently said to me, some 
what ruefully, at last we're getting a 
handle on the characteristics of effective 
schools but we don't yet know how to 
get them.

In an important sense he is right: 
knowledge regarding change processes 
derived from experiences in education, 
management, social work, agriculture.

and the health sciences is a well-kept 
secret among educators. The attraction 
of panaceas over the fundamental pro 
cesses of planning, gathering data, con 
sidering alternative solutions, and the 
like is as compelling for practitioners at 
all levels as it is for lay citizens. One 
individual . responsible for school im 
provement revealed more than he in 
tended in saying to me, "Who wants to 
sit around and talk about change?" Who 
docs, indeed!

Time Use in School
But why not put together the elements 
of an agenda emerging from the extant 
studies of schools with the principles 
stemming from the even wider array of 
data-based studies pertaining to institu 
tional renewal? Some early responses to 
releases of our data on time use in 
elementary schools, for example, reveal 
how readily persons in positions of au- 

\thority, who feel that they must "do 
something," respond in familiar ways. 
We found a wide range in elementary 
schools regarding the total time of chil 
dren's exposure to the subject fields over 
the course of a week—from about 18.5 
to nearly 27.5 hours. The spread is 
accounted for, apparently, mostly by 
schoolwide differences in getting the day 
started on time, sticking to stated time 
periods for recesses and lunch, time 
used in cleaning up at the end of the 
day, and so on. The differential impact 
on the curriculum was severe, sharply 
curtailing the time devoted to social 
studies, science, physical education, 
and the arts in schools with the fewest 
hours of instructional time. The data 
already have stimulated one superinten 
dent to cut recess time in elementary 
schools of the district from 15 to 10 
minutes daily. They also arc being used 
to support one state's preliminary plans 
to lengthen the school day. What 
missed opportunities!

The message in the data is that some 
schools are able to achieve comprehen 
sive curricula by paying careful atten 
tion to the use of time. Why not en 
courage all schools to do so? A project 
directed toward improved time use is 
one around which the combined efforts 
of parents, students, teachers, and the 
schobl principal might be mobilized. 
With this rather practical, meaty prob 
lem in hand and some satisfying experi 
ence with progress, this school-based 
group might very well move on to other
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areas of needed improvement. But to 
mandate arbitrary solutions to problems 
differentially characterizing schools is, 
in the first instance above, to produce 
the hostility conveyed to me by teachers 
on the receiving end of the superinten 
dent's ill-advised decree and, in the 
second, to stifle once again the extraor 
dinary school- and community-based 
potential for renewal on which the re 
construction of schooling ultimately de 
pends. A longer school day may become 
advisable but let us first use well the one 
we now have.

Indeed, given another theme arising 
from our data, I am not at all sure that 
we want in a day of school still more of 
what we now appear to have. We have 
practiced for so long bad habits in regard 
to promoting school improvement that 
we tend to fall into them almost auto 
matically Ideas in hand, we need only 
legislate, mandate, dictate, or otherwise 
pass along the word that they are to be 
implemented by those in schools. We 
forget or deliberately ignore even the 
simplest principles regarding human 
motivation. And then we wonder why 
many of the most able and creative 
people leave teaching. Of course money 
is a factor but our data suggest that 
frustration—over mandates, rules and 
regulations, administrators behavior, 
legislated learning, and the like—is the 
major catalyst for seeking higher-paying 
jobs.

My colleagues and I are sufficiently 
concerned about the prospect of repeat 
ing in the 1980s the mistakes of the 
1960s that we chose to use the pages 
generously allotted to us by the editors 
of Educational Leadership to balance 
attention to both the substance and the 
process of school improvement, instead 
of giving in to the temptation of summa 
rizing findings and recommendations of 
"A Study of Schooling." 1 have chosen 
in what follows to address just one of the 
major themes treated in A Place Called 
School. My three colleagues address the 
problem of moving beyond findings and 
recommendations into strategies for 
change, drawing from our earlier work 
and the relevant studies of others. They 
include a brief conceptualization of ma 
jor elements to be encompassed, which 
we believe to be in large measure repre 
sented in The Partnership, one of several 
major collaborations for school im 
provement beginning to take shape 
around the country.

"We forget or 
deliberately ignore 
the simplest 
principles regarding 
human motivation."

Our combined effort addresses not 
only the necessity of losing both our 
innocence and our bad habits regarding 
school improvement but also the myth 
of immaculate conception regarding the 
creation of effective, satisfying schools. 
Superintendents, for example, had bet 
ter quickly get over the comforting no 
tion of leaving everything to building 
principals. Because their principals, 
however competent they may appear to 
be, probably will need a great deal of 
help in taking even the first step— 
namely, achieving a working consensus 
regarding an agenda. And both superin 
tendents and principals had better 
quickly get beyond the equally comfort 
ing notion and popular practice of turn 
ing over to a team of outside consultants 
the central task of improving instruc 
tion—because teaching won't improve 
much until entire staffs take their teach 
ing out of the closet for self-examination 
and until the surrounding social and 
professional press is for something be 
yond better lecturing and quizzing.

Unless we together set forth more 
compelling agendas, succeed in coalesc 
ing the essential coalitions around 
them, upgrade the nation's dialogue by 
infusing it with hard data regarding the 
condition of our schools, and promote 
strategies designed to release the power 
inherent in school-based groups (espe 
cially the principal, teachers, students, 
and parents), the educational postmor 
tems of the 1990s will reveal the 1980s 
to have been a period of replicating non- 
even ts.D
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