
"Federal policy on schools is formed in quiet
battles among forces and players far removed

from classrooms and children."
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Galapagos on the
Potomac--or the
Evolution of
Federal Policy

The research on effective schools provides
an opportunity for federally supported
school improvement, but electronic
schooling presents a new challenge to
policymakers.

DALE MANN

arwinism may be an apt meta-
phor for federal education pol-
icy. Evolution is hard to ob-

serve--especially when you are being
chased across the rocks by something
bigger-but it was said of Darwin that
he saw what everyone saw and
thought what no one thought.

Darwin would have loved Washing-
ton, D.C., in the 1980s. Federal policy
on schools is formed in quiet battles
among forces and players far removed
from classrooms and children. As we
watch that ferocious competition and
its effects, we might well speculate on
two ecological shifts that have un-
known consequences-the emer-
gence of the instructionally effective
school and the "school in the sky."

In a formal sense policy is handed
down on xerox tablets from some
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superordinate. Informally, as Lieber-
man indicates, practice makes policy.'
In a messy federal system both are
partly correct. If we think of policy as
both formal and informal guidelines
that influence schooling, then com-
missioners and secretaries are one
source of policy-but so are the 1.8
million teachers behind as many
closed classroom doors. Still, every-
one's contribution to policy must
struggle against social, economic, and
political forces.

Dale Mann is Professor and Chairperson
of the Department of Educational Admm-
istration, Teachers College, Columbia Uni-
tersit,, New York, New York, and Chairper-
son pro tern of the National Council for
Effetive Schools

Competition and Its Effects

The federal government has tradition-
ally served needs that others cannot
(regulating airplane traffic) or will not
(maintaining lighthouses). Because lo-
cal schools cannot or will not provide
adequately for poor children, the
needs of poor children have been a
staple of federal policy. The needs of
poor children, however, are only one
of many competing needs. Their fate is
influenced by discussions in the Office
of Management and Budget, in the
Pentagon, in Washington restaurants,
and possibly in ASCD's editorial deci-
sion to feature policy matters in this
issue of Educational LaadeiP. In
the policy game, it makes a difference
who the players are and who deter-
mines the rules and the stakes. There
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are winners and losers, as Figure 1
reveals.

Certain factors are beyond the reach
of federal policy about schools; for
example, the majority-in-the-minority
composition of big city public school
enrollment or the unlikelihood of a
new baby boom. With the federal defi-
cit running a billion dollars each
uworking day, we encounter another
seemingly immovable cap on federal
programs. Since 1930 the percent of
the gross national product (GNP) de-
voted to social programs at all levels
of government rose from 8 percent to
13.5 percent in 1960 to 24 percent in
1976. The percent of the GNP spent by
thefederal government on social pro-
grams over the same period grew
from 1 percent in 1930 to 4 percent in
1960 to 8 percent in 19 76.'9 The public
climate and political will necessary to
effect another doubling of the federal
share in social welfare do not exist.

Federal Lessons Learned
The federal establishment learned
three lessons from the 60s and 70s.
First, the attempt to drive improve-
ment or services from the top down
does not work. For change to happen,
states, LEAs, teachers, education asso-
ciations, parents, courts-all must get
involved.

But this "user-driven system "20 (in
contrast to the previous federally driv-
en one) also has limits, especially
where the users are themselves the
source of the problem to be solved.
Thus, the second lesson contradicts
the first: targeting is necessary to en-
sure that those who are supposed to
be helped are helped. But the target-
ing that helps the clients reduces own-
ership and self-determination and thus
the support of the professionals. The
paradox arises because federal pur-
poses are legitimate, but so are the
purposes of the other players.

Administration rhetoric about dises-
tablishing the Department of Educa-
tion, with money and authority re-
turned to the states in block grants,
turns out to have levered wholesome
initiatives by states. An original feature
of constitutional design, that education
is the responsibility of the states, is
now clearly on display as California
tries out teacher mentors, Florida re-
writes teacher certification, Texas
looks at curriculum requirements,
North Carolina experiments with state-
wide residential schools, and so on.
Instead of waiting woodenly for Wash-

ington, states have become so much do not know much about is the out-
the fulcrum of improvement that many comes of those state-run programs. In
chief state school officers have de- many jurisdictions black, Hispanic,
dined federal posts, preferring to stay and handicapped youth remain under-
where the action is. served because they are thought to be

undeserving. The effect of state-deliv-
The fiscal picture is less clear. The ered programs upon their needs re-

administration set out to decentralize mains undetermined.
power and reduce costs. The Reagan The third lesson learned by some
Administration wanted power re- federal policymakers is that pedagogy
turned to local governments, but the has gotten better and schooling is
states kept what they were supposed more powerful than it used to be.
to distribute Fifty-four social pro- Since 1965, the Department of Educa-
grams were included in the block tion's biggest programs have dealt
grant Omnibus Budget Reconciliation with children from low-income fam-
Act of 1981.21 Most have been contin- ilies. Early evaluations of government
ued by the states, in large part because programs-at least Title I of the old
the need to help poor people contin- Elementary and Secondary Education
ues and because lobbyists switched Act of 1965-indicated that they could
their aim from Washington to state not compensate. However, public
capitals. The willingness of states to schools have recently begun to suc
continue and even experiment with ceed with compensatory programs.
programs is welcome news. What we For example, Secretary of Education

Rgure 1. Selected Elects of Conyetllion.

The Reagan Administration budget re-
quest for the National Institute of Educa-
tion was $48 million.2

More than half the black and Hispanic
students living in American cities have
not been vaccinated against polio.'

By the govemment's own definition, 24
percent of all children six years old or
younger live in poverty. 6

Payroll and income taxes for families of
four at the poverty level have been in-
creased by 50 percent.8

The number of two parent families in
poverty has risen 64 percent in the last
three years. Even including noncash in-
come (food stamps, medicare) between
1979 and 1982, the number of poor peo-
ple in the United States has increased 47
percent."

We provide federal compensatory pro-
grams for fewer than half the eligible
children.'R

While every other group has progressed
in the last 20 years, black youth between
14 and 24 have fallen behind on five of
six critical indicators: unemployment, ju-
venile justice, substance abuse, unwed
teenage pregnancy, and suicide.,

More than a million children a year are
involved in divorce (8 million in 1981),
and three out of four black children will
spend at least part of their lives in single
parent homes."

Forty-eight million dollars will buy the
first 30 feet of a single B-1B bomber.,

Nuclear aircraft carriers cost 53.4 billion
each. s

The richest families have gained 58390
from tax cuts; poor families, only $20,
while at the same time being deprived of
almost 5400 in cash and noncash bene-
fits.?

The Reagan Administration has reduced
federal corporate income taxes by one
third, to their lowest level since Pearl
Harbor.9

The federal share of local public school
budgets, which for the last decade had
been stable at 7 or 8 percent, has now
been cut to 3.21 percent."

The Reagan Administration wants to in-
crease money for prisons, veterans, and
the Internal Revenue Service by $400 mil-
lion."

Measured in constant 1985 dollars, feder-
al education expenditures have shrunk
by 7.3 percent a year, every year since
1980.1"

The Office of Management and Budget
projects an additional 29 percent de-
crease in federal elementary and second-
ary programs for 1969."'

The invasion of Grenada, not including
salaries and operating expenses, cost
$75.5 million."
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Terrel M. Bell has remarked: "After
being away [from Washington, D.C.]
for five years and coming back, I can
tell you that American education has
learned how to educate disadvantaged
children "22

With respect to schooling policy, the
federal government is destined to con-
tinue existing programs. The Reagan
Administration has raised education to
a national priority; one of the unin-
tended consequences has been to
multiply education's political clout.
The Department of Education will not
be disestablished, and the existing
panoply of programs is unlikely to be
substantially changed. Congressional
interest, organized educators, and the
merits of the case will help assure
business as usual most of the time.

Federal policy may also come to
reflect more accurately what has been
learned. The three lessons are ( l) that
a top-down system is insufficient to
ensure change, (2) that targeting re-
sources on child needs remains neces-
sary, and (3) that the practice of teach-
ing and learning has improved,
especially for those groups who are
the traditional beneficiaries of federal
policy. The third proposition is the key
to all else. As we have become able to
help particular children toward partic-
ular goals with particular practices, we
have begun to rethink our laissez-faire
system in which each teacher does
whatever that teacher wishes

Ecological Shifts In the
Context of Policy Making
My own perspective is that the tenets
of the instructionally effective school,
sometimes called the Five Factor The-
orvZ/ are the basis for a new genera-
tion of school improvement efforts.
Federally supported programs of
school improvement, using multi-role
networks of trained persons collabora-
tively with needy schools or districts
could incorporate much of what has
been learned about successful federal
police'. In the 98th Congress. Augustus
Hawkins (D., California) introduced
the Effective Schools Development in
Education Act of 1984 (H.R. 4731) The
bill would cost $100 million and con-
tends that compensatory education is
now possible The struggle is to get
the Congress to care more about the
latter than the former

Our ahbilirt to improve schools,
however, should nol preclude atten-
tion to the gathering revolution in
electronic learning The most serious

threat to the continuation of the Amer-
ican public school may be the school
in the sky. The school in the sky will
be radicallyv different from Educational
Television and Sesame Street, which
because of their passive technologies
never made much difference to the
schooling establishment. While the
school in the sky will most likely be
delivered by satellite to subscribing
homes beginning in late afternoon, it
will go beyond the current small-mus-
cle involvement of video games to a
large-muscle involvement in a totally
engineered learning environment.

Currently 43 million homes are
wired for cable. Test marketing for the
school in the sky indicates that the first
sale on the block influences the other
families to subscribe. If subscriptions
cost about $9.95 a month, we can
easily see how much curriculum de-
velopment money can be raised how
quickly by the private sector. When
profit motives and technology chase
each other in this society, things hap-
pen. Corporate America is not going to
ask school boards or state depart-
ments for permission as this curricu-
lum is developed. And, since it is likely
to be developed by our best and
brightest classroom teachers bought
away to the private sector, who will be
left to keep the public school from
being more than a shadow of its for-
mer self?

The question here is less whether
we educators think this is a problem
than whether venture capitalists think
it is an opportunity. But is the school
in the sky a problem for federal poli-
cy? One can search the existing players
in vain for concerted and thoughtful
action. Establishing policy is con-
cerned with doing good; and that has
three parts-first, to know what is
good: second, to know what causes
that good outcome: and third. to get
people to work toward good out-
comes The second and third parts are
the province of educators, curriculum
specialists, and administrators. The
first is the province of politicians (in-
cluding educational politicians). It re-
mains to be seen what values will be
discovered through the next turns of
the federal policy process.E
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