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Analyzng
State Education>

Reforms

We can judge the merits of
a policy by determining

the problem it is supposed
to solve and then

reviewing what is known
about the problem and its

intended solution.

rom the many proposed reforms
recommended in the various
commission reports, a dizzying

number of new policies have
emerged. Designed to address prob-
lems in American education, these
policies have been shaped by widely
differing points of view.

The subsequent stresses of imple-
mentation raise questions about what
problems these solutions are sup-
posed to address and about whose
interests are being served by the re-
forms. Educators are asking whether
the proper role of policy is to mandate
changes or to assist with school im-
provement. We want to know how to
make the reforms work, but we also
wonder how we can press our own
views in the next round.

We recognize that policymakers are
under pressure to act and that despite
tensions, practitioners must imple-
ment official policies. Nevertheless, as
we struggle to follow the mandates,
we believe they must be evaluated
objectively. To assist in this process we
have developed a five-step procedure
for analyzing any state-level policy.

Step One. Identify the problem(s) to
uhicb the policy is directed. Because
policies are intended solutions to
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problems, we must define the prob-
lem before analysis can tell us whether
the policy is successful or beneficial.
Without a clear definition of the prob-
lem, policymakers are unlikely to pro-
duce a promising solution; in fact, the
"solution" may actually make the
problem worse. Of course, problems
are not simple, but defining them is
critical because the way a problem is
conceptualized has everything to do

"Policymakers simplify
difficult issues and
concentrate on
symbolic meanings: In
order to capture the
support of a large
constituency. This
effort to make things
simple may result in
making them
simplistic."

with the kinds of solutions that are
appropriate.

Step Tuo. Identifi tbe policy de-
signed to address the problem. As we
narrow our view from a general con-
cem to a specific problem and then
from numerous possibilities to a spe-
cific policy, we begin to see the con-
nection between problem and solu-
tion. Policy statements often make this
focus, difficult. Policvmakers simplify
difficult issues and concentrate on
symbolic meanings in order to capture
the support of a large constituency.
This effort to make things simple may
result in making them simplistic. As
compromises are made, clarity about
both problem and policy may be lost.
If in analyzing a policy we find that the
link between problem and solution
seems fuzzy or tenuous, we mav have
identified a fundamental weakness.

Step Three. Identifr assumptions
about the problem and the solution.
Any policy is based on a number of
assumptions. If, for example, observ-
ers lament a decline in test scores,
what assumptions do they hold about
student achievement and school suc-
cess? If they prescribe increased grad-
uation requirements and increased
student testing to remedy the prob-
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lem, what assumptions underlie those
policy solutions? Just as we looked for
connections between problem and so-
lution in steps one and two, we are
now looking for connections with the
underlying assumptions. These first
three steps are the prerequisites to
policy analysis.

It is day-to-day school practice, of
course, not a policymaker's assump-
tions about it, that determines whether
a particular reform works. Hence, it is
critical in evaluating any policy to
know whether its assumptions accu-
rately reflect the realities of the educa-
tional system. One must keep in mind
that the assumptions embedded in a
policy have no necessary connection
to those held by the policymakers who
put it together. Assumptions may not
be clearly recognized even by the
policy's strongest supporters, since
they often result from compromises
necessary to get the policy adopted-
compromises that may have nothing to
do with the policy itself.

Step Four Review what is known
about the specific problem and the

specific policy solution under study.
The knowledge that can be brought to
bear on policy analysis comes from
the usual sources: practical experi-
ence, research findings, and the obser-
vations and judgments of scholars. By
systematically listing what is known,
we are conducting a realistic appraisal
of the policy solution.

Step Five. Identify other ways of
looking at the problem and/or the
solution designed to address the prob-
lem. The fifth step in understanding
policy involves a return to the original
problem with a broadened conception
or how to approach it. Once we have
defined the problem, examined the
specifics of the policy solution, as-
sessed the assumptions underlying
both, and brought knowledge to bear,
we are in a position to reassess the
problem. In the light of the knowledge
base, are the assumptions correct? Is
the policy likely to solve the problem
or contribute to a solution, or will it
create new problems? Will it have
unanticipated side effects?

Often the knowledge base about

effectiveness of a given approach may
not be sufficient to produce conclusive
answers to these questions. However,
this method of analysis alerts us to be
realistic about our expectations for a
policy's success. As we identify omis-
sions, unwarranted assumptions, or
unbalanced approaches, we can see
which policies are likely to fail and
which may need amendment. We can
also see which policies have some
chance to succeed.

Should this critical examination of
policy point out contradictions be-
tween the policy's assumptions and
what is known, we must then ask if
there are other ways to address the
problem Are there alternative ap-
proaches that have a greater chance of
success?

In the ASCD Panel Report we apply
this five-step method of policy analysis
in a discussion of general school re-
form and then to three specific types
of policies: student testing, salary
structures, and administrative training
centers. In each case we identify weak-
nesses in current policies and offer
another way of thinking about them.
We also provide a step-by-step process
for task force development and policy
analysis that can be applied to those
policies affecting you. Finally, to pre-
pare readers for the next wave of
reform, we review several important
policy issues that are emerging.

Copies of this report may be or-
dered through the ASCD Order Pro-
cessing Department. Ask for stock
number 611-86038; S6.00.C1

Members of the Panel on State Policy Initia-
tives are: Susn Fuhrman, Eagleton Insti-
tute of Policy, Rutgers University, New
Brunswvick, New Jersey; Ann leberman,
Department' of Curriculum and Teaching,
Teachers College, Columbia University,
New York, New York; DouglasE. Mitcheil,
professor, School of Education, University
of California, Riverside, and director, Poli-
cy Support Services Program, Far West
Laboratory for Educational Research and
Development, San Francisco, California;
Wllil Rcdhards, director, Division of
Curriculum, State of Maine, Augusta,
Maine; Donald Thomas, deputy superin-
tendent for public accountability, State
Education Department, Columbia, South
Carolina Anne Meck, project editor, is
elementary supervisor, Knox Coupty
Schools, Knoxville, Tennessee; Diane
reth, committee chair, is director of field
services, ASCD, Alexandria, Virginia.
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Microcomputers and Education
A symposium of authors of the

NSSE 85th Yearbook

October 22, 23 and 24, 1986

Marriott Denver West Hotel

Sponsored by the
National Society for the Study of Education

in cooperation with
Jefferson County Public Schools - Colorado

A symposium for College and University Professors,
School Board Members and Executive Officers.
Curriculum Planners and Classroom Teachers

For information, contact
Dr. John B. Peper, Superintendent

Jefferson County Public Schools
1209 Quail Street

Lakewood, Colorado 80215 * (303) 231-2317
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