
WILLIAM A. FIRESTONE

Beyond Order and Expectations
in High Schools Serving

At-Risk Youth

To break the cycle of alienation experienced by
students and teachers in urban schools, we must
accompany calls for order and high expectations

with respect and relevance for students and
professionalism for teachers.

O ver the last decade, effective 
schools research has rein 
forced common sense to sug 

gest that a safe, orderly environment 
and high expectations for perfor 
mance enhance student learning (Ed- 
monds 1979, Mackenzie 1983). In high 
schools, criteria of effectiveness have 
broadened to include better atten 
dance, fewer dropouts, fewer teen 
pregnancies, and improved relation 
ships among students of different eth 
nic groups. Where high schools per 
form poorly on these criteria, they are 
said to have substantial proportions of 
at-risk youth (McCann and Austin 
1988). What contributes to all these 
problems is student alienation from 
school (Ekstrom et al. 1986, Newman 
1981).

Two colleagues and I recently con 
ducted a study of student alienation in 
high schools in Baltimore, Newark, 
Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, and Washing 
ton, D.C. (Firestone et al. 1987). We

asked the superintendents in each city 
to identify two high schools. One was 
to be a problem school; the other was 
to have a similar student population 
but to be performing better in terms 
of student learning, dropout rates, or 
other indicators. The median student 
population of the schools selected was

Our findings suggest 
that while order and 
high expectations 
are important, an 
expanded view of 
school effectiveness 
must be taken if we 
are to serve at-risk 
students well.

1,553, including two very large ones 
with enrollments over 2,500. In seven 
schools, three-fourths or more of the 
students were black; and in eight, two- 
fifths or more received free lunches. 
In the six schools where data were 
available, average daily attendance 
ranged from 72 to 85 percent

Our findings suggest that while or 
der and high expectations are impor 
tant, an expanded view of school effec 
tiveness must be taken if we are to 
serve at-risk students well. First, 
teacher alienation must be recognized 
as a factor in the cycle. Many teachers 
in urban high schools are trapped in 
positions they do not want but cannot 
afford to leave, complaining of burn 
out and, in the worst cases, retiring on 
the job (Dworkin 1986). Their disen 
gagement feeds the alienation of stu 
dents and is in turn reinforced by it. 
Second, an exclusive emphasis on or 
der and high expectations is a hard 
line position: it raises standards with-
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out providing help to meet them and 
without necessarily increasing incen 
tives. To alleviate alienation, the em 
phasis on order and expectations must 
be accompanied by equal parts of re 
spect and relevance for students and 
professionalism for teachers

The Alienation Cycle
Because teachers and students share 
the school environment and because 
each group is dependent upon the 
other to meet its needs and achieve its 
successes, teacher alienation and stu 
dent alienation feed each other. 
Therefore, we gathered information 
about how the cycle of alienation 
worked in some schools and how it 
had been broken in others. A team of 
three people spent a day in each 
school, conducting individual inter 
views with principals, assistant princi 
pals, and counselors. They also inter 
viewed teachers and department 
heads from a variety of departments 
(English, mathematics, vocational pro 
grams, and others) and both high- and 
low-achieving students. For the schools 
in our study, we constructed measures 
of both forms of alienation, then rated 
each school's overall levels of student 
and teacher alienation separately.' 
The rank-order correlation between 
teacher alienation and student alien 
ation was .92, indicating a high degree 
of association.

We found students had clear yet 
complex ideas about what makes a 
good teacher, saying, for example, "a 
good teacher is fun, caring, devoted, 
patient, intelligent, a role model, ex 
pressive, personal." Students wanted 
the teacher to make the work interest 
ing and, even more important, to ex 
plain again when students did not 
understand the first time Explaining 
and re-explaining became the domi 
nant theme in students' comments 
about teachers:

Good teachers don't get mad when you 
ask them to repeat a question.

A bad teacher is one who does not care, 
one that tosses the work on the board and 
don't [sic] explain it One that doesn't 
involve himself or his work into the stu 
dents

When teachers did not explain suffi 
ciently, students could not do the

courtesy Kermeti FHedrnan ye&tooalt tyanxr. 
H D Voo&crt HighSdbooi Vrttoffan, DC

At H D Woodson High School, Washington, 
D.C., respect is apparent in the way teachers 
act toward students, as seen here in gym class

work. When teachers got mad, stu 
dents gave up because they felt in 
sulted for trying.

Just as students' feelings about 
school depended on teachers, teach 
ers' alienation depended on the re 
sponses they got from students. As one 
teacher put it:

[A bad day is] when you think you're 
really cooking and they say, "Can I go to 
the bathroom?" . . . when you look into 
their eyes and you can see clear out of the 
backs of their heads

The opposite was also true. Teachers 
reported good days

when students want to hang around and 
ask questions Students keep the seatwork or 
discussion going. It's not teacher -centered.

These findings suggest that creating 
a high-quality school climate, where 
productivity and satisfaction and a 
sense of community prevail, is not 
likely to result from fragmented ef 
forts. When principals and teachers 
recognize that student and teacher 
alienation are mutually reinforcing, 
they can direct strategies for improve 
ment toward both groups. For exam 
ple, dropout programs will be more 
successful if administrators address 
teacher concerns at the same time; and 
burnout programs will work better if 
student discontent is simultaneously a 
focus of action

Beyond Order: Respect
When a get-tough orientation is over 
emphasized, safety is too often pur 
chased at the price of personal free 
dom and self-respect. At a time when 
Patterson principal Joe Clark can gain 
national publicity for maintaining or 
der with a baseball bat and a bullhorn 
(Time Magazine, February 1988), it is 
important to recognize that there is 
more than one way to create a safe 
school climate

High school students expect to re 
ceive respect from adults in the 
school; this is one attribute they rec 
ognize in a good teacher This respect 
is apparent in what teachers say to 
students, how teachers act toward stu 
dents, and how teachers use their

Some teachers talk down to you like 
you're stupid when you ask questions.

Some teachers embarrass you in front of 
the class They make jokes about failed 
tests, poor grades, and things

Teachers in our study expressed simi 
lar concerns about their administra 
tors. In one schoof with both alienated 
teachers and students, a teacher ex 
plained that "the principal and the vice 
principal have a punitive attitude 
toward teachers, the way we deal with 
some kids." As with students, the prob 
lem is that they do not feel treated with 
respect

Standards of safety and respect can 
be combined in the concept of consis 
tency. In a consistent environment, 
order is maintained, roles are clear, 
and rules are enforced fairly and rig 
orously, but not harshly. In our study, 
the schools with a consistent environ 
ment generally had the highest 
teacher and student commitment.

H. D. Woodson High School, in 
Washington, D.C., exemplifies this 
combination of order and respect. For 
example, the site visit team arrived in 
the school on the day of the home- 
coming dance Before school started, 
hundreds of students were milling 
around the school lobby, trying to buy 
tickets What might have been a riot 
situation was handled firmly but 
calmly by the principal and vice prin 
cipals, who quickly formed a line and 
arranged for students to buy their tick 
ets before school started. Meanwhile,
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teachers checked in at the main office, 
chatting for a moment with each other, 
the secretaries, or the administrators 
as they prepared for the day's work. 
The school had established its own 
code of conduct, enforced not only by 
adults but by students, which the prin 
cipal described as

very cordial and humanistic. There is re 
spect for children as well as adults. There 
is no dress code, but there is the 
"woodson Way" of dress: no shorts, T- 
shirts, punk haircuts . . It's a business 
atmosphere We stress getting to school on 
time. People speak to each other; they say, 
"Good morning."

Beyond High Expectations: 
Relevance
The same research that emphasizes 
the importance of order in the school 
also stresses the need for high aca 
demic expectations for all students 
(Mackenzie 1983) Our observations 
corroborated this conclusion, al 
though the range of internally gener 
ated academic standards in these 
schools was limited.

The schools fell into three groups 
with regard to expectations. In the 
largest group, there was little pressure 
for teaching and student achievement. 
Sometimes goals were unclear or mis 
placed. In one of these schools, a 
teacher complained that when the 
principal brought a visiting dignitary 
into her class it was to point out a city 
all-star basketball player, not her 
teaching. The second group of schools 
tried to create support for instruction. 
In one, teachers and administrators 
agreed "this is a place where teachers 
can teach," but there was no special 
training or pressure for them to teach 
better These schools also provided 
incentives for students who succeeded 
academically. In the third group, one 
school combined strong management 
and incentives for students with an 
extensive program of teacher training 
and inservice. Here we found an un 
usually high level of reflectiveness 
about teaching among the staff. Gener 
ally, alienation was lowest where aca 
demic expectations were highest; this 
was especially true for measures of 
student alienation.

The effective schools research 
stresses the principal's role in creating

An exclusive 
emphasis on 
order and high 
expectations is a 
hard-line position: 
it raises standards 
without necessarily 
increasing 
incentives or 
providing help to 
meet them.

high expectations, but our study teams 
rarely saw principals playing this role. 
The principals whose schools had low 
alienation put their e brts into creat 
ing a situation where students and 
teachers could work together, but they 
did not spend a lot of time setting 
academic goals and directions. Instead, 
they usually accepted the academic stan 
dards of their state and district policies. 
These included standardized district 
wide curriculum and testing programs, 
increases in course requirements for 
graduation, state graduation tests, and 
inservice programs for teachers that em 
phasized academic content and con 
cerns. Though important, these strate 
gies have certain limits: they increase 
the workload for students without pro 
viding incentives for doing the work.

The need for relevance Students 
need personal reasons to meet stan 
dards. This need was less acute with 
higher achieving students, but those 
having the greatest trouble in school 
took the narrowest view of what was 
worth learning:

I don't see the purpose of algebra. All 
you need is English and math The rest just 
fills time

In English you need to learn to speak 
and read right, but reading stories is point 
less.

The clearest way to show at-risk 
students the relevance of schoolwork

was to provide a short-term direct 
connection to future employability 
Programs that trained students to be 
dental technicians, truck drivers, bank 
tellers, and the like had considerable 
appeal. Often, however, the students 
were woefully ignorant of what was 
required to get the jobs they wanted. 
One low-achieving student thought 
that after attending a community col 
lege, she could go to medical school. 
Then after nursing school, an intern 
ship, and a residency, she could be 
come a doctor.

Two factors contributed to students' 
perceptions that schooling was rele 
vant. The first was the availability of 
career-oriented programs in such 
areas as business and finance, technol 
ogy, and junior ROTC. However, al 
though some schools had good pro 
grams, they appeared to serve fewer 
than the majority; for those who got in, 
though, the programs were highly mo 
tivating. The second relevance factor 
was counseling. While some counse 
lors really listened to students and 
helped them find appropriate colleges 
and careers, most were hampered by 
time constraints that included han 
dling routine paperwork, crisis coun 
seling, and non-counseling work like 
patrolling halls and lunchrooms. The 
schools with the least student alien 
ation usually had one or two especially 
effective counselors.

Supporting professionalism. High 
academic standards in the form of 
integrated curriculums and testing 
programs or increased graduation 
standards had placed new pressures 
on teachers as well as students. In 
some schools teachers had responded 
to the reforms with anger and resent 
ment; in others, with enthusiasm. What 
made the difference was the effort of 
school and district administrators to 
professionalize teaching conditions. 
With one exception, most of these 
schools had not engaged in any of the 
power-sharing or career-restructuring 
recommendations being proposed to 
reform teaching. However, three fac 
tors facilitated teachers' work and gave 
them autonomy.

The first was the presence of sup 
portive working conditions. These in 
cluded the quality of the buildings  
were they clean and in good repair? 
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When a get-tough 
orientation is 
overemphasized, 
safety is too often 
purchased at the 
price of personal 
freedom and 
self-respect.

and the adequacy of materials did all 
students in each class have enough 
books? Even more important was the 
level of administrative support Where 
principals were approachable, found 
special resources for teachers, backed 
them when problems arose, and of

fered understanding when things went 
poorly, teachers were more commit 
ted to their work

The second factor was a sense of 
collegialiry among teachers. At one 
extreme, teachers complained that 
their colleagues no longer tried to 
maintain discipline in the building. In 
most schools teachers were cordial 
with each other, but their closeness 
did not include discussions of teach 
ing practice. At the positive extreme 
was one school where teachers felt 
close enough to share instructional 
ideas. Not surprisingly, alienation was 
lowest where collegialiry was highest.

The final factor was influence shar 
ing. Teachers in these schools were 
not deeply interested in major policy 
issues concerning district budgets, 
curriculum, and new programs; but 
they wanted a great deal of influence 
over the things that affected them 
daily. Generally, they wanted both the 
leeway and the support to try new

In mechanical drauing class at H D Woodson High School, Washington, D C , this student 
apparently finds bis scbooluvrk relevant, perhaps because he understands the connections 
between bis assignment and his future employability and perhaps also because his counselors 
are helping him to plan bis future u*ell

things in the classroom. In some 
schools, their interest was in control 
ling matters that were not functioning 
smoothly Sometimes the problem 
was discipline; at other schools, it was 
the allocation of supplies In one 
school, teachers appreciated the op 
portunity to work as a department 
with the administration to establish 
their individual schedules Another ex 
ample of high influence was giving 
teachers input into the design of a 
districtwide criterion-referenced test 
ing program We found that such in 
fluence sharing reduced teacher alien 
ation

Pittsburgh s Schenley High School 
best illustrated the benefits of comple 
menting the new standards with new 
professionalism. With the help of the 
University of Pittsburgh, the district 
had developed MAP (Monitoring 
Achievement in Pittsburgh), a sophis 
ticated system of criterion-referenced 
tests for tracking students progress 
through the curriculum In addition, 
the district sought to enhance teach 
ers professional development, for ex 
ample, in the Schenley Teacher Center 
Teachers from all other high schools in 
the district came to the school for eight- 
week mini-sabbaticals, with instruction 
provided by some of Schenley's teach 
ers. Visiting teachers would often teach 
classes under the supervision of these 
clinical resident teachers This effort re 
quired a high level of interaction and 
discussion about instruction among 
Schenley's teachers. Also, the principal 
established a pattern of forming teacher 
committees to solve sch<x>lwide prob 
lems whenever they developed The 
principal was, as one teacher put it, 
"very flexible If you want to be creative 
and independent, he supports you " The 
result, according to the teachers, was 
that 'the degree of professionalism here 
is exceptional. As one teacher ex 
pressed it:

At my previous school, the main topic of 
discussion was retirement Here we talk 
about educational issues

As a group, the Schenley teachers 
were highly motivated, highly engaged 
in their work; they showed excep 
tional interest in and professional
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Fig, 1. Factors That Reduce Student and Teacher Alienation

knowledge about approaches to cur 
riculum and instruction.

The Tried-and-True and the 
Out-of-Step
Figure 1 summarizes the specific prac 
tices we observed that served to re 
duce student and teacher alienation. 
The practices presented here are quite 
conventional, much like what goes on 
in good suburban high schools. Nev 
ertheless, no matter how common 
these practices may be in suburban 
locations, they are quite uncommon 
and quite difficult to accomplish in 
urban high schools. I n many cases, the 
desire for school improvement does 
not require invention we know what 
to do. What is needed is the will, and 
sometimes the power, to accomplish 
it.

Yet the recommendations made here 
may sound curiously out of step: reject 
and relevance are more consonant with 
the innovations of the 1970s than those 
of the 1980s. The current policy envi 
ronment projects a get-tough orienta 
tion, reflected in increased testing and

high school graduation requirements  
formal embodiments of high expecta 
tions. Such policies do introduce stu 
dents to more academic content, but 
they risk driving out the marginal stu 
dent On the other hand, the practices 
associated with increasing the engage 
ment of students and teachers have to 
do with recognizing the importance of 
relevance and respect for students and, 
to a lesser extent, teacher professional 
ism. An emphasis on relevance and re 
spect provides students reasons for stay 
ing in school, minimizes the forces that 
often encourage students to leave, and 
fosters an environment where their 
needs for belonging and recognition are 
met Professionalism involving teach 
ers in decision making and providing 
desirable working conditions creates 
a climate that helps teachers treat stu 
dents with respect

These two potentially contradictory 
policy streams one emphasizing exter 
nally imposed standards and the other 
emphasizing the creation of a produc 
tive school community need to be 
combined Schools like Woodson and

Schenley happily suggest that such a 
fusion is possible.D

1 Details of the rating process are pre 
sented in Firestone, Rosenblum, and Webb 
(1987).

Au&or's note The work upon which this 
publication is based was funded by the 
Office of Educational Research and Im 
provement (OERI), U.S. Department of Ed 
ucation The opinions expressed in this 
publication do not necessarily reflect the 
position or policy of OERI, arid no official 
endorsement by OERI should be inferred. 
Sheila Rosenblum was coinvestigator in 
this research and provided an unusually 
careful review of this paper. Arnold Webb, 
James Bliss, Nadine Femandez, and Craig 
Richards also provided helpful input.
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