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Introduction
Like all reform movements, education reform in this country
grew out of a need to improve, of the desire for excellence at a
very basic level. National, state, and local response to the call for
reform in our public schools has varied dramatically since the
early 1980s when the movement began. This book documents
some shining success stories in education reform: recent
dramatic turnarounds in the highest-risk, lowest-performing
schools of our inner cities. But it also depicts the earliest, most
painful stages of reform, both at the organizational level and in
the trenches with teachers who bear the weight of public
criticism. These success stories are ongoing activities; they have
all begun with the journey and the inescapably arduous process
of reform.

The papers in this book were presented in October 2000 at a
conference convened in Chicago by National Evaluation
Systems, Inc. (NES®), not only to celebrate the successes of
standards-based reform but also to examine the very anatomy of
education reform in all its complex systems: from the statehouse
to the courtroom, from the university to the teachers’ union, and
into the public school classroom. NES enjoys the unique vantage
point of having worked with states for almost 30 years in the
development of assessments based on educational objectives and
curriculum standards. The NES 2000 Annual Conference
represented a breadth of viewpoints while focusing on the intri-
cate relationships among standards, assessments, and academic
success.
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Section 1 of this book opens with moving accounts of victory in
the battle for reform in our most disadvantaged schools. Erin
Gruwell tells the story of the students whom she first
encountered in 1994 as a first-year educator in a Los Angeles
county high school and with whom she later published The
Freedom Writers Diary. Henry Jones, a member of Erin Gruwell’s
first class, gives testimony to the power of nurturance as he
struggled to free himself of the stereotypes and destructive
cycles in his life. He now shares his story with other troubled
youths. These are his words: “Life is simply what you make of it.
You are the artist . . . you yourself must take the journey.”

Philip J. Hansen describes how everyone from administrators to
teachers, students, and parents was made accountable for
academic success in Chicago. The schools now follow a business
model in which the lowest-performing schools are put on proba-
tion but given massive amounts of focused support while year-
round programs offer remediation and enrichment to students.
Gerald E. Anderson relates how the Brazosport Independent
School District of Texas also embraced an organizational model
from the business world and translated it into an instructional
process that propelled students to a 90 percent pass rate on the
Texas Assessment of Academic Skills—with no significant
differences among ethnic and income groups.

Section 2 of this book presents historical aspects of the education
reform movement. Maureen Marshall gives a report from the
front line chronicling the movement’s ramifications for teachers
and curricula. She also presents an overview of our country’s
evolving educational philosophies, from assimilation of the vast
waves of immigrants at the beginning of the twentieth century
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to the global competition launched along with Sputnik, from the
socially conscious 1960s and the Head Start program to the
reform-driven climate, or “holy war,” of the past two decades.

Michael A. Rebell offers a different historical perspective,
depicting what he calls the dialogue between state education
departments, state legislatures, and the courts over education
reform. He traces the legal roots of fiscal equity in education
through landmark cases in California, Kentucky, and Texas to
the ongoing Campaign for Fiscal Equity v. State of New York case, in
which the ability of the state’s current educational system to
provide all students with the opportunity to meet state learning
standards is on trial.

Section 3 examines several variables in the tool set of education
reform. David W. Grissmer analyzes the debate surrounding
educational expenditures and academic success using hard
evidence from the National Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP) that shows strong gains for disadvantaged minority
students, particularly when education funds are used to reduce
class size. Ronald A. Berk offers a humorous look at the hobby of
“standardized-test bashing,” countered by a serious discussion
of decision-driven, high-stakes testing and the concepts of norm-
versus criterion-referenced assessments.

A variety of state perspectives are aired in Section 4 of the book.
Charles Santelli cites case after case in which both the New York
State United Teachers (NYSUT) and its national affiliate, the
American Federation of Teachers, have been strong and early
advocates of education reform, making recommendations to the
New York State Board of Regents that have culminated in the
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historic shift to a Regents diploma requirement. Gerald W.
Patton outlines the commitment of New York’s universities and
colleges to the public school system. He reports that the state’s
institutions of higher education are embracing the opportunity to
prepare a new generation according to the Board of Regents’
1998 omnibus policy, “Teaching to Higher Standards: New
York’s Commitment.”

Sam W. Swofford gives an update on the success of the
California Reading Initiative in instituting reforms that are
designed to improve reading instruction in the state. He
attributes the increased reading competence of the state’s school-
children to instructional support measures, such as leadership
training, professional development, and class size reductions, as
well as a California examination for reading teachers.

Alan Safran describes measures Massachusetts is taking to entice
high academic achievers into the teaching profession, including
signing bonuses, scholarships at state colleges and universities to
top-performing high school graduates, and greater flexibility for
mid-career applicants to the profession. He documents the gains
that have been made since the widely reported results of
Massachusetts’ first teacher certification tests in 1998. Sandra L.
Stotsky gives an account of reform struggles in Massachusetts,
particularly the bold changes in the requirements for academic
coursework for prospective teachers. She also examines the
state’s controversial Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment
System (MCAS) for students, asserting that the tests’ early high
failure rates can only be remediated by rigorous preparation of
candidates who will teach the high standards embedded in the
frameworks behind the MCAS.
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In testifying to the challenges and successes of education reform,
the authors offer both accounts of their personal experiences and
expert analysis of national and regional trends. In many papers,
the informal tone of the author’s presentation has been retained
for publication. NES wishes to acknowledge that all the papers
in this book represent a significant commitment of time and
effort on the part of the authors to prepare and present this
information at the conference. We thank all the contributors to
this book.

The views expressed herein are those of the authors and do not
necessarily represent the positions of National Evaluation
Systems, Inc.
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