ctp

Standards-Based Reform and
Small Schools of Choice:

How Reform Theories Converge

in Three Urban Middle Schools

A Research Report

by
Chrysan Gallucci
University of California, Santa Barbara

Michael S. Knapp

Anneke Markholt
University of Washington

Suzy Ort
Center for the Study of Teaching and Policy

July 2003

(Document R-03-2)

Center for the Study of Teaching and Policy

UNIVERSITY OF WASHINGTON



01108 | Center for the Study of Teaching and Policy

A National Research Consortium

UNIVERSITY OF WASHINGTON (lead institution)
STANFORD UNIVERSITY

TEACHERS COLLEGE/COLUMBIAUNIVERSITY
UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN

UNIVERSITY OF PENNSYLVANIA

Other active participants in CTP’s research and dissemination program include researchers
affiliated with Indiana University, Michigan State University, Pennsylvania State University,
the University of California at Santa Barbara, the University of North Carolina, and Education
Matters, Inc.

CTP studies the way policies and conditions in schools, districts, states, and teacher education
institutions shape the quality of teaching and learning in the nation’s elementary and secondary
schools. The Center pays particular attention to the ways these policies and conditions interact
with each other to influence the teaching profession and its practice.

The Center’s program of research is carried out in collaboration with various other research
organizations, among them other OERI-funded research centers, including the Consortium
for Policy Research in Education (CPRE), the Center for Research on Education, Diversity,
and Excellence (CREDE), and the Center on English Learning & Achievement (CELA).
The Center is affiliated with a variety of professional and advocacy organizations that
represent teachers, teacher educators, state and local policymakers, disciplinary groups,
and educational reform interests.

The work reported herein was supported under the Educational Research and Development Centers Program, PR/Award Number
R308B970003, as administered by the National Institute on Educational Governance, Finance, Policymaking and Management, Office of
Educational Research and Improvement (OERI), U.S. Department of Education. However, the contents do not necessarily represent the
positions or policies of either national institute, OERI, or the U.S. Department of Education, or the endorsement of the federal government.

The authors would like to thank Linda Darling-Hammond, Ken Jones, Mark Smylie, and Jon Snyder for their helpful comments on this
report and its earlier versions.



CONTENTS

ADSEIACE ..ot 2
INErOAUCHION ....oviiiii bt 3
Two Urban Reform Theories in Conception and in Practice ..............cccoeevniviiiniinnninniineiccneenns 4
Sources and Assumptions of the Two Reform Theories ..o 5
Potential Interactions Between the TWO TREOTIES ........ccviuiueuriiueiriniieiriccrreceeces e 6
MEhOdS ...t 7
Implementing the Two Reform TReEOTIes ...........ccocoioiniiiiiiiniiiiicicc e 8
The First Reform Theory in Action: Establishing Small Schools of Choice .........cccoocvuecuvicinireieunnaee 8
Layering on a Second Reform Theory: A Centralized Push for
Standards-based Instructional IMprovement ... 10
Why the Reform Theories COeXist ..ottt 12
Leadership and Organizational Support for Professional Learning ............cccoccceuveeeuriniicivcnicnnennes 13
A Focus on Knowing Students Well ............cccoooiiiiiiic s 15
The District’s Approach: Sophistication and Flexibility, with Some Tensions .........c.ccoccceeuvecunnuee. 18
CONCIUSION ... bbbt b s 21
ENANOLES ..ot 25

| RS (=) =) U0 < SRR 26



ABSTRACT

The convergence of two apparently opposite theories of urban educational reform
is analyzed as it occurs in three middle schools in a New York City school district.
The first theory, emphasizing small schools of choice, promotes close relationships
between students and adults in distinctive school programs. The second—centralized,
standards-based instructional improvement—seeks to standardize instruction through
demanding curriculum, an emphasis on standard-bearing work, and investment in
professional learning. Using in-depth case studies developed over three years, the
authors argue that the reform theories complemented one another in this case, but their
coexistence varied based on how the schools organized themselves for professional
learning, knowing their students well, and taking joint responsibility for learning
outcomes. The sophistication and flexibility of the district’s policies facilitated the
convergence process. The authors conclude that, although tension producing, the
first set of reform ideas can create the conditions in which rich and complex versions
of standards-based practice can develop.




INTRODUCTION

Urban school reform strategies diverge sharply over the role that school and
district leaders or central offices can play in stimulating, guiding, and supporting
substantive changes in teaching and learning. In fashioning these strategies, leaders
at both levels struggle with what high-quality teaching in urban settings looks like.
Questions center on the locus of authority (how much to encourage and nurture
school-level discretion and innovation?), variable capacity (how to accommodate
the substantial differences across schools in capacity to realize reform?), and equity
(how to ensure all children get served well?). District leaders overseeing schools
with substantial inequities, highly varied capacity, and endemic low performance,
while functioning within state reform contexts often preoccupied with testing and
accountability, not surprisingly lean toward a theory of action with regard to reform
that centralizes control and initiative and seeks to assert a clear and compelling theory
of instructional improvement. To find at work a classic example of this theory of
reform—in which change is driven by strong leadership from the “top” and guided by
the district leaders’ explicit theory of learning, instructional improvement, and system
change—one need look no further than the dramatic attempts to renew teaching and
learning in San Diego (Hightower, 2002).

Interestingly, San Diego’s district-driven reform was led, in part, by Chancellor
of Instruction Anthony Alvarado, who earlier in his career had embraced a reform
theory that emphasized differentiation at the school level. As superintendent of District
4 in New York City during the late 1970s, Alvarado promoted school-level innovation
and the creation of “small school” communities, a theory of reform strikingly different
from that mentioned above though one thought to be especially good at engaging
young children and developing strong teacher and parent commitment to the renewal
of teaching and learning. During his tenure in District 4, marvelous examples of
powerful urban school communities emerged (Fliegel, 1993; Meier, 1995). But later
Alvarado rejected this strategy of “letting a thousand flowers bloom,” on the grounds
that not enough of them did bloom. In well publicized work within New York City’s
Community District 2, and in what would be a precursor to his San Diego strategy,
Alvarado switched gears and opted for an approach designed to promise greater
equity, guided by a strong, district-level vision of learning and professional work.

While Alvarado moved on from a strategy that placed great reliance on
school-level innovation and differentiation, others have not. Throughout the 1990s,
experiments have continued with reform strategies that feature decentralization, choice,
and encouragement of initiative in schools (e.g., Henig, 1994; Cross-City Campaign
for Urban School Reform, 1995; Bryk, Sebring, Kerbow, Rollow, & Easton, 1998; Hill,
2002). Such strategies place their faith in the devolution of decision-making authority
to the school site, the sharing of decision making among school-level stakeholders, and
the benefits of a local-level “market” for good schooling. Central to all these efforts is
the assumption that, given discretion and strong incentives, educators can develop
innovative, responsive school programs that serve the needs of urban children well.

More recently, reformers have begun to explore a third possibility: hybrid
strategies that combine school differentiation and strong central leadership. Emerging
from a line of thinking that seeks a merger of “top-down” support and “bottom-up”
change, such strategies assume that different reform theories have complementary
strengths (Fullan, 1994, 2001). An instructive example—and one that is the focus of this
study—resides in another of the New York’s Community School Districts, which we
refer to hereafter as District M (pseudonym). District M pursues a standards-focused
instructional improvement strategy with many resemblances to the San Diego and
District 2 approaches, but it also touts a policy emphasizing parental choice among the




District’s 14 middle schools, most of which are small alternative schools, reminiscent,
indeed, of the thousand flowers approach that Alvarado once championed.

District M's juxtaposition of apparently opposite theories of reform—the
development of innovative, small schools of choice versus centralized control for
standards-based instructional improvement—raises immediate questions that we
attempt to answer in this paper: Can these two seemingly-at-odds reform theories
coexist, or do they get in each other’s way? In what ways, if any, do the two
complement each other? Separately or together, how do they affect instructional
practice and the school-level conditions that support teaching and learning? These
questions are best answered in the context of the school, for there educators faced
with the daily urgencies of educating urban children make sense of the conditions
under which they work and forge their own theory-in-practice. These conditions are,
in part, a reflection of policies and leadership exercised from outside the school. The
ultimate question is whether two such different reform theories can provide mutually
supporting conditions for teaching and learning in urban schools.

This paper takes us inside three middle schools within District M to understand,
from the schools’ vantage points, how the two reform theories converge and interact
with one another, to the benefit or detriment of teaching and learning. The schools
we describe were studied over three years (1998-2001) in the context of the Study of
Policy Environments and the Quality of Teaching, an ongoing investigation conducted
by the Center for the Study of Teaching and Policy (CTP).! This paper draws together
data collected at schools and from the District over that time period.

Our thesis is that the two reform theories (again, the development of innovative,
small schools of choice versus centralized instructional improvement) can and do
coexist in this instance and, to some extent, complement each other’s strengths and,
likewise, compensate for weaknesses. Even so, it is clear that, when juxtaposed, these
two theories of reform can and do create tensions in the system and, thus, obstacles
for educators” work. On the whole, however, we argue that this is a constructive
tension.

We unfold our argument in several stages. First, we examine in more detail
what the two reform theories presume about instructional improvement and systemic
change and consider how each might complement or interfere with one another. Next,
we look at how the two reform theories manifest themselves in the district in question
by offering brief portraits of the three schools we studied. In this section, we also
give examples of how instruction reflects the district’s insistence on standards-based
practice and evidence that student learning has improved over time. We then explore
and discuss reasons why the two reform theories appear to coexist comfortably in this
case, yet we note as well difficult-to-resolve tensions that the interaction created. We
conclude by offering observations about the meaning of reform convergence in this
case and suggest what may be implied for other attempts to combine strong district
leadership with school-level discretion and innovation.

TwoO URBAN REFORM THEORIES IN CONCEPTION AND PRACTICE

Our analysis concentrates on two sets of ideas about urban school reform that
have at their heart the same, or similar, goals—that is, they both aim to provide
equitable and high-quality learning experiences to traditionally underserved urban
students. But they go about the task in very different ways. The first theory of reform,
emphasizing small schools of choice, seeks to capitalize on energies of teachers,
students, and parents who form distinct learning communities through voluntary
association and collaborative work. The second reform theory, featuring centrally-
defined learning standards, professional development, and accountability, places its




bets on clear guidance from authoritative sources, along with supports and incentives
for improving learning and teaching performance.

Sources and Assumptions of the Two Reform Theories

The idea of small schools of choice has deep roots in New York City and in the
district we studied. With the encouragement of district leaders such as Alvarado (when
he was in District 4), innovative school leaders across the City started small schools
in the 1970s as alternatives to what they saw as overcrowded, bureaucratized, and
failing inner-city schools (Fliegel, 1993; Meier, 1995). As a response to the challenges
of urban education, these attempts rested on four interlinked premises.

Personalized relationship between teacher and learner. Central to this theory was the
notion that students must be known and appreciated by adults, and this would
only happen in settings that ensured extensive contact between learners and
teachers, with whom the learners could form lasting relationships.

e Teacher collaboration in, and ownership of, school design and curriculum. Teachers would
engage learners more deeply, it was assumed, if they participated in creating the
curriculum—and indeed, the design of the school as a whole. In this way, this
approach to urban schooling sought to tap into teachers’ creative energies and
their sense of ownership over the work of educating an often-challenging school
clientele.

 Distinctive school character and mission. By virtue of the teachers’ involvement in
creating the school curriculum and in order to attract students, the school would
develop a distinctive character that reflected a clear and compelling mission.

*  Parental engagement and choice. At the same time the school would reach out to
parents, who often feel alienated from city schools, and attempt to draw them
into the school community in various ways. In addition, as alternatives to
conventionally organized schools, the school would seek to attract a voluntary
clientele, and would only be able to do so if the school offered what parents and
students valued; conversely, if they failed to attract “customers,” the school would
be, appropriately, “out of business.”

The theory of action that underlies a strategy emphasizing small schools of
choice says little about teaching and learning per se other than to assume that engaged
teachers who collaborate in the development of curriculum in relation to a distinctive
school mission will likely teach well. Similarly, students who aren’t allowed to “slip
through the cracks” and who develop relationships with adults in the building are
likely to learn more than they otherwise might.

Alongside the first reform theory, a second and very different theory of reform
evolved in District M and elsewhere during the 1990s; it addressed more explicitly
questions of learning and teaching. At the heart of the second reform theory is active
instructional leadership from the district level (Murphy & Hallinger, 1986; Peterson,
1999; Resnick & Glennan, 2002), wedded to notions of “standards-based reform." The
District’s efforts aligned with initiatives by both City and state, which were actively
promoting high learning standards, associated assessments, and accountability
mechanisms since the mid 1990s, in step with a national wave of standards-based
reform activity (McLaughlin & Shepard, 1995; Fuhrman, 2001). The District’s
reform strategy features ambitious learning standards, assessments related to these
standards, and strict accountability mechanisms that track performance on mandated
assessments and other indicators (such as attendance), alongside extensive investment
in professional development. The following features characterize currently popular
versions of this strategy:




o System-wide commitment to high learning standards for all students. The linchpin
of this theory is consensus across the district on the importance of bringing all
children to a set of demanding learning standards. These standards make clear
the goals for instruction and (through assessments linked to the standards) the
desired levels of learning in relation to each.

*  Priority on foundational, “gateway” subject areas. By concentrating attention on subjects
on which future learning in many subjects depends—especially language arts and,
to a lesser extent, mathematics—educators across the district, it is assumed, will
be able to maximize their effort at improving essential learning experiences for
students.

* Investment in teachers’ professional development. Teachers up to speed in the priority
subject areas, the theory holds, need extensive and varied opportunities for
professional learning.

o Attention to the professional learning of school leaders. The theory further holds that
strong, school-level instructional leadership is essential to realizing and sustaining
instructional improvements (Fink & Resnick, 2002). The district is assumed to be
in a good position to structure and provide opportunities for school leaders to
sharpen their instructional leadership skills.

* An emphasis on professional accountability. Finally, the emphasis on standards,
professional development, and instructional leadership communicates a sense
of responsibility for improving professional work. District leaders and staff are
an essential part of the accountability structure, and all members of the system
(school and district) commit to holding each other accountable for their respective
roles in helping students learn.

This reform theory rests on a logic that posits a greater role for the district in
directing the activities of school-based educators and providing them with support
for their work. In short, it presumes that school staff want and need a clear sense of
direction and incentives (other than those that originate within the school or in its
relationship to a client population).

Potential Interactions Between the Two Theories

The two reform theories converge in schools, where educators approach their
work within the conditions created by broadly espoused reform theories and associated
actions. This convergence is alive and well in District M’s middle schools, and it is
here that we situated our study. As a product of the small schools of choice policy that
has been in place in a number of years, each middle school we studied is guided by
structures and traditions that have become well established within New York’s small
schools movement. At the same time, teachers and leaders within these schools are
receiving repeated messages and various forms of support from district leaders aimed
at nurturing standards-based practice across the schools. Teachers and other school
staff are in a position to integrate, accept, reinterpret, or reject these messages. The
net result is the working theories-in-action embodied within the efforts of individuals
and groups within the school.

Given the substantial differences between the reform theories, there is a distinct
possibility that their two sets of ideas for improving urban education would collide. As
an earlier line of research has established, multiple reform programs and policies from
the federal level can interfere with one another at the local level (Kimbrough & Hill,
1981). We also know from studies of ambitious state and local reforms implemented in
recent years that teachers can find multiple agendas frustrating and confusing (Hatch,
1998, 2002); recent work on the “multiple accountabilities” facing local educators




METHODS

reinforces the point (Firestone & Shipps, 2003). Teachers embracing the first theory
will likely play a critical role in developing the school’s curriculum and mission and,
in doing so, may run afoul of the common, district-wide instructional improvement
mission and curricular priorities pushed by the second reform theory. Similarly, while
the first theory encourages schools to become different from one another, the second
urges them all to aspire to the same goals and pursue the same or similar practices. The
first reform theory leaves the details of teaching and learning up to the school staffs;
at the same time, the second gives district leaders a major voice in consideration of
these details. The first is likely to encourage a great deal of school-initiated professional
development; the second, professional learning experiences designed for teachers
across the district.

It is also possible that, within these three schools, the two sets of reform
theories simply coexist or even complement each other. Synergistic effects of multiple
government programs have been documented (Knapp, Stearns, Turnbull, David, &
Peterson, 1991), and, in principle, the school-level activities set in motion by the two
reform theories could be compatible with one another. Seen this way, the first set of
reform ideas might create a “shell” in which standards-based practices promoted by
the second reform theory might develop. By this argument, small, flexible structures
that enable teachers to fashion alternative ways of meeting high learning standards,
while drawing on the resources of the school and district, might actually enhance the
chances that these standards would seep into practice.

Whatever the effects, it is clear that teachers and others in schools are faced with
the prospect of sorting out “converging reforms” (Knapp, Bamburg, Ferguson, & Hill,
1998). How the two reforms come together in the minds and practice of school staff and
leaders depends on various things, among them, the way the district sends messages
about desirable practice, the sophistication of its notions concerning “good” teaching
and learning, and the manner in which the school staff receive and interpret them. The
interaction between the theories also pertains to how the schools configure themselves
to address the problems of daily work; the kinds of staff the schools are able to attract,
and the ideas about reform these staff bring to their work. Another crucial element in
the teachers’ sense making and response—and, indeed, in the overall balance of top-
down and bottom-up supports for instructional improvement—is the manner in which
district players engage the school in matters of teaching and learning. Here, the balance
struck by the district between flexibility and directive guidance is likely to influence
the interaction of reform theories. Inflexibly or mechanically applied, a standards-
focused improvement strategy can surely negate the benefits of differentiated small
schools of choice. But carried out with close attention to the strengths and weaknesses
of each school, and to the possibility that the schools themselves may be able to realize
the district’s goals in heretofore unconsidered ways, such an improvement strategy
may bear fruit.

Over the three years of this study, we visited each of our three schools? three
times per year for 3-4 school days each visit. During the site visits we interviewed the
principal (2-3 interviews per year), classroom teachers, and other specialized school
personnel (between 14 and 23 total interviews per school). We collected field notes
in classrooms (between 14 and 33 classroom observations per school) and in other
school settings, and we collected a variety of documents including items such as
Comprehensive School Plans, test score data, master schedules, and staff rosters, as well
as a variety of curriculum artifacts and student work. Simultaneously, time was spent
during each of our field visits interviewing district staff, observing their work, and
examining a range of documentary evidence assembled by the central office. This data




collection focused on a number of topics—at the school level, predominant patterns of
instructional practice, students” access to content and response to instruction, as well
as teachers’ engagement in professional development and instructional planning, the
allocation and use of resources in the school, school leadership and organizational
issues confronting the school, and the interface with the district central office. To get at
patterns of instruction and student response to it, we visited a variety of classrooms and
returned repeatedly to a small number so that we could understand how instructional
practice evolved over time. At the district level, we concentrated on learning about
the reform strategy, the roles and activities of central office personnel (especially those
involved in direct work with the schools), the allocation of resources to support reform,
and other salient leadership issues confronting the district.

Data analysis was ongoing over the three to four years that the study was
conducted. Individual case summaries were developed annually for each school case
and for the district case study. The summaries were descriptive in nature and were
developed using a common framework (referred to as a data “debrief guide”) based
upon constructs that were drawn from the overall CTP Core Study research questions.®
This paper is based upon a cross case analysis of school data and comparisons of those
findings with the findings from case analysis of the district level data.

IMPLEMENTING THE TWO REFORMS

In District M, the two reform theories have been implemented sequentially and
gradually in such a way that each is realized in daily practice within the schools, with
apparent positive effects on student learning. In this section of the paper, we briefly
introduce the schools that we studied, providing evidence that the first reform theory
(the development of innovative, small schools of choice) is at work in District M. Next,
we describe the ways that the second reform theory (the district’s centralized push for
standards-based instructional improvement) is playing out in the schools.

The First Reform Theory in Action: Establishing Small Schools of Choice

In the District M case, the innovative, small schools of choice theory preceded
the centralized instructional improvement theory. Making a serious effort to
institutionalize the premises of a small schools of choice model on a system-wide
basis, District M, since the early 1990s, has encouraged and supported the development
of small, alternative schools within its boundaries, in part to draw middle-class and
white families back into their public schools. In fact, since 1991 small schools have been
sanctioned through an official choice policy that operates across all middle schools
in the District, whereby all 5" grade students apply by indicating ranked preference
for up to four middle schools. District leaders report that approximately 80% of the
students are placed in either their first or second choice school. By 1992, 24 schools of
choice had been established (Fliegel, 1993), and by 1998, when we began our study; all
middle schools in District M were choice schools. The three middle schools on which
our research concentrated illustrate the range and unique character of the schools—and
the contrasts among them—that have resulted.

The James B. Conant Education Complex (pseudonym) is simultaneously a single
school and collection of four semi-autonomous mini-schools under the same roof. Each
mini-school acts as a “school of choice,” with its own name, thematically organized
academic program, and distinctive student population. The building’s mini-school
organization, well established over several decades, helps to preserve the separate
identity and largely separate operation of the small programs. In many respects the
school is the sum of its parts and no more. Yet there is a constant tension between
the parts and the whole that plays out in many aspects of the school’s leadership and




organization, teachers’ work, and students’ learning experiences. The four mini-
schools are housed in a large and significantly overcrowded city school building
that is also shared with two other, completely autonomous schools. There are a total
of 1,300 students in the building, and each of the two mini-schools that we describe
serves about 300 students.

In keeping with District M’s choice policy, the students at James B. Conant
come from all over the District. The programs draw differentially from more and less
affluent sections of the District. As a whole, the student body is relatively poor—about
three-quarters of the students receive free- or reduced-price lunch—and comprises
predominately students of color (about 86% African American and Latino; 10%
White).

The Conant Complex can also be understood as a sharply tracked group of
mini-schools, with programs and curricula representing differentiated and stratified
tracks. To best reflect the range of what Conant as a school has to offer, we focused
our study on its two largest mini-schools—the Alvin Ailey School and the Discovery
Institute (both pseudonyms). Alvin Ailey serves mostly African American and/or
Latino students who come disproportionately from the northern ends of the District
in and near Harlem. In contrast, Discovery Institute (DI) draws the majority of its
students from the middle and southern portions of the District, home to a somewhat
more affluent population with a larger proportion of White students. Alvin Ailey offers
performing arts courses and other arts offerings that attract some talented students,
but, overall, it is a rather typical example of a low-performing urban middle school.
The Discovery Institute, on the other hand, has a long tradition as a small school
of choice that offers a strong science education. It is generally considered a good
option for students who have shown strong abilities in math and science during their
elementary school years.

Cisneros Middle School (CMS) (pseudonym), the third school in our study,
contrasts sharply with both Alvin Ailey and Discovery Institute (and indeed the whole
of the Conant Complex). Created 10 years ago under the direction of a strong school
leader with a vision of providing academic rigor for bilingual students, the program
combines instruction in both Spanish and English in a school atmosphere that values
close relationships between students and teachers. Housed on the third floor of a
large school building located in a desirable section of the District, space has been a
perennial problem for CMS—teachers are often without their own classrooms and the
small office serves as office, faculty room, planning room, copy room, and reception
area. The school serves approximately 200 students. Nearly all of the students are
Latina/o children who typically hear Spanish spoken at home, although the majority
of students are English language dominant. All of the students qualify for free- and
reduced-price lunch.

The atmosphere at Cisneros Middle School is warm. The emphasis on personal
relationships is readily apparent in the students’ casual and friendly demeanor. Special
organizational attention is paid to classes and activities that foster the family-like tone
of the school (such as advisories, Friday Clubs, and weekly whole school community
meetings). Simultaneously, the teachers hold high expectations for their students’
academic success (especially in the traditionally important content areas of reading,
writing, and mathematics), and they function as strict taskmasters. Overall, Cisneros
is considered one of the better choice middle schools in the district—particularly for
students who would not expect to enter the more accelerated programs.

Parkside Alternative Middle School (pseudonym), the final of our researched
schools, has yet another character, emphasizing the restructuring of time and other
resources to support both smaller class sizes and increased teacher collaboration. While
turnover among the young staff has created some gaps in expertise in areas of classroom




pedagogy and management, the school is characterized by a strong professional culture
and high standards for practice. Like Cisneros Middle School, Parkside is nestled on
the third floor of a building that also houses an elementary school. It is located at a
midpoint in the District between the low-income neighborhoods to the north and
the gentrified sections to the south. Parkside serves about 200 students including
about 50% Latino/a and 40% African American students. Approximately 80% of the
students receive free- and reduced-price lunch. The students come from primarily
stable housing projects and working class neighborhoods.

Parkside's current principal was brought into the school in 1995 to revitalize a
“chaotic” program that was then a middle school extension of the elementary school.
The principal, and a core group of four teachers that she brought to the school, spent the
next three to four years restructuring the program with a mission of serving students
of color in the tradition of progressive and humanities-based curriculum.* In a manner
similar to Cisneros, the staff at Parkside places priority on close relationships with their
students. This small school is one school within the District generally considered to
be successful with a typically underserved population of students.

Layering on a Second Reform Theory: A Centralized Push for Standards-
based Instructional Improvement

The second reform theory grew gradually over time, as District M’s central
office increasingly sought to assert instructional leadership from the district-level.
The District elaborated its standards-based, instructional improvement strategy by
drawing on ideas about learning, instructional improvement, and system change
often associated with Community School District 2 and the Institute for Learning
at the University of Pittsburgh (Elmore & Burney, 1997; Resnick & Glennan, 2002).
Drawing on these sources, among others, District M has fashioned an approach to
the challenges of urban education that emphasizes system-wide commitment to high
learning standards for all students, especially in literacy and mathematics. Referencing
New York City standards primarily, this District places emphasis on standard-bearing
work and on a set of learning principles that assert all learners’ capacities to meet such
standards. The District has a particular form of literacy and mathematics curriculum
in mind: it promotes “balanced literacy” and a conceptually-oriented, experiential
form of mathematics teaching (exemplified by the text series Connected Math favored
by the District at the middle school level). The priority between the two, however, is
clear: literacy comes first.

To help establish standards-based ways of approaching literacy and mathematics
teaching, the District invested heavily in professional development. It provided
resources to the schools (e.g., school-based coaches), accompanied by periodic district-
wide inservice activities and support for participation in teacher education courses
in nearby training institutions. At the same time, the district went to considerable
lengths to work with principals (and often assistant principals) through monthly
all-day meetings devoted largely to instructional issues. Also, an additional study-
group for leaders of lower performing schools was made available. Professional
development was tied explicitly to an accountability system that emphasized
professional responsibility for student learning aligned with New York City and state
standards. To set the tone, district leaders conducted highly visible “walk-through”
visits to each school and its classrooms once a year, followed by extensive and detailed
written feedback and often accompanied by other forms of coaching. Schools that
were struggling were generally visited more frequently. The large cadre of on-site
professional developers further reinforced the messages that district leaders were
trying to transmit concerning the improvement of instruction.
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How did all these district messages regarding curriculum and instruction play
outin actual practice? Our data suggest that all three schools had responded, at least to
some degree, to District M's focus on standards-based instruction in English language
arts. For example, across all the language arts and literacy classes that we visited in
the schools, we observed instruction that contained elements of balanced literacy
(such as students reading independently, participating in guided reading sessions,
and responding to literature through group discussions and writing assignments).
We saw evidence of classroom “libraries” in most of the rooms that we visited, and
schools had generally organized their schedules to include up to two hours of literacy-
related instruction. School leaders and teachers reported that these practices were a
response to the District’s explicit and oft-stated desire to see evidence of these, and
other elements of balanced literacy in all schools and classrooms. Even at Alvin Ailey,
where the tendency toward isolated practice and idiosyncratic attention to reform
attempts was quite prevalent, messages from district professional developers were
getting through to teachers. For example, according to one English teacher, choral
and round robin reading were not favored, class sets of books were “verboten,” and
classroom libraries were in.

At all of the schools, bulletin boards both inside classrooms and in hallways
displayed curriculum standards and examples of standard-bearing (student) work. In
general, staff expressed annoyance with what they perceived to be a directive from the
district to use their wall space to facilitate student performance toward standards. In
all cases, the schools primped and spruced these displays prior to the superintendent’s
infamous ‘walkthrough.” However, the bulletin boards in all schools offered clear
evidence that principals and teachers were paying attention to the district’s messages
about curriculum and instruction.

Across the schools, there was also evidence of concern regarding the instruction
of mathematics, in part because math instruction was not as much of a focus as was
balanced literacy. Although the District has promoted the use of “constructivist
mathematics” through its use of Connected Math curricular materials, the schools lagged
in terms of their capacity to implement these instructional strategies. Although there
were scattered attempts to use constructivist techniques across the classrooms that
we visited, these attempts were mixed with test-oriented and traditional mathematics
instruction using curricula such as Sequential One. School leaders and teachers
described the choice of Sequential One materials as a response to parent requests and
to the pressure to prepare especially 8" grade students for the upcoming New York
State High School Regents’ exams.

The District’s attention to issues of teaching and learning in math and literacy
through its focus on complex instructional techniques coupled with strong messages
about professional learning had yielded results in terms of student performance on
state and City assessments. Over the past decade or more, District M moved from
a ranking of 31** out of 32 community school districts in reading achievement to 16"
place in 1997 and to 15" place in 1998. In mathematics achievement, District M moved
from a ranking of 29 (of 32 districts) to 15" place by 1998. In January of 1999, District
M was ranked 10" in the City on a new 4"-grade English language arts performance-
based assessment. These impressive results, district leaders reported, were achieved
through a combination of strong centralized messages about instructional practices,
as well as consistent attention to school level professional accountability.

For their part of the larger district picture, the four schools that we studied
performed reasonably well in terms of student learning outcomes. As shown in Table
1 (displaying scores for 2000) performance levels in each instance were at or above
the median for the District, with one clear exception in language arts and several in
mathematics, which can be accounted for by looking more closely at the priorities,
leadership, and nature of instruction in these schools.®
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Table 1. City and State Test Scores, 2000

City and State Test Scores, 2000
Four Middle School Programs
Percent of Students at Level 3 and Level 4

Language Arts Grade 6 (CTB-R) Grade 7 (CTB-R) Grade 8 (State ELA)
Cisneros 20.4 34.0 48.1
Parkside 39.6 51.1 43.1
Conant: Ailey 20.3 10.3 19.8
Conant: Discovery 51.8 60.2 38.8

Mathematics Grade 6 (CTBM) Grade 7 (CTBM) Grade 8 (State)
Cisneros 20.8 34.0 48.1
Parkside 18.5 34.0 14.0
Conant: Ailey 20.5 5.8 0.0
Conant: Discovery 36.8 44.8 38.1

WHY THE REFORM THEORIES COEXIST

At first glance, these reform theories appear to coexist comfortably with one
another. There were few signs of subversion or overt resistance at the school level.
By and large, teachers sought to implement a version of balanced literacy with which
they felt comfortable and that fit with their school’s particular vision of instruction.
The district’s math curricula were less completely implemented, with many teachers
feeling unsure how to realize this in the classroom, though overall, each of the schools
had heard the District’s messages about constructivist practice and was at minimum
engaged in conversation with professional developers regarding the district’s agenda
for mathematics.

To get at the heart of our inquiry, we asked ourselves, “Exactly how do these two
reform theories coexist or complement each other in the middle schools we studied?”
What might explain a response pattern to different, potentially competing sets of
reform activities? A closer look at particular features of these schools and the manner
in which District M engaged each school supports the following claims. Overall, as
understood and acted upon at the school level, each reform theory set the stage for the
other in guiding attempts to improve the quality of teaching and learning. However,
the result was not the same in each school: the degree to which the two reform theories
complemented one another varied across schools, in ways that could be traced to how fully the
reform theories were implemented. Specifically,

1. The schools managed the interaction between the two reform theories in proportion
to how they organized themselves to support professional learning in order to support
and enhance student learning. The variation in the schools’ management reflected
the quality and focus of school leadership activity, the professional culture and
capacity among staff, and the presence of structures for professional interaction.

2. The schools’ focus on knowing students well and taking joint responsibility
for their learning facilitated their attempts to teach to high standards while
tailoring instruction to students’ individual needs. Here, the variation across
schools reflected the clarity of mission, the creation of advisory structures, the
organizational use of their school size and teaching schedules, the strength of
professional community (once again reflecting school leadership), and the use of
classroom time for high quality teaching and learning.
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3. The sophistication of the District’s ideas about teaching and learning, and the flexibility
with which it promoted them, enabled schools to make the most out of both reform
theories. Here the District’s relationship with each school varied and did not
necessarily reflect a consistent investment in the relationship. The performance
level of the school, the nature of the school leadership, and the extent to which
the schools sought and made use of the extensive variety of professional support
mechanisms that the District made available to them all were factors that shaped
this relationship. This relationship was not without tensions.

We discuss these assertions more fully in the following sections of the paper. We
draw on our extensive observations and discussions with principals and teachers at
the schools introduced above in order to illustrate the ways in which the two reform
theories coexist—with varying degrees of success—across these very different small
school programs.

Leadership and Organizational Support for Professional Learning

Here we proceed under the assumption that leadership is an important component
for the establishment of a strong professional culture within a school community.
One might consider, as has Murphy (2002), three broad leadership functions that
have the potential to enhance school professional culture: moral stewardship, or
leadership toward a strong sense of school mission and values; educative leadership,
or the development of a focus on professional learning; and, community building, or
empowering leadership and sense of mission among faculty and the broader school
community (e.g., parents). In order to accomplish these important functions, the
theory of small school reform suggests that the organizational use of size and time
in support of professionals is critical (Darling-Hammond, 1997; Darling-Hammond
& Snyder, 2003).

In terms of leadership and organization for strong professional cultures, we
saw considerable variation among the schools we studied. For example, at Conant
Educational Complex, leadership was fractured and responsibilities were dispersed
among a mix of personnel. Each mini-school maintained its own mission, admissions
criteria, teaching faculty, and program leadership. However, the larger organization
was led by a building principal whose primary responsibilities seemed to fall in the
realm of management and operations (not, for example, mission-setting, educative
leadership, or community-building). Not surprisingly, there was significantly less
clarity of purpose at the school-wide or building-level than within the individual
mini-schools.

Each Conant mini-school is led by an assistant principal who reports to the
building principal. Beyond the general thematic focus of each school (Alvin Ailey
has a performing arts theme and Discovery Institute focuses on science education),
at neither of the two mini-schools did we get the sense of a vision for practice, an
image for a school philosophy or adherence to a type of pedagogy. At Alvin Ailey,
assistant principals traditionally have had a friendly and supportive relationship with
their staff, but they have played little role in conceptualizing or developing program-
wide curricula or pedagogy. Discovery Institute has a more focused and purposeful
program that has achieved significantly more success on standardized measures of
achievement (in part attributable to a more academically selective student population).
At DI, we observed the assistant principal to be focused and business-like, but similar
to Alvin Ailey, program leadership at Discovery was detached from curricular and
pedagogical issues at the school.

Given the fractured leadership structure and the lack of school-wide mission
and focus, the conception of professional learning at the Conant Complex was fixed
and limited—teachers were considered either experienced and capable or not—and
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there were few opportunities for veteran teachers to continue developing their skills.
This view was in direct contrast to the District’s view of the teacher—indeed, of
all educators—as evolving and continual learners. Teachers at Conant generally
taught five periods a day and had two periods of preparation time. None of the
teachers interviewed reported that they used common prep time (or common lunch)
to plan collaboratively. The individualistic culture at Conant (especially evident at
Alvin Ailey) and the lack of support structures to nurture collaboration resulted in
a relatively stagnant curriculum and pedagogy offers one plausible explanation for
the generally lower level of performance in the Conant small school programs (here,
Discovery Institute is somewhat of an exception, but its higher performance levels
probably reflect differences in its student population as much as on the power of its
instruction).

Contrast that scenario with the strong and stable leadership story at Parkside
Alternative. There the faculty, an in-house professional developer, and the principal
were focused on a strongly articulated and widely held mission: to provide a
progressive, humanities-based, project-oriented education that meets the needs of
their students. To ensure that professionalism and strong norms for collaborative work
and professional learning were realized, the principal organized the school such that
the faculty had time each day to meet in grade 