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Editorial

On the Question of Assessment
and Educational Substance

Educational assessment is so prominent a part of
the American educational landscape that it often is
difficult to step back to get some perspective about
what we assess and why.

We can begin to address such questions by reflect-
ing upon the nature and purpose of modern psycho-
metric testing. Beginning with sorting of Army in-
ductees during World War I, assessment has been
used to manage large groups of people. The psycho-
metric instruments developed enabled authorities
such as military and educational officials to analyze
the characteristics of individuals and groups in a
clear and specific fashion without the need for ex-
tended narrative or personal experience. In educa-
tion, assessment has largely developed along indus-
trial lines using industrial models and has served
such functions as sorting students into tracks and

depth, richness, and complexity of knowledge, learn-
ing, and education itself.

The trivialization of the expansion and develop-
ment of a child’s mind derives, in part, from the
notions that knowledge consists of discreet bits of
information, and that learning consists of the acqui-
sition of specific behaviors given particular stimuli.
These assumptions allow for the creation of units of
academic measure that are believed to be objective
and quantitative. Thus, the standardized test com-
posed of multiple choice questions has arisen as the
measure of mind.

The inadequacy of this measure is known by every
school child who has chewed the eraser of a No. 2
pencil while selecting a “correct” answer from four
uncomfortable options. On one hand, the tests often
lack the permeability or flexibility to reflect the
child’s creative grappling for under-

Much of what the child thinks, the
questions he raises, the means by
which he constructs his understanding
finds no parallel, finds no representation
in the rows of circles on his answer sheet.

standing in a world that is profoundly
ambiguous and uncertain. Much of
what the child thinks, the questions he
raises, the means by which he constructs
his understanding finds no parallel,
finds no representation in the rows of
circles on his answer sheet. On the other
hand, children frequently can identify
correct answers without even superfi-

translating educational achievements into the lan-
guage of cost analysis. Although the specific tech-
niques have changed, the managerial utility of as-
sessment has been the constant and driving force.
Assessment centralizes power.

In this context, educational assessment has devel-
oped with reference to an individual’s performance
given an “objective task” in comparison to others
rather than the meaning or utility of knowledge to
the knower. The key here is that assessment is pri-
marily comparative — it describes learning not as it
pertains to individual experience, but in terms of the
individual’s relative performance. In this way, per-
formances can be grouped, students assigned, school
systems rated, and national educational policies
compared. The price for this grand utility is the

cial understanding of their meaning.
The profound superficiality of what often passes
as objective knowledge was clearly illustrated for me
by a second grade girl who proudly shared with me
her copy of a test on which she had scored 100%. She
had properly defined the equator as “an imaginary
line drawn between the northern and southern hemi-
spheres.” When asked why anyone bothered to draw
an imaginary line, the little girl responded, after
some thought, “so the countries wouldn’t ’squoosh’
together?” The fact was that this second grader
thought of the equator as no less imaginary than the
lines on the map she saw in her textbook or the lines
in her penmanship book that kept her from
“squooshing” her letters. What had passed for an
objective demonstration of knowledge was hollow
performance. The failure here was to assess the
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child’s understanding of her own performance, her
ability to meaningfully integrate what she had
learned into the world that she sees, her capacity to
transform the information she acquired into mean-
ingful questions she might yet explore.

This is particularly problematic when we recog-
nize that educational assessment is the driving
force in American education. Knowledge that can-
not be decontextualized and broken into pieces,
knowledge that is a vital component of an intelli-
gent person’s mind rather than a bit of information
pigeonholed in her brain, does not translate into
the standard measures or, as a result, into curricu-

compare rather than truly assess students become so
limited as to be virtually meaningless.

Perhaps the most problematic aspect of current
assessment models is not that they trivialize learn-
ing, knowledge, or education, but more so that they
teach children to perceive their own education as
trivial. Assessment is seen as a final hurdle rather
than a means of reflection on one’s progress or guide
to work that must be done. Students learn that the
significance of a lesson is not to be found in its con-
tent or process, but in its inclusion on a test. They
learn, further, that the test and education itself have
no bearing on anything of substance.

lar priorities. The curricula we create
and the educational practices we em-
ploy have as their objective the achieve-
ment of results that can be measured by
our tests. As we assess, so we teach, so
we define knowledge, so we define
learning, so wedefine quality of instruc-
tion, so we define effectiveness of
schools, so we set educational priorities
of the nation.

In many cases, instruction amounts to

“What was educationally significant and
hard to measure has been replaced by
what is insignificant and easy to
measure. So, now we measure how well
we have taught what is not worth

learning! —Arthur Costa

1’

no more than the repeated administra-
tion of sections of tests provided by textbook manu-
facturers and testing services. Instead of reading sto-
ries or books, children often learn to read paragraphs
and to identify the best possible title by looking for
key words in the first and last sentences. They learn
to make quick and hard inferences without the depth
that comes only in living with characters and explor-
ing in the unhurried narrative the events that draw
us to them. Children often learn to read for content,
but rarely as a means of reflection. In the words of
Arthur Costa (1988), “What was educationally sig-
nificant and hard to measure has been replaced by
what is insignificant and easy to measure. So, now
we measure how well we have taught what is not
worth learning!”

The inadequacies of our measures and limitations
of our educational objectives are yet more pro-
nounced where, in Buber’s terms, we are committed
to the “education of character.” As we address the
development of the student as a human being — his
capacity to reflect critically and with gratitude, to act
autonomously and with a sense of the profound re-
sponsibility of freedom, to know himself and lov-
ingly embrace others — the measures we now use to

Fortunately, advances in intelligence theory, such
as Gardner’s work with multiple intelligences, as
well as our understanding of the social and personal
construction of knowledge, and the rising status of
teaching as a profession, have created a dynamic
context for the development of new models of as-
sessment that operate on the local level and are sen-
sitive to the vast dimensions of the growing child.
These new models are more integrally related to the
learning process and, as a consequence, are shaping
new instructional practices as well as opening new
educational horizons.

The articles in this issue of Holistic Education Re-
view describe a variety of efforts on the part of teach-
ers and researchers to devise and implement innova-
tive forms of assessment. The articles describe varied
pioneering efforts that may spur creative local activ-
ity. They offer a sense of direction and of the effort
required to walk the road to an authentic assessment
of an education of substance.

—Jeffrey Kane, Editor
Reference

Costa, A. (1988, June). The school as home for the mind. Address
delivered at Education Summit Conference, Fairfax, VA.



Alternative Assessment
Essential, Not Sufficient, for Systemic Change

Giselle O. Martin-Kniep and Willard M. Kniep

Efforts involving the design and
use of alternative forms of
assessment are yielding richer and
more meaningful ways of
documenting what students have
learned. They are also helping
teachers monitor and improve their
instruction. However, these efforts
may not be holistic and systemic
enough to result in significant
school and district-wide change. At
the school and district level, as long
as individual efforts to design and
use alternative forms of assessment
remain piecemeal and unconnected,
they are unlikely to impact entire
school systems,
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search and on curriculum development. She has worked with nu-
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author of numerous publications related to global education
and the need to align schools and their programs with the de-
mands of a rapidly changing world. He was the initiator and is
the national director of the Education 2000 project.

Reprint requests should be sent to the first author at the School
of Education, Adelphi University, Garden City, NY 11530.

ill changing the way we assess what students
have learned change our schools and trans-
form the educational enterprise in this country?

By paying attention to recent discourse of educa-
tional reform, it would not be difficult to reach the
conclusion that it will. Educational journals are de-
voting increasing space, and in some cases entire
issues, to articles describing the possibilities and
promises of alternative forms of assessment. Alterna-
tive assessment is at the heart of the dialogue sur-
rounding the development and proposed im-
plementation of “world class” standards and a
national curriculum. School districts, in ever greater
numbers, are adopting alternative assessment as a
strategy for improvement and are providing training
for teachers in its applications. And, of course, no
professional educational conference, large or small,
would be complete without a number of prominent
sessions devoted to this topic.

The arguments for alternative forms of assessment
are strong and compelling: Changing this aspect of
the educational enterprise holds potential for affect-
ing not just how students are assessed, but also how
curriculum is designed and taught. Alternative as-
sessment measures, such as performances and port-
folios, present possibilities for assessing student out-
comes that are socially and personally derived and
require the application of knowledge and skills
rather than recall of knowledge and decontext-
ualized demonstration of skills (see Wiggins, 1989,
1991; Moss et al., 1991). They have the added benefit
of eliciting and supporting curricula and instruc-
tional practices that engage students in the use of
problem-solving, critical and creative thinking, and
knowledge application across different subjects and
contexts — outcomes that traditional forms of test-
ing and assessment seldom promote (see Calfee &
Hiebert, 1990; Paris & Kraayenoord, 1992). More-
over, both teachers and students are empowered as
they use the information derived from these alterna-
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tive measures to adjust instruction and to improve
performance (see Paris, Lawton, Turner, & Roth,
1991). .
Alternative assessment holds the promise of
bringing a new openness and holism to schools, es-
pecially as it encourages a shift from the “testing
culture” prevalent in our country to an “assessment
culture.”? In this new culture, rather than relying on
secrecy to ensure validity, the emphasis is on explicit
and agreed-upon standards of performance and
competence among relevant stakeholders. Further-
more, as assessment increasingly values the integra-
tion and application of knowledge in ways that “pull
together” relevant knowledge and skills, teaching
also focuses on such tasks. To the extent that both
assessment and curriculum emphasize the applica-
tion, transfer, evaluation, and analysis of knowledge,
the two become distinguishable only

provements in current educational practice, by itself
it is unlikely to lead to a significant and systemic
transformation of education.

At state and national levels, major educational
change efforts are currently underway that are based
on the use of alternative forms of assessment. One of
these is an effort to develop “world class” standards
in various disciplines, which, in some cases, are
being used as the basis for state or national curricu-
lum and performance-based assessment systems.
Among the shortcomings of these efforts: They are
simplistic in their treatment of the complexities em-
bedded in schools; they are undemocratic insofar as
they stifle debate in local communities about what it
means to be educated; and they lack sensitivity to the
diversity in local cultural and economic conditions in
which our countries 110,000 schools are immersed.?

through the purpose served by the tasks
(see Wiggins, 1989, 1991; Wolf et al,,
1991; Martin-Kniep, 1992).

Given these characteristics, it is not
difficult to imagine how classrooms
could be transformed by making au-
thentic curriculum and instruction the
norm. Students would be collaborating
with other students to solve scientific

In this new culture, rather than relying
on secrecy to ensure validity, the
emphasis is on explicit and agreed-upon
standards of performance and
competence among relevant stakeholders.

problems while teachers act as facilita-

tors, helping students revise their work toward mas-
tery. Visitors to such classrooms would find it diffi-
cult to determine whether activities constitute in-
struction or assessment as they observe both
students and teacher routinely engage in self-assess-
ment.

Will current efforts lead to systemic change?

Because of these potential benefits, alternative as-
sessment is being embraced at state and national
levels as a primary mechanism for educational re-
form (see National Standards, 1992; U.S. Dept. of Edu-
cation, 1991). At the local level, alternative assess-
ment is also being embraced, both as a strategy for
helping teachers improve curriculum and instruc-
tion and as a tool to ascertain students’ performance
and monitor instruction (see Martin-Kniep, 1992).

While these purposes are desirable, we believe
that much of the current focus on developing and
using authentic assessment is flawed, especially if
the broader goal is significant and systemic educa-
tional change. Although implementing alternative
approaches to assessment may lead to im-

Another related effort is underway at state and
national levels to develop and incorporate alterna-
tive forms of assessment, primarily performance-
based assessment, into state-mandated and national
tests.? The incipient literature on their implementa-
tion and potential use suggests some sobering news.
First, it is increasingly clear that the technical capac-
ity, will, and resources required to use alternative
forms of assessment in a large-scale fashion is much
greater than originally thought.* Second, even if the
design issues are successfully addressed, alternative
assessment will not, by itself, lead to significant edu-
cational reform, especially if used in high stakes sit-
uations, where it will probably be as corruptible as
our current testing technology.

At the local level, on the other hand, the use of
alternative forms of assessment as a strategy for
helping teachers ascertain students’ performance
and monitor their instruction commonly proceeds in
a piecemeal fashion, usually ignoring the need to
define common outcomes and standards for an en-
tire educational system. The need to explicitly define
and communicate student outcomes and standards



is perhaps the greatest challenge facing teachers at
the classroom level, since they find it very difficult,
as they probably should, to set standards of excel-
lence for a course or grade, independently of other
teachers. Furthermore, even if teachers are able to
generate outcomes and standards for their course
and grade, these will vary greatly from grade to
grade and from course to course. This variation not
only leads to inconsistencies in what is expected of
students, it also precludes students from the pursuit
of mastery or excellence past the completion of a
given course or year.

The problem with these approaches, as we see it,
is twofold. First, alternative assessment seems too
often to be seen as the primary fix for our educational
system, if not an end in itself. We believe that the
experience of educational reform of the past fifteen
years provides more than ample evidence that strat-
egies focusing on only one aspect of the educational
system are unlikely to bring about true and lasting
change. We are convinced that alternative assess-
ment must be seen as one tool in a larger strategy of
systemic change.

The second, related part of the problem is that
insofar as there has been debate about what to assess
with these new technologies, that debate has been
too far removed from educational stakeholders at the
grass roots. Unless that debate is brought into local
communities, we would predict that the efforts to
impose world class standards linked to performance
assessment will suffer the fate of most top-down
reform efforts. They will fade away because they lack
the support and ownership of those who must imple-
ment them and provide the resources to carry them
out. Based on our own experiences, we believe that
the real potential of alternative assessment will be
realized only when it is applied as one critical tool in
systemic change efforts that engage entire communi-
ties of local stakeholders in determining standards
for educational achievement.

Alternative assessment and systemic redesign

Significant educational change requires a larger
holistic and systemic process that incorporates alter-
native forms of assessment as one major component.
But it must address a number of important and fun-
damental questions prior to the assessment question.
In such a process, student outcomes and standards
must be defined for every student in the system
based on how a community addresses these funda-
mental questions. At the same time, individual
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schools as well as classroom teachers must retain
some autonomy in creating local assessment pro-
cesses and measures. These processes and measures
are designed with the primary goals of ascertaining
student performance and achievement, and of help-
ing teachers make informed instructional decisions.
At the same time, district-wide outcomes and stan-
dards guide teachers’ assessment design so that they
can provide evidence of accountability to the district
and to other relevant stakeholders.

For the past several years, we and colleagues at the
American Forum for Global Education have been
engaged in an effort, in partnership with local com-
munities, to totally redesign schools from a global
perspective. This effort, called Education 2000, has
been initiated in six diverse communities in different
parts of the United States since 1987.

This systemic design effort focuses first on what
the assessment should address and second on how
the assessment should be carried out. Within it, the
design of curriculum and assessment becomes inter-
twined. The fundamental assessment questions have
to do with how and by whom decisions are made
(and standards are established) about valued educa-
tional outcomes, for both program development and
assessment.

When we initiated this project nearly six years
ago, we did so out of a strong conviction that there is
a serious mismatch between schools, and their pro-
grams, and the realities of an increasingly inter-
dependent, rapidly changing, and ever more diverse
world.¢ In fact, the task of establishing educational
systems that will equip students to function effec-
tively in such a world and to contribute to society
and the economy is considered by many to be one of
the greatest challenges facing our nation today.

We believed that schools would need to be radi-
cally different if they were going to be up to this
challenge. We were also convinced, and remain so,
that the creation of such radically different schools is
unlikely to result from restructuring efforts proceed-
ing school by school. What is needed is a new design,
not only for individual schools, but for entire educa-
tional systems.

By choosing to participate in Education 2000,
schools and their communities have committed
themselves to a process that is driven by one central
question: “What kinds of schools and schooling will
our children need to prepare them for the 21st cen-
tury?” In addition, they are committing themselves
to a process that is distinguished from other restruc-



Winter 1992

turing and school improvement efforts in the United
States by three unique characteristics.

The first of these characteristics is that the project
is explicitly designed to surface a worldview. Educa-
tion 2000 reflects the assumption that the world in
which we, and our children, are living is character-
ized by rapid change, increasing interdependence,
and cultural diversity. The process itself is designed
to enable local communities to determine how these
characteristics are reflected within their own con-
texts and how their schools should respond to them
if they are truly to be schools that prepare students
for the challenges of the future.

On a practical level, students and their needs in a
changing world must be placed squarely at the cen-
ter of the design process. If this principle is followed,
we expect that the design will be based in and driven
by desired student outcomes which are responsive to
the needs of community and child and that reflect the
belief that all students can learn. These desired stu-
dent outcomes will provide the basis for standards of
excellence; they will incorporate the conviction that
all students, as whole human beings, possess unique
intelligences that need to be tapped and developed
by the school.

a century and are driven by hundreds of powerful
external constraints. Most recent innovations or in-
trusions into the existing system have failed to live
up to their potential or have been outright rejected
because they don’t account for the complex nature of
a system.’

In practice, the design process must focus on the
entire system and the range of functions within it.
Among the primary functions to be addressed are
the substance and organization of programs and cur-
ricula; the specifications for valued and effective pro-
fessional practice; and the extent to which the
system’s organization and its structures support ef-
fective programs and practice.

Third, the process embodies a commitment to the
broadest possible involvement of all educational
stakeholders within the local community both in the
decision to participate in Education 2000 and in the
design process itself. From the outset of the project,
we knew that the support and involvement of entire
communities would be needed if educational sys-
tems were to be successfully redesigned. Our strat-
egy has been to engage entire communities in re-
thinking the mission and goals of education in light
of the changes that are taking place all around us.

Education 2000 reflects the assumption
that the world in which we, and our
children, are living is characterized by
rapid change, increasing interdependence,

and cultural diversity.

This informed input is the first step in
developing an “educational blueprint”
that provides an overarching concep-
tual framework defining the domains as
well as the comprehensiveness and bal-
ance that students’ curricular encoun-
ters should reflect.® This blueprint, start-
ing with the new statement of mission
and based upon the system’s goals —

Second, Education 2000 has evolved a process of
design that is systemic and system wide. Rather than
tinkering around the edges of the existing system or
attempting to make piecemeal changes in programs
or schools, the process is to result in a system-wide
infrastructure that is ultimately enabling of redesign
at the school and classroom levels. Increasingly, we
have incorporated principles and strategies from so-
cial systems design theory into our work. Not inci-
dentally, there is an elegant congruence between the
global perspective embedded in our work — that we
live in an interdependent world which is increas-
ingly dominated by global systems — and a systems
view of schools and educational organizations.

To be sure, schools are among the most complex of
social systems. They have changed very little in over

which are its expected outcomes for stu-
dents — addresses questions of what the schools
should be teaching, the kinds of learning experiences
most valued by staff members and the community,
and the kinds of organizational structures that need
to be in place to support effective programs and good
teaching.’

The design of this blueprint for the larger system
must ultimately empower local schools, and their
communities of stakeholders, to redesign them-
selves. The process embodied in Education 2000 is
intended to result ultimately in both unique local
school designs and a larger educational system that
has been redesigned to support these local efforts.
This commitment reflects the belief that while vi-
sions, goals, and standards can be owned by an en-
tire community, local schools and their communities



of stakeholders are in the best position to determine
how they are to be realized in their own context.

Orne of the most successful communities in the
project has been Yonkers, New York, an increasingly
diverse, urban community in the New York City
metropolitan area. On these pages we have included
two elements of the educational blueprint they have
developed: their vision for education as embodied in
a new mission, and the goals they hold for all stu-
dents in the system. Literally hundreds of people
participated in community forums and other events
to have their informed input into how the educa-
tional system might look if it were to be designed to
fit the realities of a changing world. (See the mission
statement and statement of goals in the Appendix at
the end of the article.)

The mission and goals are the foundation of the
Yonkers blueprint, which is nearing completion.
From these two elements the district is in the process
of identifying exit standards and performance as-
sessment measures for all students, regardless of
where in the community they live or in which
schools and programs they are enrolled.’® The devel-
opment of system-wide student outcomes and stan-
dards for achievement and performance to guide the
design of curriculum and assessment within local
schools, is basic to the development and use of alter-
native assessment within this systemic change effort.

We have applied a number of principles, consis-
tent with systems design, to the development and
use of alternative forms of assessment within the
project. These are summarized below.

Authentic assessment is derived from district-wide
goals and outcomes, and not from the disciplines.

In a systemic design effort, the student goals and
outcomes emerge from a community-wide conversa-
tion around the previously noted question: “What
should students know or be able to do to function
effectively in the 21st century?” The answer is not
bound by a disciplinary framework, but by an inte-
grated web of themes and domains, reflecting the
ways in which we use knowledge as adults. In Yon-
kers, for example, five educational goals and 43 out-
comes determine desired students’ knowledge, abil-
ities, dispositions, and values (see Appendix).
Although it might be possible to organize these out-
comes into the commonly used disciplines that frame
schools’ curricula, these outcomes naturally cluster
themselves into thematic domains and categories,
such as global, national, and multicultural history
and contemporary issues; systems (environmental,
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technological, political, economical); literacy (En-
glish, other languages, computer and media); and
higher order thinking and reasoning.

All students should be provided opportunities to attain
mastery of and proficiency in all valued outcomes in a
variety of ways and at different times.

The curriculum and assessment design is generated
from the exit outcomes, working backward from the
exit outcomes to the lower grades. It is assumed that
students will be given the opportunity to see samples
of excellence and mastery of all valued outcomes, so
that they can work toward such standards. It is also
assumed that different students will reach these stan-
dards at different points in time. Thus, bench marks
will be provided in different grades to provide feed-
back of progress for both teachers and students. How-
ever, these bench marks will be used primarily for
formative purposes, to assist teacher and students in
terms of needed resources and coaching, rather than to
determine, in absolute terms, whether students have
“passed” or “failed.”

Related to the above, and consistent with a multi-
dimensional view of intelligence and learning, the
assessment system allows, whenever pertinent, for
students to demonstrate mastery or proficiency in
different ways. For example, students would be free
to demonstrate their attainment of outcomes related
to reasoning and problem solving in science or math-
ematics in writing, through models or other graphic
devices, or in an oral presentation.

Grading and reporting are aligned with the assessment
system.

The grading and reporting procedures that teachers
and schools use should reflect the assessment mea-
sures and processes utilized. In other words, until exit
outcomes are achieved, schools should make increased
use of progress reports, student portfolios, and sum-
maries of performances rather than reporting grades in
absolute terms. Similarly, because students are as-
sessed relative to a universal set of standards, norm-
referenced assessment is not the focus of the grading
process.

The primary purposes of the assessment system are to
determine student outcomes (diagnostic, formative, and
summative) and to help teachers make instructional deci-
sions.

The secondary purposes of the assessment system
are to evaluate curricula and to provide evidence of
accountability to stakeholders and relevant external
agencies.
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Many of the assessment procedures will be em-
bedded in the curriculum. They will also be contex-
tualized within the activities and instructional prac-
tices used by teachers. It is possible that some of
these measures will be used across grade levels and
subjects, allowing for their use for curriculum evalu-
ation and accountability. However, some of these
measures may not be as transportable, leading to
their use in single classrooms. Therefore, we do not
assume or expect that the measures used to assess
students will always be appropriate to monitor in-
struction or for accountability purposes.

An Example

One of the goals identified by the Education 2000
Yonkers project was, “Students will be prepared to
live in a world that is characterized by a variety of
individual differences and great diversity in social
and natural systems.” One of the outcomes gener-
ated from this goal was, “Students will be people
who can understand the historical contributions and
significant roles of the variety of groups that make
up their community, nation, and world.” The stan-
dards that have been derived from this outcome in-
clude the following;:

«Students will be able to trace the social, political,
geographic, and economic forces that influenced
the historical contributions of the variety of
groups that make up their community, nation,
and world.

«Students will be able to follow the chronological
(including longitudinal) progression of group
ideas, roles, and norms.

+Students will understand the present contribu-
tions and influences of the variety of groups that
make up their, community, nation, and world.

Two of the alternative assessment tasks and mea-
sures that would provide evidence of students’ at-
tainment of this outcome include the following;:

«Identification of a specific cultural group, and
the creation of a museum exhibit, that clearly
illustrates the social, political, geographic, and
economic forces that influenced the historical
contributions made by that group. This museum
exhibit would include a historical timeline de-
picting the progression in the cultural group’s
ideas, roles, and norms. It would also include
fictitious primary sources (e.g., letters, laws)
illustrating how different forces have impacted
the cultural group selected.

» Creation of a documentary script or book review
(of a hypothetical book) that focuses on the con-
tributions the selected cultural group has made
to the local community in which students live.

Within the ongoing process of design, the stan-
dards for these tasks are being further developed in
conjunction with the development of tasks for as-
sessing other related outcomes. One of the
challenges we face is to combine and synthesize
them so as to produce a limited and manageable set
of measures and tasks, which as a whole will elicit all
desired student outcomes. Over the longer term, the
process calls for development of the assessment
tasks and measures that will serve as the bench
marks, in the lower grades, toward the attainment of
these outcomes. To the extent that these tasks and
measures are compiled systematically through port-
folios and exhibitions, over time they will also serve
as a means for accountability.

A related challenge is to generate the assessment
tasks in the context of a curriculum design process
that informs teachers and curriculum planners in the
district about what should be taught, and about how
it should be delivered. In other words, when we talk
about designing an assessment system, we are also
referring to the design of a curriculum.

Conclusion

Many of the current efforts to design and use
alternative forms of assessment may not be holistic
and systemic enough to result in significant school
and district-wide change. While students in individ-
ual classrooms may benefit from the efforts of teach-
ers and other professionals to design and use alterna-
tive forms of assessment, as long as these efforts
remain piecemeal and unconnected they are unlikely
to impact entire school systems. On the other hand,
the national-level discussion regarding exit stan-
dards may lead to a healthy debate about the knowl-
edge and skills we value; but this debate, by itself,
will not transform schools in the United States. We
believe the best use of alternative assessment is one
that recognizes its essential but not sufficient role in
a systemic process of educational change.

Our ongoing experience in Education 2000 has
confirmed the importance of starting such an effort
with a shared vision and common understanding of
valued educational outcomes among all stakehold-
ers in the system. We have learned that broad in-
volvement of the community in shaping the design



of the educational system is not only viable, but a
powerful factor in the project’s success.

So far, Education 2000 has demonstrated that, with
support and under the right conditions, it is possible
for local communities to develop a vision and a blue-
print for their educational systems that are quite
different from the systems in place today. It has also
demonstrated the importance of using alternative
forms of assessment as a tool in the design process. It
remains to be seen whether these blueprints can be
implemented and sustained over time, and whether
they will yield the kinds of educational outcomes
that their designers had envisioned.
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Notes

1. For an extensive description of the characteristics of an assess-
ment culture see Wolf et al., 1991.

2. See the special supplement of Education Week (By All Measures,
1992) for an extensive discussion of the advantages and disadvantages
of national standards, assessment, and curriculum.

3. Much work has been done by the states of California, Connecti-
cut, Maryland, Kentucky, Vermont, and New York.

4. For a thorough discussion of the costs of developing measures to
ensure adequate levels of equity, validity, and reliability, see Koretz et
al,, 1992; Madaus, 1992; Shavelson et al., 1992; Torrance, 1991.

5. For an extensive discussion of this issue, see Madaus, 1992.

6. The project grew out of the work of the Study Commission on
Global Education (1987). Some of the dimensions of this mismatch are
documented in their report: The United States Prepares for Its Future,
published by the American Forum for Global Education in 1987.

7. Bela Banathy (1992), one of the foremost theorists in systems
design, hasargued that the only way education will be changed to deal
with the demographic and economic shifts of a changing society at the
same time we deal with the human needs of the individual, is through
a complete paradigm shift to a systems perspective, At the core of this
shift is a move away from problem solving and linear approaches to
school improvement, and a move toward the creation of new visions
for the system and the use of cyclical and organic strategies to accom-
plish those visions.

8. Reflects the findings of John Goodlad in his “Study of Schooling”
(see Goodlad, 1987).

9. For a more detailed description of how the process has been
implemented in two Education 2000 communities, see Kniep, 1992.

10. Two community-wide committees are currently at work to
develop recommendations for how the knowledge base offered by the
schools should be defined and organized and for the delivery of
learning systems, A third committee, to develop recommendations
regarding the organizational structure of the districts, will be con-
vened in the near future. Beginning in the Fall, the building blocks
developed so far will be turned over to four selected schools who will
begin to implement the design process within their own school-com-
munities.
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Appendix
The Mission of the Yonkers Public Schools

The mission of the Yonkers Public Schools is to
prepare all students to be lifelong learners who fulfill
their potential to meet the challenges of today’s
world and the 21st century. Among the challenges
and opportunities that our children face are living
and thriving with diversity, interdependence and ac-
celerating change.

The Yonkers Public Schools are committed to the
bold actions necessary for preparing students to
competently adapt to change, think critically and
creatively, model ethical integrity, and value demo-
cratic ideals. Students will develop self-esteem, be
prepared to recognize the contributions of diverse
groups, uphold the dignity and human rights of oth-
ers, and acknowledge the responsibility of each indi-
vidual for the welfare of the whole. Our students will
be literate, numerate and steeped in the arts and
sciences. They will possess the sophisticated skills
for life and work. A balanced perspective of human-
ity will be fostered through an accurate and repre-
sentative presentation of historical truths.

The district will ensure that all students in its care
realize their full potential to become well-rounded
individuals and contributing members of society.
Therefore, the education provided to our children
will stimulate their respect for the similarities and
differences in individuals and among cultures,
ethnicity, and religious beliefs. It will also develop
the interpersonal skills and encourage the multi-lin-

gual ability that communication with others re-
quires.

For our schools to meet the needs of students in a
world of changing social, economic, environmental
and technological structures, they must be respon-
sive to the entire community. The Yonkers Public
Schools will provide an environment for nurturing
and empowering both children and adults within the
learning community to be decisive, creative, and
flexible human beings.

The school district will model its goals for its stu-
dents by engaging all educators and parents in
shared decision-making and problem-solving that
will result in productive and inspiring learning envi-
ronments. The school system will enable and ensure
that teachers can participate in decision-making and
problem-solving on a school and system-wide basis
because of their special role as primary agents in
students’ learning in school.

Our children’s basic needs for safety, food, shelter,
health and self-esteem must be met. Throughout the
entire educational process, these needs must be met
through an alliance that includes not only students,
parents, teachers and administrators, but also gov-
ernment, business, health, community and religious
agencies — all members of the learning community
— to support and enhance the work of our schools.
All are responsible for the education of our children.

Student Goals: Yonkers Public Schools

Goal 1: Students completing their education in
Yonkers Public Schools will develop a love of learn-
ing and will be prepared and committed to be life-
long learners. They will be people who:

*Recognize that knowledge is personal and has
meaning in and of itself.

« Are motivated to apply their knowledge to the
betterment of humankind in their community,
nation, and planet.

« Experience the joy of learning throughout their
lives as they consider their own questions and
probe the universal issues that have motivated
human inquiry throughout history.

+ Use their understanding of the arts, humanities,
physical and natural sciences, and history as the
basis for their own quest for knowledge.

» Are literate, numerate, articulate and communi-
cate effectively in English and another language.

» Are able to access, process, analyze, and evaluate
information to solve problems.

+Use alternative and creative strategies in prob-
lem-solving.

* Are skilled in the use of computers and other
emerging technologies.

« Use leisure time effectively.



Goal 2: Students completing their education in Yon-
kers Public Schools will achieve their full human
potential as individuals and contributing members
of society. They will be people who:

*Have a personal philosophy of life which will
contribute to their self-respect and their sense of
personal responsibility and also will serve as a
guide for making satisfying and responsible de-
cisions throughout their life.

* Are committed to ethical integrity in all areas of
living.

*Possess habits of perseverance, determination,
and independent thought which will contribute
to their ongoing physical, intellectual, and spiri-
tual growth.

* Are able to make appropriate and realistic voca-
tional choices based on marketable workplace
skills and the ability to assess their own interests
and abilities.

* Are concerned with creating a vision of the fu-
ture based on knowledge of local and global is-
sues and problems, their role in them, and a
commitment to shaping solutions.

*Sense the opportunities afforded by living in
today’s world and are determined to make the
most of them.

*View adversity as a challenge to be met with
optimism and creativity.

*Have a sense of belonging, pride, and loyalty to
family, community, nation, and the planet.

*Are committed to patterns and life-styles that
contribute to personal health and physical well-
being.

*Possess physical fitness and recreation skills.

* Have the desire and competence to be successful
parents who will raise physically and mentally
healthy children and have high expectations for
their offspring.

Goal 3: Students completing their education in Yon-
kers Public Schools will be prepared to live with the
challenges and opportunities of a world that is char-
acterized by interdependence and a variety of inter-
connections. They will be people who:

*Know that they live in a variety of systems, un-
derstand the basic structure and characteristics
of systems, and comprehend how systems are
interrelated and connected.

*See their role and the community’s role in the
global political, economic, technological, and
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ecological systems that connect people, commu-
nities, and nations in today’s world.

*Understand and appreciate the uniqueness of
their own country’s economic and political sys-
tems and the special role played by them within
the global systems.

*Value democratic principles and participate in
the political process as informed and responsible
citizens.

*Recognize the interdependent nature of all social
groups and possess the sensitivities and under-
standings necessary for effective relationships
and group participation.

* Demonstrate the respect and commitment neces-
sary to function effectively in the family.

Goal 4: Students completing their education in Yon-
kers Public Schools will be prepared to live in a world
that is characterized by a variety of individual differ-
ences and great diversity in social and natural sys-
tems. They will be people who:

* Understand, value, and act to preserve the great
biological and physical diversity of the planet’s
ecosystems.

* Understand the historical contributions and con-
temporary roles of the variety of groups that
make up their community, nation, and world.

*Understand that all societies and cultures adopt
unique economic and political systems based on
their own histories and circumstances.

* Appreciate that many diverse cultures have con-
tributed to humankind through unique forms of
artistic expression and their histories of ideas.

* Are able to interact effectively with a variety of
people regardless of individual differences due
to heredity or culture.

*Respect and are open to the opinions of others in
a free exchange of ideas.
*Understand the perspective of others and are
able to negotiate and resolve conflicts.
* Are aware of the differences in how they see
themselves and how others see them.
Goai 5: Students completing their education in Yon-
kers Public Schools will be prepared to live in a world
that is characterized by accelerating change. They
will be people who:
*Have a historical perspective on how and why
change occurs in social and natural systems.
*Understand that change is central to human de-
velopment and cultural evolution.
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+Know how to evaluate and adapt to change in
order to make intelligent and realistic choices.

«Understand the forces and changes that have
shaped the history of their community and na-
tion.

«Comprehend and are able to evaluate the role,
appropriateness, and effects of technology in ac-
celerating rates of change.

« Comprehend the changing demands of the con-
temporary workplace and be prepared to meet

«Understand the evolving role of the United them.

States and other nations within the international
community.

New Directions in Education:
Selections from
Holistic Education Review
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education today’’?*
Here, in one volume, are thirty-three of the most
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On the Need to Assess Authentically

Roland Case

The call for more authentic
assessment warrants teachers’
attention as an important
supplement to traditional
classroom evaluation practices.
However, the alternative forms of
assessment typically associated
with authentic assessment must be
well understood if the purposes for
adopting authentic assessment
practices are to be furthered.

Author's note: In preparing this article | have benefited from conver-
sations with Dave Neufeld and Sharon Bailin.
Reprint requests should be sent to the author at Simon Fraser Uni-
versity, Faculty of Education, Burnaby, BC V5A 156, Canada.

Roland Case, Ph.D. is Assistant Professor in curriculum and
social studies education at Simon Fraser University in British
Columbia. His primary areas of reseltrch are law-related educa-
tion, global education, and curricular innovations. A major cur-
rent focus is curriculum integration.

There is a common saying among educators:
“What is counted counts.” In other words, the
only educational objectives that are, in fact, import-
ant are the ones we assess. Student sensitivity to this
maxim is implied by their common refrains: “Is this
on the exam?” and “Will it be for marks?” Conse-
quently, if we value, for example, promoting
students’ abilities to thoughtfully assess and defend
their beliefs, then we should be concerned that our
assessment practices reflect this goal. Yet, as John
Goodlad (1980) reports the vast majority of questions
on teacher-made tests are limited to recall of infor-
mation (pp. 207-213). This shortcoming will not be
redressed simply by increasing the amount of atten-
tion devoted to assessment of thinking. Ironically,
many commonly employed ways of evaluating
thinking abilities are self-defeating. Often they mea-
sure little more than the ability to complete essen-
tially vacuous tasks, and they reinforce habits anti-
thetical to developing students’ abilities and
inclinations to reason thoughtfully about issues in
their own lives. Consider the following task, in-
tended to promote (and assess) young students’ skill
in classifying objects:
A large pile of assorted shoes are placed in the center
of the classroom. Student volunteers are asked indi-
vidually to go to the pile and show how these shoes
might be classified. Without exception, students hunt
through the pile looking for a matched pair. The
teacher encourages subsequent volunteers to find
other ways of sorting the shoes. Students respond by
looking for different matched pairs, say a pair of run-
ning shoes instead of the pair of oxfords that a previ-
ous student had tracked down.

In this actual example, the teacher had hoped to
improve her students’ thinking by encouraging them
to find novel ways of classifying the shoes, such as by
clustering right-footed shoes, or all brown shoes, or
shoes with holes in their soles. When they failed to
do so she concluded that her students’ abilities to
classify were poor. If we remember that classification
schemes (and thinking generally) should serve a pur-
pose, we can appreciate that the students were clas-
sifying the shoes on a very reasonable basis. Given
that the only sensible purpose for sorting the pile of
shoes that the students could imagine is to facilitate
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the wearing of them, it made sense for them to look
for matched pairs only. In fact, if students had begun
to classify the shoes in other ways which in their
judgment were silly, say by sorting according to the
number of eyelets, they would have demonstrated
less thoughtfulness. Rather than assessing students’
ability to classify creatively in sensible ways, this test
implicitly measures the opposite — students would
have been judged to be better thinkers had they been
less concerned that their answers made sense or
more willing to guess blindly what the teacher
wanted.

Because this sorting task is essentially a purpose-
less challenge, it cannot test students’ ability to clas-
sify in thoughtfully creatively ways. A more appropri-
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Much confusion arises because the term authentic
assessment is the emerging general label for a cluster
of overlapping innovations, including notions such
as “alternative assessment” (Maeroff, 1991), “whole
assessment” (Boykoff Baron, 1990b), “outcome-
based assessment” (Nickell, 1992), “performance as-
sessment” (Boykoff Baron, 1990a, p. 127), “perfor-
mance testing” (Boykoff Baron, 1989, p. 8)
“performance-based assessment” (Boykoff Baron,
Forgione, & Rindone, 1991), “portfolio assessment”
(Wolf, 1989), and “naturalistic assessment”
(Reithaug, 1992). We can be assisted in deciding both
what is meant by authentic assessment and why it is
so important by considering the typical forms that
authentic assessment takes and the purposes it is

ate challenge would be to create a
purpose for sorting the pile of shoes—
for example, so that a charitable organi-
zation could distribute them to needy
people around the world or so they
could be recycled. Thinking through
these purposive problems requires that
students imagine the relevant factors

objective is to encourage teachers

Y
M to make extensive use of authentic
assessment techniques, and to do so
critically.

that their classification schemes must
accommodate. For example, students need to con-
sider the terrain and climate of the countries served
by the charitable organization (e.g., people living in
the desert do not need snow boots, and mountain
people are unlikely to need beach sandals). Unlike
the sorting task originally posed by the teacher, these
classification tasks enable us to assess students’ abil-
ities to classify in meaningful ways.

As I hope this example illustrates, we are no further
ahead by instituting assessment practices that measure
insipid and often counterproductive facsimiles of the
important educational goals that schools should serve.
This concern to overcome what many regard as the
perversive effects of common evaluation practices is
the driving motive for the relatively new but quickly
growing reform referred to as “authentic assessment.”
In this article, I propose to justify why teachers need to
be particularly attentive to this call for more authentic
assessment.! A second, concurrent objective is to re-
duce the potential for confusion and misapplication.
Authentic assessment is not a simple cure: There are
many misapprehensions of what makes assessment
authentic, and we must guard against implementing
any innovation without understanding its core fea-
tures. In short, my objective is to encourage teachers to
make extensive use of authentic assessment tech-
niques, and to do so critically.

intended to serve. In the process we will see how
authentic assessment connects with many of the re-
lated innovations mentioned above.

Typical forms of authentic assessment

Typically, those who support more authentic as-
sessment recommend three alternative forms: per-
formance assessment, portfolio assessment, and nat-
uralistic assessment.

Performance assessment. Performance assessment
refers to student evaluation based on completion of
specially set, complex tasks. The task may be to per-
form a feat (e.g., present a dramatic piece, formally
debate a controversial issue, have a five-minute con-
versation in a foreign language, teach a special-topic
science class, play a musical piece, run a school fund-
raising event, conduct an experiment) or to produce
an object (e.g., a prototype of a solar house, a film
about promoting racial harmony, a “consultants’ re-
port” on solutions to a local pollution problem, a
foreign-language script for a radio play, “museum”
displays depicting local history, a class newspaper).

We can more clearly distinguish performance as-
sessment tasks from typical assessment assignments,
such as completing a mathematics problem, writing
an essay, or answering questions about a story, by
contrasting dramatic performances and rehearsals.



The performance of a play requires pulling together
various aspects of theater craft worked on during a
rehearsal period (e.g., blocking, script interpretation,
physical movement and gesture, lighting, costumes,
set). In addition, the performance is not a “walk-
through” or mere exercise but the bringing about or
execution of the actual play. Analogously, most regu-
lar assessment assignments isolate discrete out-
comes, while performance assessments are “in-
tgrated” (Boykoff Baron, 1990b, p. 2; Nickell, 1992, p-
92) or “holistic” (Kruglanski, 1990, p. 3) tasks, requir-
ing synthesis of a complex mix of competencies. In
addition, traditional assessments often involve little
more than walk-throughs or textbook approxima-
tions of actual problems, whereas performance as-
sessments arise in the context of closely approximat-
ing, if not bringing about, the real challenges. For
example, instead of merely answering a series of
questions in a foreign language, students would en-
gage in an actual conversation; instead of explaining
how they would deal with a series of problems asso-
ciated with planning a trip, students would actually
plan a trip. As some writers note, performance tasks
emphasize “performing with knowledge” (Nickell,
1992, p. 92) and putting “ideas in use” (Boykoff
Baron, 1990b, p. 2 [emphasis added])).

Heckley Kon and Martin-Kniep (1992) describe a
simple performance task in geography that
illustrates these features (p. 95). Each student is given
a map of California and a list of state parks with
camping facilities, and is asked to plan the details of
a family camping trip from the San Francisco area to
any state camping facility in northern California. The
task involves measuring the distance, calculating
traveling time, describing the travel route, and devel-
oping a contingency plan in the event of a strike by
workers on the Golden Gate and Bay bridges. The
appeal of this performance task is that it allows us to
assess students’ abilities to integrate competencies in
map reading, arithmetic, problem solving, and writ-
ten expression while carrying out a realistic opera-
tion. We can contrast this task with the following
example, purported to be a performance task:

Given 80 feet of fence, what is the largest area that can
be enclosed to form a free standing dog pen? Given 36
square feet of area, which shape, a triangle, rectangle,
square or circle uses most of the 80 feet available for a

free standing dog pen? (Boykoff Baron, Forgione, &
Rindone, 1991, p. 24)

Although these two questions are interesting and
challenging, they do not obviously meet the criteria I
offer for performance assessment—they are neither
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integrative nor actual tasks. Applying a competence
(i.e., the ability to calculate area) to particular prob-
lem-solving situations is not equivalent to integrat-
ing a number of competencies in the course of com-
pleting a task, and merely solving problems
associated with the design of a dog pen is not the
same as actually completing the design.

The importance of both integrative and actual (or,
at least, proximate) tasks was brought home to me
when I prepared my grade seven students for a day-
long field trip. Several weeks before beginning to
plan for a picnic lunch on our field trip, we practiced
answering word problems like the following:

If there are thirty students in the class and students
want on average two sandwiches each, how many
slices of bread will be required? How many loaves of
bread will we need if there are twenty slices of bread
in each loaf? What will be the total cost if bread sells
for $1.25 per loaf? How much must each student con-
tribute to cover the cost of the bread?

Despite their ability to successfully solve these kinds
of word problems (as determined by a unit quiz), my
students were incapable of determining how much
money each would have to bring for lunch on our
field trip. They made no connection between the
arithmetic we had been doing and the challenge be-
fore them. Even after the connection was explained,
they were unable to solve the problem. In the word
problems, all of the mathematical “ingredients” had
been supplied to them. Not only did they not know
the real-life answers to those questions (i.e., the num-
ber of sandwiches we would want, the number of
slices in an actual loaf, and the current cost of bread),
beyond getting an adult to tell them, they were not
sure how they would find the answers.

Notice that although I had successfully taught my
students to solve word problems on costing lunches,
I had not taught them how to cost the lunch. As
Wiggins (1989) suggests, “school tests make the com-
plex simple by dividing it into isolated and simplistic
chores — as if the students need not practice the true
test of performance, the test of putting all elements
together” (p. 706). My students’ mastery of all the
requisite competencies involved in this task and their
ability to integrate them successfully were tested
only when they were charged with planning the ac-
tual lunch. Significantly, I would never have realized
the gaps in their abilities, and subsequently ad-
dressed them, unless I had undertaken what I now
recognize to be a simple performance assessment. As
was aptly noted in a recent National Council of
Teachers of Mathematics (1991) document on au-
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thentic assessment, “what you test is what you get”
(p. 1). Herein lies the value of performance assess-
ment: If we do not assess beyond isolated competen-
cies in artificial situations, we are unlikely to know
of, and less likely to promote, our students’ abilities
to use their knowledge in significant ways.

Portfolio assessment. A second form of assessment
typically associated with authentic assessment in-
volves students in compiling a collection or portfolio
of work they have completed over a period of time.
Portfolio assessment draws heavily on the practices
of artists and designers, who carefully assemble sam-
ples that represent key characteristics of their work
for use in demonstrating to others particular compe-
tencies. Student portfolios are characterized in a sim-
ilar vein, as “a purposeful collection of student work
that exhibits the student’s efforts, progress, and
achievements in one or more areas” (Paulson, Paul-
son, & Meyer, 1991, p. 60).

Typically, students are involved to varying de-
grees in selecting, analyzing, evaluating, and report-
ing on the products that make up their portfolio.
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time. In addition, students’ involvement in selection
for and evaluation of their portfolios often results in
significantly greater personal ownership of their
learning. These benefits are particularly likely when
portfolios are used as the focus for conferences
where students explain to their parents or teachers
what the portfolios show about their progress and
levels of achievement. In fact, it has been suggested
that portfolios be seen primarily as “a reason for
talking” (Murphy & Smith, 1990, p. 1) — that is, the
collection of products is essentially a means to en-
gage students, teachers, and parents in informed di-
alogue about learning.

Naturalistic assessment. A third typical form of au-
thentic assessment refers to assessment occurring
during the normal course of classroom activities —
as opposed to during completion of specially set
performances or as a result of specially compiled
student portfolios.? Naturalistic assessment, which
draws heavy from anthropological methodologies,
involves the teacher as a participant-observer — col-
lecting information about student learning while en-

Portfolios may be drawn from a vast
array of student creations including an-
notated bibliographies, artwork, audio
tapes, book reports, charts and graphs,
drawings, essays (drafts and final cop-
ies), group reports, notes, peer evalua-
tions, photographs of projects and mu-
rals, reading inventories, self-evaluations,
tests and quizzes, videotapes of presenta-
tions, and worksheets. The criterion for
selecting products for inclusion in a port-
folio may be to represent major under-
standings in each topic covered over an

Herein lies the value of performance
assessment: If we do not assess
beyond isolated competencies in artificial
situations, we are unlikely to know of,
and less likely to promote, our students’
abilities to use their knowledge in
significant ways.

entire term or, more narrowly, to exhibit

students’ strengths and weaknesses in a particular
learning dimension, say the ability to express them-
selves. Alone or in collaboration with peers and the
teacher, students analyze and evaluate their portfo-
lios by establishing relevant standards, identifying
patterns or key features, diagnosing strengths and
problem areas, and setting personal plans and tar-
gets.

Because they are based on cross-sections of stu-
dent work completed over time, portfolios offer a
richer portrait of a wider range of student achieve-
ments than, say, a single end-of-unit test. Also, unlike
traditional forms of assessment, where assignments
are marked and then forgotten, portfolios encourage
both teacher and students to monitor growth over

gaged in the normal duties of teaching. In some re-
spects, teachers are involved in naturalistic assess-
ment every time they confirm that students have
understood a lesson, or check to see which students
have done their work, or ask students to explain any
trouble they are having. The differences between
these ad hoc assessment strategies and naturalistic
assessment are the extent of their systematic use and
whether or not records are kept for use in student
evaluations.

Naturalistic assessment makes use of several
types of information-gathering strategies. Anecdotal
records involve making regular field notes about
significant comments or incidents — for example, by
noting, during a one-on-one session, the strategies
that a particular student uses to solve a problem, or



collecting over several months indications of all
students’ growth in self-esteem or attitudes toward
school work. Student—teacher conferences increas-
ingly are recommended as means of gathering infor-
mation about students while helping them learn. Fre-
quently, checklists are used to record information
such as completion of work, the number of books
read, or the incidence of a particular classroom be-
havior, say, the frequency of students’ cooperative
participation in group assignments. Also, many of
the same documents that would belong in a student
portfolio are collected and analyzed as part of natu-
ralistic assessment. (When documents are selected
and analyzed by students, the product is a student
portfolio; in naturalistic assessment, documents
about the student are chosen and analyzed by the
teacher.) Often, like the anthropologist, the teacher
will seek to “triangulate” evidence, using several
sources of information to corroborate judgments
about students. For example, in drawing conclusions
about students’ critical thinking abilities, a teacher
may use information obtained from peer and self-
evaluation of students” willingness to entertain alter-
native opinions, analyses of selected student prod-
ucts for the quality of students’ reasoning, and
suggestive anecdotal comments about students’
attitudes toward “thinking things through.”

Naturalistic assessment is seen to be particularly
appropriate for assessing student behavior and
attitudes not measured by traditional pen-and-paper
assignments or by isolated assessment tasks. In addi-
tion, as with student portfolios, the extended basis of
naturalistic assessment is more likely than one-shot
tests to provide rich accounts of student learning and
insightful indications of factors that may influence
learning.

Before discussing the general purposes behind au-
thentic assessment, a few remarks are in order about
the differences among the three forms of assessment.
Although I have tried to present a defensible, repre-
sentative account of each, there is confusion about
them. In part this stems from the considerable ambi-
guity in the literature about these forms.? For exam-
ple, some authors describe a portfolio as providing
“a complex and comprehensive view of student per-
formance in context” (Hargreaves & Earl, n.d., p. 166
[emphasis added]). Others define performance-
based assessment as any assessment that occurs in
the context of normal classroom tasks. Presumably,
according to these writers, as long as students are
“performing” in the classroom — including com-
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pleting a worksheet or drill exercise — assessment
would be “performance-based.” Confusion stems
also from the fact that these forms of assessment
overlap.* For example, as mentioned above, the same
document may belong both in a student portfolio
and as part of a naturalistic assessment. Similarly, a
work of art can be both a performance task and a
portfolio piece. (If students are asked specifically to
create a piece of art showing mastery of particular
techniques, it would qualify as performance assess-
ment; if students are asked to identify, for inclusion
in a collection, a piece of work that, in their view,
exhibits mastery of particular techniques, it would
count as a portfolio piece.) Finally, the distinction
among the forms are blurred because some projects
use all three forms of assessment concurrently
(Krechevsky, 1991).

To some extent, it does not matter how we desig-
nate the different forms of assessment, provided we
are clear what each involves; yet we can be misled
easily if we are unaware that terms are used differ-
ently by different writers. For example, the loose
definition of performance-based assessment as any
classroom-based assessment is inconsistent with the
views of most writers, who refer to performance
assessment as a complex culminating task that is
specifically set to allow students to demonstrate how
well they have mastered disparate components of
their studies. As we will see when considering the
purposes served by authentic assessment, perfor-
mance assessment understood in this very loose way
as assessment of classroom-based tasks may cease to
be a particularly promising form of “authentic” as-
sessment.

Defining purposes of authentic assessment

Although authentic assessment is closely associ-
ated with performance, portfolio, and naturalistic
assessment, it should not be defined in terms of
them. Rather, they are better seen to be three typical
ways in which assessment can be made authentic.’
For reasons that will become apparent, I suggest
authentic assessment denotes any form of assess-
ment that emphasizes the following three purposes
or goals: (1) validity or authenticity in assessment, (2)
fairness in assessment, and (3) use of assessment to
enhance learning.

Valid assessment. Clearly, greater validity, or au-
thenticity, is the preeminent goal of the authentic
assessment movement. Although wvalidity has a long
history as a complex technical term, in the context of
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authentic assessment it can be defined as a close fit
between the kinds of attributes actually measured by
an assessment device and those educational goals
that we value. Similarly authentic assessment refers to
measuring the real, actual, or genuine thing as opposed
to measuring a poor substitute. The previously dis-
cussed performance task of planning a camping trip is
an example of authentic assessment in that it measures
the sorts of competendcies that we actually want stu-
dents to acquire as a result of learning to read maps and
to evaluate alternative courses of action. Initially, au-
thentic assessment, largely couched in the language of
performance assessment, appeared as a protest against
standardized tests of student achievement. To use
Grant Wiggins’ (1989) term, standardized tests are not
“true tests” of student achievement (p. 703). For exam-
ple, by their nature, multiple choice questions measure
only students’ abilities to select correctly from a set of

the educational goals that we value. In getting clear
how we might promote this greater authenticity, it is
worth noting the two approaches that have been
offered about how to begin “asking for the behavior
you want to produce” (Mitchell, 1989, p. 3).

One approach is to make assessment more like
regular classroom “learning tasks” (Shepard, 1989, p.
7) so that assessment “reflects the regular conditions
of the classroom” (Peat, 1992, p. 51) and “establishes
a closer relationship between what is tested and
what is taught” (Hargreaves & Earl, n.d., p. 167). In
part, this recommendation arises because of a legiti-
mate concern that the tasks upon which assessments
are based should not be far removed from the kinds
of tasks that students encounter as they learn. Other-
wise, the assessment is unlikely to provide an accu-
rate picture of what students have learned. This in-
terest in harmonizing assessment and learning also
arises out of concern that assessment be

Good thinkers must not only be able
to do certain tasks, they must be

committed to doing them (e.g., be

disposed to look for reasons, care about
being well informed, be open to differing

viewpoints).

used to support learning.

Despite the merits of this approach,
there is need for caution. Making assess-
ment more like classroom learning tasks
will promote more authentic assessment
only if classroom learning tasks richly
reflect the full range of educational
goals that we value. As was suggested
by the example of the sorting task in-
volving the pile of shoes, this assump-

supplied answers; yet we care about promoting
students’ abilities to generate original responses to
open-ended challenges, such as the ability to orga-
nize information and present cogent arguments.
Multiple choice questions reduce complex learning
outcomes into atomistic units, whereas we are con-
cerned with students’ abilities to integrate what they
know in the context of realistic situations. In addi-
tion, many valued attitudes and character traits are
not measured by standardized tests. For example,
good thinkers must not only be able to do certain
tasks, they must be committed to doing them (e.g., be
disposed to look for reasons, care about being well
informed, be open to differing viewpoints). Rarely
are these attributes assessed by standardized tests,
and there is reason to suspect that many of the same
concerns mentioned above apply to classroom-based
assessment (see, for example, Adams & Hamm, 1992,
p. 103; Wolf, 1989, pp. 35-36).

The proffered solution is to improve the fit be-
tween the kinds of attributes actually measured and

tion about learning tasks may not be
always warranted. In fact, Jack Fraenkel suggests
that despite long-standing acceptance of critical
thinking as an important educational goal, little
progress has been made because many teachers are
unclear about what it is and uncertain as to what
counts as achievement of this goal (Fraenkel, 1991, p.
323). Similarly, the mere use of, say, portfolio assess-
ment will not make an assessment authentic. If a
portfolio contains little other than worksheets or drill
sheets, it is unlikely to capture adequately the sorts
of goals that we value. Clearly, itis essential that both
learning and assessment tasks reflect important edu-
cational values.

A second recommended approach to improving
the authenticity of assessment (and presumably
learning tasks) is to make assessment tasks more like
the sorts of “real-life” challenges that a person would
typically face as a citizen, writer, businessperson,
scientist, community leader, historian, and so on
(Wiggins, 1989, p. 45). In other words, the desired
adult “end states” of learning are used as indicators



of what we value educationally. For example, the
point of teaching students to perform mathematical
operations is so that they can solve the problems
expected of them as carpenters, scientists, compara-
tive shoppers, and statisticians; the point of teaching
sentence structure, punctuation, spelling, and vocab-
ulary is so that students will be able to communicate
intelligibly and expressively in correspondence to
their friends, reports to their clients, articles appear-
ing in newsletters, and diaries written for personal
reasons. Although there is considerable appeal to
this approach as a way of making concrete what it is
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vide information about students’ generative abilities,
so too authentic measures may be inadequate de-
vices for representing certain aspects of students’
knowledge. For example, Kruglanski (1990) recom-
mends a “performance task” that invites eighth
grade students to demonstrate what they have un-
derstood from reading a story by drawing a picture
of the location of the story (p. 3). Although use of a
drawing has the advantage of requiring that students
“translate” what they have read, it may not allow
students equal opportunities to communicate what
they know. Students who are poor artists may be
embarrassed about drawing and conse-

Increasingly, advocates of authentic
assessment have expressed an interest
in encouraging the use of assessment to
enhance learning — especially to enhance
the full range of goals that we value

highly.

quently not represent all that they com-
prehended. This problem raises doubts
not only concerning the validity of any
assessment about these students’ read-
ing comprehension, but also, as we will
see, about the fairness of the assessment.

Fair assessment. As suggested by the
title of Wiggins’s (1989) widely cited ar-
ticle, “A True Test: Toward More Au-
thentic and Equitable Assessment,” au-

we value in education, it is not without its difficul-
ties. The desired end states of education are contro-
versial. For example, Elliot Eisner’s (1991) concep-
tion of “what really counts in schools” stresses
personal exploration, wonder, imagination, and
sense of community; others will have significantly
different conceptions of what we ought to value.

Besides the difficulties in determining what it is
we value educationally so that we may assess it au-
thentically, there are two technical problems associ-
ated with promoting authentic assessment. It is not
sufficient that our conceptions of what we value be
defensible and comprehensive; we must also gather
sufficient information about students’ achievements
in these areas. The criticism of traditional “one-shot”
tests — that they are insufficient indicators of what
students know — is applicable to authentic assess-
ment, for example, when judgments about students’
cooperative nature are made on the basis of a single
“naturalistic” observation or performance task. As
Wiggins (1989) reminds us, we need to observe
students’ “repertoires” or “habits” as opposed to
“lucky or unlucky one-shot responses” (p. 711) — “a
single performance is inadequate” (p. 706).

Another potential technical difficulty involves the

adequacy of the means used to collect information.
Just as multiple choice questions are unable to pro-

thentic assessment is centrally
concerned with fairness in assessment. In fact, Wig-
gins regards fairness to be “embedded” in the idea of
authenticity (see Nickell, 1992, p. 92). This close con-
nection between fair and authentic assessment arises
because evaluations are often used to make decisions
that dramatically affect students’ lives (e.g., deci-
sions about promotion, acceptance to other educa-
tional programs or institutions, scholarships, em-
ployment opportunities). Evaluations based on
invalid assessment practices may assign important
rewards or sanctions unfairly. Common practices of
assessing students with “surprise” tests and not in-
forming students of the standards against which
they will be judged impairs students’ abilities to
show what they know — instead, students are re-
warded for anticipating what the teacher wants. Test-
ing conditions may favor some students over others.
For instance, traditional timed tests reward students
who perform well in on-the-spot situations and dis-
criminate against students who are equally knowl-
edgeable but are unable to perform under contrived
conditions. Consider the fairness of the following
timed “performance assessment” recommended by
Kruglanski (1990, p. 17):

After reading and answering questions about a story
(involving a man’s unsuccessful efforts to protect him-
self from extreme cold by building a fire) and an article
(on hypothermia), students are asked to imagine cop-
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ing with an extreme condition other than cold (e.g.,
heat, hunger, or fatigue) and through creation of a
story, poem, or other creative piece of writing “im-
aginatively” express in a supplied formal examination
booklet the experiences and feclings they might en-
counter in coping with that extreme condition.

Many students who have the ability to express them-

selves well may dry up when expected to perform on

command in this way.

Unfairness in assessment may also arise from
standardization of the ways in which competence
must be demonstrated. For example, since the objec-
tive of the above-mentioned task was to assess
students’ written expressive ability, it would have
been unfair if the task required all students to pro-
duce a poem—this would discriminate against
equally imaginative students who perform best
through another genre, say that of the narrative.

Assessment that enhances learning. A final defining
concern of authentic assessment is the use of assess-
ment to enhance learning or, at the least, not to imp-
air learning. Traditional standardized assessment
practices are seen by some as, at best, useless in
supporting learning (Haney, 1985) and, at worst, se-
riously deleterious in their effects on student learn-
ing. Assessment measures have considerable influ-
ence in directing and often distorting instruction —
as is sometimes suggested, “what gets tested, gets
taught” (Kurfman, 1991, p. 314). More specifically,
high-stakes tests are seen as having a “dumbing
down” effect on teaching and learning: Promoting
bona fide understanding and proficiency is often sac-
rificed for reproduction of correct answers and rote
drill (Shepard, 1989). Many school-based assessment
practices — the “surprise” nature of many tests, the
emphasis on producing the single unambiguous cor-
rect answer found in the textbook or supplied by the
teacher, and the “once-over and one-time nature” of
examinations — were seen to deter students from
taking ownership of their own learning (Wolf, 1989,
pp- 35-36).

Increasingly, advocates of authentic assessment
have expressed an interest in encouraging the use of
assessment to enhance learning — especially to en-
hance the full range of goals that we value highly.
Greater validity of authentic assessment measures is
in itself an aid to increased use of assessment to
support learning. As suggested by the example
about planning for the field trip lunch, if an assess-
ment does not capture what it is we really value, then
we are less likely to know when we have succeeded
(or have failed to succeed) in reaching our objective.

Only after the performance task did I realize that my
students could not calculate the cost of our lunch.

Much authentic assessment focuses on what is
sometimes called the “integration” (Krechevsky,
1991, p. 45) or the “intersection” (Paulson, Paulson,
& Meyer, 1991, p. 61) of instruction and assessment.
These refer to the blending of purposes and practices
so that instruction and assessment are served con-
jointly. For example, feedback from student-teacher
conferences and from peer and self-evaluations, and
analyses of portfolios, can be used to promote
students’ awareness of and thoughtfulness about
their individual strengths and weaknesses as learn-
ers. Nurturing students’ abilities to evaluate their
own work and their peers’ work may be one of the
more effective ways of improving learning. Person-
ally, I have marveled at how much graduate students
learn about (and improve upon) their own writing
from frequent opportunities to critique the work of
fellow students. Not only are they better able to
appraise their own writing after noting the same
strengths and weaknesses in others’ writing, but
they also benefit considerably from critiques of their
work because they have a richer context for making
sense of others’ comments.

The very act of making more public the criteria for
evaluation is seen to be helpful in drawing students’
attention to the essential features to be learned.
Greater student ownership for assessment criteria,
and ultimately for students’ performance in light of
these criteria, may also be encouraged by joint
teacher and student negotiation of the criteria upon
which students are to be judged (Jarowski, 1992).

To be or not to be authentic?

In my closing remarks I want to build upon the
ambiguity of the question offered as the title of this
section. According to one interpretation, the ques-
tion asks whether or not we ought to be authentic in
our assessment practices. A second interpretation of
the question asks what it means to be authentic in
our assessment practices.

In response to the first interpretation, I have little
to add beyond summarizing what appears to be a
compelling rationale for authentic assessment. The
three purposes behind the authentic assessment
movement are obviously important. We have seen
the consequences of traditional assessment practices
that fail to assess the comprehensive range of what
we value educationally. Concerns about the fairness
of “inauthentic” assessment focus on reducing the



likelihood that important educational decisions will
be based on invalid assessments of educational out-
comes, and that some students’ opportunities to suc-
ceed will be prejudiced because of the conditions
under which assessments occur or the limits placed
on students’ ways of representing their knowledge.
Finally, the move to make assessment less inimical to
learning and, more positively, to find ways to en-
hance learning through authentic assessment tech-
niques may be the most important considerations for
classroom teachers. Instead of detracting from stu-
dent learning, authentic assessment stresses greater
fit between what we value and what we assess, and
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fair and educationally useful way what is valued. To
take an extreme example, a timed multiple-choice
test of general knowledge may be the most authentic
measure of the ability to succeed at “Jeopardy” or at
some other quiz show. Most traditional assessment
practices are not entirely inappropriate measures of
educational outcomes; rather, they are often incom-
plete measures of what we value educationally. Prob-
lems arise primarily because we ignore the signifi-
cant gaps in what traditional assessment techniques
can measure. As a consequence, key educational
goals are not assessed, resulting in considerable un-
fairness and significant curricular flaws. The sensible
solution is not to abandon traditional

Nurturing students’ abilities to

evaluate their own work and their
peers’ work may be one of the more
effective ways of improving learning.

assessment techniques but to supple-
ment and enhance them with alternative
assessment practices.® As Lorrie Shep-
ard (1989) suggests, we must expand the
range of what we assess “so that teach-
ing to the test does not imply teaching
only a subset of learning goals” (p. 9).

increased use of assessment to involve students in
taking responsibility for their learning.

In my review of performance, portfolio, and natu-
ralistic assessment I suggested how these ap-
proaches support the purposes discussed above.
More specifically, performance assessment repre-
sents a particularly promising approach to assessing
students’ abilities to integrate and make use of their
knowledge in meaningful ways. Portfolio assess-
ment offers opportunities to assess a fuller range of
competencies than traditional measures, and to nur-
ture students’ self-reflection about their learning.
Naturalistic assessment promises the most richly
contextual picture of student achievement and
growth, particularly regarding key educational
attitudes and character attributes.

In response to the second interpretation of the
question, I propose to deal with two misperceptions
about the implications of authentic assessment. It is
sometimes thought that adopting authentic assess-
ment requires abandoning all traditional forms of
assessment in favor of the new “authentic” forms
(Peat, 1992, p. 51). This is an unfortunate exaggera-
tion. One reason for defining authentic assessment in
terms of the purposes or goals it serves, instead of the
forms that are commonly associated with authentic
assessment, is to discourage this impression. Any
form of assessment, under the right circumstances, can
be an authentic measure if it captures richly and in a

Despite the impression that may have
been created, traditional assessment techniques,
such as multiple choice questions, that assess atom-
istic components of learning serve a useful purpose.
For example, there is little point in involving stu-
dents in the performance task of planning a camping
trip if they do not already know how to read a map
legend and calculate distance between two points on
a map. Mastery of these intermediate objectives can
be competently assessed using traditional assess-
ment practices.

The final misperception to be noted is that the
mere use of performance, portfolio, and naturalistic
assessment techniques does not guarantee that as-
sessment is authentic. I have already identified in-
stances where suggested alternative assessment
techniques have failed to serve the purposes that I
suggest define authentic assessment. This observa-
tion is not intended to dampen support for authentic
assessment, rather the opposite — by drawing atten-
tion to and clarifying the goals that motivate authen-
tic assessment, I hope to encourage use of any form
of assessment that will serve these three vitally im-
portant purposes.
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Notes

1. My focus is on classroom implications of authentic assessment,
not with program- or system-wide assessment of student achieve-
ment, which was the initial thrust of the call for more authentic assess-
ment.

2. For an account of an “exemplary” use of “naturalistic assess-
ment,” see Haney (1985, pp. 11-12).

3. Bateson (1992, p. 6) makes this observation about performance
assessment.

4. For examples of this overlap, see Barone (1991).

5. This view is held by Mitchell (1989, p. 3).

6. Even supporters of standardized achievement tests recognize
the need to supplement their techniques with alternative forms (see
Worthen & Spandel, 1991, p. 65).
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How does one successfully bring about deep,
meaningful, and lasting change within a school
district, specifically a move toward portfolio assess-
ment? Our experience in the Lawrence Public
Schools in New York may provide one possible an-
swer. Over a period of three years, we designed and
implemented a reading/writing portfolio format for
student assessment in 125 classrooms from kinder-
garten through grade six. Through several drafts,
field tests, and pilot programs, we encountered the
challenges not only of automatic assessment, but also
of cooperative professional development.

There often seem to be only two common ways in
which districts can approach new programs or inno-
vative practices — self-selection or imposition. In
many cases, the self-selection model operates one
teacher at a time. Individuals who are interested and
responsive receive support and encouragement; oth-
ers without such interest (or perception) are left to
their own devices, allowing new ideas to travel ran-
domly through the system. When schools do take a
district-wide perspective, top-down mandate is
often the approach imposed by administration on a
program or practice in which teachers have no real
input or understanding. In such cases, teachers do
not develop a sense of ownership or commitment.
When the classroom doors are closed, previous prac-
tices dominate. In our opinion, both methods guar-
antee failure.

Instead, we prescribe a third approach, which is
based on the belief that meaningful change requires
reciprocal respect between teachers and administra-
tors. This model requires time, effort, open and hon-
est communication, flexibility, and commitment. It
was through this process that we, in Lawrence, had
the freedom and took the responsibility to reconcep-
tualize our means of reading/writing assessment.
The change was possible because of a supportive
environment that encouraged risk-taking and fos-
tered professional growth.

Our process took us through several phases. Dur-
ing phase one, we explored ideas, read articles, stud-



Winter 1992

ied models, wrote drafts, and conducted pilots.
Phase two began as teachers put to use the ideas we
developed, ideas new to us. There was much experi-
mentation, trial and error, and growth in new under-
standing. In phase three, the new portfolio concept
became an integral part of life at the schools. Organ-
izational arrangements were made to continue the
new practices so that they became part of the
teacher’s personal repertoire.

The origins of change

To understand the roots of our Reading/Writing
Assessment Portfolio, we must go back seven years
to the formulation of our district writing committee.
Dissatisfaction with students’ abilities as writers pre-
cipitated an investigation of alternative ways in
which to strengthen writing skills. Through training
workshops sponsored by Teachers College, Colum-
bia University, and classroom interactions with con-
sultants, we solidified our understanding of process
writing and motivated teachers to think more subtly
about writing instruction.

In our experience, the reading process was an out-
growth of the writing process. From our initial focus
on the writing process came an awareness of fine
children’s literature and how literature could foster
better writing. By reading what recognized authors
wrote, students were exposed to extensive samples
of good writing form and a variety of genre that they
could attempt to reproduce in their own work. This
exposure to quality literature led us to think about
the reading process and to the understanding that
reading skills could best be fostered through the ex-
perience of good models rather than the watered-
down literature of traditional basals. With this
emerged the natural connection between reading
and writing, now commonly referred to as the inte-
grated language arts.

The move to authentic assessment

Four years ago, the district reading committee, a
natural outgrowth of the refocusing of writing instruc-
tion, was formed. The committee was comprised of 22

Beginning in 1985, 21 professionals,
teachers, and administrators worked in-
tensively as members of the district writ-
ing committee to design a program con-
sistent with what we had learned from
research and practice about the teaching
of writing. This program was designed
to provide students with the opportu-
nity to write as authors do, creating a
writer’s workshop in the classroom set-

In our experience, the reading process
was an outgrowth of the writing
process. From our initial focus on the
writing process came an awareness of
fine children’s literature and how
literature could foster better writing.

ting. The instructional emphasis was on
the connections among the language arts rather than
on particular, isolated skills; for example, spelling,
grammar, and vocabulary were taught in connection
with one another rather than as separate “mini” sub-
jects.

Through the implementation of the program, we
recognized and responded to the need for more
meaningful assessment. We developed a writing
folder, which has become an integral component of
our portfolio. The folder, consisting of a cumulative
record of a student’s writing, was developed as a
vehicle to provide a systematic method of diagnos-
ing, prescribing, and assessing student writing. Writ-
ing pieces selected for the folder represented actual
day-to-day writing (using the writing process) and
reflected stated grade-level expectations. The cumu-
lative folder shows individual growth within a
school year, as well as growth from year to year.

teachers and administrators who volunteered to do
this work through their building principals. The
committee was to recommend a district-wide read-
ing program reflecting current trends and knowl-
edge, methodology, materials, and assessment pro-
cedures. After much study and investigation of
current research and practices over a two year pe-
riod, a reading program reflecting the philosophy of
whole language was adopted. The program differed
from the traditional approach to reading instruction
with respect to its perspective on how children learn
to read and write. Whole language requires a holistic
approach in which children are introduced to entire
stories first, rather than sub-skills, and are encour-
aged to understand story meaning before focusing
on individual words. This approach affects instruc-
tional materials, teaching strategies, learning activi-
ties, the roles of teacher and student, and, of course,
assessment.



With the ultimate implementation of this new
literature-based reading program, it became ap-
parent that traditional forms of assessment were
no longer compatible with teaching materials or
methods. Assessing student performance in light
of whole language created a need to document
outcomes in a new way. The key strategy in whole
language evaluation is observing youngsters as
they engage in using language (Heald-Taylor,
1989). This provides a natural bridge between
teaching and assessment in the language arts. If we
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lio to thereading committee for review. The commit-
teeexpressed concernsabouttherecord-keepingand
general manageability of the portfolio, and the echo
of their questions remains in our memory:
If we require teachers to meet in conference with
each student four times a year and complete indi-
vidual checklists three times a year, will they ever
have time to teach?
Will students be honest when they complete the Am
I Developing as a Reader? self-assessment form?
How can I keep twenty-five students actively in-
volved in their learning if I am conferencing with

If we were going to be whole language
teachers, then we had to change the

way we looked at children and assessed
their learning. This understanding led to
a transition from a testing culture to an

assessing culture.

only one?

Was there some truth in the concerns
that were expressed? On and on the
discussions went until the committee
agreed that personal experience
should prevail: The only way that we
could be certain if the new ideas that
we had studied made sense in the
classroom was to try them. Committee
members implemented components of
the portfolio with their students so

were going to be whole language teachers, then we
had to change the way we looked at children and
assessed their learning. This understanding led to a
transition from a testing culture to an assessing cul-
ture.

Recognizing that change required us to travel
down a difficult road, the district prepared pion-
eering practitioners with a broad knowledge base.
Our belief was, and is, that staff development, with
a variety of vehicles to educate and reach teachers,
is the key to professional growth. Reading commit-
tee members studied and debated alternative
forms of assessment; their participation at relevant
workshops and conferences was extensive. Profes-
sional texts were distributed, read, and discussed.
During the summer of 1990, the district offered a
three-day workshop on authentic assessment,
which focused on classroom strategies for monitor-
ing student acquisition of critical abilities in read-
ing, writing, listening, and speaking.

Realizing that teachers must actively participate
in the planning and development of a new practice,
funds were allocated for a curriculum project in
which teachers developed an assessment portfolio
for the integrated language arts program. This was
the first of many working drafts of our portfolio.
Knowing that commitment grows out of owner-
ship, the curriculum writers presented the portfo-

they could react to it and revise accord-
ingly. As a result, some components were modified,
others were discarded, and still others were devel-
oped. This process was repeated throughout the
1990-1991 school year and led to a second project for
the summer of 1991: to create a portfolio.

The portfolio

This project became especially important be-
cause of our belief that the more organizational
arrangements which are in place to support an
innovation, the greater likelihood that the new
practice will be used. The committee agreed that it
was necessary to have, at teachers’ fingertips, a
portfolio that would provide information, ade-
quate storage, and easy accessibility. Therefore, de-
tails such as design, printing, and distribution pro-
cedures demanded attention. The result was a
tri-fold folder that provided descriptions of core
and optional elements. This work was greatly in-
fluenced by leaders of reading/writing process,
particularly Harp (1991), Hornsby, Sukarna, and
Parry (1986), and Routman (1988). The six essential
core elements are used by all teachers and stu-
dents; the optional elements, which range from an
entry in a reading journal to photographic records,
are merely suggestions which encourage teachers
to consider other creative and divergent ways to
collect information about students:
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LAWRENCE PUBLIC SCHOOLS Il THINKING STRATEGIES:
Indicates an understanding that
School Number Four rint contains a message ) 1 2 3 4 5
s able to transfer knowledge from
Kindergarten one experience to another 1 2 3 4. 5
Is able to make reasonable
STUDENT LANGUAGE LITERACY PROFILE fggg'cums from a story that is I 2 3 4 s
Total
STUDENT:
IV, RECEPTIVE LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT:
D.O.B. C.A. _ QUARTILE
A Responds appropriately to teacher
CLASSROOM TEACHER: DATE: verl?a.llzauogp p v 1 2 3 4 5
B. Follows two step dlrectives 1 2 3 4 S
C. Recalls a main character from a
Please circle the appropriate numbers, as they apply. Kindly note: story 1 2 3 4 5
D. Relates a detall/idea from a story 1 2 3 4 5
1 - Not Yet Apparent 4 - Developed
2 - Beglnning to Develop 5 - Highly Developed __Total
3 - Moderately Developed
V. EXPRESSIVE LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT:
I.  VISUAL DEVELOPMENT;: A.  Knows last name 1 2 3 4 5
B.  Can answer spontaneously in a
A.  Recognlzes: complete sentence 1 2 3 4 5
square 1 2 3 4 5 C.  Uses correct vocabulary words for
triangle 1 2 3 4 5 common nouns 1 2 3 4 S
circle 1 2 3 4 5 D.  Uses ad|ectives In spontaneous
B. Recognizes some letters 1 2 3 4 5 spoken language | 2 3 4 5
C. Recognizes own flrst name 1 2 3 4 5 E.  Able to formulate questions to get
D.  Prints some letters of flrst needed Information 1 2 3 4 S
name 1 2 3 4 5
E. Identifles famillar cover of Total
a book 1 2 3 4 5
F. Tracks from left to right with VI. MOTOR DEVELOPMENT:
teacher 1 2 3 4 5
A Can sit gutétly In a chair 1 2 3 4 5
Total B Can :au‘fl‘lt;ls;ngmu \-;dnu{nul . 2 3 M 5
touching (children/walls]
1, CONCEPT DEVELOPMENT: C.  Can earry an object without
. dropping it 1 2 3 4 5
A.  Demonstrates understanding of: D.  Can cut with sclssor 1 2 3 4 5
first 1 2 3 4 5 E Can hold a crayon with a
next to 1 2 3 4 5 2-finger grip 1 2 3 5
last 1 2 3 4 5
Identifles a story or book Total
character from an lllustration 1 2 3 4 5
Dremonst.rates temporal understanding Total All Categories
of:
mormning 1 2 3 4 5 ¢
afternoon I -2 3 4 5 N
evening 1 2 3 4 S
D. Knows how to take turns | 2 3 4 5
E. Knows how to request assistance 1 2 3 4 5

Total

Core Elements
Language Development Profile
Writing Folder
Record of Books Read
Conference Log
Am [ Developing as a Reader?
Optional Elements
Reading Journals
Audio/Video Tapes
Photographic Record
Running Records
Anecdotal Records
One Minute Read-Aloud
Interest Inventory
Related Projects

For a portfolio to be a tool for both instruction and
assessment, it should contain information that
illustrates growth (Paulson, Paulson, & Meyer, 1991).
Each of our core elements fits this criterion. For ex-
ample, the language development profile is completed

twice a year for each student. It contains a checklist
of student behaviors and reading strategies that the
teacher is observing and provides a system for docu-
menting the language traits. Another element, record
of books read, helps the teacher to monitor the choices
the child is making and whether or not the child is
reading a wide range of materials for different pur-
poses. It indicates not only how many books are
being read, but also whether or not the student is
reading a variety of genres and authors.

A core element which provides records that are par-
ticularly important in the assessment process is the
conference log. The individual reading conference per-
mits the teacher to assess and make notations about a
student’s comprehension, oral reading, attitude, partici-
pation, selection skills, use of textual clues, and word
identification strategies. This documentation serves as
an evaluation tool that the teacher uses to get to know
the students as learners and to guide them in making
literacy connections (Routman, 1991). The behaviors ob-
served are indicative of the student’s progress. With this
type of information, teachers are able to plan instruction




for students based upon individual needs. It also
discloses particular thought processes that, if not for
the student/teacher dialogue in a conference, could
go undetected. For example, as a result of a confer-
ence, a second grade teacher discovered that one of
her students was reluctant to participate in literature
discussions for fear of having an incorrect response.
Once the teacher explained that opinions are never
wrong, the student became an active participant in
class. The conference format facilitated conversation,
which provided greater insight for both teacher and
student.
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sightful because they illustrate a student’s involve-
ment with a self-selected book. Audio or videotapes,
if done several times a year, are shared with parents
and used by students as a way of noting increased
fluency and phrasing as well as overall reading
gains. Photographic records document a student at
work. Some other optional elements used by teachers
and students include demonstrations, projects, infor-
mal reading inventories, and both running and anec-
dotal records. Any measure of literacy development
may be incorporated into the portfolio; this is up to
the teacher and student.

As a result of a conference, a second
grade teacher discovered that one of
her students was reluctant to participate
in literature discussions for fear of having
an incorrect response. Once the teacher
explained that opinions are never wrong,
the student became an active participant

in class.

Implementation

With the printing of the portfolio we
had an assessment tool ready to be
shared with those beyond the members
of the reading committee. Agreeing with
Fullan (1985), “If a new program re-
quires that major changes be made, it's
best to ease into its use rather than ex-
pect comprehensive implementation at
once,” the district elicited one volunteer
per grade level per school to participate
in a 1991-1992 Reading /Writing Assess-
ment Portfolio pilot program, using the
draft developed and field tested by more

Equally important to a teacher’s assessment of a
student’s performance is a student’s opportunity to
engage in self-reflection (Paulson, 1991). Our portfo-
lio contains Am I developing as a reader? which is a
yes/no checklist of reading/writing behaviors for
kindergarten to second graders to complete. This
same concept for self-assessment is adapted in the
form of open-ended questions to which students in
grades three through six respond. Both of these pro-
vide a means for examining progress or changes in
attitude when completed a minimum of two times a
year by each student. Interest inventories also provide
a vehicle by which students can measure changes in
self. Although this is an optional element in our port-
folio, sample surveys are distributed to teachers.
Teachers and students are encouraged to document
individual interests according to personal prefer-
ences and make notations on teacher comments about
student’s interests in the portfolio.

The optional elements of the portfolio vary from
folder to folder and classroom to classroom. Al-
though optional elements are listed and described,
teachers and students make decisions about what to
include. A few pages from a reading journal are in-

than 20 teachers. Ultimately, 24 teachers
participated in the pilot. Opportunities for continual
feedback were provided for the piloting teachers
through regular articulation meetings. The support-
ive environment of both large group and grade level
discussions nurtured the change process. This shar-
ing provided piloting teachers with affirmation and
allowed them to foster enthusiasm for the pilot. The
collaborative setting provided an avenue in which
teachers could learn from one another as well as
enable them to form a cohesive group for honest
collegial exchange. If a teacher was having a problem
with any aspect of portfolio assessment, many col-
leagues were available to offer suggestions and pro-
vide assistance. Therefore, even when a task seemed
to be overwhelming, teachers were able to rely on
one another, thereby turning a potentially unproduc-
tive experience into a growth opportunity.

The implementation dip is a time in which one
experiences skill regression and loss of confidence
before growth takes place and restoration of self-es-
teem and skill occurs. Those in leadership positions,
cognizant of this, urged piloting teachers to forge
ahead, recognizing that each had to grow at his own
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READING DEVELOPMENT CHECKLIST

TEACHER/STUDENT ASSESSMENT SHEET

Student, Year

Teacher, Grade 12 3 456

(Circle)

The Reading Development Checklist has been designed Lo record a child's reading development
Lased on Lhe teacher's professional observations

This checklist should be completed twice a year; the first time between Lhe months of November
and January and the second Ume between the months of March and May.

KEY:
NE Not Evident: The student has nal yet consistently demonstrated the alUtude or
the behavior. It has not been observed by Lhe teacher.
E - Evident: The student consistently demonstrates the aititude, or behavior.
S - Sometimes: This altitude or behavior is present Intermittently.
NA Not applicable This attitude or behavlor is not developmentally expecled at
Lhis time
Note: The Evident and Not Evident are pot d to rep pass or
feilure status,
READING PARTICITATION Between Between
Nov, - Jan. March -May
The child: =TT
[nElE]NAlS ] Ne] ENal
listens to others ] ] |

parlclpates meaningfully H\ l ] | |I |
In class discusslons _E
regularly completes
assignments
reads beyond required I T I ‘
assignments — = i
‘l

READING COMPREHENSION Between

March - May
The chlld: .
Nl E L r\lr_i 1 A i -
{denlifles character 5 e ST
lraits 1 D

gleans meanings of words
and phrases from lexl

I III_I_I:ﬂ

inan e

10 O

— sy

nn
e

identfies story elements.
(characters, setung,
problem and solullon)

comprehends at literal
level (detalls, factual
informatlon)

comprehends at inlerpretive
level (central meaning,
Inferences, relatonships.
prediclion)

comprehends at crilical
level (makes judgements,
can support stalements
wilh facts from texi)

READING ACCURACY

The child:

reads smoothly and |]_[ [ I “ l _I_u|
accurately
corrects own mislakes Irl I J_l “ | I ] —|l
READIN PONSE
The chlld:

literature through wriling | J‘ HT |

(uses response logs, reporls. |
storles, poems}

speaks efleclively in

response lo literature
(class discusslons,
speeches, dramalization)

organizes ldeas in |[ M i
response Lo llterature }
(bralnstorming, webbing) []_ = =
responds elfecUvely to r

T M

pace. It became evident that schools in which princi-
pals encouraged experimentation were the places in
which teachers made the greatest strides.

Just as assessment and instruction inform and trans-
form each other, so it is with initiative and learning. By
taking risks, by trying new ideas, we at Lawrence
learned more about our own assumptions and prac-
tices, as well as the learning characteristics of our stu-
dents. We verified in our own experience the value of
new ideas. We found, as most teachers have, that the
value of a theory is ultimately found in our own class-
rooms (Guskey, 1986). One only has to listen to the
enthusiasm and commitment with which our assess-
ment portfolio pilot teachers speak about the evidence
of insights into students provided by implementation
of the portfolio’s components. Some teachers have cho-
sen to collaborate with students when completing the
language development profile, creating a vehicle for open
communication between student and teacher, and
thus making assessment interactive. Such cooperative
effort generates feedback about student learning that is
both immediate and regular. Thus, teachers are able to

design instruction and students are able to focus
attention as indicated by the evidence provided. In
this way, the assessment tool becomes the catalyst for
the improvement of teaching and learning.

Along with the learning that took place because of
first-hand classroom experience, teachers participated
in continual staff development opportunities: con-
ferences, in-service training, dialogue with recognized
experts, and cooperative interaction with teachers and
administrators from other school districts. These vehi-
cles enabled teachers to be exposed to new ways of
thinking that enhanced their ability to conceptualize
what portfolio assessment should be.

Because of real life classroom experiences and op-
portunities provided to dialogue and study with col-
leagues, piloting teachers were able to make recom-
mendations for improvement of the portfolio based
upon newly acquired knowledge. Reading commit-
tee members discussed these suggestions and
worked with piloting teachers to modify the assess-
ment portfolio once again. Fear of the unknown no
longer provoked unfounded concerns. Instead, com-
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ments reflected legitimate reactions to an instruc-
tional/evaluation tool that each individual had
grown to respect. The process had become one of
implement, review, and revise.

It is significant that throughout the process teach-
ers did not lose sight of the need to permit flexibility
and allow personal preferences to prevail. So, al-
though the philosophy upon which the portfolio was
developed remains intact, some of the individual
components may be implemented differently by
using an alternative method or format. For example,
a teacher may prefer to document a student’s inter-
ests either by making notations during a conversa-
tion with the student or by asking the student to
complete a personal interest inventory. The end is the
same; the teacher learns the likes and dislikes of each
student and can use this information to focus instruc-
tion to meet the needs of the child. Variations ensure
that individual styles and comfort levels of teachers
and students are recognized and addressed. We see
this as a positive step in developing ownership in
portfolio assessment.

Today

Because there is so much to learn, participants
decided to continue the experiment through the
1992-1993 school year on a district-wide basis, in-
volving every teacher. In this way, each of the teach-
ers expected to implement portfolio assessment will
have a voice in its design and further development.
The extensive feedback will ensure that the ultimate
adoption of a Reading /Writing Assessment Portfolio
will reflect the involvement of more than 125 teach-
ers and their classes. We believe that this all-inclu-
sive, multi-year process is rarely seen as districts
attempt new practices.

Although we are proud of our portfolio, we recog-
nize we are still learning. For this reason, we are
unwilling to finalize the portfolio at this time. It is
still evolving and must be permitted to continue its
development as we continue ours. So the Read-
ing /Writing Assessment Portfolio will be reprinted
with suggested modifications and marked DRAFT
once again.

We began our journey to portfolio assessment
seven years ago with the birth of the district writing
committee, and we are still traveling the road of
change. It is a long and challenging journey, but one
that continues to reap valuable rewards in student
outcomes. It is a two-way street on which adminis-
trators and teachers work collaboratively to over-

come resistance and obstacles and to develop new
understandings. There is comfort provided along the
way by a board of education willing to provide the
necessary resources and support to ensure success.
Professional growth, exploration, and experimenta-
tion are the signposts by which we travel. If asked
where we see ourselves in five years, we can only
respond — still changing!
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Holistic Assessment in the
Waldorf School

Eugene Schwartz

Unlike most schools with
conventional methods of student
assessment, the Waldorf schools
work with evaluation techniques
that are qualitative and teacher
intensive. The community of
teachers, the continual dialogue
between teachers and parents, and
the ongoing relationship of the
Waldorf class teacher with a stable
group of children over the years are
all essential elements in this
evaluative process.

Eugene Schwartz, a product of New York City public schools,
graduated from Columbia University with a B.A. in 1967 and re-
ceived a M.A. from Colorado State University (in American lit-
erature) in 1970. He has been a Waldorf school class teacher for
sixteen years, working with both handicapped and normal chil-
dren, on the high school as well as the grade school level, He

has traveled to over 60 Waldorf schools as a consultant, and
teaches in teacher training programs on both coasts. He has re-
cently been awarded a teaching fellowship from the Camegie
Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching.

Waldorf teachers are fond of characterizing their
method of assessment by relating a story about
a King and his trusted, though somewhat dull, stew-
ard. One day the King, having to leave his palace and
venture on a journey of several months’ duration,
asked his steward to look after his beloved rose gar-
den. Unfamiliar with flowers and their care, the

steward asked what his most essential task would
be.

“Above all things,” replied the King, “be sure that
the rosebush roots receive enough water.”

To the King’s great surprise, he returned some
months later to a rose garden in which not one living
plant remained.

“My instructions could not have been simpler!” he
cried to the shamefaced steward, “What have you
done?”

“Exactly as you commanded,” was the steward’s
response. “Every day we pulled up the rosebushes to
determine whether they were moist by examining
their roots. If the roots were dry we watered them
well and returned the plants to the soil.”

As the King knew well, there are other ways to
determine if the roots are receiving sufficient water!
Wilting leaves, desiccated buds, or withering flowers
would all have been adequate indicators that water
was needed. And, above all, using these indicators
would eliminate the need to destroy the plant in
order to understand it. Educators active in the
Waldorf school movement are convinced that most
contemporary methods of child assessment in levels
K through eight take the pull-up-the-roots approach.
With the zeal of the steward, they may inadvertently
undermine the very abilities that they seek to evalu-
ate.

The Waldorf method of evaluation might be char-
acterized as the look-at-the-leaves approach. Rather
than asking children to assimilate information at a
rapid pace, only to have it pulled out of them shortly
thereafter on an examination, the Waldorf method
acknowledges the child’s need to digest information



and experience so that it can gradually develop into
knowledge. Among the signs which tell us that this
digestive process is proceeding healthily are the child’s
alertness and enthusiasm in class; her ardent desire to
share what she has learned with classmates, friends,
and family; and her wish to translate her school expe-
riences in artistic form. These outer manifestations of
an inner process are analogous to the way in which the
healthy bloom and sweet fragrance of the rose are
indicators of well-watered roots. This milder and more
spontaneous approach gives the child time to assimi-
late what she has learned, to the point where it does not
merely go “in one ear and out the other,” but has the
possibility of becoming part of the very fiber of the
child’s being, and a source of future moral guidance.
The “portfolio method” of evaluation, which is rapidly
gaining acceptance among American educators, is
therefore more appropriate in regard to Waldorf meth-
odology than are regular quizzes or standardized tests.
However, the portfolio itself is only one part of the
complete Waldorf assessment method. In this article, I
will try to describe the numerous “assessors” and “as-
sessment instruments” that are in place in a Waldorf
school. Although they will be approached in a linear
way, it must be understood that most if not all of these
factors are in force at the same time. To facilitate this
indirect and qualitative assessment method, several
important elements must come into play.

*The “class teacher.” In the Waldorf system, the
class teacher remains with the same group of
children from grades one through eight. A rela-
tionship is thereby cultivated in which the
teacher comes to know the children, their “learn-
ing styles,” and their developmental needs in a
comprehensive manner.

*The “patient parent.” Just as the class teacher
commits himself to the long-term development
of the child, so must the parent be willing to put
aside a number of culturally determined anxie-
ties and accept an educational method that al-
lows the child’s capacities to unfold gradually.
Rather than acting as the passive consumer of
evaluative judgments made by the school, the
Waldorf parent is asked to be an active part of the
assessment process. As we shall see below, par-
ents of Waldorf students are also committed to a
process of ongoing self-education so that they,
too, can “read” their child in a more comprehens-
ive way. By working actively to understand the
Waldorf curriculum and methodology, parents
can help to assess their child’s response to it.
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* A closely-knit “community of evaluators.” In mak-
ing his evaluation of the child, the class teacher
works with a group of special-subject teachers
who can speak of the child’s progress and so
contribute to the total picture of the child. The
special subjects taught in the Waldorf school may
include foreign languages (e.g., Spanish, Ger-
man, French, Japanese), handwork (knitting,
sewing, clothes making) woodwork, eurythmy
(and art of movement), physical education, or-
chestra, and so on. Each of these subjects engages
a particular part of the child’s nature that would
not be so engaged anywhere else. Thus each spe-
cialist teacher is afforded one window into the
child’s being, and values the views that other
teachers are able to share. The whole picture pro-
vided by all of the special subject teachers is of
the greatest value to the class teacher. Other class
teachers are in turn actively guiding and assess-
ing the class teacher’s judgments.

* A variety of assessment instruments and methods.
Eschewing the graded quiz or the standardized
test as the only “objective” methods, the school
community employs a portfolio approach that
considers things such as the child’s drawings,
paintings, knitting, facility of movement, musi-
cal skills, and oral expressiveness as no less im-
portant than the more easily determined powers
of cognition and verbal memory.

* Conversations. As may be deduced from the
above, the Waldorf assessment methods are time
and labor intensive. Such assessments require
numerous meetings and conversations between
teacher and teacher and between teacher and
parent. The written evaluations (described
below) are only the final step in an unceasing
process throughout the school year.

The class teacher

If we accept the premise that the child is a being
who unfolds his capacities over the course of time,
then it follows that the most valid assessments to be
made of a child’s development are compiled over
long periods of time. It is also helpful if the dynamic
and rapidly changing developmental stages of the
child can be recognized and appreciated by an indi-
vidual who observes them. This is the role assumed
by the class teacher. Over the eight years in which she
remains with her class, the class teacher is the “first
among equals” in the child’s constellation of teach-
ers. It is the class teacher who greets the child in the
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morning and dismisses him in the afternoon, and it
is she who leads the class’s “main lesson blocks” all
year long. In the course of these blocks, which extend
for three or four weeks each, the class is led through
the major academic subjects. Thus the class teacher is
responsible for teaching reading and writing, arith-
metic, history, geography, the sciences, grammar,
and so on. Most class teachers serve as their class’s
painting teacher, drawing teacher, recorder teacher,
and modeling teacher. The class teacher also leads
the younger children in rhythmic games and song,
and guides the older students in discussions about
current events and the perils of adolescence. In addi-
tion to teaching the main lesson class, which con-
sumes the first two hours of the school day, the class
teacher instructs the children once or

him on canoe outings, or lives with him and his
classmates for days at a time on camping trips. She
observes his changing and maturing response over
the years to the joys and tragedies that accompany all
growth. She knows well how he performs under
pressure, and whether he tends to be content with
quick “nibbles” of knowledge or prefers to savor it
slowly and privately. In short, the class teacher has
the unique possibility of developing a long-term,
involving, and yes, loving relationship with every
student in her class.

It is also important to consider the role of love, not
only in creating an environment for human interac-
tion, but also in the process of perception that under-
lies assessment. Such a contention is far beyond the

twice more daily, and is present and
available at recess and lunchtime and in
between classes. Her relationship with
the class is nearly as intense as that of a
parent with his children; indeed, in our
time of weakening marriages, a child
sometimes sees the class teacher more
often than he sees an estranged parent.
All too frequently, teachers feel like
workers on an assembly line, specializ-
ing in but one year of the child’s life,

If we accept the premise that the child is
a being who unfolds his capacities over
the course of time, then it follows that the
most valid assessments to be made of a
child’s development are compiled over
long periods of time.

only vaguely aware of the experiences

undergone by the child on an earlier level, and only
slightly able to affect the course of the child’s future
educational experience.

Such awareness — and such responsibility — are
the hallmarks of the class teacher’s work. That which
she perceives to be a problem for a given child at the
close of first grade will not simply be noted and
passed on to a new second grade teacher; on the
contrary, the child will continue his schooling under
the careful eye of the same teacher. Thus the class
teacher’s evaluations of children not only delineate
achievements or problems, but also incorporate a
cohesive understanding of the educational measures
that will likely be necessary in the future. No less
significant is the potential that such a long-term rela-
tionship provides for the involvement of a teacher
with the whole child. By whole child I mean not only
as a being of body, soul, and spirit, but also in con-
nection with family, community, and environment.
The class teacher avails herself of opportunities to
visit the child at home and comes to know the child’s
parents, grandparents, and/or stepparents. She
leads the child on challenging hikes, accompanies

logic of psychometry. It lies at the center of how we
as human beings may come to understand others,
and see them fully and with sensitive insights. Al-
though a love too strongly tinged with sentimental-
ity can make one blind to the faults of another, the
love that the class teacher strives to cultivate can
awaken her to the highest potential which lives in
another. By measuring a child’s performance in rela-
tion to such a realm of possibility, the class teacher
acknowledges that the most basic and valid “stan-
dard” in testing is that of the unique individual.

A community of peers

Although it might be accepted that the long-term
relationship of the child to the class teacher could be
a fruitful one, it still could be argued that having
teacher and evaluator rolled up into the same person
— especially when so much of the work is qualitative
rather than quantitative — presents a moral
challenge. What is to prevent the class teacher from
skewing his assessments, if ever so slightly, so that
by ever and again stressing the children’s improve-
ment, he fails to see the child’s problems or his own
deficiencies as a teacher? No method of assessment



is in itself proof against human frailty. The standard-
ized test arose, in part, to minimize this problem, and
it has had success in this area. The price of such
success has been the gap between the testee and the
test giver, and, consequently, the fading importance
of many of the human factors enumerated above.

The means by which the Waldorf school attempts
to strike a balance between “objective fairness” and
the significant but potentially subjective “human fac-
tors” involved in evaluation, is to have the final re-
sponsibility for assessment rest in the hands of the
community of teachers, represented by the full fac-
ulty meetings. In any Waldorf school, the entire fac-
ulty meets once or twice a week in sessions that are
two to three hours long. A centerpiece of the faculty
meeting is the “child study,” in which all of the teach-
ers share their questions and insights concerning a
student whose schoolwork and biography have been
presented by a class teacher. A student is often dis-
cussed for two or three meetings, as the varying
perspectives of class teachers and special subject
teachers combine to fashion a picture far richer than
that which any one teacher might have created. The
purpose of such discussions is twofold. They not
only help solve an immediate problem that the child
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In recent years mainstream educators have ex-
pressed concern about the tendency of a syllabus that
is driven by a standardized test to encourage teach-
ers to work apart from one another, each striving to
improve the scores of his particular group. Out of
this have come such laudable innovations as team
teaching or the recognition of the school as a commu-
nity of scholars and parents. Through the full faculty
meeting and the mentorship program, the typical
Waldorf school is inherently founded on the ideal of
a community of peers.

The patient parent

The parent’s role in the ongoing assessment pro-
cess is an essential one. In most Waldorf schools,
parents are expected (or even required) to attend
three or four “parent evenings” a year, in the course
of which the class teacher, often with the assistance
of special subject teachers, shares her picture of the
class as a whole. The teacher will often engage par-
ents in the sorts of artistic/pedagogical activities
done by the children of that grade level, discuss
aspects of child development, and share her ap-
proach to the subject matter being studied. While
these meetings take place, the work done by all the
children is on display, so that parents not

Child study sessions help to bring a
commonality of vision to the faculty
as a whole and help to foster greater
objectivity among individual faculty

members.

only see their own child’s work, but ob-
serve it in the context of the whole class.
Rather than have their child’s work
judged against an abstract “standard”
that is statistically derived, parents can
judge for themselves where their child’s
achievement stands in relation to a very
real and visible peer group.

As part of an independent system of

is facing (though in this regard they are most effica-
cious), but also allow the class teacher to experience
a multiplicity of evaluative methods and ap-
proaches. Over the months and years — for Waldorf
teachers tend to make long-term commitments to the
school community — such child study sessions help
to bring a commonality of vision to the faculty as a
whole and help to foster greater objectivity among
individual faculty members. Younger teachers usu-
ally are guided by older, more experienced faculty
members (mentors). All colleagues are encouraged
to visit one another’s classes and to critique various
approaches and results. Out of this sense of commu-
nity and colleagueship, the faculty is able to oversee
and “evaluate the evaluator,” helping him to main-
tain objectivity in regard to his class’s achievements.

schooling in which individual schools
are faculty administered, Waldorf educators are an-
swerable not to the mandates of school boards and
legislators, but only to those whom they serve —
parents and their children. Several years ago, any
author describing the Waldorf methods of evaluation
would have had to be cognizant that Waldorf’s “soft”
methods of evaluation, and its slower, process-
driven method of teaching, ran against the grain of
much that was acceptable, indeed unquestioned, in
modern education.

The assessment picture has changed dramatically
in recent years and, as other articles in this journal
indicate, holistic evaluation methods, relying in-
creasingly on the teacher’s powers of observation,
are appearing in numerous school settings. In many
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respects, however, Waldorf methods remain on the
cutting edge of this innovative trend, and persist in
educating and evaluating with long-term results
very much in mind. This undoubtedly puts a burden
on parents, most of whom are themselves the prod-
ucts of educational systems that used only “hard”
assessment methods and were generally “test-
driven.” Parents are barraged with a ceaseless flow
of “research” generated by the testing services and
their affiliates espousing the need for ever more test-
ing on the state and even the national level. With this
in mind, Waldorf schools regularly organize parent
education workshops, in which evenings or week-
ends are devoted to sharing aspects of Waldorf ped-
agogy that cut across specific grade levels. In con-
junction with displays of student work from grades
one through eight or beyond, such gatherings give
parents insight into the way our methods of assess-
ment, like our education itself, unfolds over time.
This emphasis on a gradual unfolding of the child’s
capacities and knowledge is perhaps what presents
the greatest challenge to parents.

The Waldorf teacher sees the child as a soul who,
“still trailing clouds of glory,” (Wordsworth) only
slowly finds her home in her physical body. Every
step forward in education also marks a step forward
in taking hold of the necessities of earthly life. But
just as there are physical limits to the types of food
that a developing infant can eat, so, in creating the
foundations of the Waldorf curriculum Rudolf Stei-
ner stressed the limits of soul and spirit that deter-
mine the healthy pace at which a child can learn.
Compared with other “developmentally appropri-
ate” methods, Waldorf education moves slowly in
the kindergarten and early grade years. But just as a
broad jumper who leans back before leaping goes
farther than one who makes a standing jump, so the
“holding back” of the child in the lower grades
makes it possible for her to jump forward with grace
and intensity in the junior high school years. This
philosophy and approach underlies all that is pre-
sented to parents in the way of evaluation. Obvi-
ously, a qualitative evaluation method depends on
the trust and support of parents. The more these
parents know about the rationale for such an ap-
proach to assessment, the more their trust and sup-
port will be justified. The Waldorf method depends
upon the patience of parents. A task of the teacher is
to help the parent recognize that, in the Waldorf
school at least, patience can be its own reward. Just
as qualitative evaluation demands the community of

teachers, so it demands a community of parents,
which is, after all, a well-recognized foundation for
effective educational efforts.

The assessment instruments

Not only are graded tests missing in the lower
school years of the Waldorf school; textbooks are
rarely to be found either. For many children in main-
stream education, learning is a process of vacillation
between text and test — rapidly ingesting the con-
tents of the book (like so much fast food) and rapidly
regurgitating those contents at the command of the
test giver. Any sense of a digestive process, of taking
the subject matter within and genuinely making
one’s own, is missing from this process. In the
Waldorf school, the main lesson book serves both as
text and test; it performs the seemingly contradictory
purposes of imparting knowledge and skills and
evaluating the degree to which the child has mas-
tered them. It is thus able to serve as the keystone of
the Waldorf evaluation process. A main lesson book
may be either a collection of loose sheets that are
bound together after the child has worked on them,
or in its more common form, a softbound book with
24 to 60 blank pages. Young children work with
books with large pages, 12" by 12" or even 12" by 18";
older classes’ books are 9" by 12". The main lesson
book contains a text created by teacher and child
together that represents a quintessence of all that the
child has learned in a main lesson block (the term given
to Waldorf “units” and usually lasting between two
and four weeks) in which a particular subject is stud-
ied intensively. In the lower grades, a main lesson
book for a subject such as “fables” would consist of
retellings of a number of stories, with accompanying
illustrations. Much of the younger child’s book con-
tents would have been copied in beeswax crayons
from drawings and writing done by the teacher on
the chalkboard.

As the children write, the teacher moves about the
room, commenting on the children’s work, giving
advice and assistance, and making mental notes of
the students’ struggles and triumphs. Is the child
reading what is on the board with comprehension, or
merely copying a succession of words? Is the child
“penetrating” his drawing by firmly pressing on his
crayon and filling the page with color, or is he tend-
ing to create a light, pastel effect? In the middle years,
main lesson books for subjects as diverse as house
building or botany or ancient history increasingly
include the child’s own compositions (rough drafts



are first corrected by the teacher and then entered
into the book), drawings, and diagrams. By seventh
and eighth grades the main lesson books are created
almost completely by the youngsters themselves,
with strikingly original compositions and drawings
throughout. Math books have pages describing the
new concept or operation learned, as well as sections
with practical problems, and may be supplemented
with folders containing the year’s math homework.
Science main lesson books are replete with descrip-
tions of laboratory demonstrations, as well as essays
about the general scientific principles that have been
explored.
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first grade on, a portion of every main lesson is de-
voted to review, which is primarily oral in nature. In
first grade, various children are asked to retell a fairy
tale or recite a poem. In third grade, a child will stand
in the front of the room with a clock with moveable
hands, setting it to different times and asking class-
mates to correctly tell the time; another child will
begin a poem and throw a beanbag to a classmate,
who is to say the next line and throw the bag again.
In eighth grade, two students, portraying monks at
the time of the Reformation, engage in a lively debate
about Martin Luther and his conflict with Pope Ju-
lius; later that year, they invite their parents to visit
the classroom while the youngsters

We continue to believe that a real
conversation between a child and

an adult of flesh and blood is a

profoundly superior experience to the
point-and-click conversation a student
might have with the dialogue boxes
found on educational software programs.

demonstrate electrical and magnetic
phenomena.

This Socratic dialogue, though en-
dangered in many spheres of modern
education, remains alive and well in the
Waldorf schools. We continue to believe
that a real conversation between a child
and an adult of flesh and blood is a pro-
foundly superior experience to the
point-and-click conversation a student
might have with the dialogue boxes
found on educational software pro-

All of these books are collected at the end of a main
lesson block and reviewed and critiqued by the class
teacher. When they are returned to the student, these
books become catalysts for conversations between
students and their parents concerning what has been
learned in a block (or school year). I have seen indi-
viduals who were students in the first Waldorf
School proudly showing their main lesson books to
their grandchildren. Could anyone imagine doing
that with an old textbook? Thus the main lesson book
is a “textbook” that arises out of real-life lessons,
rather than a prewritten volume that shapes the les-
sons in advance. Before the child writes, or draws, or
places diagrams, or math problems into her book,
she has heard the subject fully discussed in class. If
she is still unclear about an assignment, she is free to
ask questions of the book’s “author,” her class
teacher. How different from the conventional text-
book, which is written by a distant committee of
authorities who quiz the student at the conclusion of
every chapter but are themselves unavailable for
questioning!

Another assessment instrument used by the
Waldorf teacher is the oldest testing method of all —
asking students questions in class discussions. From

grams. The Waldorf teacher not only
judges the “correctness” of the child’s answer, but
also weighs the way in which the child stands, her
clarity of speech, her enthusiasm or lassitude in an-
swering, and a host of other subtle nuances that
transcend any standardized formulae.

The typical Waldorf main lesson not only involves
desk time, but also brings the children into move-
ment. From first through fifth grade, many subjects
are approached through rhythmic games as well as
through discussion and book work. Thus a teacher is
able to assess the youngster not only as a developing
intellect, but also as a being of “heart and limbs.”
This calls for the faculty of active observation to be
developed by every Waldorf teacher, for it is the
teacher who is the ultimate assessment instrument.
The child is thereby assessed as a whole person en-
gaged in activities that challenge every component of
the developing human being.

Communicating assessment results

Parents of children in the Waldorf school move-
ment learn of their child’s progress through two
methods: the required parent meeting with the class
teacher and the written report sent home once or
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twice a year. Conversations with parents usually
take place immediately before or after the written
report has been received. In a situation where par-
ents and teacher discover that they disagree strongly
over a report or evaluation, further discussions are
scheduled; it is essential for a consensus to be
reached about the child’s needs and progress. The
written report takes on a number of forms in Waldorf
schools across the country. In most cases, it is a nar-
rative description of the child’s work, attitude, and
social integration presented without any number or
letter grades; rarely is any sort of grid used to make
the report appear standardized. Although the class
teacher’s report is the longest and most descriptive,
each of the special subject teachers is also required to
write at least a paragraph or two about the child’s
performance in the time period under discussion.
The parents of a Waldorf fifth grader may receive
three or five pages (in total) of reports at midyear,
and six to ten pages at the year’s end. As the years go
by, the advantages of the community of teachers
become evident. Every new report is enhanced by
comparisons of the child’s performance in prior
grades, and subtle changes may be noted that would
fall in between the cracks were the child passed from
one teacher to another through the grades. The ongo-
ing dialogue between class teacher and special sub-
ject teachers also helps to bring consistency and clar-
ity to the various voices heard in the reports.

Many Waldorf teachers accompany this parent-di-
rected report with a report written directly to the
student. This may be simply a letter to the child,
which recapitulates in simpler terms what has been
written to the parents. More often, it is a creative
effort on the part of the teacher to capture the essen-
tial nature of the child in a story, a poem, or even a
drawing or painting. While we acknowledge that
parents need the facts to evaluate their child’s prog-
ress, we also recognize that the child needs a picture,
or better yet, an “imagination” in which the child’s
own nature is envisioned in terms of the outer world.
Here is an excerpt of a report written to the parents
of a fifth grader:

Kathleen’s initial reaction to any new work in math is
to cry out, “I don’t get it!” and to convince herself that
she never will get it. After this initial period of uncer-
tainty, however, she quiets down, makes the requisite
effort, and gradually masters the work along with her
classmates. Kathleen followed suit by resisting our
transition from fractions to decimals, even though her

teacher insisted that she would find that decimals
were much easier to manipulate.

Working with decimals in the abstract or in relation
to fractions did not do the trick with Kathleen, but as
soon as we looked at the decimal system that under-
lies the monetary systems of the world, she was thor-
oughly engaged! Her workbook will make it clear to
you how her neat and clear methods of working with
numbers make it very easy for Kathleen to trace any
mistakes she has made, and you will note that after
three lessons about decimals, her mistakes are few
and far between. Kathleen shows full comprehension
of adding, subtracting and multiplying decimals. She
is well able to divide whole numbers into decimals,
but still shows some hesitation when dividing deci-
mals into decimals. We will be reviewing this last,
challenging operation early in sixth grade, before we
take up percentages, and I think that Kathleen’s usual
persistence will lead her to mastery in this area as
well.

Kathleen herself received a poem from her
teacher, based on the study of Alexander the Great
that the class had undertaken at the end of fifth
grade. Bucephalus was a spirited horse who could
not be broken by Prince Philip’s staunchest generals:

Bucephalus stood wild and free,

His nostrils proud and flared;

He seemed to whinny and neigh to all,
“Come tame me, if you dare!”

So many were thrown as they mounted him
That all were filled with fear.

“T'11 tame this steed!” Alexander said,

Rushing in where generals feared to tred.
Around the horse was gently led,

Away from the shadow that caused it such dread,
And now towards the sun it galloped instead.

Tempting though it might be to add another few
lines providing a moral to the tale, the teacher chose
instead to let the girl make her own connections!

For the teacher, the possibility of communicating
the same evaluation in one way to the parents and in
another way to the child is challenging and energiz-
ing. The opportunity to respect the profound differ-
ences in consciousness between adult and child is
but one of the potentials afforded by the Waldorf
method of assessment. As our nation questions the
rationale for standardized and quantitative testing
ever more profoundly, I hope that the experience
Waldorf educators have had with their innovative
modes of evaluation over the course of seven de-
cades will be an example to all who are concerned
about the proper development of the child.
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Bronxville High School, in Westchester County,
just north of New York City, has been a member
of the Coalition of Essential Schools since 1985. As
such, Bronxville has been part of an evolutionary
process — attempting to apply the philosophy of the
coalition’s Nine Common Principles! to actual class-
room and schoolwide practice. Six of those princi-
ples, in particular, have found their way into the
daily practice of several teams of teachers at Bronx-
ville engaged in teaching coordinated English/social
studies interdisciplinary curriculum in grades 9, 10,
and 11. Although teachers have tremendous latitude
in implementing their curriculum, they are clearly
guided by the principles that students should learn
to use their minds well; that less is more; that teach-
ing and learning should be personalized; that the
governing metaphor of the school should be “stu-
dent-as-worker”; and that the work should culmi-
nate in a final demonstration of mastery — an exhi-
bition. With these principles as guidelines, then,
curriculum is designed and implemented. An inte-
gral part of that process, not explicitly delineated in
the common principles, is how students are assessed
in such a setting. The exhibition is clearly a “demon-
stration of mastery,” but how will students know
what comprises an excellent exhibition as opposed to
a mediocre one? That is where the challenge and the
genuine hard work of developing performance as-
sessment begin.

Performance assessment, simply put, is a way for
students to show what they know and can do
through active, multi-tasked activities which address
a specific criteria developed from the desired out-
comes of what students learn. The “performance”
aspect is what the students actually do: research,
writing, speaking publicly, participating in discus-
sions, role-playing in simulations, etc. The “assess-
ment” part evolves from activities and criteria which
can be designed not only by the teacher but also by
the teacher and the students. For example, if we want
to know if our students have acquired effective, ac-
tive listening skills, we will design an activity which
requires students to speak and listen to each other, or
to recordings, or to the dialogue in a movie or a
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videotape. To assess if the students have listened
effectively we must create reliable indicators; actual
signs that would show an audience the student is an
active listener. The best way to create effective indi-
cators is to consider exemplars? which we find around
us in the real world. Students, because they know
“effective, active listening” is a desired outcome, can
help develop indicators by discussing with the
teacher who they think are exemplars of that trait in
the society. Who is an effective listener that we all
know? Many would say Ted Koppel, or Robin Mac-
Neil, and Jim Lehrer. Why? What makes them effec-
tive, active listeners? What are the indicators? They
ask probing questions which directly address state-
ments made by their interviewees. They are well-
prepared to ask questions about the topic they are
pursuing and probe for more than the superficial.
They redirect questions to others to find another
opinion. Those become the criteria for

fact, they have developed a well-defined graduation
exhibition that would show this — then the class-
room teacher has clear guidelines to show the way.
Knowing a student must demonstrate mastery of x,
y, and z at graduation, what should that student be
able to demonstrate by the June preceding gradua-
tion? And by the June preceding that? This concept
of “planning backwards” (see McDonald, 1991, 1992;
Podl, 1992) is integral to developing performance
assessment activities and criteria. If we do not have
any idea of what students need to know and be able to
do at various junctures in their academic career, how
can we genuinely assess their progress? So, all as-
sessment planning begins with a vision of what stu-
dent work might look like in its final form — a vision
that will be shared with the students.

Vision, of course, is all well and good — but where
does one go from there? Imagining what one’s vision

assessment. If we can clearly delineate
what exemplary performance is, we can
assess whether our students, who have
helped us create the criteria, have met
the standards we all agree are outstand-
ing. In this manner students know what
is expected, know what the ultimate

A goal in authentically assessing
students’ work is that the students
develop the ability to self-assess and
self-critique.

goals of their performance are, and can
aim for the standard. Teachers, and students, can
assess performances based on what they see and
hear. And, particularly with the help of videotape in
an instance such as this, students can self-evaluate
their performance. The same template can be applied
to writing and all other skills we would want our
students to acquire. Ask the students to bring in what
they believe is an excellent piece of editorial writing,
for example. The class can then determine what ele-
ments the various excellent editorials share. Based
on those findings, a criteria for exemplary editorial
writing can be created. Nothing is secret and there is
no Bell Curve formula in this kind of assessment.
Students can succeed based on what is known and
can work toward a definite and clear goal. Once this
is clear, we can return to other Coalition principles to
develop rich and engaging performance assess-
ments.

In ascribing to the idea that “less is more,” a
teacher is no longer bound to simply “cover content”
and plow through a textbook from September to
June. That can be a liberating thought or a terrifying
one. If a school has clearly defined what its graduates
will know and be able to do upon graduating — if, in

really looks like —in terms of content, skills, and
behaviors — in exhibited demonstrations is what “the
call” must be for students. A clearly defined final
exhibition, delineating exactly what is required of
students must be presented before any work is as-
signed or begun. This would carefully explain to
students the content to be covered, the skills that
must be learned /applied /mastered, and the behav-
iors (individually and in the context of the class or
school community) students would be expected to
exhibit publicly by a specific deadline. In the same
way, the parameters of the exhibition would be de-
fined and discussed with students before work be-
gins: where they will go for source material, and how
they will pursue the essential questions that guide
the exhibition, what they will need to do to prepare
for their public performance.

Finally, what are the standards by which the exhi-
bition is to be judged? When designing performance
assessment activities there is no mystery as to what
is expected (in terms of product) and the criteria used
to judge that product. It is essential that the students
know not only what their goal is regarding the exhi-
bition they are to present, but also the criteria for an
excellent performance, a satisfactory performance,



an unacceptable performance. If they can observe or
review benchmark performances from the past, all
the better! A goal in authentically assessing students’
work is that the students develop the ability to self-
assess and self-critique. If our aim is academic prog-
ress, not simply “monitoring” student work (see
Wiggins 1988, 1989a, 1989b, 1991a, 199b), then stu-
dents must learn to gauge their own work. To do this
effectively they must be aware of what the standards
for that work are and what outstanding perfor-
mances look like. It is incumbent upon teachers,
then, when designing performance assessment activ-
ities that they include — indeed, publish for student
“consumption” — clear and delineated criteria for
their exhibitions.

The elements of sound performance assessment
design are: a carefully defined vision of what the
exhibition is, based on the desired performance out-
comes; a “backwards planned” assignment for stu-
dents that delineates parameters, logistics, and all
the “whats” and “hows” of the exhibition; published
criteria that establish clear standards for exemplary
performance.

With this template, teachers should be able to de-
sign activities that genuinely reflect whether their
students know and can do what has been taught.
Recognizing that it is easy to postulate, particularly
regarding any educational theory, let’s walk through
the creation of a performance assessment from initial
idea to completed exhibition to see how, exactly, it
works in a classroom setting.

The setting and the desired outcomes

The 11th grade interdisciplinary class at Bronx-
ville High School, taught by myself and the English
department chair, Anthony Angotta, focused on sev-
eral essential questions throughout the 1992-1993
school year: “What makes something uniquely
American?” “What are the elements of, or nature of,
revolution?” “What does it mean to ‘come-of-age’?”
The class of 22 heterogeneously grouped students
met twice a day, and teachers worked together with
the class during both periods about 80% to 85% of the
time. By early November the class was ready to
tackle the concept of “coming of age.” The first step
for the teachers, then, was to determine what out-
comes were appropriate for the students to exhibit at
this point in the year. Based on our year-end desired
outcomes, what did we need to focus our students on
in terms of content, skills, and behaviors? As we saw
it, our goals for this period developed as follows:

Holistic Education Review

1. Content — critically reading literature (Huckle-
berry Finn) for tone, style, point of view, satire, and
the idea of coming-of-age; understanding the signif-
icance of regionalism and sectionalism in the culture
of the United States and its history, in political, eco-
nomic, and social terms; exploring whether a grow-
ing nation goes through a coming-of-age the way
people do, and if so, how.

2. Skills — reading, research, writing (for a partic-
ular audience, from a particular point of view, in a
specific style), and public speaking and debate.

3. Behaviors — individual responsibility, group/
team work, interpersonal skills.

The design and the call

With the outcomes known, and essential questions
framing the ideas, the next objective for the teachers
was to design an exhibition that would clearly guide
student performances to meet the desired outcomes.
In what ways could our students incorporate their
reading of literature, understand the complexities of
regionalism, do authentic research, write in a pre-
scribed and challenging style, and work responsibly
on individual and group levels? Our decision
evolved from a project I had had success with in past
years, with some added twists. In the past I had
divided American history classes into “family”
groups and asked the families to keep diaries or
journals in reaction to lists of historical events. The
“families” were described in some detail, with each
representing a region of the fledgling United States
(New England, southeastern seaboard, northwestern
frontier and southwestern frontier), circa 1800 to
1840. Each family was given an appropriate regional
name (Adams, Smith, Clark, and Jackson) and back-
ground information about its economics, politics,
and social/cultural interests. Retaining this basic
“family” format, we decided the best way to ap-
proach the stated outcomes at all three levels would
be to have the families produce regional newspapers
to comment on the significant events of the day. The
families exchanged their newspapers after each
deadline and compared how other regions viewed
the same historical events. It seemed all our desired
outcomes could be attained if we carefully prepared
the assignment, clearly delineated its logistics, and
established standards for excellence.

The final exhibition was a multi-task event. Teams
produced a newspaper that was published for the
entire class to read, discuss, and defend. To better
guide the students to their ends, assessment criteria
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were developed and distributed. Beyond that, since
we wanted students to develop a critical eye for
reading newspapers and historical documents as
well as literature, we devised a critique sheet
through which students voted for “Pulitzer Prizes”
in various categories, thereby recognizing what they
believed to be the outstanding performances of their
classmates (students were not permitted to vote for
their own work). Because we wanted to see work
over time during this project, three deadlines were
established for three different issues of the newspa-
pers. This also “upped the stakes” for each group to
win “Pulitzers,” while giving them more than one
opportunity to achieve outstanding results.

At this point the teachers’ preparation work was
done and the focus for the classroom work shifted to
“coaching.” Once the teachers had focused on out-
comes and devised an exhibition to address those
goals, clearly delineated how the students would
pursue the exhibition, published and discussed the
criteria for performances, all that remained was to
help groups of students maximize their perfor-
mances. In our case, with two teachers in the room
for both periods (a total of about 90 minutes per day),
we were able to closely monitor group progress and
individual work, particularly as deadlines ap-
proached.

Exhibitions-in-the-making

What do classes look like as they prepare an exhi-
bition like the one described here? First and fore-
most, they are busy places. Initially, groups must size
up who can do what best and establish how they
want to present their exhibition. In our case, the
teams examined what content they had to present in
their papers and divided up the research work —
sometimes according to personal interests, some-
times by process of elimination. They also made de-
cisions about the look of their publication: Would it
have a flashy masthead? Would they include car-
toons and advertising? If so, what would early 19th
century advertising look like? Did someone have a
computer program that could produce graphics or
special effects (in one case, yes!)? The teams exer-
cised a number of critical thinking skills: comparing
and contrasting the value of stories (what the lead
story should be, for example), classifying informa-
tion (“That’s an editorial.” “That’s cultural, not
news.”), problem solving and decision making.
While some were back and forth to the library doing
research, others used classroom materials to com-
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pose their stories. All the while, the teachers would
spend concentrated amounts of time with each
group to coach and coax, encourage and clarify.
Slowly, the newspapers took shape and the groups
looked forward to seeing what others had produced.
As far as skills work was concerned, students had to
write and rewrite, edit one another’s stories, deter-
mine lay-out, and put their own, distinctive stamp on
their newspaper. There was a sense of friendly com-
petitiveness between the groups and some expected
internal tensions in groups where it was felt certain
individuals were not pulling their weight. Teacher
intervention in these instances was crucial, to allay
the concerns of those hard at work and to motivate
those not pushing themselves as hard as they might.
In this case, all of the newspapers were published on
deadline all three times and the voting for the “Pulit-
zers” and the discussions that followed were lively
and informative. Groups used their regional per-
spective to respond to questions from teachers and
their peers, and the activity culminated in students
writing a reflective piece about regionalism, as well
as group- and self-evaluations. An unanticipated
bonus was the consistent connection between the
historical events and current observations about
America by the students.

The reflective practitioner

Once the project was completed and the exhibition
had been presented, teachers took time to reflect.
Even when a teacher is working alone on a project
such as this, reflection on the event is crucial. Creat-
ing effective performance assessments requires con-
tinual “research and development” and should al-
ways be seen as an evolutionary process. Unlike
standardized tests for “canned” lesson plans, one
cannot create a performance assessment and then
use it year in and year out. Upon completion of the
family newspaper project my teaching partner and I
considered what had worked best and what had
been problematic. If we used this exercise in the
future, what should we definitely keep and what
needed revision or deletion? An idea that arose from
this process was the creation of a “Family Feud”
activity which would require the students to actively
use their content knowledge in a game show format.
Time also had to be taken throughout the exhibition’s
presentation to assess the student work based on the
published criteria. The classroom teacher took on a
variety of roles once the commitment to performance
assessment had been made. This required a great
deal of time and, initially, some very demanding
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work. The results, the student exhibitions, clearly
made the time and labor investment worthwhile.

Hints for developing performance assessments

For those who have not tried to prepare perfor-
mance assessments, some advice. Start small. Con-
sider doing a manageable performance, which will
be short, in terms of time, and clear to the students.
Remember, students are not always accustomed to
this kind of work either. Pick one or two desired
outcomes and build from there. Let the outcomes
determine your vision and devise possible exhibi-
tions that might clearly demonstrate what students
know and can do in relation to those desired out-
comes. Devise a criteria to assess the exhibition. De-
velop a number of guiding questions to direct stu-
dents toward their end; let them know what “the
call” for the exhibition is. Don’t be afraid to fail. If we
want our students to be lifelong learners, critical
thinkers, and risk-takers, teachers must model that
behavior in their classrooms. What better way than
to venture out in the area of performance assess-
ment? Beneath it all, the guiding premise is that
schools are about students, about kids. We can no
longer simply accept standardized testing, which re-
wards only the few who have the capacity for excel-
lent memory recall. How many of those recalled facts
are remembered a year later? And even if so, to what
end? The philosophical cornerstone of performance
assessment is “knowledge in use.” It is a powerful
way for students to learn, and that alone should
motivate teachers to incorporate it in their practice.
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Family Business Assessment Criteria

To receive an A on this project, you must:

1. Write grammatically correct, correctly
spelled articles which clearly represent the re-
gional point of view of your family in a persuasive
manner.

2. Research the historical events of each period
with thoroughness, as evidenced in your written
article and class discussions.

3. Used your time —in class and outside of
class — effectively (as witnessed by the teacher(s)
and as reflected in your work).

4. Worked cooperatively and responsibly in
your group, meeting deadlines, helping others, of-
fering constructive suggestions, and exerting lead-
ership or team spirit throughout.

5. Be able to clearly explain and defend your
articles in class discussions and debates, respond-
ing appropriately to questions and challenges.

To receive a B on this project you would:

1. Write a persuasive article identifiable as your
region’s point of view with few grammatical or
spelling errors.

2. Research the historical events with detail but
not complete thoroughness, missing some of the
subtly of the issues.

3. Basically use your time effectively, seldom
being asked to get back on task or seldom failing to
have work ready when you arrive to class.

4. Work well with your “family” teammates,
meeting most deadlines and accepting your role
with energy.

5. Be able to explain and defend your article,
clarifying misunderstandings or disputed points,
if not always convincing opponents of your stance
or accuracy.

To receive a C on this project, you would:

1. Write an article which presents the facts
about an historical event but doesn’t thoroughly or
clearly identify the regional point of view related
to it.

2. Research historical events, recording basic
facts without probing for depth or insight.

3. Generally use your time effectively, but too
often have to be “reminded” to get back on task;
work brought to class would be satisfactory but
not distinguished in its quantity or quality.

4. Work with your teammates to meet the
paper’s deadlines but you would not impress any-
one with your “team spirit” or leadership within
the group.

5. Be able to explain the bare facts of your arti-
cles(s) without totally, or clearly, convincing ques-
tioners or challengers of your accuracy or position.

To receive a D on this project, your would:

1. Write an article but seriously confuse facts or
misrepresent issues.

2. Only minimally research your topics.

3. Misuse class time and resources more than
half the time.

4. Barely work with your teammates; miss
deadlines; grudgingly comply to team goals.

5. Only minimally be able to explain the facts of
your story, without elaboration or accuracy.

To receive an F on this project, you would:

1. Not get your articles completed.
2. Fail to do any effective research.

3. Abuse class time designated for work and fail
to do related homework.




From the Bottom Up and Inside Out

A Framework for Redesigning Education

Lynn Stoddard

This article describes a process for
changing society’s mindset about
education. The process was
developed over a 20-year period in
two Utah schools where the
principal, parents, teachers, and
students challenged the top-down,
curriculum-driven system, and
invented a framework for
redesigning education from the
inside out and bottom up. The key
features of the process are an
unprecedented alliance with
parents and a focus on helping
students develop three dimensions
of human greatness — identity,
interaction, and inquiry.

Lynn Stoddard is a retired educator who now works as an au-
thor and consultant to initiate major changes in public educa-
tion. He serves on the steering committee of the Global Alliance
for Transforming Education. He lives with his wife, and three of
his twelve childven who are still at home, in Farmington, Utah.

At present there are two powerful forces pulling
American education in opposite directions. The
old familiar pressure, one that has grown increas-
ingly intense since the Nation at Risk, is in the direc-
tion of making our present, factory-model system
perform in a more efficient, effective way. A recent
manifestation of this force is a political /economic
call for students to meet world class standards in
five core subjects and become first in the world in
math and science as determined by national
achievement tests. This force is in the direction of
reforming, restructuring, and improving what we
have. It is an effort to shore up and repair a crum-
bling system of education.

Pulling in the opposite direction from the pressure
to improve the industrial model of student unifor-
mity is an invitation to start over and completely
redesign our system from the bottom up. Increas-
ingly, teachers and other educators are saying that
we need a new paradigm, a new set of rules, a change
in mindset, with which to envision and totally
change the character of American education (Deal,
1990).

So how do we go about changing a mindset that
has been part of our cultural consciousness since the
days of the “common school”? It would seem to be
an impossible task. In this article I will share a pro-
cess that offers hope for changing society’s mental
image of education so that our system can be trans-
formed from the bottom up.

The process was developed over a 20-year period
in two public elementary schools in Davis County,
Utah, where I was fortunate to serve as principal.
The first, Hill Field Elementary School, was one of 40
elementary schools of the Davis County School Dis-
trict. The school served over 600 students, grades
K-6, 90% of whom were military dependents from
Hill Air Force Base.

In order to help the reader understand how the
process was conceived, I must first share some in-
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sights that I acquired during 36 years of working as
a teacher and administrator in the public school sys-
tem.

Every call, within my memory, to reform our sys-
tem of public education has been based on a con-
tent/test approach. Letter-grade report cards,
achievement tests, and high school graduation re-
quirements are firmly in place to insure that we all
equate education with student accomplishment in
various subjects of the curriculum. Our society

Holistic Education Review

who are in authority over them. Students, in turn, try
to please teachers in order to get good grades. Every-
one in a curriculum-driven system is there to serve
those above them. This is how the system works —
except for the students who drop out and decide not
to play the game.

What would happen if we were to reverse the
hierarchy and put students and their needs on top?
With this arrangement, teachers (including parents)
would serve the needs of students, superintendents

and school boards would serve the

How can education possibly be

anything different from what we
ourselves experienced? Habit makes it
extremely difficult to envision any other

way.

needs of teachers and parents, and poli-
ticians would serve the needs of all of
the above.

Is this a realistic model? Perhaps the
biggest barrier to implementing a bot-
tom-up system is the long-standing in-
ability of our society to trust children to
determine their own destinies. At the
next level, our culture has for many

places great value on high grade-point averages as
symbols of quality education. How can education
possibly be anything different from what we our-
selves experienced? Habit makes it extremely diffi-
cult to envision any other way.

What has been the result of holding fast to the
content/test approach? Many of our nation’s bril-
liant, talented youth decide to drop out of school
before graduation and often turn to dru gs, irrespon-
sible sex, violent crime, and suicide. This is compel-
ling evidence that our curriculum-centered system of
education fails to meet the needs of a great many
students. In so doing it also fails to meet the needs of
society as a whole. Whenever a person’s need to
develop personal gifts and talents are not met, we all
are deprived of what that person could have contrib-
uted.

Reverse thinking

Without going into the history of how our society
arrived at a content/test system of public education,
I would like to point out that this is the system that
best serves the needs of those who control and direct
from the top down — those who have a need to hold
subordinates accountable with tests, grades, credits,
and requirements. Starting with the executive branch
of government, down through legislatures, school
boards and superintendents, the prescribed curricu-
lum is imposed on students, from the top down and
outside in, by teachers who endeavor to please those

years shown a lack of faith and trust in
teachers; hence a curriculum-driven system with
“teacher-proof” materials and all of the existing ac-
countability paraphernalia. And so it goes, on up to
the supreme authority who holds the ultimate
knowledge and wisdom to decide the destiny of ev-
eryone else.

Looking inside for trust

While I was serving as principal of Hill Field Ele-
mentary School, the students, parents, teachers, and
I found a way to free our brains to think differently
about education. We discovered a way to look deep
inside ourselves for trust. We discovered an inside-
out approach for redesigning education from the bot-
tom up.

We believe our discovery is significant in that it
can serve as a pattern or model for others to use in
developing a new paradigm or mindset for educa-
tion. What we found is that individuals are born with
three core drives, which give strong evidence of
human “trustworthiness”:

* adrive to be an important “somebody”
* adrive for warm human relationships and
* adrive for truth and knowledge.

These drives are deep spiritual needs that seem to
regulate all human functioning. They are part of the
great body of common knowledge. These needs ring
true because we all have them.
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The drive to be an important “somebody.” This drive
is much more than the need to merely survive or
exist. It is an intense need of the human spirit to
fulfill one’s unique potential as a special contributor
to the world. It is a need to count for something, to
have a sense of self-worth. It is a drive to answer the
questions, Who am I? Why am I here? and What is
the purpose of my life? It is a never ending quest for
identity.

The drive for warm human relationships. Our next
discovery confirmed another positive, well-known
characteristic of human nature — that we are all
born with a need to love and beloved. Everyone feels
a deep need to belong and have a sense of community
with other human beings. We have a built-in drive
for communication and warm relationships with
others. This is the second most powerful motivating
force of human nature. It is the deeply-felt need for
interaction.

The drive for truth and knowledge. Our third trust-
enhancing discovery is also common knowledge:
Human beings are born curious. They are born with
a strong drive to make sense of the world and to
acquire personal knowledge and wisdom. This drive
has sent people to the top of the highest mountains,
to the bottom of the deepest oceans, and far out into
space seeking understanding. Curiosity is the third
most powerful motivating force of human nature. It
is the force that we call inquiry.

These core human drives for identity, interaction,
and inquiry provided us with strong evidence of the
trustworthiness of children. They gave us our first
clue that it would be safe to design a system of
education around the deep spiritual needs of indi-
vidual students.

The three Is gave us a new way of thinking about
education — a different mindset. What would hap-
pen if we were to think of education as the process of
helping students grow in identity, interaction, and
inquiry?

Swimming against the mainstream

Some of the parents at Hill Field Elementary
School were very vocal in expressing their need for
the teachers to apply autocratic, military-style dis-
cipline — to keep students quiet, in their seats, and
busily engaged in bookwork. They also placed great
value on standardized achievement test scores as a
reflection of student accomplishment. In this attitude
they seemed to reflect what we were hearing from
school district officials — from the board of educa-

tion on down through the superintendent and curric-
ulum supervisors. “Time-on-task” was the popular
expression at the time, and teachers were expected to
be loyal taskmasters.

When the pressure on teachers became very in-
tense from all sides, I began to suspect the possibility
that a vocal minority was imposing their will on a
more silent majority. Was the school board reflecting
what they were hearing from a few loud voices? Was
there a body of cooler heads who held, but did not
express, other feelings?

I decided to find out. I developed a survey that
was sent to all parents asking them to describe,
through a series of choices, the kind of school they
wanted their children to attend and the kinds of
experiences they wanted their children to have.
When the results of the survey were compiled, my
suspicions were confirmed. The vast majority of par-
ents wanted a more relaxed, democratic style of man-
agement to prevail in classrooms; they wanted their
children to be involved in many hands-on activities,
including many field excursions, and they were not
as obsessed with standardized achievement testing
as we were led to believe. The feelings of a majority
of the parents at Hill Field Elementary School
seemed to be an anomaly in relation to what was
happening throughout the school district, the state,
and the country.

At about this time, we became involved in Cata-
lyst, a project to encourage participatory manage-
ment of schools. Through this project teachers dis-
covered a way to get released from the bondage of a
school district that was trying diligently to perfect
the industrial, materialistic system of minimum
competence and student uniformity. Instead of
blindly following tradition and the narrow vision of
some district leaders, staff members of Hill Field
School decided to invite parents to have a voice and
become genuinely involved in their children’s edu-
cation.

The partnership effort began when each child’s
parents were invited to meet with the teacher in a
get-acquainted, goal-setting conference at the begin-
ning of the school year. Parents were asked to come
to the meeting prepared to discuss three questions:

1. What do you hope the school can help you
accomplish for your child this school year?

2. What are this child’s special talents, gifts, inter-
ests, and needs which should be kept in mind? and

3. How can we work together to accomplish your
goals for your child?



To help answer the first question parents were also
invited to fill out two priorities surveys. One of the
surveys contained a column of goals to be priority
rated and a column for parents to indicate where the
responsibility for each goal should lie (see Figure 1).

When we compiled the results of the priority sur-
veys and the partnership questionnaires, we found
that what parents wanted for their children — their
first priority —was a cluster of knowledge,
attitudes, and skills that came to be known as “the
first dimension of human greatness”: Identity. It in-
cludes knowledge of human and individual poten-
tial; development of individual intelligences, talents,
and gifts; and self-esteem, confidence, honesty, char-
acter, and physical fitness.

The second priority of the parents was another
grouping of human attributes that we now call “the
second dimension of greatness”: Interaction, or love,
respect, empathy, communication, and responsible
world citizenship.

The third priority included the attitudes and skills
needed for successful learning. It is “the third dimen-
sion of human greatness”: Inquiry, which is zest for
learning — the powers of seeking, acquiring, pro-
cessing, and using information to solve problems
and develop personal meaning.

This is the process that was used to reexamine
education at Hill Field Elementary School. It was a
process that resulted in three major outcomes. First,
we discovered the three core drives that motivate all
human beings, at least all of the ones we interviewed
and surveyed.!

The second major outcome of the interviews and
surveys was that the three Is triggered a mental shift
which allowed us to begin throwing off the shackles
of a curriculum-dominated system. The three Is en-
abled us to start placing the needs of individual stu-
dents ahead of the needs of the bureaucracy.

The third significant outcome was an unprece-
dented alliance with parents. Nearly all of the par-
ents expressed a belief that the three dimensions of
human greatness could best be accomplished with
parents, teachers, and students working together in
full partnership.

The three dimensions of human greatness, identity,
interaction, and inquiry, became the underground
master goals of a school that was accountable to a
district that was going in the opposite direction and
pushing everyone to standardize students with a
lock-step curriculum. It was an uphill struggle to go
against district policy, but the teachers took heart
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Parent Priorities
for the education of
for the

school year

Responsibility, Where?

(Complete left column first) (check appropriate column)

L Best
Priority 1, 2, 3, elc. done by
school
& home,
working
together

Mostly
home,
partly
school

Moslly
school,
parly
home

(most important to least important) All

home

All
school

— The Student Valucs Learnlng

Is curious, accepts challenges, becomes
absorbed, enjoys learning.

—- The Student Values Work
Takes initiative, is self-motivated, fol-
lows directions, plans and organizes,
assumes responsibility, follows
through, evaluates work.

— Sclf-Esteem
Is aware of strengths and weaknesses,
feels valuable and unique, feels com-
fortable when alone as well as in a
group, trusts with discretion

— Respects Environment
Respects and mainlains personal and
public propery, enjoys and protects
nature.

— Respects Others
Respects the rights, feelings, attitudes,
cultures, and occupations of others;
works cooperatively and enjoys other
people.

— Readlng
Enjoys reading, is acquiring new skills.

—_ Wrltten Communication
Is acquiring new writing and spelling
skills, enjoys creative writing

__ Oral Communicatlon
Listens and understands, can follow
directions, enjoys and participates in
group discussions

— Mathematics
Enjoys mathematics; is acquiring new
skills and concepts and is able (o ap-
ply them.

— Physical Health and Development
Eats, sleeps, and dresses properly, prac-
lices personal hygiene, is developing
new physical skills and strength.

— Appreciaton of the Arts
Enjoys literature, music, visual and
performing art

— Student Individuality
The student Is developing individual
talents, inlerests, skills, and abitities.

— Responsible Cltizenship
The student is developing appreciation
for and understanding of the workings
of a democracy.

— Other (describe):

Figure 1. From Redesigning Education (Used with permis-
sion of Zephyr Press.

from the priority surveys and the strong support of
parents that emerged in the partnership conferences.

As the teachers began to concentrate more on the
needs of individual students, they received a confir-
mation that identity, interaction, and inquiry are pri-
mary human drives. Their covert rebellion was also
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reinforced by evidence that those who have contrib-
uted most throughout history have possessed re-
markable development in the dimensions of great-
ness: a strong sense of self-worth (identity), deep
feelings of love and respect for all people (interac-
tion), and an insatiable hunger for truth and knowl-
edge (inquiry).

Strategies for fostering human greatness

As we began to concentrate on meeting the inner
needs of students, Hill Field Elementary School en-
tered a period of transformation. In partnership with
parents, we did a number of unconventional things
that were incongruent with district policies. We
began to hold parent-teacher partnership conferen-
ces during school time, a practice that district leaders
frowned upon but reluctantly agreed to, provided
that it was kept low-profile so that other schools
would not ask for the same privilege. We set up a
library /inquiry center in two classrooms during
summer recess and then informed the leaders of our
rapidly growing school district that the school was
full. We designed inquiry boxes for the library that
contained interesting objects from nature for stu-
dents to check out, examine, and generate questions
to pursue. We organized an industrial arts shop
where elementary-age children could work with
tools. We surveyed the community for interesting
inquiry sites within a two-mile walking radius of the
school. We tore apart new science books and re-
bound them into individual inquiry units. We aban-
doned the district-sanctioned parent-teacher organi-
zation, and formed one that better met our needs.

With the discovery of the three dimensions of
human greatness came a new awareness: Identity,
interaction, and inquiry are all inside-out words. They
call for a reversal of the traditional meaning of teach-
ing. Instead of dispensing knowledge, from the out-
side in, those who would facilitate the optimum
growth of children will attempt to draw forth, from
within the student, the built-in talents, gifts, love,
and questions — the dimensions of greatness, which
lie dormant, like a sleeping giant, waiting to be acti-
vated. The human brain operates as an inside-out
instrument that seeks truth naturally, effortlessly,
and many times more efficiently when it is running
on the internal power of self-initiated inquiry. Any
attempt to short-circuit or inflict an outside power
source, as in imposed instruction, causes anxiety and
a shut-down of the process (Hart, 1983).

The staff at Hill Field Elementary School began
exploratory attempts to nurture the three dimen-
sions of greatness with the strategies mentioned ear-
lier. Another strategy, designed to foster personal
inquiry, is worth describing in more detail. One
sixth-grade teacher, his students, and their parents
hurriedly built in one evening, and without asking
for district permission, a zoo/aviary in a large front
entrance of the school. It was constructed with 2 x 4
studs and chicken wire in a place where the architect
of the new building had originally placed a large bed
of artificial plants. The zoo was divided into two
sections. It went from floor to ceiling, measured ap-
proximately 8 by 16 feet, and was accessible for stu-
dent observation from four sides. It housed, among
other things, and on a rotating basis, a flock of para-
keets and finches, a monkey and other creatures
loaned from Hogle Zoo, baby goats, turkeys, and a
mother hen that laid eggs and hatched them in full
view of many spectators.

As you can imagine, the zoo became an instant hit
with everyone except district leaders, who discov-
ered the change at the front entrance of the school too
late to do anything but go along with a project that
students, teachers, and parents were enthusiastic
about. The district director of buildings and grounds
succumbed to the pressure and replaced the fir studs
and chicken wire with birch paneling and heavy
mesh wire, and installed a leaning rail on two sides
of the zoo. The school ended up with an exciting
inquiry area where there was always a crowd of
students observing, sketching, and taking care of the
animals and birds.

Two years after the zoo was built [ became principal
of E. M. Whitesides Elementary School, another public,
K-6 school in the same district, but with a much differ-
ent clientele. Whitesides Elementary School was one of
six elementary schools in the town of Layton, Utah.
Although many of the parents were civilian workers at
Hill Air Force Base, very few of them were in military
service. In contrast to Hill Field Elementary School,
where most of the children lived in two-parent fami-
lies, about one-third of the students at Whitesides came
from families where divorce and hardship were com-
mon. Many lived with a single parent.

As]arrived at Whitesides to be the new principal,
I found that the teachers were aware of what had
been going on at Hill Field and immediately asked to
inaugurate the same kind of partnerships with par-
ents. In short, we essentially went through the same
process at Whitesides as we had at Hill Field. We



initiated one-on-one meetings with parents, asked
them to identify their top priorities for the education
of their children, and invited them to help us accom-
plish their goals.

The Whitesides parents identified the same three
priorities that had been the top needs of parents at
Hill Field and the other schools in the Catalyst proj-
ect. They also expressed a desire to become full part-
ners with teachers in fostering student identity, inter-
action, and inquiry.

The parents at Whitesides Elementary School
were delighted to be invited to become involved in
their children’s education. It soon was apparent that
a united focus on helping students acquire the three
dimensions of human greatness would allow a much
deeper, more meaningful kind of parental involve-
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knowledge with classmates, relatives, and other in-
vited guests. Students are then given recognition for
their accomplishments through “great brain” badges
and certificates, listing in the “Great Brain Hall of
Fame,” displays of their projects in “great brain”
fairs, and public announcements and press releases.

This program was very successful. Students accom-
plished remarkable research on topics ranging from
ants to trucks, whales, and zebras. Many students ex-
perienced attitudinal changes from apathy toward
school to enthusiasm and joy in learning. When stu-
dents found they could choose topics in which they
were interested and learn without restraint, they ac-
complished some amazing things.

The school post office. This strategy involves having
a school post office — an official-looking mailbox and

early all of the parents expressed a
belief that the three dimensions of

human greatness could best be

accomplished with parents, teachers, and

students working together in full
partnership.

a delivery system for letters written by
students, teachers, and other staff mem-
bers to other students, teachers, and
staff. The mail is picked up at the end of
each day and delivered the next. The
staff at Whitesides Elementary School
found the post office to be a most pow-
erful tool in helping students learn to
read and write without being “taught”
in the customary teach-and-test way.
The children did a prodigious amount of

ment than had ever been possible in a curriculum-
dominated system.

Almost from the beginning of this new kind of
parent/teacher/student relationship the partici-
pants began to invent strategies for fostering the
development of the three Is. This they did in spite of
much pressure from school district leaders to stan-
dardize students with a common core curriculum.
Many of these strategies were for individual stu-
dents, but some were schoolwide (Stoddard, 1990,
1992). I will describe three only briefly:

The great brain project. The “Great Brain Project” is
initiated when students are invited to study in great
depth, over a period of several weeks or months, a
topic that interests them, and to become “great
brains” in the chosen topic. Students are invited to
attain levels of understanding about a topic ranging
from amateur, through specialist, expert, master-
mind, and finally genius. Teachers and parents unite
as partners to help each student develop a list of
questions to guide the search for information, find
resources, and ultimately prepare a “great brain”
presentation using audio and visual aids to share

writing without being assigned, and
looked forward to coming to school each day to read
their mail. The “school post office” is an example of
“whole language” in action.

New report card. Perhaps the most important strat-
egy that we developed was an evaluation system to
assess student growth in the three dimensions of
greatness. The system was a big departure from the
letter-grade report card sanctioned by the board of
education. The main feature of our new evaluation
instrument was that it fostered student self-evalua-
tion from the inside out, just the opposite of the
traditional system that attempts to assess student
growth externally, from the outside in, and attach a
grade value to it.

We formulated a new kind of report card that is
marked by the child, the child’s parents, and the
teacher (inasmuch as all three are responsible for
fostering growth in greatness), then used as the basis
for discussion in partnership meetings. A few of the
teachers had enough courage to use the new report
card even though it pointed in a different direction
from the one that was being imposed on us by dis-
trict leaders. It was the ultimate symbol of our quiet
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rebellion against a top-down, outside-in system.
Shortly after the creation of the new report card I was
transferred to another school, from which I resigned
after one year to write part of this story in my book,
Redesigning Education: A Guide for Developing Human
Greatness (Stoddard, 1992).

After seeing what happens when students, teach-
ers, and parents approach education with a different
mindset, one that recognizes and respects human
greatness and diversity, | am immensely optimistic
about the future. At Hill Field and Whitesides we
only scratched the surface of the unlimited possibili-
ties that are available to those who are willing to
challenge tradition. We found that an inside-out ap-
proach to education activates great human potential
and creativity.

I will close this article with the framework for
redesigning education that I put together from the
exciting experiences that were mine while working
with two wonderful groups of people who, with
support, were willing to put their trust and belief in
children on the line.

Numbers one and two of the framework set forth
the purpose and direction — the mental image or vi-
sion that guides and shapes all decisions. Numbers
three through seven outline five philosophical beliefs
or attitudes that are activated through a focus on the
vision. Number eight provides a place to collect and
organize the results of everyone diligently concentrat-
ing on the vision — a place to list the successful strate-
gies or means of building the three dimensions of
human greatness. The framework is shown in Figure 2.

Through the process of concentrating on the per-
sonal development of students as individuals, par-
ents, teachers, and staff members of two Davis
County, Utah, schools started to redesign education.
Many strategies were created to accomplish the
goals. The framework became a new paradigm —a
new vision, or mental image that allowed people to
think differently and overcome a crippling mindset.
It has been shown that this framework has the power
to break the mental block that prevents a transforma-
tion of education. We recommend it as a pattern to
follow for all those who are serious about redesign-
ing education from the bottom up.

—

A Framework for Redesigning Education

MISSION — The purpose of education: Develop great human beings who are valuable contributors to society.
2. MASTER GOALS — The three dimensions of human greatness:
IDENTITY * INTERACTION * INQUIRY
3. E.T. PARTNERSHIPS — Parents and teachers work Equally and Together as full partners to help
students grow in the three dimensions of humane greatness.
4. AUTONOMY — Curriculum is viewed as means rather than ends, as servant instead of master.
5. EVALUATION — Assesses student growth in identity, interaction, and inquiry.
6. MULTIPLE INTELLIGENCES — Each student is viewed as an individual with a unique set of “intelli-
gences” to be developed, not as a person having a single IQ.
7. INQUIRY — Self-directed, personal inquiry is the primary mode of human learning and self-development.
8. STRATEGIES — The “how-to” steps that are created and discovered when students, parents, and
teachers hold a clear vision of the mission and master goals constantly in mind.

Figure 2. Adapted fromRedesigning Education (Zephyr Press, Tucson, AZ).
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Note

1. In the Catalyst project the same surveys were used in several
elementary schools in four school districts with almost identical re-
sults. The top three priorities of parents in each school were the same:
goals that could be classified under identity, interaction, and in-
quiry.This led us to assume that these drives are universal. It remains
for further research to determine if this is true.
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A reconsideration of the
industrial/technological notion of
excellence yields a new vision for
education. This new perspective of
excellence arises from the
acceptance of the aesthetic domain
as an integral part in the
construction of knowledge. It offers
an integration of rational and
nonrational thought processes that
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and the aesthetic domain, one gains
insight into the important
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know and think, do and say.
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“Excellence” is the buzzword upon which the ed-
ucational movement in the 1990s hangs its hat. Pro-
ponents believe that excellence promotes rationally
guided action that delivers the highest form of skill
in the teaching arena (Eisner, 1985b). Unfortunately,
this narrow definition of excellence dismisses the
speculative knowledge of aesthetic insights into the
tacit foundation of knowledge. This domain, com-
posed of the raw material of our intellect, our im-
aginative possibilities, feelings, emotions, and intu-
itions, contributes a qualitative dimension to
experience that widens awareness. Alternatively, the
limited notion of excellence characterized through
accountability standards, quality control, time on
task, and effective teaching methods does not bring
about true superiority in the course of learning. The
result of this interpretation in the educational pro-
cess is the reification and reduction of curriculum
into inert pieces of knowledge that hold little mean-
ing or value.

This fragmented approach to curricular and as-
sessment matters heavily influences not only what
we teach but how we teach. Furthermore, it empa-
thizes with quantification to the point where we mis-
take student test scores for accountability measures
and academic requirements for the motivation that
comes with the desire to learn. It is assumed that
knowledge of what is “out there” is obtainable only
through scientific means and that learning takes
place through the transmission of information. Such
assumptions pose challenging questions for our very
existence that cannot be ignored.

A reconsideration of the industrial/technological
notion of excellence presents solutions to these press-
ing questions. A new vision of education occurs
when we consider the possibility that “understand-
ing of reality lies beyond the capabilities of rational
thought” (Zukav, 1979, p. 38). Our desire to observe
and measure in an exclusively logical and linear fash-
ion is an impossible task and no longer appropriate
for today’s world. The very nature of the universe
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makes it infeasible to predict how an idea will un-
fold. As soon as we begin to question, to probe, the
idea changes. “What we observe is not nature itself,”
Heisenburg states, “but nature exposed to our
method of questioning” (in Saltz, 1990, p. 392).
“There is no way of looking at the forest except by the
light of our own reason, and this light determines the
particular kind of forest seen” (Pearce, 1971, p. 133).

Logical methods by necessity make up a portion
of our inquiry process, but it is the acceptance of the
light of our own reason, found through the aesthetic
domain and afforded equal stature in

When these conditions exist, objective considera-
tions coupled with subjective understanding and
personal knowledge become the true harbingers of
excellence.

Personal knowledge is a relational process. This
pluralistic, interactive perspective offers a heuristic
opportunity that “sees” with far more width and
depth than our current, unidimensional, scientific
view. Maxine Greene calls the inward search the abil-
ity to “possibilize” (in Purpel, 1989), to open the
doors of our minds to embrace intellectual break-

constructing knowledge, that permits a
new, more meaningful vision of excel-
lence to shine. The knowledge that
emerges from the reappraisal of excel-
lence promises the capacity for aesthetic
insights to enrich our lives and counters
the inability of positivistic scientism to
go beyond strictly empirical informa-
tion. Consequently, the demands we put
on students and the opportunities we
afford them often stifle rather than de-

T he knowledge that emerges from the
reappraisal of excellence promises the
capacity for aesthetic insights to enrich
our lives and counters the inability of
positivistic scientism to go beyond
strictly empirical information.

velop their abilities to “see” more deeply

into the world and themselves. We limit the fulfill-
ment of the native desire to inquire and the reflective
critical responses that occur in search of an inner
truth that harbors meaning. The union of logical and
aesthetic dimensions is necessary to produce a
wholeness that transcends a short-sighted, inade-
quate view of excellence, and instead promotes a
search for what is real, true, and beautiful in life.

The integration of aesthetic and rational knowledge

Dewey (1929) wrote that the sources of education
are any part of knowledge that renders the educa-
tional process more enlightened and humane. In pur-
suit of true excellence, education cannot afford to
overlook any facet in the construction of knowledge
that brings about this state.

Following this notion, the acceptance of the union
of the aesthetic and rational realms becomes impera-
tive. The relational process in the merging of these
domains considers the construction of knowledge as
more than external forces imposed upon the learner.
Rather, the new vision considers the power of reason,
coupled with experiences in the aesthetic domain as
twin forces that together become a single powerful
tool of thought. Personal knowledge emerges from
this force and provides opportunities for dialogue,
reflection, and flexibility in experience to occur.

throughs. This enables one to create a vision of real-
ity from which process becomes the key element, and
the only constant the quest for knowledge. It is this
ability to change and grow that enriches lives, that
allows us to expand our metaphors, which bring
meaning to our world in order that they may become
more inclusive in nature.

Combs (1982), Yonemura (in Spodek, 1988), and
Spodek (1988) have all written of the importance of
personal knowledge in influencing our educational
practices. Specifically, Combs believes that teachers’
attitudes are crucial to the effectiveness of the acts of
teaching because they influence the opportunities
and learning experiences children have. Ultimately
“they determine how teachers behave and how suc-
cessful they are likely to be in carrying out their
professional tasks” (p. 3).

Spodek (1988) surmises that teachers process in-
formation as they work with children and that their
actions and classroom decisions reflect their percep-
tions, understandings, and beliefs about the nature
of reality. He purports that teachers’ implicit theories
are rarely shared by all, and that theories which
underlie professional practice are personal in nature.

Yonemura (in Spodek, 1988) found that a teacher’s
personal knowledge is as important to professional
practice as teacher knowledge is. Through an aware-



ness of personal ideas, values, and beliefs an under-
standing of the underlying basis of competent teach-
ing comes about; consequently, we become aware
that it is personal rather than scientific constructs
that frame the technical worldview and influence
action.

In addition, Eisner’s discussion (1985a) of cogni-
tion relates directly to the understanding that the
aesthetic domain and the rational intellect operate as
a whole and merge into a partnership. Eisner be-
lieves cognition to be a process through which organ-
isms achieve awareness. To engage in cognitive
awareness is not simply to think of the world in
terms of products; instead, it is also to be aware of the
qualities of which it is constituted. The senses pro-
vide the stuff from which concepts are born; how-
ever, once this sense data is recognized our subjective
interpretations provide us contact with qualities of
the world based not on “objective” knowledge, but
on knowledge transformed from information pro-
vided by the aesthetic domain. Through this process,
a worldview of depth, clarity, and dimension
emerges.

From these examples it follows that if we ap-
proach the world from beliefs other than a reductive
view that encourages control, a new system founded
upon an epistemology immersed in the relational
nature of the rational and aesthetic domains arises.
Our knowledge, transformed from its unidimensio-
nal perspective, is created from the workings of this
assemblage. The rational promotes consciousness;
the nonrational, from the aesthetic domain, submits
to consciousness our imaginative possibilities, feel-
ings, and intuitions, and contributes an awareness of
the nuances of the activity that previously was ig-
nored. This new plurality fosters the intimate con-
nection between knower and known. Excellence
flows from this process and enables us to understand
and appreciate the connections, complexities, and
ramifications of the convergence of the rational and
aesthetic basis of our knowledge. From this perspec-
tive we comprehend how we come to know and the
implications inherent in this knowing.

This new conceptualization of excellence results in
a transformational process. Reality emerges as a dy-
namic structure, a continuous synergistic unit that
ultimately redefines the mission of education. Salient
to this notion is the third image of Eric Jantsch’s (in
Haggerson, 1988) stream metaphor. The educational
process in this sense involves the subject as “both the
source of the stream and agent, the subject and ob-
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ject. This image is one of changing reality” (p. 87).
Learning in this manner becomes an educational ex-
perience of heightened vitality (Dewey, 1958), as op-
posed to an act of reconstructed doing. Here, we
enter into relationships where being is constituted by
becoming (Oliver, 1989). Thus, a simple event
touched by the conditions of its being opens paths of
complexity in its becoming that reflect new vistas
and evolve into patterns that mirror the complexities
of reality. From this, curricular decisions, of both
students and teachers, are concerned less with begin-
ning and end, and emphasize instead the journey.
The objective of learning becomes growth oriented
and invites diversity and creativity. Work under-
taken from a subjective perspective guided through
an internal locus of control made up of insights,
intuitions, and imaginative possibilities of the aes-
thetic domain results in decisions that reflect
grounded values and dispositions. This educational
strategy promotes what Purpel (1989) believes to be
the “critical and creative consciousness that contrib-
utes to the creation and vitalization of a vision of
meaning” (p. 28).

This transformed vision of excellence is about
looking for evolving patterns and questioning abso-
lute reality; it brings us to the realization that there is
no “My Way” that is separate from the world around
us (Zukav, 1979). Instead it fosters coming to know in
the educational process through the emergence of
personal feeling, knowing, and doing inherent in
occasions that occur when the similar joins with the
dissimilar and unites at a deeper emotional level.
Jantsch calls this the evolutionary paradigm. The
subject shapes in her image by virtue of feeling and
being an agent of evolution, “of sharing the essence
of universal motion” (Jantsch, in Haggerson, 1988, p.
87). Object and subject flow together in an evolution-
ary approach that empowers their unity.

Emergent aspects of reality

The purpose of any educational endeavor is the
construction of knowledge. How we construct that
knowledge is essential to the final form produced.
When we look at the experience as a unification of
logic and aesthetic, an active, spiritual, emotional
and open-ended process, we emancipate the desire
for knowledge. The new paradigm embraces this
belief. It deals not with knowledge in the traditional
sense, but with knowledge that begins as imagina-
tion, vague sensibilities, feelings, inarticulate
thoughts (Oliver, 1990). This knowing is more than a
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collection of inert facts; rather, based in Polanyi’s
(1966) tacit dimension, the process of indwelling
born through logic and aesthetic, it grasps the parts
and molds them into a comprehensive whole. From
this emerges a three dimensional form that stores
and later re-creates and evolves into a holographic
image which perpetually reflects the kaleidoscopic
process of becoming. Excellence in education re-
quires that curriculum reflect an understanding of
the interdependent, fluid relationships between
these two essential parts of coming to know — the
rational and nonrational that organize experiences
into emerging aspects of reality.

Knowledge from this perspective is not passive;
rather, it is an active process that promotes the activ-

we perceive to be of value. A shift in human views of
reality and self forces change in our beliefs about
truth. Thus, rational thought and observation alone
can never construct truth in the new order. This as-
sumption of truth mirrors the reductionist view of
the world. Instead, a consideration of all systems and
their interrelations as they flow together provides a
coherent framework from which we may find more
appropriate truths for mankind. As Bohm and
Prigogine expressed, we must speak of an ecology of
particles, where new forms transcend their compo-
nents (in Schwartz & Ogilvy, 1979). In education, we
must shift from the idea of one truth toward belief in
the plurality of perspective, that there may be myr-
iad truths, and alternative ways of knowing.

Truth from this relational perspective

he new paradigm ... deals not with
knowledge in the traditional sense,

but with knowledge that begins as

imagination, vague sensibilities, feelings,

inarticulate thoughts.

does not mean that educators “have re-
linquished their capacity to choose ...
and succumbed to the bottomless pit of
relativism” (Eisner, 1983, p. 13). Rather,
the relational process that gives rise to
plurality of perspective allows educa-
tors to assess the knowledge gained
from the union of the rational and aes-
thetic domains, drawing conclusions,

ity of thought Whitehead (1929) believed encom-
passed education: “What education has to impart is
an intimate sense of the power of ideas for the beauty
of ideas” (p. 18). Whitehead rejected the belief that
the imposition of “inert facts” constituted education.
By looking at knowledge not as inert fragments but
as ameans through which insights from the aesthetic
and rational domains emerge and intertwine to color
experience, one gains the ability to heighten sensitiv-
ity and encourage flexibility of thought in creation.
This presents a broadened perspective that renders
our understandings more enlightened. Thus, from
the ability to “know,” through reason and the aes-
thetic domain, separately and together, one gains
deeper insight into the important relationship be-
tween what we know and think, do and say.

Plurality of perspective

The new paradigm’s heightened sensitivity to
new forms of reality brings about basic alterations in
the manner in which we view truth. Aesthetic in-
sights into the tacit foundation of knowledge are the
base upon which human values arise. They are either
explicitly or implicitly a map of the nature of reality
and are what comprises our roles. Education is a
conveyor of this truth and plays a vital part in what

making judgements and determinations
on coherence and value of beliefs, and looking for
alternatives that better meet our needs (Eisner).
Truth conceived in this manner will not be explored
through the strictly empirical grounds of positivistic
science, but offers a wider perspective in which to
gain knowledge about the world. Consequently,
truth is no longer tied to a particular context that
offers sanctions for the reprehensible deeds of hu-
manity or to the limited domain of “that which
works.” Instead, relational perspectives of truth ex-
tend far beyond to the realm of unlimited potential,
where it promises to bring greater understanding,
congruence, and symmetry to our construction of
knowledge.

Speculative and practical knowledge

Two types of knowledge frame the multiplicity of
approaches to truth. Schools pursue the factual, ver-
ified by logic, and scientific methods, but disregard
the knowledge of understanding, the intuitive feel-
ing aroused when we contemplate some distant
event or try to empathize with another human being.
Maritain (1953) speaks of these as speculative and
practical knowledge. Practical knowledge acquired
through rational processes offers clarification and



enlightenment of purpose. It directs thought toward
an immediate method of action for attainment of an
end. Speculative knowledge is demand for freedom
of thought that seeks complete understanding. Born
of the aesthetic domain, it is knowing through incli-
nation, inspiration, or imagination; it is looking at
and relying on inner bents or emotions in the creation
of reality.
Emotion raised to the level of intellect through which
reality is grasped becomes a determining means, an
instrumental vehicle through which the things which
have impressed this emotion on the soul, and the
deeper invisible things that are contained in them or
connected with them, and which have ineffable corre-
spondence or coaptation with the soul thus affected
and which resound in it are grasped and known.
(Maritain, 1953, p. 123)

Thus, the quest for truth in an educational system
characterized by the transformative process involves
that which is emergent from an interconnected real-
ity, based in the aesthetic domain, influenced by val-
ues, and defined through participation and direct
experience. From this creativity of spirit forms a sub-
jective—objective ontology. “The essential need for
the individual is to create, but he cannot do so with-
out passing through the door of knowing of his own
subjectivity. This is inseparable from the grasping of
objective reality of outer and inner world” (Maritain,
1953, p. 115). Truth derived from knowledge formed
in this manner is reborn in our imagination and pro-
jects into life our emotions and perceptions that are
integral parts of human experience; consequently,
we gain greater awareness and ability to understand
the totality of the universe and ourselves as part of
that entity.

Ecological perspectives

The regard we hold for the totality of the universe
mirrors our aesthetic insights. It reflects the manner
in which we embrace an ecological spirit, resulting in
participation in dynamic relationships. This process
called “worldmaking” involves “learning in the wid-
est sense” and culminates in the understanding that
reality, organized around the concept of self and na-
ture as relational aspects, has a common formative
purpose (Cobb, 1977, p. 66). In education as an evo-
lutionary process, we come to understand that the
learner is also an open system, interacting with the
environment, integrating, reordering his worldview,
to incorporate the new.

The creation of a world image is ultimately a
search for form. To produce form, a product of one’s
own inventiveness, is the central aim of personal
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knowledge construction (Eisner, 1985c). The adher-
ence to a transformational philosophy for education
ensures that the form created is not an ends-in-view,
single-minded proposition, but rather a mind’s eye
view held as an image (Eisner, 1985b). The holo-
graphic figure is an appropriate metaphor for pro-
ducing such a form because it adds a dynamic qual-
ity to the process. The information that resides in all
parts of the image creates a vast network of patterns
characterized by complexity and mutual causality.
With these conditions exist the ingredients for quali-
tative change, where new structures arise out of the
old. Form seen as a multidimensional structure, pro-
duced through knowledge derived from the conjunc-
tion of rational processes and the aesthetic elevates
the creation to the status of true excellence.

The acknowledgment of the unified plurality in
the construction of knowledge and our knowing is
central to the commitment of true change in educa-
tion. The traditional unidimensional view of knowl-
edge is no longer appropriate to measure excellence
and success. This obsolete viewpoint diminishes the
learning process and thwarts excellence through pre-
scriptions that shackle our efforts to use our innate
logical and intuitive abilities in the construction of
our world. A shift in humanity’s image of reality and
self demands the acknowledgment of the aesthetic
domain with the logical process in knowledge con-
struction. This dimension acts as an “inner ear and
eye” and makes available the vast reservoir of our
tacit understandings (Noddings & Shore, 1984). It
also presents the moral dimension that implies re-
sponsibility for the consequences of action. These
insights from the aesthetic domain offer a new per-
spective, what Pearce (1971) calls an “autistic pro-
cess”, Eisner (1985b) believes is the “educational im-
agination,” and Dewey labeled “flexible purposing”
(in Eisner, 1985b), that acts on all possibilities. It is
lateral thinking intertwined with the horizontal or
logical in the construction of knowledge that inspires
new ideas and ultimately offers a transformed real-
ity. It is here that we meet with excellence.
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Book Review

The Educational Messiah Complex:
American Faith in the Culturally Re-
demptive Power of Schooling

by Sanford W. Reitman

Published by Caddo Gap Press (3145 Geary Blvd., Suite 275,
San Francisco, CA 94118), 1992. 224 pp., paperback. $19.95.

Reviewed by Ron Miller

I am placing The Educational Messiah Complex on my
list of essential readings in the social and historical
foundations of American education. Author Sanford
Reitman (who unfortunately died soon after complet-
ing the book) has provided a great deal of useful histor-
ical information and presented a thoughtful and
illuminating reflection on the
role of schooling in our culture.
In particular, a section in which
he has classified nine distinct ed-
ucational ideologies from reac-
tionary to radical (pp. 63-98)
gives a very useful theoretical
framework for understanding
the social and political context of
American schooling. The Educa-
tional Messiah Complex is a bal-
anced, well researched, and rea-
soned critique of the diverse
ideological purposes to which
children’s learning is perpetually
sacrificed.

The book’s major argument is
that Americans tend to assign ed-
ucation a “narrowly utilitarian ...
commodity value”: Aside from
educating young people, we ex-
pect schools to produce tangible
social and economic benefits.
Reitman correctly points out that
public education has historically
been used as a panacea for the nation’s problems — a
way of avoiding the concerted community and political
engagement that is really needed to address our social
ills. From the problems of mass immigration and indus-
trialization in the nineteenth century to issues of racial
desegregation, poverty, crime, drugs, and AIDS in re-
cent times, Americans have habitually substituted
school reform for social reform. Reitman explains that
this faith in the deterministic efficacy of schooling has
become especially pronounced in recent decades, until

Sanford W.
Reitman

_— e
American Faith in the Cuiturally Redemptive
Power of Schooling

it has attained the obsessive quality of a cultural “mes-
siah complex.” Americans, he says, look to their schools
to bring about “collective salvation and cultural re-
demption” (p. 47).

Reitman observes that the expectations loaded on
schooling are unreasonable and have placed undue
pressure on both students and educators. He com-
ments: “Americans constantly attempt to impose a nec-
essarily distorted urgency and artificial rhythm on their
schools and classrooms in the seemingly irrational fear
that, otherwise, they will fail to ‘reach’ every last stu-
dent.” (pp. 23-24). Clearly the corporate/government
agenda of educational “excellence” for increasing eco-
nomic productivity continues to harness the educa-
tional process to narrowly utilitarian social ends, and
subjects students and teachers alike to the impersonal,
relentless demand for “account-
ability.” Reitman compares the
stress experienced in American
schools with the far more relaxed
atmosphere he observed in
schools in Israel. (He does not,
however, consider Japanese edu-
cation, which is even more stress-
ful than ours.)

Through much of the book,
Reitman adopts a cool, clinical,
and sometimes cynical perspec-
tive on the various educational
ideologies he considers. At times
his analysis is too clinical, as in
his explanation (pp. 103-119) that
educational messianism is a psy-
chological “displacement syn-
drome,” and particularly in his
attempt to portray educational
theorists as “rootless and mar-
ginal men and women with a
mission in life” (p. 114). But at
least he is not a partisan and is
able to give each viewpoint a fair
hearing. Indeed, he demonstrates that radicals and con-
servatives are equally guilty of promoting the “educa-
tional messiah complex”: “The left imagines that the
institution’s redemptive role is to foster one or another
version of social democracy, while the right wants the
schools to bring back the economic, political and social
norms of the eighteenth or nineteenth century, dressed
up in the cosmopolitan style of the computerized late
twentieth century” (p. 59). The key point here is that
education is conceived in purely social terms, accord-
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Educational
Messiah
Complex



Winter 1992

ing to the prevailing ideology of the moment, rather
than being understood as a meaningful process of en-
gagement between learner and world. Reitman points
out that education-as-social-panacea shifts responsibil-
ity for learning from the student to the system, and he
laments that today’s students are increasingly passive
and dependent.

While his critique of the “educational messiah com-
plex” transcends the ideological spectrum, Reitman’s per-
sonal orientation toward Deweyan democratic liberalism
does come through in a few pointed observations; he
states, for example, that “many Americans are outspo-
kenly conservative to reactionary in their thinking about
education” (p. 2) and labels the dominant American edu-
cational ideology “Human Engineering” (p. 63). He
clearly wants schools to be humane, person-centered
places that play their proper, limited role in achieving a
decent, caring, democratic society. He speaks of the
teacher as a creative artist and schools as “centers of
artistic activity” (p. 176). So in a broad sense he is on the
side of holistic educators, opposed to the authoritarian,
technocratic tendencies of modern schooling.

In his chapter on four possible future scenarios if
educational messianism continues to supplant pur-
poseful community activity, the author makes it clear
that the stakes are high — a decline into fascism is a real
possibility. “History informs us,” he says, “that with-
out a central purpose in life to live for on a sustained
basis ... people cannot long endure as vital and com-
passionate human beings. Few Americans today do, in
fact, possess such a central purpose to organize their
lives.... In short, the fabric of American culture is al-
ready disintegrating” (pp. 149, 150). This chapter pres-
ents a blunt critique of the greed and the denial of social
and community responsibility that characterize Amer-
ican society in the 1980s and 1990s. The closing chapter
of the book lays out the author’s largely Deweyan vi-
sion of a democratic problem-solving community.
There are some fine passages here about the nature of
an inclusive, interdependent community life.

Holistic educators have much to learn from this
book. Reitman’s approach is holistic in its recognition
that schooling takes place in a larger community ecol-
ogy,and he warns us that schools cannot take the place
of a healthy community life. Our desire to transform
schools must take account of the social, political, and
economic context of education; it is doubtful that we
can meaningfully revitalize the educational system so
long as the larger culture continues to rot. To the extent
that holistic educators attempt to solve complex cul-
tural, social, political, and economic problems through
education, we, too, are guilty of a messianic educa-
tional agenda.

But ultimately I think Reitman’s conception of
education’s role in culture is too limited. Reitman’s
view of education — “to help receptive students learn
whatever it is that schools determine is normatively
appropriate and pragmatically feasible to incorporate
in specialized curricula — no more, no less” (p. 128) —
is severely minimalist. It is hard to imagine education
being anything less, and holistic educators, even steer-
ing clear of a messianic urge to save society through
schooling, believe that the pressing cultural, moral, and
existential questions of our age require a great deal
more from the learning process.

Because he completely overlooks the global /ecolog-
ical/spiritual worldview that is emerging in response
to post-Newtonian science, the environmental crisis,
global communications, and advanced technology,
Reitman can only caricature holistic education as a
romantic — and messianic — effort to produce “cre-
ative self-reliance.” His ideological categories of “Ther-
apeutic Interaction” and “Education as Anarchy” are
useful for describing some of the elements of holistic
education, but fail to fathom its philosophical depth.
Holistic theorists and educators argue that the present
planetary crisis requires new, deeper understandings
of the educational process which address emotions,
imagination, spirituality, and the human being’s or-
ganic connection to Nature. It is simply asking too little
of education to be concerned only with “seeking and
transmitting knowledge and knowledge-acquiring
skills” and developing abilities “to speak, listen, argue
and discuss” (p. 171).

In the book’s conclusion, Reitman proposes that a
system of vouchers or tuition tax credits would dispel
the educational messiah complex because parental
choice would break up the public school monopoly,
restore educational responsibility to citizens, and en-
able teachers to practice the artistry of their profession
rather than serve narrow ideological agendas. There is
much merit in this prescription, but I found this conclu-
sion to be somewhat anticlimactic; after such a thor-
ough (and in many ways passionate) description of the
cultural disintegration that is at the root of American
education’s malaise, proposing a voucher plan seems
like a tepid response, reflecting Reitman’s minimalist
conception of education. Instead, I propose a moral and
cultural vision that can call forth our highest values —
justice, peace, respect for diversity and personhood,
and reverence for all life. Reitman probably would
have considered this holistic vision to be yet another
ideological agenda, but I am convinced that the crisis of
our age calls for a radical reconceptualization of both
education and the culture at large.



Letters to the Editor

Dear Editor:

I thank Ron Miller for the gener-
ous words of praise in the review of
my book Dumbing Us Down: The Hid-
den Curriculum of Compulsory School-
ing and at the same time am sending
along some brief comments, in the
spirit of the dialectic, about the “fun-
damental issue” (Ron’s characteriza-
tion) he finds at stake in my perspec-
tive.

To begin, some amendments are
necessary. Ron says I hold and de-
fend a libertarian social philosophy.
While I have an approximate idea
what he means by that, I live in hor-
ror of any labels (including, to be
frank, “holistic”) that box people in.
My own observation of reality is that
classification systems should not be
taken seriously — they interfere with
clear thought and virtually prevent
discovery when they go beyond ca-
sual convenience. Having said that,
let me classify myself more accu-
rately than Ron did: The social phi-
losophy I hold is a hybrid of Scotch-
Irish folkways, Italian Presbyterian
iconoclasm, some aristocratic season-
ing (we were Lords of the Straits of
Messina in the 13th century), a cer-
tain amount of classical training, a
year spent with the Jesuits, a spell as
altar boy for a wonderful priest who
drank sacramental wine and played
baseball (the Catholic strain through
my Irish/German grandmother),
and three decades of constant experi-
mentation as a junior high teacher of
both the near-rich and the dirt poor.
Those are the external influences of
substance, internally I've tried to
push beyond the conditioned cir-
cuitry to discover the perimeter of
my own singularity. Still finding
things outat 57. Calling me a libertar-
ian would eventually mislead you.
On the other hand I like most libertar-
ians I know of (Robert Ringer being
one exception, Ayn Rand another),
but I could say the same of most cap-
ital “C” conservatives, t00.

In an understandable urge to es-
tablish the poles of dialectic, Ron ac-
cidentally sets me up as inhabiting a
location I don’t live in, and misstates
some of my positions. I understand
the realities of book reviewing and

take no offense (in his position I
would hardly have done as well) but
in a contest of ideas it’s crucial that all
parties agree what ideas are actually
being contested.

In his first assertion, that I argue
common social good arises only out
of free interaction of individuals and
intimate communities he’s about 95%
accurate but the premise is an exceed-
ingly complicated one requiring
years of Jesuitical reflection to comes
to terms with. I expect argument, of
course, but in its nature it isn’t a de-
bating point but a tool designed to
help people challenge their own as-
sumptions. Challenge, that is, not
necessarily discard. In the coda of
this assertion Ron makes — that I be-
lieve individuals and families are the
primary human reality — heis onlya
bit better than half right. The largest
omission is the importance of nature
and location. I regard the fabric of the
natural world, unaltered, as a central
part of sanity. Nota minor part, nota
dismissable part, not an exchange-
able part, not an amenity, but one of
the few primary essences. In my
codebook people without places are
incompletely human, to move fre-
quently is to display derangement.
That accounts for the essay, “The
Green Monongahela.” It's in my
book to demonstrate the role of place
as a teacher. I am who I am because
of Monongahela. If my place had
been Erie I would not be who I am. I
won’t belabor what must seem to
most “well-schooled” Americans an
eccentricity, but most of human his-
tory including the best part honored
this very conservative idea and lived
it. The tale of Jews in history is inex-
plicable unless it is seen in some im-
portant part as the story of a people
deprived of their place; the tale of
America and its strangely Procrus-
tean institutions is another story
from the same genre.

However if Ron had said individ-
ual and families and rocks/trees/
water/air/places are the primary
human reality, he’d have been nearly
right. If he’d have added our mortal-
ity and relation to the mystery we call
God, completely right. But in his leap
to a guess I think something he calls

“social forces” are a “distressing nui-
sance,” he falls far short of where I
really am. It's my turn now to guess,
and if I guess correctly what he
means by social forces, then “nui-
sance” doesn’t begin to describe the
distaste I feel. Substitute “horrifying
psychopathology” and we’ll be
closer to the truth. People who mind
other people’s business, materially,
in any arbitrary way are always bad
news. It's the movers and shakers, I
mean, the “great” names of history. It
would be impossible for me, in a
short compass, to explain adequately
how damaging the Pasteurs, the
Copernicuses, the Columbus’s, the
Newtons, the Horace Manns and all
the rest of the Egyptian hierarchy has
really been, but the mechanism is not
hard to see — each of these men (and
of course they are all men, mostly
childless men) short circuits the
human dialectic, arrogating to them-
selves a false and morally corrosive
authority that creates the dependent
human mass it then “illuminates.” I
would follow Paul Valery’s M. le
Teste in throwing the mass of promi-
nent men in the ocean. The brilliant,
and as yet largely unseen, American
homeschooling movement is brilliant
precisely because it is leaderless,
lacking canonical texts, experts, and
laws. At the moment true leadership
emerges — which I pray will not
happen — it will be co-opted, and the
movement regimented, routinized,
drained of its life.

I despair in the short time I have
with you of explaining adequately
these contentions but let me go at
least a part of the distance: Short of
preserving your immediate world
the only justification possible, moral
justification, that is, for interfering in
someone else’s life is that you know
more than the other fellow does and
are “intervening” (that’s the “helping
profession” jargon, isn’t it?) “for his
own good.”

I reject that view in the over-
whelming percentage of cases, be-
lieving with cause that the mathe-
matical bell curve in human
intelligence is a bald lie, albeit an ex-
ceedingly profitable one. What is
good or bad is either a religious ques-
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tion or a philosophical one and not
easily addressed — never by creating
a demonology that relegates any in-
dividual into a mass than is managed
for its own good. It might shed some
light on that last conclusion by con-
fessing I was deeply depressed by
Jonathan Kozol’s contention that
money would improve the schools of
the poor. It would not, any more than
money has improved the schools of
the middle class. What money has
done is to dehumanize most of the
lives it touches, not least those in the
sinecures of academia; nor could it be
expected to do better in the hands of
any other group than the present
government gang. What Kozol ac-
complished is truly depressing — by
transmuting his wonderful rage into
a nasty, envious petulance, he has
called attention away from his hard-
won, and well-deserved role as a bi-
ographer of human Justice. All syn-
thetic mobilizations must similarly
be exercise in pen and pencil abstrac-
tion, or cynical exercises in manipu-
lation, or display a fatal gulf between
fecund natural reality and the reduc-
tionism inherent in collectivizing it.

This is a subtle thing to consider:
on one hand, the best way is hands-
off anything outside alocal reach (the
architects of “global community,”
who date back before Plato, are the
single great manifestation of Evil in
human affairs), but not minds-off. 1
think we have an absolute obligation
to preach to each other, chide each
other, praise and condemn each
other, take hold of hands held out for
help —in Vonnegut’s words, if you
are no use you must be useless. I be-
lieve that, I taught that, and as a toll
for associating with my classes
through much of my teaching career
I demanded a full day’s community
service work each week. If kids freely
chose to associate with me, the price
of our association was community
service (which I encouraged kids to
self-design). I hope you can see the
difference between this kind of com-
pulsion and the kind that social engi-
neers effect.

The immense danger which inevi-
tably comes to pass when you set up
social machinery compelling people
to be “better” is that that machinery
will be inherited by people whose
“better” is your own “worse.” Jeffer-
son saw that in imploring our origi-

61

nal legislators to give us a weak cen-
tral government. Were it not for the
unholy and largely unexamined
close relationships between Ger-
many (especially the synthetic state
of Prussia) and the colonial and fed-
eral leadership classes, we might
have followed Jefferson’s prescrip-
tion. Certainly it was the overwhelm-
ing choice of the common people
here. But the curious company of De-
ists and Unitarians who pulled
(pull?) the national strings were too
enchanted with Adam Weishaupt’s
vision, and too intoxicated with vic-
tory and prosperity; too vicariously
identified with the lessons of Freder-
ick the Great, Prussian compulsion
schools, research universities, and ul-
timately the deadly worldview of
Wilhelm Wundt to allow the nascent
urges of freedom and democracy to
develop. By 1850 both were stone
cold dead. We have only a memory of
our stillborn democracy.

There is no way to avoid the pas-
sage of effective social machinery
into dirty hands, that is what history
teaches to anyone with eyes. The only
way to avoid this, the best defense, is
to strike down ambitious organiza-
tion before it grows (Cassius was
right) or once grown, to combat it
through relentless sabotage. That is
what I did on a daily basis as a gov-
ernment schoolteacher, I broke the
machine, I threw sand in the gears, 1
falsified papers, spread dissension
among new recruits so subtly it was
undetectable, broke laws regularly,
destroyed records, undermined the
confidence of the young in the insti-
tution and replaced it with confi-
dence in self, in friends, in family, in
neighborhood. I taught kids how to
cheat their destiny so successfully
that they created an astonishing re-
cord of successes; it is this latter
course of silent warfare that much of
our country’s population has uncon-
sciously chosen. It explains why few
things work very well here, least of
all schools. Nothing that John Gard-
ner or Ted Sizer or (so far) Chris
Whittle has done will change that
need to sabotage the web that is
strangling us. They ask the wrong
questions and in any case would be
unwilling to accept their own large
contribution to the persistence of
schooling problems. All sane solu-
tions would eliminate them!

The only acceptable way to make
people “better,” your own children
or strangers, is by your own personal
living example to make a better way.
The only curricular arrangements
worth arranging are those that help
an individual, not a class: (1) to know
himself, (2) to love responsibility, (3)
to feel obligation as a joy, (4) to need
very little in a material sense, (5) to
express love, (6) to love truth, (7) to
hate tyranny, (8) to gain useful
knowledge, (9) to be involved in lov-
ing families at work, (10) to be in-
volved in communities at work, and
(11) to be humble in the face of the
great mysteries, and to keep them
constantly in mind because only from
that wellhead does the meaning of
life flow.

As a schoolteacher/saboteur I was
able to help poor kids come to see
such things just as easily as I was able
to help prosperous ones; with a mod-
est income I was able to finance all
my classroom enterprises without as-
sistance from foundations, universi-
ties, the business community, or the
school administration — and so
could anyone else so disposed.

Now to turn to a charge Ron
makes honestly, but upon examina-
tion dissolves into smoke:

Gatto throws the baby out with the

bathwater by categorically defining

“school” as an impersonal network and

virtually equating educators and activists

with social engineers.

There’s a lot of slipperiness here: Does
“educator” mean schoolteacher? Do
the activists Ron refers to have an
agenda to eventually gain control of
our compulsion-schools? If both
guesses are correct, then he is right, I
do believe they are social engineers of
the worst stripe. But perhaps he
means something different.

How in the name of Heaven can
“school,” in any of the varieties of
definition possible for mass employ-
ment by a central government, NOT be
an impersonal network? Can you
school anything “personally?” I know
you can fake it, most “good” schools
do, but I find the really dangerous
places to be the ones that preempt the
family role, pretending to be families
instead of networks; that's the horri-
ble lesson I try to read in the chapter
“We Need Less School, Not More.”
We're all dying of networks. Net-
works are not families. Pseudo-fam-



ily schools confuse the rising gorge of
their student prisoners for a long
time (although never permanently,
the disguise wears through). If you
find my “prisoner” to be infamous
rhetoric, then you're going to have to
explain to me the social logic that al-
lows you to use the police power of
the state to command children’s pres-
ence and respect, to preempt their
daylight hours, to prescribe what
they will think about, to judge them
constantly and rank them.

It makes no sense to me to drain
children from a living community
and confine them with strangers for
all of their natural youth. No sense
from a human community perspec-
tive, that is. It seems to make great
sense, of course, to minds that wal-
low in dreams of human life as an
anthill or a beehive, the great world
society crowd. And of course, too,
though we seldom talk about it be-
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cause the prospect leaves us dumb-
founded, it makes great sense to
those still-free, if mean-spirited,
minds who benefit substantially
from the docile, confused population
that central planning leaves in its
wake. That great, timeless families,
who follow a different directive than
the progressive one, have taken ad-
vantage of — indeed are imperfectly
in charge of — the movement toward
the nightmare of a global society
seems to me not only beyond ques-
tion, but the only conservative expla-
nation of a crescendo of anomalies.
For those who read these words who
might be intrigued by this admission
of madness, a little research into the
utterly central role of family founda-
tions in giving us the schools we have
— a role curiously overlooked by
school histories, or dealt with en pas-
sant — will, I guarantee, reward the
time spent with numerous marvels.
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Back to business. Once you claim
for your cause the sweeping power of
compelling mass behavior, you have
forfeited any claim at all to moral
ground in my book. This is the rock
on which all holistic ships founder,
Rousseau’s, Froebel's, Fichte,’s et al.
You are practicing religion, then, and
you are engaged in a holy war, I
would imagine that nobody in 1992 is
so naive not to recognize that the re-
ligion of our schools, since their in-
ception, has been the Unitarian faith,
but I am constantly disappointed. I
may be misreading the conclusion of
Ron’s review: if you publicly dis-
avow any right to assume control of
the compulsion machinery, Ron, in-
cluding those exquisite controls
Jacques Ellul discusses in his won-
derful book, Propaganda, I hope God
smiles on your undertakings; but
keep compulsion and it’s hard for me
not to regard cynically any justifica-
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tion which might be offered. Con-
vincing me to accept your religion is
legitimate and dialectical, forcing me
to do so or tricking me into itis so vile
that disdain or violence is the proper
response.

There’s much more at stake here
than a little old-fashioned coercion
— one-party systems are always cor-
rupt, that is a fundamental truth of
human nature. Eric Hoffer’s True Be-
liever was a turning point in my own
life, however invested I seem to be
here in my screed. In my view the
only consensus ever valid is that con-
sensus that arises slowly, painfully,
naturally from millennial combats.
Such consensus at its heart is a
challenge to the premises of rational-
ity, it cannot be hurried, cannot be
hastened by Mind or Directives, by
the Associations that John Dewey so
loved. It contradicts the premises of
the academic life as Francis Bacon
conceived it, in service to the Central
State. Such a belief calls for the de-
struction of Salomon’s House as an
unsurpassed agency of harm. Again,
if you regard this as airy rhetoric,
look about you at the cities and the
natural world that Salomon’s House,
the haunt of the social engineers, has
given us. I don’t need to recite the
dreary catalogue, use your own eyes
and ears. What got us into the mess
won’t get us out in the immortal
words of Nixon’s “Checkers” speech.

Such consensus assumes a time-
less wisdom that realizes a scale of
historical process much vaster than
the scale of human life. One of the
instrumental advantages of a belief in
Family, God and Immortality is that
it allows such a stepping back from
the social arena that spans one’s life.
It’s not hard for me to understand
that Ron —or any other activist in-
terested in collective action — wants
to see substantial change in the span
of his own years. But from my view,
all such forced changes are doomed
to cause harm, regardless of how
beneficentally they are conceived.

Such consensus at its heart is sui
generis, exclusionary in the early part
of the going, relatively local, slow
spreading. The revolution that pro-
duced the Chinese peasantry or
American native cultures is an exam-
ple of the historical process in action
at its finest — the human solutions in
both cases are transcendentally bril-
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liant, inspiring, funny, wonderful.
Neither was fully worked out when
they were destroyed by the demon of
Western homelessness which sent
European pirates and their slaves in-
tervening in every laboratory of
human life on the planet. That thou-
sand-year destructive swath, cur-
rently managed by an academic ser-
vice class, a secular priesthood, and
protected by compulsion schooling,
is what I write about in Dumbing Us
Down, however indirectly. To dispos-
sess the magical human possibilities
underlying the appearance of Indi-
ans and Chinese, Queeg-Queeg and
Dagoo, and replace these infinitely
complex processes with a mono-
chrome utopia is the act of a lunatic
or a desperate man. All remote as-
signments of children’s time and at-
tention must, as I've said, be
grounded in a vision of the good life,
by its nature unprovable, by its na-
ture religious at the core.

To the extent Puritan vision was
that of a world order, it was diseased
and murderous, but genius implicit
in the Congregational mechanism, by
a wonderful irony (which unfortu-
nately became obvious over time to
Unitarians) is so relentlessly local, so
unmistakably personal, it sabotaged
the global vision of Calvinism right
from the beginning. It is a fascinating
paradox never examined to my
knowledge by academic scholarship
and it is the real point I explore in
“The Congregational Principle” (first
published in Maine Scholar).

It wasn’t “something mysterious”
inside the structure of Congregation-
alism in any sense like Adam Smith’s
“magic hand” to use Ron’s phrases in
the area where he goes farthest
astray, it was one of the great funda-
mental discoveries of human social
genius. What is mysterious is how it
ever came into being — and sus-
tained itself until the Unitarians de-
stroyed it — right under the noses of
the very social engineers who were
giving New England its global eco-
nomic mission. In Marx’s felicitous
locution, it illustrates strikingly the
ignorant perfection of ordinary peo-
ple, a perfection which is really the
guiding inspiration of my teaching,
my book, and my life. I learned the
lesson from Monongahela, a town of
ordinary people who perfected a

community and the secret of mean-
ing.

I was not “asserting” that colo-
nists enjoyed nearly unconditional
local choice, in point of fact that truth
is built right into the structure of
Congregationalism which demands
that no two communities be alike,
that all be rigorously tuned to that
single congregation. Mirabile dictu, 1
grow weak with the joy of merely
saying it! You have choice because
there are choices to have under a
Congregational system — under a
Unitarian system there are none. The
confusion here arose, I would guess,
because Ron misread individual
choice where specifically I meant
local choice. Choice by local consen-
sus. However, itisn’t too long areach
to argue thatindividual choice had to
be there, too, because of the bound-
less dark woods, the many different
states available, (each independentin
its culture), and always, too, the fron-
tier. The sarcastic among you will
say, “Some choice if I have to move
out!” but consider first that even that
option isn’t available today in the
Theocracy of Unitarianism, and con-
sider, too, that moving out is as justa
choice as human affairs offers: would
that we still had it. If the global peo-
ple get their way we're not even
going to be able to move abroad —
every place will be here. Then we will
have arrived at the Utopia of social
engineering, where everyone has to
be “adjusted” to fit the pre-conceived
model. Naturally a liberal interpreta-
tion will allow a 10% deviation either
way from True North to accommo-
date human error economically.

For a wonderful example of
human courage in just such a rigidly
moralistic society as Ron character-
izes New England to be, and what
individual human courage can ac-
complish, see Hawthorne’s Scarlet
Letter where the elders plan to take
little Pearl from her mother, the let-
ter-bearer, and she — alone and
friendless, poor and ignorant — says
starkly, ... over my dead body!” So
much for that batch of social engi-
neers with the power of the state be-
hind them.

My point is that only by trusting
ordinary people thoroughly and only
by emphasizing the individual, the
family, the neighborhood, the local
economy, can we slowly win through



to a better life. All synthetic schemes
radically distort the only slightly plas-
tic material of humanity, all of them
are impious, all rob the future in
many ways, none work for very long
— see official human history for evi-
dence. All leave the world worse at
their dissolution than before they
found it. The Progressives are right,
there has been a progression through
recorded history, but it has been a
progression backwards — just as Plato
said it had been. We might mark the
decline symbolically from the time
the invisible labor engine was fabri-
cated to build the Great Pyramid, an
event strangely commemorated on
the back of our dollar bill, though no
one can produce an adequate expla-
nation why. Disraeli knew, I think,
but he spoke about it in riddles.

So what to do with the strong
human impulse to meedle, to tinker,
to dominate, to improve, to not ac-
ceptdestiny? Well, my own answeris
to do what you personally can, and
suffer what you personally must. Ac-
cept the punishment of Prometheus if
you want to play the part. And do I
think you should play the part? Yes, of
course, I've tried to myself all my
adult life, but the other side of that
dialectic is that I also believe that bril-
liant and beautiful lives are possible
everywhere, under any duress or de-
privation, as long as you see clearly
what really matters.

Now what scares me a little about
Ron’s conclusion is that he, toward
the end, seems to be calling some sort
of invisible army together for mass
social engineering projects. He says,
“we simply do not have 200 years to

wait for some “invisible hand” to
begin addressing these tremendous
issues, “to lead” individuals and
families and “self-satisfied” little
communities, etc. OK, there seem to
be two lines leading out from that:
one, that we act locally with like-
minded people and try to convince
the rest, and two, that we seize con-
trol of the apparatus and do it differ-
ently. I'd be with him on number one,
and I'd cheer him on on number two
if he led a small guerilla band in some
boldly suicidal stroke. But change
one master for another? Nope. Ron
asks how the free market would pro-
vide educational opportunity for
poor children, and the answer is that
that is the wrong question. Of course
the “market” can’t do anything but
act asa field for action, its a necessary
pre-condition for solutions but in and
of itself it's neutral. But government
action is never neutral and cannot be
— it must impose one or another reli-
gious view of the good life on every-
body. And that is a pre-condition for
bad things to happen, most often im-
mediately, but also frequently when
the second generation of zealots in-
herit the compulsion machinery and
the police force. And even zealots are
preferable to bureaucrats, who are
the likeliest heirs.

This response has been a quick,
spontaneous draft. I wish there were
time to spend on creating a careful
answer to some of the points Ron
raises but there isn’t, so this is the
best I can do. I'd ask him and all your
readers to carefully examine one
huge unstated assumption that
deeply disturbs me, namely that gov-
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ernment schools have ever merited
the term “public,” implying a service
to the commonality. This is based on
such specious reasoning, and such a
peculiar definition of what the public
is, that it won’t bear scrutiny. These
are not public schools we are talking
about, they are government schools
— as much different from public as
flowers are from weeds.

Indeed, that there is a “public” at
all except in the bizarre fantasy of
utopians and Deweyists and positiv-
ists of all stripes is something that
merits careful consideration before
reflexively accepting its existence. As
a western Pennsylvanian I find the
term more than mildly insulting. A
cartoon of reality. The forces that op-
press the public, to borrow some of
Ron’s language, are the forces that
rob it of its right of self-determination
— without which people cannot be
principals, but only agents (or “edu-
cators”).

Anyway, the dishes aren’t
washed, the shirts aren’t ironed, a
colony of ants has taken up residence
in my bedroom, and I've got to fly to
Spokane tomorrow morning to tell
people why I think a schooling, any
flavor, can’t be an education.
Deconstruct these synthetic institu-
tions, the machinery is a constant
temptation to the worst people on the
planet to scheme for its control. As I
read history they always win in the
long run. But ah, if we broke the ma-
chinery...?

Sign me,

John Taylor Gatto

Dear Jeffrey Kane:

Welcome to your new position as
editor of the Review. You have my
good wishes for success in this im-
portant task.

In a spirit of friendly challenge,
and to encourage you in the right di-
rection, I ask that you increase the
number of contributions by female
authors. Your first two issues (Spring
and Summer 1992) carried a total of
25 articles and book reviews, by my
count. Two of these were authored by
women. This low proportion is un-
conscionable when one considers the
large percentage of females in U.S.

education, to say nothing of the im-
portance to holistic education of
women’s ways of knowing.

A quick look at the articles in the
Review in 1991 (the last volume edited
by Ron Miller) reveals that almost
one-third were authored by women.
That was not enough, in my judg-
ment, but better than your batting av-
erage to date.

Please give us, your readers, an
assurance of your commitment to en-
couraging the female voice.

Sincerely,

Dr. John Broomfield

Response from the Editor:

Thank you for your letter regard-
ing Holistic Education Review.

In response to your concern about
the low number of contributing fe-
male authors, I must say that I share
your concern. I have been disap-
pointed with how few women have
either submitted articles for review or
agreed, upon request, to write an arti-
cle.

In my capacity as Editor, I have
begun to increase my efforts to find
female authors. However, it is essen-
tial to keep in mind that the Review
has instituted a blind peer-evaluation
process wherein the sex of the author
is not an appropriate consideration.



