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In recent years, policymakers have become increasingly active in
educational matters. Concurrent with the policymakers' increased activ-
ism on educational issues, educational rescarchers have been generating
and reporting new knowledge that should lead to important changes in
instruction. Yet classroom observational studies indicate that practice
hasn’t changed much over the last decade. Why, despite the a ugmented
efforts of policymakers and researchers, is it “business as usual” in
today’s classrooms? This article seeks to provide some insights to help
answer this question. Further, some of the ideas might serve as a catalyst
to promote understanding and acceptance among those interested in
educational excellence, :

Communication Must Improve

At the expense of restating the obvious, policymakers and pracli-
tioners ignore the rescarch and each other (Hall & Loucks, 1982). Little
empirical evidence supports or refutes the numerous federal, state, and
local mandates that are designed to impact on classroom practices (Hall,
1985). Where policies are reportedly based on empiricism, theresea rchis
often misunderstood, policymakers frequently misinterpreting and
overgeneralizing the results of single-factor process product rescarch in
their quest for instant and universal solutions to multi-faceted educa-
tional concerns. A prime example is the misuse of correlational data
relating a single variable such as time on task to increased achievement
as the rationale for lengthening the school day or extending the school
year,
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Policymakers have persisted in prescribing narrow, politically expe-
dient solutions to complex educational propositions, perhaps because of
theirlimited experiences in education. While most policymakers’ actions
are well intended, they mandate resources, organizations, and rules
based on their perceptions of how schools should be rather than on the
real world of today’s classrooms (Elmare & McLaughlin, 1988). The fact
is, the vast majority of political policymakers were never members of the
education profession, Further, the few that were educators were usually
intheclassroombriefly and long ago. Because policymakers are basically
unaware how teaching and learning occur in contemporary schools, they
are oblivious to, or choose to ignore, the time required to accommodate,
adjust, and adapt practice to their decrees, even the seemingly legitimate
ones. In deference to policymakers, however, many of their initiatives
haveoriginated in the absence of proactive policy efforts from educators,

Education Is Politics

Educators in general, and teacher educators in particular, are politi-
cally naive and complacent. Edlucators need to understand that educa-
tiont is politics {(Corrigan, 1985), even if much of the political action is
being accomplished withoutinpul from educators (Duckworth, 1984). In
recent years, various states have enacted, or at least threatened to pass,
legislation that would drastically limit the number of credit hours of
professional education courses that could be included in teacher-prepa-
ration programs, Most of these proposals have been submitted by
politically appointed “blue ribbon” committees or panels that did not
include a single teacher educator (Hall, 1985). Incidentally, educators
were not invited to President Bush’s “Education Summit” held recently
in Charlottesville, Virginia.

Frequently, it appears that the demands for accountability and other
educationally related actions of policymakers reflect a distrust, or atleast
a misunderstanding, of educational practitioners. As a consequence of
these types of actions, teachers have become deeply concerned aver their
loss of status, the increased bureaucratic pressure they experience, their
negative public image, and the lack of recognition and rewards (Boyer,
1983). While it is convenient to blame policymakers for the erosion of
teacher credibility and respectand to cast politicians in the role of the self-
righteous villains, educators must take at least partial blame for their
current status,

Policymakers might have taken the lead in mandating accountability
and higher standards in the absence of proactive initiatives from teacher
educators, researchers, and practitioners. Educators need to stop laying
blame and try to understand that, with respect to educational issues,
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policymakers are essentially under-informed, well-intentioned indi-
viduals.

Teacher educators must generate plans for communicating with poli-
cymakers. Basic trust and understanding between the two groups must
be established. Teacher educators need to share some basic information
about the way educational change is accomplished. Further, they must
convince policymakers that they are competent professionals. In ex-
change for the support of policymakers, teacher educators must atfirm
their commitments toward excellence, propose exciting, yet viable,
program initiatives, and be willing Lo accept the primary responsibilities
for improving the education of teachers,

Applying the Findings of Change Research

Information isavailable sufficient to convince policymakers, research-
ers, and practitioners regarding what works and what doesn’t work
when it comes to effecting changes in programs and performances. The
literature on change processes strongly suggests that change requires
support, trust, and adaptation rather than inflexible mandates thatimply
distrust (Richardson-Koehler, 1987). In addition, if mandates have any
effect at ali, they tend to be temporary, narrow fixes rather than longer
lasting process solutions designed to influence the multivariate, context
specific nature of schooling (Iall, 1985),

While the top-down approach to change may work in commercial,
production-line situations, ample evidence reveals that this orientation
to the change process is ineffective in educational settings. Educational
leaders must convince policymakers that the educational system is not
something merely to gain control of. Further, it cannot be assumed that
issuing prescriptions and closely monitoring behaviors of subordinates
results in uniformly high quality teaching,

Top-down mandates usually meet with varying degrees of opposi-
tion, of three types outlined by Richardson-Koehler (1987). The first
tactic, known as passive resistance, is usually manifested as “procedural
display.” Here the individual appears to comply through selected token
behaviors, but spends most time and effort in a usually pre-mandated
manner of operation. A second response to mandates can be character-
ized as “making a silk purse out of a sow’s ear,” or “making the best of
abad situation.” This may be dangerous because it is often accompanied
by complacency and may well impede any real changes. A third reaction
to policy mandates can be termed the martial arts approach. Typically,
the goals of a prescribed policy are accepted, but the means of achieving
these goals are overtly attacked. Inaddition to the attacks on the bases for
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apolicy, the individuals targeted by theedict usually get busy suggesting
alternative means to the same ends.

Once policymakers are convinced that the top-down mandates donot
work, researchers and practitioners must simu]l‘aneuusly collaborate,
become proactive regarding educational reform, and etfectively commu-
nicate some of the basic tenets or conditions associated with successful
attempts at facilitating real changes and improvements in educational
programs, The crucial element needed for change is time. Educators
must get policymakers to realize thal developing and implementing
worthwhile policies requires more Hime than the bwo- to four-year terms
of elected policymakers.

Inreporting a case study ofa policy for reading reformin the Michigan
State Departiment of Education, Weber (1988) noted program develop-
ment and change strategies requiring more than seven years from the
planning and development stages through the implementation stage. In
the literature on change, time requirements seem the rule rather than the
exception. Anotherexample, the AAAS Project 2061 (1989), a three-phase
initiative for improving science education, has been slated to have an
impact on schools in 15 to 20 years.

Time is essential because differences in teacher behavior or perform-
ance require changes in attitide, values, and basic belief systems, and
such changesdonotoccur overnight. These fundamental changes are not
integrated by teachers merely through the acquisition of new knowl-
edge. Instruction won't change merely because “research says” or “ac-
cording to the literature” a particular practice is effective, While knowl-
edge of the latest research reports may be important, this will do little to
change the nature of teaching and learning in classrooms (Elmore, 1988;
Hall, 1987; Richardson-Koehler, 1987; Schlecty, 1985}, In order to re-
spond in a professional, authentic manner, even to a propaosal for reform
based on the best theoretical and empirical knowledge available, practi-
tioners must have time te assess their value syskems and change some
basic assumptions about the way their professional lives work.

Edueators cannot afford to disregard what is known about the change
process and the way changes evolve. Elmore and McLaughlin (1988)
reported a three-stage paradigm reflecting the change process: survival,
consolidation, and mastery. The survival stage is permeated by uncer-
tainty about the why and hows of the new procedure. Performance of the
procedure is typically minimal and will probably cease altogether unless
the individual targeted for change receives support. The change agent
needs to persuade that the new practice makes for better teaching. The
change agent will also need to provide systematic feedback and allow
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time for reflection and interaction. During the consolidation stage the
new performance must be integrated with traditiomal practice. The
change agent must insure safe rehearsal opportunities and reinforee an
understanding of the conceptual base of the change. Administrative
support and interest is also crucial. The focus of the mastery stage is the
adaptation and application of the change in diverse and changing
contexts.

Another major factor that must be understood by policymakers,
researchers, and: teacher educators is that variability in the ways of
responding to policy standards should be encouraged rather than pun-
ished. Policies aimed at reducing implementation variability by reduc-
ing teacher discretion not only reflect the lack of necessary trust that
individuals will make an authentic commitment to the policy but pre-
clude fearning from situational adaptation to policy goals. Such policies
may also impede effective instruction because mere compliance to
mandates drastically reduces discretion (Elmore & McLaughlin, 1988},
On the other hand, understanding variability aids learning from context-
specific experiences.

Another result of allowing varied implementation of policies is that
judgment and expertise can prevail over rules and regulations. Unfortu-
nately, in the real world of education the reverse relationship appears, all
too often, to be true. The notable absence of educators’ perspectives in
many recent reform initiatives (Duckworth, 1984) strongly implies that
rules take precedence over professional judgments,

The study and reform of education is essentially the study and reform
of what teachers do, Accordingly, if policy is going to influence students’
lives in the classroom, it must directly involve teachers and what they do,
how they do it, and why they do it. Not directly involving teachers in
reform efforts strongly imptlies that educators area type of public servant
to be “trained” by those who know better how to carry outa job as they
are directed to do, to be assessed managerially, and to be understood
through third-party studies. When the status of teachers is improved and
teachers are treated as professional decision makers instead of the
executors of someone else’s orders, judgment will dominate and the
necessary reform in education will be more achievable. Corrigan (1985)
postulated that funding and support for teacher education will also
improve in proportion to the elevation of teachers’ status in society. One
strong indication of the rising status of teachers will occur when policy
is used less to mandate resource allocations, structures, and rules and
more to initiate development. It will mean charging people who work in
real schools to help fashion workable solutions to real problems and
allowing those proposed solutions the opportunity and time to fail or
succeed (Elmore & McLaughlin, 1988).
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Research and experience point out how to create effective educational
programs, but that knowledge is useless unless it is translated into the
experience of practitioners. That translation requires development and
change withinschools and classrooms, change that requires time, accom-
modation and tolerance for mistakes.

For this translation to occur, rescarchers need to broaden the scope
and nature of their research efforts. Beyond convergent, process product
research based on brief scripted episodes of training and learner re-
sponses to two or three paragraphs of text, attention needs to be focused
onlonger perjods of instruction and larger units of text (Porter & Brophy,
1988; Zumwalt, 1982),

Research practices and findings need to be approached from a variety
of perspectives. The results of process product studies need to be vali-
dated in real classroom situations by real teachers. Thus the constructs of
researcher/teacher or teacher experts (Allen & Albert, 1987; McCon-
aghy, 1986; Porter & Brophy, 1988} as collaborators with basic research-
etsneed tobe developed. Teachers will need to be prepared with a critical
thinking “researcher” perspective. Further, these individuals must be
provided with the time and support to experiment by manipulating and
integrating instructional procedures. In this manner, we will cultivate
the analytic, reflective practitioners needed to help make the many
important instructional decisions required for effective instruction.
Getting teachers—evolving from novice through competent toward
expertstages—more involved in generating their own understanding of
instructional principles can serve to energize teachers as well as enrich
their applications of instructional strategies (McConaghy, 1986), The
Contour Research Strategy (Hall & Loucks, 1982), with its stages of
concern and levels of use, might be a useful paradigm to consider.

Theattitude of the reflective practitioner/researcher/ teacher needs to
be instilled in all educators at all levels as they develop their expertise.
Evaluating these characteristics is crucial to developing competent and
expert teachers, because there are no universal teaching competencies
(Brophy, 1982; Shulman, 1985) and there is no generalizable prescriptive
theory of good teaching (Guba, 1975; Scriven, 1972). A serious problem
hasariseninrelation to these understandings about teaching in thatsome
educators, who might be viewed as a bit naive or perhaps a little over-
zealous, have promised legislators too much in terms of a list of teacher
competencies that can and should be validated.

Because of the unique context surrounding every teaching /learning
situation, teachers will need to rely on integrating understanding de-
rived. from reflection on previous successes and failures. However, to
perform in the fluid fashion associated with expert performances, teach-
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ers will need sufficient support, informative feedback, and practice to
move beyond a competent mastery level to a more automatized level of
performance.

Why does our society hold such high expectations for immediate and
far-reaching reforms of education? This same society understands and
even espouses the long-term developing of Olympic athletes in sports
such as track and weight lifting, which are much less complex than
teaching. Further, we pay homage to the athlete who dedicates years of
his /her life to the intense training required to become a star performer in
an athletic endeavor that boils down to a very brief performance of a few
minutes, On the other hand, this same public, along with its poli-
cymakers, expects (almost demands) immediate expertise of a novice
teacher. Perhaps policymakers and the public have these inmediate,
unrealistic expectations because too many teacher educators have them
too, As Lanier (1984) pointed out, teacher education does frequently
suffer from the illusion that great things can be accomplished with very
little money in a very short time.

Conclusion

Obtaining educational excellence will require more than reacting to
the pronouncements of researchers and policymakers. 1t will involve
changing certain attitudes and values of educators, researchers, and
policymakers at all levels. This is going to take time, commitment, and
coaperation from individuals in each of these populations. When these
basic changes begin to take place, the status of teachers in society will
improve, When education is valued as it is in the cultures where children
out perform American children, the status of teachers will rise. As
Corrigan (1985) has pointed out, when teachers regain some of their lost
status in society, the funding formulas and support for education in
general, and teacher education in particular, will increase.

Educational improvement will involve invention and experimenta-
tion. It will involve a broad-scaled commitment from within the profes-
sionas well as a commitment from the policymakers. An important part
of this commitment is to allow for diversity and even failure. The old
adage “nothing ventured, nothing gained” is no less true for educational
reform than for other revotutionary ideas. Where would the NASA
program be without invention, commitment, and failure? To the extent
that educational pelicy encourages and accommodates these factors,
policymakers will get credit for success. To the extent that policy inhibits
these factors, highly committed practitioners will quit, move onor up, or
change career fields. Those teachers with less commitment and expertise
will remain. Then educators will once again receive the blame for the
failures of education,






