A NEWS AND INFORMATION QUARTERLY PUBLISHED BY MAGNET SCHOOLS OF AMERICA

Volume 2

November, 1992

Number 4

The following article was presented 1o the Tenth International Conference on Magnet Schools In Kansas City, Missouri, May 6, 1992,

Is Choice Here To Stay?

Mary Anne Raywid

I am very pleased to be here and honored to be mVited to

open your Tenth International Magnet School Conference.

I spend enough of my time trying to persuade the uncon-

vinced that visiting with the

vanguard seens a special priv-
ilege. I alsothink you're a critically
important group today. If anybody
is going to save public education — and
I’'m no longer so sure that anybody can
—it may be this group here today that
will have to do it. { say that because |
assumeyou to be already sold onthe desirabil-
ity of diversifying schools and making them
accessible by choice.

It should come as no shock to you, how-
ever, that a greal many of your colfeagues in
education are far from sold on that. The latest
polls have it that school administrators and
board members stand about 2:1 against
choice.) P've seen four stalc and regional
meetings in my own state cantcelled for insuffi-
cient registration on the parl of New York
State school and district administrators. (I1f
other speakers hadn’t also been invoived, I'd
start to worry. Butyou are doubtless as aware
aslofthe way eyes narrowand colleagues kind
of increase the space between you when they
learn you've good things to say about choice.)

In any event, it’s good (o be with you and
10 help launch your discussion of Tomorrow’s
Schools Today, because 1 believe that most of
the things we'll be celebrating about Ameri-
canschools of 2060 — or 2020°— are already
visible in many of today’s schaols of choice.
1 want to talk with you ahout some of the
things Ive seen and studied about such
scheols and about the systems which have

established them. I also want to share some

other news on choice, and several of the con-
clusions P've reached on how to maximize the
benefits.

Let me begin by saying that if I were titling
thisaddress today, I don’t think it would be “Is
Choice Here To Stay?” That’s not only be-
cause of the way my remarks have shaped up

but also because as 1 stared at it, that title -

began ta look like onc of those partronizingly
fatuous questionswe sometimes ask children:
(Do you think the world is round?” or *Wilt

we get hurt ifwe fall down?™) Besides, it looks‘ S
like the really interesting question is “What

kind of choice is likely to provail?”
Any idea that the public backs 2: ], and

that's already been either adopied, recom.:

mended, {ormally considered, or enacted in

some form in all but six states, seems pretty

well on its way?. And for a variety of reasons,
I dow’t think the process is likely to reverse.

These reasons include the likely durability oi -
school problems and of Amecricans’ wide-

spread disaffection with large institutions, the

growing conviction that pubtic school choice is

a right, not a privilege; and what some are

-now calling the “globilization” of the choice
movement, both in education and in other

institutions. When such factors get combined

* with the poiitical difficulty of withdrawing a
- prerogative once granted, it hardly seems risky
“toventure that choice is likely to be with us for

some time, )

 Whatis less certain, however, it what kind
of choice, and structured to serve what pur-
poses. We've got all kinds of proposals now,
not just the familiar four, of inter- or intra-
district, vouchers and lujtion tax credits. Now
there are second chance programs, and
postsecondary options, and  governors’
schools, and charter schools, and soon New
American schools. We are now hearing aboul
choice among the authorizers of public
schoots, and among the suppliers of public
education, as well as among schools and pro-

igrams. The varieties have grown and the
-choice scene is rapidly becoming far more -
‘complex. We knew that vouchers represented

the transfer of public funds to non-public insti-
Lutions, and tuition tax credits represented the
(Contintied on page 3}
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(Continued from page 1)
use of public funds to underwrite tuition in
privale schools. But at least some of the newer
types appear puzzling hybrids. For instance, is
David Bennpett’s firm, Educational Alterna-
tives, Inc., a move toward privatization? Tt
operates by contract with boards, and il has
contracted to manage several public schools.
One state commissioner of education is seek-
ing an agreeable public school district for it to
manage, and meanwhile it is supplying a su-
perintendent for a district in another state. (I
ran across an article on the corporation sev-
eral months ago, in a column titled “Stock
Tips.” It recornmended Educational Allerna-
tives, Inc., as a “buy for aggressively oriented
growth portfolios.”y

My point is that the numbers and types of
choice arrangements are both proliferating
and complexilying. Lt is increasingly difficult to
sort them out. Several monihs ago, Iidentified
four different choice agendas currently being
advocated in this country, with proponents
seeking different goals and making quite dif-
ferent, even conflicting sort of cases.? Those
who sometimes seem to have captured the
discussion want to sec schools compete as
businesses ina marketplace. Thisis the econo-
mized version of choice. Others who are run-
ning a close second turn to choice as a way to
force changes in school governance. A third
group, which probably include most people at
this gathering, have pursued chioice as away to
implement national policy — namely, the na-
tion's commitment toequity. Finally, there are
those who have argued for choice on a fourth
basis, embracing it as the best route {0 school
reformand improvement. (1 find myself more
often to be making the fourth than one of the
other three cases.) Not surprisingly, the im-
plementation plans differ according to the
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inspiration, and we end up with choice
schemes that differ considerably from one
another,

[ find myself in sympathy with some and
aghast at others, The British version of choice
is onte we pught tofook at very carefully — not
because we should emulate it, but becanse we
ought to be alert to avoiding it. Analysts who
have been watching it in action report that it
operates to precisely opposite purposes from
most of our publicchoice systems, sanctioning
exclusivity instead of equity, by trading exist-
ing comprehensive schools for selective ones.
It permits individual schools to opt out of the
British equivalent of our districts to become
independent entities with respect to operation
and management. They remain public in only
two regards, in that they must administer a
national curriculum and in that they are pub-
licly funded. Now despite my frustrations with
bureaucracies, I find such a systenit disturbing
— bothin principte and pragmatically: in prin-
ciple because 1 think the public’s intercst in
education is a lot broader than the curricoium
presented. {Are there no aims we want Lo
serve, no traits or dispositions to be caltivated,
no process goals to be met, no experiences we
wan! youngsters toshare in, no restrictions on
the way we want the nation’s children
treaicd?) Pragmatically, the arrangement
seenis questionable because surely it cannot
take long for a public thus shut out of public
schools to ask why it should concern itself with
sustaining them.

The British experience offers consider-
able evidence against the free market version
of choice. Experience in Scotland as well as in
Lngland suggests that such an arrangement
comes at high cost toa number of groups, and
for a,number of the principles that have been
central in American public schools. More-
over, the promised quality and efficiency are
far from guaranteed either. A British re-
searcher has noted that as market advocales
of choice tak,®

the market model is idealized and con-
comitantly the [public] . .. system is
caricatured ... There isa tendency. ..
to talk about markets only in terms of
positive effects and outcomes . .. a
market utopia where every school gets
better . . . and the magic of competi-
tion ensures that cvery consumer is
happy — Adam Smith meets Walt
Disney.

What the British version of choice has to
teach us, I think, is that socicty — the people
acting collectively in some way — must con-
tinue to provide direction for the nation’s
educational system. Solutions that cast us not

as cilizens but only as a nation of consumers -

are nol the answer,” What we must seek
instead of markets is new forums and new
machinery that will permit the various inter-
ests in education to be heard, and provide a
voice that is both effective and appropriate to
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each. This, it seems to me, is far preferable to
wholesale abandonment of the effort to arrive
at such a balance, .

An adequate solution will probably re-
quire real reforms, and educational leaders
could be helplul and infiuential in designing
them. I suspect the day is past when we can
stonewall or stave off efforts at this sor{ of
change. I find it worrisome to hear about the
large numbers of education committees in
state legislatures that are killing education
reform bills — not that those bills are always
good, but because I don’t find the educational
establishment which is behind the commit-
tees’ decisions offering very much Jeadership
for what ought to be done instead. P'm afraid
we are dangerously approaching the point
where we've woit so many battles it could cost
us the war.

My Research Agenda

Now rather than pursuing that sort of
possibifity further, I want to shift a bit. Don
Waidrip told me you wanted to hear about my
research. So let me describe for you the sev-
eral sorts of inquiries I've got under way, in
addition to the policy interests I've just been
exploring. First, T am part of a team doing a
longitudinal study of the effects of school re-
structuring on teachers and students — a
study being conducted by the National Center
on Organization and Restructuring of Schools
at the University of Wisconsin. Together, the
team is working in schools in three different
states. I'm studying two schools of choice in
New York, one well established and the other
struggling to get on its collective feet. Others
on theteam are studying schools in Minnesotla
and Chicago, ‘

Second, I'm working with several schools,
including two in Hawaii, trying to help them
design and launch mini-schools of choice —
actually, schools-within-schools —  which
strike me as perhaps the surest catalyst we've
got for transforming existing schools. In not
too long, T hope to have a book on the nit-
tygritty on developing effective. schools of
choice, Third, I'm finalizing an interpretive
study of what’s needed to change New York
City schools for the better. Fourlh, I'm doing
a brief documentation of a fascinating school
in the Broox — an E. D. Hirsch Cultural
Literacy school. Fifth, P'm part of a group
named by the National Center for Researchin
Vocational Education that's lrying to draft
New Designs for the Comprehensive High
Schoal. And finally, 1 try to keep a finger on
reform and restructuring  developments
acrossthe country — onthe burgeoning policy
scene, as well as on the research findings that
are now coming in from this country and
abroad. !

What I want to share with you today is a
bit of what I've learned from each of these
endeavors. Let me tellyou first about a couple

{Continuted on page 4)
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of recent and very positive additions (o the
research in choice. 'The newest is a study in
New York City just announced two wecks
ago. The good news is that after studying
4,200 kids in the City’s 133 carcer magnet
schools, the investigators concluded that these
schools “encouraged students to stay in
school, raised reading scores, .. . [enabled]. ..
more students to pass the advanced math
tests, and gave students more credits toward
graduation.”” Indeed, the investigators found
that average students in the career magnets
“gain over {wice as much in reading as 'do
similar students in [regular] comprehensive
programs!™® And they earn one-fourth more
course credits than do their counterparts in
schools of assignment.

Poor readers were not nearly as well
served, however. Although the opportunity {0
attend such a program kept more of them
from dropping out belween junior high and
high school, the attendance and reading levels
of some of them suffered in the magnet pro-
grams. (It remains uncertain whether this is
because the career magnels arer’t serving this
group as welf as other programs do — or
whether the absenteeisn1 is the result of some-
thing else. But this study is to run for at least
two more years, and the answer may become
clear later.) Even alter its {irst year, the study
has provided important information on
youngsters’ preferences, what seems to work
best for which students, and some of the {ac-
tors that make for successful magnet pro-
grams.

The bad news, which [ want to come back
to in a few minutes, is that only aboul one-
third of all New York City’s students can be
accommodated in these college-prep career
magnets, and they evidently turn large num-
bers away. New York olfers an impressive
number of choice programs in its 120 high
schools — both the fgures 250 and 400 are
cited® — but it is very difficuit to find out just
how many students can. be accommodated in
these optional programs, and how many must
enrofl in the regular programs very few
choose. More about this problem shortly.
Meanwhile, some more of the good news.

As you are probably aware, the research
community keeps saying there is virtually no
research supporting choice. Now actuafly,
there is a [air amount of certain kinds of evi-
dence - for instance of the sort assembled by
school and systemwide evalutions. There are
alsoa number of surveys and some fairly care-
ful ethnographies. What is meant by the claim
that there is no research case for choice is that
there are few studies isolating the choice fac-
tor as the cause of the benefits frequently
associated with it. We arc now beginning to
see the comparative studics, the experimental
studies that the skeptics have demanded. To
cite scveral, there have now been studics of
kids of similar achievement levels at the point

some enter a school of choice and others
continue in an assigned prugram, and com-
paring their achievement several years later.
Not only do the kids in the choice program
achieve more, but the longer the student has
been in the school of choice, the greater the
difference.

A second example is even more telling. It
is a study designed torespond to the charge of
sciection bias, and that choosers differ suffi-
ciently from non-chooscers as to invalidale
comparisons. This study compared two
groups of choocsers, one which had been in
schools of choice {or seven or more years, the
other who were relative newcomers averaging
only a year's experience. Quoting from the

study:!! _
[Longtime] magnet school students
outperformed . . . [the comparison

group] in.. . standardized test results,
GPA, number of math and science
courses [aken, grade retention (non-
promotion}, attendance, exira-cur-
ricular activites, and schood awards . |, .
These compelling lindings cannot be
attributled 1o initial achievement dif-
ferences between students, student
background factors, and sclection
bias, since the samples were equivalent
on these factors.

The New York City study T mentioned
earlier is the most extensive and elaborate of
this new breed of choice studies, It is impor-
tant not only because of (he numbers involved
(more than 4,000 students and 133 programs)
but also beeause the design of the study estab-
lished a randomized experiment. The study
locked at how students fared in their {irst year
it the City’s career magnets, as opposed to a
majched group whe applicd but were not
admitted and who attended a regular compre-
hensive high school instcad.

Successful Magnet Schools
and Systems

Although the experimental research is
too recent to ground a great deal of knowl-
edge on how to do schools of choice, there is
substantial evidence of other sorts and consid-
erable experience upon which to buiid. I'd like
to turn at this point to sharing some conclu-
sions Pve reached about what makes a school
or a system of choice strong or weak. I fear
we've got choice schools and systems of both
sorts, good and bad, and there are certainly
things we can do to prevent some of the mis-
takes. I'd like to share six inter-related and
somewhat overlapping conclusions Ive
reached about the requisites of success. It’s

not an exhaustive fist; instead it seeks to high-

light those factors which most oflen seem {o
turn up missing.

First, in my experience one can make &
pretty fair prediction of the probable success
of a new school of choice or a new choice sys-
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tem by the time it leaves the drawing boards.
That’s not Lo say the implementation Lo come
is inconsequential — but that it’s extensively
implicit in the design. We've heard enough 1o
know that (he planning and design process is
crucial. There's been far less said about some-
thing else that’s perhaps as imporiant: it's
what I call the design's innovation range.

Schools are made up of a number of com-
ponents. The long and familiar st of failed
change efforts is due at least in part to our
failure to understand the inter-connections
among them. Thus, in envisioning & new
magnet school, or a systent of such schools, if
one seeks change that will inake a diflerence,
it’s got to be a lot more substantial than taking
on a set of new electives. Here are some of the
other componets that must be considered
and designed: role assignments for aif the
partiesinvolved, the particular school ‘person-
ality’ sought; whether there is to be a particu-
lar instructional sirategy emphasis, and if so,
what it will be; decisionmaking arrangements;
how both students and program will be evala-
ated; the nature of the relationships desired
wilh parcals and community; the kinds of
traits and capacities the school wanls Lo culti-
vale in its students; and the kind of organiza-
tion needed within the school to carry all this
out. Al of these matters need examination in
addition 10 the question of curriculum and
how to organize it.

I suspect that the broader the innovation
range — this is, the greater the number of
these components thal have been re-thought
and re-designed, instead of just carried over
from previous practice — the greater the
chances for success of the new school or sys-
tem. This isn't the whole story, of course.
There are certainly other requirements to be
met. Bul in my experience, those other re-
quirements seem {o be satisfied more cften;
and when new schools launched with high
hopes turn oul to be pretty much just more of
the same, it is the innovative range challenge
that has not been met. (P'mworking cnhowto
gel teachers to confront and deal with these
components in designing their programs, and
I'm hoping in the next several months te finish
a book that will help.)

The second item on my list of requisites
for successful choice schools and systems was
suggested more than a decade ago by Mary
Metz, one of the first researchers 1o study
magnet schools. She issued thiswarning about
something that still remains a danger;

itseems fikely that most of the magnet
schools will survive in name, but they
will gradually lose ... most support for
their distinctiveness from the district
except the symbolic power of their
names . . . they will constitute a sym-
bofic effort at the system leved which
has little impact in practice at the
school level.

(Continued on page 5}
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I think Mary was right and that this re-
mains a major task. The rescarch on change
conducted in the 70s made the casc against
{opdown imposition by showing that changes
imposed this way simply [ail Lo take root; ey
are Irivialized by those responsible for carry-
ing them out and remain superficial add-on’s
until the pressure {o maintain them goes away
and they disappear altogether.!> What the 80s
and 90s have added to that understanding of
the change process is the importance of sup-
port from the top. Freedom is important but
it's not enough; administraters must sustain a
commitment to divergence in practice and
procedure, in preference to (he neater and
more comfortable policy of uniformity. They
must supply the essential resources and pro-
vide moral support. As we aifi know, whether
official commitment leans toward divergence
or uniformity gets played out in a thousand
ways in a school. But it makes no sense tourge
school peopleto innovale, toinvent distinctive
new programs — and then teli them they afl
have toteach the same curriculum and/or that
their kids will all have Lo pass the same 1ests
(President Bush to the contrary notwithstand-
ing).

Third, a successful set of schools of choice
needs another sort of commitment from the
top, 8 commilment to respoading 10 the pref-
erences youngsiers and their [amilies express
in their choices. When a school consistently
has a waiting list two or three times the size of
its enroliment — and when the total number
of seats available in the schools of choice is
regularly only a fraction ol those who apply —
district officials nrust recognize an obligation
to respond. This sort of support marks the
difference between those who have adoped
magnet schools as a safety valve, or a court-
ordered evil — adivergence tobe tolerated —
and those who are genuinely conymitted to a
choice system. Choosing, and being permitted
10 express a choice, are reaily quite different
matters. The support necded here is 1o a pol-
icy of diversification and responsiveness on
the part of both the board and the superinten-
dent. I'mnot suggesting Lhat newschools have
to be cranked out every year, or that every
{luctuation in program application figures
should be immediately reflected. But success-
ful schocls of choice need (o be able to count
on a general commiunen to previding the
options students and famifics want .

Fourth, the advantage of a theme or a
[ocus is increasingly acknowledged in educa-
tional circles, even beyond choice fans: A
Rand study concluded two years ago that
“Focus schools . . . are probably the best form
of school for the vast majority of students now
served by . . . zoned comprehensive high
schocls.”™ We all know thal magnet schools
need a focus or theme, but there is less agree-
ment about what makes a good theme or fo-
cus. lispeciatly among people who come fresh

* 10 the challenge, there is often a tendency (o

select a focus lacking in any sort of logical co-
herence — so that the program's theme be-
comes in cffect “Lotsa Good Stuff,” What-
cver that may reconsmencl to the teachers who
get todo their favorite things, it defeatsa ot of
the purposes of themed or focused programs
— such as enabling people to make informed
choices and to count on continuing themes,
and assembiling a group of students who are
likeminded in some educationally significant
way.

The temptation to use magnet themes as
surrogate tracking devices is likely to require
continuing vigilance. And equity-minded crit-
ics are surely justified in complaining about
magne! systems comprised largely of pro-
grams like Gifted & Talented and Science and
Math. We need 1o enlarge the range of stu-
dents attracted and well served in magnet
schools — which is in part & matter of enlarg-
ing the range of themes sciected. We've fig-
ured out how 1o do carcer magnets that are
more than just entry level voeational schools
— e.p., Ilealth, Professions and Services,
Communications Arts, Social Services. Bual
the themes that altract necdn’t end there.
Pedagogic themes could prove as attractive 10
some youngsters at the sccondary level as they
are in the elementary school — e.g., themes
like the opportunity to learn largely from ex-
periential opportunites, or from individual
study, or [rom teamed inquiry. And intcrest
themes would prove allractive to others —
perhaps Space Travel, or Sports, or Leader-
ship, or Democratic Comimunities. My Point
is that aithough themes for magnet schools
must be sclected carclully, there is an
cnormous range of possibilites that so far
remains largely untapped. Altracting young-
sters not sold on academics may in consider-
able part be a matter of finding the right
themes.

Fifth, gpod magnet schools must not ondy
be themed schools, bul they should also be
restructured schools. Not to attempt thisis (o
waste what may be our best opportunity for
much needed school transformation. And in
recommending transformation, T want to
remind you that urban schools arenot the only
ones in trouble. The major studies of the high
scheol of the past decade have documented
this fact for us — with the estimate, for in-
stance, that two-thirds of the students in U.S.
secondary schools have simply disengaged
themselves from academic learning, and the
conciusion of another study that boredom is
epidemic.l’ The schools we've got now just
don’t seem {0 work for the kids we've got now.
Re-thinking school seems in order cvery-
where. And to change the way those involved
actually experience schoo! requires that
scheols be restructured. Magnet schools
shouldn’t stand as analfernative 1o restruciur-
ing, but as the most powerful way (o bring it
about. We don’t change enough simply by
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offering youngsters the opportunity 1o
specialize in a particular discipline or carcer
area — nol cven when we go on (o really
accomplish a merger belween the theme
courses and the rest, Curriculum just jsn't
that saticnt for most youngsters. It's not
what matters most to most of them. Thus, a
school that will really get and hold their
attention must  transform more than
carricutum.

One compact definition makes restruc-
turing a matter of “altering systems of rules,
roles, and relationships.” ¥* I think that’s what
is necessary if we are to substantially enhance
schaols effectiveness. So I would urge that at
the same time magnet schools are created,
with their distinctive themes and emphascs,
attention cught to focus also on making the
new magnets restructured schools.

Sixth — and finally — although aif
schools, including schools of choice, are
probably going tohave tofearn Lo get along on
less money, there is one kind of resource that
isabsolutely indispensable there. 1t is the time
for faculty tointeract regularly. One can try to
do it without such provision, of course, and
I'my afraid a number of choice systems have
fallen prey to this. Bul what 1 suspect will
cventuaily be identified as one of the real keys
to magnet school effectiveness is that they
create a situation of mutual interdependence
requiring collaboration among their teachers.
If'so, it is highly self-defeating not to provide
the occasions for the collaboration to occur.
Cerlainly, under such conditions teachers
canrol be blamed for reverting to previous
practice or for the disappearance of distinc-
tiveness from the progran. It's not casy but I
don't think it's impossibie either lo provide
regular collaborative time without adding
substantial costs, I've been working on hiow to
doit for a year or so now, and I'm hoping 1o
have an article soon on fow-cost or no-cost
ways to build collaboration time into the
school day for teacher. (If any of you have any
suggestions cn waysto doit, I'd fike very much
to have them (o add to the list.)

A Stand on Choice

Now it seemed tome that a tatk scheduled
to open a conference ought to have a little
inspiration in it. And so, after having talked
about new developments and research on the
magnet school scene, T thought it might be
weli to close with a statement of commitment.
Yourcommitments may differ from mine, but
at a juncture when everyone is lalking choice
— when everyone's suddenly begun singing
our song, and sometimes it sounds
unrecognizable — we may all want to think
out curstands. Here is mine (with apologics
to John Dewey and a few others):

I 'am an advocate of public school choice:
¢ Not because choice brings competition but

because # brings cooperation.
® Not because choice is a panacea bul be-
{Continued on page 6)
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cause it's a good catalyst for bringing a
wide array of sorely needed improve-
ments.

Not s0 as to provide an escape from bad
schools but so as to be sure all kids have
the sort of good schools they need.

Not because it is perfect and failsale
and without problems, but because it is
the most effective change mechanism
we've discovered.

Not as an arrangement coercing teachers
and adninistrators to shape up, but as a
structure enabling everybody to become
more effective. ‘
Not because it is the best way (o control
teachers and force them to apply them-
selves, but because it effectively entices
then to grow,

Not because it’s elitist but because i’s our
best hope for arriving at equity along with
excellence.

Nol because it’s radical enough o replace
school as we know it, but because it may
be our last hope to stave off such a revolu-
tion.

Not because parentsshould hold the final
power, or represent the sovereign con-
sumer — but because the right to choose
among public schools secems the most
appropriate way to honor both the rights
of families, and the coltective interes! in
sustaining the best schools possible.
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