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What Does It Mean to Say a
School is Doing Well?

ErLior W. EISNER

DRIVEN BY DISCONTENT WITH THE PERFORMANCE OF OUR SCHOOLS, we are, once again,
in the midst of education reform, as we were in 1983 with A Nation at Risk, in 1987 with
America 2000, and a few years later with Goals 2000. Each of these reform efforts was in-
tended to rationalize the practice and performance of our schools. Each was designed to
work out and install a system of measurable goals and evaluation practices that would en-
sure that our nation would be first in science and mathematics by the year 2000, that all
our children would come to school ready to learn, and that each school would be drug-
free, safe, and nonviolent.!

The formulation of standards and the measurement of performance were intended to
tidy up a messy system and to make teachers and school administrators truly accountable.
The aim was then, and is today, to systematize and standardize so that the public will know
which schools are performing well and which are not. There were to be then, and there are
today, payments and penalties for performance.

America is one of the few nations in which responsibility for schools is not under the
aegis of a national ministry of education. Although we have a federal agency, the U.S.
Department of Education, the 10th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution indicates that
those responsibilities that the Constitution does not assign explicitly to the federal govern-
ment belong to the states (or to the people). And since the Constitution makes no mention
of education, it is a responsibility of the states.

As a result, we have 50 departments of education, one for each state, overseeing some
16,000 school districts that serve 52 million students in more than 100,000 schools. In ad-
dition, each school district has latitude for shaping education policy. Given the complexity
of the way education is organized in the U.S., it is understandable that from one perspec-
tive the view looks pretty messy and not altogether rational. Furthermore, more than a few
believe that we have a national problem in American education and that national problems

Reprinted by permission of Phi Delta Kappa International, From Phi Delta Kappan, Vol. 82, No. 5,
2001, pp 367—372.



298

ELLIOT W. EISNER

require national solutions. The use of highly rationalized procedures for improving
schools is a part of the solution.

I mention the concept of rationalization because I am trying to describe the ethos being
created in our schools. [ am trying to reveal a world view that shapes our conception of ed-
ucation and the direction we take for making our schools better.

Rationalization as a concept has a number of features. First, it depends on a clear speci-
fication of intended outcomes.? That is what standards and rubrics are supposed to do. We
are supposed to know what the outcomes of educational practice are to be, and rubrics are
to exemplify those outcomes. Standards are more general statements intended to proclaim
our values. One argument for the use of standards and rubrics is that they are necessary if
we are to function rationally. As the saying goes, if you don’t know where you’re headed,
you will not know where you have arrived. In fact, it’s more than knowing where you're
headed; it’s also knowing the precise destination. Thus the specification of intended out-
comes has become one of the primary practices in the process of rationalizing school re-
form efforts. Holding people accountable for the results is another.

Second, rationalization typically uses measurement as a means through which the qual-
ity of a product or performance is assessed and represented. Measurement, of course, is
oneway to describe the world. Measurement has to do with determining matters of magni-
tude, and it deals with matters of magnitude through the specification of units. In the
United States, the unit for weight is pounds. In Sweden or the Netherlands, it is kilograms.
It’s kilometers in Europe; it’s miles in the United States. It really doesn’t matter what unit
you use, as long as everyone agrees what the unit is.’

Quantification is believed to be a way to increase objectivity, secure rigor, and advance
precision in assessment. For describing some features of the world, including the educa-
tional world, it is indispensable. But it is not good for everything, and the limitations of
quantification are increasingly being recognized. For example, although initial discussions
about standards emphasized the need for them to be measurable, as standards have become
increasingly general and ideological, measurability has become less salient.

Third, the rationalization of practice is predicated on the ability to control and predict.
We assume that we can know the specific effects of our interventions, an assumption that
is questionable.

Fourth, rationalization downplays interactions. Interactions take into account not sim-
ply the conditions that are to be introduced in classrooms or schools but also the kinds of
personal qualities, expectations, orientations, ideas, and temperaments that interact with
those conditions. Philosophical constructivists have pointed out that what something
means comes both from the features of the phenomenon to be addressed and from the way
those features are interpreted or experienced by individuals.* Such idiosyncratic consider-
ations always complicate assessment. They complicate efforts to rationalize education as
well. Prediction is not easy when what the outcome is going to be is a function not only of
what is introduced in the situation but also of what a student makes of what has been in-
troduced.

Fifth, rationalization promotes comparison, and comparison requires what is called
“commensurability.” Commensurability is possible only if you know what the programs
were in which the youngsters participated in the schools being compared. If youngsters are
in schools that have different curricula or that allocate differing amounts of time to differ-
ent areas of the curriculum, comparing the outcomes of those schools without taking into
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account their differences is extremely questionable. Making comparisons between the
math performance of youngsters in Japan and those in the United States without taking
into account cultural differences, different allocations of time for instruction, or different
approaches to teaching makes it impossible to account for differences in student perfor-
mance or to consider the side effects or opportunity costs associated with different pro-
grams in different cultures. The same principle holds in comparing student performance
across school districts in the U.S.

Sixth, rationalization relies upon extrinsic incentives to motivate action; that’s what
vouchers are intended to do. Schools are likened to businesses, and the survival of the
fittest is the principle that determines which ones survive. If schools don’t produce effec-
tive results on tests, they go out of business.

In California and in some other parts of the country, principals and superintendents
are often paid a bonus if their students perform well on standardized tests: payment by re-
sults. And, of course, such a reward system has consequences for a school’s priorities. Are
test scores the criteria that we want to use to reward professional performance?

The features that I have just described are a legacy of the Enlightenment. We believe our
rational abilities can be used to discover the regularities of the universe and, once we’ve
found them, to implement, as my colleague David Tyack titled his book, “the one best sys-
tem.”> We have a faith in our ability to discover what the U.S. Department of Education
once described as “what works.” The result is an approach to reform that leaves little room
for surprise, for imagination, for improvisation, or for the cultivation of productive idio-
syncrasy. Our reform efforts are closer in spirit to the ideas of René Descartes and August
Compte than to those of William Blake. They are efforts that use league tables to compare
schools and that regard test scores as valid proxies for the quality of education our children
receive.® And they constitute an approach to reform that has given us three major educa-
tionally feckless reform efforts in the past 20 years. Are we going to have another?

What are the consequences of the approach to reform that we have taken and what
should we pay attention to in order to tell when a school is doing well? First, one of the
consequences of our approach to reform is that the curriculum gets narrowed as school
district policies make it clear that what is to be tested is what is to be taught. Tests come to
define our priorities. And now we have legitimated those priorities by talking about “core
subjects.” The introduction of the concept of core subjects explicitly marginalizes subjects
that are not part of the core. One of the areas that we marginalize is the arts, an area that
when well taught offers substantial benefits to students. Our idea of core subjects is related
to our assessment practices and the tests we use to determine whether or not schools are
doing well.

Because those of us in education take test scores seriously, the public is reinforced in its
view that test scores are good proxies for the quality of education a school provides. Yet
what test scores predict best are other test scores. If we are going to use proxies that have
predictive validity, we need proxies that predict performances that matter outside the con-
text of school. The function of schooling is not to enable students to do better in school.
The function of schooling is to enable students to do better in life. What students learn in
school ought to exceed in relevance the limits of the school’s program.

As we focus on standards, rubrics, and measurement, the deeper problems of schooling
go unattended. What are some of the deeper problems of schooling? One has to do with
the quality of conversation in classrooms. We need to provide opportunities for youngsters
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and adolescents to engage in challenging kinds of conversation, and we need to help them
learn how to do so. Such conversation is all too rare in schools. I use “conversation” seri-
ously, for challenging conversation is an intellectual affair. It has to do with thinking about
what people have said and responding reflectively, analytically, and imaginatively to that
process. The practice of conversation is almost a lost art. We turn to talk shows to experi-
ence what we cannot do very well or very often.

The deeper problems of schooling have to do with teacher isolation and the fact that
teachers don’t often have access to other people who know what they’re doing when they
teach and who can help them do it better.” Although there are many issues that need atten-
tion in schooling, we search for the silver bullet and believe that, if we get our standards
straight and our rubrics right and make our tests tough enough, we will have an improved
school system. [ am not so sure.

The message that we send to students is that what really matters in their education are
their test scores. As a result, students in high-stakes testing programs find ways to cut
corners—and so do some teachers. We read increasingly often not only about students
who are cheating but also about teachers who are unfairly helping students get higher
scores on the tests.® It’s a pressure that undermines the kind of experience that students
ought to have in schools.

Perhaps the major consequence of the approach we have taken to rationalize our
schools is that it ineluctably colors the school climate. It promotes an orientation to prac-
tice that emphasizes extrinsically defined attainment targets that have a specified quantita-
tive value. This, in turn, leads students to want to know just what it is they need to do to
earn a particular grade. Even at Stanford, I sometimes get requests from graduate students
who want to know precisely, or as precisely as I can put it, what they need to do in order to
get an A in the class.

Now from one angle such a request sounds reasonable. After all, it is a means/ends ap-
proach to educational planning. Students are, it can be said, rationally planning their edu-
cation. But such planning has very little to do with intellectual life, where risk-taking,
exploration, uncertainty, and speculation are what it’s about. And if you create a culture of
schooling in which a narrow means/ends orientation is promoted, that culture can under-
mine the development of intellectual dispositions. By intellectual dispositions I mean a
curiosity and interest in engaging and challenging ideas.

What the field has not provided is an efficient alternative to the testing procedures we
now use. And for good reason. The good reason is that there are no efficient alternatives.
Educationally useful evaluation takes time, it’s labor intensive and complex, and it’s subtle,
particularly if evaluation is used not simply to score children or adults but to provide in-
formation to improve the process of teaching and learning.

The price one pays for providing many ways for students to demonstrate what has been
learned is a reduction of commensurability. Commensurability decreases when attention
to individuality increases. John Dewey commented about comparisons in a book that he
wrote in 1934 when he was 76 years old. The book is Art as Experience. He observed that
nothing is more odious than comparisons in the arts.” What he was getting at was that at-
tention to or appreciation of an art form requires attention to and appreciation of its dis-
tinctive features. It was individuality that Dewey was emphasizing, and it is the description
of individuality we would do well to think about in our assessment practices. We should be
trying to discover where a youngster is, where his or her strengths are, where additional
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work is warranted. Commensurability is possible when everybody is on the same track,
when there are common assessment practices, and when there is a common curriculum.
But when students work on different kinds of problems, and when there is concern with
the development of an individual’s thumbprint, so to speak, commensurability is an inap-
propriate aim.

What have been the consequences of the rationalized approach to education reform
that we have embraced? Only this: in our desire to improve our schools, education has be-
come a casualty. That is, in the process of rationalization, education—always a delicate,
complex, and subtle process having to do with both cultural transmission and self-
actualization—has become a commodity. Education has evolved from a form of human
development serving personal and civic needs into a product our nation produces to com-
pete in a global economy. Schools have become places to mass produce this product.

Let us assume that we impose a moratorium on standardized testing for a five-year pe-
riod. What might we pay attention to in schools in order to say that a school is doing well?
If it is not higher test scores that we are looking for, what is it? Let me suggest the kind of
data we might seek by raising some questions that might guide our search.

What kinds of problems and activities do students engage in? What kind of thinking do
these activities invite? Are students encouraged to wonder and to raise questions about
what they have studied? Perhaps we should be less concerned with whether they can an-
swer our questions than with whether they can ask their own. The most significant intel-
lectual achievement is not so much in problem solving, but in question posing. What if we
took that idea seriously and concluded units of study by looking for the sorts of questions
that youngsters are able to raise as a result of being immersed in a domain of study? What
would that practice teach youngsters about inquiry?

What is the intellectual significance of the ideas that youngsters encounter? (I have a
maxim that I work with: If it’s not worth teaching, it’s not worth teaching well.) Are the
ideas they encounter important? Are they ideas that have legs? Do they go someplace?

Are students introduced to multiple perspectives? Are they asked to provide multiple
perspectives on an issue or a set of ideas? The implications of such an expectation for cur-
riculum development are extraordinary. To develop such an ability and habit of mind, we
would need to invent activities that encourage students to practice, refine, and develop cer-
tain modes of thought. Taking multiple perspectives is just one such mode.

In 1950 the American psychologist ].P. Guilford developed what he called “the structure
of intellect,” in which 130 different kinds of cognitive processes were identified.!* What if
we used that kind of structure to promote various forms of thinking? My point is that the
activities in which youngsters participate in classes are the means through which their
thinking is promoted. When youngsters have no reason to raise questions, the processes
that enable them to learn how to discover intellectual problems go undeveloped.

The ability to raise telling questions is not an automatic consequence of maturation. Do
you know what’s the biggest problem that Stanford students have in the course of their
doctoral work? It is not getting good grades in courses; they all get good grades in courses.
Their biggest obstacle is in framing a dissertation problem. We can do something about
that before students get to the doctoral level. In a school that is doing well, opportunities
for the kind of thinking that yields good questions would be promoted.

What connections are students helped to make between what they study in class and the
world outside of school? A major aim of education has to do with what psychologists refer
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to as “transfer of learning.” Can students apply what they have learned or what they have
learned how to learn? Can they engage in the kind of learning they will need in order to
deal with problems and issues outside of the classroom? If what students are learning is
simply used as a means to increase their scores on the next test, we may win the battle and
lose the war. In such a context, school learning becomes a hurdle to jump over. We need to
determine whether students can use what they have learned. But even being able to use
what has been learned is no indication that it will be used. There is a difference between
what a student can do and what a student will do.

The really important dependent variables in education are not located in classrooms.
Nor are they located in schools. The really important dependent variables are located out-
side schools. Our assessment practices haven’t even begun to scratch that surface. It’s what
students do with what they learn when they can do what they want to do that is the real
measure of educational achievement.

What opportunities do youngsters have to become literate in the use of different repre-
sentational forms? By representational forms, I mean the various symbol systems through
which humans shape experience and give it meaning.!'! Different forms of human meaning
are expressed in different forms of representation. The kinds of meaning one secures from
poetry are not the kinds of meaning one secures from propositional signs. The kinds of
meanings expressed in music are not the meanings experienced in the visual arts. To be
able to secure any of those meanings, you have to know how to “read” them. Seeing is a
reading. Hearing is a reading. They are processes of interpreting and construing meaning
from the material encountered; reading text is not only a process of decoding, it is also a
process of encoding. We make sense of what we read.

What opportunities do students have to formulate their own purposes and to design
ways to achieve them? Can a school provide the conditions for youngsters, as they mature,
to have increased opportunity to set their own goals and to design ways to realize them?
Plato once defined a slave as someone who executes the purposes of another. I would say
that, in a free democratic state, at least a part of the role of education is to help youngsters
learn how to define their own purposes.

What opportunities do students have to work cooperatively to address problems that
they believe to be important? Can we design schools so that we create communities of
learners who know how to work with one another? Can we design schools and classrooms
in which cooperating with others is part of what it means to be a student?

Do students have the opportunity to serve the community in ways that are not limited
to their own personal interests? Can we define a part of the school’s role as establishing or
helping students establish projects in which they do something beyond their own self-in-
terest? I want to know that in order to know how well a school is doing.

To what extent are students given the opportunity to work in depth in domains that re-
late to their aptitudes? Is personal talent cultivated? Can we arrange the time for youngsters
to work together on the basis of interest rather than on the basis of age grading? Youngsters
who are interested in ceramics might work in depth in ceramics; those interested in science
might work in depth in science. To make these possibilities a reality, we would need, of
course, to address the practical problems of allocating time and responsibility. But without
a conception of what is important, we will never even ask questions about allocating time. A
vision of what is educationally important must come first.
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Do students participate in the assessment of their own work? If so, how? It is important
for teachers to understand what students themselves think of their own work. Can we de-
sign assessment practices in which students can help us?

To what degree are students genuinely engaged in what they do in school? Do they find
satisfaction in the intellectual journey? How many students come to school early and how
many would like to stay late? The motives for such choices have to do with the “locus of
satisfactions.” Satisfactions generate reasons for doing something. Basically, there are three
reasons for doing anything. One reason for doing something is that you like what it feels
like and you like who you are when you do it. Sex, play, and art fall into this category. They
are intrinsically satisfying activities.

A second reason for doing something is not because you like doing it, but because you
like the results of having done it. You might like a clean kitchen, but you might not enjoy
cleaning your kitchen. The process is not a source of enjoyment, but the outcome is.

A third reason for doing something is not because you like the process or even the out-
come, but because you like the rewards. You like the grades you earn. You like the paycheck
you receive. That’s what Hannah Arendt described as labor.!? There is too much labor in
our schools—and not enough work. Work is effort from which you derive satisfaction. We
ought to be paying attention to the joy of the journey. This is easy to say but difficult and
challenging to do. Nevertheless, we ought to keep our minds focused on it as a goal.

Are teachers given the time to observe and work with one another? To what degree is
professional discourse an important aspect of what being a teacher means in the school? Is
the school a resource, a center for the teacher’s own development? Is the school a center for
teacher education?

The center for teacher education is not the university; it is the school in which the
teacher works. Professional growth should be promoted during the 25 years that a teacher
works in a school—not just during the year and a half that he or she spends in a teacher
education program. Can we create schools that take the professional development of
teachers seriously? And what would they look like? Schools will not be better for students
than they are for the professionals who work in them.

All of us who teach develop repertoires. We all have routines. We all get by. We get by
without serious problems, but getting by is not good enough. We need to get better. And to
get better, we have to think about school in ways that address teachers’ real needs. And
when [ say, “addressing teachers’ real needs,” I don’t mean sending them out every
6,000 miles to get “inserviced” by a stranger.

Are parents helped to understand what their child has accomplished in class? Do they
come to understand the educational import of what is going on? Very often children’s art-
work is displayed in the school, with the only information provided being the student’s
name, the grade, and the teacher’s name, all in the lower right-hand corner. Then the best
student work is posted more formally. What we do, in effect, is use a gallery model of exhi-
bition. We take the best work, and we display it. What we need to create is an educationally
interpretive exhibition that explains to viewers what problems the youngsters were ad-
dressing and how they resolved them.!® This can be done by looking at prior work and
comparing it with present work—that is, by looking at what students have accomplished
over time. I am talking about interpretation. I am talking about getting people to focus not
so much on what the grade is, but on what process led to the outcome.
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What is my point? All my arguments have had to do with creating an educationally in-
formed community. We need to ask better questions.

Can we widen what parents and others believe to be important in judging the quality of
our schools? Can we widen and diversity what they think matters? Can those of us who teach
think about public education not only as the education of the public in the schools (i.e., our
students), but also as the education of the public outside of our schools (i.e., parents and
community members)? Can a more substantial and complex understanding of what consti-
tutes good schooling contribute to better, more enlightened support for our schools?

Can a more informed conception of what constitutes quality in education lead to
greater equity for students and ultimately for the culture? Educational equity is much
more than just allowing students to cross the threshold of the school. It has to do with
what students find after they do so. We ought to be providing environments that enable
each youngster in our schools to find a place in the educational sun. But when we narrow
the program so that there is only a limited array of areas in which assessment occurs and
performance is honored, youngsters whose aptitudes and interests lie elsewhere are going
to be marginalized in our schools. The more we diversify those opportunities, the more eq-
uity we are going to have because we are going to provide wider opportunities for young-
sters to find what it is that they are good at.

And that leads me to the observation that, in our push for attaining standards, we have
tended to focus on outcomes that are standard for all youngsters. We want youngsters to
arrive at the same place at about the same time. I would argue that really good schools in-
crease variance in student performance. Really good schools increase the variance and
raise the mean. The reason I say that is because, when youngsters can play to their
strengths, those whose aptitudes are in, say, mathematics are going to go faster and further
in that area than youngsters whose aptitudes are in some other field. But in those other
fields, those youngsters would go faster and further than those whose aptitudes are in
math. Merely by conceiving of a system of educational organization that regards produc-
tive variance as something to be valued and pursued, we undermine the expectation that
everybody should be moving in lockstep through a series of 10-month years in a standard-
ized system and coming out at pretty much the same place by age 18.

Part of our press toward standardization has to do with what is inherent in our age-
graded school system. Age-graded systems work on the assumption that children remain
more alike than different over time and that we should be teaching within the general ex-
pectations for any particular grade. Yet, if you examine reading performance, for example,
the average range of reading ability in an ordinary classroom approximates the grade level.
Thus at the second grade, there is a two-year spread; at the third grade, a three-year range;
at the fourth grade, a four-year range. Consider how various the picture would be if per-
formance in four or five different fields of study were examined. Children become more
different as they get older, and we ought to be promoting those differences and at the same
time working to escalate the mean.

Does more enlightened grasp of what matters in schools put us in a better position to
improve them? I hope so. What I have argued here is intended to divert our focus away
from what we normally use to make judgments about the quality of schools and redirect it
instead toward the processes, conditions, and culture that are closer to the heart of educa-
tion. I am unabashedly endorsing the promotion of improvisation, surprise, and diversity
of outcomes as educational virtues that we ought to try to realize through our teaching.



WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO SAY A SCHOOL IS DOING WELL?

The point of the questions I have raised is to provide something better than the blink-
ered vision of school quality that now gets front-page coverage in our newspapers. Perhaps
this vision serves best those in positions of privilege. Perhaps our society needs losers so it
can have winners. Whatever the case, I believe that those of us who wish to exercise leader-
ship in education must do more than simply accept the inadequate criteria that are now
used to determine how well our schools are doing.

We need a fresh and humane vision of what schools might become because what our
schools become has everything to do with what our children and our culture will become.
I have suggested some of the features and some of the questions that I believe matter edu-
cationally. We need reform efforts that are better than those we now have. The vision of ed-
ucation implicit in what I have described here is just a beginning.

NOTES
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