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Reform
Readin’, Ritin’

By Deborah Wadsworth

Subtitle

This summer, while school was
out, Congress struggled to pro-
duce an education bill that both

Republicans and Democrats could live
with.  The thrust of the proposed leg-
islation was to hold schools responsible
for the performance of their students
by tying federal aid to students' success
or failure in meeting academic stan-
dards.  Standardized tests would be

used to determine which schools
were—or were not—making the grade.

Now that the nation’s youngsters have
begun a new fall semester, it’s fair to
ask how well this legislative debate
actually tracked with the values and
concerns of average Americans.  Re-
cent news coverage seemed to suggest
the public was sharply divided over
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this “standards and accountability” ap-
proach to educational reform, and that
the debate was unmindful of their ap-
prehensions.  Were the nation’s legis-
lators out of touch with public con-
cerns regarding the fairness, wisdom,
and effectiveness of this strategy?  Re-
cent surveys conducted by Public
Agenda indicate they were not.

There have been many surveys
about attitudes toward stan-
dards and accountability.  Pub-

lic Agenda has probed these issues and
the role of testing a number of times
over the past year alone, building on a
base of over a decade of interviews with
many thousands of teachers, parents,
youngsters, and members of the gen-
eral public on all aspects of education
reform.  The data are unambiguous.

The public’s take on education reform
is quite basic, commonsensical, and
personal.  In focus groups, parents talk
not about public education’s systemic
problems or the complexities of high-
stakes assessments.  Instead, they relate
how their own children are doing, and,
from their personal perspective, ex-
press their opinions on what young-
sters need if they are having difficulty.
Most believe their children could be
working harder; that it’s essential for
teachers to pay personal attention to
their kids and want them to succeed;
and that teachers ought to be inform-
ing parents when there are problems.

On standards, polling data reveal a
virtual consensus:  if you ask for more,

most youngsters will measure up.
(And, conversely, if you ask for little,

most youngsters will merely do enough
to get by.)

From the public’s perspective, an
“ A ”
g r a d e

should sig-
nify “A”
work, and
high school
d i p l o m a s
should mean
something.
A motif
found throughout
Public Agenda’s re-
search is that of the
young person en-
countered in daily
life who seems un-
able to complete
even the most basic
of tasks—the clerk
who’s unable to
make correct
change at the check-
out counter of the local deli, or the
telephone operator who’s unable to
locate the number because she can’t
spell “Chicago.”

Support for raising standards is strong,
both because Americans believe that
every child can learn more, and because
they are mystified—if not appalled—
that any student could spend 12 years
drifting through school and emerge not
able to spell, write a grammatically cor-
rect sentence, do basic computation,
show up on time, or submit an assign-
ment when it’s due.

Our studies, as well as
others, have repeatedly
documented—among
white, African Ameri-
can, and Hispanic par-
ents, and across all so-
cioeconomic catego-
ries—the belief that
higher standards will
increase student learn-

ing, and that it is “absolutely essential”
to have “teachers and a principal who

push students to study hard and to
excel  academically.”  Not to do so, says
the public, is quite literally to destroy a
youngster’s chances for a decent life.

Such a mindset was borne out by
Time to Move On, a 1998 Public
Agenda study in which more than

eight in ten parents said students should
be passed to the next grade only when
they have mastered the knowledge and
skills that were expected, not just be-
cause they have made an effort and
attended class regularly.

Rejection of social promotion—the
practice of moving students from grade
to grade to keep them with their own
age group—was ubiquitous.  Every
group surveyed, including students
themselves, agreed it is better to hold
youngsters back than to promote them
when they have not learned what is
expected (see Figure 1).  People were
adamant that doing otherwise is not
doing any child a favor.

In a pointed commentary on the per-
ceived deficiencies of education for
minority students in particular, the
Time to Move On study found that

“From the public’s perspective,
an ‘A’ grade should signify ‘A’

work, and high school diplomas
should mean something.”

Question:  What do you think is worse for a child who is
struggling in school?  To have to repeat a grade, or to be
passed to the next grade and be expected to keep up with
the work?

Figure 1

Undeserved Promotion Does Harm

Don’t know 2%

To have to
repeat a grade

23%

To be passed to
the next grade

75%

Source:  Survey by Public Agenda, November 15-December 22, 2000.

Responses of parents
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87% of black parents and 82% of white
parents believe urban schools that “pass
kids along through the system” are
among the chief culprits holding many
minority youngsters back from aca-
demic success.

Further, 67% of black parents made
clear that a chief reason schools are
failing their children is low expecta-
tions.  When asked why, on average,
black students don’t do as well as
whites on standardized achievement
tests, only 28% said it was mostly
because “the tests are culturally biased
against black students”; 44% said the
tests “measure real differences in edu-
cational achievement.”

In view of this recognition of a real
achievement gap between students of
different racial and socioeconomic
backgrounds, a requirement in the
education bill for states to report dis-
aggregate test results for the various
subgroups in their school districts is
likely to garner favor with the public.

As to the usefulness of testing in
general as a tool for reform, the
education bill—with its re-

quirement that reading and math be
tested for every child in grades 3
through 8 and once more in high
school—seems consistent with data
from the Public Agenda Reality Check
study, an annual survey which showed
in 2001 that 81% of parents believe
testing younger students is a good way
to identify those who need help.

In addition, very few parents or teach-
ers think students should get their
diplomas without a high school exit
exam.  In the same survey, 84% of
parents and 82% of teachers said there
should be an exit exam of some some
kind.  Most of the survey respondents
(57% of parents and 56% of teachers)
said that such tests should focus on

basic skills, while 27%
of parents and 26% of
teachers said they
should test at a higher
level.  Relatively few—
just 12% of parents
and 15% of teachers—
said there should be
no exam at all.  Similar
responses appeared in
a Gallup poll con-
ducted in January
2001, in which 77%
of the public said stu-
dents should be re-
quired to pass a stan-
dardized test in order
to be promoted to the
next grade.

Anecdotal evidence
would seem to suggest

that parents have misgivings about
the pressures raised standards and in-
creased testing might exert on stu-
dents, but relatively few parents re-
ported in Reality Check 2001 that their

own children were overly taxed by
schoolwork or that their children’s
schools or teachers were overempha-
sizing standardized tests to the detri-
ment of other important learning.

Only 9% of parents said that teachers
were putting too much academic pres-
sure on their children (see Figure 2);
11% said their children’s schools re-
quired them to take too many stan-
dardized tests; 12% said that the stan-
dardized tests their children take ask
“questions so difficult or unfair that
students cannot be expected to an-
swer them;” and 18%, fewer than one
in five, said that teachers in their
children’s schools “focus so much on
preparing for standardized tests that
real learning is neglected.”

Between 80% and 90% of the stu-
dents themselves said in the survey
that they take standardized tests seri-
ously, are not overwhelmed by them,
and think the test questions are fair.
Only 5% said they get so nervous that
they can’t handle taking such a test
(see Figure 3).

Despite this quite considerable
consensus, equally significant
data indicate some very

commonsensical limits to standard-
ized testing in the public’s mind.  For
instance, while most parents favored
the high school exit exam, 78% also
said it’s wrong to have a child’s fate
rest solely on the results of a single
test.  An equally large majority of
parents (78%) in Reality Check 2001
agreed that standardized test scores
should be used in conjunction with
teacher evaluations to determine pro-
motion or graduation.

Question:  In terms of academic achievement, would
you say that your own child’s teachers are putting too
much pressure on your child, are their expectations too
low, or are their expectations about right?

Figure 2

Pressure Not a Problem

Too much pressure
9%

Expectations
too low19%

Expectations
about right

72%

Source:   Survey by Public Agenda, November 15-December 22, 2000.

Responses of parents

“Seventy-eight percent of parents said it’s
wrong to have a child’s fate rest solely on the

results of a single test.”
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The current standards activity may
well turn out to be one of the most
significant reforms in the history of
public education in America, as long
as decisions and legislative actions con-
tinue to adhere to the fundamental
values of the American public.  The
goal of achieving higher standards
through accountability and testing
makes sense to the vast majority, who
in no way want to return to “business
as usual.”  Most Americans believe
that most youngsters can do more
than they are presently doing, and
that we must do more to hold them—
and their schools—accountable.

While remaining sensitive to the op-
position to testing being voiced by
some special interest groups and clus-
ters of parents in particular places,
policymakers on both sides of the
aisle need also to heed the priorities of
vast numbers of the public.  With
some courage and a lot of care, it
should be possible to continue to fash-
ion policies that will reinforce the
public’s confidence and belief in the
importance of higher standards, and
to do so with a reasonable approach to
testing and accountability.

That said, it’s also true that of par-
ents who know their school districts
are implementing higher standards,
more than eight in ten (82%) said
they believe their schools had, in
fact, been “careful and reasonable”
in putting the new standards in
place—a finding that held true
among parents even in such large
urban districts as Boston, Cleveland,
Chicago, New York and Los Ange-
les, where the impact of testing had
begun to be felt.  Virtually no one—
1% of parents and less than 1% of
teachers—said that local schools
should discontinue current efforts.

This past winter, for the first
time since its inception in
1998, the Reality Check survey

revealed a set of incremental changes
in the experiences and expectations
of students, parents and teachers
which indicate that the standards
movement may finally be developing
some real traction.  Teachers reported
that social promotion has, in fact,
declined and that summer school at-
tendance is up, and students and
teachers agreed that summer school is
being taken more seriously.

There has also been a modest increase
in respect for the job the public schools
are doing.  Four years ago just one
parent out of five said their local public
schools had higher standards than local
private schools; today this figure has
jumped to 34%, while the proportion
giving private schools the edge on stan-
dards has dropped from 42% to about
one in three.  Survey data from many
sources have consistently revealed broad
support for public education among
parents and non-parents alike.

As for the early decision among
policymakers to eliminate vouchers
in whatever education bill emerges,
that may well reflect, in part, an
acknowledgement by lawmakers of
how mixed the public’s response to
vouchers as an antidote to underper-

f o r m i n g
p u b l i c
s c h o o l s
has been
to date.  In
P u b l i c
Agenda’s
own re-
s e a r c h ,
63% of
the gen-
eral public
acknowl-
edged in the
1999 On Thin
Ice survey that
they knew
“very little” or
“ n o t h i n g ”
about vou-chers.  Even in Milwaukee
and Cleveland, where vouchers were
in use, 60% were uninformed.  And,
when pushed to consider whether
vouchers might be a good idea, 67%
said yes, but that they did not think
vouchers could solve the nation’s edu-
cation problems.  Academic standards
and accountability seem more in tune
with what the public views as effective
means for education reform.

Of course, standards and ac-
countability are not all the
public wants.  Most Ameri-

cans remain deeply troubled about
the behavioral standards of kids—vio-
lence, use of drugs and alcohol, lack of
discipline, and sexual promiscuity
among teens—problems they believe
are pervasive in many public schools,
including those in the more affluent
communities of America’s suburbs.
Few would see an exclusive focus on
academic standards as a cure-all for
such problems.

There is also the matter of fairness, a
value deeply ingrained in the Ameri-
can culture.  Any actions that take
parents unawares—draconian decisions
that have not been previously or ad-
equately explained—could swiftly de-
rail the current positive momentum.

Question:  Which best describes how nervous you get when you
take a standardized test?...  I don’t get nervous at all; I get
nervous but I can handle it; I get so nervous I can’t take the test.

Figure 3

Test Anxiety is Manageable

I get so nervous I
can’t take the test

67%
I get nervous,
but I handle it

28%

I don’t get
nervous at all

5%

Source:  Survey by Public Agenda, November 15-December 22, 2000.

Responses of students grades 6-12


