Restoring School Efficacy by
Giving Parents a Choice

he history of public school gov-
I ernance in this century is a
story of increasing centraliza-
tion and the concomitant distancing
of influence from the level where de-
cisions are actually applied. The re-
sult in institutional terms is a paucity
of control at the individual school
level, as compared to the district
central office, and a steady loss of
local district control to state and na-
tional agencies. In human terms, it is
a story of steadily declining personal
efficacy, giving rise to feelings of
powerlessness and disaffection. This
article will review some of the forms
this centralization has assumed, some
of the problems ensuing in its wake,
and a few of the solutions under-
taken to date. Optional schools are
singled out as a promising answer to
governance difficulties.

Educational historians suggest that
the “local control™ of textbook fame
was a fairly accurate description of
education in the 19th century. The
early years of this century, however,
saw an effort to remove schools from
the abuses of political manipulation.
In so doing, professional control in-
creased at the expense of public in-
fluence and professional power cen-
tered in the hands of a superintendent
who was to be accountable to the
public. The changes were widely
heralded at the time as an important
reform. But given what has happened
since, what we need now is “the re-
form of a reform,” in the language of
David Tyack who has chronicled the
governance history.!

School governance history actually
entwines several strands: the passage
of control from parental to profes-
sional hands, the concentration of
the school's power in the hands of
the district's central administration,
and the steady passing from the dis-
trict to state and national levels of
influence and control.
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The way to
increase
satisfaction and
responsibility
of parents is
to let them
choose the kind
of school
they want.

Not all of this has happened
through deliberate or formal action,
In fact, much of it has occurred extra-
legally, outside formal governance
structures, Sociologist Sloan Wayland
has shown that a great deal of the
increasingly national character of
American education has been brought
about by what he calls “ancillary
structures”™: the textbook industry
and its production and marketing
practices; the standardized exams
which have come to figure promi-
nently in numerous types of educa-

tional decisions; the regional ac-
crediting associations, which exert
strong influence on schools; the

structure of teacher education, which
exerts strong influence on teachers,
All these developments are ancillary
in the sense that they have not been
legally mandated or incorporated into

the formal structures of American
public education? As Wayland
shows, this makes them no less

powerful as determinants of educa-
tional practice, but their ancillary na-

ture does insulate them from public
control. What this means is that ef-
forts to redress present balances and
to restore some measure of local con-
trol will have to contend somehow
not just with formal or legal forces
but with these ancillary structures as
well.

Dating from the Brown decision
in 1954, the ancillary structures be-
gan to be augmented with formal
structures, eroding local control. The
years since have seen a steady pro-
gression of legislation, court deci-
sions, regulation, and inducements
which have in effect shifted large
arcas of decision from local to fed-
eral levels. The National Defense
Education Act of 1958, for example.
provided support to schools in the
areas of science, math, and foreign
languages—rejecting the counter pro-
posal that federal aid take the form .
of per-pupil grants to the states, to
be distributed at local discretion.?
The Civil Rights Act of 1964 estab-
lished a powerful system of national
control by providing for the with-
holding of any and all federal aid to
school districts practicing racial, re-
ligious, or ethnic discrimination.

But state control has increased as
well, also eroding the powers of local
school districts. Competency tests
adopted by a number of states stand
as requirements for graduation (and
in some states, for grade-to-grade
promotion). And one of the some-
what ironic effects of Proposition 13-
type legislation—contrary to the
wishes of proponents—seems to be
to remove the support, hence the
control base, of schools from district
to state levels.

All signs point to continued in-
creases in state and federal controls.
Some opponents seem convinced that
the new Department of Education
will bury local control altogether.*
And observers seem agreed that the
long-term impact of the tax revolt
will be stepped-up state control of
educational practice, perhaps culmi-
nating in consolidation of districts
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into a single state or several county
school systems.* Analyst Arthur Wise
warns that “legislated learning” is
rapidly turning schools into an exten-
sion of government. The ultimate
effect may be, he warns, the detailed
control of classroom practice—of
just what is taught and how.*

Human Impact and Response

These, then, are some of the develop-
ments to date, and the prospects for,
the local control of schools. Mean-
while, what has been the impact on
citizens and their response? The de-
cline of efficacy, especially when
coupled with the evidence that
schools are not succeeding as well as
might be hoped, has combined to
yield public disaffection of an un-
precedented character.” One interest-
ing bit of testimony 1s the feeling of
powerlessness expressed by almost all
of those connected with the schools.
Students made their feelings known
a decade ago and parents have done
50 too. But teachers reveal quite simi-
lar sentiments. And principals and
even superintendents claim they lack
the power to fulfill their responsibili-
ties.® It is not a very long step from
such conditions to feelings of injus-
tice and abuse. A Civil Rights Com-
mission official correctly caught the
public mood that has ensued. “It is
amazing,” he observed, “the sense of
injury.” Based on the cases coming
to the Commission, he estimated that
a full 80 percent of our population is
oppressed—leaving a scant 20 per-
cent to be the oppressors!®

The results seem evident in the
tax and spending limit proposals ad-
vanced across the country. Many
have taken the form of direct citizen
initiatives; all have sought to curtail
the prerogatives of legislators. In
even more explicit comment on pub-
lic education, one news weekly de-
tailed how “Aroused Parents Declare
War on the System.”™'® A number of
parents have done so by withdrawing
their children from public school al-
together, doubling private school en-
rollments between 1965 and 1975."
And the persistence of the voucher
notion certainly testifies to public dis-
affection. Indeed, one proposal cur-
rently pending in California would
go considerably further. Not content
with parity for private schools, it
seeks to abolish all public schools.
According to the state’s attorney gen-
eral, it “Prohibits [the] state and its
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creations from operating or regulat-
ing primary, secondary, or technical
schools or from specifying, prepar-
ing, producing, or distributing in-
structional materials."”'?

Governance Reform Efforts

Whether or not the more extreme
proposals ever develop substantial
support, demands for the reform of
school governance have been pressed
in earnest since the 60s. Decentral-
ization and community control were
the two possibilities that surfaced
first. The two can go hand in hand—
and were combined in New York and
Detroit—but  decentralization does
not necessarily mean increased lay
control. Tt may simply represent a
transfer of authority among adminis-
trators, shifting power and responsi-
bility from the central office to build-
ing principals. Although the shift
may render the principal a bit more
subject to community influence, in
practice he or she may not be.
Although neither the New York
nor the Detroit experiences were very
successful in actually shifting the
locus of school control, or in chang-
ing the make-up of decision-making
bodies, governance reform proposals
have continued to urge decentraliza-
tion." In many of these proposals,
community control has given way to
community participation and involve-
ment plans, and school advisory
councils. The advisory council, whose
recent history dates from its require-
ment for Title T recipients, is not a
decision-making body; initially it was
not even a school-by-school arrange-
ment. An advisory council for every
school receiving Title T funds was
later mandated, but the councils have
not been a notable success. As one
observer commented, they “remain at
the periphery of school policy and
practice.”™ A considerably more
venturesome proposal is the “school-
based management”™ idea. which
creates a governance council within
each building, composed of teachers,
parents, and other citizens, as well as
the building principal. These councils,
in which parents typically comprise
a majority, are genuine decision-
making bodies, making budgetary
and programmatic decisions.'®
Despite some important variations.
there is one notable similarity linking
these several proposals: All respond
to the reform need and to the charge
of insufficient democratic control of

e e
schools by seeking to correct and
strengthen represenrational- arrange-
ments. The underlying strategy is to
bring school policy and practice into
fuller accord with the wishes of the
majority—and the means for doing
so is by adding the voices of new
or under-represented groups to the
agencies intended to reflect and ex-
press public sentiment.

The Expedient of Choice

That is not the only governance re-
form strategy which might be pur-
sued. And perhaps for today, when
disaffection is so widespread and in-
tense, it is not even the best strategy.
A much more direct and incisive way
to immediately empower all parents
is to enable each family to choose
the education it prefers for its child.
This could be done by deliberately
providing differentiated educational
programs for public selection—dif-
ferentiated, say, as to emphases or
approaches or activities. Such a sim-
ple and direct expedient as choice
has a number of very distinct advan-
tages over the strategy that would
seek instead to broaden the policy-
making base for schools. Most ob-
viously, of course, it delivers efficacy
to all, which decision making by ma-
jority cannot do. Moreover, it de-
livers the kind of efficacy that con-
cermns parents. The evidence clearly
points to the reasonable conclusion
that parents’ interests focus on their
child’s classroom and school. Other
schools, and general district policies,
are remote concerns. In the second
place, the choice provision is a sim-
pler reform, adding no governance
structures which demand facilities
and resources for new councils.

In the third place. the offering of
choices to families does not entail the
direct and extensive divestment of
power involved when whole cate-
gories of authority—such as control
of personnel or curriculum or fi-
nances—must be shifted from one
administrator to another, or newly
shared by an administrator with a
decision-making body. Thus, the
choice strategy may prove less
threatening to the interests of central
administrators than other current
proposals calling for the diffusion of
their present power among adminis-
trative subordinates.'®

Fourth, the chance to choose a
school or program offers an impor-
tant power to each parent, an effec-
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tive veto. Choice may not guarantee
that every family will find exactly
what it wants, but it does offer the
considerable opportunity to transfer
out of what is for any reason ana-
thema. And for many of those most
acutely dissatisfied, that opportunity
alone is a considerable gain.

Fifth, the opportunity to choose
the education of one's child intro-
duces a subtle but important change
in responsibility for outcomes. Par-
ents who have chosen a back-to-
basics program, for example, have
become partners in educational man-
agement. They are entitled to claim
credit for themselves when the mix
of their choice and their youngster
proves a fortunate one. And when it
does not so prove, they must hold
themselves at least partially account-
able for the situation.

As this suggests, an additional ad-
vantage of the choice arrangement,
sixth, is that it provides for a con-
tinuing accountability arrangement.
In a system where a parent may with-
draw and transfer a child as the situ-
ation seems to warrant, the school
remains responsible and continually
accountable to parents. Thus a choice
system both enhances school ac-
countability and extends responsibil-
ity to include the home. A related
advantage, seventh, is that the con-
tinuing ability of the parent to trans-
fer the child'” provides for district
officials one continuing kind of clue
regarding educational success. Mul-
tiple transfer requests from the same
program signal difficulties that other-
wise could take a long time to sur-
face. The choice system serves, then,
as a mechanism whereby the system
can inform itself.

An eighth advantage of the indi-
vidual parental empowerment ap-
proach is that it entails direct educa-
tional improvements as well as
school governance reform. The rea-
son is that the provision of choice
involves a differentiation of the pro-
grams schools offer—an arrangement
supported by the recommendations
of a lengthening list of commissions
and committees, sustained by a sub-
stantial body of evidence about
learner differences. Thus, to offer a
choice among, for example, a back-
to-basics program, an open school,
and a continuous progress school is
to provide three diffcrent educational
environments and thereby greatly in-
crease the chances of offering a pro-
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gram optimally suited to each young-
ster.

Finally, these differentiated educa-
tional environments can offer distinct
advantages to teachers which, in turn,
are reflected in educational quality.
Differentiation facilitates teacher as
well as parent choice so no teacher
is pressured to operate an open class-
room, and none is barred from
operating in the manner closest to
his or her own professional style. Ex-
perience with systems where teachers
make such professional choices for
themselves shows clear benefits in the
form of enhanced commitment, satis-
faction, performance, and accom-
plishment.!®

These, then, are some major ad-
vantages of pursuing school govern-
ance reform by the simple expedient
of extending a choice of schools to
parents. Such an arrangement s
being pursued in a growing number
of cities and towns, There is con-
siderable variety in the choices made
available and in the genesis of these.
In some systems the choices pertain
largely to content, in others to learn-
ing methods and activities, and else-
where to values and general ap-
proach. In some systems the options
have been designed with the collab-
oration of students and parents, in
others they have been generated by
the professional staff.

ne of the better known options
Osys:ems operates in Philadel-
phia which, according to a
1976 report, led the nation with 130
alternative schools and programs en-
rolling 10,000 students. The princi-
pals of these programs report better
attendance, fewer discipline prob-
lems, more productive learning en-
vironments, and improvement in
basic skills.'®
Minneapolis has perhaps offered
the nation’s most deliberate and sys-
tematic conversion to an options sys-
tem. Beginning in 1971, with the
help of funds from the Office of Edu-
cation's Experimental Schools Pro-
gram, five programs were created in
the southeast section of the city with
the intent of collectively providing
sufficient diversity so that “all learn-
ers could meet with success in the
program of their choice.”® The
schools included a “contemporary”
school, a continuous progress pro-
gram, an open school, a free school,
and a school-within-a-school. Even-

tually, the options arrangement was
expanded to include all Minneapolis
youngsters at the elementary school
level and extended to include a fun-
damental school. Today, all Minne-
apolis elementary students may select,
in concert with their families, and
attend the school of their choice.

A somewhat different pattern for
providing choice was pursued in some
districts. For instance, Haaren High
School in New York reorganized it-
self into mini-schools. Twelve were
created, each with its own staff and
student body. Some are designed ex-
plicitly for distinctive needs popula-

"Choice may not
guarantee that
every family will
find exactly
what it wants, but
it does offer the
considerable
opportunity to
transfer out of
what is for any
reason anathema.”

tions, such as college-bound students,
students for whom English is a sec-
ond language, youngsters who are
poor readers, and older adolescents
preparing for high school equiva-
lency exams. Others of Haaren's mini-
schools are designed to focus on topi-
cal interests, such as the automotive,
aviation, and pre-technical programs.

The Chippewa Valley High School
in Mt. Clemens, Michigan, is an ex-
ample of another set of options,
within a much smaller system. The
school distributes a handbook to
parents describing its four “houses”
or schools-within-the-school. Parents
and their offspring are invited to in-
dicate their choices after reading
carefully detailed descriptions of the
philosophy, classroom atmosphere,
expectations, organization, curricu-
lum, and evaluation procedures of
each House. The four are Traditional

EpucaTioNAL LEADERSHIP



House; Comprehensive House stress-
ing small group work in a “family”
sort of setting; Challenge House for
the independent, action-oriented
adolescent; and Sequoyah House for
students with a strong academic bent
and drive for understanding.?!

These several options systems—
Philadelphia, Minneapolis, Haaren,
and Chippewa Valley High School—
reflect quite different emphases and
very different choices. All share,
however, the assumption that some
programs will suit some youngsters
and their families, while others will
opt for something very different. And
in each of the systems described, the
choice of those most immediately af-
fected is the articulating principle.

Although there have been consid-
erable benefits, the results have not
of course been universally positive.
Berkeley is a prominent case in point.
There, with the help of Experimental
Schools money, 21 alternatives were
established, providing a range of
choices from Kkindergarten through
high school. Few of the options out-
lived the government funding, how-
ever, causing some to speculate about
the viability of differentiation, One
possible explanation is that the extra-
ordinary financing Kept the program
on “soft money” and thus denied it
permanent institutionalization within
the district’s structure,

In another California experiment
—touted as a voucher arrangement
but in fact limited to alternatives
within the public schools—not all
Alum Rock parents chose to exercise
the choice that was theirs, and many
did so simply by choosing the neigh-
borhood school. Unfortunately, there
was a strong class factor in the use
of the prerogative, with middle-class
parents exercising the right to choose
and lower-class parents far more fre-
quently foregoing the choice oppor-
tunity.*® Regretful as these difficulties
may be, they seem resolvable and
preferable to the liabilities attached
10 present governance arrangements
which researchers, theorists, and par-
ents seem agreed are not working as
desired. Existing governance struc-
tures and processes simply no longer
function as they did when established
—or even as they did 25 years ago.
Public dissatisfaction keeps pace
with an increasing sense of power-
lessness. What could be more directly
and immediately responsive than the
provision of choice? m
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