Schools are going
to improve only
after we 've taken a
close look at our
values and prior-
ities and recast the
school structure.

Compromises

THroDORE R. SizER

igh sehools, cven small ones,
arc complicated  places
Most have multiple objectives

Virtuallv all have a <r||||]1|t'\_ sensttive

VT

dpparatus of :||_p,|rh||(_'||1'\_ grades, class
schedules, and activite programs. Wath-
out excephion, every one s fillee with
thase perplesing ereatures called adoles

cents
(her the vears, a set of comventions
about how to “keep ngh school™ has

crmme.-tl anel 15 now so fniliar that it is
rarchy gquestioned . Students proceed up-
ward, grade by grade, grouped by chro
nological age. The curnculum s the
long shadow of departiments classithed as
!'.I:{;|Iki|. mathcmatics, scienece, social
stuches,  phvsical  education,
education, and so forth. The comage
i school s valued by time spent—the
33-minute period, the vear “four vears
of Englsh”, and “umits”™ completed
School starts i the carly morming and
the with a
calendar of some 150 davs stretehimg
from Labor Day to about a fortmight
before Independence Dav. The don-
nant metaphor for education s that of
donation: we older folks give an educa-
tion to students; we deliver them a
service. High school teachers aceept a
comprehensive charge to help adoles-
cents prepare for adulthood—academ-
callv, socially, vocationally, personally,
even morally
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ends carlv afternoon,
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Aiv time one wishies to challenge
one of these
comentions o any signtheant tlt'i.;r('t'.

much less change—amn
one fnds that maost of the others are also
affected,  often |'.l||u|||.m1|g
age gradime upsets the sequencing of
COUTSeS

LT I\lH‘.

Lengthemme the time of cach
class |u'r|rni reduces the
classes per day, enthing out some depart-

number  of

ments” offermes and thus emplovment
I e
trving to nnprove one or another aspect
of school hife mdependent of the other
aspects copmected toat s one of frustrat-
mg fnlure, as Scvinour Tas
pomted out. The “regulanties”™ and “ax-
wins - of keepimg school—the conven
tions beveond challenge—make change
almost impossble !

Unbl we rethunk those conventions
and act on a new set of “regulanties.”
signthcant school reform cannot take
place

bor ats teachers recent record of

Sarason

Clear Thinking

Fake the current ngh-pnionty goals of
improving the “higher order thinking
skills™ of Ingh school students—abilitics
of carctul observation,  classihcation,
and resourccful reasonmmng—and of help-
mg these VO pcnpll. to use those
skills with clanity, focus, and even grace
I'he National Assessment of Education-
al Progress (19510 has painted a gloomy
picture of current achievement i thas
arca, one that depicts adolescents as
having developed “very fow skills for
examiing the nature” of therr ideas
The College Board 11953) has identified
certain key “reasonimg” competencies as
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“basic™:
mulate problems. .
use inductive and deduchive reason-
ing. . .to draw reasonable conclusions
from iformation found in various sour-
ces. . .to comprehend, develop, and
use corcepts and generahizations. . .to
distinguish between fact and opinion.™?
The need is evident. The ends are clear.
What 15 required to achieve them?

First, teachers need time to hgure out
how each student thinks, all 15-year-
olds, for instance, don't convemiently
reason in similar ways. One cannot help
another to reason logically without un-
derstanding how that person now rea-
sons: one starts with error and leads to
accuracy. This routine cannot be mass-
produced; it proceeds one by one, step
by step

Second, students need to be able to
&:rbalizc, or in some way show, the

“the ability to identify and for-
to recognize and

product of their thoughts. Unless teach-
| ers can grasp the steps used by students
| in their own minds, they cannot begin
to help pupils learn to reason clearly.
Just telling voungsters that they've got
the right or wrong answer doesn’t help
very much. Students must leam why
| answers are right or wrong; to make this
possible they must be able to account for
their thought processes in a manner
comprehensible to the teacher.

These two steps are not remotely
possible if a teacher is responsible for
150 to 180 students. That's too many
minds to comprehend. Only personal-
ized work will be effective, and this can
happen only if the total number of
“minds to get to know” falls below 80.

Furthermore, the time-absorbing task
of ana]\?mg a sludcni’s thinking cannot
proceed if “coverage” i1s a non-negotia-
ble imperative. If you have to get to the

Civil War by Chnstmas, vou may not
have time to help students puzzie out
the reasons for their faulty observation,
unpersuasive analysis, or flawed reason-
ing about the War of 1812

Reasoning competencies as outlined
by the College Board are part of every
“subject” in the cumculum—or of
none, if teachers elect to ignore them.
While there is some interesting evi-
dence that teaching thinking directly—
essentially as its own “subject™—is effec-
tive, few schools have senously consid-
ered creating special courses focused on
the processes of inquirv and analysis *
Tradition insists that such skills must
remain implicit in existing “subjects™—
where, in fact, thev usually remain
neglected.

One tests for intellectual clanty by
examining a student’s thinking process-
es, usually expressed in a written essay.
or if necessarv, orallv. Such tests arc
difficult to construct, complicated to
validate, and very time-consuming to
criticize well. Tests of facts are casier,
both to take and to grade. Thus, the
over-busy teacher shys away from
thought-provoking and thus thought-
evaluating tests, and students don't
complain.

Most schools assert that a 1:80 teach-
er-student ratio 1s a pipe dream; that
Coverage is King; that a special focus on
the College Board academic competen-
cies for reasoning has somehow to be
enveloped within existing departmental
programs; and that there isn’t time for
careful testing. As a result, schools don't
teach kids to think clearly and deeply.
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The abysmal evidence of this continues
to slosh around our feet.

Money

Take another sort of issue, that of teach-
er salaries and school budgets. Most of
us want salaries to go up, a lot. Few
Americans want budgets to go up much
at all. The paralysis is total between
rhetoric (“our devoted teachers deserve
salaries comparable to those offered to
similarly trained persons in industry”)
and reality (government at all levels is

covering existing commitments, much
less adding to them). One does not have
to be a cynic to observe that the intense
political interest in merit pay—whereby
only a few folks would get more, thus
creating no big new budget pressure—is
nice evidence of the current financial
log-jam.

All budgets ultimately are expressions
of compromises. We value A more than
B, so we fund A at a 95 percent level
and B at a 35 percent level. If we change
our values—that is, make different com-
| promises—we see different results.

One practice high schools value is the
specialist systern. We compromise other
things to protect it. Administrators ad-
minister. Art teachers teach only art.

| Coaches coach. Custodians sweep. Li-
| branans tend libraries.
| teachers are more narrowly circum-
scribed to the areas they may teach then
are many faculties of graduate schools of
law or business. Such specialization car-
ries great costs; it 1s wasteful, however
nice. It might well be changed.

Consider the following pro forma
budget argument: Take the average
“regular day” cost per pupil in Massa-
chusetts (that is, excluding special, bi-

faced with immense problems merely |

High school |

| 1:16 staff-student ratio.

lingual, and vocational education) and
add 10 percent, which would be a politi-
cally reasonable hike in educational
expenditure for that state.* The total
per pupil 1s around $3,100. Thus a
typical senior high school of 800 stu- |
dents will get an operating budget of
$2,480,000. In Massachusetts, 73.5 |
percent of such a typical school's budget
goes to “instruction, administration,
and pupil services” or, in our example,
$1,822,800. Let us assume that 10 per-
cent of this sum 15 for expendable equip-
ment and matenals; this leaves us
$1,640,520 for salanies and benehts.
Let's be generous on benefits, with 15
percent. That leaves us $1,394,442 for
cash salaries

Let us set the average cash salary at
$28.000—some $7.000 over the exist-
ing national average (Boyer, 1983, p
169). That gives us about 50 full-time-
equivalent (FTE) professional staff, or a

Now let's put two FTE aside for
administration and create only four de-
partments or areas, each (for simplicity's
sake) with 12 FTE teachers. Let's as-
sume that each teacher 15 actively in the
classroom three quarters of the time;
that 1s, 37 teachers would be actively
with students at once. This yields an in-
class ratio of :22. If that “three quarters |
of the time” were, 1n fact, three two- |
hour instructional sessions over a two-
day period, each teacher would need to
“know"” only some 66 individual stu- |
dents.

This model assumes but four depart-
ments or areas. Happily, there are pow-
erful arguments in favor of such simph-
hcation that have nothing to do with
money, ones that just happen to coin-
cide with the inancial imperatives. One

such division into areas would be the
four subject groupings of Inquiry and
Expression, Mathematics and Science,
Literature and the Arts, History and
Philosophy. There may be others (Sizer,
1984). The principle is that teachers
would be expected, individually or in
teams, to teach more widely across the
curriculum than is presently the case—

| in a word, to shed their narrow special-

1zation.

The model assumes teacher operation
of most support services—media center,
library, counseling, athletic coaching.
This 1s quite possible; many financially
strapped schools do it now, with good
results. Teachers with student loads of
66, rather than 150 to 180, could han-
dle this efficiently. The gains in the
counseling area could be the most dra-
matic.

The model also assumes big time
blocks for each curriculum area. Again,
there are pedagogical reasons for this,
independent of hnancial consider-
ations.®

One can continue the explanation for
this pro forma budget and program . . .
and one can already hear the howls of
challenge and protest. However, no part
of the program | have outlined here
hasn't been in actual and effective use
somewhere. The total package may be
new; the constituent parts are not. My

| point is, however, simple: by compro-

mising specialization, one gains far
more favorable teacherstudent ratios

| and conditions for learning than usually

now seen, and higher salaries—at no
appreciably different per-pupil cost.

More money put into the existing
highly complex and specialist-dominat-
ed system is a more comfortable so'u-
tion to our problems than changing our
existing compromises. Yet that money is
highly unlikely to come. Therefore, if
we don't realign our prionties, we will
continue with the familiar “regulari-
ties”: low teacher salaries, frenetic daily
schedules, and tremendous student
loads on each teacher.

All this pro forma exercise suggests is
that we try some new compromises, by
altering the structure and the ways that
services are delivered. In so doing, we
inevitably assert new priorities—in this
example, those of teacher compensation
and student load. Perhaps these prior-
ities are better ones than those to which
we currently cleave.

|
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Student as Worker

Let's say that we believe that the most
important thing our students can carry
away from their experience in school is
the ability to teach themselves, and the
habit of doing so. We know that each of
us forgets some 80 percent of the factual
information we collect at school within
but two years (Goodlad, 1983, chapter
4). Thus, leaming how to learn is the
key for long-term usefulness.

Just as in learning to write, sing,
reason, or to throw the discus, the
principal manner of grasping this skill of
“learning how to learn” is through expe-
rience. These abilities of knowing how
to cast a question (whether an abstract

e: “Who shall I vote for?” or a very
practical one: “In what sequence shall |
assemble the sections of this chest of
drawers?”}—of ascertaining what s
needed to know and then of gaining that
knowledge—are complicated.  Strug-
gling to exercise these abilities requires
great patience and persistence—again,
time, for both student and teacher. I
also puts a tremendous burden on the
teacher to get and hold students’ atten-
tion and commitment, to make sure
they have enough success as the work
progresses so that confidence does not
precipitously ebb. Most important,
though, s the teacher's attitude: the
students are to be the workers. They
have to get the imformation needed,
make sense of it, use it effectively.
School, then, isn't wholly or even pri-
marily a place for kids to pick up knowl-
edge presented to them by others. It is a
place where they learn how to present
themselves with knowledge. The shift
here 1s not merely semantic; it is funda-
mental.

One returns to the College Board's
sensible outline of “Basic Academic
Competencies.” Under the label of
“Studying, " the Board lists various skills:
“the ability to set study goals. . .to lo-
cate and use resources. . .to develop
and use general and special vocabular-
ies. . .to understand and to follow cus-
tomary instructions. . . " The Board's
(1983) argument concludes that “suc-
cessful study skills are necessary for ac-
quiring (the basic academic) competen-
cies as well as for achieving the desired
outcomes in the Basic Academic Sub-
jects (English, the arts, mathematics,
science, social studies, and foreign lan-
guage). Students are unlikely to be effi-
cient in any part of their work without
these study skills” (p. 10).

Can students leam how to leam to
“study,” when they are rushed from
class to class over a seven-period day,
where they are being taught by six or
seven different teachers, no one of
whom sees them more than five hours
per week (and usually in groups of over
20 students), and when there is rarely
any unequivocally reserved time for pri-
vate study (homework, study halls)? Of
course not. Yet many, indeed most,
high school students live with this sort of
regimen. No wonder they lack the study
skills the College Board admires.

New Compromises
Such are but three examples of the poor
fit between some widely accepted goals
for high schools and the routines we
have long used to try to achieve them.
Until we honestly confront the inade-
quacy of school structure, we will con-
tinue to cheat students, frustrate teach-
ers, and waste money. John Goodlad
(1983), after a painstaking, exhaustive
analysis of American schools, put it
simply:

I do in fact doubt that schooling. as
Ercscnll\- conceived and conducted, is capa-
le of providing large segments of young
people with the education thev and this
democracy requires. . far-reaching restruc-
turing of our schools and indeed our system
of education probably is required for us to

come even close to the educational ideals we
larly espouse for this nation and all its

pcop e (pp. 91.,92).

There are steps to take to tighten up
the existing system; Goodlad suggests
many, as have others. But true excel-
lence awaits the bolder remedies, or to
put it more humbly, different compro-
mises.[]

'See Seymour Sarason, 1972 and 1983,
The three volumes emerging from our Study
of High Schools elaborate on this theme of
“structural” problems in the schools. My
book, Horace's Compromise: The Dilemma
of the Amenican High School (Sizer, 1984),
focuses on 1t. Robert Hampel's (1984} history
of high schools since 1940 tracks some as-
pects of schooling that have changed, some
which have not, and why And an analysis of
15 high schools carried out by Powell, Co-
hen, and Farrar, is due in fall 1984

*While these competencies are especially
directed at the 50 percent of high school
students who are college-bound, it is difficult
to see how most of the Board's recommenda-
tions would not apply to all students.

*See, for example, the various arguments
presented by de Bono (1967). The NASSP-

sponsored programs to assist students to pre-
pare for the SAT are, in some important
respects, courses in thinking. School people
wmldalmdoudlbmﬂedmh‘bw' p
teaching of analytic thinking in law and
business schools, using the case method.

*See Massachusetts Department of Edu-
cation (1983). My fgures reflect own
projections from the 1981-82 base

*See Horace's Compromuse, Part Ill (Sizex,
1984). On heaning of this idea for broaden-
ing the teaching responsibilities of teachers,
some friends protest: many teachers are in-
competent in their narrow fields, and vou
want even to expand their areas of incompe-
tence?! My response is to acknowledge that
education’s glass is half empty and that we
should worry about dhat. But it's half full,
too: there are many teachers ready and able
to take broader responsibilities—and a corps
of able potential teachers out there who
might join the profession if the conditions of
work improved. Education policy today fo-
cuses too much on the empty part of the
glass. the weakling teachers. We'd do better
to shift more attention to the best instructors,
and on wavs to attract and hold them in the

profession
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