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I have been asked to write a “thought paper” on transforming urban high schools and the prospects for grantmaking that could support such an effort.  To do so, you have asked that I address key lessons from past experience and best practices that have emerged, the issues and opportunities today, and the barriers to taking best practices to scale.

The first point I want to make is that high school change is hard work.  Researchers have repeatedly pointed to the “resilience” or the “resistance” of high schools, and the reform reports of the past decade have been consistent with that assessment.  In state after state, under the most focused and forceful pressure of standards-based accountability policies, the conclusions are strikingly similar: High schools consistently report much less (if any) progress toward meeting the new standards (Siskin, 2000).  Even more discouraging, in many cities the troubled high schools that were the “target” of reform are showing the least progress, are losing ground relative to schools that were “better-positioned” to start with, and are trapped in a new accountability market where higher-achieving students and teachers make the rational choice to move to higher-ranked schools (Siskin & Lemons, 2000).

The second point is that under these new conditions, doing the hard work of high school change has become essential. The stakes are high for policy-makers, who have invested considerable energy and credibility in pushing for public accountability.  They are high for public schooling, where lack of performance progress fuels talk of vouchers, or dismantling the system.  And they are very high for high school students.  While elementary and middle schools and staffs see their test scores published in the paper (and I do not want to underestimate the power, or the fear, of “public humiliation”), it is at the high school level that high stakes attach most directly to students.  There is growing concern that there will be what one teacher called “a lost generation”—students who have not been prepared to meet these standards, but who will not be able to graduate without them (Siskin, 2000a). 

So if we thought that setting high standards and attaching high stakes would be the answer, the massive accumulating evidence should have convinced us that this is highly unlikely.  And, given the barriers of size, organizational complexity, and multiplicity of purposes of the high school, it should not come as a surprise that, as William Firestone and Robert Herriott pointed out in Educational Leadership back in 1982, “prescriptions for effective elementary schools don't fit secondary schools.”  But still, reform efforts and policies persist in treating high schools as if they were simply larger versions of elementary schools.  They are not.  The key lesson from both past experience and present endeavors is that they are fundamentally different organizations that require quite different approaches. 

To understand that difference, I want to start by looking to the past—to major shifts in design of the high school that have brought us to the current conditions, because critical problems of the high school today derive from their success in implementing solutions designed in the past.  And both the perils and the promise of high school reform lie in the deeply embedded organizational structures and our deeply held mental assumptions of what high schools were designed to do.

Past Designs

At the beginning of the twentieth century, high schools were uncommon organizations.  They were very small: The average student attended a high school with just two teachers.  But those students were hardly average, since fewer than 10 percent of those between fourteen and seventeen were enrolled in high school at all.  When they did enroll, their courses were expected to be highly rigorous and narrowly focused on the content needed to prepare graduates for entry into universities and the professions. While there were some specialized programs (vocational, commerce, or the normal schools to train the next generation of teachers), the overlap in actual content and instruction was quite high.  As the first prominent designers, a national panel of university presidents and professors convened as “The Committee of Ten” argued “every subject which is taught at all in a secondary school should be taught in the same way and to the same extent to every pupil” (1894, p.17).  What should be taught was what was needed for college and for citizenship in an educated world: a list of core academic subjects.

While the particular list of subjects may have changed (physics replacing astronomy, Spanish displacing Greek), that basic design still exists today—proudly preserved and fiercely protected.  It exists not only in the small, elite preparatory schools, though there the tradition is most obvious.  It also exists in the small, less-selective alternative schools and career academies of many urban cities that continue the tradition of preparing small numbers of adolescents for entry into to colleges and into a skilled (or even educated) workforce (Raywid, 1995; Scherer, 1994).  Less obviously, it persists within most of our larger schools—where a small number of students (usually still 10 to 15 percent) enroll in honors or advance placement coursework, are elected into leadership activities, and select membership in debate teams, drama clubs, school newspapers (Powell, Farrar, & Cohen, 1985).  Within the large comprehensive school they carve out a small-school experience, and are aimed and supported toward college.

But in the large, comprehensive high school, the experience of most students is quite different—and that, too, is by design. Fueled by progressive educators who pushed to bring all adolescents into high school and a Great Depression economy that pressed to keep them out of the labor market, a period of explosive expansion confronted high schools as they approached the middle of the century.  In 1920 there were two million high school students; by 1940 there were more than six million (Siskin, 1994).  It wasn’t simply that the numbers were growing.  High school reformers at mid-century saw these new students as fundamentally different: They were “congenitally incapable” of doing the academic or vocational work of the traditional high school; they were “dullards” who needed quite different programs (Angus & Mirel, 1999; Krug, 1972).  

James Conant led the team that would design the new form of high school, the comprehensive model that would dominate for the rest of the century.  They set out to devise a system to accommodate the “horde of heterogeneous students that has descended on our secondary schools” (Conant, 1959, p.602).  To serve the purpose of equality of opportunity, all students should have the chance to attend high school; to serve democracy the “diverse group of students” should be brought together “under one roof.”

To do this, high schools would grow not only in size but also in structure, offering a widely differentiated array of courses aimed at the “heterogeneous” tastes and talents of diverse students.  Reformers designed a new program of studies focused on “useful knowledge” rather than academic: In the general track, “personal English” taught skills like writing letters instead of reading literature; the new “social studies” relieved students of encountering dry academic subjects like history, giving them instead content like “life skills” or hygiene.   The diverse students might be under one roof, but their appropriate studies would not come under one curriculum, nor would they be held to one standard.  Educators, Conant argued, would have to develop differentiated expectations: Some courses would “maintain high standards” for those of “high ability,” while others, by design, would have “another standard.”   Just what those standards would be, however, was not specified by reformers nor standardized by policymakers.  Instead, they were quietly and locally negotiated—classroom by classroom, track by track, subject by subject.  The American high school was successful well beyond the designers’ aspirations in implementing this aspect of the new comprehensive high school.  It grew, as Powell, Farrar, and Cohen (1985) vividly described it, into a version of a “shopping mall”—with something for everyone, where “some [students] shop at Sears, others at Woolworth’s or Bloomingdale’s” (p.8)—but where not every neighborhood was likely to attract a Bloomingdale’s.

By design, high schools grew in terms of pure size as well.  To accommodate such differentiation, to provide the array of courses necessary for the “horde” of students, the Conant design called for large high schools.  Here, too, reformers succeeded well beyond their wildest expectations.  Conant had argued for “large” high schools—with “at least one hundred students.”  As policymakers maintained his logic, if not his specific numbers, high schools grew by the 1980s to an average size of twelve hundred students.  By the end of the century schools with four to five thousand students had become a reality in many urban districts.  High school had become so much the norm that “dropout” became not only a pejorative term, but also an economic liability.  But despite changing demographics and economics, the general curriculum remained oriented more toward custodial care and keeping students out of the labor market than in developing the “new basic skills” that would prepare them to enter it (Murnane & Levy, 1999).

Accompanying that tremendous growth was the last design change I want to talk about: the size and differentiation of faculty.  Larger schools demanded larger faculties, but at the same time a different set of reformers, concerned with teacher quality pushed for teachers with college degrees in their subjects and certification in specified fields.  Teaching itself began to change, from an interim occupation to a long-term career.  High school teachers became subject specialists, and large high schools became divided—architecturally, socially, intellectually, and politically—into the relatively stable sub-units of subject departments (Siskin, 1994).  

Current Problems

At the end of the twentieth century, then, the typical high school had been truly transformed, incorporating and extending the earlier design solutions into a large (even huge), organizationally complex, highly differentiated and cumbersome hybrid—the comprehensive high school.  Students in the small schools (formal or informal) experience the benefits of the original promise of the high school, but are likely to have little contact with peers in the general track.   General students are highly differentiated into less-promising academic programs (one school I visited recently has twelve levels of ninth grade math), but commonly held only to standards of basic order and compliance, with few social supports organized for or around them.  

Teachers, on the other hand, are tightly organized into the smaller units of subject departments, which do not correspond organizationally to any group of students.  Trained for (and often having attended) the more academic units of schooling, they enter unprepared to teach the general or remedial tracks to which they are so often assigned. The disconnect between their own experience and that of their students is often exacerbated in urban schools by racial and cultural divides (Anyon, 1995).  Turnover is high among new teachers in such settings, and the availability of highly trained teachers is low.  While teachers are in school, they have little time for reflection, analysis, or professional development, and the little time they do have is almost exclusively spent in the company of their department colleagues.  But while most high schools are strongly departmentalized, most departments are not organizationally or professionally strong. They have become social units and political fiefdoms that can resist reform with marked success, but have little internal strength or external support to encourage meaningful improvement.  The department heads who might logically be expected to serve as instructional leaders more often are selected and used as clerical aides.

Principals, on the other hand, are expected to be instructional leaders.  But given the size and scale of the organization, and the competing priorities of safety and order, budgets and buses, district meetings and parental crises, they find little time to focus on instruction.  And given the subject-specialism of teachers, and now of state standards and testing, their expertise rarely matches the demands of that job or the credibility demands of teachers (how, skeptics ask, can a former social studies teacher or coach even comprehend, let alone lead, the complex challenge of teaching all students the quadratic formula?).  That problem is further exacerbated as teachers anticipate—often with good reason—that the particular principal leading any effort for instructional or school improvement will not remain in office long enough to see it through.

As principals, teachers, and high schools across the country confront standards-based accountability and high-stakes testing, the conflict between these new demands and the older design of the comprehensive high schools has come to the point of crisis.  But beneath the overall pattern of stress are signals of subtle and successful school improvement efforts.

Best Practices and Promising Opportunities

What high schools need to do, and what successful high schools do, is to confront the design solutions of the past that create problems in the present.  This is not an issue of individual competence or lack of commitment; every high school I have ever visited, even those labeled as failing and slated for reconstitution, has within it individual teachers and administrators working hard to provide a good education to their students.  Nor is it an issue of systemic reform as it has come to be used—though that movement has brought a fundamental shift in attention to the achievement of students into sharp focus.  Instead, it is an issue of organizational capacity and redesign: High schools today need to change their organizational structures and routines in order to more systematically do what they were not designed to do in the past: 1) to reach students, providing a sense of scale, purpose, and possibility; 2) to develop capacity not only to reach students but to teach them academic content; 3) to develop leadership as an organizational quality; 4) to define a reasonable leadership role for the principal that includes the micro-political strategies to implement change; and 5) to navigate the larger complexities of district and state resource and accountability systems.

Reaching Students

The most visible reaction against the design solutions of the past century is the small-schools movement.  Several generations of small schools in big cities, from Central Park East in New York to High Tech High in San Diego provide existence proof that the original design of a small, personalized environment that prepared students for college or well-educated work can extend that opportunity to those students who originally were not able to attend them  (Raywid, 1995).  They have been pioneers in high school transformation, abandoning tracks, differentiated curriculum, and department structures to tailor academic opportunity to fit the particular students they serve (though many are now reverting to subject departments to prepare students for state tests).   But these schools are generally vulnerable to standardizing policies of districts and states, and limited in number—although recent studies have shown that they do not cost more (after initial start-up costs) and they do not succeed by “creaming” students (instead, the cream seems to rise as a result of their effective churning).  Staff and students who choose the difficult work of carving small alternative or charter schools out of large districts require and deserve external support; they truly do transform the experience of high school for their students. But there is little evidence to suggest that mandating such structures provides the same success.

Nor is there evidence that mandating a modified version— Schools-Within-Schools—works as a large-scale strategy.  Where staff have not chosen the new design (and often even where they have), the deeply entrenched bureaucratic routines and reflex reactions of the more familiar model, the deep structures of department politics, the dilemmas of student assignment (that often devolve into retracking, resegregation, or explosive political conflicts) and the difficulties of leadership (role conflicts among principals, house heads, and department chairs) have repeatedly overcome the best laid plans.

There is evidence, however, that organizing teams of teachers around shared students (most effectively ninth graders) does provide a sense of scale and personal attention for students, accomplish marked improvements in attendance, school order, and safety, and encourage more academic work habits.  Moreover, these teams can also engage teachers in new and productive kinds of professional development conversations, though many have difficulty developing teamwork skills and require time and external support.  The problem with this piece of a redesign—if it stands alone—is that such teams do little to improve teaching, and not enough to improve learning (though getting students to attend classes is certainly a necessary first step).  

Building Academic Capacity

When teachers talk productively about changes in teaching and learning, they talk about their content—and they speak the language of their subjects.  Cooperative learning in math, for example, is simply not the same activity as cooperative learning in social studies.  To truly develop new teaching strategies, or to analyze the problems of old ones, requires speaking that language with colleagues who understand it.  Teachers across the country are strikingly and consistently clear about this point—but too often generic professional development and “whole-school change” efforts miss the point.  In our recent study of “Accountability and the High School” (Siskin & Lemons, 2000) the pattern was just as clear: Where there were serious and sustained efforts to improve teaching and learning they happened inside subject departments; but few departments were organized to make them happen, and few schools provided the resources to support them.

This has two important implications for any effort to transform or improve high schools.  First, any such effort needs to be considered, and its implementation configured, around how it connects to each subject and department.  Literacy, for example, is probably the most pressing need in urban high schools; there are few specialists, and few programs with successful strategies for adolescent literacy—and fewer still that can make the necessary connection to doing reading in science or engaging history texts (with the Strategic Literacy Initiative in California providing an important and promising exception).  But without that connection, teaching reading will remain what it has been: at best, the job of an isolated specialist with marginalized students; at worst, no one’s job.

Second, subject departments are the logical site for any serious effort to make substantive change in teaching and learning—places where academic capacity can be developed in academic content (Hannay, 1994, Kahne, Bridge, et al. 2001; Siskin, 1994).  That takes time for teachers to work together (which may conflict with time to meet in teams), time with content specialists, and time to build professional learning into the unit of the department rather than into individual classrooms.  Indeed, with the high turnover in many urban schools, pouring professional development resources to individual teachers is like pouring them into a sieve—as teachers leave, the system has no mechanism to retain their knowledge.  Successful high schools have successful departments that develop academic capacity as a collective resource, and more successful ones have more of them.  But that takes external support and internal leadership.

Leadership as Organizational Property

Just as academic capacity needs to be lodged in and distributed appropriately through the organization, so, too, does instructional leadership.  Coming out of studies of high-performing elementary schools, “instructional leadership” became a mantra of school improvement efforts and a mandate for principals.  But it is not at all clear what this term would mean in a high school, where instruction is subject specific.   High schools are more like large, multi-divisional corporations, where success depends on leadership not only from the top but also at multiple levels—where team leaders or divisional heads can mobilize the appropriate resources (including human ones) to improve production efficiency or marketing reach.

While successful departments have instructional leaders within them, high schools were not designed to select, to develop, or to reward instructional leadership at the department level.  So most department chairs do not engage in leadership activities, nor do they spend their time on instructional work.  Instead, they deliver messages, fill book order forms, take teachers assignment requests, and buffer their constituents from external demands.  The organization, which could benefit by investing in local leadership as a deliberate strategy, instead suffers from the inertia of its absence, or the conflicts produced when it rises up on its own (and in its own interests).  Even strong models, such as those produced in the federal program for Comprehensive School Reform Design, founder when they underrate the demand for department leadership to actually get their programs implemented in classrooms, or underestimate the resistance uncommitted department leaders can generate.

National subject area networks (like the Bay Area Writing Project, or the Urban Math Initiative), when linked to department leadership, provide evidence of powerful professional development for teachers linked to powerful learning opportunities for students.  On a smaller scale, local content specialists work with individual departments—English departments working with University of Washington faculty, or Chicago’s Manley High School (Kahne et al. 2000) which invested in four full-time “core” content specialists (called teacher-leaders) for English, math, social studies and science.  Such projects show promise of promoting academic capacity linked to building department leadership that can develop the learning of students in particular content areas—though one should wonder about the status of departments outside the core.

Pockets of improvement within departments, however, cannot improve the whole school—and if they are isolated pockets they tend to provoke resentments and micro-political conflicts across the organization.

Leadership Roles for Principals

Having an exceptional English department not only does not improve the work of science or vocational education teachers—it often makes it harder.  On the other hand, treating all departments as if they were the same makes improvement harder as well.  The recurrent reform effort of block scheduling, for example, is often implemented to give all teachers equally longer periods.  Yet it consistently produces inconsistent results: English and Physical Education teachers see the benefits; Math teachers see substantial costs, and often lead the successful revolt to remove the reform; teachers in elective subjects, worried about future employment, join the resistance.  Managing these disparate divisions and developing leadership in multiple sites around academic capacity requires recognizing the essential differences of teaching in different subjects—while at the same time coordinating or orchestrating a coherent plan for improving the learning of all students.  So while strong leadership from the principal’s office is not sufficient in high school transformation, it is nonetheless necessary.  But it is not a simple job.

Whole-school reform at the high school level is simply a contradiction in terms.  At the same time moving each piece individually without a whole-school plan produces piecemeal change, exhausted teachers, weak student achievement, and frustrated principals.  In the accretion of reforms over the years, the design of the urban comprehensive high school principal’s job has become an impossible one.  But the principal remains central to the organization, to educational plans, and to teachers’ understanding of their work.  Few leadership preparation programs treat the high school principalship as different from the elementary school role; few districts provide support for designing the role, for devising an indirect route to instructional leadership, for surviving the politics of department conflicts.  But while I have seen only two high school principals who fit the model of “instructional leader” in their buildings (out of the literally hundreds of high schools I have visited), many high school principals have developed a design of work that works—at least to some degree—to signal the importance of instructional improvement in their sites.   Networks and leadership academies that bring them together to share and extend that knowledge become a critical element of school change—and for principal survival.

Conclusion

As the definition of what works (for the new economy or for new accountability systems) changes, the design and organizational routines of high schools need to change also.  High schools are now being asked to do what they have never done before—something they weren’t designed to do—to educate all students to high level academic standards.  To do so, they need to reach students, to develop academic capacity, to encourage leadership within the organization, and to redefine the role of principal leadership.

In this paper I have focused on tensions produced by those past designs, and on the internal organizational structures of the school that make reaching those new expectations so difficult.  But the need for district procedures, for state systems, and for foundation efforts that start from recognition of the particular nature of the high school as an organization, the multiple purposes that have been accommodated within this complex design, and the radical shift high schools now confront cannot be underestimated.  

High schools, particularly urban comprehensive high schools, need help.  They are hungry for ideas for new organizational structures to reach students, and for curriculum and professional development programs to teach them (particularly for ones that start with literacy).   To move those external models into internalized practices, however, they also need help of a different kind.  That requires direct, ongoing, and specific support in developing roles for teachers and department heads as professionals and leaders in their respective content areas, and for principals in building leadership teams that can support and effect change through the hard work of transforming high schools.  
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