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How to reframe the education
reform debate

          2

By Valerie Strauss  November 19 at 5:00 AM    

Education policymakers have successfully framed the

language of modern school reform to reflect specific values

— “accountability,” for example, means standardized test-

based accountability, and “no excuses” means that

teachers are to blame if students don’t do well. The author

of the following post argues that to move past this limiting

reform model supporters of public education will have to

reframe the debate with language that infuses their own

values of shared responsibility and empathy.  This was

written by Arthur H. Camins, director of the Center for

Innovation in Engineering and Science Education at the

Stevens Institute of Technology in Hoboken, N.J. The

ideas expressed in this article are his alone and do not
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However, these steps are still not enough.

Step 4: Since improving education can only be achieved by

attending to complex systems, there are no simple or

cheap quick fixes. This must be said outright.

Renewed attention to the need for broader and deeper

science literacy is a case in point. We are entering the third

wave of contemporary efforts to improve science education

in the United States. The post-Sputnik and post-Nation at

Risk waves each brought new insights and incremental

improvement, but not deep, sustained or systemic success.

Whether the new wave will make landfall with enough

force to permanently transform the science education

landscape will depend on its framing and whether we act

systemically.
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My experiences in the early 1990’s, when I led a science

education improvement effort in a New York City

Community School District located in the Bedford-

Stuyvesant section of Brooklyn, provide an historic

example and cautionary tale. We developed what we called

the “no excuses” approach to improve science learning.

However, those words meant something strikingly

different than in today’s education reform climate of

externally imposed demands and blame. Most of our

elementary teachers did not have a strong science

background or experience with inquiry-based instructional

methods. Previously, there had been little emphasis on or





this science instructional program a model for how

teachers and students should be engaged in learning in all

subjects.” Courageously, she did so when our schools were

under pressure to increase reading and math scores. Even

then, teachers and principals lived in fear of finding their

schools at the bottom end of the annually published school

rankings and then enduring the punishments and

humiliation that came with being declared a “school under

review” by the New York City Board of Education. Test

pressures incentivized principals and teachers to prioritize

instructional time for reading and math test preparation.

However, we refused to accept the still all too prevalent

idea that students in our schools– who were

overwhelmingly African American and came from

predominantly low-income families– had to master “the

basics” before they could engage in science, social studies

and the arts.

In this context, progress was not easy. Teachers had little

experience with how to engage students in active science

learning and few materials to support such learning. The

district had no structures to support the supply and

refurbishment of materials. The leadership and support

issues we grappled with twenty years ago remain with us

today. The lessons we learned are still relevant.

Addressing these constraints on progress took listening to

people, patience and persistence.
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When teachers complained that they did not have

materials to teach “hands-on” science or that their own
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His comments reflect the power of shared responsibility,

but also the limitations of non-systemic solutions. We

attended to elements of our subsystem, but could not

control the complex larger system. As a result, we made

progress, but it was not sustained. Ultimately, our efforts

were interrupted and the gains we made eventually

withered. The first blow–an all to common occurrence in

urban districts– was the non-renewal of the

superintendent’s contract. She ran afoul of the more

parochial interests of several school board members. In a

new decidedly hostile atmosphere, I left too. The leaders

we developed hung on for a time, but without strong

support it became impossible to sustain the momentum

for science instruction in the face of new system-wide

instructional and financial priorities and escalating

pressures for improvement of reading and math scores.
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Improving science teaching and learning cannot occur in

isolation. It functions within a web of complex systemic

problems that can only be solved… well, with complex

solutions. The superintendent’s evocation of a model of

active inquiry-based learning fell victim to escalating test

preparation pressures, just as the community sought to

recover from the twin plagues of the crack epidemic and

economic dislocation.

In the intervening years that engaging children in the

practices of scientists as a vehicle for learning has gained

more traction, although it is by no means ubiquitous. The

Framework for K-12 Science Education and the Next

Generation Science Standards provide additional impetus,





support for that idea. Parents did not rise up to say, “You

can’t take that away from my children.” We need to rebuild

public support for the idea that science and engineering

are powerful tools for solving our most pressing problems

when combined with the values of shared responsibility

and empathy.

Valerie Strauss covers education and runs The Answer

Sheet blog.


