How Comprehensive Reform
Legislation Can Improve
Secondary Schools

Can broad state-level initiatives for school reform actually
improve the local schools? Using data collected in California,
the authors answer that question affirmatively — but they remind
us that successful local implementation of state-level initiatives

depends on several factors.

BY ALLAN ODDEN AND DAVID MARSH

INCE APRIL 1983, when pub-
lication of A Nation at Risk
touched off a national desire to
reform education, many states
have enacted comprehensive
legislation intended to improve their
schools. Such legislation typically in-
creases high school graduation require-
ments, encourages a more substantive
curriculum, defines new roles for teach-
ers, and establishes higher standards.
Like that of many other states, Cali-
fornia’s major reform legislation, S.B.
813, had no previous parallel in terms of
scope. Enacted in 1983, its dozens of
provisions, if fully implemented, would
alter curriculum and instruction in virtu-
ally every school in the state. S.B. 813
spells out neither a philosophy of reform
nor a cohesive strategy for changing the
schools. Instead, it represents a return to
conventional wisdom, to a set of aspira-
tions meant to restore the state’s educa-
tion system to a former level of achieve-
ment and academic rigor.
Little is known about the effects of
enacting such a broad range of reforms
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simultaneously. Can local school districts
and individual schools cope with the
complexities involved? How do the var-
ious components of an extensive legislat-
ed reform program influence one anoth-
er? Can local districts weld the disparate
provisions of comprehensive state legis-
lation into coherent and effective instruc-
tional programs?

Earlier studies produced data indicat-
ing that California’s reforms were being
formally implemented, but most of those
studies relied on surveys or on statewide
aggregate data.! They left unanswered
questions about how the reform programs
actually operate in local schools and
whether or not they result in substantive
change.2 Given the high stakes involved
in education reform, answers to these
questions are crucial for policy makers
and practitioners alike.3

HAS EDUCATION BEEN REFORMED?

California and most other states have
given the reform of education high pri-
ority in the mid-1980s. Legislated re-
forms are often accompanied by large in-
fusions of dollars. Nationally, increases
to date in funding for education during
the 1980s, even after adjustments for en-
rollment changes and inflation, exceed
those of the entire decade of the 1970s.4

Legislated reform involves literally bil-
lions of dollars, millions of students, and

hundreds of thousands of employees. In
California, for instance, an additional $1
billion was appropriated for each of the
four years following enactment of S.B.
813. Both financial and political invest-
ments in school reform are intense. Some
would like to declare S.B. 813 and other
state packages a great success in order to
justify still more expenditures for public
schools. Others would like to declare
them failures, either to deny schools ad-
ditional revenues or to argue for alterna-
tive reform strategies.

Neither group will find much support
in the results of the study reported in How
State Education Reform Can Improve
Secondary Schools, which we summarize
here. Its purpose was not to judge the
overall effectiveness of California’s re-
form legislation. Instead, the purpose was
to assess whether or not S.B. 813 reform
components could contribute to second-
ary school improvement, by studying 17
schools that were active in implementing
the reforms.

The study gathered information in or-
der to seek answers to four important
policy questions:

1. Were the 14 major reform programs
in S.B. 813 and subsequent state depart-
ment of education initiatives implement-
ed, and were they integrated into both
school and district visions of improve-
ment?

2. How did schools and districts struc-
ture and manage the implementation of
that vision?

3. What changes, if any, could be
found in curriculum, students, teachers,
administrators, and schools as social or-
ganizations as a result of the legislation?

4. Did state policies and programs help
schools, or were they merely irrelevant?

The study also examined how reform
efforts were or were not integrated into
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the operation of four programs already
serving students who needed remedial
services, who needed compensatory edu-
cation, who were less-than-proficient in
English, and who were at risk of drop-
ping out.

WHAT CALIFORNIA LEGISLATED

Among its 80-odd provisions, ranging
in scope and magnitude from curriculum
and instruction to financial structures and
incentives for longer school terms, S.B.
813 increased high school graduation re-
quirements to three years of English, two
years of mathematics, two years of sci-
ence, three years of social studies, two
years of physical education, and one year
of either foreign language or fine arts. It
required the state department of educa-
tion to develop model curriculum stan-
dards for those subject areas and man-
dated that local districts compare their
curricula to the models. It also required
the department to develop new criteria
for textbook selection, including depth
of substance, emphasis on thinking and
problem solving, and attention to con-
troversial and ethical issues in various
content areas. It created a program to in-
sure that sophomores were counseled into
academic programs leading to gradua-
tion, and it required stronger district and
school homework policies.

The reform legislation also strength-
ened the connection between curriculum
and testing. It linked the California As-
sessment Program (CAP) more directly
to the model curriculum standards. The
CAP itself was expanded to include so-
cial studies and science, as well as read-
ing and mathematics, and to emphasize
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problem solving and application rather
than basic skills and knowledge.

The legislation modified the state’s
school improvement programs’ to focus
on the quality of curriculum and instruc-
tion and to require, for instance, that ad-
ministrators demonstrate their knowledge
and expertise in order to be certified
to evaluate teachers. It created mentor
teachers (about 5% of all teachers) and
provided them an extra $4,000 per year
for aiding in curriculum and staff de-
velopment, especially in the training of
new teachers. Overall, it identified sever-
al areas of curriculum and instruction as
the “technical core” of education.

THE PACE STUDY

Over the last decade, new theories
of policy implementation suggest that,
compared with redistributive programs,
which focus on specific groups of stu-
dents (e.g., compensatory education stu-
dents), developmental programs, which
focus on curriculum and instruction, tend
to meet with less resistance and to retain
greater fidelity to the original program
design. This is so because developmen-
tal programs augment existing efforts to
improve local education systems.6

The nature of school reform has
changed, too. Before 1980 reforms were
usually targeted at specific student
groups: the poor, the handicapped, the
gifted, and so on. Funding for each pro-
gram was discrete. Dollars were tracked
to schools, where teachers and adminis-
trators identified targeted students and
provided extra services for them.

By contrast, the reforms of the 1980s
have tended to be more comprehensive.
They focus on educational substance and
are intended to serve all students. Con-
sequently, this study focused on the con-
tribution of state reform to improving lo-
cal education; on the congruence of in-
tent and implementation among districts,
schools, and the state; and on the effects
of reform on all students.

Recent theories on local implementa-
tion also suggest the importance of iden-
tifying and assessing such items as the
selection of effective, high-quality pro-
grams; the vision and commitment of the
central office; the prevalence of top-down
reform initiatives; the development of im-
plementation plans and the use of cross-
role teams; the vision and commitment
to change of each school; training and
technical assistance; continued adminis-
trative leadership; and the press for fi-
delity of implementation to intended re-

The reforms of
the 1980s have
tended to be
comprehensive. They
focus on substance
and are meant to
serve all students.

form — all as a causal network of vari-
ables.” Consequently, these items and
their relationships within the implementa-
tion process were studied as individual
variables, in their relation to each other,
and as the overall substance of the reform
effort.

RESEARCH DESIGN

Informed individuals throughout the
state were asked to identify “secondary
schools which either have made or are in
the process of making the transition to be-
coming academically more rigorous.” At
the same time, data provided by the state
department of education located second-
ary schools in which large numbers of
students had shifted enrollment into more
rigorous academic courses. One of the
major objectives of S.B. 813 had been to
encourage and support academic learn-
ing.

By these two processes, 17 secondary
schools in 10 different school districts
were selected as a sample: 12 high
schools and five middle/junior high
schools. Because all had been identified
as likely to be undergoing change, ques-
tions could be posed about factors behind
local changes. Had S.B. 813 had any in-
fluence, or were the changes attributable
to some other cause or causes?

Junior high schools and middle schools
were included in part to represent the
entire range of secondary schooling. In
several districts, both a senior high and
a junior high or middle school were in-
cluded in the sample, and districts as
well as individual schools were studied



because we believed that school board
policies and central office management
would prove to be one important com-
ponent of school change. Overall, the 17
schools reflected the geographic diversity
of the state, as well as the cultural and
ethnic diversity and range of distribution
of its secondary students.

Research teams collected data at each
site several times during the 1986-87
school year, spending a total of at least
11 days in the field for each school. They
collected, coded, and analyzed 1) docu-
ments and other data that reflected school
and district activity, 2) interviews with
dozens of individuals in each district and
school, and 3) observations of interac-
tions among professionals and between
staff members and students at both the
district and school levels.

MAJOR FINDINGS

The major findings of the PACE study
follow. Each is accompanied by suppor-
tive or illustrative detail.

1. Virtually all schools implemented
key provisions of S.B. 813 in a manner
consistent with state purposes.

e All schools in the study had in-
creased high school graduation require-
ments. In many locations, this process
had begun before S.B. 813 was passed.

e District guidelines in two-thirds of
the high schools followed the standards
of S.B. 813’s model curricula; half of the
schools were incorporating the standards
into classroom practice.

¢ A majority of schools used the addi-
tional funds and the guidance provided
by the new curriculum standards to se-
lect and purchase new and more rigor-
ous texts.

® Most of the schools paid greater at-
tention to the California Assessment Pro-
gram (CAP) and used its results to assess
educational progress, pinpoint problem
areas, and modify curricula.

e All schools were scheduling longer
school days and years; many of them had
begun to do so even before the passage
of S.B. 813.

e All schools implemented the 10th-
grade counseling program.

2. Education reform legislated at the
state level can be an effective means of
improving schools when it is woven into
a cohesive strategy at the local level.

¢ S.B. 813 generally raised teachers’
and administrators’ commitment and
encouraged their efforts to improve the
quality of education. The combination of

rigorous new standards and added re-
sources renewed their determination to
upgrade education.

¢ Even though commitment to major
reform and concrete efforts to bring it
about were under way in many districts
before the passage of S.B. 813, the re-
search teams concluded that the legis-
lative force of the law and the fiscal
resources it made available were of key
importance. Without them, many local
reform efforts might have foundered.

® Most of the districts and schools we
studied renewed their emphasis on cur-
riculum and instruction, the core activi-
ties of education.

® Districts tended to centralize efforts
to improve curriculum and instruction.

¢ Districts moved beyond formal state
recommendations into broader upgrading
of the curriculum.

¢ Districtwide scope-and-sequence de-
signs (K-12) aligned curriculum objec-
tives with new textbooks, model curric-
ulum standards, local tests, and the CAP
tests.

e New academic courses had more
substance and rigor; they were not mere-
ly old courses relabeled.

® Many schools put new effort into
reading and writing across the content
areas and required more instruction in
mathematics and science for average stu-
dents.

® Most schools established programs
to improve student scores on the CAP
tests.

® Most districts implemented staff de-
velopment programs to strengthen teach-
ers’ instructional strategies.

3. Successful implementation of re-
forms at the local level reflects several
key themes.

¢ District leadership is important both
in initiating local reform and in support-
ing its implementation over several years.

¢ District leaders transformed dispa-
rate elements of S.B. 813 into integrated
visions of reform that retained the state’s
academic and intellectual demands but
tailored them appropriately to local needs
and priorities.

¢ To these district visions the schools
added their own emphases on culture,
stressing such items as collegiality among
teachers and heightened concern for stu-
dents across the full range of academic
ability.

¢ The participation of teachers and site
administrators in designing the local im-
plementation of reforms balanced the
top-down initiatives from the district and
state.

e Follow-up coaching and assistance in
schools and classrooms combined most
effectively with general staff develop-
ment to improve professional expertise.

4. Attention to the substance of curric-
ulum and instruction and to the process
of school change correlates with higher
test scores and improved learning con-
ditions for all students.

® Average scores on the CAP tests in
the sample schools increased more than
did the statewide average. Moreover, the
CAP scores in the sample schools rose
for students of all ability levels.

¢ The changes mandated by S.B. 813
and the broader reform efforts influenced
sample high schools more than sample
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middle schools, probably because S.B.
813’s provisions are directed more spe-
cifically at high schools.

¢ Students are now subject to more rig-
orous and more academically oriented
expectations.

o The expertise of administrators in the
sample schools increased. They were bet-
ter able to design curricular programs,
manage the process of reform, and su-
pervise instruction.

¢ Teachers’ sense of their profession-
al efficacy has grown.

® Schools in the sample have improved
as institutions. Their visions are clearer,
their norms of collegiality and continu-
ous improvement are stronger, and their
concern for at-risk students is greater.

5. Students with special learning needs
— the poor, those with limited proficiency
in English, and those at risk of dropping
out — received increased services and at-
tention. Unfortunately, the services were
generally of a type that has produced in-
sufficient levels of academic achievement
in the past. Sample schools lacked ap-
propriate strategies for mounting more
effective interventions for at-risk students.

6. Sample schools wanted to engage in
even more complex school improvement,
such as focusing the curriculum on prob-
lem solving and on higher-order skills.

Thus state policies and programs ap-
parently played a major role in improv-
ing these schools. However, state initia-
tives often meshed with local efforts that
had been launched before passage of S.B.
813. “S.B. 813 didn’t cause the reform,”
said one local superintendent, “but it sure
helped.” In the view of many respon-
dents, the state’s legislative action 1) in-
creased momentum and continuity of lo-
cal reform, 2) provided critical technical
assistance to districts and school sites, 3)
helped monitor and reinforce program
success, and 4) provided useful direction
and materials.

PROCESS OF IMPLEMENTATION

Districts in the study tended to initi-
ate and implement education reform in
phases. The first phase reflected the im-
mediate concerns of S.B. 813, such as
more rigorous high school graduation re-
quirements and a longer school day and
year. The second phase reestablished
an academic orientation by upgrading
curriculum standards, selecting new and
more substantial textbooks and tests,
identifying mentor teachers, developing
better administrative supervision of in-
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Teachers and
administrators
are crucial to
implementation
of school reform
at individual
school sites.

struction, and improving accountability
through the use of quality indicators. In
these two phases, many of the local
schools had anticipated the state initia-
tives.

In a more recent third phase, curricu-
lum and instruction are being revised to
emphasize thinking and problem-solving
skills, inquiry-oriented history and geog-
raphy, more mathematics and science,
and the integration of writing assignments
across content areas. Its effects have been
incorporated into several state curriculum
frameworks and into the new eighth-
grade CAP test, and they will be reflect-
ed in revised sixth- and 12th-grade CAP
tests.

The revised CAP tests and the curric-
ulum models and standards that were de-
veloped as a result of S.B. 813 helped

districts in the PACE sample clarify and °

coordinate goals, texts, instructional ma-
terials and strategies, and tests of stu-
dent progress — the technical core of a
school’s curriculum and instruction. In
California secondary schools, as in those
in many other states, these elements had
not been closely connected in either poli-
cy or classroom practice. The profession-
als in sample schools and districts tend-
ed to use the curriculum initiatives in
S.B. 813 as a springboard to engage in
comprehensive curriculum upgrading.
Local school systems in the study were
actively involved in a wide array of staff
development activities — some spawned
by S.B. 813, others locally initiated.?
Staff development typically consisted of
workshops, some quite sound but most
with limited follow-up and only an incon-
sistent relationship to overall reform.
However, many districts had plans to

make staff development an integral part
of reform. Many districts also planned to
integrate mentor teachers into their over-
all reforms, and mentor teachers ap-
peared to welcome this change. While
mentor teacher programs were formally
operational in most sample districts, most
had been only loosely linked to over-
all reform efforts. Mentor teachers had
served mainly to develop isolated curric-
ulum and to train a small number of vol-
unteer teachers, few of whom were ex-
perienced teachers.

The study revealed several factors that
are critical for successful local implemen-
tation of reform. First, district leadership
is essential to transform state initiatives
into integrated visions of local reform.
District leaders who exploited state initia-
tives did so because they felt that the re-
forms were important, substantive, and
sound. They shared ownership of the re-
form process because they had taken at
least some steps before S.B. 813 mandat-
ed them. Furthermore, they tailored state
reforms to local needs and priorities with-
out destroying their essence. The local
vision of these district leaders resulted
in a more integrated, more substantive,
and more academically oriented techni-
cal core of curriculum and instruction
than their districts had enjoyed prior to
1983. Other recent research on effective
schools has noted the active role of dis-
trict leaders.®

The second factor that is crucial to
the success of reforms at the local level
is that the academic orientation and cog-
nitive demands of an upgraded curricu-
lum must be balanced at the site by a
complementary concern for student self-
esteem, teacher collegiality, and overall
social responsibility. The vision of re-
form at the school level often matches
the demographic characteristics of the
local school environment. This finding
fits with the strong role of school climate
found in the effective schools research.10

The third factor is the active involve-
ment of teachers and administrators. Al-
though reforms are typically initiated
from the top down and tend to lead to
greater centralization of curriculum de-
velopment and textbook selection at the
district level, teachers and administrators
are crucial to implementation within in-
dividual schools. Superintendents, prin-
cipals, department heads, and teachers
play key roles in implementation at the
school site. It is important that district
leaders be candid in proposing directions
for reform and that they continue to coor-



dinate, lead, pressure, and monitor re-
forms throughout the entire implementa-
tion process.!!

Finally, successful reform hinges on a
shared vision between district and school
and between teachers and administrators.
According to the ratings given by case
researchers in this study, schools showed
higher CAP test score gains in districts
in which the vision of reform was clear
and consistent, in which district leaders
were both highly committed to education
reform and strong in communicating
this commitment to schools, and in which
schools were moving in the same direc-
tion and with the same substantive agen-
da as the district. These schools were not
loosely coupled.!2

All but one of the schools in our sam-
ple conducted an effective local imple-
mentation process. Every school used
some form of cross-role teaming; typi-
cally, groups of teachers, department
heads, and administrators were charged
with designing and coordinating the proc-
ess. These cross-role teams blended
the top-down initiation of reform with
bottom-up participation in developing and
implementing specific activities. They
helped achieve the essential shared vision
between teachers and administrators and
between schools and districts.

In addition to assessing the local im-
plementation of policies mandated by
S.B. 813, the PACE study yielded oth-
er observations. As measured by CAP
scores, for example, students in the
sample schools made substantial gains in
achievement between 1983-84 and 1986-
87. Some gains in reading were at dou-
ble the statewide average. Schools im-
proved in climate and in administrative
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and instructional practice. Gains in com-
pletely dissimilar variables seemed to
complement one another. The perform-
ance of students at every ability level im-
proved.

However, dropout rates also increased
in the sample schools, though only mar-
ginally.

While the initial training of adminis-
trators and teachers helped them during
the first phases of revitalizing the cur-
riculum, more substantial changes later
on required increased and continuous
assistance: in clinical supervision and
evaluation of teachers (for site adminis-
trators) and in classroom management,
clinical teaching, and general pedagogy
(for teachers). At most schools the qual-
ity and extent of assistance during the
later phases of reform were insufficient
to make serious changes in classroom
teaching or to support a more demand-
ing curriculum that includes thinking,
problem solving, communication skills,
and cooperative learning.!3

The finding that substantial restructur-
ing of the curriculum requires large-scale
and strategically targeted staff develop-
ment and training — a finding supported
by other studies — is somewhat sober-
ing, given the lack of such systematic ac-
tivities in the schools we studied. The
next phases of school reform will depend
for their success on large-scale staff de-
velopment, but new knowledge is need-
ed about how to organize and implement
such activities.

Although it was gratifying to discover
that the needs of special student popula-
tions were recognized by schools and dis-
tricts, programs and services for these
students tended to remain focused on ba-
sic reading and mathematics skills. Dis-
tricts and schools did not typically offer
alternative instructional approaches nor
try to encompass higher-level thinking
skills. Although the concern for students
who need additional help was clearly gen-
uine, the services provided for them re-
mained rather traditional and offered no
new advantages.

TOWARD A MORE
COMPLEX REFORM AGENDA

Schools in the study returned rather
easily and quickly to traditional academic
courses in response to S.B. 813 and oth-
er stimuli for reform. These changes re-
quired few new instructional strategies.
Generally, secondary teachers have long
preferred teaching academic courses to

teaching general-track courses. Most of
them were originally trained to teach aca-
demic courses, and they needed little ad-
ditional prodding to begin teaching more
of them.

It has apparently proved very difficult
for schools to change the nature of teach-
ing or of the academic curriculum, as
proposed in the frameworks for Califor-
nia’s new mathematics and science cur-
ricula. And it is proving more difficult
still to inject into the curriculum greater
emphases on critical thinking, problem
solving, and communication skills. While
the PACE study found schools poised to
take on these more substantial curricu-
lar reforms, it found few articulated and
consistent strategies for doing so.

One clear implication of the findings
of this study is that states should dis-
seminate information about effective
processes of local change in order to en-
courage other districts and schools to de-
velop similar processes. Key structural
elements of a local improvement process
include:

® a vision shared by the district and the
school that focuses on rigorous curricu-
lum content and effective teaching strate-
gies;

® a cross-role district team — consist-
ing of central office representatives, site
administrators, and teachers — to plan
and coordinate the implementation of re-
forms;

e a district plan for coordinating and
linking the elements (curriculum objec-
tives, texts and other instructional materi-
als, and teaching strategies) that are the
technical core of curriculum and instruc-
tion, along with a set of implementation
activities that are interrelated and planned
for more than one year’s duration;

o strategically targeted staff develop-
ment in specific curriculum content and
pedagogical skills, as well as training that
relies heavily on the leadership of men-
tor teachers and that provides significant-
ly more ongoing assistance;

¢ district monitoring of the perform-
ance of students, teachers, and building
administrators; of program implementa-
tion; and of congruence in district and
school emphases;

¢ school teams composed of site ad-
ministrators, department heads, and
teachers to plan and coordinate specific
implementation activities; and

e assistance to teachers that turns cur-
riculum and instructional strategies into
skilled classroom practice.

One possible solution to the problems
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presented by the massive program of staff
development (make that human resource
development) needed to make substantial
later-phase changes in curricular goals
and pedagogy would be to expand the
roles and responsibilities of mentor
teachers, either by identifying more of
them or by allocating more of their time
and energies to staff development. Men-
tor teachers could thus focus more direct-
ly on implementing the restructured cur-
riculum that is designed to develop deep-
er content knowledge and to foster think-
ing and problem-solving skills among
students.

The PACE study also documented a
genuine concern for students who already
need extra help and who will probably
need even more help to master a curric-
ulum that places greater emphasis on
thinking and problem solving. The push
for excellence has not left at-risk stu-
dents completely out in the cold, but the
system’s strategies for dealing with at-
risk students need strengthening. New
approaches will unquestionably be need-
ed for instructing low-achieving students,
low-income students, those who have
limited proficiency in English, and oth-
er students at risk of failure. Efforts to
help these young people could include
some combination of research and pro-
gram development and the waiving of
regulations to allow local schools to ex-
periment with new approaches. How-
ever, services for these children need to
expand beyond the schools to include the

coordinated services of other public and
private agencies.!4

Finally, if subsequent phases of reform
are to restructure curriculum to place dra-
matically more emphasis on conceptual
and practical mathematics and science
for all students, on reading and writing
across content areas, and on thinking and
problem-solving skills, then state leaders
must articulate these new directions in
light of a vision valued by both policy
makers and practitioners. They must in-
sure that critical elements of that vision
— curriculum goals, textbook selection,
instruction, pedagogy, the alignment of
tests with the curriculum, and staff de-
velopment — are integrated in ways that
appeal to local education leaders. Final-
ly, they must maintain that vision over
time, so that local leaders can define and
allocate sufficient time and resources to
implement appropriate local versions of
state-initiated reforms.
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