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Introduction

Although a model school may promote its collection of reforms as an exemplar for American education, no single school can serve as a panacea for reforming the entire school system. First, no school is perfect, and no single school is right for every student, teacher, or community. Every school is at least slightly different in terms of givens such as location, finances, facilities, teachers, students, and parents, so every school must have somewhat different results such as organization, curriculum and pedagogy. Second, if a single school is proposed as a model, according to the Hawthorne effect (Cookson, 1994, p. 55) its performance may increase because of high expectations and not because of its practices. Third, diversity encourages competition, which can be a healthy way to promote innovation and insure accountability, but for cultural reasons there is not enough diversity of structure and function in American schools (pp. 26-27). Finally, merely creating or changing some individual schools is not enough to change other schools; the educational system under which they operate must also change.

However, successful model schools can demonstrate the value of certain reforms. In the existing bureaucratic system of most schools, change is strongly resisted. Small, incremental changes will not last, so new schools need to be built from scratch. There must be many model schools to give people tangible proof of the many possibilities of improvement.

Crucial Elements of School Reform

Although schools may succeed in a variety of ways and a diversity of solutions should be encouraged, schools will be most likely to succeed if the following five interdependent educational reforms are adopted.

First, schools should be small so that they can be autonomous and self-governed. This would help reduce the overhead of bureaucracy and management found in large schools and place the emphasis on personal interaction. Teachers, students and parents would be more able to discuss the curriculum and policies as a group and reach consensus. Disputes should be solved through discussion and recognition of diversity. Through collective ownership of school goals and direct democratic participation in decision-making, everyone involved should be empowered.

Second, schools should cater to individual needs of students. Large teacher-centered gatherings of students found in traditional classrooms should be rare. Teachers should spend more time with individual students so they can understand and help meet their physical, emotional, intellectual and spiritual needs (p. 123). Students should learn to value their own uniqueness and cultural heritage. Students should follow individualized learning programs which they take part in creating. Scheduling should be more flexible, and learning activities should use larger blocks of time. Assessment should be based not on norm-based grades but on portfolios, teacher observation, and other school-internal evidence of positive achievement. School success should be measured not by standardized test scores but by student attendance, graduation, college attendance and completion, employment, physical and mental health, increased standard of living and long-term quality of life.

Third, schools should value active, authentic, engaging learning. Instead of being spoon-fed information and regurgitating it, students should learn many ways to access information and use it in specific tasks. Instead of studying departmentalized traditional subjects alone, students should work together on long-term, problem-based, holistic, creative, real-world learning projects. 

Fourth, teaching and learning should occur in a community-based environment. Students should be involved in the community and the world through internships, apprenticeships, community service, and travel. Teachers should have closer contacts with local businesses and organizations. The school should strive to become a tightly knit, nurturing, caring community.

Fifth, to permit the development of model schools to exhibit these reforms, school choice should be created within the public education system. To promote equality, schools should not receive greatly unequal amounts of financial support. Educational administration at all levels should ensure that funding is fair and choices truly give equality of opportunity. For example, funding should be based at least partly on income tax and not entirely on property tax so that schools in poor neighborhoods are not neglected. Integration must be encouraged to promote understanding among groups and reduce hate and fear, so choice should be controlled by some quota system to prevent schools from dividing communities along the lines of social class or ethnicity. Parent information centers (p. 136) should ensure that disadvantaged families receive the information and understanding they need to make informed choices.

Privatization of public schools is not a good solution because commercial interests would dominate schools and exploit students and parents. A veneer of parent and student satisfaction created by marketing hype and high test scores would cover weaknesses such as teaching for the tests and ignoring student social relationships, life skills, interests and values. For-profit commercial educational organizations are more appropriate for the corporate training of mature adults who are seeking to increase their job-related knowledge and skills than children who need a more complete, humane education.

Although private schools should be allowed to exist and compete with public schools, vouchers supporting private schools with public money would undermine the public school system. Vouchers could also promote resegregation by permitting the middle class to leave public schools. Also, because of the constitutional separation of church and state, public money should not support parochial schools.

Conclusion

Model schools that implement certain crucial reforms will encourage reforms in public education if an equitable system of public school choice is implemented. However, educational reforms alone cannot solve American social problems. Student success in school and life generally depends more on socioeconomic background than school attended (p. 90). Free-market capitalism inevitably permits exploitation of underprivileged groups, so the way wealth is “accumulated and controlled” must be regulated by a socialist system that protects “the general social welfare of the public” (Sadovnik, 1994, p. 26). Classist, racist and sexist educational policies must be changed. Inequalities of educational opportunity must be reduced. The oppressed must be heard and the disadvantaged must be empowered. Educational reforms must be accompanied by democratic political changes that truly value democracy, freedom and equality for all people.
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