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Preface

An intriguing thing has happened since the time my colleagues and 1
began the work on which this book is based. The context of widespread
disaffection with schooling in the United States has shifted to one much
less easily characterized. Criticism abounds, to be sure, but the indis-
criminate giving of it has become less fashionable. There is even a grow-
ing mood that some schools are now beginning to improve rather than
continuing to get worse. If some schools are getting better, so can others.

Criticism by those who use schools is focused less on these schools
than on the system of schooling, it appears. Perhaps this is just part of the
general decline of faith in our institutions and especially the bureaucratic
insensitivity they are perceived to represent. The local school principal
and teachers are more easily reached than are board members, the super-
intendent, other administrators, and supervisors in the central office.
There has been some shift away from the proposition that schools are
most likely to be changed by mandates and strategies emanating from
Washington or state capitals.

The change in mood may stem from little more than the belief that
conditions in our schools have bottomed out. The only way to go now is
up. But there are some reasons to take heart. Time is giving us a more
appreciative perspective on the burdens carried by schools in recent
years, burdens increasingly taken in stride. Test scores are holding their
own or even turning around in some states, especially at the primary
level. School administrators, board members, and parent groups in some
communities are becoming aware that they must join together if schools
are to be improved. Recent conferences of educators, parents, and policy
makers addressing issues of schooling have been both well attended and
marked with a spirit of optimism. And there are signs that educational
administrators, recently fully preoccupied with crises, are turning their
attention increasingly to curricular and instructional reform.

XV
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While a mood of hope is welcome and long overdue, there is need for
cautious realism. First, should the perceived mood grow from a stirring to
a trend, we could do our schools and ourselves a disservice by leaving
untouched an agenda begging attention. We might well relax in the mis-
taken belief that the needed improvements are in progress or even in-
stalled. The fact is, however, that we are only beginning to identify the
most significant problems, some of which are deeply entrenched and vir-
tually chronic. Sorting them out into a priority ordering and addressing
them with some hope of success calls for commitment, ingenuity, and
collaborations beyond anything now envisioned. It would be easy to pre-
tend that some gains in test scores indicate that all is well or will soon be
well with our schools.

Second, there are disturbing signs that even many individuals and
groups who should know better have learned little about the complexities
of schools and educational improvement and are comfortable with the old
bromides. Simple diagnoses and correspondingly simple solutions
abound. For example, just a few years ago, any serious discussion of how
to improve schools as the social systems they are was aborted frequently
by the explanation that ‘‘everything depends on the teacher.”” The con-
ventional wisdom today in many quarters is that ‘‘everything depends on
the principal.”

There is sufficient truth in both statements to warrant them a hearing. It
would be patently foolish to argue against the importance of teachers and
principals. But to build a strategy for improvement solely on the premise
that good principals produce good schools would be almost as foolish.
Good principals no doubt make a difference but perhaps not enough to
overcome some of the negative effects of large school size, thoughtlessly
prescribed curricula, restraints imposed through collective bargaining,
warring factions in the school board, teacher shortages, and on and on.
Such conditions often cause good principals to leave or transfer. Perhaps
this is why the most advantaged schools frequently are perceived to have
good principals.

Significant educational improvement of schooling, not mere tinkering,
requires that we focus on entire schools, not just teachers or principals or
curricula or organization or school-community relations but all of these
and more. We might begin with one or several of these but it is essential to
realize that all are interconnected and that changing any one element
ultimately affects the others. Consequently, it is advisable to focus on one
place where all of the elements come together. This is the individual
school. If we are to improve it, we must understand it. If we are to
improve schooling, we must improve individual schools.

The primary purpose of what follows is to assist in this necessary
understanding of the place called school. Since the schools selected for



Pretface xvii

description and analysis are only illustrative of the genre, we must not
approach succeeding pages with the expectation of understanding all
schools or even the school where our own children go. And, since de-
scriptions and analyses are unavoidably incomplete and of a period in
time, we must not assume that we will fully understand either the schools
selected or those principals, teachers, students, and parents whose per-
ceptions my colleagues and I sought to obtain. Yet, I am confident that
readers who stay with me through the first eight chapters will understand
schools and schooling much better than they do now. Further, they will
be well on their way, I think, to sorting out the priorities for an agenda of
school improvement.

This brings me to a second purpose: the development of such an
agenda. The agenda put forward in Chapters 9 and 10 goes beyond the
listing of topics to include recommendations for both the substance and
the process of improvement. Readers of the preceding chapters probably
will come up with many of the same topics but frequently will bring to
them quite different values. Consequently, their recommendations may
differ markedly from mine. But at least we will share a very similar
awareness of critical issues and an understanding of their nature based on
data.

This brings me to a third purpose: that of impressing on us the impor-
tance of bringing to the process of improvement data relevant to a particu-
lar school. I believe that the problems emerging in what follows are to
some degree experienced by most schools. But they are not experienced
similarly everywhere; indeed, the evidence suggests that schools vary
widely in almost all of their characteristics. It follows, then, that no single
set of recommendations applies to all schools. Yet, commissions on
school reform frequently put forward recommendations as though they
were equally relevant to the schools of the entire nation.

For their successful accomplishment of improvement local groups need
data on their school very similar to the data presented in succeeding
chapters. But most have little more than test scores and these are of little
value unless interpreted against careful estimates of expected normal per-
formance for this particular student body so as to reveal areas of high and
low performance. Preoccupation solely with student achievement takes
attention away from the current state of curricular offerings, pedagogy,
student-teacher relations, school and class climate, principal-teacher rela-
tions, parental satisfactions and dissatisfactions, and a host of other
highly important matters. Schools do not routinely gather such informa-
tion. Until they do, improvement efforts are likely to be unfocused and, at
best, only moderately successful. It is not realistic to gather for each
school data as comprehensive as reported here. But persons connected
with local schools, assisted by district personnel, should begin with a few
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important questions, gather the relevant data, and then expand the inven-
tory over a period of years.

This book reports the findings of an inquiry entitled A Study of School-
ing. Chapter 1 serves essentially as an introduction to the Study as well as
to succeeding chapters: its genesis and procedures; the sample of com-
munities, schools, and groups studied; the themes emerging from the data
around which most of the ensuing discussion is organized; and so on.

However, this is not a research report as such. It is a discussion of what
appears to be the current state of schooling in our country, made real by
the illustrative use of data carefully gathered from a small, diverse sample
of schools. Small though the sample necessarily is, it is one of the largest
studied in such detail. The data bank now organized for the use of inter-
ested researchers is, so far as I know, the largest of its kind ever as-
sembled. To present these data voluminously and leave them to speak for
themselves, however, would turn off all but a few readers and serve only
limited purposes.

Consequently, I have endeavored not only to be highly selective but,
also, to pull together related chunks of data so as to create generaliza-
tions. Then, as these are related one to another, a cumulative picture
begins to emerge. The earlier pictures are of the pieces: goals, teaching,
curricula, grouping practices, and the like. The pieces ultimately add up
to whole schools—schools having an array of characteristics in common
and yet which differ markedly in their individual manifestations of almost
all characteristics. Much of what emerged could have been predicted but
there are surprises, too.

As Isift through the data and sort out the pieces, I endeavor to interpret
my growing understanding against a background of related knowledge and
my own experiences in and around schools. These include teaching in a
one-room rural school and several larger schools, serving as a school
principal, supervising student teachers, assisting teachers in their tasks of
improving schools and classrooms, systematically studying aspects of
school life, and visiting schools in this country and abroad. Frequently, I
draw upon related research in seeking to draw conclusions and suggest
implications. I chose deliberately to select only representative studies and
papers, however, in the hope of holding the reader’s attention to the
narrative. References are listed at the end of the book rather than after
each chapter.

Although I endeavor to keep the number of references to a minimum, .
this does not mean that these were the only ones consulted. In the course
of our work, my colleagues and I reviewed the literature relevant to the
particular topic or theme addressed. We made no attempt to compile a list
of references but many of our technical reports contain selected bibliog-
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raphies. Few studies of schools are reported simply because few have
been conducted.

In writing, I have tried to find a middle road between a research report,
on one hand, and still another popularized critique of schools, on the
other. I seek to reach an audience of persons seriously interested in
knowing more about schools and improving them: school board members,
legislators, teachers, administrators, teachers of teachers, members of
state and local education commissions, national panels, and parents and
other citizens seeking a broader canvas than the one on which their own
experiences are reflected. Persons seeking ‘‘a quick fix’’ will be bored
and, at best, will flip the pages in search of a laundry list of recommenda-
tions. I have avoided such. There are recommendations, but they are
scattered through most chapters until assembled and expanded in Chap-
ters 9 and 10. But, even here, they are presented in inter-related clusters
and not in serial order, each separated from the rest.

Some researchers who choose to read the book will be frustrated and
perhaps even annoyed. They will find, I hope, only a few of the trappings
of a research report. Some frustration will arise from the fact that it
simply is impossible to report all of the data from which conclusions and
implications are drawn. Some annoyance will stem from periodic
difficulty, which I tried to avoid, in differentiating research findings from
the context of personal experience and values within which I endeavored
to interpret them. There are those who will be frustrated and annoyed
simultaneously by the general absence of description and discussion of
the methods used at the various stages of the Study. They are directed to
the technical reports, listed in numerical order in Appendix A, where
some of their questions perhaps will be answered.

Had I known at the outset how long it would take to bring this Study to
the writing stage, how difficult it would prove to be, how much it would
cost, how many people would come to be involved, and how often I
would be forced to put off other things I very much wanted to do, I
probably would not have begun. As a student, I read about “‘delayed
gratification’’ in psychology texts; in this inquiry I found out what it is.

With the concluding words being written and the manuscript going to
press, I begin to feel, at long last, a measure of satisfaction. But this will
prove to be premature and insufficient if what has now been completed
contributes little or nothing to the insights of those seeking to improve the
schools we have and create the educative communities we need.

JoHN 1. GooDLAD
University of California, Los Angeles
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CHAPTER1

Can We Have
Effective Schools?

The problems confronting American schools are sub-
stantial; the resources available to them are in most
instances severely limited; the stakes are high, and it is
by no means preordained that all will go well for many
of them in the end.

Preface to issue on America’s Schools:
Public and Private

Daedalus (Summer, 1981), p. v.

American schools are in trouble. In fact, the problems of schooling are
of such crippling proportions that many schools may not survive. It is
possible that our entire public education system is nearing collapse. We
will continue to have schools, no doubt, but the basis of their support and
their relationships to families, communities, and states could be quite
different from what we have known.

To survive, an institution requires from its clients substantial faith in its
usefulness and a measure of satisfaction with its performance. For our
schools, this is a complex matter. The primary clients of American public
schools—parents and their school-age children—have become a minority
group. Declining birth rates and increased aging of our population during
the 1970s increased the proportion of citizens not directly involved with
the schools. And there appears to be a rather direct relationship between
these changed demographics and the growing difficulty of securing tax

1



2 A Place Called School

dollars for schools. Tax levies in several parts of the country are failing
even as these words are being written. More than one district is in the
process of closing down its schools. Our public system of schooling re-
quires for its survival, to say nothing of its good health, the support of
many not currently using it, and that support is in doubt.

To the extent that the attainment of a democratic society depends on
the existence of schools equally accessible to everyone, we are all their
clients. It is not easy, however, to convince a majority of our citizens that
this relationship exists and that schools require their support because of
it. It is especially difficult to convince them if they perceive the schools
to be deficient in regard to their traditional functions. Unfortunately, the
ability of schools to do their traditional jobs of assuring literacy and
eradicating ignorance is at the center of current criticism, which is in-
tense. '

A basic premise underlying what follows is that this nation has not
outgrown its need for schools. If schools should suddenly cease to exist,
we would find it necessary to reinvent them. Another premise is that the
schools we need now are not necessarily the schools we have known. And
a third premise is that the current wave of criticism lacks the diagnosis
required for the reconstruction of schooling. This criticism is in part psy-
chologically motivated—a product of a general lack of faith in ourselves
and our institutions—and is not adequately focused.

What we need, then, is a better understanding of our public schools and
the specific problems that beset them. Only with this understanding can
we begin to address the problems with some assurance of creating better
schools. As a nation, we have a history of capitalizing on this kind of
focused diagnosis and the constructive criticism emerging from it. A few
initial successes would renew our sense of confidence in both ourselves
and our schools. This book seeks to assist the reader in acquiring this
understanding of some representative schools, an awareness of the prob-
lems they have, and a sense of priorities for school reform.

It is not the fact of recent criticism of schools that leads one to contem-
plate seriously the demise of the educational system. Periodically, it is
more fashionable to kick the schools than to praise them, and previous
attacks have produced a litany of criticism. As recently as the early 1950s,
a back-to-basics movement was fueled by books with such doleful and
fearsome titles as Why Johnny Can’t Read, Crisis in Education, and
Educational Wastelands. No, it is not the fact of recent criticism, but the
nature and depth of the concern it reflects that raises troubling uncertain-
ties about the future of public schooling. The attacks of the 1950s tended
to be not so much against the system of schooling as on the competence of
those who staff schools—and especially on the administrators and those



