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Reform and the Culture of -
Authority in Schools o

Richard F. E_lmorc

The author explores the resilience of the normative order in schools and atfempis
by reformers outside the classroom to alter that order. The core of the order is the
notion of the teacher spending virtually all of his or her tinn interacting with
students. Central to atiempts to alter that order is failure of the reformers to
understand and appreciate the place of the teacher’s authoruy. For teachers,
Jegitimate authority consented to by students is essential. Otherwise in their
dealings with students, they must rely on coercion, threats, and punishment and
engage in ways that defeat educational goals. Current reformaticmpts, by treating
teachers as passive receivers of external advice, serve to undermine teachers’
legitimate authority. Rather than reform, the result isrteqcrlnir; resistance and
student disengagement. ‘

Educution reform in America follows deep cycles of optimism and
pessimism. The peaks are periods like the growth of the common school
in the nineteenth century, the Progressive movement in the early
twentieth century, and the Great Society programs of the mid-1960s.
These periods are characterized by optimism about the ability of schools
to change in response to new social and political demands and to solve
social problems. Between these peaks are valleys of skepticism about the
value of schools, their responsiveness to society’s demands, and the
effectiveness of previous reforms. Often, the wreck:ge of one era’s
reforms provides fuel for the next, for example, reactions to progressive
education prompted a resurgence of the standard cuiriculum, and the
reaction to government intervention in the name of vyuity during the
1960s led to the preoccupation with excellence that characterizes the
1980s.
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A common theme of the literature on educational reform is that these
Targe cycles of reform and reaction have had little effect on the way
teachers teach, the way students are expected to learn, and the way
knowledge is defined in schools. To be sure, the common school
movement and the expansion of ¢ secondary schooling that followed it
had significant effects on school enrollments, and on the amount of time
young people spend in school before they enter the fabor market. Also,
various changes in curriculum and testing have had discernible effects
over the past half-century on what gets taught at a given level, and on
how much a minimally educated student is expected to know. But most

students of educational rcform_sec these large, glacial changes as -

maskmg an enduring contmuxiy in what tez chers and students do in

classrooms. “Plus ¢a change, plus c’est la meme chose,” is carved over -

the archive of research on school reform.!

This essay is about this continuity of _practice and its roots in the
political and organizational cﬁ—lfﬁre2 of schools. Specnﬁcally, I focus on
how w authority is constructed within schools and between schools and

“their environment—that is, is, how inequalities are justified; how these
inequalities are expressed in the symbols, social structure, norms, and
incentives of daily life in schools; how this authority is constructed; and
how the construction of authority affects attempts to reform the
schools.

I choose to study authority because that is where politics, or policy,

Cntcrsccls with content and pedagogy inschools. [ am astudent of public
‘policy, a lapsed political scientist, who has for some time studied the
effect of public policy on schools. Increasingly, my analytic interest in
policy has come to focus on the role tha@pldys in constructing the
normative order within which teachers and students learn. One name for
this normative order is “culture.” One major way that culture affects
teachers and students is by defining and lcpmmatmgj “‘Cq‘f_l_‘_‘,‘b A

legmmatc basis for inequality s aerther name for authority (Cohen, in . |

‘préss; Gage, 1978; Goodlad, 1984, pp. 93-129, 265; Hostker & Ahlbrand,
1969).

Hence this essay is about the roots of resistance or inertia in schools
toward reforms directed at their most basic activities—daily teaching
and learning. 1 examine several existing theories that have been
advanced to explain this response, and | deVelop a complementary*
perspective. 1 also suggest some constructive ways to shape what
teachers teach, how theéy’ teach'it, and wFat studcnts Iearn™ e

<
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CONTINUITIES OF PRACTICE

Most classrooms, in most schools, have basic realities of danly!ﬁ(ﬁ_~

(1) The day is divided into discrete units of ime allocated to dISC(;ClC
units of subject matter, even though cqment may va‘x y'frc')m d:;y to tez:‘){,
depending on school schcdgling practices, teachers’ pacing ol con ,
‘ anticipated interruptions. .
dm(j2l)]“Fi([)‘;l;apch unit of ti[r)ne, a sing!e teach.er works with a group of
children in a single classroom. Sometimes a single group gfstudcnts sees
different teachers over the course of the day, soq\ctxn\cs different grgupj
of students rotate through teachers, and sometimes tcachers arcpme l
by other adults (aides, student teachers, opservers). but the domn;\arna
pattern for allocating students to teachers is one adult to a group fo
fixed period of time. '

(3) Teachers’ work is defined almos.t entirely . e
students. Elementary school teachers typically spend virtually the w fo e
working day alone with children. Secondary school teach‘er.s'are often
piven e .(Iuring the day for preparation or othcr activities. Mosdt
teachers spend some time outside of class prepanng to tc?ch an
evaluating students’ work. For the most part, though, teachers work is
defined ;1; being in classrooms with students. o

(4) Whole-group instruction dominates sm'all-gmup or individual
instruction. A single teacher is formally responsible for the whole group,
which means maintaining discipline, organizing the group‘s activities,
and covering the allotted material. Of necessity,. this means teach§rs
primarily focus on whole-group instruction, varicd occasionally with
small-group or individual instruction. The presence of other adults
allows some flexibility in classroom organization but usually does not
disturb the dominant pattern. N ' .

(5) Within a given classroom, the teacher inlt.mlcs' l‘nstrucuo.n,~ gnd
teacher talk dominates teacher-student interaction. Teachers initiate
questions; students are expected to reply wi.th.the correct ans“./e.r..Less
frequently, students are asked for their op‘mlons“on teache‘r‘-.m1t1at'e’,(}11
questions. Students® individual work 1s typilcally scatwgrk, in whic
thev are expected to complete teacher-specified tasks, with the teacher
performing the role of tutor for selected stgdcnts. . . .

(6) Knowledge is defined as mastery ofdlscrel.e pieces ofmformayon
received from external sources. Instruction is tvpically organized
around packaged bits of knowledge—for examply,'l.csson plgns and
textbook chapters. Progress is judged by students® ability to recite facts

as time spent with
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at regular intervals—section and chapter tests, midterm and final
examinations.

fp_r_the most part, then, education means that a singlc‘tﬁz—lch_cr spends
most of the day conveying discrete bits of knowledge to a group of
students for fixed periods of time; “teaching is telling, learning is
accumulation, and knowledge is facts” (Cohen, in press). Larry Cuban
(1984), in his study of teaching practices between 1890 and 1980, found
more deviation from these patterns at the elementary than at the
secondary level and significant variation during the Progressive Educa-
tion period of the 1920s and 1930s and the open classroom period of the
1960s, but he also found remarkable resilicnce in these dominant
patterns over time.3 Sarah Lightfoot (1983), in her study of exemplary
high schools, identified schools that found novel ways to accommodate
wide ranges of ability, achieve a high level of commitment to student
lmrenggge_)he“ surrounding _community; but in the
Q@ﬁlQthdvgyiali(ﬂlgfrom patterns described above were the exception
rather than the rule. Studies tracking the development, adoption, and ~
use of new science and social studies curricula explicitly designed to
change standard patterns of teaching, from the late 1950s to the mid-
1970s, showed that teachers quickly reverted to standard practices and
that the new curricula mainly altered the content of standard textbooks

rac

" rather than feaching practices (sec, ¢.g., Stake and Easiey, 1078; Welch,

979) =

TR

[N

Explanation{?g_r‘yj?_rgs_i’ﬁéncéfof'thcse teaching patterns fall under
(hrmmgs.@cxpldnalion focuses on the realitics of mass
‘cducation. Public schools are expected to provide universal access,
daytime custody, and education to large numbers of students who are,
for the most part, required or expected to attend school regardiess of
their interest or aptitude for academic learning. Schools arc also
expected to respond to signals from various constituencics: -local
boards, universities, business interests, parents, legislators, and so on-—
about what students should know. These two imperatives reduce
schooling to whatis called “batch processing” (Cusick, 1973; Licberman
& Miller, 1984, pp. 40-42), in the laniguage of industrial organization.
That is, the “materials” (students) are assembled into standard batches
(classes) and arc processed (taught) according to predictable steps or
stages, within well-defined constraints of time and space. This is the
most efficient, predictable, and reliable way to handle the large volume
of clients that public schools are forced to accommodate.

Wide variations in production processes among schools or classrooms
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raise serious issues of efficiency (why is School X spending more per
pupil than School Y?) or cquity (why do students in School X receive
mote teacher time than in School Y?). So the simplest way of scrving all
children in accordance with external demands is to cieate standardized
and predictable production processes. Once in placc. these production
processes become very difficult to change precisch because they are
reinforced by external demands. T
(" Another explanation for the resilience of standard modes of practice
is that ihcy compensate for ;c:xclycrsl_yqrizﬂions ir)_'al_t[ib_u_l_cs and
abilitics. Any mass public service, of which public cducation s one,-
involves large numbers of individual providers. \With large numbers
comes a wide range of attributes and abilities. Furthermore, education
must compete in a larger labor market for teachers The quality of the
teaching force is sensitive to temporal and regional variations in the
avaitability of skilled talent and the public’s willingnoss to pay forit. The
rational response to these variations is to structure tcaching practice to
minimize the cffects on students of differences among individual
{cachers. Using external structures (subjects, period- of time, and so on)
and occupational norms (order in the classroom, class rules, and so on)
limits the range of acceptable practice and protects the individual
teacher and the school system by cnsuring some minimal level of
uniformity.
/'(\lhird\)cxplunalion for resilience is that school. as public burcau-

cracies—lacking the strong external signals about the quality of their

cervices that arc present in the private sector—tend lim?_r:[fc/l‘uz& self-
serving and unproductive employee behavior (Michaclson, 1980; Pincus,
1974). We could argue that pr';\cliccml\cym’lunit the Tnteraction
between teachers and students, control the amount of work required of
teachers and administrators, and minimize the cffect of external
disturbances on adults in schools. Whether these practices promote
student learning or unprove the quality of what 1+ taught is of little
consequence to teachers and administrators, because there isTo direct .
relationship _pg‘t;\ﬁ'wjlagg[icnts_payrqu_whellwcr schoglts.sy_r_\ij_e.liv);:
Standard modes of pract-i‘c*c_ﬁisf“bgcziﬁé’—tﬁé_\%il\ihihliie the work
required of everyonein schools, and there is no was to signal to schools
directly that they arc unproductive. o
l These ll\[}fﬂpﬂmlls locate responsibility tor the resilience of
ctaidard Tmodes of practice in three different places —the external
covironment of schools, the c_ha@pttrigpi_cs_o{_ﬂm_c neople who work in
schools: and thé organizational incgiijf_s_gﬁggbjic< ducation. Likewise,
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they implicitly carry different explanations for the failure of school
reform. In thd firstinstance, reforms fail because the larger institutional
imperatives of public cducation—dealing with masses of students and
mecu’ng external expectations— overwhelm attempts to change specific
practices. In the @}id instance, reforms fail because they have to be
reduced to a form that is compatible with the wide range of abilitics
rcpresgm?d in the teaching force; reducing them trivializes their impact
In thé€ghizdinstance, reforms fail because the institution's defenses ar(.;
strong enough to resist reforms that require large changes in its sclf-
scrving routines and o ¢o-opi those that don't. o

The view that denigrates standard modes of practice may itself be
subject to cntﬂs_gm ThCMhﬁght be that there is nothing
harmful in these standard modes of practice, even if they exist, because
most s}udcnts scem to lcarn whatever they need to know to funcjli()n wéll
in society. Criticism of standard modes of practice, the argument gocs
represents a kind of academic eliteness that might appeal to rescarchc;g
but has no useful place in the nitty-gritty world of teaching. For most
lcachfzrs, in most scttings, with most students, standard modes of
practice work well enough.

¢Anothigr line of attack might be that focusing on standard modes of

practice diverts attention from the considerable variation among

teachers in patterns of practice and in degrees of c;pcrlisc about the

match between practice, subject matter, and student attributes}Some

teachers unreflectively execute standard practices, the argument goes, ,

but many other teachers invest substantial encrgy in expanding their
repertoire beyond these practices, and still others consciorlﬂx.sl‘y choose
standard modes of practice because they have judged them to be ll.]c
most effective way to teach, given the subject matter and the conditions
undcr. which they must work. Those who criticize standard modes of
pracl.lce, the argument continues, fail to account for vurizuion; n
practice and the role of tcacher judgmentin determining the uppr()prAiatc
match of subject matter and instructional practice. ‘

/\_'.tvh_ir.g)line of attack might be that the idea of standard modes of
practice is ar}iil’i_f;i(:higl construct created by?Zs‘e‘d;Ehcrs to put distance
between themselves and teachers. Teachers do not see themselves as
merely executing standard routines, even though researchers might scé
that when they observe teachers. Rather, teachers sce what they do ds a
more finely variegated and subtle activity, consisting of ;1dupli.ng
conlcrlu, structure, and behavior to variations among students an(j
resolving certain recurring dilemmas that grow out of diverse student

h
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nceds and organizational constraints (Lampert, 1985; Lieberman &
Miller, 1984, pp. 20-21,40-50). If researchers sce only standard patterns
in this activity, it is because they are not observing the right things.

A tinal line of attack might be that standard modcs of practice don’t
accurately capture_ what empirical research .tells us about teacher
practicc and cffectiveness. For example, so-called process-product
rescarch on clementary teachers shows that (a) teachers differ signifi-
cantly in classroom management and instructional skills, (b) these skills
are related to student achievement, and {c) teachers can acquire these
skills (Good, 1979). The problem might be less that there are observed
regularities in practice than that these regularities don't correspond to
what we know from empirical research about effective teaching.

Running through these critiques are several common threads: first;
that teachers know somethmg about certain problems of pracuce that
many outside observers don’t know or find it difficult to understand

without direct exposure to teaching practice; second. that the resilience-

of certain practices may often be based on deliberate judgments about
what works for certain types of students under certain conditions; third;
that there is often a tension between the practices that teachers use and
those they might use lflhey were faced with different « onstraints of time,
subject matter, organization, and student attributes; and fourth, that
systematic inquiry of various kinds can affect teachers’” and outside
observers’ ideas of what it is possible to do within a given array of
constraints.

Likewise, these critiques also carry a variety of explanationg for why
school reforms might fail. Reforms might (ail because they are
mconyucnt t with teachers’ cultivated understandings and deliberate
judgments about how to teach, because they fail to tuke account of the
constraints under which teachers work, or because they fail to present a
coherent, practical alternative to standard modes of practice that carries
the promise of significantly better results.

These alternative views of standard practices rai.e questions of the
most fundamental sort about the normative order patterns of behavior,
symbols, and norms that define authority, or legiumate inequality,
within schools or between schools and their environments € [Lwe accept
the exnstcnce ofstdndard pracllccs and see their resnlmnce asa symptom

chdnyng thc orgamuuonal form of schools, the ch: lracterlsllcs of the

people who work in them, and the incentives under v hich they work. k. 1f

we qucsllon the existence or dommancc of slandard modes of practice,
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we are still left with the problem of how teachers make key judgments
about instructional practice, how those judgments are constrained by
the organization of schools, and how susceptible they arc to external
influence. In either case, it seems to me, we are concerned about who 1s
responsible for deciding what good teaching is and for produun;D the
stock ofknowlcdgc that corresponds to whatever is decided. This is the
Sgng_lrrql,queshon 1n constructing a normative order in schools.

THE CONSTRUCTION OF
AUTHORITY IN SCHOOLS

Gerald Grant (1985) has given a most uscful and provocative analysis
of the p_roblcm of authority in schools: * Wnuud "
he argues, “as well as the manner in which it is exercised, . . . shapes the
intellectual and moral character of a school.” He defines thrbc levels of
authority and describes how they have changed over time:

The American high school of 1900 was like an avocado. Its center of adult
power and initiative was unified and virtually impregnable, it meaty
middle layer of students was fairly homogeneous, and its skin of external
policy was thin and clearly defined. The high school of 1950 was more like
a cantaloupe, a good middle class fruit with a considerably expanded
sludgnt body. External policics such as regents’ examinations and
curniculum guides in the more progressive states had grown somewhat,
but at the center there was still considerable room for adult action and
initiative. If the staff were more specialized, they were still bound together
ina net of connective tissue. The high school of 1985 is like a watermelon,

wﬂh a thick rind of federal and state policy, a greatly cxpanded and
diverse student body, and no clearly definable center. Like watcrmelon
sceds, the adult specialists are dispersed throughout it, and commands —
often in conflict—issuc from a variety of locations.

Playing off Grant’s formulation, then, authority within schools is
constructed’ by (a) teachers’ predispositions to influence students’”
lcarnmg, @ students’ predispositions toward learning and adult
influence, (c) (my addition) teachers’ knowledge and skill in subject
matter and pedagogy (d) the structure of adult work in schools, (¢)
formal rules governing the structure and operation of schools, and (f)
(my addition) expert knowledge about what should be taught and how.
Thc ﬁrst four oflhese are the seeds and the fruit, or what I will Cd” the

the “shell. ™
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Grant’s metaphor is cvocative in a number ot ways. It portrays
interdependencics within and_between core and shell. It refracts
dimensions ol authority within a school, and betwern a school and its
cnvironment, while holding them in an organic 1 lationship to one
another. And itexpresses 1heﬂc§n~{ijﬂlty‘df.mn§ti\ ¢ order in schools.

Recent analyses of American schooling fit this framework rather
well Public school curriculum, especially at the sccondary level, is
characterized as “flat” (Goodlad, 1984, pp. 130-166). standard textbook
and workbook exercises requiring little beyond rote mastery of facts and

et exercises and little in the way of commitment to foarning from cilhcr)

teachers or students, Adult attitudes toward students’ choices are
characterized as “neutral” or lacking clear expectitions about what
constitutes worthwhile knowledge. Students and tcachers are said to
negotiate implicit or explicit “treaties,” which, for the most part, hold
serious intellectual engagement and cffort to a minimum on both sides.
Students, teachers, and parents are said to concur in a system in which
those with well-developed preferences and claims to “specialness” are
given specialized treaiment administered by designufed experts, while
the “unspecial” get a kind of random swill of undemanding gruel.
Claims to specialness are, more often than not. defined by legal
entitlement, expert knowledge, or both. Worthwhile _knowledge is
increasingly perceived as coming from _external i%Q\|rcc§:16gislators,
administrators, board members, bureaucratic experts —operating from
legal-rational authority in the name of abstract pr_inciplcs—eg&i\y,
Mﬁéffé}d@zﬁess—vusing “neutral” measures of resources and
outputs to judge success (Powell, Farrar, & Cohen. 1985).

In other words, the literature defines a culture ol authority in which
teachers havc_lilllp"inﬂqu_gg“o_\'/gg’labg_grjgrltgg_)n or work habits of
Students: in which students can engage or disengage learning more or
less at their own option without the expectation of adult intervention; in
which tcacher knowledge and skill is reduced to the execution of
standard algorithms; in which teachers are given clearly subordinate
status in a hierarchy that rewards status in direct proportion to distance
from direc,l,c_onlact_wilh,sludé}ils; in which teachers” work is defined in

technical, specialized, and detached terms; in which kcy decisions about
who gets access to what kinds of instruction are prescribed by rules
external to the schools; and in which decisions about what gets taught
are increasingly located in distant, impersonal, and legal-rational
sources --tests, standards, textbook adoptions, curniculum guidelines,
and expert opinion. It would be difficult to construct a culture more
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antithetical to teachers’ and students’ assuming responsibility for
learning.

“Ycl we are encouraged to believe that some schools manifest very
different cultures of authority. So-called ¢ffective schools are often
described as places where, among other things, adults have clear goals
and high expectations for students; principals act as strong instructional
lcaders, monitoring teachers and providing useful feedback: responsibil-
ity for key decisions is located at the school building level; and students
and teachers spend the maximum amount of time engaged in demanding
academic work (see, ¢ g., Purkey & Smith, 1983, 1985).

. Both optimists and pessimists scem to agree that certain basic
dimensions of a culture of authority encourage academic learning: (a)
adults in_school exert considerable iniluence over the behavior and
learning of students; (b) students accept that influence; (¢) students view
adults in school as knowledgeable and skilled and expect them to apply
their knowledge and skill; (d) relationships among adults in schools are
structured by the demands of the task of teaching and learning; and (¢)
adults in schools filter, orchestrate, and deflect external demands.

(IDwe can define authority cultures that encourage academic engage-
ment and learning, then}ﬁmy__@on‘t more schools use those cultures? The
answer, Ithink, heslessin thc_f;éil‘d;a_ofspcciﬁc policies or practices than
in the failure of cducators and policymakers to understand how central
authority is in the life of schools. S

Authority is a reciprocal relationship, a grant of legitimacy bascd on

an a.cknowlc‘dged inequality.” The grant may be based on threat or
reprisal, tradition, respect for knowledge or competence, or formal rile,
We can revoke our consent 1T we perceive Thial Those in aulfiofity are
pnable orunwilling to act consistently as they had agreed. For instance,
if lA perceive that the condition that legitimated your authority no longer
exists, then 1 am not obliged to behave consistently with your
expectations. 1 may no longer fear you, [ may no longer respect your
kngwledge or skill, or I may no longer accept the rule under which you
der‘lve your position. | may also no longer acknowledge your superior
claim to knowledge or skill, even though I accept your formal position.

(ng’c.:arr?_inig’i’nvolve's consent between students and teachers (it can be
m.ug‘h more, and also a good deal less), then much hinges on the

vv_v’l_ll1_rlgness_(lf>gb_§_s_ludeg_tgto,acccpl_the, teacher’s authority and on the

lteacher’s predisposition and skill used in cxercising that authority!
Indeed, when these conditions are absent, very little learning can take
place.
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[ have identificd levels of authority. The first three levels, or the
“core.” set the conditions under which students assent l(’),‘ or demur
from, teachers authority and the exercise of that authonty. The Illfl (two
levels, or the “shell,” provide external legitimacy to the lcachcrs_ role,
but they cannot create student consent to the lcachcr's- z?uthorlty or
teacher skill in exercising, that authority if those conditions do not

Apinally exist.

(mk\j’:/ll‘xilcythc core conditions of authority scem d'nccl.ly. rclate‘d to
lcarning and the shell conditions instrumental to the core, it is also likely
that ull&ﬁvc conditions of authority may operate indgpcndemly of one
another. Schools A and B are both inner-city, prcdom?n.zmtly b!ack high
schools. School A manifests a low adult predisposition to‘mﬂuence
students’ learning, low student predisposition towardladult 1_nﬂuence,
and low teacher knowledge and skill. School B manifests hlgh adu?t
predisposition to influence students’ learning, high student prednqusn-
tion toward adult influence, and high teacher knowlc@ge anq skill.
School A is located in a local district that mandates strict curnc'ulum
requiremients. School B is located in a district that rehies hcawly.0nl
continuing education to influence teachers’ knowledpe upd pedagoglca
judgments. These examples illustrate the range of possible v.:anauonsi
>'l'hcy also suggest that basing policy on snmplc stcr'«'()types of schoo
culture, “black, inner city, low sociocconomic status,’ for example, may
be dangerously simplistic. .
T When there is littie student predisposition toward adult m.ﬂucn.cc? and
instTicient teacher knowledge and skill to act on thosc pred‘lsposmons,
it scems unlikely that cither districtwide curriculum requirements or
continuing education will have much effect on student learning in
School A or School B. On the other hand, the prescnce of a moderate
predisposition toward adult influence and low te.achvr~ k'nowlcd.gc and
skill could be greatly helped by conlinuingcducalmn‘ Smct'currlculum
mandates would seem to hold little promise of increasing st_udcnt
learning, except to reinforce adult influence aguinst a hostile or
indifferent clientele, or possibly to tell teachers whose knowlcqge and
skill were low what to teach. In cither of these cases. expectations for
arning would in general be quite low. .
g ’E:lnc&r,nal manda%es may hel(:) in minimal lcarning conditions, but they
scl‘dfﬁh,—'ﬂ e-v'C"r;"f'_eirlfbrcc students’ predispositions to accept adult
influence, or help adults to exercise that influence In fact, extcrngl
mandates may_destroy . interaction between adgl[\ and studenlg n
schools {07 twO reasons. First, they force adults in schools to decide,
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implicitly or explicitly, whether to consent to the legal-rational authority
of those mandates. If they consent, they become agents not only of those
mandates but of those who sct the mandates, thereby losing some

portion of their classroom authority. “I don’t make the rufes, 1 just, -

enforce them,” is the classic formulation of this posturé.” Second,
cxternal mandates introduce pressures toward specialization and hierar-
chy in schools. They often introduce status distinctions— “Chapter |
Coordinaior,” “Resource Room Teacher,” and so on. They require
monitoring and oversight, “advice” and “technical assistance” about
how Best to comply. And they require “objective” judgments about
performance. As Grant (1985) suggests, all of these conscqucnces divide
and disperse adult authority within schools, making status among
adultSTiiore imporiant than the influcnce herween adults and students,

A similar observation can be made about expert knowledge that
originates outside the school. Such knowledge—in the form of packaged
curricula, one-day in-service training sessions on “relevant™ topics, and
indoctrination sessions on effective teaching or effective schools-—
sometimes helps establish minimal conditions of lcarning but has only
weak mﬂugﬁgé.b[:l:sfudgn}_gf predispositions to accept adult authority
’ggglgaq;h_,t;{s:_»'vi_lling.r_less,,anqs_kill inexercising it, When teachers simply
don’t know what to teach or how to teach it and when their work
environment docs not help them learn those things, then expert
knowledge could affcct teachers influence and students’ predisposition
to accept it. On the other hand, teachers with a well-developed sense of
what and how to teach, and knowledge and skill grounded in student
consent, may view expert knowledge much as they view mandates - as
introducing status distinctions, technical jargon, monitoring, and
oversight that shifts the focus away from adult-student interaction
toward status interactions among adults.

These concepts allow us to sec standard modes of practice in a new
light, First, most schools rely heavily on L()Lméal‘g‘u!cs and structures to
govern the relationship between adults and students in schools. The
periods in a school day and the content allocated to those periods are
Fﬁ—ray artificial constructs and have nothing whatever to do with
knowledge orits acquisition. They do impose structure and discipline on
student-adult interaction, attempting to assure that some predictable
standard amount of material gets covered for most students in a given
day, weck, and year. But this heavy reliance on formal rules and
structures to govern relationships among adults and students also

removes key decisions about the use of one of the school’s most valuable
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resources— time—f{rom the core of schools and allocatus it to the shell.
Schools and school systems that allow a high degree ol discretion in the
allocation of time to subjeet matter, in effcet, strengthen the potential
influcnce of teachers and students over learning, thus moving decisions
about time from the shell to the core.

Kﬂc_cumi‘ in most schools, adults wﬂisolatcd"frpm one another, thus
inhibiting the construction ofa common culture of adult influcnce and
authority ini schools organized around teaching and learning. Teachers’
work is not defined as Lﬁc_q'['éét'ic:)_h_'éh‘d“piropagg(ion of knowledge. If it
were, they would spend a substantial portion of their we rking day doing
other things than transmitting facts to students—reading and writingin
their arca of professional interest, debating with colleagues, observing
others teaching, experimenting with new teaching techniques, engaging
in noninstructional activitics with students, and so on

It should surprise ng.one, then, that schools tend to devolve into
balkngiz_»_cd classrooms held together by mindless slandgg_d_ggerating
‘procedures—bells, periods, attendance rolls, gradinu periods, poor
“Work notices, in-service days, testing days, and the like. Nor should it be
surprising that students quickly recognize the absence of a common

adult culture, other than that imposed by st fhidard operating proce-
dures, and exploit T{"s’"a\"B"s*eﬁEé/E&zi'ié»éh»g_i{ggih_éﬁt;ﬁl'l’éii (ning, creating a
complex youth culture that has little to do with learning and that regards
teachers as lying a standard deviation below parents, who in turn lie a
ctandard deviation below the lead actors in television sitcoms.(No

should we be surprised that school activities with the strongest common

adult cultures- drama, debate, band, and athletics, to example—also
command the gr_ﬂl‘c_sgpjglgy’[r‘()ﬂm_s‘lqdpp’@..Schools that recognize the
importance of a common adult culture centered on the creation and
propagation of knowledge strengthen the bond beiween adults in
authority and students and define teachers’ work in new and different
ways.

Ql'pird, authoritative sources_of kpg\\(!g_d_gc “about teaching and

jcarning are usually fogr_lfl_éumdc‘thc school, in, for example, state
and district rulc's;'i);i‘ckagcd curricula, standard textbooks, district-
prescribed training, and state and district testing procudures. Teachers
are not often expected to develop what they tcach. Their work is
organized to preclude any serious involvement in that development.
Conscquently, teachers have little choice but to rely heavily on external
sources for what they teach; to treat teaching as telliny. and learning as

accumulation and knowledge as facts; and to view themsclves as ciphers
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for other peoples’ expert knowledge. This reliance on outside expertise,
in effect, puts teachers at a significant disadvantage in their rclations
with administrators and students. Becausc they have no authority from
their own expertise, they must rely on the authority of formal position.

- They are forced into becoming bureaucratic subordinates to administra-

tors and into treating students as cven lower subordinates. Gifted
_teachers know how to form strong relationships with students based on
'rggt_‘uﬂal“_rg_s;zt':ct agd}un_(_)lvl__edge,'pti'tmsc_h_ool organization does little to
_‘p“r_g_mg‘l_t_:l_g_n_(_ijp:uch_tﬂqc,o_n;t‘rvai‘l{,'éggh‘_rt;lationships as a norm. Indecd,
if we Delieve the literature, the norm for both students and teachers is
disengagement from learning and pro forma compliance with formal
authority. Schools that recognize the importance of authority based on
?(nowledge, rather than formal position, locate the development of what
is taught with teachers in a significant way.

REFORM AND AUTHORITY IN SCHOOLS

_S_‘o_gvi&lggﬂi_s‘ts commonly view schools as “small societies,” composed
of multiple student and teacher cliques organized around individual
predispositions, affinities, and roles, acting on mutualinterests, regard-
les_; P_fgje larger §oc_ia_l purposes attributed to schools (écé Bidwell, 1965;
Cusick, 1973; Waller, 1932). My complementary view is that schools are/ «
“small polities,” where definitions of authority are expressed in formal V
structure, face-to-face relationships, and external prescriptions.

Since Plato and Aristotle, the central problem of political thcory has
chn how to (ic_ﬁnc and construct the “good™” polity; this dialogue has
given expression 1o competing théories of “individual rights and
obligations and the state’s claimyo legitimate influence over individuals.
These broad issues are givem‘éﬁbw&?Ei'ov;cmc'(;néreté'ckpre§$i6}1 in
the construction of political order in schools.

Wlllmm Muir observes that teachers have essentially three bases on
which to donstruct a relationship with students—coercion, exchange,
and authority. For the threat of coercion to be credible, he observes, the
teacEeAr must be willing to resort to physical or psychic violence.
Coercion “turns civilized values upside down and reverses the civilized
pattern of incentives. Where coercion rules there are no rewards for
d;vcloping one’s talents, empathy, trust and inlcﬁigcnce“(Muir, 1986).
The best response you can expect to cocrcion in the classroom, he
conc]'udcs, is passive submission--an outcome hardly consistent with
learning. Exchange, he continues, involves the “purchasc of submission™
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through the usc of rewards, friendship, prestige, and solace. The major
flaw in exchange as a basis for teacher-student relations, he argues, is
that whit students want from teachers “often bears -fittle or no~
relationship to learning. Hence teachers often find their personal
resources dep'l'c‘t'ed with little in the way of educational results.

Authority, he concludes, is the “moralization” of control. Teachers,
y , is the “mor [

must. in the language of Rousscau, transform their mightinto right, and |
obedience into duty. This is done, Muir argues, through the creation of
roles, or what [ have called the legitimation of inequality.

Each role comprises a generally understood set of rights .und duties, and
defines what actions are permitted, obligatory, and forbidden to an
occupant of that role. So long as one wants 1o work within the particular
community governed by an authoritative script, onc adopts a role,

thercby !inkillg_g_qgsclf up with other rolc-biéyéﬂrs*or actors.

As a basis for teacher-student relationships, authority if it 1s
legitimated, or consented to, relieves the teacher of the problems of
threat and punishment inherent in coercion and the problem of
mutually agreeable purposes contained in exchange. Coercion and
“exchange appeal to individual calculations; authority pives teachers and
students a larger purpose to which to subscribe. Roles may changg, the
terms and conditions of Tegitimation may vary from one setting to
another, individuals may play a variety of roles, and the legitimate order
may be challenged. But authority provides a basis tor orchestrating
individual preferences around collective purposestiiatis consistémt with
learning as a social purpose (Muir, 1986, p. 116). )

The special problem of constructing authority in schools, which Muir
doesn’t treat but that we have discussed at length abo 2, is that creating
and propagating knowledge depends heavily on the teacher. Unless
teachers are producers of knowledge and are scen as suchin daily school
life, their main claim to legitimate authority is undermined. Working
conditionsThat alienate teachers from the production of knowledge and
policies that shift key teaching decisions {rom the core to the_shell
effectively remove the only source of legitimate teacher influence that
bears directly on learning, forcing teachers to use coercion and exchange
to control students.

So the resilience of standard modes of practice is not simply a
pedagogical problem, in which teachers fail to adopt newer, more
enlightened forms of practice. It is symptomatic of a fundamental
political problem: how authority is defined and legitimated in schools.

I
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Reforms that make teachers into passive receivers of advice and
knowledge from external rulemakers and experts; that use external
prescriptions on content and performance to control what teachers
teach; and that define the teacher’s role as next-to-the-lowest subordi-
nate in a vast hierarchy of rules, procedures, and sanctions—ironically,
reinforce standard modes of practice and, more important, make it
difficult to construct a legitimate political order within schools.

Most reforms prescribe how schools should be different—in organiza-

. tion, curriculum content, pedagogy, treatment of protected classes of
sstudents, and performance. Somectimes reform attempts to bring

schools and teachers into line, to send a signal, to wake up a slumbering
beas‘tT to introduce a recalcitrant and self-serving bureaucracy to the
realities of economic life and public accountability. At other times,
reform takes on a more benign countenance—bringing enlightenment
to the masses of schoolteachers who, through no faulit of their own, have
lost touch with current thinking about education. Both_types of
reform—the menacing and the benign—look much the same from inside
aschool. They look like swgls_e_"_s_iﬂ@ﬁs' about what aschool should
be. Life inside schools becomes an attempt simply to maintain a
predictable existence in the face of periodic external disturbances,
which, like the weather, are difficult to predict and even more difficult to
influence. Just as pcople in general adapt to the weather by constructing
shelt.crs, 50, too, do educators take shelter from reform by constructing
_routines. T |

Occasionally-—but only occasionally—reformers and educators flirt
»\./ilh the idea that schools are little polities where the central constitu-
tional issue is whether the development and propagation of knowledge
are legitimate activities, Progressive education was originally as much /1
—z_i'tzoggf‘o‘n_s_qy_cljng a political order in schools, and about schooling for \
collective responsibility, as it was about new modes of teaching and
learning. Flashes of insight about how to center a legitimate political
order on learning, not surprisingly, came mainly from within schools
themselves—the inner-city high school where students view lecarning a
legitimate activity, the suburban white school whose central feature is a
town meeting designed around the idea of a “just community,” the
private school that attempts to teach students responsibility to cach
other, and the fleeting examples of schools where teachers report that
their intellectual interests are taken scriously by administrators and
students.®

If reform is conceived, not as jerking the leash or bringing enlighten-
ment to the benighted, but as changing the conditions under which
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teaching and learning occur, then there is no way to avoid Fhanging the
conditions under which auth’qri_ty‘jid_eﬁnrgc‘i\_qp‘g{_q‘impnsmns outlined
above: (1) teachers' predispositions to influcnce students, TB) students’
predispositions toward learning and adult influence, (c) teachers’
knowledge and skillin subject matter and pedagogy, () the structure of
adult work in schools, (¢) formal rules governing the structure and
operation of schools, and (f) expert knowledge about u'/hat should be
taught and how. Conditions of teaching and learniny will change, aqd
standard modes of practice will rearrange themsel s, if and only if
reforms focus on the core —the first four conditions  rather than the

shell—the last two.
NOTES

The more things change the more they remain the same. . Any attempt to
introduce a change into a school involves some existing regularnity, behavioral or
programmatic. . .. Itcertainly was not the intended outcome of the introduction of
the ncw math that it should be taught precisely the way the old math was (aughl.
But that has been the outcome, and it would be surprising it 11 were otherwise.
(Sarason, 1971, pp. 2-3).

Characterizing the responses of schools to individually guided instruction, Popkewitz,
Tabachnick, and Wchlage (1982) argue,

Schaols did not merely adapt the program, making modifications to reach lhc's'amc
goal; rather they revised both the technology and its cspouscd goals. Such revisions
helped to conserve quite different institutional conditions-—in ¢.1ch of.lhc schoolsa
different style of work, conception of knowledge, and professional ldcology was
maintained, and in cach school these reNected (or were reactions to) particular
social values and interests found in the larger socio/cultural community. (p. 4)

2. My working definition of culture is a classic anthropologic al one, [ormulated by
Kroeber and Kluckhohn (1952):

Patterns, cxplicit and implicit, of and for behavior acquired ‘m‘d transmitted by
symbols, . .. including their embodiments in artifacts; the essential core of cul(urlc
consists of traditional (i.e., historically derived and selected) 1deas and . . . th?ll’
attached values . . .. [And] norms for or standards of behavior . [and]‘idgologlcs
justifying or rationalizing certain sclected ways of behavior . Pknnmprlcs of
selectivity éx'ri‘c‘i!(;rdcringi (p. I81)
3 Cuban estimated that somewhere between most teachers were unaffected by ideas
of practice that fell outside the dominant pattern described k;moyc, that about 25%
accepted different ideas but tried {ew of them, and that a small fi.ction, pqhaps 10% or
less, engaged in instructional practices significantly different from the dominant patiern
(1984, p. 254).
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4. See note 1.

5. 1havedeliberately used the awkward term constructed to refer to these dimensions
of authority because I want to communicate that they are cultural artifacts. They are
patterns of behavior, acquired and transmitted through symbols and structures, justified
by ideologies. They vary markedly among schools, and among socicties. That which can
be “constructed” can also, in the language of the current intellectual vogue, be “de-
constructed™ (that's the end of the jargon, | promise) only by understanding its cultural
roots and artificial nature, With apologics to Berger and Luckmann (1966).

6. These examples are drawn from Carver High School, Brookline High School, and
Milton Academy in Lightfoot (1983).
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