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This research is a qualitative research study involving three social justice

principals in a collective investigation of the dissonance they experience between

their social justice orientations and their work within a high-stakes accountability

system. The three participants were successful principals of urban elementary

schools in Texas. The purpose of the study was to explore the nature and the cause

of the dissonance the principals experience and to identify strategies for dissipating

that dissonance.

The method of inquiry was participatory action research (Whitehead, 1993;

McIntyre, 1997) that included individual interviews, reflexive journaling (Lincoln
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& Guba, 1985) and group sessions. The data revealed three themes.  The first

theme, oppressed oppressor, refers to the principals being both oppressed by the

accountability system and being oppressors themselves.  The second theme, clash

with caring, refers to a conflict between aesthetic and authentic caring (Noddings,

1984).  The third theme, coerced collusion, refers to the pressure the principals’ feel

to participate in a system they believe perpetuates educational inequity.

This study offers implications for policy, research, and practice.  This study

suggests that the high-stakes accountability system in Texas may be an enactment

of the “Fixes that Fail” systems archetype (Senge, 2000).  This archetype suggests

that while the high-stakes accountability system in Texas may appear to be

improving education, there may be serious unintended consequences of this system,

and, therefore, policy makers may need to reconsider the use of this system. This

study further suggests that practitioners, particularly superintendents, may have the

power to either intensify or diminish the unintended consequences that may result

from the high-stakes accountability system in Texas.  Lastly, this study suggests

that the effects of the high-stakes accountability system in Texas warrant further

study.  In particular, this study suggests that researchers need to consider whether

there are unintended long-term consequences of this system.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

Statement of the Problem

I work as a principal in the state of Texas, a state with one of the most

detailed, high-stakes educational accountability systems in the United States

(Sacks, 1999).  This is a fact from which I cannot escape.  I am repeatedly

reminded of it as I go about my work.  Whether I am sitting in an administrators’

meeting, having a conversation with colleagues, or talking with my staff, the

accountability system is always present.  Much of the time, it is the subject at hand,

but even when it is not, it lingers in the background.

This pervasive presence of the accountability system became clear to me

when I reviewed the contents of my reflective journal from the past school year.

Time and time again, the accountability system was the subject of my entries.  I

was struck not only by the frequency of the accountability system as a topic, but

also by the serious implications of some of the entries.  For example, one entry

indicates that following an administrators’ meeting in which the superintendent was

addressing the importance of raising test scores, a colleague confessed that he was

afraid of the things he was thinking about doing because of Texas Assessment of

Academic Skills (TAAS).  Another entry details a fellow principal’s reported

conversation with a parent in which the principal tells the parent that her child is

not eligible for after school tutoring classes although the principal knew the student
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needed the classes.  The principal felt she could not offer the classes to the student

because there were a limited number of spaces and the student was so low-

performing that the principal believed he would not be able to pass the test no

matter how much help he was given.  The principal acknowledged that denying the

student resources was wrong, but she felt she had no choice given the limited

resources and the pressure from the accountability system.

These entries are troubling because they imply that children are being mis-

served in an attempt to raise test scores.  What makes these entries of even greater

concern is that they refer to caring, ethical principals who in other situations have

demonstrated that they are committed to providing a high quality education to all

the children they serve.  These are principals who understand that there are

inequities within our society and they have made it their life’s work to eradicate

these inequities.  These are principals who hold social justice as a core belief.  They

are the type of principals who are so desperately needed in schools serving students

of color and students of poverty.  Yet, these journal entries suggest that the

pressures of a high-stakes accountability system may negatively influence even

principals of such caliber.

The final entry in my journal was written the day before school let out for

the summer.  It reads, in part:

I spoke with Alonzo today.  He was sitting, as always,

adjacent to his peers, but not among them.  I asked him about
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his TAAS scores.  He said he was proud of himself for

passing, but his expression didn’t match his words.  His

spirit seems broken.  I think Alonzo is a little regretful about

giving in.  I am, too.  Did we do the right thing by

convincing him to pass TAAS?  I’m not sure.  I hope so.  I’m

going to miss him.  He was the only person on this campus

willing to resist the pressure of the TAAS.

This entry refers to Alonzo, one of the fifth grade students in my school.  As a third

grader, Alonzo failed all sections of the TAAS, Texas’s high-stakes test.  He passed

only the math portion as a fourth grader.  Alonzo did not fail because he was not

capable of passing.  Alonzo, a gifted student who once established an email

relationship with a paleontologist from the University of Chicago as a way of

gathering information for his research project, failed because he simply was not

interested in passing the test.  In fact, as a third grader, he chose not to even

complete the test.  As a fourth grader, he apologetically told me that he could not

promise to complete the entire test. “I just don’t see the relevance,” he explained.

By fifth grade, he completed the tests and passed them, but only under the threat of

being retained in fifth grade if he did not.

These journal entries suggest that high-stakes accountability systems are

affecting the work of principals in ways that the creators of such systems did not

intend. They suggest that ethical, dedicated educators are struggling to balance the
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demands of high-stakes accountability with the moral responsibility to educate all

children well.  While these entries refer to principals who work in only one district,

my conversations with principals across the state and across the nation tell me that

this phenomenon is not unique to principals who work in my district.  Given that

forty-nine of the fifty states have some form of high-stakes testing, it is likely that

many other principals are experiencing a similar dissonance.

This chapter provides an introduction to my study of the dissonance social

justice principals experience between their social justice orientation and their work

within a high-stakes accountability system.  It also provides a brief introduction to

the scholarship on high-stakes accountability systems, a brief summary of the

methodology that was used in this study, a list of terms, a brief discussion of the

limitations of the study, and a conclusion.

An Introduction to the Scholarship on Accountability

The literature on high-stakes accountability systems illustrates a division

among scholars about whether such systems are improving public education or

harming it.  The preponderance of scholarly literature is written by critics who

insist that high-stakes accountability systems have serious negative consequences

for students, particularly for students of color and students of poverty (e.g., Haney,

2000; Kohn, 2000, McNeil, 2000; Meier, 2000; Ohanian, 2001; Orfield, 2000;

Valenzuela, 2000).  Conversely, a small, but growing, minority of scholars offer
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data to suggest that accountability systems are having important positive effects on

school systems, particularly in regard to how those systems serve children of color

and children of poverty (e.g., Scheurich, Skrla, & Johnson, 2000; Thernstrom,

2000).  The evidence from both sides is credible and, thus, indicates that high-

stakes accountability systems have multiple effects.

One of the effects of high-stakes accountability systems, according to the

critics, is that resources are diverted away from schools and classrooms, especially

those with the fewest resources (McNeil, 2000; McNeil & Valenzuela, 1998).

Sacks (1999) asserts that over the last decade state legislators have spent increasing

amounts of money on high-stakes testing, which has resulted in the creation of a K-

12 standardized test market with annual revenues exceeding $191 million.  Orfield

and Wald (2000) maintain that rather than supporting this increased spending on

standardized tests by increasing funding for schools, legislators are reducing

funding for proven reform strategies, such as smaller class size, early childhood

education, and extended learning time.  Furthermore, according to McNeil and

Valenzuela (1998), under pressure to raise test scores, school and district

administrators are spending money on test-prep materials rather than on high

quality curricular resources.  This negative effect, McNeil and Valenzuela assert,

has the greatest impact on schools with the fewest resources, those serving poor

children and children of color.
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Sizer (1995) contends that high-stakes accountability systems are not only

diverting resources away from the classroom, they are also moving decision-

making away from those closest to the children.  Sizer (1995), Airasian (1987), and

Natriello and Pallas (1999) further assert that by setting standards at the state level

and using high-stakes to control school officials state legislatures are becoming de

facto school boards.

In addition to diverting resources away from the classroom and centralizing

decision-making, critics contend that high-stakes accountability systems are

narrowing the curriculum so significantly that it comprises only what is on the test

(Airasian, 1987; Linn, 1998; McNeil, 2000; Perreault, 2000).  Linn (1998) and

Shepard (1995) contend that subjects that are not tested are reduced or eliminated

to allow more time to be spent on tested subjects. Even within tested subjects, those

skills that cannot be measured with a standardized test, usually the higher order

skills, are ignored in favor of the lower level skills that will likely be on the test

(Sheppard, 1991).

Furthermore, the high-stakes attached to standardized tests encourages

teachers to not only narrow the curriculum, but also to teach skills in a format that

mimics the test (Asp, 2000; Corbett & Wilson, 1991; Haney, 1996; Heubert &

Hauser, 1999; Kohn, 2000; Madaus, 1988; McNeil, 2000; McNeil & Valenzuela,

1998).  Shepard (1991) maintains that standardized tests are based on an outdated

learning theory, and, thus, instruction focused on the format of standardized tests is
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ineffective.  Additionally, Kohn (2001) contends that the focus on standardized

testing is damaging instruction by severely limiting opportunities for “real”

teaching.

Another, more troubling effect of such systems, according to Valenzuela

(1999), is that students are being pushed out by high-stakes testing.  In an effort to

increase test scores, schools are retaining students (Sheppard, 1991), placing them

in special education programs (Gratz, 2000; Kohn, 2000, Shepard), and requiring

them to take test-prep courses that do not count toward graduation (McNeil &

Valenzuela, 1998), all of which, according to McNeil (2000) increase the likelihood

that students will drop out.  Moreover, Valenzuela contends that, in some cases,

school personnel are overtly encouraging poor test-takers to drop out of school.

According to Kohn (2000), McNeil (2000), and Shepard (1991), not only

are high-stakes accountability systems causing students to drop out, they are

forcing teachers to drop out as well.  Perrault (2000) asserts that test-driven

curriculum and instruction has resulted in a loss of autonomy for teachers.

Consequently, Kohn contends that teachers are forced to choose between

suspending their professional judgment, rebelling, or leaving the profession.  This

choice, as Kohn sees it, is driving out some of the best teachers and making it

difficult to attract new ones.

McNeil and Valenzuela (1998) contend that the most harmful effect of

high-stakes accountability systems is the disproportionately negative impact they
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have on poor children and children of color.  Schools that serve children of color

and of poverty are more likely to narrow the curriculum and use test-driven

instruction (Herman, 1997; McNeil, 2000, McNeil & Valenzuela; Shepard, 1991)

and are more likely to use their limited resources to purchase test-prep materials

(McNeil).  Furthermore, schools that serve poor children and children of color are

less likely to receive monetary rewards for test scores (Airasian, 1987; Kohn, 2000;

Orfield & Wald, 2000).  Even when they attend predominately white, middle-class

schools, poor children and children of color are more likely to be retained (Heubert

& Hauser, 1999), more likely to be placed in a non-credit test-prep classes

(McNeil), and more likely to drop out of school (Ayers, 2000; Gratz, 2000; Haney,

2000; Hilliard, 2000; McNeil & Valenzuela, 1998; Meier, 2000; Natriello & Pallas,

2000).  This is evidence, according to McNeil, that while accountability systems

give the appearance of decreasing the education gap, they are, in reality, increasing

inequity.

The critics question not only the impact high-stakes accountability systems

are having on students, but critics also question whether these systems have

actually increased student achievement.  McNeil (2000) contends that rising scores

on high-stakes tests do not correspond with other measures of achievement,

including scores on other standardized tests.  Herman (1997), Kohn (2000), and

McNeil and Valenzuela (1998) suggest that the rise in test scores may be due to a

focus on test-prep rather than an actual increase in learning.  Another explanation
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for a rise in scores on high-stakes tests, according to Haney (2000), Perreault

(2000), and Tyack and Cuban (1995) is an increase in the number of students

exempted from taking the test.  In some cases, a rise in scores has even been

attributed to cheating (Kohn, 2000; Pipho, 2000).

Contrary to what the critics espouse, supporters of high-stakes

accountability systems contend that such systems are having positive effects that

should not be overlooked.  Scheurich et al. (2000) acknowledge that accountability

systems are not entirely problem-free; however, they assert that high-stakes

accountability systems have the potential to put equity at the center of the

discussion about education.  They cite examples of dramatic gains on standardized

tests by individual schools and of entire districts that serve predominately poor

children and children of color.

Similarly, Carnoy (2000) and Muller and Schiller (2000) conclude that

high-stakes accountability systems are having important positive results.  Using the

same data that Haney (2000) used to conclude that the Texas accountability system

increases drop outs, Carnoy concluded that increases in dropout rates could not be

directly attributed to the accountability system.  Moreover, Carnoy concluded that

increases in passing rates are positively related to decreases in drop out rates.

Muller and Schiller found that high-stakes accountability systems weakened the

influence of teacher expectations on student achievement.  Consequently, students

who typically do not benefit from teacher expectations, namely students of color



10

and children of poverty, have higher achievement in high-stakes accountability

systems.

Thus, the conflicting research on high-stakes accountability systems

suggests that there is a need to explore this issue in greater depth.  In addition,

heretofore, the research on high-stakes accountability systems has been conducted

almost exclusively by formal researchers who are outside the accountability

system.  What is needed is a process for engaging those who are inside system.  In

particular, principals, who play a critical role in school success and who appear to

be held most accountable by high-stakes systems, must be engaged in the research.

Methodology

In this study, I documented the perception that two other social justice

principals and I hold about the high-stakes accountability system within which we

work.  Using qualitative inquiry, the participants and I explored the dissonance we

experience between our social justice orientation and our work within a high-stakes

accountability system.

As a qualitative study, this study adhered to the tenets of qualitative

research as described by Merriam (1998).  The focus of our work was on making

meaning of our dissonance, and, therefore, a heuristic theoretical framework was

used.  The participants and I engaged in reflective dialogue about high-stakes

accountability systems using participatory action research methods (Glanz, 1999;
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Glense, 1999; Whitehead, 1993).  Action research, which emerges from the

concern of a researcher (Merriam & Simpson, 1995), engages participants in

studying their own problems in order to solve those problems (Whyte, 1989).  “In

action research, practitioners are not only collaborators, but also the principal

agents of the activity.  Action research honors the practitioners’ ability to

understand their own situations, conduct deeply meaningful inquiry, and put new

knowledge to work” (Riehl, Larson, Short, and Reitzug, 2000, p. 397).  For this

participatory action research study, three principals, myself being one of them,

committed to investigate our dissonance, use our indigenous knowledge to better

understand our dissonance, and take individual action, collective action, or both to

address our dissonance (McIntyre, 1997).

The other two principal participants were selected using purposive sample

selection methods (Patton, 1990).  The principals selected are current principals of

schools in Texas with accountability ratings of “acceptable” or above who are

viewed by their supervisors as strong, effective campus leaders.  The participants

also have an expressed social justice orientation and an expressed concern about the

impact of high-stakes accountability systems on their work.

In addition, the principals were selected because their integrity is personally

known to me.  Integrity was an important consideration because employment of

principals in Texas is closely tied to the success within the state’s accountability

system (McNeil, 2000).  Consequently, participation in a study that critically
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examines the effects of the accountability system posed a risk to both the

participants and myself.

Once selected, the principals were individually interviewed using a general

interview guide for the purpose of accessing the participants’ perspectives (Patton,

1990) regarding their dissonance.  At the conclusion of the interviews, the

participants were asked to begin using a reflexive journal (Lincoln & Guba, 1985)

to record events, thoughts, and conversations related to the study.

Following the individual interviews, the participants and I met for six two-

hour sessions.  The sessions provided a venue for reflectively discussing our work

within a high-stakes accountability system and the conflict this posed with our

social justice orientation.  The sessions were semi-structured to allow for a free

flow of dialogue.  Participants were encouraged to share journal entries that served

as a point of departure for discussion.

 The individual interview sessions and group sessions were audiotaped.

The audiotapes were transcribed and shared with the participants for the purpose of

member checking (Glesne, 1999).  The participants reviewed the transcriptions to

verify accuracy and identify themes in the text.  The participants additionally

identified themes and patterns from their reflexive journals.  These themes and

patterns served to further inform the direction of our research (Glesne) and assisted

us in identifying actions that we may take as individuals or collectively (Glanz,

1999) to address our dissonance.
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Key Terms

Dissonance is defined as a conflict between the beliefs one holds or

between the beliefs one holds and one’s actions.  In this study the principals had an

expressed conflict between their belief in social justice and their actions related to

the high-stakes accountability system in which they work.

Social justice orientation is defined as a belief that one has a personal

responsibility to affect the empowering of historically disadvantaged groups of

people so these groups of people may access the privileges afforded mainstream

groups.  In this study, the principals had an expressed commitment to ensuring

disadvantaged children receive a high quality education.

High-stakes accountability system is defined as a state-mandated structure

for rewarding and sanctioning schools according to results of standardized test

scores.  The principals in this study work in the Texas accountability system.

Limitations

This study was a qualitative inquiry.  As such, I was not searching for the

“truth.”  Rather, the intent of this study was to represent the perspective of three

principals who explored the dissonance between their social justice orientation and

their work within a high-stakes accountability system.  This representation is

subjective and was influenced by my dual role of researcher and participant.
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In keeping with the protocol for participatory action research, the sample

size was small (Glanz, 1999; McIntyre, 1997), and the results are specific to the

context.  Consequently, the finding of this study are not be generalizable.

Additionally, as a result of my serving as the primary instrument for data

collection, the analysis of the data was colored by my biases and perceptions.  The

biases and the perceptions of the other participants, who acted as coresearchers

(Riehl et al, 2000), are represented in the analysis as well.

Conclusion

I concur with Glickman (1995) when he states, “The reason everyone goes

into education is to have a powerful influence on the educational lives of students.

Action research helps reinforce and cement the belief that together we can make a

difference.”  It was my intention to utilize action research to examine the

dissonance social justice principals are experiencing between their social justice

orientation and their work within a high-stakes accountability system.  Furthermore,

I intended to identify strategies for dissipating this dissonance.

In this chapter, I have given an overview of the proposed study, including a

summary of the scholarly literature and an outline of the methodology that was

utilized in the study.  In chapter two, I provide a more detailed review of the

literature from both supporters and critics of high-stakes accountability systems as

well as an historical overview of the development of such systems.  In chapter
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three, I present a detailed plan of the methodology that was used to conduct this

study, including the research questions that guided this study.  In chapter four, I

present my the results of the study.  In chapter five, the final chapter, I offer an

analysis of my findings and my conclusion.
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Chapter 2

Literature Review

 “I am led to conclude that….the unintended consequences of high-stakes

accountability uses [of tests] often outweigh the intended positive effects” (Linn,

1998, p.28).

“The primary question in regard to accountability systems must always be:

In this historical moment, can we use them to truly choose educational equity”

(Scheurich, Skrla, Johnson, 2000, p. 293)?

The effects of accountability systems, which are now part of the national

landscape in education, are stirring a debate among scholars.  Are high-stakes

accountability systems, as Linn (1998) concludes, causing more harm than good, or

are they, as Scheurich et al (2000) contend, affording us the opportunity to instate

educational equity at last?  That respected researchers, all of who are committed to

educational equity, can come to such drastically different conclusions about

accountability systems is not surprising given the complexity and variation of such

systems.  Thus, it is equally understandable that principals who work within

accountability systems might also have disparate views about the effects of

accountability systems on their work.

In the first section of this chapter, I provide a succinct history of high-stakes

testing and the emergence of accountability systems.  I also detail the development
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of one of the most widely discussed high-stakes accountability systems, the Texas

accountability system.  The second section of this chapter includes a summary of

research that both refutes and supports high-stakes testing.  The last section of the

chapter identifies areas relating to accountability systems that are in need of further

research and the way this study contributes to the discourse.

History of High-stakes Testing in the United States

The states’ accountability systems grew out of the standards-based

education reform movement that was launched in 1983 when “A Nation at Risk”

proclaimed that the American public education system was “awash in mediocrity.”

According to statistics cited in the report, America’s once great school system was

no longer working, and its weaknesses were undermining the current and future

economic health of the nation (Clinchy, 1998; Meier, 2000; Tyack & Cuban, 1995).

According to the report, American students lagged far behind their peers in other

countries.  Without substantial changes to the nation’s public schools, the country

would lose its standing as the most powerful nation in the world.  The alarming

nature of the report caused the public to look critically at its schools.  Policymakers

from across the country responded to public concern by legislating systemic reform

of public schools.  The enacted legislation, widely supported by both conservatives

and liberals (Orfield & Wald, 2000), called for schools to adopt world-class
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standards and measure progress through standardized tests in what would come to

be known as accountability systems (McNeil, 2000).

The reform movement sparked by “A Nation at Risk” was not the

first attempt to link school reform to assessment.  Assessment has long been

a central component of educational reform (Linn, 1998; Herman, 1997).

According to Madaus and O’Dwyer (1999), as far back as 1845, Horace

Mann attempted to gain political control over obstinate headmasters by

testing students in each school.  Since that time, there have been numerous

attempts to add rigor to the curriculum and use tests to measure the results.

Each attempt was popular in its time and promised higher levels of learning

for more students (Ramirez, 1999).

More recent efforts to reform schools through assessment include the 1965

Elementary and Secondary Education Act that provided federal funds for schools

serving students who were considered disadvantaged by the system.  In exchange

for the funds, schools were required to administer norm-referenced tests to evaluate

the effectiveness of the program (Herman, 1997).  Thus, the Elementary and

Secondary Education Act contributed substantially to the large-scale use of

standardized testing as a measurement of educational progress (Asp, 2000; Linn,

1998).  The use of large-scale assessment to measure educational progress grew

during the 1970s when states adopted minimum competency testing (Natriello &
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Pallas, 1999).    Minimum competency tests, which were generally criterion-

referenced rather than norm-referenced, were designed to measure how well

students were mastering specific skills and objectives (Herman).  Measuring

student mastery of skills and objectives was a popular idea with legislators in

numerous states.  The number of states using minimum competency tests rose from

two states in 1970 to 34 states by 1983 (Linn, 1998; Pipho, 2000).

In spite of its popularity among lawmakers, minimum competency testing

came under fire after the publication of  “A Nation at Risk.”  The grim predictions

in the report caused policymakers to question whether minimum competency

testing was setting a high enough standard for American students.  In response to

this concern, state legislatures began to develop more comprehensive testing

systems.  These comprehensive testing systems evolved into the high-stakes

accountability systems in use today.

Currently, all but one state, Iowa, has some form of high-stakes testing.

The other forty-nine states are testing a wider array of subjects and including more

students in their systems than ever before. While these accountability systems vary

widely in detail from state to state (Meier, 2000; Scheurich, Skrla, & Johnson,

2000), there are three fundamental similarities: 1) the systems are based on content

standards that are articulated in a framework outlining what students should know

and be able to do; 2) demanding performance standards have been established
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along with assessments to measure whether the standards are being met; and 3)

high-stakes rewards and consequences for teachers and administrators are attached

(Linn, 1998; Meier).

This use and expansion of accountability systems is likely to continue as

policymakers and the general public increasingly support high-stakes testing as a

means of raising academic standards and holding educators and students

accountable (Heubert & Hauser, 1999; Massell, Kirst & Hoppe, 1997).  In fact,

accountability systems, and high-stakes testing, in particular, have become so

popular that politicians from both major political parties openly campaigned during

the most recent presidential election in support of such systems as a means for

educating all children well (Scheurich et al., 2000).

High-stakes Testing in Texas

During the 2000 U.S. presidential election, George W. Bush, the

Republican nominee, made educational reform one of the primary campaign issues.

Bush touted the educational progress Texas made under his leadership as governor.

He credited the Texas accountability system for creating an environment in which

all children received an excellent education, and he promised to create a similar

system at the national level.  “No child left behind” became one of the most well
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known slogans of the campaign.  As a result of this attention Bush gave the

accountability system, along with two well publicized studies by the Rand

corporation, the Texas accountability system has become the most widely discussed

of any of the state accountability systems (Scheurich et al., 2000).

However, although Bush brought the Texas accountability system into the

national spotlight, he was not its creator.  The origin of the Texas accountability

system began in 1982, even before the release of “A Nation at Risk.”  According to

McNeil (2000), during the 1982 Texas gubernatorial election, candidate Mark

White promised to raise teacher salaries by more than twenty percent.  White won

the teacher vote and the election.  After taking office, however, White was unable

to convince the legislature to pass the raise without also implementing quality

control measures.  The legislature wanted a guarantee that only good teachers

would be rewarded.  Governor White responded to these legislative demands by

planning a comprehensive reform bill that would both raise teacher salaries and

create quality control measures .

Anticipating that his reform bill would require a tax increase and that the

business community would oppose such an increase, White created the Select

Committee on Public Education (SCOPE) to study the issue of how to fairly raise

teacher salaries.  He appointed billionaire businessman Ross Perot as the committee

chair (McNeil, 2000).  Almost immediately, Perot broadened the committee’s
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scope to include any issue concerning public education (Toch, 1991).  As a

consequence, the committee studied issues from school funding formulas to

athletics.

The result of the committee’s work was Texas HB 72, a broad legislative

reform of public education in Texas.  In addition to raising teacher salaries, HB 72

included a lengthened school year, smaller class sizes, full-day kindergarten, strict

attendance rules, grade requirements for participation in extra-curricular activities,

and new finance formulas to provide more equalized funding among schools.  To

ensure that the public would see the benefits of these additional resources,

competency testing for teachers and students was also included in the bill.  In

essence, HB 72 legislated that education in Texas was to be both valued and

accountable (McNeil, 2000).

HB 72 also ushered in high-stakes testing in Texas.   Although prior to HB

72, students in Texas were required to take the Texas Assessment of Basic Skills

(TABS) in grades 3, 5, and 9, TABS was a minimum competency test that had no

sanctions attached to it other than the public reporting of scores by school.

Following HB 72, TABS was replaced with the Texas Educational Assessment of

Minimum Skills (TEAMS), a test of increased rigor.  In addition to increasing the

rigor of the test, the Texas Education Agency (TEA) added individual student

sanctions to TEAMS.  Beginning in 1987, students were required to pass the exit-
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level test for graduation.  Public reporting of scores by schools also continued with

TEAMS (Cruse & Twing, 2000).

In the late 1980s, citing a desire by the Texas State Board of Education and

the Texas Commissioner of Education for higher levels of academic achievement,

TEA made significant changes to the student assessment system.  The changes

included development of a new test that encompassed more of the statewide

curriculum and placed more emphasis on problem-solving skills. The new

assessment, the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS), included tests for

mathematics, reading, and writing and was administered for the first time in 1990

to students in grades 3, 5, 7, 9, and 11.  As with TEAMS, students were required to

pass the exit-level TAAS for graduation, and results of the test were made public

(Cruse & Twing, 2000).

While the sanctions for students connected to TAAS remained essentially

the same as those connected to TEAMS, sanctions for teachers and administrators

increased significantly with the implementation of TAAS. Although test results had

been reported to the public since 1983 when the TABS was used, there were no

official sanctions attached to the results.  Under TAAS, TEA assigned each school

a rating based on the percentage of students passing TAAS.  TEA established

minimum acceptable passing rates that schools had to meet to be rated

“acceptable.”  The minimum passing rate was required not only for the aggregate
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body of test takers, but also for disaggregated subgroups as well.  Schools with

passing rates below the minimum standard for any disaggregated group were rated

“low-performing” and were thus subject to oversight by officials from the local

district and TEA. In effect, the rating was viewed as a reflection of the

effectiveness of the teachers and principals in schools.  Through this public school

rating system, test results were, for the first time, linked to principals’ and teachers’

job performance (Heubert & Hauser, 1999, McNeil, 2000, McNeil & Valenzuela,

1998). TAAS, consequently, marked the beginning of the current accountability

system in Texas.

Since the inception of TAAS and the current accountability system in 1990,

the Texas accountability system, like systems in other states, has expanded to

encompass more subjects, more students, and higher stakes.  In 1994, TAAS was

extended to include testing at grades 4 and 8.  In the same year, the exit-level test

was moved to grade 10 to allow more time for remediation for students who fail.

In 1995, social studies and science tests were added to grade 8 and end-of-course

assessments were added for Algebra I and Biology.  In 1998 end-of-course

examinations for English II and U.S. History were added.  Additional changes

include moving the test administration period from the fall to the spring, public

reporting of scores for special education students and students who take the tests in
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Spanish, consistently raising the minimum standard for percent of students passing,

and limiting the criteria for exempting students from the tests (TEA, 2000).

In 1998, TEA included the school accountability rating as a component of

the statewide teacher evaluation system, establishing a direct link from test results

to job performance.  The accountability system is also linked to principal job

performance, although not through an appraisal system developed by the state.

Principal job performance is linked to the accountability system through district

policy.  In almost all districts, renewal of principal contracts is based at least

partially on success within the accountability system.  In some districts, such as the

Houston Independent School District, principals are placed on “performance

contracts.”  Under performance contracts, contract renewal, salary bonuses, and

building assignment are based on the principal’s effectiveness within the

accountability system, particularly TAAS scores (McNeil, 2000).

Basing principals’ continued employment on TAAS scores is strong

evidence that the principal is viewed as having primary responsible within the

accountability system.  Although the state holds district superintendents

accountable by issuing a rating for the district overall passing rate, a district could

have several “low-performing” schools and still receive an “acceptable” rating.  An

individual campus, however, is rated “low-performing” if even one subgroup falls

below the minimum passing standard, regardless of the aggregate passing rate.
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Additionally, it is individual school scores that are widely publicized, and school

principals who seem most likely to lose their jobs over accountability ratings.  The

responsibility for TAAS scores thus belongs to the principal regardless of whether

the principal has control over resource allocation, teacher assignments, or

availability of instructional materials.  Consequently, while the Texas accountability

system was intended to hold everyone connected to the system accountable, among

the adults in the system, it appears that the school principal is held most

accountable.

Scholarly Conclusions

A review of current scholarly literature reveals that the overwhelming

majority of literature related to accountability systems focus on the negative

aspects.  Critics are unified in their assertion that accountability systems and the

accompanying high-stakes testing are driven by false reports of crisis in public

education and that the touted increases in achievement attributed to such systems

are questionable at best (Berliner & Biddle, 1995; Meier, 2000).  Moreover, critics

argue that accountability systems and high-stakes testing result in decreased

democratic oversight of schools, narrowed curriculum, damaged instructional

practice, wasted resources, increased drop-out rates, increased teacher attrition,

greater inequity, and the irreparable harm to public education (Kohn, 2000; Haney,

2000; McNeil, 2000).  Scholarly supporters of accountability systems and high-
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stakes testing are not only limited in number, they are limited in the degree to

which they support such systems.  The commonality among supporters is the view

that accountability systems have the potential to make equity more central to the

discussion of educators.

Negative Effects

Critics contend that high-stakes accountability systems have several

fundamental flaws.  Clinchy (1998) argues that accountability systems are largely

based on a government report that has been discredited by respected researchers.

Secondly, Clinchy asserts that the use of high stakes rewards and sanctions is a

perpetuation of the factory model of schooling which values standardization and

efficiency above quality.  Sacks (1999) insists that high-stakes accountability

systems are actually a political tool rather than a mechanism for educational

reform.

The result of using a fundamentally flawed system, according to these

critics, has been significant damage to public education.  Resources have been

diverted away from schools.  Decision-making has been centralized to exclude

those closest to the students.  The curriculum has been narrowed.  Instruction has

been damaged.  Students and teachers are leaving schools en masse, and

educational inequity is increasing rather than decreasing.  Of greatest concern to the

critics is that these negative effects are the cost of increases in student achievement

that are questionable at best.
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False report.

The origins of most high-stakes accountability systems can be traced to “A

Nation at Risk.” After the release of the alarming report, policymakers rushed to

issue mandates to reform public schools.  According to critics, the irony is that the

reported failures of American schools outlined in “A Nation at Risk” have been

shown to largely be myths based on disputed interpretations of test data (Berliner &

Biddle, 1995; Clinchy, 1998; Dorn, 1998, McNeil, 2000; Meier, 1992; Tyack &

Cuban, 1995) and blatant misrepresentation of fact (Meier).  One of the most

damaging messages underlying “A Nation at Risk,” according to Meier (2000), is

that dumb teachers were to blame for ineffective schools.  This faulty assumption

led lawmakers to ignore educators concerns about accountability systems or

characterize their concerns as more evidence that recalcitrant teachers are part of

the problem.

Perpetuates factory model.

The assumption that teachers are an obstacle to high quality schools also led

lawmakers to attach high-stakes rewards and sanctions to the accountability

systems they developed.  According to Kohn (2000), lawmakers assumed that

educators need to be bribed or coerced into improvement.  Clinchy (1998)

maintains that the use of rewards and sanctions is a holdover from Fredrick

Taylor’s factory model that was imposed on schools in the early 1900s. The model
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was designed to increase efficiency in factories by minimizing costs through

standardization and maximizing worker productivity through external rewards and

punishments.  When applied to schools, the model resulted in children being

viewed as raw products to be built to specifications laid down by policymakers and

in schools being constructed and organized to provide a standardized education

with the fewest resources. Even today, Taylor’s model is the prevailing model of

school design and organization, and Clinchy insists its influence can easily be seen

in the accountability systems that lawmakers have developed.  The language has

become more sophisticated (children are referred to as human capital rather than

raw products), but the same “autocratic, antidemocratic, dehumanizing ideology of

corporate domination and control is unchanged” (p. 3).  Apple (2000), similarly

argues that using a business model to build or reform schools makes little sense

given that an enormously large percentage of businesses fail.  Businesses fail,

Apple contends, not just financially, but with employees as well.  Apple states,

“The literature is filled with accounts of employees who find little meaning in their

work and who are constantly subjected to external controls that have little or no

relevance to the way work is best organized” (p. xvii).  Apple reasons that schools

can ill afford to fail in the same manner.
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Political tool.

Sacks (1999) maintains that the use of high-stakes tests for school reform is

done more out of political motivation rather than misapplication of a business

model.  Historically, tests have been heralded as the answer no matter what the

perceived problems of school.  Policymakers favor tests because, unlike many other

reform measures, standardized tests can be externally mandated and rapidly

implemented.  In addition, testing programs are relatively inexpensive when

compared with other proposed solutions (Natriello & Pallas, 1999; Airasian &

Madaus,1983) .  Perhaps most important to lawmakers, testing programs are almost

certain to show results in a short period of time (Linn, 1998).  These short-term

results give the illusion of having a positive impact on the educational system and

make the policymaker look favorable to constituents (Ramirez, 1999).  While this

may lead to public support for standardized tests (Sacks; Shepard, 1995) and the

public is willing to accept some of the negative consequences of testing (Heubert &

Hauser, 1999), Shepard cautions that policymakers should not interpret public

support as an unmitigated endorsement for high-stakes testing.  Standardized test

results are not valued more than talking to the teacher and seeing samples of

student work.  Parents do not want standardized tests to the exclusion of other

forms of assessment (Shepard).
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McNeil (2000) asserts that the low cost and nearly certain short-term results

seduce policymakers into implementing high-stakes testing programs rather than

doing the hard work required to actually reform schools.  According to Hilliard

(2000), genuine school reform requires more than the hammer of high-stakes

testing.  “Real school improvement---improvements that guarantee high

achievement on comprehensive high-level goals---would require appropriate

resources” (p. 304).  Resources such as early childhood programs, smaller student-

teacher ratios, highly qualified teachers, well-stocked libraries, and extended

learning opportunities have all been proven to raise achievement levels, yet,

according to the critics of high-stakes accountability systems, policymakers tend to

minimize the issue of inadequate resources (McNeil; Orfield & Wald, 2000) and

assume “that all that is deficient about education for low-income and minority

children can be remedied by more forceful demands” (Kohn, 2000, p. 327).  Given

this view, better measurements and higher-stakes alone will not reform schools.  In

the absence of adequate resources, accountability systems are not systems of

reform.  They are, Clinchy (1998) asserts, little more than the same top-down,

bureaucratic system that has been used for the last century.

Diverts resources.

Critics of accountability systems argue that accountability systems not only

fail to add additional resources to schools, they actually divert resources away from
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the classroom.  Schools in the United States are notoriously under-funded (Berliner

& Biddle, 1995).  McNeil (2000) and Sacks (1999) assert that the problem of

under-funding is exacerbated by high-stakes testing programs that consume a

significant portion of education budgets. While testing programs may be

inexpensive compared to other reform measures, they are not cheap.  Texas, a state

with one of the lowest per pupil expenditures (McNeil), spent $24 million on

testing in 1996 (Sacks).  Texas, though, is not alone in spending large sums of

money on testing.  Forty-nine other states also make significant expenditures to

implement testing programs. Indeed, mandated testing programs have helped

testing become big business.  From 1960 to 1989, revenues from testing increased

from $40 million to almost $100 million (Office of Technology Assessment, 1992).

Sacks reports that sales of standardized tests in the K-12 market rose twenty-one

percent in five years, reaching $191 million in 1997. While this spending on testing

has grown, school budgets have not.  Massell et al. (1997) found that per pupil

expenditures adjusted for inflation has remained relatively unchanged while the

cost of education has risen.  States, thus, are choosing to spend educational dollars

on testing rather than sending the money to local districts.  In addition, high-stakes

testing further dilutes the money that does reach the local level.  According to

analysis by McNeil and Valenzuela (1998), the pressure of high-stakes testing

causes district and school officials to divert “scarce instructional dollars away from
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such high quality curricular resources as laboratory supplies and books toward test-

prep materials and activities of limited instructional value beyond the test” (p. 7).

Moreover, high-stakes testing dilutes more than financial resources at the

local level.  McNeil (2000) maintains that teachers, administrators, and other

school personnel are spending significant amounts of time and energy on testing.

Principals reported to McNeil that most administrators’ meetings are devoted to

discussions about raising test scores.  Teachers made similar reports about faculty

meetings and collegial conversations.  McNeil concludes, then, that in a high-stakes

environment, the topic of testing dominates the conversation of practitioners and

forces educators to expend energy seeking ways to raise scores rather than teach

children.  Time and energy spent on high-stakes testing, thus, takes away from

substantive curricular and instructional issues.

Centralizes decision-making.

Accountability systems are diverting more than just the financial resources

away from local schools.  Accountability systems are diverting decision-making

away from the local level as well.  Tyack and Cuban (1995) argue that policy elites

have dominated the discussion of school reform and the voices of those closest to

the students have been ignored.  They assert that discussions about the purpose and

character of school should not be a matter for experts alone.  Ayers (2000) concurs

and states that standard setting should be “the everyday vocation of schools and
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communities” (p. 65).  He asserts that the public should engage in a dynamic

discussion about what schools ought to be.  Such a discussion, Ayers contends, is

not easy or uncomplicated, but it is the ideal of democracy.  Sizer (1995) avers that

accountability systems are moving schools away from this ideal by moving

decision-making away from the people closest to the schools.  This movement

evinces a “suspicion of democracy” (p. 125), a suspicion that communities are not

capable of deciding what is best for their children.  As a result, he alleges, state

legislatures are becoming de facto school boards.  Therefore, through the use of

high-stakes testing systems, state legislatures are centralizing decision-making and

controlling the activities of local schools and districts (Airasian, 1987; Natriello &

Pallas, 1999; Sizer).

Narrows curriculum.

In addition to controlling the activities of local schools and districts, high-

stakes testing systems in effect controls the actions of teachers in the classrooms.

By placing enormously high-stakes on standardized test results, policymakers

ensure that teachers will teach what is on the test (Airasian, 1987; Linn, 1998;

McNeil, 2000; Perreault, 2000).  The unintended consequence is that teachers

narrow the curriculum to encompass only what is on the test.  Linn (1998) and

Shepard (1995) assert that subjects included in the accountability system are

overemphasized, while subjects that are not tested are virtually excluded.  Even
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within tested content areas, they maintain the curriculum is narrowed to focus on

skills that can be measured with a standardized test, whereas skills that are more

difficult to assess using standardized tests, generally higher level skills, are ignored.

The test thus becomes the curriculum.

As a result, increasingly schools are literally adopting generic curriculum

that is aligned to the test.  Commercially prepared test-prep materials supplant the

regular curriculum for days, weeks, or months at a time (Corbett & Wilson, 1991;

Herman, 1997; McNeil, 2000; McNeil & Valenzuela, 1998; Shepard, 1991).

McNeil asserts that test-prep curriculum is harmful not only because it is extremely

limited in scope, but also because it is a curriculum of received knowledge.

Students are not required to engage with the test-prep curriculum.  They do not

generate their own answers.  The test-prep curriculum requires only that students

select from the answers given.

Moreover, McNeil (2000) argues, this narrow, test-driven curriculum not

only fails to require students to engage with the curriculum, it does not allow

students to engage with the curriculum.  A test-prep curriculum, with its

predetermined answers, leaves little room for student input.  There is, consequently,

no place in a test-driven curriculum for students’ cultures or experiences.  “A test

driven curriculum,” writes McNeil, “closes out the stories children bring to school”

(p. 248).  Thus, the “community knowledge” that Banks (2000) indicates is so
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important in helping students understand institutional knowledge, is set aside, and

the curriculum becomes so generic and depersonalized that it essentially does not

involve the mind of the teacher or learner (McNeil).

Damages instruction.

In addition to narrowing the curriculum, high-stakes testing damages

instruction by encouraging teachers to teach skills in a format resembling the tests

(Asp, 2000; Corbett & Wilson, 1991; Haney, 1996; Heubert & Hauser, 1999;

Kohn, 2000; Madaus, 1988; McNeil, 2000; McNeil & Valenzuela, 1998).

Teaching that is focused on the format of standardized tests is not only ineffective;

it is actually harmful to student learning in two ways.  Firstly, McNeil reasons that

by mimicking the multiple-choice format of standardized tests which requires

students to select the correct answer from four given answers (three of which are

wrong, students are continuously exposed to erroneous information.  Thus, she

maintains, students are spending tremendous amounts of time studying information

they are intended to forget.  Secondly, Herman (1997) and Shepard (1991) assert

that standardized tests are based on the outdated theory that learning is linear-

sequential.  This theory suggests that one must learn basic skills before one can

learn more complex skills.  To the contrary, Shepard argues, recent research has

demonstrated that all learning requires active construction of evolving mental
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models and that it is quite possible for one to learn complex skills without having

mastered what are seemingly more basic skills.  Shepard states that recent research

has, furthermore, shown learning to be highly dependent on context.  By adhering

to the theory and format of the test, teachers mistakenly insist that students must

master basic skills before moving to more complex skills.  They further exacerbate

the problem, according to Shepard, by teaching the skills in isolation.  Without

context and without exposure to more complex skills, some students may never

master the basic skills and therefore never have the opportunity for a meaningful

education.  Even for students who are able to learn the basic skills in isolation,

Shepard maintains that a test-based approach may pose later learning difficulties, as

skills taught in isolation are difficult to remember.

However, McNeil (2000) maintains that moving away from this test-

congruent pedagogy is difficult because the stakes attached to the tests are so high.

She states that even without being told, teachers are absorbing the idea that the only

thing that is valued is the number of students passing the test.  A study by Confrey,

Bell, and Carrejo (2001) suggests that in some instances, teachers are even being

told directly that test scores are all that matter.  The report by Confrey et al.

describes a case in which an urban-minority high school partnered with a

consortium from a major research university to improve mathematics instruction

through national standards.  During the second year of the partnership, the school
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came under intense pressure to raise test scores.  Even with direct instructional

support from the consortium, teachers in the school were unable to sustain the

focus on instructional improvement.  The teachers abandoned standards-based

instruction and returned to a test-prep instructional approach including

differentiated, more intense test-prep, for students in the low-performing subgroup.

The move away from standards-based instruction toward a test-prep approach was

supported not only by the school principal, but also by the district curriculum

director.  Without the shared goal of using standards to improve instruction, the

partnership was unsustainable and the high school lost a critical resource for

providing students with high-quality instruction.

This test-prep instructional approach, according to McNeil and Valenzuela

(1998), occurs not only in grade levels and subjects where high-stakes testing

occurs, but also in other grade levels and subjects as well.  Reading instruction in

primary grades, they says, for example, often consists of reading short, unrelated

passages formatted like standardized tests.  Similarly, they report, teachers in fine

arts and science classes are often asked to spend a portion of class time teaching

test-prep lessons that review skills from other subjects that may be included on the

test.

The use of test-prep instruction in every grade and subject, regardless of

whether testing occurs there, is, according to Kohn (2001), severely limiting “real”
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teaching.  McNeil (2000) states that opportunities to engage in authentic teaching

are especially limited when campus and district administrators sanction test-prep

instruction.  In scripted, tightly paced test-prep lessons, teachable moments become

annoyances (Zemelman, Daniels & Hyde, 1998) and heavy-handed discipline a

necessity for keeping order among disengaged students (Kohn, 2000).  The result is

superficial learning (Sacks, 1999; Sheldon & Biddle, 1998).  An instructional focus

on test-preparation, therefore, may raise test scores, but it “violates what is known

about how children learn” (McNeil & Valenzuela, 1998, p. 3), and it impedes

progress toward creating life-long learners (Sheldon & Biddle).

Pushes out students.

The cost of test-driven curriculum and instruction is not just superficial

learning.  According to Valenzuela (2000), test-driven curriculum and instruction

pushes students out of the system at alarming rates.  The push to get poor test-

takers out begins even before students enter school.  Shepard (1991) reports that,

under pressure from accountability systems, schools are screening children out of

kindergarten and retaining children in kindergarten in spite of evidence that two-

year kindergarten programs do not show any increase in achievement but will

likely cause emotional harm.  Poor-test takers at other grades are also retained or

placed in special education program to avoid having them take the tests (Gratz,

2000; Kohn, 2000; Shepard). At ninth grade, where promotion is generally based



40

on earning course credits, poor test-takers are often forced to repeat the grade even

when they have the required number of credits for promotion (McNeil, 2000).

However, repeating the grade does not generally result in students receiving

additional services to increase the likelihood they will pass the test.  In fact,

according to Kohn (2000), students who have been retained are often denied access

to the test-prep support schools provide because retained students and other low-

achievers are viewed as not having the potential to pass the test.  McNeil reports

that this practice of denying services to poor test-takers is supported by at least one

consultant who has been hired by numerous Texas schools to provide advice about

raising test scores.  The consultant advocates focusing resources on the students

most likely to pass and not ‘wasting time with’ the lowest achieving children

because they will never pass.

In addition to being denied access to support services, low-achieving

students may be denied access to regular instructional services.  According to Kohn

(2000), teachers held accountable for student achievement begin to view struggling

students as liabilities.  Orfield and Wald (2000) state that “with their livelihood and

reputations riding on scores alone, faculty are motivated to dismiss low performers

in favor of those who are more likely to score well (p. 40).  In addition to being

viewed negatively by teachers, McNeil and Valenzuela (1998) asserts that poor

test-takers are also likely to be placed in remedial test-prep classes that are
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disconnected from the regular curriculum.  At the high school level, such classes do

not count for graduation credit.  Placement in these classes, therefore, makes

earning sufficient credits for graduation difficult.  Furthermore, placement in non-

credit test-prep classes does not guarantee that a student will pass the test.

Valenzuela (1999) found that when placement in non-credit test-prep classes does

not result in passing the test, students begin to question whether they are capable of

graduating and view the requirement to pass the test as an insurmountable barrier.

Similarly, Romo and Falbo (1996) found that the test requirement could be a

barrier even when the students are sufficiently motivated to graduate. This

perception of the test as an insurmountable challenge, according to Valenzuela, is

not mitigated by school personnel.  In an effort to raise scores, schools do not

discourage low-performing students who might want to leave, and in some cases

even encourage students to leave (McNeil, 2000).  Schools have, thus, come to

accept that pushing students out is an inevitable necessity of high-stakes

accountability systems (Meier, 2000).  However, Sacks (2000) maintains that

students being pushed out of the system is a huge cost for supposedly inexpensive

tests, not just to the students who must bear the weight for the failures of adults

(Hilliard, 2000, Orfield & Wald), but also for society (Kohn, 2000).
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Pushes out teachers.

Students are not the only casualties of high-stakes testing.  According to

Kozol (2000) and McNeil (2000), teachers, who had little voice in the development

of the high-stakes accountability systems, but who have had significant

responsibility for implementation, are being driven out of teaching by the relentless

focus on test preparation.  For those teachers who choose to stay in the profession,

Perrault (2000) concludes, this test-driven curriculum and instruction results in a

loss of autonomy.  Shepard (1991) reports that under pressure to raise test scores,

teachers feel forced to adopt instructional methods that conflict with what teachers

believe constitutes good learning.  Similarly, Kohn (2000) suggests that teachers

struggle with the fact that if they provide opportunities for authentic learning rather

than focusing on test preparation, students may pay the short-term price of lower

test scores.

This widespread suspension of professional judgement among teachers is

evidence of the controlling nature of high-stakes testing, according to McNeil

(2000).  She argues that high-stakes testing controls so much of what happens in

the classroom that the role of the teacher has been substantially reduced.  Airasian

(1987) and Hilliard (2000) suggest that in many cases, teachers have become little

more than proctors who administer scripted lessons and practice tests.  As a result,

even professional discourse is controlled by high-stakes systems.  Teachers and
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principals are told not to talk about anything else until test scores go up (McNeil).

Educators who insist upon talking about other avenues for learning outside the

testing system are viewed as obstacles to reform (Smith & Frey, 2000; Tyack &

Cuban, 1995).

Sheldon and Biddle (1998) argue that the controlling nature and rigid

standards of high-stakes testing reduce the motivation of teachers, forcing teachers

to choose between capitulation, resistance, or departure (Kohn, 2000).  Many are

choosing departure.  McNeil (2000) indicates that some policymakers view the

exodus of teachers as evidence that the reforms are working by driving out the bad

teachers.  She asserts, however, that bad teachers are not the ones who are leaving.

The teachers who are leaving are the most qualified (Kohn), the most intellectually

capable (Shepard, 1991), and the ones most dedicated to children (Kohn; McNeil).

In Kohn’s view, high-stakes testing is driving out the best teachers and making it

extremely difficult to attract new teachers.

Increases inequity.

The negative effects of high-stakes accountability systems impact all

children, but the negative effects of high-stakes accountability systems

disproportionately impact poor children and children of color (McNeil, 2000;

McNeil & Valenzuela, 1998). Educational inequity is not new. Historically,

educational opportunity has never been equitable, but high-stakes accountability
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systems, touted as a means to ensure educational equity, not only fail to eliminate

inequity, high-stakes accountability systems actually increase inequity (Ayers,

2000; Hilliard, 2000; McNeil; Meier, 2000).  Schools serving predominately poor

children and children of color are more likely to narrow the curriculum and use

test-congruent instruction (Herman, 1997; McNeil, 2000; McNeil & Valenzuela,

1998; Shepard, 1991).  They are also more likely to use resources to purchase test-

prep materials rather than books and laboratory equipment (McNeil).  Conversely,

more affluent schools are less likely to utilize resources for test-prep materials and

are more likely to receive monetary rewards for test scores (Airasian, 1987; Kohn,

2000; Orfield & Wald, 2000).

High-stakes accountability systems do not just inequitably impact schools

that predominately serve poor children and children of color.  High-stakes

accountability systems inequitably impact the students themselves regardless of

where the children go to school.  Students of color and poor students are more

likely to be retained (Heubert & Hauser, 1999), more likely to be assigned to

remedial test-prep classes (McNeil), and more likely to drop out or be pushed out

of school (Ayers, 2000; Gratz, 2000; Haney, 2000; Hilliard, 2000; McNeil &

Valenzuela, 1998; Meier, 2000; Natriello & Pallas, 1999; Valenzuela, 2000).

According to Darling-Hammond (1998), in spite of increasing achievement test

scores, the education of children of color continues to be mostly separate and
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unequal.  McNeil claims that rising scores and disaggregated data mask the

continuing inequity.  She asserts that no one is asking what is behind the rise in test

scores.  As long as the data are disaggregated by race and socioeconomic status and

the test scores continue to rise, accountability systems give the impression that we

are moving closer toward educational equity when in fact we are moving further

away.

In addition to increasing the already existing forms of discrimination in

education, critics argue that high-stakes accountability systems create new forms of

discrimination.  Sacks (1999) contends that accountability systems are based on

tests that are perceived to be objective measures of learning.  The labels that are

assigned to schools and students based on test scores are therefore seen as

legitimate. The fact that test scores are not exact measure of what students know

and can do Heubert and Hauser (1999) and are highly correlated to parent wealth

(Kohn, 2001; Sacks) is not discussed. The pretense of an objective measure creates

a legitimized form of discrimination.  Privileged parents who select homes based

on the test scores of the neighborhood school do not have to acknowledge that they

are trying to avoid schools populated by poor children or children of color (Sacks,

1999).  Policy makers can cite low test scores as justification to deny schools

additional resources and to deny students diplomas (McNeil, 2000).  Use of test
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scores in this manner objectify children and communities (Valenzuela, 2000) and

makes discrimination against them easier.

Questionable achievement.

Critics question not only the harmful effects of high-stakes testing, but the

achievement gains as well.  Critics contend that the touted gains in achievement on

high-stakes tests do not generalize to increased scores on other standardized

measures (Meier, 2000; Scrag, 2000; Shepard, 1999; Smith & Fey, 2000).

Similarly, according to McNeil (2000), the scores on high-stakes tests do not

correspond with more authentic forms of assessment.  The discrepancy between

high-stakes test scores and other forms of assessment can be explained by the fact

that teachers are teaching to the test which does not generalize to actual learning of

skills (Herman, 1997; Kohn, 2000; Shepard).  Rising test scores may actually have

negative implications for student learning if the rise is due to a focus on test-prep in

place of other learning (Herman; Kohn, 2000; Kohn, 2001; McNeil & Valenzuela,

1998).  Another explanation for rising test scores is the exclusion of low-

performing students from the test.  Tyack and Cuban (1995) assert that educators

are skilled at finding ways to evade the effects of high-stakes systems including

excluding large numbers of students from the test.  At the lower grades, placing

student in special education is frequently used as a way to limit who takes the test

(Perreault, 2000).  At the high school level, low-achieving students are
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systematically pushed out so there are fewer left to take the test (Haney, 2000).

The harshest critics contend that it is more than teaching to the test or exempting

large number of student that is resulting in rising scores.  Educators are exploiting

all avenues to improve test scores (Linn, 1998).  Teachers and principals in several

states have been accused of cheating on high-stakes tests (Kohn, 2000; Pipho,

2000).  McNeil (2000) contends cheating is the likely result when the discussion

centers only on the test scores, not how they were achieved.

Even if the rise in test scores is legitimate, there is little meaning in it.  Sizer

(2000) asserts that what is important, the long-term intellectual habits and

resourcefulness of citizens, cannot be measured with standardized tests.  McNeil

and Valenzuela (1998) add that success on high-stakes tests in no way ensures that

a child is receiving a high quality education or that the child has a promising future.

In fact, they add, if the passing score is the result of an education focused on test-

preparation, then the child’s chances for a real education have been unequivocally

reduced.  Even the policy statement on high-stakes testing from the American

Educational Research Association cautions that policy makers and the public may

be misled by “spurious test score increases unrelated to any fundamental

educational improvement” (p. 2).
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Call to end testing.

McDonnell (1994) challenges policymakers to acknowledge that assessment

has not lived up to its potential as a vehicle for major educational reform.

McDonnell concurs with Corbett and Wilson’s (1991) conclusion that mandated

assessments have changed classroom practice, but not in ways that policymakers

intended.  Shepard (1991) contends that the research on high-stakes testing is

overwhelmingly negative.  Mandated programs implemented in response to “A

Nation at Risk” have actually reduced the quality of instruction.  Policymakers

have put too much faith in tests (Ramirez, 1999) and have expanded the use of the

multiple-choice test beyond its original intended purpose (McDonnell). Scores

from these tests are unfairly being used as the sole determining factor in high-

stakes decisions (Heubert & Hauser, 1999; McNeil, 2000).  The critics contend it is

time to end the reign of high-stakes testing. Hilliard (2000) cautions that criticism

and call to end high-stakes testing should not be mistaken for lack of support for

high standards.  There is a fundamental disconnection between high stakes testing

and excellence in education (Hilliard, 2000). Linn (1998) summarizes the case for

ending high-stakes testing:

As someone who has spent his entire career doing research,

writing, and thinking about educational testing and

assessment issues, I would like to conclude by summarizing



49

a compelling case showing that the major uses of tests for

student and school accountability during the past four

decades have improved education and student learning in

dramatic ways.  Unfortunately that is not my conclusion.

Instead, I am led to conclude that in most cases the

instruments and technology have not been up to the demands

that have been placed on them by high-stakes accountability.

Assessment systems that are useful monitors lose much of

their dependability and credibility for that purpose when

high stakes are attached to them.  The unintended negative

effects of the high-stakes accountability uses often outweigh

the intended positive effects. (p. 28)

This conclusion, drawn by someone who has made a career of studying testing and

assessment, is a strong commentary on the negative effects of  high-stakes

accountability systems.

Positive Aspects

In contrast to Linn’s (1998) conclusion, proponents of high-stakes-testing

believe that the potential positive effects of high-stakes accountability systems

outweigh the possible negative effects.  Supporter of such systems provide

evidence to suggest that high-stakes testing and accountability systems are moving
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the educational system toward equity.  Thernstrom (2000) argues that knowledge

and skills are the road to equality and that accountability systems, which are based

on high standards, will ensure that all children, not just affluent children in the

suburbs, receive the knowledge and skills they need. “Kids,” Thernstrom asserts,

“can come from low-income, one-parent families, or from chaotic

neighborhoods…but in the classroom it doesn’t matter” (p. 36). Murnane (2000)

similarly maintains that the education children of color received in the past left

them at an economic disadvantage and that standards-based reform will rectify the

situation.  Murnane cites the progress in raising student achievement that has

already been made in states like Texas where standards-based accountability

systems are in place.  Chase (2000) declares that standards-based reform and high-

stakes testing are a “once-in-a-lifetime opportunity” to rectify the situation Lisa

Delpit describes in her book, Other People’s Children.

Scheurich et al. (2000) also view accountability systems as having the

potential to place educational equity at the center of the discourse on education.

Accountability systems, they contend, have forced educators and others to look at

the data and acknowledge that public schools have not been as effective with poor

children and children of color as they have been with more advantaged children.

Accountability systems have made visible the “under-education” and

“mistreatment” of children of color which had previously been ignored (Skrla,
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2001).  The visibility of the public schools’ lack of success with children of color

has been made so clear that for the first time the presidential candidate of both

major parties made a public commitment to high academic standards for children of

all races and socioeconomic classes.  The success that students of color are having

within accountability systems, particularly in Texas, makes such political promises

feasible.  Accountability systems have opened the door to the possibility that we

will stop talking about educating all children and do it with the political support

such an endeavor requires (Scheurich et al.).

In spite of their support for accountability systems, Scheurich et al. (2000)

concede that accountability systems are not without problems.  They acknowledge

the existence of evidence that demonstrates how accountability systems both

increase and decrease equity.  They argue, however, that accountability systems

should not be dismissed as all bad.  Feldman (2000) makes a similar argument, as

does Carnoy (2000).  Using the same data as Haney (2000) used to conclude that

the high-stakes accountability system in Texas is increasing dropouts, Carnoy found

that a direct causal relationship could not be made between the accountability

system and increasing dropout rates.  In fact, Carnoy found that high schools that

had higher increases in passing rates on the high-stakes test also had greater

declines in dropout rates.  Moreover, Muller and Schiller (2000) found that high-

stakes accountability systems tended to reduce the relationship between teacher

expectations and student achievement.  Thus, the low expectations teachers
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commonly have for students of color and students of poverty are mediated by the

high-stakes accountability system.  As a result, students of color and students of

poverty tend to have higher student achievement in high-stakes accountability

systems than similar students in states without such systems.

Scheurich et al. (2000) assert that the increase in academic achievement

among poor children and children of color is real and that it is no longer just

isolated schools that are achieving success.  Entire districts, in ever-increasing

numbers, are demonstrating success with poor children and children of color.  Each

school and district that obtains success within the accountability system serves as

evidence to counter the deficit thinking that has impeded the educational progress

of disadvantaged children for so long.  For this reason, Scheurich et al. challenge

critics of accountability systems to remain open to the possibility that

accountability systems will provide the leverage needed to realize educational

equity:

We suggest that many of us who care deeply about equity have had

to be so skeptical and critical for so long that we may have forgotten

to think carefully about positive possibilities.  We suggest that

everyone stop and consider whether it just might be possible that

this is the moment to install a new national equity norm. (p. 5)
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This is such an important possibility, they contend, that it may counter the

potentially negative effects of high-stakes accountability systems.   Even

Shepard (1991) and Heubert and Hauser (1999), vocal critics of high-stakes

testing, acknowledge that blanket criticism of tests is not justified and that

testing systems have the potential to increase educational equity under the

right circumstances.

Conclusion

In spite of the prevalence of research on high-stakes testing and

accountability systems, there are voids in the discourse.  Most noticeable is an

imbalance in the portrayal of high-stakes testing and accountability systems.  While

popular media overwhelmingly portrays accountability systems favorably, the

scholarly research is inversely negative.  The research is replete with evidence of

the damaging effects of accountability systems. A very limited number of

researchers have documented the positive aspects of accountability systems.  The

findings of these researchers indicate accountability systems have resulted in

significant increases in student achievement for some children in some locations.

More importantly, the findings of this research indicate accountability systems have

the potential to radically improve educational equity.  Such powerful findings

necessitate further exploration.

Another void in the research comes from the use of traditional research

methodology.  Research on high-stakes testing has been conducted almost
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exclusively by researchers outside of the school system.  This is not surprising

given that traditional research criteria, even that of qualitative research, is based on

the assumption that the researcher exists outside the unit of study.  Although many

researchers have engaged those inside the schools in the research, the research

remains a product and interpretation of outsiders.   The absence of voices from

inside the schools, those who live with the effects of accountability systems on a

daily basis, leaves a noticeable silence in the dialogue.

A third void in the discourse is the failure to carefully examine the role of

the principal in accountability systems.  While the impact of accountability systems

on teachers and students is a dominant theme in the research, the impact such

systems are having on the work of principals is rarely mentioned in any meaningful

way. At best, the research provides superficial characterizations of the role

principals play in the accountability system.  The most prevalent characterization is

the principal as “co-conspirator” who works with higher-level administrators in a

plot to ruin public education.  Principals in this characterization are motivated by

promises of financial reward or fear of being fired and are willing to engage in

unethical behavior to raise test scores (Bracey, 2000; Kohn, 2000; McNeil, 2000;

Ohanian; 2001; Perreault, 2000).  Other characterizations of principals include the

“test-prep pusher” who forces teachers to replace high quality instruction with

scripted drill-and-kill lessons (Confrey et al., 2001; Shepard, 1991) and the
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“uninformed bureaucrat” who unwittingly does the dirty work for the system

(Tanner, 2000).

Given the plethora of research from the 1980s documenting the pivotal role

principals play in school success, there is a critical need to research the effects of

accountability systems on the work of principals.  High-stakes accountability

systems have been shown to drive teachers out of education.  They may be having a

similar effect on principals.  Public schools can ill afford an exodus of principals

when at least half the districts in the nation are already facing principal shortages

that are as bad or worse than the teacher shortage (Lord, 2000).

Because of the important role principals play in school success and the

existence of a principal shortage which will likely worsen in the coming years,

there is an absolute necessity to examine the impact high-stakes accountability is

having on the work of principals.  We must determine whether accountability

systems are driving out principals just as some critics assert they are driving out

teachers and students (e.g. Kohn, 2000, McNeil, 2000).  Consequently, in this

study, the participants and I, three social justice principals working within the

nation’s most comprehensive accountability system, examined how we perceive the

high-stakes accountability system within which we work.  In doing so, we

identified the sources of the angst we experience between our social justice

orientations and our work within a high-stakes accountability system.  Further, we
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identified strategies for dissipating our dissonance.  In this way, this study

contributes to the larger body of scholarly literature on high-stakes accountability.

In the next chapter, I explain the methodology that I used in conducting this

study.  This explanation includes a description of the theoretical framework that

guided this study, the criteria used to select participants, the research design and

data collection methods, and the data analysis procedures.  Further, this explanation

includes the strategies that were employed to address trustworthiness and the

limitations of this study.
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Chapter 3

Methodology

The purpose of this chapter is to present a detailed plan of the methodology

that I utilized in conducting this study.  Included in this plan is the theoretical

framework that guided this study, criteria for participant selection, a description of

the research design and data collection methods that were employed, procedures for

data analysis, and techniques for establishing trustworthiness.  The limitations of

this study are addressed at the conclusion of this plan.

The primary purpose of this study was to engage principals in an

examination of the high-stakes accountability system within which they work.

Specifically, this study engaged three principals with an expressed dissonance

between their social justice orientation and their work within a high-stakes

accountability system for the purpose of empowering the principals to resolve the

conflict between their beliefs and their actions.  The following questions guided

this research:

1. How do the principals frame the conflict between their social justice

orientation and their work within a high-stakes accountability

system?

2. What do the principals view as the causal factors of their

dissonance?
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3. What action(s) can the principals take to dissipate their dissonance?

Theoretical framework

As the previous chapter illuminated, a substantial body of research

documents the positive and negative effects of high-stakes accountability systems.

These effects, as documented in the literature, pertain almost exclusively to

students and teachers.  While the effects of high-stakes accountability systems on

students and teachers are arguably the most important considerations, nonetheless,

the effect these systems have on principals is also of importance given the critical

role principals play in school success.

Additionally, the scholarship on high-stakes accountability systems is

replete with studies and commentary by formal researchers.  While these formal

researchers provide an important perspective, it is, nonetheless, a limited

perspective.  What is missing from the scholarly literature on high-stakes

accountability systems is the viewpoint of practitioners, particularly principals, who

experience the effects of such systems as part of their everyday work.

Riehl, Larson, Short, and Reitzug (2000) argue that appreciation for the

knowledge of administrative practitioners is needed and that research conducted by

practitioners has the potential to not only vastly expand our understanding of

current conditions and dilemmas in educational administration, but also to inform

the personal practice of individual administrators.
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This study was, as Anderson and Jones (2000) describe, an intentional,

systematic, and disciplined inquiry by an insider on how principals perceive high-

stakes accountability systems.  More specifically, it was my intent, as both a

practitioner and a researcher, to conduct an in-depth examination of principals,

myself being one of them, who have expressed dissonance between their social

justice orientation and their work within a high-stakes accountability system.  Thus,

through this research, the powerful lens of the insider (Anderson & Herr, 1996) was

brought to bear on accountability systems.  Moreover, as practical research, this

study increases understanding of the day-to-day lives of practitioners (Cochran-

Smith & Lyle, 1999), namely principals.

Anderson and Herr (1996) assert that there is no one right way to

approach the issue of studying one’s own practice.  Therefore, I let the focus of my

research, making meaning of the dissonance expressed by the principals and taking

action, guide my selection of research methodology.  This study was a qualitative

inquiry using a heuristic framework and action research techniques.

A qualitative approach was selected for this study because the purpose of

qualitative inquiry is to “inform action, enhance decision making, and apply

knowledge to solve human and societal problems” (Patton, 1990. p. 12).  My

interest was in helping the principals make meaning of the dissonance they are

experiencing and, in turn, use this knowledge to resolve their dissonance.  I

intended to study of a small number of cases in depth without an a priori theory or
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predetermined categories of analysis (Patton). Furthermore, I intended to be the

primary data collection instrument.  These postulations are in accordance with

Merriam’s (1988) six assumptions of qualitative research:

1.  Qualitative researchers are concerned primarily

with process, rather than outcomes or products.

2.  Qualitative researchers are interested in meaning--

-how people make sense of their lives, experiences,

and their structures of the world.

3.  The qualitative researcher is the primary instrument

for data collection and analysis.  Data are mediated

through this human instrument, rather than through

inventories, questionnaires, or machines.

4.  Qualitative research involves fieldwork.  The

researcher physically goes to the people, setting, site, or

institution to observe or record behavior in its natural

setting.

5.  Qualitative research is descriptive in that the

researcher is interested in process, meaning, and

understanding, gained through words or pictures.
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6.  The process of qualitative research is inductive in that

the researcher builds abstractions, concepts, hypotheses,

and theorizes from details.  (p. 19-20)

In particular, I used the theory of heuristic inquiry.  According to Patton

(1990), heuristic inquiry epitomizes the phenomenological emphasis on meanings

and knowing through personal experience.   Patton specifies that to use heuristic

inquiry, three conditions must be met: 1) the researcher must have personal

experience and intense interest in the phenomenon being studied; 2) co-researchers

must also have personal experience and intense interest in the phenomenon; and 3)

the study must focus on intense human experiences (from the point of view of the

investigators and co-researchers.)  Clearly, as current administrators who have

expressed angst about working within a high-stakes accountability system, the

participants and I have personal experience and intense interest in the effects of

high-stakes accountability systems on our work and our career commitment.  Thus,

heuristic inquiry was a logical theoretical perspective for my study.

To address my focus on taking action, I employed action research methods.

Because I was both the researcher and a participant, my methodology was

specifically participatory action research.  Participatory action research is an

outgrowth of action research, which was developed during the 1940s by Kurt

Lewin in response to the gap he perceived between theories about society and

actual societal practices (Bruce, 2000).  Bruce (2000) describes action research as
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research that engages practitioners in systematic examination of and reflection on

the current situation.

Similarly, participatory action research engages practitioners in reflection

on their own practice, however, participatory action research stems from a concern

of the researcher (Merriam & Simpson, 1995) rather than simply a desire to

improve one’s practice.  Moreover, participatory action research is a process for

engaging oppressed people in social, educational, and political change (McIntyre,

1997) so that they might transform their lives for themselves (Park, 1993; Whyte,

1989).    This methodology emerged out of the southern hemisphere during the

1960s and 1970s where it was used to empower indigenous groups of people

(McNicoll, 1999).  North American researchers and educators appropriated

participatory action research during the 1970s and have used it since that time for

projects addressing a variety of social and community issues (McIntyre, 1997).

Although participatory action research has been utilized by researchers in a

variety of locations for a variety of projects, the underlying tenets of participatory

action research have remained constant.  McIntyre (1997) describes these

underlying tenets as: “1) an emphasis on the lived experiences of human beings, 2)

the subjectivity and activist stance of the researcher, and 3) an emphasis on social

change” (p. 21).  Similarly, McIntyre asserts that although there are varying

understandings of what constitutes a participatory action research project and

multiple ways to conduct one, most participatory action research projects
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incorporate “a collective commitment to 1) investigate a problem, 2) rely on

indigenous knowledge to better understand that problem, and 3) individual action,

collective action, or both to deal with the issue under examination” (p. 20).

Therefore, though the focus of my research was not on empowering

marginalized people as has historically been the purpose of participatory action

research, I chose participatory action research because the tenets of the

methodology are congruent with the purpose of my study.  The intent of my study

was to engage social justice oriented principal colleagues in a collective

investigation of our dissonance using our own knowledge and experience so that

we might gain a clearer understanding of the angst we are experiencing about our

work within a high-stakes accountability system.  It was my hope that coming to

understand our dissonance would aide us in identifying strategies to dissipate our

dissonance, which, in turn, would allow us to continue working in public schools

where we may affect social change.  This purpose is fitting with Glesne’s (1999)

description of participatory action research:

…the research process is intended to assist participants.  This

kind of inquiry focuses upon issues of concern to those

researched.  The participants seek particular and localized

solutions to some question or allow a researcher to work

with them to address inequities or problems of some sort.

The participants sometimes become co-researchers and learn
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not only how to carry out a research project, but also new

ways to view or change their lives.  (p. 198).

Thus, this research did not result in a detailed plan for action.  Rather, the

action that I sought through this research was inward reflection by the

participants that helped us name the casual factors of our dissonance and

generate strategies to dissipate our dissonance.

Participant Selection

The participants for this study were selected using purposeful sampling

(Patton, 1990).  Patton (1990) states:

The logic and power of purposeful sampling lies in

selecting information-rich cases for study in depth.

Information-rich case are those from which one can learn

a great deal about issues of central importance to the

purpose of the research, thus the term purposeful

sampling.  For example, if the purpose of an evaluation is

to increase the effectiveness of a program in reaching

lower-socioeconomic groups, one may learn a great deal

more by focusing in depth on understanding the needs,

interests, and incentives of a small number of carefully

selected poor families than by gathering standardized
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information from a large, statistically representative

sample of the whole program.  The purpose of purposeful

sampling is to select information-rich cases whose study

will illuminate the questions under study. (p. 169)

Thus, purposeful sampling is utilized when, as in my case, the researcher is

interested in selecting participants who are of particular interest to the researcher

rather than because the participants are representative of a larger population.

For this study, the participants who were of particular interest to me were

successful principals who are concerned about the effects high-stakes

accountability systems are having on the education of children of color and

children of poverty.  Consequently, those selected for this study are current

principals of schools in Texas who lead schools with an accountability rating of

“acceptable” or above and who are viewed as strong, effective campus leaders as

established by informal interviews with principal supervisors.  Selecting principals

who have demonstrated success within a high-stakes accountability system was

important because it established that the concern of the principals was not simply a

consequence of being unsuccessful within the accountability system.

In addition to being strong, effective leaders, the participating principals

have social justice orientations.  Affirming the social justice orientation of the

principals was the greatest challenge in the participant selection process because

there is no single definition of social justice and no list of criteria that determines
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that one has a social justice orientation (Cochran-Smith et al., 1999).  Therefore, I

had to construct a protocol for verifying that the principals have social justice

orientations.   This protocol included an expressed commitment to social justice, a

reputation for being committed to social justice, and evidence that social justice is

embedded in the work of the participants.  An expressed commitment to social

justice was established through collegial interactions in which the principals

acknowledged “the structural inequities embedded in schooling help to perpetuate

unequal access to learning opportunities for various segments of the school

population” (Cochran-Smith et al., 1999, p. 232).  A reputation for being

committed to educational equity was established through informal interviews with

the principals’ supervisors.  During these interviews, I asked the supervisors to

identify issues that were important to the principals. While the supervisors did not

name social justice specifically as an important issue for the principals, they did

indicate equity was an issue for the principals and that the principals were

concerned about “equal treatment, access, and outcomes for children from

oppressed groups” (Lin, 2001, p. 3).    Evidence that social justice is embedded in

the work of principals was also gathered through these informal interviews with the

principals’ supervisors.  After the supervisors indicated that equity was an issue for

these principals, I asked the supervisors for an example of how the issue of equity

influenced the work of the principals.  In asking for examples of how the issue of

equity influenced the principals’ work, I was looking for evidence that the
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principals “support equity and justice and make that advocacy part of the school

lives of children” (Kohl, 1999, p. 307).

In addition, I selected principals whom I knew to be of the highest integrity.

The integrity of the participant was of utmost importance because participation in

this study posed a risk for both the participants and myself.  As current principals,

our employment is closely tied to success within the state’s accountability system

(McNeil, 2000).  By admitting that we are not fully supportive of the system, we

placed ourselves in a position of potentially being viewed negatively by our

employer.  Thus, selection of the participants for this study must was made in a

very careful, purposeful manner that minimizes the risk to participants.

As a consequence of the selection criteria, the sample size for this study was

small.  A total of three principals, including myself, participated.  Using a small

sample size was necessary to establish trust among the participants. Lincoln and

Guba (1985) assert that building and maintaining trust is important for any field

inquirer because it increases the likelihood that the participants will be

forthcoming.  In this study, where participation posed a risk to the principals,

establishing trust not just with the field inquirer, but also among the participants,

was essential to ensuring that the participants were candid enough to produce

sufficient data.
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Research Design and Data Collection

Once selected, the principals were interviewed individually.  The purpose of

the interview was to gather biographical data on each participant, to assist in

verifying the participant’s social justice orientation, and to access the participants’

perspectives (Patton, 1990) on how they frame the dissonance between their social

justice orientation and their work within a high-stakes accountability system.  In

order to obtain common information from each participant, Patton’s general

interview guide approach was utilized.  The guide I developed for these interviews

contained topics rather than questions.  The topic areas included background, social

justice, accountability system. As one of the participants, I audiotaped myself as I

describe myself in relation to these topic areas.

At the conclusion of the interviews, the participants were asked to begin

journaling.  The journals were reflexive in nature and were used by the participants

to record events, conversations, and thoughts related to the study.  A reflexive

journal is, Lincoln and Guba (1985) write,

…a kind of diary in which the investigator on a daily

basis, or as needed, records a variety of information

about self (hence the term ‘reflexive’) and method.  With

respect to self, the reflexive journal might be thought of

as providing the same kind of data about the human

instrument that is often provided about the paper-and-
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pencil or brass instruments used in conventional

studies….It consists of….a personal diary that provides

the opportunity for catharsis, for reflection upon what is

happening in terms of one’s own values and interests,

and for speculation about growing insights. (p. 327)

These journals served two purposes.  Firstly, as Lincoln and Guba suggest, they

provided the opportunity for catharsis as the participants explored their dissonance.

Secondly, the content of these journals was used to guide the discussion during

group sessions.

These group sessions began after the individual interviews were completed.

The participants and I met together for six sessions of two hours each.  These

sessions were semi-structured and served as a venue for collectively exploring how

our work within a high-stakes accountability system conflicted with our social

justice orientation.  We shared personal experiences and reflections to make

meaning of our dissonance.

During the first session, I suggested a theme that I identified from the

individual interviews.  I asked the participants to respond to this theme and discuss

their meaning.  The suggestion of this one theme was enough to generate a

substantial discussion.

During subsequent sessions, I will begin by providing an overview of the

previous session and inviting the participants to comment or clarify (McIntyre,
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1997).  Following the overview, I asked the participants to share what each of them

deemed a significant entry from their reflexive journals.  This generated a powerful

dialogue.  My responsibility as both a participant was to contribute to the dialogue.

My responsibility as a researcher was to facilitate the dialogue by asking probing

questions that helped us think deeply about the affects of the accountability system

that we might not ordinarily consider (Maguire, 1987).  Because the other two

participants were in a co-researcher role, they also asked probing questions to push

our thinking.

During each group session and immediately following each session, I made

field notes of my observations during the session.  These notes differed from my

reflexive journal in that the focus of the field notes was on detailing my

observations as a researcher rather than as a participant.  In addition to my

descriptive observations of each session, my field notes contain, as Patton (1990)

suggests, “insights, interpretations, beginning analysis, and working hypotheses”

(p. 242) about what was happening.  I will made similar field notes following the

individual interviews.

In addition to making field notes, I audiotaped the individual interviews and

group sessions.  These audiotapes were then be transcribed into written documents.

Recording the data through field notes, audiotapes and transcriptions helped to

ensure that the maximum amount of data from the individual interviews and group

sessions was captured.  The field notes, audiotapes, and written transcriptions from
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the individual interviews and group sessions were then utilized, along with the

reflective journals, as sources for data analysis.

Data Analysis

Because this was a qualitative study, I analyzed the data using an inductive

approach.  Lincoln and Guba (1985) define inductive analysis as “a process for

‘making sense’ of field data” (p. 202).  This process of making sense of data begins

with the initial data collection.  Thus, I began data analysis immediately following

the individual interviews.

McIntyre (1997) maintains that problem-posing, which is inherent in

participatory action research, “provides opportunities for knowledge creation and

self- and collective reflection, which, in turn, generates themes and patterns for

analysis” (p. 27). As I analyzed the data, I looked for themes and patterns to inform

the direction of the research (Glesne, 1999).  The other principals assisted in data

analysis by suggesting themes from their reflexive journals and our group sessions.

Specifically, I utilized codes to analyze the data.  Miles and Huberman

(1994) describe codes as “tags or labels for assigning units of meaning to the

descriptive or inferential information compiled during a study” (p. 56).  They assert

coding is useful as a mechanism for retrieving and organizing data and may be

applied to small or large chunks of data.  Moreover, the codes may take the form of

either straightforward categories or complex descriptors, such as metaphors.
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I used an inductive coding approach (Patton, 1990).  In this approach, codes

emerge from the data rather than being predetermined.  As the codes emerged, I

examined them in relationship to the themes and patterns identified by the other

principals.  These themes and patterns changed substantially as the research

progressed and we deconstructed and reframed our dissonance.  Consequently, the

codes developed over the course of the research as well.

Maintaining this fluidity throughout the process of analysis is critical to

allowing the data to tell the story.  “The point of analysis is not simply to find a

concept or label to neatly tie together the data.  What is important is understanding

the people studied….The analytical process is meant to organize and elucidate

telling the story of the data” (Patton, 1990, p. 392). To this end, I attempted not

impose my story on the data.  Rather, I utilized emerging themes and patterns to

uncover the story the data tell.  This story helped the participants and I to better

understand what it means to be an educator committed to social justice working

within a high-stakes accountability system.

Trustworthiness

Lincoln and Guba (1985) assert that triangulation of data is crucially

important to establishing trustworthiness.  Therefore, I utilized triangulation as the

primary technique for establishing trustworthiness.  Specifically, I triangulated the

data using interviews, group sessions, and journals.  Both the interviews and the
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group sessions were audiotaped.  These audiotapes allowed me to review particular

segments of the interviews and group sessions.  Reviewing the audiotapes of

concluded sessions assisted me in generating questions and discussion points for

subsequent sessions.  In addition, the audiotapes permitted me to replay specific

parts of the sessions for review and comment by the other participants.  Similarly,

the journal entries provided data that was repeatedly reviewed and shared for

comment by other participants.

In addition to triangulation, I utilized member checks (Glesne, 1999) as a

technique to establish trustworthiness.  The audiotapes of the interviews and group

sessions were transcribed and shared with the participants for review and revision.

Additionally, drafts of the final report were shared with the participants to ensure

that the participants’ views are accurately represented.

To minimize the influence any preconceived ideas I might posses, I utilized

peer debriefing.  Peer debriefing, as defined by Lincoln and Guba (1985) is the

technique of debriefing with a disinterested colleague throughout the inquiry

process.   Peer debriefing served to keep me “honest” by exposing me to probing

questions, allowed me to test emerging hypotheses and next steps in

methodological design, and provided a cathartic outlet to clear my mind of

emotions and feelings that might cloud good judgment.
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Limitations

As with any qualitative research, the findings of this study are not

generalizable.  This study tells the story of three particular principals in a particular

place and in a particular time as told by a particular participant-researcher.  It is, as

Merriam (1988) asserts all qualitative research is, a singular interpretation of

events.  Although I made every effort to refrain from dominating the participants

and telling their story for them (Pizarro, 1998), the interpretation, nonetheless, is an

interpretation of the events through my lens.

My lens is one of a many facets.  I am a white female, an elementary school

principal, a doctoral student, a wife, and a mother of a young child.  Each of these

roles colors who I am and how I view the world.  Similarly, each of these roles

influenced how I viewed the data generated by this research.  My role as an

elementary school principal, however, likely had the greatest influence.

I am the principal of a large, inner-city elementary school populated

predominately by students of color and students of poverty.  From my privileged

position as a middle-class white person, I do not know what it is to live with the

inequities faced by people of color and people of poverty.  I do know, however,

how those inequities play out in the education of children of color and of poverty.  I

know first-hand that schools populated by poor children and children of color

receive fewer and lower-quality curriculum materials, laboratories, and computers;

significantly larger class sizes; less qualified and experienced teachers; and less
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access to high-quality curriculum (Darling-Hammond, 1998).  My fear is that high-

stakes accountability systems are exacerbating the inequities.  It is this fear that led

me to this research, and it is this fear that I had to contend with as I analyzed the

data.

Consequently, I selected a colleague who views high-stakes accountability

systems as neither all good nor all bad to serve as my peer debriefer.  Selecting a

peer debriefer who has a balanced view of such systems helped to ensure that I

considered all aspects of the data.  This was critical given that I was acting as both

a participant and a researcher.

Conclusion

As insider research, this study was fraught with dilemmas (Anderson &

Jones, 2000).   Fulfilling the roles of both participant and researcher was a complex

challenge.  Nonetheless, I believe, as do Anderson and Jones, that action-oriented,

insider research has the potential to transform practice and inform the public

through nonfictional educational stories (Barone, 1992).  Perhaps more

importantly, the results of this study suggest that this research has empowered us,

the participants, to begin to resolve our dissonance so we may remain in public

education, which offers our best hope for social justice.  I present those results in

the next chapter.



76

Chapter 4

Results

In this chapter, I present the results of my study, which engaged principals,

myself being one of them, in an examination of the conflict between our social

justice orientation and our work within a high-stakes accountability system.  Since

the purpose of this study was to cause us, the participants, to reflect upon our

dissonance with the aim of lessening that dissonance and thereby improving our

working conditions, participatory action research methods were employed.

Specifically, two other principals were selected through purposive methods (Patton,

1990) for their social justice orientation and their success within a high-stakes

accountability system.  Collectively, we investigated the dissonance between our

beliefs and our work within a high-stakes accountability system.

 This collective investigation was accomplished through individual

interviews, group sessions, and reflexive journaling.  The individual interviews,

one with each participant, were conducted prior to the group sessions.  These

interviews served to gather background data on the participants, including evidence

of our success as a principals and evidence of our social justice orientation.  Six

group sessions followed the individual interviews.  These group sessions were each

two hours in duration and took place over a two-month period.  Between the group

sessions, each of us maintained a reflexive journal. We used these journals to
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record thoughts about the group sessions as well as to document relevant events

that occurred during the course of the research.

 Audiotapes were made of all the interviews and group sessions.  These

audiotapes were then transcribed to create a written record of the data.  The data

from the interviews, group sessions, and journals were coded and analyzed for the

purpose of identifying themes.  The analysis of the data was guided by the

following questions:

4. How do the principals frame the conflict between their social justice

orientation and their work within a high-stakes accountability

system?

5. What do the principals view as the causal factors of their

dissonance?

6. What action(s) can the principals take to dissipate their dissonance?

The results of this analysis are reported in this chapter.

The first section of this chapter describes the participants.  The data in this

section were gleaned through the individual interviews conducted with the

participants.  The purpose of this section is to provide a detailed description of the

participants’ backgrounds and experiences to establish that the participants meet the

criteria for participating in this study.  Further, this detailed description of the

participants helps to provide the context for this research.  Establishing the context

for this research study is essential given that this is a qualitative research project.
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The accuracy of this description was verified through member checks (Glesne,

1999) with each participant.

The second section of this chapter describes how the group sessions were

conducted and what data resulted from these sessions. In this section, I offer my

interpretation of the data, which is presented as themes.  These themes appear in the

order in which they emerged during the group sessions.  The third section of this

chapter describes the collective and individual action the participants plan to take as

a result of participation in this study.  The last section of this chapter is a summary

of the findings.

Participants

The participants for this study were selected using purposeful sampling

(Patton, 1990).  The participants were selected for their expressed concern about

the high-stakes accountability system and their social justice orientation.  In

addition, the participants were selected because they are principals who have

demonstrated success within the Texas high-stakes accountability system.  Further,

the participants are known by me to be of the highest integrity.  Ensuring that the

participants are of the highest integrity was essential given that the employment of

principals in Texas is closely tied to their support of the high-stakes accountability

system (McNeil, 2000), and, therefore, participation in this study poses a risk to the

participants.
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The participants selected for this study are similar in numerous ways.  In

addition to the three of us being white, middle-class, having a social justice

orientation, and experiencing dissonance about working within a high-stakes

accountability system, all three of us are current elementary school principals in the

same urban school district in Texas.  Moreover, all three of us are principals for the

first time and we all have experience as teachers at the elementary level.  The three

of us also share a reputation for being successful.  This reputation for success was

noted during informal interviews with our supervisors.  Each of our supervisors

indicated that we are considered among the best principals in district and are highly

valued members of the organization.  Because of this reputation, the three of us are

frequently asked to serve on district level committees and are often consulted by

our supervisors and peers for input on issues related to instruction and governance.

In addition to our shared reputation for success within our district, all three

of us are highly educated and well regarded among professors of educational

administration.  Each of us holds a master’s degree from a highly rated program in

educational administration.  One of the participants recently earned a PhD.

Another has completed coursework toward a doctorate degree, and I plan to

complete my doctoral degree in the near future.  Furthermore, all three of us have

served as guest lecturers for courses in educational administration at nearby

universities, and one of us was recently selected to serve as an adjunct professor in

educational administration at two of these local universities.
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While the other two principals and I share similarities, each of us also has

distinct characteristics. Although all three of us come from a privileged white,

middle class backgrounds, the specific composition of each of our backgrounds

differs.  Similarly, although each of us possesses a social justice orientation, the

foundation for that orientation varies.

Ron

Ron, the only male participant, is the principal of a small, highly diverse

elementary school.  His school’s attendance zone includes the married student

housing for a major research university as well as two homeless shelters.  Because

the school is located near the downtown area, many parents who work downtown

elect to send their children to Ron’s school.  Ron has been the principal at this

school for four years, and in that time, the school has earned the rating of

“Recognized,” the second highest rating in the state accountability system.  Ron’s

school has also been acknowledged by other entities.  An educational consortium

that is working with the school district selected Ron’s school as a model site and

has frequently brought teachers and administrators from other districts to view the

school.  In addition, the consortium has videotaped several teachers at Ron’s school

to use in their training materials.  Furthermore, during the course of this research,

Ron’s school received additional recognition from a regional magazine.  Texas

Monthly magazine gave Ron’s school the highest rating in its annual review of
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Texas public schools.  Although the Texas Monthly rating is based on the same test

scores used by the state to determine accountability ratings, because the magazine

uses different criteria, not all schools that are highly ranked in the state system are

highly ranked by the magazine.  Most of the recognition that Ron’s school has

received has occurred within the last year and has made Ron one of the fastest

rising stars in the district.

Ron’s path to the principalship is the least traditional of the three

participants.  It began in Oakland, California where Ron was born to a Jewish

pharmacist and his Protestant wife.  Ron’s father owned several pharmacies, and

the family lived very comfortably in a spacious ranch house.  When Ron was six,

his family moved to upstate New York to live on the farm where his mother was

born and raised.  Although the farm had been in his mother’s family since the

1840s, it was not a successful one, and his mother’s family was poor.  Because

Ron’s mother broke with family tradition by going to graduate school and then

marrying a Jew, her family ostracized her and her return to the family farm was not

particularly welcomed.

Ron sensed this ostracism from his mother’s family, and, therefore, he

viewed himself as an outlier on the farm.  Moreover, Ron also felt like an outlier at

school.  He attended the local public school where most of the students came from

lower-middle class families and few aspired to attend college.  Ron’s well-educated

mother, his Jewish father, and his own academic leanings made Ron an “other”
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among his peers.  He was one of only a very few from his high school to go to

college and the only one to go to a prestigious Ivy League school.

It was at this Ivy League school that Ron came to recognize the hierarchy of

social privilege.  In his hometown, Ron’s immediate family was among the most

educated and wealthiest.  Therefore, although Ron felt like an outlier among his

peers and even among his mother’s relatives, Ron and his family also enjoyed the

privileges of being at the top of the social structure.  At the Ivy League school,

however, Ron felt his place in the social structure was reversed.

The whole tide shifted and I was no longer

academically privileged.  I was the bottom tier.  I was

the academic minority because of my poor academic

preparation and socially because my parents were no

longer a privileged group.  They were lower-middle

class.  I saw fabulous wealth around me and it felt

like a constant reminder that my own public

schooling preparation wasn’t good enough.  It was

both exhilarating, because for the first time I felt like I

was really, truly learning, and it was daunting because

the people around me had received far superior,

classical, traditional kinds of education.
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It was this recognition of a social structure that advantaged some over others that

led Ron to the education profession.

When he entered college, Ron intended to become a computer scientist.  He

quickly learned that he was bored by computer science, so he “jumped into the

classics.” By his junior year, Ron recognized that although the classics were

fascinating, a degree in the classics was not marketable, so he began to grapple with

what career path he would follow once he graduated.  It was at this time that Ron

learned of a new organization that was recruiting students from fields other than

education to work as teachers in some of the country’s most challenging schools.

Ron was immediately attracted to this concept because he recognized that it would

allow him to combine his passion for the classics with his strong interest in

teaching and learning.  This recognition prompted Ron to apply with Teach For

America during his senior year.  Ron was accepted into the Teach For America

program, and that year he also received a fellowship to teach at a school in Athens,

Greece as part of his study of the classics.

After returning from Greece and graduating, Ron went to work for Teach

For America.  Following his initial training, Ron was placed in Lincoln High

School, an inner city school in Houston, Texas.  At Lincoln, Ron taught ESL

classes for two years, including TAAS preparation classes for ESL students.  The

TAAS preparation classes presented a particular challenge because all of the

students in the classes had been in the United States for two years or less and spoke
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primarily in Spanish, yet they had to pass the TAAS in English in order to graduate.

To aid the students, Ron created special TAAS study materials.  Although many of

the students did not pass the test and eventually dropped out of school, Ron was

considered an effective teacher because a greater percentage of the ESL students

were passing under his instruction than had passed in previous years.   Ron was so

effective, in fact, that school administrators asked him to work with regular

education students on the weekends.  Ron agreed and began to voluntarily tutor

students at the public library across the street from the school.

Although Ron considers his success in getting more ESL students to pass

the TAAS important, he names another project as a greater success.  “The crowning

glory” of his work at Lincoln High School was when Ron and the two other Teach

For America teachers who were working in the school decided to help some of

their ESL students apply to the Cornell University Summer School.  The three

teachers, all of whom had come from elite colleges, recognized that some of the

students they worked with were academically “on par with the best students

anywhere.” The teachers helped the students prepare their applications and submit

them to Cornell along with a letter requesting that the students be considered as a

group.  The teachers requested that either all the students be accepted, or none of

the students be accepted because the teachers believed that the students would have

a greater chance of success in the program if they attended together.  Ron and his

colleagues knew that their students were coming from drastically different
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circumstances than those who typically attend the summer school program and they

wanted the students to have each other for support.

The plan devised by Ron and his colleagues worked.  All seven students

were accepted were accepted to the Cornell University summer school program.

While Ron and his colleagues were elated, they faced the monumental task of

raising $25,000 in six weeks to pay for the program.  With the help of the local

Cornell alumni association and other businesses, they met their goal.  The week

before the program started, the teachers and students flew to New York to visit

Ron’s family farm.  The students then attended the summer school program.  No

student received a grade below a B-.  The students returned to Houston for their

senior year of high school.  Six of the students who attended the summer school

program went on to college.  Seven years later, the program was still in place and,

for the first time, one of the students who participated in the program applied and

was accepted to an elite college, Princeton University.

Although from Ron’s perspective, the program was “magnificently

successful,” not everyone at Lincoln High School shared that view.  School

administrators saw this program as a threat to the partnership the school had with

the University of Houston-Downtown.  The administrators resented that the

Teacher for America teachers, who were temporary residents in the school

community, would create their own program that worked against a long-standing

program.  In retrospect, Ron acknowledges that he and his colleagues did not
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involve the school administrators as much as they should have.  Although they

routinely reported the gains they were making, the administrators were not directly

involved in the decision-making.  Not fully understanding the politics at work, they

“naively” and “rambunctiously” set out “to show the world that these kids could

make it,” and “stepped on a few toes in the process.”

Because of the tension created by the Cornell University Summer School

project, Ron left Lincoln High School at the end of his two-year contract and went

to work at the national office for Teach For America.  There, he acted as a liaison

between the national office and field directors who worked at schools were Teach

For America teachers were placed.  The following summer, Ron worked as the

director of a Teach For America summer program in Houston.  This was his first

experience as a school administrator, and discovered that, like teaching, he loved

school administration.

Following this first administrative experience, Ron spent two years in

Ecuador where he taught middle school and then preschool at an American school.

While he was in Ecuador, Ron decided that he wanted to return to graduate school

to study school administration.  Having no ties and the freedom to go anywhere,

Ron applied to what he understood to be the best-rated principal preparation

program in the United States, the principal preparation program at Harvard

University.  Midway through the Harvard program, Ron decided that after

completing the program, he would return to Texas where there was a significant
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bilingual population.  Ron’s search for an administrative position began in one of

Texas’s largest cities where he met considerable resistance.  “They wanted me to

begin as a teacher so they could get a look at me.  I was just so gung ho, and I

wasn’t meeting any principals who really lit me up.”  On a “whim,” Ron went to

another metropolitan area in Texas where he met a principal that seemed to have all

the characteristics he had hoped to find in a mentor.  Although the principal was the

leader of a school populated by affluent white students rather than the bilingual

students and students of poverty with whom Ron most wanted to work, Ron agreed

to work as an assistant principal so that he could learn from this outstanding school

administrator.

After working as an assistant principal for a year and serving as a summer

school principal in the same district, Ron applied to be the principal of his current

school.  What attracted him most to his current school were the diverse student

population and the fact that the student achievement data illustrated a need for a

principal who was committed to equity.  The student achievement data revealed a

two-tiered system within the school.  The data showed that students from the

university’s married student housing and from affluent neighborhoods “left the

school academically proficient” while students from the homeless shelters and the

less affluent neighborhoods “were not learning much of anything before they left.”

Ron was committed to narrowing that gap, but he was determined to do so through
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“authentic learning, not through TAAS worksheets, not through succumbing to

drilling for the test.”

In Ron’s five-year tenure as principal, the achievement gap has narrowed

while the overall achievement level has increased.  More importantly than the

increases in test scores, Ron points to the fact that the entire culture of the school

has changed.

When I first arrived at the school, it was very common

to hear kids referred to as shelter kids.  I don’t fault the

kids for that because they are very different; they lead a

very different life.  However, what we try to do is stress

that everybody is different and where we do find

common ground at our school…[I] believe a public

school should have its doors open to any student any

time…Students who are homeless, students who have

been removed from their homes, need to be welcomed

into a place, not merely accepted, but welcomed.  So

we have a whole systemic process for receiving

students at our school….We also have international

families. That adds another dimension.  We are a very

diverse community.  I see this school as a microcosm of
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society.  Not society as it is, but society as it should be

because all these children intermingle and all the daily

realities that we see in a cityscape come to bear on us.  I

see that as essentially healthy for all kids.

This change in school culture described by Ron is confirmed by his supervisor and

is an illustration of Ron’s commitment to social justice.

Ron’s commitment to social justice can also be seen in his willingness to

become politically involved on behalf of the families in his school community.

During Ron’s second year as a principal, the rent at one of the apartment complexes

where several of the students lived was raised significantly.  The apartment owner

informed tenants who were on month-to-month leases that they would have to

vacate the apartments immediately.  Many of these people worked in service jobs at

the hotels in the nearby downtown areas.  They did not own cars, so moving from

the apartments would make it difficult for the people to continue working in the

downtown area.  The families turned to the school for help.  Ron arranged for a

series of meetings with the apartment owner.  Representatives from LULAC

participated and translators were provided.  Ron’s hope was “to mediate the whole

thing and at the same time, try to keep alive the notion that there needed to be

affordable housing downtown.” In the end, the families were given the opportunity
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to remain if they were willing to pay the higher rent.  Most were unable to do so,

but they were given time to find other housing.

Although Ron’s support ultimately did not prevent the families from having

to leave the apartments, Ron believes that his support helped to “empower the

families to demand the consideration the law said was due them.”  Further, Ron

indicated that this experience reinforced his belief that “helping the community is

part of educating the children.”  Consequently, while Ron’s primary focus has been

on increasing student achievement, he has also continued to “search for

opportunities” for the school to “contribute to the community.”

Elizabeth

Elizabeth is the principal of an elementary school that has historically

served middle class white students.   Over the past decade, however, the

neighborhood surrounding the school has become more diverse which has resulted

in a changing school population.  Five years ago when Elizabeth became the

principal of the school, white students were still the majority.  Currently, nearly

eighty percent of the five hundred students in Elizabeth’s school are children of

color and seventy percent are children of poverty.  In spite of the rapid

demographic changes, TAAS scores have increased for all student groups, and the

campus has been rated “Acceptable” within the state accountability system and
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nearly qualifies for the “Recognized” rating.  In addition to rising test scores,

Elizabeth’s school is noted for its strong literacy program.  Teachers from other

schools in the district frequently visit Elizabeth’s school to learn more about

research-based literacy practices.  Elizabeth, herself, is often asked to provide

training to other principals.  Two years ago, Elizabeth was selected by the Texas

Education Agency to serve as one of a select few “Reading Leaders” who were

charged with training principals from across the state in the area of literacy.  In

addition to her work with literacy instruction, Elizabeth has been invited to

participate in a “principal think tank” which is sponsored by a national educational

consortium.

Elizabeth’s path to the principalship is the most traditional of the three

participants and it begins in Ft. Worth, Texas where Elizabeth was born.  When

Elizabeth was just a few days old, a retired army colonel and his wife adopted her

and took her to their home in Houston.  Elizabeth’s father worked as a civil

engineer for a company that builds oil pipelines.  The job required Elizabeth’s

family to move frequently, sometimes two and three times a year.  As a result,

Elizabeth attended eleven different schools between the seventh and the twelfth

grades.

I was in and out of schools a lot.  I never got a complete

curriculum.  I would go into a school that was covering
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a portion of history that I had already gotten somewhere

else.  It was disjointed information.  I just had to pick

up from wherever I went in.  So I didn’t like school at

all. (Interview 40)

This sense of disconnectedness nearly resulted in Elizabeth dropping out of high

school.  Her detachment from school reached its peak during her junior year when

she attended an all-girls public high school in New Orleans that was being racially

integrated for the first time.  There was tremendous division in the school.  Fights

were routine and there was a general sense of disorder.  Since Elizabeth was a

newcomer to the school, she had few friends, which was not new to Elizabeth.  She

was used to spending lunch periods by herself in the outside corridor.  What was

new in this situation was that Elizabeth had to share the outside corridor with the

African American girls who had been bused to the school.  Elizabeth would stand

by herself and the African American girls would call her to come over.  When she

did, they made nonchalant comments about her clothes or shoes.  This never

resulted in an altercation, but Elizabeth, having heard about the fighting, Elizabeth

“sensed that school was a fearful place to be.”  Consequently, Elizabeth became

increasingly reluctant to go to school.  Eventually, she convinced her parents to

allow her to live with friends in Houston and finish out the school year there.
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The following year, Elizabeth returned to New Orleans.  The school she had

left the year before was now a more orderly place and Elizabeth completed her

senior year there.  Shortly after she graduated, Elizabeth’s parents moved yet again,

this time to a small town in west Texas.  Having no desire to attend college,

Elizabeth moved with them.  She spent her days sleeping and her nights hanging

out in Mexico.  After several months, Elizabeth’s parents became fed up with her

lack of ambition and they sent her to join her brother who was enrolled at a small

university in west Texas.

Although she enrolled at the university only to appease her parents,

Elizabeth quickly found that she enjoyed university life.  Whereas she constantly

felt like an outsider in high school, Elizabeth easily fit in at the university.    She

found friends who shared her concern about the Vietnam War and her support of

the civil rights movement.  One such friend was a woman named Debra who was

one of the few African American students at the university.  When Debra and

Elizabeth decided to room together, it caused a firestorm on campus.  They were

harassed by other students and questioned by university staff.

Not only did Elizabeth’s choice in roommates raise concerns with other

students on campus, it raised concerns with Elizabeth’s parents as well.  Elizabeth’s

parents were typical of other white, middle class parents of that time.  They were

well meaning, yet narrow-minded.  They commonly referred to people of color in
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derogatory terms and their interaction with people of color was limited to socially

accepted relationships.  Elizabeth’s parents found it acceptable to have an African

American woman work as a maid and a nanny in their home, yet Elizabeth was not

allowed to attend social events where African Americans would be present.  When

Elizabeth’s mother discovered that Elizabeth was living with an African American

woman in college, she threatened to pull her out of school.  Elizabeth was not

dissuaded by this threat.  She knew her decision to live with an African American

roommate would not be well received on campus or at home, and this only made

living with Debra more intriguing.  Elizabeth recognized her parents’ racist views

and she not only refused to adopt them, she openly defied them.

While Elizabeth thought this rebelliousness and social activism was an

important part of her learning, she also recognized that there was a more practical

purpose for her being at the university.  So, after a few semesters with an

undeclared major, Elizabeth agreed to major in music as a favor to the head of the

music department who was looking to increase enrollment.  Elizabeth was taking a

music course in piano at that time, and she concluded that a major in music with a

teaching certification would at least get her a job.  While she was in student

teaching during her senior year, Elizabeth realized she did not have “enough

musical skill to be a good music teacher.”  However, she had developed an interest
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in teaching, so she continued at the university and earned certification in

elementary education with a kindergarten endorsement.

Shortly before Elizabeth graduated, she married another student at the

university who also planned to teach and who hoped to coach high school football.

Marrying a high school football coach meant that, just as in her childhood,

Elizabeth would move frequently as her husband advanced in the coaching

hierarchy.  The frequent moves that her husband’s job required resulted in

Elizabeth teaching in four different districts and six different schools in thirteen

years.

Elizabeth’s first teaching experience was as a kindergarten teacher in a

small town in south Texas.  It was here that Elizabeth discovered her love for

teaching.  After two years, her husband’s job took them to a small military town in

central Texas where Elizabeth taught gifted and talented second grade, primarily to

children of military personnel.  Since the school served military families, Elizabeth

expected to teach a diverse student population.  Once she was arrived, however, she

learned that the school she was working in served the children of the military

officers, most of whom were white.  The children of the more diverse enlisted

personnel went to school in another town.  Elizabeth did not enjoy this experience.

She did not care for the principal and she resented the pressure from parents to
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label all of the children gifted and talented.  After a year at this school, Elizabeth

took a leave from teaching to care for her children.

By the time Elizabeth returned to teaching five years later, she and her

husband had moved once again.  This time they were living in a large urban area.

Elizabeth took a job teaching first grade in a mostly white, middle class school.  A

Nation at Risk had recently been published and the modern reform movement in

public schools was underway.  Elizabeth found that she liked teaching more than

ever.  She enjoyed the freedom of being able use innovative instructional strategies.

After five years as a first grade teacher in that district, Elizabeth was tapped to

teach in a brand new school that would serve mostly poor African American

children.  Elizabeth was thrilled that she would finally get the chance to work with

a more diverse population.  As it turned out, the experience was not as she

imagined it would be.

It was a nightmare.  I loved that year, but for the

opening of school, they brought in all these white,

middle class teachers and put them in this beautiful

building with all the materials in the world you needed

and 1400 elementary kids whose experiences didn’t at

all match the experiences of the teachers—teachers who

had never worked anywhere but middle class,
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predominately white schools.  It was like a war zone the

first week—actually quite a while.  Kids were running

down the halls.  Adults were chasing them.  Kids were

screaming.  It was awful.  It was crazy….Even with a

brand new building, the school was overcrowded.  It

was huge.   They had eight first grades.  They had to

add another class, so they put a brand new teacher and

me in the music room, which displaced the music

teacher.  We literally had two first grade classes in one

room.  It was unbelievable.

Elizabeth quickly realized that it was not enough to want to work with children of

color and children of poverty.  She needed a better understanding of how to work

with children of color and children of poverty.  The teachers and administrators

scrambled to find strategies for working with students who were vastly different

from the students they had worked with previously.  Elizabeth recalls that the focus

of conversation was on finding strategies to control student behavior.  The school

eventually adopted the Boy’s Town model and the school became a more orderly

environment.

The following year, Elizabeth accepted a job as a language arts specialist in

another new school that was opening.  Like the school she had been in the previous
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year, this school would serve a large number of children of color and children of

poverty.  The opening of this school, however, was much smoother.  The principal

of the school Elizabeth had worked in the previous year mentored the principal of

this new school.  There was training for the teachers prior to the students’ arrival

and there were systems in place, which created an organized atmosphere.

It was during the two years that Elizabeth worked at this school that she

decided to enroll in graduate school to pursue mid-management certification.  Her

intention in gaining mid-management certification was to obtain a curriculum

management position at the central office.  She enjoyed working as a curriculum

specialist at the campus level and she felt she had something to offer at the district

level.  She also had financial motivation.  By this time, she had three children to

care for, one of them being a teenage nephew.  Two teachers’ salaries were not

enough to meet her family’s financial needs.  She and her husband decided that of

the two of them, it made the most sense for Elizabeth to go back to school.

Elizabeth began her graduate work, but before she could complete her mid-

management program, the family moved again, this time to a suburb in central

Texas.  Elizabeth took a job teaching second grade in a mostly affluent, white

school.  She also enrolled in the mid-management program at a nearby university.

The coursework of her mid-management program required her to implement

school-wide projects, which Elizabeth did with great success.  As a result, she
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began to take a leadership role on her campus.  Elizabeth enjoyed being a leader

and was encouraged by the positive feedback she received from her colleagues.

This experience caused her to change her focus from the curriculum department to

the principalship.  With the goal of the principalship in mind, Elizabeth accelerated

her work toward mid-management certification.  Her school district was growing

and the superintendent planned to add addition assistant principal positions in the

next year.  Elizabeth was determined to get one of the new positions.

Elizabeth was, in fact, selected as one of the new assistant principals.  She

became the assistant principal at a small, very affluent elementary school.  After

two years as the assistant principal at this school, Elizabeth was ready to seek a

position as principal.  She applied in her current district and in surrounding

districts, including a large urban district nearby.  After being a finalist for a dozen

schools in several districts, Elizabeth was appointed the principal of her current

school.  Although she was thrilled with the opportunity, she also recognized that

she faced a daunting task.  The school data showed that the population of her

school was changing from a predominately white middle class school to a high

poverty, high minority school and that the children of color and the children of

poverty who were soon to be the majority were not being well-served.  Although

this was exactly the kind of challenge Elizabeth had hoped to find in the
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principalship, she was not fully prepared for the emotional toll the challenge would

take.

Just a few days into Elizabeth’s first year as the principal, the

superintendent reassigned the assistant principal, the school secretary, and the

counselor from her campus to positions on other campuses.  The superintendent

believed that these individuals were angry that the assistant principal had not been

named the principal and that they were undermining Elizabeth’s authority.  This

abrupt move caused a political firestorm on the campus and in the community.

Teachers and parents were outraged and many wanted Elizabeth removed.

Elizabeth was determined to remain and to get the campus headed in the right

direction.

As Elizabeth observed in classrooms and spoke with teachers, she realized

that the discrepancies in achievement were due to the low expectations that most

staff held for the students.  There seemed to be a common acceptance among the

staff that what was most important is that everyone felt good about him or herself.

This led to a culture in which students were given inflated grades and false praise.

Communication with parents focused only on what the student was doing well.

Parents believed their children were achieving at much higher levels than they

actually were.  Teachers did not question each other’s instructional practice and the

principal was not expected to do so either.  These cultural norms resulted in a
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school where everyone was happy, but the children were not learning.  Elizabeth

believed she had a moral obligation to change the culture immediately.

Elizabeth began to raise questions about the instructional practices in the

school.  This caused more resistance from the staff and led to parent protests

against her.  Elizabeth did not let up.  She continued to raise questions about the

belief systems that were operating in the school and the instructional practices that

were in use.  The teachers and parents continued to resist, even taking their

concerns to the school board.  When the resistance and protests failed to result in

Elizabeth’s removal or a change in her behavior, many teachers decided to leave.

This gave Elizabeth the opportunity to hire teachers who were open to improving

their instructional practice and, more importantly, who were committed to high

achievement for all children.

With a sizeable number of new teachers, Elizabeth began to build a new

school culture.  She laid out her expectations for student achievement.  She

implemented routine and systematic assessments to measure progress. She insisted

that the results of those assessments be shared with parents even when the results

showed that students were behind.  She led discussions about best practice and

trained teachers in using them.  By the end of her second year, even teachers who

had initially resisted Elizabeth’s leadership began to acknowledge that the school
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was making progress.  Since gaining credibility with her critics, Elizabeth has

continued to move her school forward.

Sarah

I am the principal of a large elementary school, which is overwhelmingly

populated by children of color and children of poverty.  Almost all of the students

live in the densely populated neighborhood that surrounds the school.  The school

community is well known to me because I have been connected to the school in

various aspects for more than a decade.  For the past five years, I have been the

principal.  Prior to becoming the principal, I was a teacher and technology

specialist at the school.  During my tenure as principal, TAAS scores have risen

significantly.  Test scores have risen for all subgroups on all tests by as much as

thirty percent.  Further, the school, which at one time was on the edge of being

rated “Low Performing,” has received a rating of “Acceptable” within the state

accountability system and is on the brink of receiving a “Recognized” rating.  This

rise in test scores has been achieved without a test-driven instructional program.

To the contrary, my school is recognized for its focus on high quality instruction.

My campus serves as host site for a field-based teacher preparation program run by

a local university.  My school frequently serves as a pilot site for new instructional
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materials and software, and it currently serves as a model site for training teachers

in the area of science.  Additionally, as in Ron’s school, two of my teachers were

featured in a national educational consortium’s training video.   The result of our

focus on high quality instruction has not only been rising test scores, but more

importantly, increased opportunities for our students.  Last year, twelve students

from my campus were accepted into an academic magnet program that draws

students from across the district.  This was more students than came from any other

campus in the district.  Because of the recognition my campus has received, I have

been invited, like Elizabeth, to participate in a national educational consortium’s

principal think tank. I also serve as a mentor principal for interns in the principal

preparation program run jointly by the district and a local university and as a

mentor to new principals.

My journey to the principalship began in a small, mostly white, middle

class Illinois town known for manufacturing large farm implements.  Most people

in the town worked in these manufacturing plants or a closely related business.  My

father, however, did not work in the manufacturing industry.  He grew up in a poor

farm family, and rather than continue farming or work in manufacturing, he went to

art school.  After art school, he opened a small commercial arts studio, which

eventually became very profitable.  My mother, who came from a wealthy family,

stayed at home to care for the seven children she and my father had.
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My family was wealthier than most of the families in town, although there

were many families, particularly those of the manufacturing plant founders, who

had much greater wealth.  In spite of the differences in wealth among the families

in town, people appeared to lead fairly comparable lives.  Most people lived in

economically diverse neighborhoods and sent their children to the public schools.

They shopped in the same grocery stores and attended the same churches.  It was a

town in which the advantages of wealth were subtly exercised.

Just as most families seemed to lead similar lives, students, regardless of

wealth, seemed to have similar education experiences.  Students attended one of the

twelve elementary schools in town and then one of three junior high schools before

entering the lone senior high school in town.  While there were some students who

moved in and out of the system, most students had their entire K-12 experience in

this one, overwhelmingly white, middle class, school district.  The vast majority of

the students graduated from high school, and more than 70% went on to post

secondary education.

My own school experience followed this pattern and would have been quite

unremarkable except that during my senior year in high school, my father’s

business began to fail and my family experienced a financial crisis.  While this did

not have any direct impact on my high school education, it threatened to derail my

post secondary education.  Whereas two years previously, my father had told me
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that I could go to any college that I wanted to attend, during my senior year in high

school, my parents told me that they could not afford to send me to college.

Determined to escape the Midwest and my family’s problems, I began searching

for colleges that I could afford to attend by working and taking out loans.  I found

such a school in Texas.

Shortly after graduating from high school.  I went to Dallas where my

oldest sister was living. I spent the summer working as a clerk in the oil company

where my sister was an accountant.  That fall, I left Dallas to enroll in one of

Texas’s large public universities.  Having applied to the university without ever

having visited the campus, I had little idea of what to expect.  I remember walking

across campus for the first time and being overwhelmed by its magnitude.

There were so many people, so many smart, beautiful

people.  And there I was.  I didn’t know anyone except

my roommate and a few kids down the hall.  But I

knew that I clearly did not belong.  First of all, I wasn’t

a Texan and there were plenty of people who let me

know that not being a Texan was a character flaw.  And

secondly, I didn’t have the money that these people

had.  Even the students who weren’t considered rich

were driving brand new cars and spending enormous
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amounts of money on everything from clothes to beer.

They also had a different way of interacting.  I

remember being struck by the fact that people made

racist jokes and used derogatory terms as part of casual

conversation, even with people they didn’t know well.

People thought nothing of asking very personal

questions about your background and then making

remarks if you were dumb enough to answer them.  It

was like a whole other culture that I couldn’t relate to. I

was used to people being more discrete about their

money and their views.  I wanted nothing more than to

leave that place as soon as possible.

Since returning home seemed like a worse proposition than staying, I remained at

the university, although I never did develop a sense of belongingness.  Working my

way through college set me apart from the mainstream, so I never fully engage in

university life.  Instead, I hung on the fringes and associated more with my

coworkers than with other university students.  After three years at the university

and more than one hundred credit hours, I was still unclear about what I wanted to

study.  I had changed majors so many times and put so little effort into my courses

that I had a disjointed conglomeration of course credits and a minimally acceptable



107

grade point average.  Rather than continue without a clear direction, I took a year

off from college.

During that year, I took a job as a teacher’s aide at a school for visually

impaired students.  I worked with students who not only had visual impaired

students, but mental impairments as well.  Through this work, I discovered that I

enjoyed teaching.  I had considered education before, and even taken some

education courses, but I had never been able to commit myself to a career in

education.  Pursuing a career in education seemed like a copout.  I was in one of the

first generations of women to have the opportunity to pursue careers outside of

teaching and nursing.  I could not bring myself to waste that opportunity.  After a

year at the school for visually impaired students, however, I was convinced that I

belonged in education.

I returned to the university that fall with a clear focus on earning a degree in

special education.  Two years later, I graduated and was hired as a special

education teacher at my current school.  I was thrilled to have the opportunity to

work in a school populated by children of color.  I was eager to use all that I had

learned about special education and multicultural education in my teacher

preparation courses. After only a few weeks in the classroom, however, I realized

that what I had learned would not help me as much as I had expected.
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When I left the university, I had this notion that there

was an African American culture and a Hispanic

culture.  I was eager to incorporate what I knew about

these cultures into my classroom so the students would

feel a sense of pride and ownership.  I was ready to

make meaningful connections with the students and to

learn more about these cultures from the students

themselves.  The only problem was, my students didn’t

know they were supposed to have this designated

culture.  They didn’t know the African American

culture or the Hispanic culture.  This was coupled with

the fact that my special education classes were

overcrowded.  While the gifted and talented teacher

next door was teaching language arts to fifteen fifth

grade students, I was simultaneously teaching language

arts, math, and social studies to a combination of

nineteen third, fourth, and fifth graders.  So even if I

had understood how to incorporate the students’

cultures into the classroom, I’m not sure I could have

done it.
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These unexpected challenges that I was not prepared to address led to frustration.  I

sought advice from my colleagues, and while they were supportive, they did not

seem to believe that incorporating the students’ cultures into the classroom was

essential and they did not seem to view my overcrowded special education room as

anything unusual.  In addition, they had concerns about their own classrooms.

Morale among the teachers, in general, was poor.  As the school year continued, I

became angry.  I was angry with my university for not preparing me better, and I

was angry with my principal for not providing the kind of leadership I thought the

school needed.  In January of that school year, I enrolled in a workshop entitled,

“Career Options for Teachers.”  I planned to leave teaching at the end of the school

year.

Once the school year ended, I began applying for positions in the training

departments of large companies.  Although I interviewed with several companies

and was offered more than one position, I did not accept any of them.  I was

reluctant to accept any of the positions because as I was searching for a new career,

I was also reading success stories about teachers who worked with African

American and Latino students.  In addition, I was reading about school leadership

and the role a teacher can play in changing the climate of a school.  The more

books I read, the less certain I was that I wanted to leave education.  By the end of
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the summer, I was convinced that I could be a successful teacher of children of

color and that I could help to transform my school.

I returned to my campus that fall, eager to share what I had learned with my

colleagues.  My principal was impressed with the reading I had done, and she

provided opportunities for me to present information to the staff.  This, however,

did not lead to a miraculous turnaround in the school.  Morale was still low and

achievement scores were less than impressive.  What this did lead to, however, was

the start of a conversation.  People began to talk about the possibility that our

students were not destined for failure.  In addition, my bringing this information to

the staff led to a campus leadership role for me.  Suddenly, my principal was

appointing me to chair committees and to lead staff development sessions.  She

appointed me the person in charge whenever she and the assistant principal were

off campus.  She gave me permission to reorganize the way special education

students were scheduled to reduce the number of students a special education

teacher served at one time.  I gladly accepted these opportunities, and midway

through my second year of teaching, my principal encouraged me to apply to a

principal preparation program, which I did.

After enrolling in the principal preparation program, I continued teaching

full time and went to school at night.  Although I had enrolled in the program to

learn about school administration, I learned about much more.  Most importantly, I
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gained insight about what had happened during my first year of teaching.  I came to

understand what I had not understood about my students and their cultures.

Through coursework and discussion with other students in the program, my ideas

about culture and race were challenged and changed.  I came to understand that

race and culture are complex concepts and their impact on instruction cannot be

neatly packaged into a one-semester course.  I also began to understand how the

social structure in the United States advantages white people over people of color

and the obligations I have to change that system.

One experience, more than any other in my principal preparation program,

helped me understand the privilege of whiteness.  This experience occurred during

the first summer of my preparation program. All of my courses that summer

centered on a single project in which the other students in the program and I

conducted a community survey on behalf of a school district.  The school district

that my classmates and I were assigned to work with was an historically all white

district that had recently been merged under a court-ordered desegregation plan

with a nearby predominately African American school district.  There was

tremendous racial division in the district, and our job was to survey people in all

parts of the community to get their views about the district and then report our

findings to the school board, which was also racially divided.
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During the last day that we were conducting the survey, I went to a home in

an area that was previously part of the predominately African American district.

The house was dilapidated and the yard was overgrown.  When I first approached

the house, I was not even certain that anyone lived there.  As I stepped onto the

front porch, an elderly gentleman appeared in the door and asked what I wanted.

After explaining who I was and my purpose for being there, the gentleman agreed

to participate in the survey and invited me to sit on the porch with him.  He politely

answered the questions I asked him, and when I was finished, he asked me whether

he could tell me one more thing about the school district.  I readily agreed to hear

what else he had to say.  The man then proceeded to tell me one of the most heart-

breaking stories I had ever heard in my life.  He told how he had sent his young

son, who was the shining star of the family, to the elementary school down the

street, and how the people at the elementary school had destroyed his son’s life.

The man indicated that his son had gone to school eager to learn, but he was

constantly being “put out of class” for disruptive behavior.  This went on for

several years, until one day the gentleman received a call from the school informing

him that there had been an accident.  The school official indicated that while his

son was being disciplined, he had “gotten wild” and his head hit a wall and was

split open.  An ambulance had been called to take his son to the hospital.  The

man’s son suffered permanent brain damage as a result of the incident and never

completed high school.  The gentleman cried as he expressed guilt for “letting”
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such a horrible thing happen to his son.  He explained that he knew his son was not

a “bad boy” as the school officials said he was, but he did not want to complain

because he was afraid they would not let his son return to school.  After leaving

that gentleman’s home, I went to a house in the white, more affluent, part of the

district.  There,I sat for twenty minutes as a woman freely told me how the

“Niggers” were ruining “their,” meaning the white people’s, school district.

That evening, as my classmates and I debriefed our findings from the day, I

learned that my experience was not unique.  Each of my classmates had met

someone of color who related an equally horrific experience as the one I had heard.

Similarly, each of my classmates had also interviewed at least one openly bigoted

white person.  While we had expected to find inequities in the district, for many of

us, the depth of the inequities and the cruelty with which people of color were

treated was startling.  This experience significantly altered my view of the world.

In addition to altering my view of the world, my experience that summer

left me wondering about how the families in my own school community viewed the

school.  After returning from the survey trip, I told my principal about my

experience and suggested that our staff go into the community to visit the homes of

students as a demonstration of our commitment to develop a relationship with the

families.  The principal was receptive to the idea and we immediately began

planning our first neighborhood walk.  Although the staff was reluctant to



114

participate at first, after visiting the homes of the students, the staff agreed that

going out into the community was a worthwhile experience.  Nine years later, home

visits prior to the beginning of the school year are still an annual event that is

enthusiastically anticipated by both the staff and the families of my school.

Two years after the first neighborhood walk, I finished my principal

preparation program and left the school to take a job as an administrative intern in

the school district’s central office.  A year later, the principal I had worked under

retired, and I returned to the school as the new principal.  As the principal, I have

made a conscience effort to strengthen the school’s relationship with the

community.  During my tenure as principal, we have established adult education

and parenting programs at the school.  We have gone to city hall to demand more

resources for the community.  We have established a family resource center where

families can find both academic and social support.  We have developed a program

for teaching parents how to hold their children’s school accountable for their

children’s learning.  Most importantly, we have established a school culture that

values the families as the rightful owners of the school.
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Group Sessions

In scheduling the group sessions, my greatest concern was ensuring that

Ron and Elizabeth attended each session.  With only three participants, I could not

afford to have either of them miss a session. With this in mind, I planned to

schedule all of the sessions at the onset so that Ron and Elizabeth could plan

accordingly.  After consulting with Elizabeth and Ron about what day of the week

would be most convenient, I scheduled our meetings for Wednesdays at 5:30.  I

hoped that by having the meetings on the same day of the week and at same time,

there would be no confusion about when we were meeting.  In addition, by having

them in the early evening, we could go to the sessions directly from our campuses,

which would minimize the possibility that one of us would be delayed by

responsibilities at home.

Once the schedule was set, I spoke with Ron and Elizabeth about the best

location for our sessions.  We agreed that we needed to hold the sessions away

from our campuses to ensure that our time would be focused and uninterrupted.

We also wanted an environment in which we could speak freely.  We considered

various options such as the university library or one of our homes before we

decided to hold our sessions in local restaurants.  Holding the sessions at

restaurants meant that none of us had to be concerned with preparing for guests in
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our home, which would have added a stressor to the sessions, and it addressed the

issue of food, which was important since we were meeting during the dinner hour.

We selected restaurants that were not located near any of our schools and were not

likely to be crowded.  This reduced the likelihood that anyone associated with our

schools or the school district would be present and that we would have relative

privacy for our sessions.

After finalizing the logistical arrangements for the sessions, I began to

prepare for the first group session.  As I did so, I gave careful consideration to

establishing trust between Ron and Elizabeth.  I knew both of them well enough to

have established a trusting relationship with each of them, but they did not know

each other well.  I was concerned that they would not be candid unless trust was

established.  This concern was underscored during the individual interviews when

both Ron and Elizabeth made reference to the importance of keeping our work

confidential.  Although neither expressed concern about the other, I sensed that

both of them had some apprehension about working with the other.  After listening

to the audiotapes of the individual interviews and hearing their concerns for a

second time, I decided that I would provide more structure for the first session than

I had originally planned.  I planned to ask questions that would allow Ron and

Elizabeth to learn more about each other, and in turn, build trust between them.  In

addition to preparing questions for the session, I also decided that I, personally,
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would transcribe the audiotapes from the interviews and group sessions rather than

have someone else to do it.  Although I knew this would slow my work, I felt it was

important to do whatever I could to assure Ron and Elizabeth that our work would

remain confidential.  As it turned out, this was a good decision.  Once I told Ron

and Elizabeth that I would personally transcribe the tapes, they both indicated relief

that they did not have to be concerned about who might hear the tapes, and,

therefore, they could be completely candid.

The day of the first group session, I arrived at the restaurant early so that I

would have time to set up my equipment.  I also wanted an opportunity to review

some of the questions I had planned to use to guide the discussion.  As I entered the

restaurant, I was relived to find that we had anticipated correctly; the restaurant was

nearly empty.  I requested a table in the back corner away from any discernable

traffic pattern.  I assembled my microphone and tape recorder, checked the

batteries, and made a test recording.  I then pulled out my notebook and began

looking at the questions I had written, wondering if they would stimulate any

conversation at all. A few moments later, Ron arrived, and Elizabeth followed

shortly thereafter.

Since Ron and Elizabeth already knew each other, I did not need to

introduce them.  They immediately greeted each other, and after we talked briefly

about the events of our day, we got started with the session.  I began by reviewing
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the purpose and the structure of my research.  I indicated that our goal was to

explore the dissonance that each of us had expressed about our work within a high-

stakes accountability system and collectively identify strategies for dissipating that

dissonance.  Following this explanation, I shared a summary of my analysis of the

individual interview sessions.  My analysis indicated that all three of us shared a

concern about being defined by the accountability system.  I asked Ron and

Elizabeth whether they thought being defined by the accountability system was

central to their dissonance.  Because of the lack of trust between Ron and Elizabeth,

I expected them to contemplate the question for an extended period before

answering, and that when they did answer, their response would be brief.  This was

not the case.  Elizabeth responded without hesitation.  She agreed that being

defined by the accountability system was, in fact, a concern.   As an example, she

indicated that when she first came into the district, she believed that she was

viewed as someone who had depth of knowledge about curriculum and instruction

and someone who would move her campus forward.  She indicated that she was

frequently asked to conduct training sessions, particularly in the area of literacy,

and people were often sent to talk with her and observe the literacy instruction

occurring on her campus.  In the last year, however, she had not been asked by the

staff at the central office to provide training, and fewer people are coming to visit

her campus.  She noted that principals of schools that were highly rated within the

accountability system were instead being asked to make the type of presentations
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she used to make.  Elizabeth took this to mean that her credibility had been

diminished by the fact that her campus was not highly rated within the

accountability system.

Ron immediately followed Elizabeth’s response with his own response.  He

concurred that being defined by the accountability system was a concern.  He noted

that part of what attracted him to his current school was the fact that the community

was adamant about not being defined by TAAS.  “I was given a mandate to teach

kids, but teach them the right way.  Don’t kowtow to TAAS.” Once his school

became “Recognized”, however, even the staunchest objectors of the test wanted to

celebrate and make the accomplishment widely known.  The publicity of their

accountability rating resulted in increased interest in Ron’s school, and while Ron

indicated that he was pleased to have people show an interest in his school, he was

frustrated that the focus of that interest was test scores.  He believed that the work

his campus had done to create a welcoming climate for all students and their work

to provide students with engaging curricula was far more important than the test

scores, yet people only seem interested in finding out what they had done to raise

test scores.

Without my having to ask another question, the conversation began to flow.

One response rapidly triggered a thought or question from another.  This was

followed by more responses and questions.   Whereas I had been afraid that Ron
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and Elizabeth would be reluctant to fully engage in the conversation, I found that,

to the contrary, the conversation seemed to pour out from all of us as if a dam had

burst.  In this gushing conversation, issues of trust were recklessly thrown aside. It

was as if our angst was so deep and our need to talk so great that no amount of

distrust could stop the words from spilling forth. By the end of the two-hour

session, all three of us had confessed to thoughts and actions of which we were not

proud and which caused us tremendous anguish.

For example, Elizabeth admitted that she had coerced a teacher, who does

not believe in the legitimacy of high-stakes testing, into tutoring her students after

school to prepare the students for TAAS.

E: I blackmailed her today.  She is on the National

Council of Teachers of English and she wants

twenty days off to work with this group.  It’s a

huge honor for her to be on this board, yet I

couldn’t see her being out of the classroom for

twenty days.  So I made a deal with her that I

would give her ten days if she would tutor her

kids for after school TAAS.  The whole

conversation she is crying.  She says, “This is

against everything I stand for.”
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In a later exchange, Ron and I both admitted that we have violated our beliefs about

bilingual education by sometimes pushing students into English before they are

really ready.

S: …we are finding that kids who are dominant in

Spanish do better on the English test than on the

Spanish test, which is something I have heard over

and over again.  I’m really wrestling with this

because we have had Spanish passing percentages

like 20 or 40…so we could do that [move English

Language Learners into English very early], but at

what cost?…language is so connected to who you

are as a person…

 R: I have actually come to see things differently about

bilingual ed., and I am a bilingual teacher.…The

language of commerce is English.  It’s the

same…for TAAS….[I will] give you a great

example.  A kid came in from El Paso.  He was

receiving some sort of mixed up convoluted

bilingual instruction….I took one look at him and

said, fourth grade, we have to move on….I want to
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validate the home language, but I also want to give

kids the tools to be successful.

E: But that’s different.

R: I think people would jump all over me for saying that.

S: We have said that if you get to third grade, and you

are not ready to begin transition, we are cutting our

losses and going to English.  We are not going to

focus on developing your Spanish literacy anymore.

At that point, if you aren’t literate in Spanish…we

have to go with English because you will have a

better chance of passing the test in English and we

have to get them ready for middle school where

there is no bilingual ed.  We are essentially saying

that we don’t care about their Spanish…It’s a short

term gain for a long term loss.

These exchanges suggest that we recognize that our behavior is being influenced by

the accountability system and that we share a level of discomfort about that.

Elizabeth’s use of the word “blackmail” implies her unease about what she has

asked of this teacher.  Similarly, the second exchange indicates that both Ron and I
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are uncomfortably cognizant that moving students into English before they are

proficient in their first language, flies in the face of the research on bilingual

education.

In spite of, or perhaps because of, the discomfort of what we disclosed, the

experience of this first session was very cathartic, and, more importantly, resulted

in trust between Elizabeth and Ron.  Having made such confessions, the three of us

became confidants, whether we had intended to be or not.  While I was pleased to

have trust established between Elizabeth and Ron, I wondered whether the session

had yielded any substantive data that would contribute to our work.  As a

participant in the conversation who was as eager to talk as the others were, it was

hard for me to gage whether the discussion had any depth.  I feared that upon

analysis, I would find that the rapid twists and turns of the conversation had

resulted only in a superficial venting of our frustrations about the accountability

system.  As I analyzed the data, however, I was relieved to discover that, in spite of

its reckless nature, our discussion was substantive.  I could see that themes were

beginning to emerge from that data and that many of the points we raised in this

discussion could guide the discussion in future sessions.

Although it was reassuring to discover that the first session had been fruitful

in establishing a trusting relationship between Ron and Elizabeth and producing

useful data, it also raised concerns.  I feared that after such a powerful dialog



124

during the first session, the conversation would spiral downward in the remaining

sessions.  With this concern in mind, I prepared for the second session.  I decided

that I would present the themes that I had identified from my initial analysis of our

dialog to see if any of them resonated with Ron and Elizabeth.  I also drafted

questions to guide our discussion.  I hoped that the presentation of themes and the

guiding questions would lead us to a rich discussion.

I began the second session by briefly summarizing the dialog from our first

session.  I then asked Ron and Elizabeth whether they wanted to respond to my

summary or whether they wanted to share something from their reflexive journal.

As with the first session, this one question was enough to induce a discussion.

Elizabeth responded by describing a conversation she recently had with a friend

related to the work of principals in highly effective schools.  Elizabeth’s description

of the content of this discussion prompted a response from Ron and from me, and

the discussion continued from there.   Although the conversation did not flow at the

rapid speed of the first session, it moved along steadily.  When the conversation

waned, I brought forth one of the themes from the first session and the conversation

would again surge forward.   This wax and wane of conversation became almost

predictable.  By the middle of the second group session, our conversation seemed

to fall into a comfortable rhythm.  This steady, rhythmic pace of conversation

would come to characterize the dialog of all of the remaining sessions as well.
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As I analyzed the data from the second group session, I saw threads of the

themes I had identified in the first group session.  In fact, as I would learn after

further analysis, all three of the themes that would eventually define our work

emerged during this first session.  These three themes described the sources of the

angst we feel about working in a high-stakes accountability system, and over the

course of the next four sessions, we returned repeatedly to the themes.  By the third

session, the source of our angst was well defined, and we began to explore options

for dissipating our dissonance.  We began to consider whether we had any power to

change our situation.  By the fifth and sixth sessions, we were no longer trying to

define our dissonance; we were asking ourselves what we were going to do about

it.

Themes

Three themes emerged from the data.  All three of these themes emerged

during the first group session, and were well defined by the third session.  These

themes describe the nature and cause of the dissonance we experiences between our

social justice orientation and our work within a high-stakes accountability system.

These three themes are Oppressed Oppressor, Clash with Caring, and Coerced
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Collusion.  A detailed explanation of each of these themes follows.  The themes are

listed in the order in which they emerged from the data.

Oppressed Oppressor

The theme of the oppressed oppressor was the first theme to emerge from

the data.  This theme describes how Ron, Elizabeth, and I characterize ourselves

within the accountability system.   The data suggest that we view ourselves as

oppressed by the high-stakes accountability system, and that, in turn, we oppress

others, namely teachers.  Thus, we are oppressed oppressors.

A theme of oppression was not one that I anticipated I would find.  In fact,

when I selected participatory action research (PAR) as the guiding methodology for

this study, I explicitly stated that although PAR is historically used with

marginalized groups, I was not characterizing the participants in this study as a

marginalized group.  Rather, I selected PAR because its underlying tenets as

described by McIntyre (1997): “1) an emphasis on the lived experiences of human

beings, 2) the subjectivity and activist stance of the researcher, and 3) an emphasis

on social change” (p. 21), fit the purpose of my research, which was to collectively

investigate the dissonance principals experience between their social justice beliefs

and their work within a high-stakes accountability system.  The emergence of a

theme of oppression, however, suggests that the use of PAR is even more fitting

than I initially realized.
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After identifying this theme of oppression, I struggled with naming this

theme.  Oppression has enormous connotations in the social sciences.  In the social

sciences, oppression typically refers to the systematic subjugation of people defined

as “other.” I feared that describing our position in the accountability system as

oppressed would imply that Ron, Elizabeth, and I viewed ourselves as oppressed in

the same way that historically marginalized groups have been oppressed.

Recognizing this potential for unintended implications, I searched for another word

to convey our sense of powerlessness within the accountability system.  In the end,

however, I came back to the word oppressed.  No other word seemed to capture our

sense of being dominated and objectified by the accountability system. Moreover,

during two different group sessions, Elizabeth and Ron actually used the word

oppressive to describe the accountability system, and I used it in one of my journal

entries.  Therefore, I have named this theme Oppressed Oppressor with the

understanding that the oppression Ron, Elizabeth, and I face in a high-stakes

accountability system in no way equates to the oppression suffered by historically

marginalized groups in society.  Furthermore, the oppression that Ron, Elizabeth,

and I experience is connected to our work environment, and, therefore, we have the

option of removing ourselves from the oppressive situation.  Conversely, the

oppression experienced by historically marginalized groups of people occurs at the

societal level, and therefore, historically marginalized groups do not have the

option of removing themselves from the oppressive environment.
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The data from this study suggest that Elizabeth, Ron, and I view the

oppressive nature of the high-stakes accountability system in Texas as four-

pronged.  Firstly, non-educators, namely politicians, designed the accountability

system and then imposed the system, through law, on educational practitioners.

Secondly, the accountability system has negatively altered the work of educators.

Thirdly, the accountability system objectifies the people who work within the

system.  Lastly, practitioners who are critical of high-stakes accountability are

marginalized within the educational system.  These four facets appear to combine

to make the high-stakes accountability system in Texas one of oppression for

Elizabeth, Ron, and me.

Imposed by outsiders.

 The notion that the accountability system is one of oppression first

emerged during the individual interviews when Ron, Elizabeth, and I characterized

the accountability system.  In our characterization, each of us referenced the fact

that the accountability system was developed by politicians primarily as a political

tool rather than as an educational tool.  Elizabeth asserted, “Politicians believe that

school is a terrible place to be and teachers are stupid people, so the test comes out

and …they feel like they are finally holding the teachers’ feet to the fire.”

Elizabeth’s statement, as well as similar statements by Ron and me, suggests that

we view the creation of the accountability system as an indictment of the

capabilities of educators and as a political tool for controlling educators.
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Moreover, we seem to assert that once politicians imposed the accountability

system, they abdicated responsibility for schools.  Ron questioned, “Where is the

involvement of the state legislators in schools that are struggling?  The legislature

is saying, ‘Here is the accountability system—live by it or die.’  Where is the

legislature’s responsibility to help the school?”  We seem to characterize this

imposition of the accountability system for political purposes and the subsequent

abdication of responsibility as an abuse of power, which, by definition, is

oppression.

Furthermore, Ron, Elizabeth and I seem to assert that the oppressiveness of

this imposition of an accountability system by politicians is exacerbated because

the politicians have failed to adequately fund the accountability system.  Ron raised

this point early in the first group session.

The other thing that we’re running up against, too, is

just the per pupil expenditure to pull this off in Texas.

It’s like squeezing water from a stone.  The last I saw,

Texas was 48th in the nation in per pupil expenditures

and yet we are what, number 1 and number 4 in NAEP

scores in reading and math?  I keep on thinking there

has to be a lot of good will involved in that.  There is

very little union protection….We’re just sitting here

holding this ‘Texas Miracle’ on the backs of teachers.



130

Although recent reports suggest that Texas ranks thirty-fifth rather than forty-

eighth in per pupil expenditures (US Department of Education, 2001), Ron’s

contention that the accountability system has been implemented without adequate

resources is not minimized.  In fact, educational scholars who have written about

the high-stakes accountability system in Texas have made similar arguments

(Airasian & Madaus, 1983; Hilliard, 2000; McNeil, 2000; Natriello & Pallas, 1999;

Sacks, 1999).

Alters our work.

The suggestion that the creation of the accountability system was an abuse

of power led to a discussion about the influence the accountability system has had

on the work of educators. Repeatedly, Ron, Elizabeth, and I discussed the how the

accountability system, and TAAS in particular, has altered our work.   Our dialog

suggests that the accountability system has significantly changed our work by

shifting the focus of instruction from increasing student learning in a broad sense to

improving accountability ratings.  Likewise, our dialog indicates that the focus of

collegial conversations has shifted from improving the overall educational

experiences of students to improving test scores.  Moreover, the data suggest that as

our work has been altered by the accountability system, we have, in turn, altered

the work of our teachers.
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During the first group session, Elizabeth, Ron, and I all indicated that when

we began our work as principals, we believed that if we simply focused on good

instruction, TAAS would take care of itself.  As Elizabeth stated during the first

group session, “That was my mantra for the first few years.  We didn’t really

address the test.  We said if you use best practice, it’s all going to come out on the

test.”  Elizabeth went on to say that she no longer believes a focus on good

instruction is enough, “It didn’t happen [increased test scores].  So, last year I

began saying, ‘We’ve got to figure out this instrument.  We’ve got to figure out this

test.’”   Ron and I concurred that as the pressure to raise test scores has increased,

we, too, have taken measures to incorporate TAAS preparation into our

instructional program.  However, Ron qualified his agreement by stating, “I take

the approach that Elizabeth says…We try to keep the in-class preparation to a

minimum…We will do it in a warm up, in a TAAS center, or in Saturday TAAS

camp.”

Statements made later in the same conversation, however, contradict this

assertion that we limit TAAS preparation to classes occurring outside the regular

school day.  These later statements suggest that, in fact, we have allowed TAAS

preparation to become part of our overall instructional program.

E: I am feeling the pressure of TAAS, so we have

switched to more of a focus on TAAS.
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S: ….We spend a whole month before the test teaching

kids how to dissect test questions.  We never used

to do that.  On the one hand, they can use this skill

for other…tests like the SAT.  On the other hand,

what a waste of time.

R: If you do nothing but teach the TAAS, you can get

results,…but then where are our future scientists?

Where’s our curiosity?

E: ….I would say that [my school] has taken a huge

leap backwards from where we were.

S: I wrestle with this.  I wonder whether I am fooling

myself.  I’ve let TAAS slip in a little bit more and a

little bit more and I wonder whether I am really

doing the right thing.  Am I fooling myself into

thinking this is really a good thing for the kids

because they have to pass?  I don’t know.

This exchange illustrates that, in spite of our earlier assertion that we limit TAAS

preparation to classes outside the normal school day, we have allowed TAAS

preparation to become part of our regular instructional program.  Furthermore, this
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exchange suggests that allowing TAAS preparation to become part of our regular

instructional program troubles us.

At the beginning of the third group session, I raised this point with Ron and

Elizabeth to verify that they, in fact, did recognize that TAAS preparation had

become part of their regular instructional program.  Ron and Elizabeth concurred

that under the pressure of the accountability system, they had allowed TAAS to

play a larger role in the instructional program, often in spite of protests from

teachers who wanted to maintain an exclusive focus on good instructional practice.

Elizabeth stated, “I hated to make them do it, but we have to address the test.”

Elizabeth’s statement suggests that she is concerned about having asked her

teachers to focus on TAAS.  I asked her whether my interpretation was correct.

She indicated that it was.  Ron then added that he, too, has qualms about asking

teachers to focus on TAAS even in a limited way.  As a concession to asking the

teachers to focus on TAAS, he teaches one of the TAAS classes on Saturday.  “I

say…if we are going to do this, I am going to put myself out there.”

The fact that including test preparation in the instructional program has

resulted in higher test scores has not reduce the angst that Ron, Elizabeth, and I

indicated we feel over having imposed such a focus.  As Elizabeth describes, “It’s

like all the things we think in our gut we think we maybe can do or should do, we

can’t because of this.”  This suggests that we believe that focusing only on good

instruction is not an option.  We apparently believe we are compelled by the
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accountability system to focus on TAAS preparation.  This belief was evident in a

comment I made at the end of the second group session.

I think this is the hypocrisy of TAAS.  Everyone…is

pretending that the TAAS is about good teaching and

learning.  No one wants to stand up and say, ‘Okay, if

you focus on this, and you teach this, and there are only

x number of none-of-the-above answers, then your kids

will pass the test.’  Although that is what is happening

in schools,…no one wants to admit that.  Everyone

wants to pretend that this is all about good teaching.

Ron and Elizabeth agreed that in spite of extensive research that substantiates the

claim that high-stakes accountability systems have negatively altered instruction

(Airasian, 1987; Asp, 2000; Corbett & Wilson, 1991; Haney, 1996; Herman, 1997;

Heubert & Hauser, 1999; Hilliard, 2000; Kohn, 2000; Madaus, 1998; McNeil,

2000; McNeil & Valenzuela, 1998; Shepard, 1991), few are willing to

acknowledge that instruction has been altered by the accountability system.

Further, they submitted that having to maintain a pretense that instruction has

remained the same, when, in fact, instruction has changed significantly, is part of

what makes the accountability system oppressive.

In addition to altering the instructional program in our schools, the data

imply that the accountability system has altered the discourse of our work as well.
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This point was introduced during the first group session as I discussed an entry

from my reflexive journal.  In this journal entry, I asserted that “everybody is

yakking about the TAAS, and it’s just yakking.  Nobody’s talking about children’s

learning.”  In discussing this entry, I argued that this incessant conversation about

TAAS gets in the way of talking more deeply about student learning.  Ron and

Elizabeth concurred that they, too, perceived that most of the conversations we

have in the course of our work center on TAAS.  The data suggest that we find this

to be especially true of the conversations that occur during administrator’s

meetings.  Ron asserted that the conversation that occurs during these meetings is

“hypocrisy in action because the only messages we get sent about things

that…really matter, are accountability measures.”  This constant conversation about

TAAS, which we maintain eclipses conversation about other measures of learning,

provides further evidence that, in our view, the accountability system has altered

the discourse of our work.  Moreover, just as the scholarly literature supports our

contention that the high-stakes accountability system has altered instruction, the

scholarly literature also supports our contention that the high-stakes accountability

system alters the discourse of our work (Confrey, Bell, & Carrejo, 2001; McNeil,

2000).

Objectifyies people.

A third apparent aspect of the oppressive nature of the high-stakes

accountability system is the way the people who work within the educational
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system are objectified by the system.  This notion of people being objectified by the

accountability system emerged in the first group session when I was reviewing the

criteria for participant selection for this study.   I noted that this study required

participants to be successful principals.  I indicated that I had visited with our

supervisors to verify that they characterize us as successful principals.  In relating

this aspect of the participant selection process, I shared that when I spoke to my

supervisor about how she views me as a principal, she did, in fact, indicate that she

views me as a successful principal.  However, as she spoke about the fact that my

campus had not yet reached the “Recognized” status, I noted a conciliatory tone in

her voice.   She seemed to be at a loss for how to reconcile the fact that my campus

was not highly rated within the system with the fact that she views me as a

successful principal.  Elizabeth reacted immediately to my statement.  She

responded that she has had similar interactions with her supervisor.  She believes

that he, too, has difficulty understanding why her campus had not earned a higher

ranking.

E: [My supervisor] is really conflicted because he thinks

I’m a really good principal.  He can’t quite figure it

out why I’m not there.

S: I think [my supervisor] has sort of the same issue

with me.  I think she likes what is going on at [my

school].  I think she thinks we are doing good work.
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But I think there is part of her that goes,…“Why

aren’t they ‘Recognized?’”  She even tells me,

“You’re two cells away.”  That’s who I am, a two-

cell-away principal.

Ron, whose campus is rated “Recognized,” indicated that being viewed in terms of

the accountability system does not cease once a campus becomes “Recognized.”

I don’t think there is ever an end to it, because once you

become a “Recognized” principal then they want to

know when you will be an “Exemplary” principal.

After you are an “Exemplary” principal, they want to

know when you are going to be one of the “Just for

Kids Top Schools.”

These exchanges suggest that we believe others, particularly our supervisors,

measure our worth as principals largely by our success within the accountability

system.  By measuring our worth in this manner, we are objectified as an

accountability rating.

Moreover, the data indicate that teachers are similarly objectified by the

accountability system.  Just as we believe our supervisors view us in terms of the

accountability system, Ron, Elizabeth, and I seem to view teachers in terms of the

accountability system.  For example, several times throughout the group sessions, I

referred to teachers in terms of their effectiveness in helping students pass TAAS.  I
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spoke about my “100% passing” teacher and my “business-like” teacher who views

getting students to pass TAAS as a business.  Elizabeth and Ron also identified

their teachers in terms of the their effectiveness with the accountability system.

Although we spoke of other attributes of teachers, it was clear from our

conversation that we measure our teachers’ worth largely by their effectiveness

within the accountability system.

This objectification of people within the accountability system also occurs,

according to the data, with students.  Elizabeth and I described how this

objectification occurs.

E: The minute a student walks in the door, the teacher is

sizing him up in terms of TAAS.  Is he a passer or a

failer?…When he comes in late in the year and he’s

way behind, the teacher looks at the kid and goes,

“Great.  You’ve just screwed up my passing

percentage.”

S: It works the other way, too.  Teachers celebrate when

a low kid moves away.

This exchange suggests that Elizabeth and I believe that the accountability system

influences how teachers view their students.  We appear to believe that teachers

view their students in terms of their potential for passing the test.  This is similar to

Clinchy’s (1998) and Kohn’s (2000) contention that teachers who work under the
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pressure of a high-stakes accountability system tend to view their students as either

assets or liabilities to good test scores.  To view students in terms of their ability to

pass TAAS is to objectify them, a point also made by Valenzuela (2000) in her

research on the Texas accountability system.

Marginalizes critical voices.

According to the data from this study, a fourth aspect of the oppressive

nature of the high-stakes accountability system in Texas is the marginalization of

critical voices.  Throughout our dialog, Ron, Elizabeth, and I frequently indicated

that the voices of those, such as we, who are critical of the accountability system,

are rarely heard.  Moreover, as Elizabeth asserted, expressing concern about the

accountability system in some venues might even “jeopardize one’s chance for

promotion,” a view which is supported by the work of Smith and Frey (2000) and

Tyack and Cuban (1995). Although we identified venues in which we could

express our concern, we noted that these venues were limited and tended to be in

“little, secretive conversations” rather than in large group discussions.  For

example, all three of us noted that we are able to discuss our concerns about the

accountability system in private conversations with our supervisors.  However, we

also noted that our supervisors were generally not supportive of our raising such

concerns in large groups.
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Elizabeth, Ron, and I attributed this limited opportunity to voice criticism of

the accountability system to the fact that, as Ron stated, “we are in the minority in

saying that it [the accountability system] is not good.  Politicians, business,

academicians, all like it.”  The three of us accepted without question this notion

that those who are critical of the accountability system are in the minority.  Our

willingness to accept this notion without challenge suggests that critical voices are

suppressed to such an extent that practitioners may assume such voices do not

exist.  As Elizabeth noted, “no one hands you a research article that is critical of

accountability systems.  Everything we get says that accountability systems work

and here’s the research to prove it. You never even consider that there is any other

research.”  Throughout most of our dialog, even I accepted that we are in the

minority in being critical of accountability systems.  My acceptance of this

assumption was in spite of having written an extensive review of the scholarly

literature on high-stakes accountability systems, which, as I noted in my review, is

overwhelmingly critical of such systems.  Not until the last group session did I

recognize that while Ron, Elizabeth, and I, as critics of the accountability system

may be in the minority among educational practitioners, our critical views are

supported by educational scholars.  That I, one who knows well the research on

high-stakes accountability systems, failed for so long to make this recognition,

speaks to the enormous power the accountability system  has to marginalize the
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voices of critical practitioners.  This marginalization of critical voices provides

further evidence of the oppressive nature of the accountability system.

Moreover, the creation of an educational accountability system for political

purposes may be characterized as an abuse of authority, which equates to

oppression.  Similarly, to demand ever-increasing student achievement while

failing to adequately fund education may also be characterized as abuse of authority

or oppression. Likewise, a system that negatively alters the work of practitioners by

shifting the focus of the discourse from improving the overall educational

experiences of students to improving test scores and shifting the focus of

instruction from increasing student learning in a broad sense to improving

accountability ratings may also be characterized as oppression.  In addition, a

system that objectifies people and marginalizes critical voices may be characterized

as oppressive.  That Ron, Elizabeth, and I insinuate that the accountability system

was imposed through an abuse of power, alters our work, objectifies people, and

marginalizes critics, suggests that we view the accountability system as oppressive.



142

Clash with Caring

The theme of clash with caring, like oppressed oppressor, emerged early in

the first group session.  This theme, which refers to the conflict between the high-

stakes accountability system and our desire to create a caring learning environment,

was prevalent throughout all six group sessions and in our reflexive journals.  The

prevalence of a theme of caring, like a theme of oppression, was something I did

not expected to find.  At the onset of my research, it had been suggested that I

consider connecting my work, and in particular the selection of the participants, to

the literature on caring.  The suggestion was made on the premise that an ethic of

caring was evidence of one having a social justice orientation.  Based on this

suggestion, I reviewed the caring literature, and I concluded that, although an ethic

of caring and a social justice orientation are somewhat related, one could have a

social justice orientation without having an ethic of caring as defined by Noddings

(1984) in her seminal work on this subject.

Noddings describes caring not as an individual virtue or a set of specific

behaviors, but rather as a “way of being in relation,”  (1992, p. 17).  This is to say

that she views caring as a relationship between one who provides caring and one

who is cared for.  Further, she asserts that there are two kinds of caring, authentic

caring and aesthetic caring.  Authentic caring refers to a caring relationship that

focuses on people as individuals with varying interests and needs.  Such
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relationships are subjective, receptive, and responsive in nature.  Conversely,

aesthetic caring refers to caring relationships that are based on objective, rational,

and abstract measures.  Such relationships are centered on standard goals and ideas,

rather than individual needs and interests.  An ethic of caring, Noddings maintains,

refers to the valuing of authentic caring rather than aesthetic caring.  Further,

Noddings asserts that while schools most schools are organized around caring for

children, the caring is typically aesthetic rather than authentic.  Because the caring

is aesthetic rather than authentic, concern for students centers around helping

students master the curriculum or pass tests.  Much less, if any, concern, she

contends, is given to helping students develop a sense of care about themselves,

others, and their world  (Noddings, 1992).

My research supports Noddings’s assertion that schools are typically

organized around aesthetic caring.  During the individual interviews, Ron,

Elizabeth, and I clearly articulated that our primary concern is raising the academic

skill level of our students so they will have increased opportunities in life.

Similarly, several times during the group sessions, we discussed the importance of

ensuring that our students pass TAAS so they will not end up in remedial classes in

middle school.  Our concern for the academic skill level of our students and our

discussions about the importance of students passing a standardized test are

unambiguous indicators of aesthetic caring.  However, the dialog during our group
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sessions suggests that while we show aesthetic care for our students, we are also

concerned about developing authentic caring relationships and creating schools that

value children as individuals with individual interests and needs.

E: …it’s somewhat of a racist act not to prepare these

kids, because I’m telling you if they don’t do well in

fifth grade, they are going to head into middle school

and the will be in lower tracks because of this.

R: ….Exactly and with a mobility rate of 25 percent,

…you worry about getting them ready in time.  I

know in other districts…where they have high

turnover, they also have cookie cutter schools where

everybody is teaching the same thing on the same

day.  Kids transition to another school and it isn’t

going to change that much. Whereas in our district,

the discrepancies are huge because each of our

schools reflects the interests of the students and the

community….So in some ways, we are contributing

to the immediate lack of success of students by not

being homogeneous, and yet we know that is what we

need to do in order to have a successful community.
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This exchange suggests that while we are clearly focused on the goal of having all

students pass TAAS, an indication of aesthetic caring, we are also concerned about

maintaining the individual character of each campus community, an indication of

authentic caring.  We seem to recognize that if all schools follow the same

sequence of lessons, there would be greater continuity for students who move from

one school to another.  At the same time, we seem to believe that it is important for

the instructional programs of schools to reflect the individuality of the students and

the school community. This suggests that we are attempting to balance aesthetic

care with authentic care.

Courtney and Noblit (1994) maintain that balancing aesthetic caring with

authentic caring is common for principals.  They assert that as an agent of the

district, the principal must fulfill his or her obligations to aesthetic caring issues

such as raising test scores and increasing efficiency. At the same time, the principal

who is committed to authentic caring must also focus on developing caring

relationships with individual teachers and students.  Courtney and Noblit contend

that these two obligations frequently conflict.  The conflict occurs because the

principal often must choose between aesthetic caring, which may be good for the

school as a whole, and authentic caring, which may be good for a individual

teachers or students.  This conflict between the good of the school and the good of

the individual was evident in our dialog during the second group session.
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R: This morning, a parent who is homeless, came up to

complain to me about something in the cafeteria and

one of our custodians.  I said, “I will not talk to you

about this in the hallway with your son in front of

everybody else.  I want your son to go to class and

why don’t you come in and we can talk about it.”  She

said, “You obviously don’t care.”  And I lost it.  I

said, “You have no idea what I’m thinking.”  She

said, “That’s it.  I’m withdrawing my child right

now.”  She went in and withdrew her child.  This

summer they were dumpster diving.  They were

hanging out at the Mr. Gatti’s with the best dumpster

pizza.  So, I’m thinking, do I have a right to defend

my staff?  Sure.  Do I have a right to defend myself,

stand up for what I believe in? Sure.  But what is that

measured against sending a kid out to get his dinner

from a dumpster because his mother is already on the

edge?  Obviously I am dealing with a mentally

unstable person and I fed right into it….I know that

her connections to society as a whole are tenuous and

she spends large amounts of time up at our school.
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But you know what is going through my mind?  Well

goodness, his class has 22 students already.  I mean

that’s an over-loaded class.  She has made many

people on our campus unhappy.  She hangs around.

She badgers people.  She accosts people.  She tells

them about the clean air and clean water.  She won’t

let people alone.  Our secretary, who knows this boy

very well, was crying after the mother left.  She said,

“I just don’t know what’s going to happen to him.”

But you know what?  I’m feeling bad because I’m

kind of glad she’s gone.

S: I had a similar experience this week.  There is a

parent who came to us last year and was homeless.

We worked with her and her son to get them into a

stable situation and get the things they needed to

survive.   They showed up at the beginning of the

year and everything was fine.  Then all of the sudden

she says she is moving to California.  Her mother has

died.  She’s leaving.  This was after [the student] was

gone for 8 days and we couldn’t find him.  We sent
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everyone out looking for him, but couldn’t find him

anywhere.  Finally she shows up and says, “I’m out of

here.  I’m going to California.”  Well, then she shows

up again yesterday and says, “I’m back.”  They never

went to California and the kid has been out of school

two, three weeks or something like that.  So now she

is living in [Elizabeth’s] attendance zone.  At first she

didn’t want to give us the address. She wants her son

to stay on a transfer.  I didn’t know what to do.   I

think for the kid, it’s a really good thing [to stay at my

school].  I think he feels welcomed.  She knows we’ll

help her get food or whatever and she won’t have to

tell her whole story again to somebody else.  But then

a part of me is thinking that he’s absent a lot.  He’s

tardy a lot.  How is that going to look on our

attendance?  Am I going to have to take her to court?

Am I going to have to spend a lot of time?  Do I want

to deal with this?  I really don’t want to deal with it

anymore.  I don’t really want to expend the resources

because she doesn’t make a whole lot of progress.

But I know this is in the best interest of the kid.
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R: What essentially impedes you is the layer of

bureaucracy that prevents us from being a totally

caring institution.

In this exchange, Ron and I appear to recognize the conflict between our

obligations to the school and our moral responsibility to the individual students and

parents with whom we work.  We are struggling with having developed authentic

caring relationships with these students and their mothers, which is causing a

conflict with our aesthetic caring obligations.  We know that these students and

their mothers benefit from being in our schools, and yet we also know that our

schools as a whole would probably be better off without having to address the

extensive needs of these students and their mothers.

This illustration of authentic caring relationships between principals and

students supports Fisher and Toronto’s (1990) contention that authentic caring

encompasses relationships other than the teacher-student relationship. While

Noddings (1984, 1992) maintains that authentic caring relationships happen

between only between teacher and student, Fisher and Toronto (1990) assert that

any relationship that affects students, such as the principal-teacher relationship, can

be an authentic caring relationship.  Similarly, Courtney and Noblit (1994), contend

that while the teacher-student relationship is the key caring relationship, principal-
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student and principal-teacher relationships are also important to developing a

culture of authentic caring.

Our dialog indicates that just as we struggle with balancing aesthetic caring

with authentic caring in our relationships with students, we also face a similar

struggle with in our relationships with teachers.  An example of this conflict

between aesthetic caring and authentic caring in our relationships with teachers

occurred during the first group session as we discussed our reaction to teachers who

are pregnant.

S: I have two teachers who are pregnant…..[When they

told me they were pregnant] the thought that occurred

to me was, “February?  March?….How could you get

pregnant and be gone during TAAS?”  Seriously,

these are the thoughts that run through my mind.  I

don’t even feel like I can be happy for them because

all I can think about is the impact it will have on

TAAS.

R: I have a fourth-grade teacher who is pregnant and I

actually made placement decisions based upon

that…because she will be out for TAAS writing.

E: ….That is incredible that we even consider that, but

you can’t help it.
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In an authentic caring relationship, we would be thrilled that our teachers were

having children, one of life’s greatest joys.  Yet, because the teachers to whom we

refer teach students who will take TAAS, our aesthetic caring obligations compete

with, and perhaps override, our authentic care for the teachers.  As Elizabeth’s

comment at the end of the exchange suggests, we recognize that our reaction to the

fact that these teachers are pregnant is perverse, however, we seem to believe that

our thoughts are compelled by the high stakes accountability system.

Feeling compelled to choose aesthetic caring over authentic caring appears

to be a source of angst for us.  This angst over being compelled to choose aesthetic

caring over authentic caring was implicit throughout our reflexive journals and

group sessions.  In two exchanges, however, we explicitly stated that being force to

choose aesthetic caring over authentic caring was a source of angst.  Between the

first and second group sessions, Ron wrote in his reflexive journal about his angst

with choosing aesthetic caring over authentic caring.  He then talked about his

journal entry during the second group session.

R: I [wrote] about a specific girl who has been with us

since kindergarten.  Her parents clandestinely moved

her to [a nearby town].  The parents did not tell us

they moved.  Suddenly [the little girl] fell apart.  She

completely fell apart where she was getting into
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serious trouble.  She drew a picture of shooting her

teacher and stabbing her teacher in the back with a

pencil….My journal topic was caring for this girl

[who is] going through major, major trauma and

about how that has derailed all of my plans.  Not

trying to be selfish, just trying to recognize that this

one child has taken a tremendous amount of energy

from me that is taken away from keeping the school

on a certain kind of focus….I equate this with

TAAS….I resent being judged the same way as

everybody else when I know that this girl who needs

us to be there for her…The whole point of her being

here is not to give up on her, not to let her go.  She

won’t count on our TAAS data, and I resent the fact

that I am being judged for caring.

S: Being judged because you are spending time with

kids who aren’t going to be measured or you are

spending time on things that are not going to impact

your TAAS scores which means that you are not

spending time on things that could.
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R: On good days, I can live with that.  On bad days when

I am pissed off at her because she has been a

complete jerk and has taken away my whole day and I

haven’t been able to get into classrooms, I feel

resentful about that.

S: It’s a source of frustration….TAAS looms as a

shadow in the back of your mind.  It covers

everything….It makes it hard to think in terms of

what makes the most sense for this kid.  It’s that, plus

what makes the most sense for our school.

Ron’s angst with the conflict between aesthetic caring and authentic caring is clear

in this exchange.  He explicitly states that he resents that his authentic care for this

student may negatively affect the aesthetic caring goal of having students do well

on TAAS.  My response to Ron indicates that I share his angst and that I, too,

struggle with balancing the authentic care of individuals with the aesthetic care of

the school.  I cite as an example the teacher who admittedly has no desire to

develop authentic caring relationships with students, yet her students consistently

perform well on TAAS.  Ron and Elizabeth indicated that they also have teachers

like this on their campuses.  While we all concurred that such teachers trouble us

and actually work against the authentic caring environment we have tried to
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develop in our schools, we are not certain what to do about such teachers because

these teachers help us meet our aesthetic caring goals.

In another exchange, which occurred during the third group session, we,

again, explicitly state that the conflict between aesthetic caring and authentic caring

is a source of angst.

E: I think that is part of what I have angst about.  I was

the kind of teacher that really took time to develop

relationships with kids.  It was a slow, rich

instruction.  I didn’t have a principal standing over

me going, “Hurry up.  You have to be here at this

time.  Get ready for the test.”

S: I really hadn’t thought about it until now, but I

remember that I loved that about special education.

Although the kids had lots of catching up to do, we

could do it at a reasonable pace using things that

interested them.  We didn’t have to worry about some

test.  That is not to say that I wasn’t accountable for

the students’ learning.  My kids were tested more than

any other and I had to meet and explain their progress
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to their parents and the principal using data.  It wasn’t

public humiliation, yet I felt very accountable.

R: It is the tension between this poorly funded

bureaucratic system and your individual caring

persona.  That’s never going to go away, so it’s

reconciling the two of those somehow so you can go

home and sleep with yourself at night.

This exchange, better than any other, summarizes how the high stakes

accountability system clashes with our desire to create an authentic caring learning

environment.  We seem to recognize that the high stakes accountability system has

created an environment in which it is difficult to develop authentic caring

relationships, yet we also recognize that such relationships are essential and are part

of who we are as educators.  The struggle to balance a high-stakes accountability

environment that promotes aesthetic caring with the need for authentic caring is a

source of angst for us.

Coerced Collusion

This theme, which emerged late in the first group session, refers to how

Ron, Elizabeth, and I describe our participation in the accountability system.  The
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data suggest that we view the accountability system as a system that perpetuates

educational inequity.  Further, we appear to view ourselves as contributors to this

perpetuation of educational inequity because we administer the high-stakes tests of

the accountability system and carry out the associated sanctions against students.

Consequently, I characterize Ron, Elizabeth, and I as coerced by the high stakes of

the accountability system to collude with other practitioners in implementing the

accountability system, which we believe perpetuates educational inequity.

Our view that the accountability system perpetuates educational inequity

seems to stem from our belief that TAAS, the strongest component of the

accountability system favors white, middle class students.  An exchange during the

second group session illustrates this point.  The exchange begins with Elizabeth

comparing the teachers in her former school, a white, affluent school that

consistently earned an “Exemplary” rating in the accountability system, with the

teachers in her current school.

E: I don’t get it….I have been the assistant principal in a

school where we were 98% in everything and the

teachers there were not as good as the teachers I have

now.  Now, was there a different student body?  Yes.

Am I willing to say those kids were smarter?  No.

Does their skill set match the test?  Probably.
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R: Everything from the language used to…

E: To their background knowledge.

R: To their parents experience in taking an SAT.

S: Right, …the test is normed to the mainstream.

R: ….Those are the rules of the game.

S: Yes.  Those are the rules of the game, so I want my

kids to know it.  But is it fair to test them on it in third

grade?

R: Is it fair to sacrifice…[their] language?  We say we

don’t want to give up the home language, to tell them

that what they have learned up until now is

wrong,…but that is exactly what we do.

S: Right.  And is it fair to not only test them in third

grade, but to compare them to other children who

have lived the tested vernacular since the day they

were born?

This exchange suggests that we believe students of color and students of poverty

are at a disadvantage on TAAS.  We appear to attribute this disadvantage to the

construction of the test, which, we allude, is based on the language and experiences

of white, middle class students.  A test based on white, middle class language and
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experiences ensures that students of color and students of poverty will always be in

a position of disadvantage on the test.  This is not, however, to suggest that students

of color and students of poverty are not capable of passing the test nor that students

of color and students of poverty need not learn these standards.  To the contrary, as

Ron states, and Elizabeth and I concur, “Those are the rules of the game.” This

statement implies that we acknowledge that success in school is based on white,

middle class standards, and, thus, it is essential that students of color and students

of poverty learn those standards.  We appear to question, however, whether

measuring students of color and students of poverty against those standards as early

as third grade is just, and, similarly, whether comparing them to their white, middle

class peers who live the language and culture of the test is just.  We further

question the justness of this system because, as Elizabeth points out in a later

exchange, students of color and students of poverty are known to consistently have

the least experienced and least qualified teachers, a contention supported by

Darling-Hammond (1998).  This results, Elizabeth contends, in students of color

and students of poverty having a limited chance of receiving the high quality

instruction that will help them connect their own language and experiences to the

“language and experiences of school.”

However, as we discussed this issue, Ron, Elizabeth, and I acknowledged

that the conditions of success in school being based on white, middle class
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standards and students of color and students of poverty having the least

experienced and least qualified teachers cannot be attributed to the accountability

system.  These two conditions, as Elizabeth stated, “predate the accountability

system.”  However, the accountability system, we seem to assert, is now holding

students responsible for these conditions over which they have no control.  By

sanctioning students who fail TAAS, we, in essence, are holding students

accountable for being born into a family whose language and experiences do not

match those of the test and for the failure of inexperienced, under qualified

educators to teach the student the standards.

Paradoxically, in theory, Elizabeth, Ron, and I seem to maintain, the

accountability system should rectify this historical trend of assigning the least

experienced and least qualified teachers to serve the most students with the greatest

educational needs.  Because the accountability system holds schools and school

districts accountable for the learning of all students, principals and superintendents

should ostensibly be motivated to put the best teachers with the students who have

the greatest needs.  Doing so would likely increase the number of students passing

the test and, thus, improve the accountability ratings of the schools and districts.

However, as Elizabeth, Ron, and I discussed, the accountability system has been in

place in Texas for twenty years, and, yet, students of color and students of poverty

are still far more likely than their white, middle class counterparts to be assigned a
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teacher with minimal experience and minimal qualifications.  Furthermore,

Elizabeth asserted, assigning the most experienced and most qualified teachers to

students of color and students of poverty will almost certainly not occur because

“white parents would have to give up the best teachers, and they aren’t going to.”

Thus, we argue, the accountability system is a system in which students of color

and students of poverty are at a disadvantage, and a system that fails to ensure that

students of color and students of poverty have the resources to overcome this

disadvantage.  In this way, the accountability system perpetuates educational

inequity.

Moreover, in spite of our apparent concern that the accountability system

perpetuates educational inequity, as principals, we are responsible for administering

the high-stakes tests and enforcing the sanctions imposed on students by the

accountability system.  For high school principals, imposing sanctions has meant

ensuring that those students who do not pass the Exit level TAAS do not receive a

diploma.  At the elementary level, the sanctions against students have been

unofficial, such as assignment to after school classes or summer school.  However,

beginning next year, elementary principals will be charged with enforcing official

sanctions against students who fail the TAAS.  Third grade students who fail the

reading portion of TAAS, and fifth grade students who fail either the reading or the

math portion will be prohibited from advancing to the next grade.  Ron, Elizabeth,
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and I discussed our concern about these new sanctions.  “Given what we know

about the ineffectiveness of retention,” noted Ron, “It’s a frightening prospect.”

Further, I noted that these official sanctions will be assessed against students who

are taking a “completely reformatted, and much more difficult test, which the state

is so uncertain of that they are not holding the schools accountable.  Somehow,

though, they have been able to rationalize that it makes sense to hold the kids

accountable for it.”  My comment is in reference to the fact that initially, the state

was not going to issue accountability ratings to schools during the first year of

implementation of the new test although they intended to enforce the retention

sanction against students.  Ron, Elizabeth, and I indicated that the state’s

willingness to hold students accountable while allowing the adults in the schools to

escape accountability was further evidence of the unjustness of the accountability

system.

However, even as we discussed our concern that the accountability system

perpetuates educational inequity, we noted that one benefit of the high-stakes

testing associated with the accountability system was that the tests prepared

students for college entrance exams.

R: This conversation about TAAS is the perfect

conversation about the vehicle to access.  If you have

figured out standardized testing, you can get into
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college.  If you are a minority from a poor

neighborhood who can score above a 1200 on the

SAT, you are in.  You have a good shot at a number

of different places….Even if you can get ‘Academic

Recognition’ and you’re a poor kid from an inner-

city, you can get into some of the most elite private

schools in your city, all of whom are scrambling to

find qualified minority students.  So, there is a very

real sense of access by cracking this test code.

S: So, in that sense, TAAS carries over into other areas.

You have to pass these tests to get into college.  It’s

the same skills.

E: Yes.  It’s just another code.  Just another access to

something.

In this exchange, we seem to submit that there is a skill set associated with

standardized tests and that learning this skill set on one standardized test

will assist students on other standardized tests.    In this way, ensuring that

students gain the skill set necessary to pass TAAS, in effect, is preparing

students to take college entrance exams.

However, as the exchange continued, we began to question whether

preparing students to take college entrance exams is a good thing in itself.
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E: I would argue that the SAT is just another way that

academia controls people….I would even argue that

if you were a student of color, possibly a poor student

of color who learns the code of the tests, and because

of that,…you access college, but you have to…give

up and forget who you are and accept something else,

then, yes, it gives you access to a certain privilege.

But what you’ve given up, is that really okay?

S: I agree.  I think that the…SAT, although it was

purportedly started as a way to give access to college

to all people,…[it] became a gate to keep people

out….It was developed...as a way for…people who

didn’t go to elite prep schools to demonstrate they

have the capacity to go to college, but it became a

gatekeeper

Elizabeth seems to be arguing that in teaching students the code of

standardized testing, we may be opening the door to higher education, but at

what cost?  She seems to assert that to learn this code, which is based on

white, middle class norms, students of color and students of poverty must

adopt these white, middle class norms at the expense of their own cultures.

Further, I added that college entrance exams, although purportedly
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developed as a tool to increase access to higher education, actually serve as

gatekeepers, that keep out those who do not adopt the white, middle class

norms upon which the entrance exams are based.  This contention is

supported by Heubert and Hauser (1999) who maintain that students of

color and students of poverty consistently receive lower scores on the SAT

than their white, middle class peers.  Consequently, students of color and

students of poverty are denied access to higher education at much higher

rates than white, middle class students.  Further, they contend that students

of color and students of poverty are denied access to higher education by

these entrance exams is well documented.  Yet, schools of higher education

continue to utilize these exams as a prerequisite for entrance.  In this way,

the higher education system perpetuates educational inequity.

Moreover, Elizabeth, Ron, and I seem to submit that this inequitable

higher education system is reinforced by the K-12 high-stakes

accountability system.

S: We have moved that system down to K-12.

E: Yes, rather than disrupt that system, we have created another

to reinforce it.

S: ….Another gatekeeper

R: An expensive, lazy gate.

S: And we are part of it.



165

E: That’s what worries me.

We seem to assert that rather than change the higher education system,

which privileges white, middle class students, we have accepted this system

and have created an equally inequitable high-stakes accountability system

for K-12 education.  Our participation in this K-12 high-stakes

accountability system is problematic, as Elizabeth’s final comment

suggests.  Our participation in the accountability system is problematic

because as educators with a social justice orientation, we recognize that we

have a moral and ethical responsibility to change systems that perpetuate

white privilege.  Our comments suggest that we clearly view higher

education as such a system.  Therefore, we have an obligation to actively

work to change it.  However, our comments further suggest that we

recognize that not only are we not actively working to change the

inequitable higher education system, we are participants in the K-12 high-

stakes accountability system that reinforces the inequitable higher education

system.  This appears to be another source of our angst.

Action

The purpose of this research was for Ron, Elizabeth, and I to use Participatory

Action Research (PAR) to collectively explore the dissonance we are experiencing

between our social justice orientation and our work within a high-stakes
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accountability system.  Further, we aimed to identify strategies for dissipating our

dissonance.  In the previous section, I reported the themes that describe our

dissonance.  In this section, I will report the strategies or actions we plan to take as

a result of this research.

During the first two group sessions, Elizabeth, Ron, and I discussed at

length the causes our angst about working within a high-stakes accountability

system.  Although we continued to discuss the causes of our angst throughout all

six group sessions, by the third session we began to discuss possible actions we

could take to dissipate our dissonance.  The actions we discussed ranged from

doing nothing to starting a social revolution.  In the end, we agreed that our actions

would likely fall somewhere in between.

In discussing the actions that we might take, we began by considering that,

perhaps, we should do nothing more than turn inward and seek a way to balance the

demands of the high-stakes accountability system with our vision of what schools

should be.   Ron suggested, “Maybe we should just accept this as it is and go about

our business quietly….The easiest thing to do right now is nothing.  Stick to your

guns and look for inner peace.”  However, after further discussion, we rejected the

option of doing nothing for two reasons.  Firstly, as white, middle class, highly

educated individuals, we are socially privileged.  I asserted, “Those of us who sit in

privileged positions have an obligation to force people to examine the system all
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the way up.”  That is to say that our position of social privilege obligates us to

actively work toward changing inequitable systems. Therefore, if we view the

accountability system as inequitable, which we strongly indicated that we did, then

we are obligated to try to change that system.  Secondly, as Ron stated, “We must

do something because we are obviously having a hard time living with ourselves,”

an assessment with which Elizabeth and I concurred.  Ron’s statement was in

reference to the angst that we had so frequently expressed about our work within

the high-stakes accountability system and the toll it was taking on us physically and

emotionally.  Therefore, out of both social obligation and self-preservation, we

determined that we must do something.

After rejecting the option of doing nothing, we began to consider what we

could do.  An exchange between Ron and Elizabeth began a discussion about the

possibility of engaging in overt protest.

E: Do we just hunker in and deal with our reality in our schools

and our world, or do we speak up as the voice of informed

dissent?  Personally, I’m not willing to sit back and say, okay

I’m just going to isolate myself because I think we need the

voices out there of the experts—if we would consider

ourselves that.
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R: Then I would ask how we could organize ourselves to do just

that instead of just griping about it.

As we discussed our options, we noted that whatever actions we decided to take, our

action must do no harm to students.  While this might seem like an obvious

assumption, we nonetheless discussed it repeatedly and wrote about it in our journals.

In one of my journal entries, I noted that oppressive systems typically change because

of grass roots protest efforts, but I questioned how we could protest without hurting the

students.  I raised this question in a group session as we discussed possible action.  In

response to my question, Ron noted that some anti high-stakes testing educators

protested by refusing to administer the test.  Others administered the test, but refused to

actively prepare students for it or to acknowledge the results.  We agreed that we would

not exercise such options because, as I stated, “The students are in a system that highly

values the test.”  Moreover, as Elizabeth averred, “If they don’t do well [on the test] in

fifth grade, they are going to head into middle school and they will be put into lower

tracks because of this.”  Our commitment to do no harm to students ultimately led to

our decision that our action to dissipate our dissonance would not include, at least

initially, overt protest.

Further, we discussed that our commitment to do no harm to students not

only precluded us from overtly protesting the system by refusing to administer or

acknowledge the high-stakes tests, we had to actively support the system by

helping our students to pass these tests.  As Elizabeth reasoned, “We have to ensure
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that the students pass so they will continue to have options in the system.  Students

who don’t pass get stuck in remedial classes.”  This obligation to help students pass

the test presented a dilemma for us.  By actively working to help more students to

pass the test, we reinforce the system, thus, making it more difficult to disrupt.  As

Elizabeth articulated, “There’s the rub.  The more successful we are, the more we

validate the system we are trying to disrupt.”

This acknowledgement that we were actually reinforcing the high-stakes

accountability system caused us to consider that perhaps we were powerless to do

anything.  In response to this possibility, I considered that “perhaps I don’t belong

in public education.  Perhaps I need to leave the system in order to change it.”

Elizabeth rejected this suggestion.  “I’m in for the long-haul.  I’m in to disrupt.”

Ron indicated that he was not certain of his place in public education.  He stated

that he was frustrated by the “handcuffs” of the high-stakes accountability system,

yet, he had the desire to stay and felt he had something to offer.  Ron also

indicated, however, that he would not stay in public education if being a principal

became a “lock-step process to raise test scores.”  Elizabeth admitted that she, too,

would likely leave public education if the principalship became nothing more than

implementing a series of mandates from central office.  She avowed, “You don’t

need a principal to do that.”

While Ron, Elizabeth, and I agreed that we did not want to remain in public

education if it became too regimented, we acknowledged, that this view was one of
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privilege.  I asserted, “It is a privilege…to abandon the whole system…I have the

ability to do that and there are lots of kids and parents who don’t  have that option.”

We acknowledged that exercising our privilege to leave public education conflicted

with our social justice orientation.  Therefore, we agreed that although leaving

public education was an available option, it was not an option any of us wanted to

take.

After acknowledging that leaving public education was a privilege that we

did not want to exercise, we shifted our focus to identifying smaller, more

immediate actions that we could take to dissipate our dissonance.  As Ron

reasoned, “We just need to do something or we will end up doing nothing.”

Elizabeth quickly pointed out, “We are doing something.  This is something.”

Elizabeth seemed to be suggesting that our coming together to discuss our angst

about the high-stakes accountability system was in and of itself an action that was

helping to dissipate our dissonance.  Ron and I agreed with Elizabeth that our group

sessions had helped by providing a safe place to discuss our concerns and gain

support in addressing them.  This, Ron noted, was important because as

practitioners who are critical of the high-stakes accountability system, “We are

truly minorities in this business.”   As practitioners with a minority view on high-

stakes accountability, we often feel isolated, and, we submitted, this sense of

isolation makes us reluctant to publicly voice our concerns.  However, we noted

that discussions such as those we had in the course of this research help us
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transcend that isolation.  We agreed that transcending this isolation was important

because in doing so, we gained the strength to, as Elizabeth stated, “puncture the

discourse by bringing up the subject” in larger groups.  Further, we noted that since

we began meeting to conduct this research, each of us had actually voiced our

concerns about the high-stakes accountability system in a setting in which we

previously would have remained silent.  Therefore, we concluded that once this

research project ended, we would continue to meet to discuss our angst and be a

support system for one another.  We also agreed to search for “other like-minded

practitioners” and invite them to join the conversation.  In doing so, we surmised,

we would expand our own support system and help other critics of high-stakes

accountability systems to transcend the isolation we assumed they are experiencing.

Another strategy we identified for dissipating our dissonance was

monitoring the work of organizations working to reform high-stakes accountability

systems.  By monitoring the these organizations, such as FairTest, who are very

public in their criticism, we indicated that we “glean hope” that reform of high-

stakes accountability systems will come soon.  Maintaining hope for reform, we

seem to contend, is essential if we are to endure the high-stakes accountability

system.

This strategy of monitoring the progress of organizations working to reform

high-stakes accountability systems along with our commitment to continue meeting

and discussing our concerns, our commitment to search for other practitioners who
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are critical of high-stakes accountability systems, and our commitment to support

each other in puncturing the discourse, comprise the actions we plan to take as a

result of this research.  Whether these actions will be sufficient to dissipate our

dissonance remains to be seen.  However, the fact that Ron, Elizabeth, and I

indicated that even before we concluded this research we were already reducing our

angst by publicly voicing our concerns suggests that the strategies that we

identified hold promise for dissipating our dissonance.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I presented the results of this study.  I began by describing

the principals who participated in this study.  This description provided the context

for this research.  After describing the participants, I provided my analysis of the

data generated by this research study.  My analysis was organized into three

themes:  oppressed oppressor, clash with caring, and coerced collusion.  These

themes describe the nature and the causes of the dissonance the other two

participants and I experience between our work within a high-stakes accountability

system and our social justice orientation.  The final section of this chapter describes

the actions that we plan to take as a result of this research.  These actions include

meeting to discuss our concerns, seeking out other practitioners who are critical of

high-stakes accountability systems, supporting each other in puncturing the

discourse, and monitoring the progress of organizations working to reform high-
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stakes accountability systems.  We believe these actions will help to dissipate our

dissonance.  However, whether, in fact, these actions actually result in the

dissipation of our dissonance remains to be seen.

In the next chapter, I further analyze the three themes revealed by the data.

I also address the implications for policy, practice, and research.  Lastly, I offer my

conclusion to this study.
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Chapter 5

Conclusion

In chapter four, I presented the results of this research study.  These results

included a detailed description of the participants.  In addition, I provided a

description of the six group sessions and an analysis of the data that were generated

through these group sessions.  The analysis of the data was presented in three

themes—oppressed oppressor, clash with caring, and coerced collusion.  Following

the presentation of these themes, I described the actions that the other participants

and I plan to take as a result of this participatory action research project.

In this chapter, I will further analyze the three themes that emerged from

this research using Senge’s (1990) work on systems thinking.  Secondly, I will

discuss the implications this study has for policy, practice, and research.  Finally, I

will briefly review the limitations of this study before offering my conclusion.

High-stakes Accountability and Systems Thinking

Senge (1990) popularized the concept of systems thinking in his seminal

work on learning organizations.  According to Senge, learning organizations are

those organizations that continually “expand their ability to shape their future” (p.

9).  This continual expansion of the ability to shape the future is accomplished by

having all members of the system involved in expressing their aspirations,

increasing their awareness, and collectively developing their skills.  Such
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organizations, Senge, Kleiner, Roberts, Ross, and Smith (1994) assert, are the only

type that can withstand the “extraordinary changes taking place in the business

universe” (p. 13).

Although Senge (1990) developed the concept of learning organizations to

improve practice in business organizations, Senge et al. (2000) assert that this

concept applies to schools as well.  Just as businesses are experiencing rapid

change, so, too, are schools.  “Schools are increasingly expected to compensate for

the shifts in society and family that affect children:  changes in family structure,

…commercialism without end, poverty…, violence, child abuse, teenage

pregnancy, substance abuse, and incessant social upheaval.” (p. 10)  Therefore, to

address these demands, Senge et al. contend, schools must become learning

organizations.

One of the most important aspects of learning organizations, according to

Senge (1990), is the discipline of systems thinking.  Systems thinking is predicated

on the concept that systems, whether they are located within businesses or schools,

are circular rather than linear.  Consequently, each element of the system affects

every other element of the system.   Thus, to make informed decisions about the

system, one must analyze the interrelationships of the system elements.  In this

way, systems thinking is a process for “looking at problems and goals—not as

isolated events but as components of larger structures” (Senge et al., 2000, p. 78).
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Moreover, in systems thinking, problems are analyzed at four levels.

During the first level of analysis, critical events or concerns are documented in

detail.  In the second phase of analysis, the history of these events or concerns are

diagramed to identify patterns or trends.  Thirdly, once a pattern or trend has been

identified, the pattern is further analyzed to determine what systemic structure

contributes to that pattern and allows it to continue.  Finally, the systemic structure

is analyzed to identify the mental models that allow the situation to persist (Senge

et al., 1994).  Senge (1990) asserts that these mental models, or theories, influence

the actions of the people in the system.  Furthermore, when these mental models

are exposed, they then can be challenged and changed, thus changing the actions of

the people in the system.  Therefore, it is the exposure of these mental models that

allows the organization to “learn” (Senge et al., 1994; Senge et al.,  2000).

Moreover, Senge et al. (1994) contends that this four-level analysis is

enhanced by the use of “the tools of systems thinking” (p. 88).  These tools of

systems thinking—causal loop diagrams, archetypes, and computer

models—illustrate the theoretical concept that the elements in a system reside in a

circular cause-and-effect relationship.  These tools demonstrate how this circular

cause-and-effect relationship results in the system continually influencing itself.

The basic illustration of this continuous influence is referred to as a feedback or

causal loop and is the primary tool of systems thinking.  The causal loop, a visual

representation of the interrelationships between system elements in a system,
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allows teams of people within the system to collectively analyze a problem (Senge

et al., 1994; Senge et al., 2000).

Through the study of causal loop diagrams, researchers have identified

common systems structures that apply to many organizational situations.  These

generic systems structures, referred to as archetypes, represent common cause-and-

effect relationships that occur in complex organizations (Senge et al., 2000).

Twelve such archetypes have been identified.

One of the most common systems archetypes is “Fixes that Fail.”  This

archetype is based on the concept that nearly every decision has both long and

short-term consequences, and these long and short-term consequences often

conflict.  The conflict between these short and long-term consequences results in a

problem that worsens over time.  Senge et al. (1994) submit that this “Fixes that

Fail” archetype occurs when a symptom of a severe problem emerges and a remedy

for the symptom is quickly applied.  The remedy results in the symptom being

alleviated in the short-term while unintentionally causing the problem to worsen

over time.  According to Senge et al., people often recognize that the remedy will

alleviate the problem only in the short-term while worsening the problem in the

long-term, yet they apply the remedy anyway.  They apply the remedy even when

they know it will worsen the problem in the long run because the symptom

demands urgent action.  Furthermore, there is a delay before the negative

consequence of applying the remedy appears.  This delay allows people to enjoy
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the benefits of the remedy before having to acknowledge the negative consequence.

This archetype is illustrated below:

Fixes that Fail

The “Fixes that Fail” archetype, according to Senge et al. (2000), “often

emerges in school reform cases, with a symptom of unintended consequences” (p.

91).  Senge et al. surmise that this archetype emerges in schools because much of

school reform is taking place in a “power-coercive framework” (p. 393).  What

makes the current framework of school reform coercive, Senge et al. assert, are the

unreasonable demands of state legislatures.

State legislatures announce that, in effect, “These

children will achieve.” Regardless of whether children

Problem
Symptom

Unintended
consequences

Fix
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have been “fed well, live in safe neighborhoods, have

parents at home, have good medical care, or live in a

peaceful and tranquil environment, they will be judged

against the children who have those things.  Teachers,

similarly, are told, “You will have high test scores, or

we will close you down.”  The states, in effect, are like

agriculture departments telling a farmer, “You will have

a high crop yield this year.  We want the corn to ripen

in forty-five days where before it took sixty, and it had

better be good corn.”  The results they want are

laudable, but they show no awareness of the process

that naturally must occur to produce those results.

p. 393

Under this tremendous pressure to demonstrate increased student achievement,

superintendents, principals, and teachers, apply a “quick fix.”  “They convert their

classrooms into preparatory courses for test-taking skills” (p. 359).  Senge et al.

(2000) maintain that while this “quick fix” initially leads to increased test scores,

once the test is over, most students forget the material they learned for the test.

Further, students who have difficulty on the test often view themselves as failures,

which, in turn, diminishes their motivation to learn.   As a result of the students

forgetting material they “learned” for the test and students who fail the test having
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diminished motivation to learn, overall performance declines.   Thus, the “quick

fix,” Senge et al. contend, has actually worsened the problem.

The data from this research study suggests that the high-stakes

accountability system in Texas may be an enactment of the “Fixes that Fail”

archetype.  As is typical of the “Fixes that Fail” archetype, the high-stakes

accountability system in Texas was a top-down mandate to improve student

achievement.  This mandate resulted from the scathing “A Nation at Risk” report,

which put pressure on the Texas legislature to improve schools (McNeil, 2000).

While this mandate has resulted in increased student achievement as measured by

the TAAS, my research suggests that this mandate has also resulted in unintended

negative consequences.

One of the unintended consequences of the high-stakes accountability

system, according to the data from this study, is the oppression of the people who

work within system.  There is no doubt that when the Texas state legislature created

the high-stakes accountability system, they did not intend to oppress

superintendents, principals, teachers, and students.  Nonetheless, my research

suggests that Ron, Elizabeth, and I view the high-stakes accountability system in

Texas as oppressive to both educators and students.  As I stated in the previous

chapter, Ron, Elizabeth, and I view the high-stakes accountability system in Texas

as oppressive because it negatively alters instruction, limits the discourse of

practitioners, objectifies people, and marginalizes critics.
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As partial evidence of the oppressive nature of the high-stakes

accountability system, I indicated that Ron, Elizabeth, and I all admitted that in

spite of our belief that test preparation is damaging to the overall quality of

instruction, we feel compelled to include test preparation as part of our regular

instructional program.  Our assertion that the pressure to raise test scores renders us

powerless to resist incorporating test preparation into the instructional program is

consistent with the “Fixes that Fail” archetype.  Senge et al. (2000) assert, “People

often see the dangers of what they’re doing, but they feel they have no choice” (p.

127).  This is particularly true, Senge et al. contend, when the stakes of

accountability systems are intense and results are expected quickly.  Such an

environment does not allow for the type of analysis required in systems thinking.

…fundamental solutions require investment, time, and

care…  They require attentiveness to varied learning

styles and in-depth staff development.  Different

constituents have different views about how to resolve

problems, and there are a host of competing and

contradictory school designs to consider.  Most of all,

fundamental solutions are slower to produce results and

one cannot be certain of them.  It is very difficult to

endure the delay before results improve, while the
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school district next door sees scores jump 20 percent.

(p. 360)

This passage suggests that the immediate results demanded by high-stakes

accountability systems deter the use of systems thinking.  Consequently, educators

feel compelled to employ the “quick fix” of test preparation to meet the demands of

accountability systems.  Ron, Elizabeth, and I indicated that we feel pressured to

negatively alter instruction to meet the demands of the accountability system, and

that this pressure to alter instruction is one aspect we find oppressive about the

accountability system.  The oppressive nature of the accountability system that

Ron, Elizabeth, and I suggest exists is an unintended consequence of the

accountability system and evidence of the “Fixes that Fail” archetype.

Further, the data from this study suggest that another unintended

consequence of the high-stakes accountability system may be the creation of

schools that care more about accountability ratings than about students.  The

possibility that the high-stakes accountability system creates schools that care more

about accountability ratings than students was made evident through my

presentation of the theme of clash with caring.  This theme illustrates how the goals

of the high-stakes accountability system promote aesthetic caring over authentic

caring.  My research suggests that because the accountability system promotes

aesthetic caring over authentic caring, the nurturing guidance that helps students

develop their individual talents and explore their individual interests gets displaced
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with regimented training that helps students pass the high-stakes test.  Elizabeth,

Ron, and I indicated that we believe it is important that students learn to care for

themselves, for others, and for their community.  However, we further indicated

that much of what we do to raise test scores belies this belief in the importance of

helping students develop a sense of care.  Senge et al. (2000) also suggest that

much of what is done in the name of accountability has little to do with individual

student needs.  Rather, Senge et al. assert that much of what is done in the name of

accountability is done to make the school look good, often at the expense of the

needs of individual students.  Again, it is unlikely that the state legislature intended

schools to value accountability ratings more than individual student talents and

interests.  Nonetheless, my data suggests that the high-stakes accountability system

in Texas may encourage the creation of schools that care more about accountability

ratings than students.

Additionally, the data from this study suggest that a third unintended

consequence of the high-stakes accountability system may be the perpetuation of

educational inequity.  While supporters of high-stakes accountability submit that

high-stakes accountability has reduced educational inequity by forcing schools to

focus on the education of students of color and students of poverty (Scheurich,

Skrla, & Johnson, 2000), my research suggests that high-stakes accountability may

actually reinforce educational inequity by extending the inequitable higher

education system into the K-12 system.  This extension of the inequitable higher
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education system into the K-12 system is described in the previous chapter in the

theme of coerced collusion.  In describing this theme, I provide evidence that both

the higher education system and the K-12 accountability system serve as

gatekeepers that ensure the educational advantage of white, middle class students

over students of color and students of poverty.  I am certain the Texas legislature

did not consciously intend to create an accountability system that advantages white,

middle class students over students of color.  In fact, many of the legislative

members likely assumed they were creating a system to promote educational

equity.  Nonetheless, my research suggests that the perpetuation of education

inequity may be another unintended consequence of the accountability system.

The oppressive nature of the high-stakes accountability system, schools that

value accountability ratings more than individual students, and the perpetuation of

education inequity are potential unintended consequences of the high-stakes

accountability system in Texas.  These potential unintended consequences of the

high-stakes accountability system suggest that the Texas accountability system may

be an enactment of the “Fixes that Fail” archetype.  Further, these potential

unintended consequences suggest that while initially the accountability system

appears to have improved schools by increasing student achievement, the

unintended long-term consequences of the high-stakes accountability system may

actually damage schools.
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Implications for Policy, Practice, and Research

The apparent emergence of the “Fixes that Fail” archetype suggests that the

creation of the high-stakes accountability system may not have been based on

systems thinking.  In this section, I will address how policymakers, practitioners,

and researchers may be contributing to the “Fixes that Fail” structure and what each

of these elements of the system can do to disrupt the archetype thereby making true

school reform possible.

Implications for policy.

The Texas high-stakes accountability system began in 1982 as a mechanism

to justify increased spending on education.  Businessman Ross Perot, head of the

Select Committee on Public Education created by then-Governor Mark White,

theorized that taxpayers would be willing to pay increased taxes for education if

there was a system to verify that the increased tax money was improving education.

Thus, the accountability system in Texas was born (McNeil, 2000).  The following

year, “A Nation at Risk” was published.  This report declared that American

schools were “awash in mediocrity” and that this decline in the American education

system threatened the economic future of the nation (Clinchy, 1998; Meier, 2000;

Tyack & Cuban, 1995).  This caustic report on education gave further justification

for the implementation of the high-stakes accountability system.

The need to justify increased spending on education and the indictment of

the American education system outlined in “A Nation at Risk” were symptoms that



186

the educational system needed attention.  To alleviate these urgent symptoms, the

Texas legislature applied the high-stakes accountability system as a remedy.

Educators responded by ensuring that students passed the tests associated with the

accountability system.  Thus, it appeared that the accountability system remedy was

working.  However, within a few years, more urgent symptoms appeared.  Critics

charged that schools were teaching only the material that was covered on the test

(Cruse & Twing, 2000).  Since the original high-stakes test attached to the Texas

accountability system was a test of basic skills, teaching only what was tested

meant that much of the curriculum was not being taught.  In addition, critics

charged that students of color and students of poverty were not being taught and

were consequently failing the high-stakes tests of the accountability system.

Further, critics argued, the failure of the schools to educate students of color and

students of poverty was being masked in school accountability ratings by the

passing scores of white middle class students.  The state legislature responded to

these urgent symptoms by developing a new test that included more of the

statewide curriculum and emphasized higher-level skills.  In addition, the state

legislature required that test data for schools be disaggregated by racial and

economic groups.  After implementation of this new test and disaggregation of the

test data, test scores rose for all student groups, and, again, the remedy of testing

appeared to be working.
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However, urgent symptoms have continued to emerge over the twenty-year

history of the high-stakes accountability system in Texas.  A review of the history

of the Texas high-stakes accountability system by Cruse and Twing (2000)

demonstrates that the state legislature has responded to these urgent symptoms by

repeatedly applying the remedy of testing. For example, when critics charged that

schools were completely ignoring subjects that were not included in the high-stakes

test, the legislature responded by expanding the high-stakes tests to include more

subjects.  When critics charged that educators were ignoring the educational needs

of students whose primary language was Spanish, the state legislature ordered that

the high-stakes test be translated into Spanish so these students could be included in

the accountability system.  When critics charged that too many special education

students were being exempted from the test, the legislature placed limits on which

special education students could be exempted from the test and ordered the creation

of another high-stakes test for special education students who are not able to take

the regular test.  In essence, the legislature has repeatedly tried the same solution to

school improvement. The repeated application of the same rememdy is indicative

of the “Fixes that Fail” archetype (Senge et al., 1994).  Senge et al. state, “One

indicator is your feeling that you need to try the same solution just a little more, and

then a little more, and then one more time…until you catch yourself resisting the

idea of trying anything else” (p. 127).
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Senge et al. (1994) suggest that to disrupt the “Fixes that Fail” archetype,

one must acknowledge the unintended consequences of the “fix” and examine the

mental models behind the “fix.”  Therefore, I submit that the state legislature and

other policy makers who support the existence of the high-stakes accountability

system in Texas must examine the mental models behind the accountability system.

Specifically, I submit that they must examine the apparent mental model that

schools need fixing in the first place.  The idea that schools need fixing gained

popularity with the publication of “A Nation at Risk”  (Clinchy, 1998; Meier, 2000;

Tyack & Cuban, 1995).  The allegations in this report have been proven to largely

be myths based on disputed interpretations of test data (Berliner & Biddle, 1995;

Clinchy,1998; Dorn, 1998, McNeil, 2000; Meier, 1992; Tyack & Cuban, 1995).

Consequently, the apparent mental model that schools need fixing needs to be

reexamined.

Further, because my research suggests that the high-stakes accountability

system may perpetuate educational inequity by extending the knowingly

inequitable higher education entrance system (Heubert & Hauser, 1999) into the K-

12 system, I submit that the legislature needs to consider whether there are mental

models of white privilege in operation.  To construct a system that is predicated on

the values and norms of the white, middle class, as Ron, Elizabeth, and I allege that

the accountability system in Texas is, suggests that mental models of white

privilege are behind the high-stakes accountability system.
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Additionally, I submit that the policy makers need to consider whether a

mental model of male privilege is in operation.  An almost exclusively male state

legislature created an accountability system that places responsibility for education

solely on the shoulders of the largely female body of educational practitioners.  If

education occurred in a vacuum, holding educational practitioners solely

responsible for education would make sense.  However, education does not occur

in a vacuum.  Education is heavily influenced by societal factors such as

unemployment, poverty, inadequate health care, limited affordable housing,

violence, child abuse, substance abuse, and teen pregnancy.  While these factors do

not prevent students from being educated, they clearly increase the challenge of

educating all students.  The state legislature has the ability to mitigate these societal

factors by providing funding to programs that address these factors.  In spite of

their responsibility to mitigate societal factors that increase the challenge of

education all students, the state legislature has not placed itself in the high-stakes

accountability loop.  They have not made their efforts to mitigate societal factors

part of what is measured in the high-stakes accountability system.  Whereas the

state legislature has seen fit to hold educational practitioners accountable for their

effectiveness in educating students, the state legislature gives itself no such rating

for its efforts to minimize the societal factors that negatively influence student

achievement.  The failure of the almost exclusively male legislature to hold itself in

any way accountable for education while holding the largely female body of
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practitioners completely responsible suggests that a mental model of male privilege

may be in operation.

Senge et al. (1994) contend that mental models influence the actions of the

people within a system.  Further, they contend that only through in-depth analysis

of the system will these mental models be exposed.  Moreover, only by publicly

exposing these mental models can these mental models be challenged and changed.

Therefore, if the high-stakes accountability system is based on mental models of

broken schools, white privilege, and male privilege, and these mental models go

unexamined, then the state legislature is contributing to the “Fixes that Fail”

archetype.   Consequently, I submit that policymakers have an obligation to

examine the mental models upon which the Texas high-stakes accountability

system is predicated. Further, I submit that if, as my research suggests, there are

unintended consequences of the high-stakes accountability system, policymakers

have an obligation to examine those unintended consequences and modify the

system to reduce or eliminate those consequences.

The unintended consequences of the system that may be suggested by my

research could be reduced by the use of a more comprehensive accountability

system.  Currently, the high-stakes accountability system in Texas is comprised

solely of quantitative data that is gathered through testing and accounting systems.

While this data provide important information, this type of data cannot capture the

complexity of schools and cannot provide an accurate portrayal of how effectively
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schools are educating students.  In order to capture the complexity of schools and

provide a more accurate portrayal of  how effectively schools are educating

students, the accountability system would have to include a  greater number of

indicators and a wider variety of data.  Because the data in the current system is

gathered only through testing and accounting systems, the only indicators of school

success that are included in the accountability system are those that can be

measured using these tools.  An alternative to the current data collection process is

to include periodic site visits to each school in the state.  While it is not feasible to

visit each school on a yearly basis, site visits to each campus could be made on a

periodic basis, such as every three years.  By expanding the data gathering tools to

include periodic site visits, the number of indicators that could be examined as well

as the type of data that could be gathered would increase.  For example, during site

visits auditors could examine portfolios of student work, make observations, review

instructional program artifacts, and conduct interviews with students and parents.

The data gathered through such site visits combined with the data gathered through

the testing and accounting systems would provide a more comprehensive view of

schools, and, I believe, reduce the unintended consequences that my research

suggests are occurring.

In addition to reducing the unintended consequences by increasing the

comprehensiveness of the accountability system, I believe the unintended

consequences of the accountability system could also be reduced by extending the
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accountability system to include all those who directly impact the effectiveness of

schools.  For example, institutions of higher education have an enormous influence

on schools.  Institutions of higher education train most of the teachers and

administrators who work in public schools, yet, like state legislators, institutions of

higher education currently reside safely outside the accountability loop.

Institutions of higher education are not held accountable for their graduates’ ability

to lead schools or to teach.  When accountability ratings are assigned to schools,

there is no notation as to which institutions of higher education trained the principal

and teachers who work in the school.  Similarly, the state does not assign an

accountability rating to institutions of higher education that indicates what

percentage of the institution’s graduates lead or teach in schools that are rated

“Low Performing” or any of the other accountability categories.  Consequently,

although researchers and their associated institutions of higher education have an

enormous influence on the effectiveness of public schools, institutions of higher

education escape accountability.

Implications for practice

While the legislature imposed the high-stakes accountability system on

practitioners, my research suggests that practitioners, particularly superintendents,

may contribute to the unintended consequences of the accountability system.  In

particular, superintendents appear to contribute to the oppressive nature of the high-
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stakes accountability system as well as the creation of schools that value

accountability ratings more than individual students.

In chapter four, I described the oppressive nature of the high-stakes

accountability system in Texas.  In describing the oppressive nature of the

accountability system, I indicated that the accountability system is oppressive

because it negatively alters instruction, limits the discourse among practitioners,

objectifies people within the system, and marginalizes critics of the system.  The

data from the group sessions, upon which these conclusions are based, further

suggest that while these factors that make the accountability system oppressive are

an unintended result of the system design, a superintendent has the ability to

intensify these factors.

For example, when a superintendent values accountability ratings above all

else, the superintendent sends a clear message to principals and teachers that the

most important work that principals and teachers do is to obtain high accountability

ratings.  When principals and teachers internalize that accountability ratings matter

more than anything else does, they are likely to alter instruction to produce higher

accountability ratings (McNeil, 2000).  This altering of instruction may include

teaching only what is tested rather than the entire curriculum (Airasian, 1987; Linn,

1998; McNeil, 2000; Perreault, 2000) and teaching in a format that mirrors the test

(Asp, 2000; Corbett & Wilson, 1991; Haney, 1996; Heubert & Hauser, 1999;

Kohn, 2000; Madaus, 1998; McNeil & Valenzuela, 1998).  In this way, by valuing
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accountability ratings above all else, the superintendent supports the negative

alteration of instruction, which is one of the oppressive aspects of the

accountability system.

Similarly, a superintendent can intensify the oppressive nature of the

accountability system by making the accountability system the primary focus of

meetings with administrators.  As Ron, Elizabeth, and I indicated, the

accountability system, and TAAS in particular, is the topic of virtually all of our

meetings with our superintendent.  Consequently, few other topics are ever

discussed.  Further, we indicated that the superintendent’s intense focus on TAAS

carries over into other meetings as well.  Ron, Elizabeth, and I indicted that even on

our own campuses we feel compelled to talk about the accountability system far

more than we would like.  Thus, by making the accountability system the primary

focus of meetings with administrators, the superintendent intensifies the oppressive

nature of the accountability system by limiting the discourse among practitioners.

In addition to encouraging the alteration of instruction and limiting the

discourse among practitioners, a superintendent can intensify the oppressive nature

of the accountability system by equating a principal’s value with an accountability

rating.  When a superintendent recognizes a principal as successful solely because

the principal has obtained a high accountability rating, the superintendent is

communicating that a principal’s value is measured by the accountability rating.

Similarly, when a superintendent hires, promotes, and fires principals based on
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accountability ratings, the superintendent is equating the worth of principals with

accountability ratings.  By equating the worth of a principal with an accountability

rating, the superintendent objectifies the principal as an accountability rating and,

consequently, intensifies the oppressive nature of the accountability system.

Moreover, a superintendent can intensify the oppressive nature of the

accountability system by refusing to acknowledge concerns that principals may

have about the accountability system.  When a superintendent uses a “no excuses”

stance to suppress critical discussion of the accountability system, the

superintendent communicates that unmitigated support for the accountability

system is expected.  Such an expectation creates an unsafe environment in which to

raise concerns about the accountability system.  Consequently, critical voices are

marginalized and the oppressive nature of the accountability system is intensified.

In addition to intensifying the oppressive nature of the accountability

system, a superintendent’s actions can support the creation of schools that value

accountability ratings more than individual students.  As I described in the theme of

clash with caring in chapter four, the goals of the high-stakes accountability system

are aesthetic caring goals.  That is, they are goals that are focused on helping

students reach objective measures that are determined by others rather than the

students own talents and interests (Noddings, 1984).  By challenging principals to

meet the aesthetic caring goals of the high-stakes accountability system without

also challenging principals to meet authentic caring goals, the superintendent
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communicates that authentic care for students is not valued.  Consequently, the

superintendent encourages the creation of schools that value accountability ratings

more than the individual needs and interests of students.

Thus, when superintendents value accountability ratings above all else, they

may contribute to the continuation of the accountability system and the “Fixes that

Fail” archetype.  Similarly, when superintendents make the accountability system

the focus of every meeting with administrators, they support the “Fixes that Fail”

archetype.  Further, when superintendents objectify principals as accountability

ratings, marginalize critical voices, and encourage the creation of schools that care

more about accountability ratings than the needs of individual students, the

superintendents contribute to the perpetuation of the “Fixes that Fail” archetype.

Conversely, superintendents can attempt to disrupt the “Fixes that Fail”

archetype by working to minimize these unintended consequences of the

accountability system.  For example, superintendents can work to minimize the

oppressive nature of the high-stakes accountability system by valuing high-quality

instruction as much as high accountability ratings.  By explicitly communicating an

expectation that schools will employ high-quality instructional strategies, even at

the expense of immediate increases in accountability ratings, the superintendent

reduces the pressure for principals and teachers to alter their work by employing

the quick fix of test prep.  Further, superintendents can minimize the oppressive

nature of the high-stakes accountability system by making topics other than the
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accountability system the focus of administrators’ meetings.  By making topics

other than the accountability system the focus of administrators’ meetings,

superintendents expand, rather than limit, the discourse among practitioners.

Moreover, superintendents can minimize the oppressive nature of the high-stakes

accountability system by recognizing principals as more than producers of

accountability ratings.  By recognizing principals for creating schools that value

students as individuals and schools that empower parents, superintendents

counteract the objectification of principals as accountability ratings.  In addition, by

recognizing principals for creating schools that values students as individuals and

schools that empower parents, superintendents discourage the creation of schools

that values accountability ratings more than the individual needs and interests of

the students.

However, although superintendents have the ability to minimize the

unintended consequences of the high-stakes accountability system, doing so takes

courage.  Superintendents need courage to resist the unintended consequences of

the high-stakes accountability system because unlike the state legislature,

superintendents are in the accountability loop.  Superintendents must answer to

their school boards and their school communities about the accountability ratings

their schools and districts receive.  Therefore, the unintended consequences of the

high-stakes accountability system likely affect superintendents in much the same

way that Ron, Elizabeth, and I indicated the unintended consequences affect us.  As
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a result, just as Ron, Elizabeth, and I indicated that we have not been completely

successful in our attempts to minimize the unintended consequences of the

accountability system on our campuses, superintendents will likely also find it

difficult to do so in their districts.

Implications for research.

The scholarly literature on high-stakes accountability systems is divided in

its support for such systems.  Researchers such as McNeil (2000), Valenzuela

(2000), Kohn (2000), Meier (2000), Shepard (1995), and Haney (2000) oppose

high-stakes accountability.  Conversely, a smaller, but growing, number of

researchers such as Scheurich, Skrla, and Johnson (2000) and Carnoy, Loeb, and

Smith (2000) believe high-stakes accountability systems have the potential to force

equity into the educational system.  While the work of the researchers who support

high-stakes accountability systems obviously contributes to the continuation of

high-stakes accountability, and therefore the continuation of the “Fixes that Fail”

archetype, the work of researchers who oppose high-stakes accountability also

contributes to the perpetuation of the “Fixes that Fail” archetype by not disrupting

the system as one might expect.

The work of researchers who support high-stakes accountability systems

suggests that high-stakes accountability systems increase student achievement.

Thus, the work of these researchers provides evidence that the accountability

system is working as it should to fix schools.  However, I submit that while the
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work of these researchers does, in fact, provide evidence that high-stakes

accountability systems are increasing student achievement, the work of these

researchers fails to address the unintended consequences of high-stakes

accountability systems, particularly the damage these systems have caused to

instruction.  For example, Carnoy, Loeb, and Smith (2000) base their support for

high-stakes accountability solely on analysis of test data and drop-out data.  They

do not indicate that they considered how increases in student achievement were

obtained.  They simply state that “rising passing rates on the TAAS may, indeed,

indicate real learning gains” (p. 24).  Conversely, Skrla and Scheurich (2001) base

their support for high-stakes accountability system on analysis of both quantitative

test data and qualitative data gathered from interviews and classroom visits.  They

use the quantitative test data as evidence of increased student achievement.  They

use the qualitative data gathered from interviews and classroom visits as evidence

that the increases in student achievement are “not produced by simply teaching to

the test” (p. 257).  However, this qualitative data was gathered over a relatively

short period.  Skrla and Scheurich conducted numerous interviews and

observations, yet they were not immersed in the schools for an extended period.  As

a result, the data gathered by Skrla and Scheurich were snapshots of the schools

they were studying.  In contrast, Valenzuela (1999) studied a single urban high

school in Texas over a period of three years.  This immersion allowed Valenzuela

to observe the instructional practices of the school over time, which gave here a
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comprehensive picture of the school and led her to conclude that the Texas high-

stakes accountability system damages instruction and discourages authentic care for

students.  These varying conclusions about the effects of accountability systems

suggest that conclusions may differ depending upon the length of time researchers

spend in schools collecting data.

Similarly, the data from my research study suggests that observing

instructional practices over time is important because the alteration of instruction

may not be visible at all times.  Ron, Elizabeth, and I indicated that in our own

schools, test preparation is visible only at certain times of the year.  Moreover, we

surmised that our teachers would likely avoid test preparation if they knew

researchers were observing them.   As Elizabeth stated, “They all know the

company line….They know they aren’t supposed to admit to using test preparation,

and they sure aren’t going to let researchers see it.”  Elizabeth’s comment suggests

that because practitioners are aware that test preparation is viewed negatively, they

may try to conceal the use of test preparation strategies from outsiders.  While

Elizabeth’s comment specifically addressed teachers, Ron, Elizabeth, and I

acknowledged that principals would likely act similarly.  We speculated that

principals would downplay the use of test preparation when being interviewed by

researchers.

Consequently, I submit that because practitioners are keenly aware that

using test preparation is viewed negatively, practitioners may try to diminish or
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conceal their use of test preparation strategies.  Therefore, the use of test

preparation may only emerge through extended periods of observation.

Furthermore, I submit that to conclude that high-stakes accountability systems have

not negatively altered instruction based on interviews and observations in which

practitioners may conceal the use of test preparation strategies contributes to the

oppressive nature of the accountability system.   A conclusion based on such data

contributes to the oppressive nature of the high-stakes accountability system by

reinforcing the notion that practitioners must maintain a pretense that the high-

stakes accountability system has not altered instruction.  Therefore, I submit that

researchers who indicate that high-stakes accountability systems are positively

impacting student achievement must carefully consider how those achievement

gains are being made.  They must acknowledge the limitations of outsider research

and work in concert with those who conduct long-term studies in single schools to

gain a clearer understanding of the means by which achievement is increasing.

Conversely, while researchers who are critical of high-stakes accountability

systems, such as McNeil (2000), Valenzuela (2000), and Kohn (2000), have

exposed unintended consequences of accountability systems, their work has failed

to disrupt the system.  The failure of their work to disrupt the system may be

attributed to the fact that researchers who are critical of high-stakes accountability

systems have allowed their work to remain primarily in the realm of academia.  The

work of researchers who oppose high-stakes accountability has remained in the
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realm of academia because these researchers have published their work almost

exclusively in academic journals and presented their findings primarily at research

conferences.  While academic journals and research conferences are appropriate

venues for presenting research, most practitioners do not access these venues.

Consequently, most practitioners are unaware of research that is critical of high-

stakes accountability systems.

In contrast, the data collected for this study suggest that research that

supports high-stakes accountability systems is readily accessible to practitioners.

For example, Ron, Elizabeth, and I indicated that research in support of high-stakes

accountability systems is frequently disseminated to principals at administrators’

meetings and is often the topic of discussion among principals.  In fact, Elizabeth,

Ron, and I indicated that the research that is disseminated to us is so

overwhelmingly supportive of high-stakes accountability systems that even we,

who routinely read academic journals and attend research conferences, often forget

that research that is critical of high-stakes accountability systems even exists.

Therefore, if researchers who oppose high-stakes accountability hope to

eliminate or even modify accountability systems, they must do more than laterally

disseminate their work among academicians.  They must push their work into the

world of practitioners by publishing their work in practitioners’ journals and

presenting at practitioners conferences.  By disseminating their work to

practitioners, researchers who are critical of high-stakes accountability systems
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lend support to like-minded practitioners.  With support from researchers outside of

the accountability system, practitioners who are critical of high-stakes

accountability may be able to convince other practitioners to consider that the high-

stakes accountability system has unintended consequences that are damaging

education.  Through collective support networks, practitioners may be better able to

resist the unintended consequences and work toward changing such systems.

In addition to pushing their work down to the practitioner level, researchers

who are critical of high-stakes accountability systems must also continue to

document the negative effects of high-stakes accountability systems.  Currently, the

most prominent researchers documenting the negative effects of high-stakes

accountability systems are McNeil (2000) and Valenzuela (1998).  Both McNeil

and Valenzuela conducted their research at single school sites. While their work

made important contributions to the discourse, the position of those who are critical

of high-stakes accountability would be strengthened by research that documents the

negative effects of such systems in multiple sites.

Areas for further research.

My intention in conducting this study was to contribute to the discourse on

high-stakes accountability systems.  Specifically, I intended to contribute to the

discourse by adding the voice of insiders and the perspective of principals.  While I

believe I have been successful in adding the insider voice and the principal
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perspective, I also believe my contribution is limited by the fact that this is a single,

content-specific study.

High-stakes accountability systems are complex and powerful structures

that deserve extensive examination.  While one could argue that there is a plethora

of research on high-stakes accountability systems, I submit that a plethora is not

enough.  Both supporters and critics of such systems agree that high-stakes

accountability systems are changing public education and will likely continue to do

so for some time.  Therefore, we must continue to examine high-stakes

accountability systems and their effects.  Specifically, my research suggests that we

need to carefully consider whether such systems are having unintended

consequences that have the potential to damage education in the end.  In addition,

my research suggests that we need to further examine the effects that high-stakes

accountability systems are having on principals and teachers, particularly our best

and brightest.  Finally, my research suggests that we need to consider that high-

stakes accountability systems may be harming the very children they were designed

to help.

Limitations

This is a qualitative research study.  Therefore, the results of this study are

not generalizable.  The results are specific to the time, the place, and the

participants.  This research tells the story of three particular principals, Ron,
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Elizabeth, and I, who came together during the fall of 2001 for the purpose of

collectively exploring the dissonance we are experiencing between our social

justice orientations and our work within a high-stakes accountability system.  The

story that emerged from this research is specific to this context.   Had any aspect of

the context been different, the resulting story would also have been different.

Furthermore, the story that I have written is my own interpretation of our collective

investigation.  My interpretation is only one of many possible interpretations.  My

interpretation is influenced by my multifaceted perspective of the world, which is a

product of my many and varied positionalities.  I am a white, middle class, female.

I am a wife and a mother.  I am an educator who serves as the principal of a large

urban elementary school predominately populated by children of color and children

of poverty.  All of these positionalities influence the story that I see in the data.  In

addition, because Ron and Elizabeth were active participants in the collective

investigation and in the analysis of the data, this story is influenced by their many

and varied positionalities as well.  That all of us work in the same school district

and that all of us began our tenure as principals after the institution of high-stakes

accountability undoubtedly also influenced the story.

In addition, just prior to the beginning of this research there was an

catastrophic world event.  On September 11, one week before I began the

individual interviews for this research, suspected terrorists attacked the World

Trade Center in New York City and the Pentagon building in Washington, D.C.  In
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response to this attack, the United States entered into a war with suspected

terrorists.  During the individual interviews and the first two group sessions in

particular, Ron, Elizabeth, and I repeatedly mentioned the events of September 11.

Our comments suggest that, like so many others, we were grappling with

understanding the full impact of those events.  Moreover, we seemed to be

grappling with how to help our teachers and our students make sense of the events.

Our struggle to understand such devastation assuredly influenced our view of the

world and our view of our work.  In turn, our changed view of the world and our

work assuredly influenced this research.

Conclusion

This study was a Participatory Action Research project in which two

principals and I collectively investigated the dissonance we experience between our

social justice orientations and our work within a high-stakes accountability system

for the purpose of identifying the nature and the causes of our dissonance.  In that

regard, this project has been successful.  Through our collective investigation, the

other two principals and I identified the sources of our angst.  We determined that

the oppressive nature of the high-stakes accountability system, which results in us

simultaneously being oppressed and oppressing others, is one source of our angst.

Further, we determined that the conflict we feel between the aesthetic caring goals

of the high-stakes accountability system and our desire to authentically care for
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students is another source of our angst.  Finally, we uncovered our belief that the

high-stakes accountability system perpetuates educational inequity and therefore

our participation in the system is a third source of our angst.

In addition to collectively investigating the dissonance we experience

between our social justice orientations and our work within a high-stakes

accountability system, the purpose of this project was to identify actions that the

other two principals and I can take to dissipate our dissonance.  The actions we

identified include meeting and discussing our concerns, searching for other

practitioners who are critical of high-stakes accountability systems, supporting each

other in puncturing the discourse, and monitoring the progress of organizations

working to reform high-stakes accountability systems.  I would like to conclude

this study by saying that I am certain that these actions will be sufficient to

dissipate our dissonance.  However, I cannot draw such a conclusion.

Rather, I can only conclude that by revealing the sources of our angst and

identifying actions that we can take, we have begun a journey to discover how

social justice principals can continue to work within a high-stakes accountability

system that we believe is damaging education. This is a journey that I suspect will

have many twists and turns.  I suspect that even as we take action to dissipate our

dissonance, new sources of angst will emerge.  I suspect that there will be many

days when we question whether we have the strength and will to continue on this

journey.



208

Nonetheless, this study has reinforced that this is a journey we are

compelled to make.  We are compelled to make this journey because we understand

our positions of privilege in the social structure and the obligations we therefore

have to those who are oppressed.  The honest and sobering dialog in which Ron,

Elizabeth, and I engaged, suggests that those who are oppressed by the high-stakes

accountability system may include the students in our schools, predominately

children of color and children of poverty.  Our dialog suggests that our student may

be oppressed by the actions we feel compelled to take because of the high-stakes of

the accountability system.  For example, when we include test preparation in our

instructional program, it is our students who suffer most by having reduced

opportunities to engage in deep, rich instruction.  When our primary concern is

gaining the highest accountability rating possible, it is our students’ individual

talents, interests, and needs that are sacrificed.  When tests are used as gatekeepers,

it is our students who lose educational opportunities.  For all these reasons, we are

compelled to make this journey to discover how we can remain within a high-

stakes accountability system so that we may continue to do the important work of

ensuring that all children, not just a privileged few, are educated well.

This journey is central to who I am as an educator because I believe that

education is a civil right and that it is through education that social justice will be

realized.  Moreover, I believe that educational practitioners are the key to this civil

rights work.  For this reason, I remain, first, a practitioner, and, second, a
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researcher.  Thus, this study represents the voice of a practitioner who is struggling

to remain in a high-stakes accountability system and the voice of a researcher who

is searching for a legitimate way out.
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Appendix A

Protocol for Assessing Social Justice Orientation

1. Expressed Commitment – The principal must have an openly
expressed social justice orientation.  For the purpose of this
research, a social justice orientation is defined as a
commitment to change the structural inequities in schools
that “help to perpetuate unequal access to learning
opportunities for various segments of the school population”
(Cochran-Smith et al., 1999, p. 232).  I will assume a
principal to have an openly expressed social justice
orientation if the principal has made such a statement in my
presence.

2. Reputation – The principal must have a reputation of being committed to
social justice.  This reputation will be established through an informal
interview with the principal’s supervisor.  During the interview, I will ask
the supervisor to identify issues that are important to the principal.  A
principal will be considered to have a reputation for being committed to
social justice if the supervisor indicates that the principal is concerned with
social justice issues such as “equal treatment, access, and outcomes for
children from oppressed groups” (Lin, 2001, p. 3).

3. Demonstrated Action – The principal must have demonstrated a
commitment to social justice through action.  Evidence of this action will be
gathered through the informal interview with the principal’s supervisor.
During the interview, if the supervisor indicates that the principal has a
reputation for being committed to social justice, I will ask the supervisor to
give an example of how this commitment influences the principal’s work.
The principal will be considered to have demonstrated a commitment to
social justice through action if the example cited by the supervisor suggests
that the principal attempts to “support equity and justice and make that
advocacy part of the school lives of children” (Kohl, 1999, p. 307).  Once a
principal is selected for participation, I will gather additional examples of
the principal’s demonstrated action during the individual interview with the
principal.
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Appendix B

Topics for Individual Interviews

Background
 Family
 Education
 Career

Social Justice
 Development of social justice orientation
 Evidence in work

Accountability System
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