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[Headnote]
Since the late 19th and early 20th centuries, reformers have focused on innovation, on change in the name of making things better. Mr. Tyack reminds us not to forget that some things are worth preserving.

AMID the fervent policy talk about what is wrong in public education and how to fix it, there has been little attention given to what is right and how to preserve it. Reformers typically have justified changes by an imagined future rather than an examined past. They have generally lacked a conservationist ethic aimed at keeping good schools good.

In the 20th century there has been no shortage of innovators in U.S. education, many of whom have wanted to reshape schooling from the ground up. They have mobilized followers by highlighting the faults of public schools. Rarely, however, have they stopped to appraise what their reforms might do to healthy schools and programs. Over and over again, reformers have called for progress through guided change. In a society that often equates novelty with progress, it requires determination and wisdom to balance innovation with conservation.

It is easy to become so obsessed with what is not working in education - the cacophony of dirges over bad schools - that one forgets what makes good schools sing. Good schools require healthy relationships of trust, challenge, and respect - qualities that take time to take root. Schools don't thrive when they are uprooted again and again to accommodate the latest educational innovation.

There is no one best system of education. Indeed, preserving a variety of institutions and programs amid rapidly changing times can promote the health and resilience of schools. Good schools come in many forms and can be adapted in many ways to changing conditions. And even mediocre schools sometimes have practices worth preserving, points of strength on which to build.

When teachers, parents, students, school board members, and administrators create effective communities of learning, it is important to preserve what makes them work, to sabotage ignorant efforts to fix what ain't broke, and to share knowledge about how to create and sustain more such places of learning. That is active conservation in education.

It's curious. The word "conservationist" has a positive ring when citizens band together to protect fine buildings or to save wetlands and redwoods. But when advocates in education work to conserve effective schools and educational practices and to protect them from rash experiments, such educational conservationists are often dismissed as standpatters, foes of progress.

Governments require environmental impact reports for construction projects, but who demands studies of the educational impact of reforms on students and teachers? Who is there to defend endangered species of good schools - traditional or progressive, new or old - from the relentless zigzag of educational progress? Decision making for school reform needs processes that pay attention to the likely effects of reforms on the schools and programs that already function well. Such an approach asks: How can reforms build consciously on the strengths of schools?

EDUCATIONAL CONSERVATION AS HABIT OF MIND

The educational conservation I have in mind is an attitude, a habit of mind, not a political orthodoxy or yet another layer of school bureaucracy. This conservationist ethic is not an automatic reflex to defend tradition and the status quo. Rather, it is a recognition that debating what to conserve in education can provide opportunities for engaged deliberation. An ethic of conservation invites reflection and honors a variety of institutional forms and multiple approaches to instruction. There are many kinds of effective schools.

In most communities there are people both inside and outside the schools who share a conservationist outlook on education. Typically, they are not so visible and well organized as reformers who advocate innovations, but there is a large potential constituency for conservation in education. Teachers and parents and administrators who have struggled to build good schools want to preserve their creations.

Conservationist does not necessarily mean conservative (though some conservationists find themselves on the political Right). Conservationists in education probably span as wide a political spectrum as those in the ecology movement, who range from radical members of Greenpeace to moderates active in the Audubon Society.

Educational conservationists recognize that some forms of change are inevitable and that diversity of institutions can be desirable. Like botanists who preserve the seeds of countless plants for use when growing conditions change, educational conservationists recognize the value of variety in education. Children learn in myriad ways, teachers teach differently, and educational institutions vary according to the social contexts they inhabit.

As I've talked with people across the country who graduated from quite different kinds of schools, I've asked them what was their most positive experience in school. I have also asked them what was the feature of their school that they would least want to lose The answers converged on teachers. They may have forgotten whatever fad was sweeping education at the time or the teen cultures of their youth, but they remembered key relationships with teachers. They spoke with great warmth about teachers who challenged them to use their minds to the fullest, who kindled enthusiasm for a subject, who honed their skills on the playing fields with relentless good will, who were there to support them in times of stress or sadness, and who knew and cared for them as individuals. To these former students, teachers like these made a school worth preserving.

When teachers were asked to name their own greatest satisfactions in their work, almost nine in 10 said helping students to learn and grow as social beings. As they gain experience, teachers gradually build up a fund of pedagogical capital in the form of lessons, skills, and knowledge about how to reach students.

It is a sign of a school worth conserving when the best memories of its former students and the best rewards of its teachers are positively aligned. Such schools have flourished not just in favored and prosperous places, but also in economically deprived communities that have learned how to build on the strengths of their schools.

PROGRESS AND CONSERVATION

Believers in progress through rapid education reform often want to reinvent schooling. The dead hand of the past has created problems for these rational planners to solve, preferably quickly. A conservationist takes a different view of experience, asking what needs to be saved as well as changed.

The word progress pops up everywhere in educational discourse, even in the rhetoric of critics who want to blame schools for just about any problem. During the Reagan Administration, the official American report on education for UNESCO was called "Progress Education in the United States," while the major tool for measuring our national achievement bears the optimistic name of National Assessment of Educational Progress.

In reformcircles enamored of change and inclined toward Utopian solutions to improve schooling, a belief in progress can obscure the task of conserving the good along with inventing the new. In mitigating one set of problems, innovations may give rise to new discontents. In each major period of reform in the history of American public education, different plans for progress and different discontents emerged.

Two icons suggest changing institutions and aspirations:

* the one-room, rural school of the 19th century, locally controlled and informed by civic and moral aspirations; and

* the large, factory-like urban school of the early 20th century, run by professionals and designed to process students in multipletracked curricula.

In 19th-century America, the dominant form of public schooling was a one-room, rural school, locally controlled by elected trustees. Its primary purpose, Thomas Jefferson believed, was to train the young to be good citizens and to give adults firsthand experience in self-government. Local control legitimized public schooling in a society in which people intensely distrusted centralized governments.

Perhaps the most important principle built into the 19th-century concept of local control of common schools was the notion that citizens should be responsible for the education of all children, not just their own. In practice, the principle was often violated, especially for children of color. But it persisted as a civic aspiration.

There was also a simple form of civic accountability built into local control of schools by elected trustees: if citizens were dissatisfied with the way schools were run, they could elect someone else. And patrons of the school district had to live with the results of their decisions. If they had tried to cut corners on building costs and the roof leaked, they and their children suffered. And if they hired a cheap but marginally literate teacher, the results were sadly apparent when children recited to an audience of the local families. Accountability was not some abstraction dictated by a distant political authority but part of everyday experience. Local control was a guard against distant and arbitrary power and continued to legitimize public schooling as settlers spread across the continent.

The school systems remodeled in the 20th century were designed to correct what reformers regarded as radical defects in 19th-century public education: an extremely decentralized school governance structure and a uniform curriculum. The one-room school with its lay trustees and McGuffey readers exemplified the old-school style of education that innovators wanted to replace.

Elite reformers of the last century rejected most of the 19th-century model of the common school. Some scornfully dismissed rural self-rule by elected lay boards as "democracy gone to seed." They wanted professionals to run the schools in a system in which small school districts were consolidated and governance was centralized in urban districts and at the state level. They thought that it was possible to "take the schools out of politics." That, of course, proved to be an illusion.

Most professional leaders of the 20th century also believed that big schools - especially big high schools - were better than small ones, that consolidated governance was better than local control, and that choice in a differentiated curriculum enhanced equality of opportunity. As their campaign to meet these goals sped on its way in the last half century, the number of students per school increased sixfold, states rapidly consolidated rural districts, and one-room schools became nearly extinct.

In the 20th century, the elite reformers were remarkably successful in achieving their vision of progress - too successful for many of the citizens who wanted to preserve local schools and McGuffey readers. State and federal governments began to regulate local districts and undermine local control to a degree that would have dismayed local school trustees of the 19th century. Rural residents objected to the consolidation of their school districts and die loss of their one-room schools, which had often been the center of the social and political life of the communities. Their protests did not do much to slow the consolidation of over 130,000 school districts in 1930 into fewer than 15,000 today, for the claims and political clout of the reformers spoke louder than the concerns of rural conservationists.

As school districts and school buildings grew larger, the range of subjects and programs expanded rapidly, especially at the secondary level. In the early 20th century, cities created vocational schools and tracks, commercial programs, academic courses in new fields, and a host of programs for special children. By the 1960s, a rush of new elective courses appeared. Whereas there were only a few high school subjects in 1900, by 1973 there were more than 2,100 different courses.

Again, the advocates of "progress" triumphed as schools offered a cornucopia of curricular choices. But was that really a triumph? Few policy makers asked what was lost as well as conserved. In the most recent generation, many reformers have argued that students had been given far too many choices. Some maintain that rapid changes in curriculum have alternated between rigidity and incoherence and produced low academic standards.

Although there are still many advocates of big schools, in recent years small schools reminiscent of the 19th-century common schools have once again come into favor among practitioners, policy makers, and foundation officers. To many policy makers today, big is no longer beautiful. In a policy world in which less is more, urban school reformers experiment with decentralized governance and break large high schools into smaller schools.

While debates over purposes and programs in education continue unabated, a conservationist perspective can help citizens to be more deliberate about what to preserve and what to change in their schools. It will not be easy. The work of the educational conservationist, like that of the defender of wild animals, is a challenging one. It takes energy and smarts and political savvy to preserve Mongolian gazelles or good schools.

[Sidebar]
It is a sign of a school worth conserving when the best memories of its former students and the best rewards of its teachers are positively aligned.
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