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The Bigger Picture

Few want to say that our schools are failing.  And indeed, many schools are not.  But we’re not effective enough with too many students.   District and school reports continue to show middle class white students performing higher than racial groups and poverty level students on state tests.  Special needs students too can improve.  It’s not that teachers aren’t trying.  The system as a whole must more fully support this growth.  With the Race to the Top goal of closing the achievement gap, we can and must work to help all students learn at the levels of those coming from more advantaged situations.

New standards and assessments rachet up expectations nationally.  Common Core standards are more complex and high level than standards of the past decade.  Race to the Top states now have Educator Evaluation criteria that include teachers’ student test scores over a period of time to show standards learning growth as part of teachers’ evaluation.  We have the tools that can help students learn.  Now teachers are asked to use these tools, and districts are asked to provide the supports needed.  
Already overwhelmed school administrators and teachers chafe at national regulations.  Parents who don’t fully understand the changes fear their children won’t get a good education.  They complain about “too much testing.”  Teachers and administrators are busy enough with simply maintaining schools.  Now conformance with food regulations, anti-bullying laws, students texting one another in classes, and English Language Learner requirements keep district managers and principals and teachers busy, if not overwhelmed.  Education reform is often referred to as changing the tires while the car is moving.  
College professors criticize the state tests as too narrow, constraining, and simple-minded an approach.  But these tests are not the old secret standardized test.  They’re criterion-referenced tests in which teachers are provided the test information in advance, as with Advanced Placement tests.   “Bubble tests,” critics say, are not sufficient, though long used as learning measures on Advanced Placement tests for higher achieving students and the high stakes PSAT and SAT tests that determine college acceptance, and graduate school tests.  
We can and must focus on higher levels of learning, and for all students.
When we hear of a special needs child not learning to read in school, when we have absenteeism and student class behavior problems, look at percentages of students not attending college, or worse, not graduating from high school, see students floundering after college in what seems a jobless world today for many, we wonder.  Can we do better?  Can non-learners become learners?  We have students doing exceptionally well, students doing adequately, and a marginalized group not succeeding.  We know those students.  They may well be self-defeating in school behavior.  Can we turn these students around?
How do we change to serve all students well in learning growth?

As we continuously hear of and read derision and concerns on “testing” children in our schools today, an old theory of  change still referred to today is worth taking a closer look at.  The thoughts behind the concept of a paradigm shift shed light on the issue and perhaps enlighten us with ways of understanding of how to help schools address new learning expectations.  This is much more than a cliché.
The old system taught and still in some classrooms teaches primarily to our better students.  These are students who do school well, who most often come from families of relative wealth and education.  Low income family students and racial minorities as a group do more poorly.  We can do better with children with disabilities that interfere with learning.  

We can’t blame teachers for not assisting students who are not engaged in school, for whom school doesn’t speak to them, who are impatient and act out their frustrations in class.  It hasn’t been by structure the focus of teachers’ job to focus on these students.  In the past, this hasn’t been recognized or rewarded.  Many students come to school hungry, sometimes from difficult, chaotic home lives in which survival is the mode of living.  Some students simply feel not able to compete; the bar is too high.  These students may well have the potential to excel, under the right conditions.  New regulations insist that we try.
These marginalized, struggling students exist in all schools. Current thinking in school reform, as it has been for over fifty years, is to better serve all students.  As group, high level standards, challenging state tests, student growth, and a new Educator Evaluation system constitute a paradigm shift from earlier years.  These new rules set a different focus.  It’s a tsunami for schools.  It’s no wonder that we hear and read the waves of criticism.  Administrators are left with just trying to steady the ship as well as steer it.  Many teachers come on board and work to learn new areas.   Some do not get on board, and discourage others.  At times their voices shut down forward movement.  Others, who may be able to meet the new expectations, feel lost, abandon ship and leave the profession.
The real wonder is that we see efforts made and success with rigorous standards and challenging tests, but not by magic.  These changes come from devoted, sincere attempts by administrators and teachers.  Successful pockets of reforms that preceded current regulations are well documented on small scale levels.  Some charter schools work with the most challenging students in urban districts, and dependent upon strong test scores for survival, with smaller numbers of students and a strict focus on learning bring children along, go beyond just teaching for the test, and accomplish what can’t be done in larger public schools.  Or can it?  
Our previous decade of state standards, state tests and accountability expectations which were at first shocking eventually became accepted and integrated into school life.  Scattered examples of high quality, focused education have produced significant gains in learning as seen subjectively in classrooms and on state tests.   
Many states and districts managed to sail through that decade smoothly.  Many students have learned more during this period.  Special education student learning has been transformed with higher expectations.  However, after ten years of clear standards for all students in math and literacy standards, we’re still left with an achievement gap.  Still our low income students, children of color and special needs students as groups have not attained the level of Proficient and score below middle class white students.  Asian students as a group, with strong cultural support and parent expectations, consistently out-perform white students.  Cultural patterns trump school in the big picture still.
The Race to the Top goal is to close the achievement gap between children of less advantaged homes and middle class white children, while also raising the bar with high national standards.
But we now have a fairer current accountability system that looks at student growth, not requiring students with a disability the interferes with learning and English language learner students, low income and students of color to reach Proficient, but to show growth.  Some still call this unfair.  It’s the status quo that’s unfair to our students.

We can’t say that school people aren’t trying.  But even high performing school districts, in high demographic communities, aren’t always making the progress in growth with traditionally under-performing groups that we want to see.  Having high expectations for all is assailed by many, but it may be a worthy goal.  We know well the challenges, but have to keep trying.  We’ve seen underperforming students learn to succeed. We can’t write off any student.  This requires a new school focus.
Opening the Doors to Learning

Classroom practice is no longer private.  Test scores reflect the quality of teaching on standards learning.  While teachers may have more challenging students one year, or for two years, which is reflected in scores, over time teachers are expected to show strong performance.  The Race to the Top educator evaluation model includes the teacher’s test scores as part of the evaluation.  Teachers who consistently have strong test scores are noticed.  The few teachers who don’t show learning on state tests are urged to seek out means of improvement.  The school and district must assist these teachers.  This is a new way for schools and district to work.  Districts must pick up this responsibility.
Now Common Core Standards are at our fingertips, with multiple databases of the Standards available on the internet.  A teacher can easily access the version of the standard for his or her grade level.  This can be used to help a special needs student learn, to guide instruction.  

In addition, the past decade has brought to schools a multitude of means of supporting struggling learners.  Such information is also easily accessed on the internet.   We have the tools of differentiated learning, varied learning strategies, excellent self-paced technology applications, technology for ease of student research, varied materials via technology, and a school culture in many schools that supports collaboration, teachers helping and learning from others.
A Change in Beliefs and Action

This period of new higher level standards and more rigorous assessment with student growth expected today requires a goal in which what earlier reform efforts have failed.  It requires a paradigm shift in beliefs, actions and skills.  The goal now is to improve the quality of learning for each child, in a new paradigm in which schools are assessed on whether students are learning.  Today we seek to bring the same high level of learning to all students, narrowing the long-standing achievement gap 
Moving from managing a smooth-running school with independent private practice to common work on learning is a major shift. This thinking underpins Race to the Top.  National regulations enforced by states require a new belief system and actions of schools.  Is this fair?  Is this what school should be about?  Can this be done on a large scale?   Is it a goal, an opportunity, worth trying?
A Change in Mind-Set

Harvard researcher Seymour Sarason noted during an earlier era of school reform that “school change does not take place because thinking has not changed” (1971).  Actions must be coupled with new thinking, Sarason observed, to secure school improvement.  Beliefs needn’t precede actions, but actions work best when operating within a strong belief system.  Changing a belief system is hard.  
It may be that the earlier decade of state tests have failed to achieve the promise of improving learning for all students because we’ve skipped the stage of helping teachers and administrators understand why we have this new means of higher standards and more rigorous assessment.  While some have used buzz-words, the deeply held understanding that must accompany change is lacking.  The term “paradigm shift” may be tossed around, but not fully understood, certainly not embraced.  High level Common Core national standards and more challenging assessments, especially when coupled with educator evaluation which includes test results, constitute a sea change.  It’s no surprise we have push-back.
A Paradigm Shift

Science historian Thomas Kuhn defined what he saw as a paradigm shift that affects the scientific community when a persistent new finding doesn’t conform to commonly accepted scientific models of thinking.  This rocks the scientist’s world.   
In The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1970), Kuhn notes that in these scientific revolutions a novel theory emerges in thinking, “after a pronounced failure in the normal problem solving activity.”  The failure of schools is that the old early factory model of the one best way of teaching and learning, with students sitting in rows and the teacher talking at students, with grouping students in a way that limits learning, hasn’t served all students well.  We must develop understandings with all students.  This means learning is guided by a messy classroom, with students processing information, talking with teachers and each other, additional time on learning and a common underlying focus – one developed by the best in curriculum thinking.  
We can’t blame teachers for some students not learning.  But now that common new grade level standards are set, new Educator Evaluation expectations ask that all teachers pay attention to these Standards.  The Standards must frame the curriculum and the classroom learning.  This makes the work easier, as Common Core Standards expectations build from year to year.  Standards don’t constrain and limit what is taught, and can be integrated into what many teachers currently do.  This now is expected of each teacher.  This is new.
Does this framework of Standards kill creativity?  The opposite is true.  Inventiveness is required if all students are to learn the new Standards.  Sharing ideas and internet sharing generate new learning ideas for teachers and students to enjoy.  It’s an exciting time.  It’s a time for collaboration.  This may be easiest for newer teachers, who initially in their teaching look to others for ideas, and who in their college and K – 12 experience may have experienced collaborative learning.
Anxiety

Central to the new teacher evaluation piece is that the teacher seek learning on the Common Core standards and pursue professional development to work in ways that help each child learn.  Many teachers have been doing this for years.  Their state assessment scores often show success.  Teachers glow when they see their students’ test results of their focused work.  Now every teacher is expected to do this.  
When test scores are less than good, this can shatter a teacher’s self confidence.  The good news is that when teachers focus to reach each student on Standards learning, this is most often reflected in higher test scores.  Under the new educator evaluation system, expectations are clear, and teachers are empowered to improve their own work, as responsible professionals.  The goal is having teachers who come to school happy to help each child learn, shrugging off daily minor challenges with the big picture in mind, and help colleagues solve problems.  
Revolution in Thinking in the Professional Community
Thomas Kuhn reports on the major revolutions in science as being shocking at the time.  Such revolutions in thinking are now well accepted theories, such as Einstein’s theory of relativity, Copernican astronomy, Newton’s laws of physics, Roentgen’s discovery of the x-ray, and Lavoisier’s discovery of oxygen.  Roentgen kept seeing a strange blue light in his experiments.  This blue light did not conform with accepted thinking in the field.  Hence Roentgen’s discovery of the x-ray.  The theory and practice changed to conform with this discovery.  Our blue light in schools is that we are failing too many students.  

Kuhn reports that with new observations that see a failure in the traditional theory and practice, the scientific community as a whole begins to recognize that the traditional theory fails to solve basic problems.  Schools by their structure of the factory system structure of the 1900’s sifted out the poorly performing students.  As late as the 1960’s lower performing students were shunted to low level classes and often left school before graduation.  Traditional school hasn’t solved the problem of all students learning well.  Kuhn states that the core of the crisis is there’s a breakdown of solving the problems within the old paradigm.  For schools, these are our students who “drop out,” fight school by becoming “behavior problems” – often through lack of engagement in class work – do poorly on assignments because they don’t know how to do better, and act out their frustration with not being able to learn.  These problems exist in every school.  State tests have brought the learning issue to the forefront.  Now we are asked to address this issue, to pay attention, and better help these students.
The new paradigm of focus on learning replaces the bureaucratic school structure of following old rules of conformity. This change is hard to adjust to.  With years of experience under the old organization and emphasis on the status quo of management, school people are understandably disoriented—even face a crisis – by the change to emphasize all students learning well.  The achievement gap widens with more rigorous tests if thinking and practice don’t change for more struggling students.  
We haven’t explained this bigger picture well to school people.  While some veteran teachers see the need for the change to help each child learn at high levels, and sharpen their skills to do this, many veteran teachers – those long schooled in the earlier structure and look to students as categories not capable of improving – may have a hard time accepting the changes.  Demographic need not be destiny.  We haven’t effectively presented this in a way that all teachers can understand the major shift of moving to a different way of thinking about school and a different way of working, a different way of serving students who depend upon teachers to learn.  

Kuhn reports that years of experience under the old paradigm causes difficulty in making a conversion to the new way of thinking.  Because scientists are trained to work under one paradigm, the scientist who creates a new paradigm is young or new to the field.  Think Steve Jobs, Bill Gates, Mark Zuckerberg.  These young men didn’t know it couldn’t be done.  
Kuhn states, 

Almost always the men (sic) who achieve these fundamental inventions of a new paradigm have been either very young or very new to the field whose paradigm they change . . . (O)bviously these are those who, being little committed by prior practice to the traditional rules of normal science, are particularly likely to see that those rules no longer define a playable game and to conceive another set that can replace them (Kuhn, p. 90).  

We take a new look at school. The individual must change to adopt the new paradigm, Kuhn states.  State and federal regulations require changes.  What’s fair for teachers?  What’s fair for students?  Can our schools survive and fairly implement with integrity the new changes?
Kuhn reports the scientist receives a narrow and rigid education, to equip him (sic) for puzzle-solving within the tradition the textbooks define.  The scientist is not prepared when crises are generated.  Kuhn states, “(T)he scientist is not, of course, equally well prepared . . . (S)o long as somebody appears with a new candidate for paradigm, the loss due to rigidity accrues only to the individual” (Kuhn, p. 166). 
Veteran teachers find their long-held beliefs and actions challenged.  How can people change a long-held belief system?  Not a few teachers retire when new teaching methods and regulations counter and threaten their long-held beliefs and practice, as it is difficult for older scientists.  Race to the Top is a seismic culture shift.  Teachers’ worlds have been shaken.  
Kuhn observes:
The transfer of allegiance from paradigm to paradigm is a conversion experience that cannot be forced.  Though some scientists, particularly the older and more experienced ones, may resist indefinitely, most of them can be reached in one way or another.  Conversions will occur a few at a time, until, after the last hold-outs are gone, the whole profession will again be practicing under a single, but now different, paradigm (Kuhn, pp 151,152). 
We now have new teachers now coming in to teaching who had state tests as students themselves.  We now have a generation of teachers for whom state tests – once not accepted by teachers – are the norm.  Standards learning has been part of many new teachers’ school life.  

In addition, many veteran teachers intuitively understand this new paradigm.  We have many skillful experienced teachers who take each child under their wing and develop learning.   These are our silent saints, who spend time working with individuals, who put their heart and soul into their teaching.  They understand their content well, and impart this to their students.  They’re good colleagues.  We treasure these teachers.  They’re known in their school.  They’re remembered by their students.  These teachers live in their students’ hearts and minds.  We need more such teachers.  
A Change in Teacher Evaluation as Part of the New Paradigm

The new Educator Evaluation system under Race to the Top is at its best a fair one, setting out clear areas for proficiency.  Four categories are clearly defined.  The model is based on mutually agreed-upon areas for growth with one’s evaluator.  The process is based on “self-directed growth,” with the teacher collecting evidence of growth.  This can counteract burn-out, long an enemy of learning.  But teachers wither under a lower than expected evaluation of their work.  Self-confidence, which we need to do our job well, is shaken.  Teachers fear bias in evaluation of their work.  Guaranteed tenure – long a tradition under the teacher tenure system – itself is challenged.  The rock of job security has been pulled out from under teachers.  Teachers rightfully feel that as learning expectations have been racheted up, they’re now also more severely evaluated.  Schools must work harder to support teachers with this dramatic shift.
Another Planet

What was seen by scientists under the old paradigm is disrupted in a paradigm shift. 
 In adopting a new paradigm, Kuhn states that the scientist must learn to accept new assumptions, rules of behavior, values and relationships.  The world view changes with a paradigm shift.   
“When paradigms change, the world itself changes with them. . .  what were ducks in the scientist’s world before the revolution are rabbits afterward.  It is rather as if the professional community had been suddenly transported to another planet where familiar objects are seen in a different light and are joined by unfamiliar ones as well” (Kuhn, pp. 111, 112).  
The traditional rules of work that the scientist has been trained to pursue changes.  He or she must then be helped to see things in a different way, “not as counter-instances, but as different . . . Therefore, at times of a revolution . . . the scientist’s perception of his environment must be re-educated – in some familiar situations he must learn to see a new gestalt.  After he has done so, his work will seem, here and there, incommensurable with the one inhabited before.”  
We do know that when teachers focus on needed standards learning and effectively engage their students in this learning, this is reflected in strong test scores.  From this, teachers gain confidence in their ability and become more effective teachers.  We see this in pockets.  We have research that shows what can improve student learning. 

Under the new paradigm, “Ducks become rabbits,” states Kuhn.  The days of the silent classroom is of the past.  Now a learning classroom has a feel of energy, students are talking, on task, desks are scattered, the teacher moves around.  Differentiation and active learning are now expected.  We now are happy when we walk into a classroom where we see students working on varied projects and can’t find the teacher, who may be in a corner helping an individual child.  Earlier, students sitting quietly in rows with the teacher at the front talking at students was expected.  School now looks different, and is measured differently.  
Future Promise, An Act of Faith

A new paradigm is accepted when the community shifts to embrace it, states Kuhn.  Individual reasons motivate adoption.  Kuhn notes that a convert to the new paradigm must act even in defiance of evidence.  What causes conversions to the new paradigm in the absence of hard evidence, when a new paradigm replaces the old one?
There are arguments other than the ability to solve problems that appeal to the individual’s sense of the appropriate, notes Kuhn.  Will improved assessment results mean higher levels of learning, and improve the lives and enhance prospects for our students’ futures?  This may or may not happen, but it’s the best we have today.
This is a national experiment, an act of faith.  Do we have a better approach?  The new paradigm, says Kuhn, does not solve all the problems, nor does it convince a community that it can do this.  Much study, testing, observation and experimentation is needed to test the fit, Kuhn reports.  We must give the new paradigm a chance.

With rival paradigms, the choice must be based on faith.
Kuhn states: 
“(The scientist’s) decision must be based less on past achievement than on future promise.  The man (sic) who embraces a new paradigm at an early stage must often do so in defiance of evidence . . . A decision of that kind can only be made on faith . . .  Something must make at least a few scientists feel that the new proposal is on the right track, and sometimes it is only personal and inarticulate considerations that can do that (Kuhn, p. 158).  

How does large scale professional thinking change?   “Paradigm shifts are built more on questions of values than on observable proof . . . the issue is which paradigm should in the future guide research on problems” (Kuhn, p. 157).  Those who pick up the new paradigm and proceed under it then “will develop it to the point where hardheaded arguments can be produced and multiplied.”  No single argument will persuade all to convert.  “Rather than a single group conversion, what occurs is an increasing shift in the distribution of professional allegiance” (Kuhn p. 151).  
We can’t say we didn’t see this train coming.  But we’re ready for it.  We can either jump off or leap onto the train.  It’s a values issue.  

Pieces and supports for the new regulations have long been in place.   Ways to assist struggling students are in practice.  Many teachers collaborate on learning.  Teachers know differentiated instruction, personalized learning, extended time on learning, and project-based learning; research supports their effectiveness.  Teachers study new standards and test results.  Teachers seek help for struggling students.  The internet brings vast resources to classrooms.  We have the tools. 
Do we have the belief system of the new paradigm to guide us through the choppy seas to improve the quality of learning for each student?
         ______________________________________________________
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