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Introduction
At the center of the current educational reform movement is the call for
national standards that will specify what students should know and be able to do.
Reform is not a new phenomenon in American education. Since the inception
of public schools, there have been consistent discussions about their mission and
public demands for changes that would make the schools more relevant to issues
that impinge upon education. Historically, however, reform has not resolved
issues; it may buy time, but always at the expense of allowing the same concerns
to fester below the surface until they erupt later - maybe in different guises - but
always as the same unresolved problems. The issue of national standards is one
that arises often.
In a February 1994 article in Education and Urban Society. Miles Myers
traces the history of national standards movements to the late 1800's, beginning
with the National Education Association's Committee of Ten {Myers 1994).
However, as Myers shows, none of the attempts have had the educational impact
intended by those who supported them. The standards movement of the 1990s
is both similar to and different from earlier movements.
The issues which gave rise to the current movement are global in scope.
National Standards is a response to turbulent social, economic and political
crises around the world. The economy of the United States has changed from
production to service, thus necessitating changes in the skills of the workforce.
The rapid growth of the economy of Japan has made it a world leader and a
competitor in the global marketplace, which until recently, has been dominated
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by the United States and Western European countries. The reunification of

assessments as the cornerstone of a strategy to greatly improve the performance

Germany and the breakup of the Soviet Union have created a major shift in

of all students, particularly those who perform least well now." The National

political power. The dismantling of apartheid in South Africa, and that nation's

Board for Professional Teaching Standards is developing higher standards for

uncertain emergence as a democracy must also be taken into consideration.

teachers and a means of assessing teacher behaviors. In addition, benchmarks in

These and other social, political, and economic shifts in the world intensify the

each of the fifty states are standards that will guide state curriculums.

need and the urgency for American educators to make substantive changes in
the ways they prepare students to participate as consumers and workers.

Noticeably missing from the standards movement, however, is a government mandate for delivery standards which will facilitate the attainment of the

Public concern over these global issues has led to the placement of

standards by students and teachers. While government leaders have embraced

education on the national agenda. The publication of A Nation ar Risk in 1982,

the concept of higher standards for all students, they have hesitated to grapple

which asserted that America was losing its competitive edge in the global

with the thorny problem of providing the resources necessary to make educa-

marketplace because of the reported low performances of its students, was

tional environments equitable. Delivery standards are needed to guarantee a

sufficient to stir the interest of politicians and to lead them to give education a

quality educational experience for students and teachers. Delivery standards

prominent place in their platforms for reelection.

should specify a commitment to the provision of material resources to be used in
instruction and inservice training that will help teachers to develop paradigms

Public concern also stimulated President Bush to convene his now

for teaching and learning that are consistent with new theories and practices.

famous 1989 Education Summit, to which he invited governors of all fifty states.
Out of this summit came the call for national standards. The parameters set by

There is a tendency to fuse delivery standards into opportunity to learn

the governors, however, make the call for standards different from other reforms.

standards. They are not one and the same. Delivery refers to resources, while

The standards are intended

opportunity refers to access. Since the 1954 Supreme Court decision in Brown

to

apply to all students, regardless of their present

performances or circumstances. There is no remediation plank in the new call

vs. Board of Ed., many efforts have been expended to provide access to educa-

for higher standards. They do not purport to separate students who can achieve

tion for all students. Busing is one such effort. Very little has been done,

them from those who can't or don't. Educators are challenged to use multiple

however, to ensure that all students receive the highest levels of instruction.

pathways in instruction until a method is found that fits the learning styles and

For American students to attain world-class standards, they should receive

experiential backgrounds of their students. Given the deficiency model that

world-class instruction in world-class schools.

currently pervades American education and which concentrates on students'
deficiencies before identifying their strengths, this is a challenge of revolutionary proportions. It is based on the assumption that all students can achieve high

Standards Project in English Lan~age Arts
I represent the Standards Project in English Language Arts. Initially

standards if they are taught appropriately.

funded by the Department of Education, the project is now under the auspices
of the National Council of Teachers of English and the International Reading

The systemic nature of the current standards movement further sets it

Association. When the government withdrew funding from the project prior to

apart from earlier movements. All parts of the education process are included.

its completion, NCTE and IRA overwhelmingly voted to proceed with stan-

Content standards are being developed by the subject matter organizations. The

dards development using their own resources. The two organizations' commit-

New Standards Project is developing new models for linking instruction to

ment is based on a belief that literacy is the vanguard of education. English

performance. Their "primary goal is to use a new system of standards and
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In spite of the innate problems and the half-hearted commitment of the

language arts are fundamental to standards in all other disciplines. NCTE and
IRA together represent more than 300,000 teachers and language specialists.

government to work toward substantive change, I support the development of

Their affiliate organizations number more than 500 throughout the United

national standards because I believe they may be the best alternative to reaching

States. Because of years of work in the field, these organizations have the

educational equity for all students. My support, however, is coupled with serious

distinct advantage of being able to ground the standards in sound theoretical and

concerns.

philosophical research that provides the best scaffold for the application of
I am troubled by the preoccupation of many Americans with the mea-

knowledge to practice. Within these organizations, there is a keen sense of
responsibility to lend expertise and experience to the education of American

surement of students' proficiencies, without a concomitant concern for the
instructional environment in which students develop. I approve of the approach

students.

taken by the New Standards Project in its Social Compact, which coordinates

In addition, the process of standards development offers an opportunity

instruction and teacher preparation with student performance. I am very

for NCTE and IRA to involve the stakeholders in American education in a

cautious, however, about the view of legislators that higher scores on perfor-

national conversation about what students should know and be able to do in

mance tests translate simply into a workforce that can compete internationally.

English language arts. The major stakeholders are students, parents, teachers,

I understand the importance of education to gainful employment, but education

legislators, community activists, religious leaders, senior citizens, business

offers much more than extrinsic rewards. We must not forget the worth of

executives, college professors, professionals outside the field of education, and

education to personal values and views of reality. Students must be motivated

leaders of special groups. To accomplish these goals, NCTE and IRA intend to

intrinsically to learn strategies that will help them to live with and to respect

play a major role in the process of change that national standards represent.

other people and themselves. They must want to study history as a means of
understanding the present. They must learn to use critical thought to solve

Concepts Underlyine Standards Development
The development of national standards is not an easy task. It is

personal and practical problems that they face away from work as well as those
they meet on the job. Students must also learn to understand and use language
to explore their own world thoughts and to communicate with various audi-

weighted by the complexities of American society at the end of the twentieth
century and the promise of what the twenty-first century holds. Expectations of

ences. These are the skills that are useful in the world of work, but they are

students in the schools must be matched by a consideration of the total land-

fundamental to life in other contexts as well.

scape of American society. Standards developers must take into account the
Finally, I worry that the countless hours of creative work that standards

classism, racism, and homophobia that characterize society, changes in traditional family structures, increased violence inside and outside the schools,

developers are devoting to the revolution of American education may be lost if

shifting demographics, alienation of societal groups, widespread unemployment,

their products are used as band-aids instead of as preventions and cures. Educa-

homelessness, the existence of a drug culture, and technologies that stagger the

tors must prepare themselves to work proactively to ensure that this does not
happen.

human imagination.
The challenge to those who are setting standards is whether they can

Standards must be framed in language that is readily understood by the

hold to a belief that students are not victims of their biographies, but monu-

public and the profession. Probing questions should serve as guideposts along

ments to human experiences. They must be sure that the standards they produce

the way:

can prevail in the climate to which they must conform.
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1.

Will the standards serve as a guide for developing the students'
proficiencies for living as well as working?

2. Will the standards build on what students already know and how they
know it?

Directors of IRA and the Executive Committee of NCTE will have final approval of the document.
Critique and Consensus
The standards project has in place more than three hundred focal groups
made up of educators, students, parents, business leaders, college professors,

3. Will the standards have an impact on teachers who have internalized
low expectations for certain groups of students?

educational researchers, special interest groups, and legislators. These groups
have reviewed two professional collections disseminated in 1993-94 and provided feedback. As other drafts are produced, they will be encouraged to provide

4.

Will the standards be bold enough to honor students' home languages as

additional input. Most of the affiliate organizations at the local and state levels

they seek to broaden students' language horizons?

in NCTE/IRA serve as focal groups, as do groups external to these organizations.
We invite the involvement of other persons or groups who may desire to form

5.

Will the standards encompass a broad definition of what literature is and

focal groups.

how it can be used in the context of students' lives?
6.

Will the standards offer a concept of language learning that will survive

Dissemination
Drafts of the document will be widely disseminated during the develop-

among the plethora of ideas and definitions that already exist?

ment process. Subsequent to NCTE/IRA Board approval, the final document
will be published and made available to school districts, state departments of

7.

Will the standards offer educators a means of determining who students

education, and other groups who may request it.

are and the contexts they represent?

A Look Ahead
8.

Will the standards be able to stand as guiding principles instead of
curriculum mandates?

The developers of the English language arts standards project consider
the standards to be continuous rather than static. The process of development
will provide new understandings that are not included in the first document.

Purpose of the Standards Project in English Language Arts
The National Council of Teachers of English and the International

for whom they are intended and reflect the most current knowledge available.

Reading Association will develop content standards in English language arts as a

Change is inevitable.

They will be added to subsequent drafts. Standards must relate to the students

public service to all Americans who have high stakes in the education of students. The standards will include authentic literature and the accompanying
skills of reading, writing, speaking, and listening.

As NCTE and IRA move aggressively toward completion of the standards project, it is important that questions continue to be raised. We must
regularly step outside the process and view the document from a distance. We

Organization of the Project
The project will involve five groups of participants: writers, editors,

have listed what we believe to be some of the right questions. Now we must
write the right standards.

consultants, NCTE/IRA officers, and affiliate organizations. The Board of
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If we write the right standards, they will speak to America in a loud
voice and say that these are the highest values of those who know best what and
how to teach in English language arts. If we write the right standards, they will
not simply reform the teaching and learning of English language arts, they will
revolutionize the profession and the schools. If we write the right standards,
they will answer the right questions and, as John Goodlad says, the right questions concern not what the child must do to get ready for the school, but what
the school must do to get ready for the child.
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