
EXCELLENCE IN EDUCATION AGAIN: 

DON'T LET THE PENDULUM KNOCK ANYONE OOT 

by Olivia Frey 

In April 1983, the National Commission on Excellence in 

Education in it report entitled "Nation at Risk" warned that the 

educationai system is in trouble. The reverberations from the 

report, in politicians' speeches and news editorials, have 

echoed in our ea~s until they ring. Standards are low, require

ments are less than rigorous, and young people are graduating who 

can neither read nor write nor work basic arithmetic problems, 

such as balancing a checkbook. Other similar studies followed 

the April report--the governors' National Task Force on Educa

tion for Economic Growth, the Twentieth Century Fund, and, most 

recently, the Carnegie Foundation's "High School: A Report on 

Secondary Education in America," All reiterate the same theme: 

decline in education. 

Many have responded to these dire reports, as one would 

expect, offering numerous remedies for the troubled educational 

system. Professional educators in journals as well as parents 

and teachers in letters to the editor have suggested ways of 

improving the system: more homework, longer school days, merit 

pay, across-the-board salary increases, recertification, and the 

list goes on. In my home state of Minnesota, the legislature 

heard a report in October 1983 on "increased program require

ment~ .•• learning requirements outside the classroom • 

graduation requirements and achievement standards," The 

Minnesota B_oard · of Regents, the Community C allege Board and the 

State Board for Vocational Education will "develop proposals 

for admission requirements for incoming freshmen," 1 Actually, 

we have heard it all before. It is the sound of the pendulum 

swinging back again, from John Dewey's philosophy of pro

gressive education to the traditional philosophy of educational 

excellence. And if we are not careful, if we do not weigh 

thoughtfully these choices that are before us, this return 

swing of the pendulum may knock out a large portion of America, 

the poor, blacks, and other minorities, those that a more 
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egalitarian system in the late 60's and early ?O's sought to 

serve. 

Diane Ravitch summarizes this swinging of the educational 

pendulum succinctly in "American Education: Has the Pendulum 

Swung Once Too Often?" 2 In early educational history, the 

progressives claimed that the "traditional academic cu=iculum" 

was neither adequate nor appropriate "for all children," 

clearly an egalitarian philosophy. Progressive education sought 

to be practical, to fulfill the individual instructional needs 

of as many children as possible. Soon, as progressive educa

tion was accused of being "anti-intellectual" and lacking in 

standards ( sound familiar?) , the movement began to wane. With 

the launching of Sputnik in 1957, the collapse of progressive 

education was assured. The cry that arose in the late 50's, 

early 60's, was "quality," "excellence," and "high standards."3 

In the mid-60' s,: with civil rights, the "war on poverty," 

protests against the Vietnam War, in short, a sharper social 

awareness and responsibility with its concomitant rebellion 

against bourgeois values, the pendulum swung back again. 

Educators and writers, such as Charles Silberman (Qrisis in the 

Classroom, 1970), ·were less concerned about academic excellence 

and more concerned about "social justice and personal libera

tion.114 The temper of the time urged CUNY to institute its 

open admissions policy in 1970, five years ahead of schedule. 

Although instituted in haste, the policy was applauded at the 

time as the epitome of the egalitarian spirit in education,5 

A chronological examination of the articles and reports 

about CUNY' s open admissions policy is revealing. In 1969 arrl 

1970, when CUNY announced its new policy, most educators 

praised the decision as a means of breaking down the unjust 

economic and political barriers that impeded otherwise com

petent minorities. By 1972, it was clear that open admissions 

was not working, primarily because of poor planning. Some even 

questioned the notion of egalitarianism that the policy, it 

was hoped, would foster. Scott Edwards writes in December 1972, 

"there are among persons real and measurable differences in 
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academic capacity ... overt social distinctions based on 

such differences--the proportioning of praise and esteem to the 

degree of demonstrated meri t--are useful and necessary." After 

four years of open admissions at CUNY, most writers foretold 

its death as a result of politics and economics, In 1976, 

CUNY charged admission for the first tim~ and established new 

criteria for admission into the junior and senior colleges. 6 

The r.istory of open admissions at CUNY is emblematic of 

the revival and ultimate demise of progressive education, the 

push for egalitarianism, in the early seventies, against which 

our present demand for "quality" education is a reaction. The 

present upheaval is only the after-shock following the earth

quake. The most violent reactions occurred in 1975 when it was 

discovered that SAT scores had been dropping steadily since 1963, 

followed by the 1977 College Board report that the decline in 

SAT scores could be attributed to lowered standards, grade in

flation, and a general decline in reading and writing.? There 

followed a plethora of reports reiterating the CEEB findings 

and advocating a return to basics. 8 In 1983 and 1984 we are 

hearing the echoes of these cries: back to a basic curriculum 

and a return to quality education. 

It is perhaps time for educators themselves to learn a 

lesson from this history of educational change. The pendulum 

has swung violently back and forth for the last fifty years. 

The educational remedies of one decade, planned in haste and 

carried out with little foresight, are the reactions to those 

remedies of the previous decade, themselves planned in haste 

and carried out with little foresight. Many of the remedies 

suggested in 1983 and 1984, again, do not seem the result of 

serious reflection or careful planning. In particular, I 

would like to focus on three suggestions made by legislators, 

professional educators and others that have serious political, 

economic, and social implications for blacks and other 

minorities: more rigorous high school graduation requirements, 

higher college admission standards, and the abolishment of 

college remedial writing programs. Raising standards by these 
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means, would in effect deny, and unjustly deny, certain members 

of our society an education and all that an education can offer. 

I would also like to suggest that high standards do not neces

sarily preclude educational equity, that standards, particularly 

of literacy, can be maintained or even raised while admitting 

academically disadvantaged young people into our colleges. 

In his zeal to improve the quality of a college education, 

one Minnesota legislator has suggested abolishing remedial 

writing programs around the state. The thinking of those who 

would suggest such a move or who have implemented such a policy 

goes something like this: Weak students will either succeed or 

fail. If they succeed, they will have done so by their own 

intrinsic merit. If they fail, then perhaps they were meant to 

fail. The net effect in each case will be a program of higher 

quality and a student who has met higher standards. Of course, 

such a philosophy over simplifies the learning process and those 

factors that govern academic success or failure. Students who 

enter remedial writing courses usually are intelligent, but 

simply lack the experience, or the appropriate set of experiences, 

the practice or the skill that would insure academic success, 

all of which a good remedial writing program can provide. I 

suspect those who advocate abolishing, or who have already 

abolished remedial writing programs know that their reasoning 

is less than sound. Such a policy is in reality only a ration

alization for abandoning a program that, if done right, is 

expensive and enervating. Remedial writing programs and other 

student support services are often the first to go at small 

private colleges struggling for survival. Ironically, it is 

these very support services that would help these colleges 

survive by making it possible to enroll students who might not 

otherwise attend or stay in college.9 

A second suggestion for improving the quality of our 

schools also does not seem the result of long reflection or 

sound judgment: the institution of more rigorous high school 

graduation requirements. Such a move again would be to the 

disadvantage of blacks and other minorities, for two reasons: 



1. I doubt that major curricular changes would take into con

sideration the culture and background or the learning styles of 

minority students.. 2. The students' level of performance under 

the new curriculum would most likely be determined by some sort 

of standardized testing similar to the competency tests that 

many students are now required to pass in order to graduate. 

For quite some time, research has shown that minorities have 

trouble with standardized tests, most of which, in spite of 

improvements, are still "culture-bound." 

Minorities have already been less than successful under the 

present, relatively "enlightened" curriculum and pedagogies in 

our elementary and secondary schools. The teaching materials 

and textbooks in many of our schools are still monocultural, 

the implications of which in the classroom are varied, 1° Con

stantly learning and reading about a culture not their own, and 

hearing ideas and events interpreted from a single cultural per

spective not their own cannot enhance a Black or Hispanic 

child's self-understanding. Researchers, most importantly, 

question how much learning takes place under such circumstances, 

since one aspect of lea.Y"ning involves relating and integrating 

new material to an already established cognitive ani experiential 

frame of reference. Also, needless to say, the minority child 

will be little motivated to learn if what she hears or reads 

has only scant relation to her own feelings of life.11 

Minority students are not the only ones to suffer. Such a mon

ocultural curriculum presents a narrow view of a society that is 

actually richly pluralistic. Non-'minori ty students can never, 

in such circumstances, be prepared for the real society in which 

they must live. Indeed, the seeds for dissension and mis

understanding are planted early in the monocultural classroom. 

Unmotivated, or unable to integrate new information with 

old, it is little wonder that minority students' grades are 

still on the average lower than non-minority students', and 

that minority students make up a large percentage of those who 

fail proficiency tests, one requirement for graduation. The 

suggested reforms of educators hoping to revive quality 
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educ'ation would only aggravate the situation. Most advocate 

a return to a "classical" curriculum: the basics in math and 

science and writing, history, and the classics of literature. 

Unfortunately, in our own profession, the "basics" too often 

translate into grammar drill and instruction in standard. usage. 

Study or even consid.eration of other dialects have no place here. 

The "classics" of literature usually represent only American and 

European writers. Consider M. H. Abrams• Norton Anthology of 

World Literature, a college anthology that contains no represen

tative works from Asia, Africa, or Latin America,12 

These same advocates of a "classical" curriculum assert 

the merits of conventional teaching methods. Gilbert Sewall, 

in "Can High School Education Achieve the Democratic Id.eal ?" 

writes, "Academic reform also requires reconsideration of d.is

credi ted but historically effective practice such as classroom 

memorization and drill, 'chalk and talk' teaching methods, and 

daily homework assignments." 13 Al though there are perhaps good 

reasons why such teaching methods have been discredited, I am 

not going to argue their merits or demerits here. Rather, I 

quote Sewall to suggest that in reforming teaching methods, 

advocates of quality education will too often go back to the 

basic pedagogies as they have gone back in the basic subjects. 

Such reform would more than likely preclude any consideration 

of recent research in the different learning patterns, cultural 

values, communications behaviors and cognitive styles of 

minority students. For example, an intelligent minority student 

can, nevertheless, fail if the teacher and the student have 

trouble "communicating." According to Geneva Gay in "Inter

actions in Culturally Pluralistic Classrooms," 

A knowledge of the structure and form of 

Cantonese can be useful to teachers of 

students who speak this language, but it 

alone will not enable them to understand 

why Chinese-American students from traditional 

family backgrounds tend to be verbally 

passive in the classroom and prefer 
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mechanical instruction tasks over verbal 

an:i expressive tasks. Thus, teachers must 

un:ierstand that ethnic group communication 

styles are both linguistic systems and ex~ 

pressions of cultural systems. 

Fortunately, the Chinese-American arrl Native American students 

would be relatively successful in Sewall's traditional class

room. Unfortunately, the Black and Hispanic students would 

not, since their communication behaviors and learning styles 

are very different. 14 

Minority students, for reasons that I have suggested, have 

difficulty in the schools as it is. Instituting a "new" 

curriculum, probably monocul tural, taught using "tried and true" 

conservative pedagogies could not improve their educational 

environment using standardized tests would compound the un

fairness. Research for many years has shown- black students as 

performing below the level of non-black students in standardized 

achievement tests. Most recently, Barbara J . Holmes ( 1982) 

reports that "at least 50 percent or more of America's 9, 13, 

17-year olds responded correctly" to the test exercise that the 

researchers presented, while "fewer than 50 percent of America's 

black students at the same ages responded correctly to it." 15 
The literature is equally abundant that attempts to explain why 

the difference in perfonnance exists. Researchers have 

generally concluded that most standardized tests do not have 

"normative validity." In order for such tests to be valid, 

all who take the test must have had the same opportunity 

to learn, must have been equally motivated, must have the same 

cultural and educational experiences to draw on. Even the few 

points that I raise above, including differences in learning 

styles, should demonstrate that minority and non-minority 

students have very different educational experiences. Certainly, 

proficiency tests as a requirement for graduation measure what 

the student has learned •. But whether the black student fails 

a proficiency test, it may be more an indication of- a failing 

curriculum or pedagogy than of that student's lack of 
\ 
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intelligence or ability,16 

A third suggestion for improving the quality of education, 

that is, by :::aising college admission standards, could also be 

inherently discriminatory, for the same reasons that stricter 

graduation requirements could be unfair to minorities. Admission 

to college is based on those same standardized tests and that 

same high school performance, both of which may be an inaccurate 

indication of the minority student's ability, intelligence, or 

potential.17 In a recent research study, Marvin L, Grant and 

Roy Singleton outline the traditional admissions criteria--ap

titude test scores and high school grades--and analyze their 

reliability as predictors of a black student's success in college. 

They concluded that admissions tests contribute "only- marginally 

to the prediction of success for Blacks," and that, while high 

school grades are slightly more reliable as predictors, there 

are "uncontrolled variations that affect grades, such as different 

teachers using different criteria in assigning grades, different 

levels of difficulty in courses, the effect of the social in

teraction between teacher and student, and the student's 

ability to perform on subjective and/or objective examinations. 018 

The factors that I mentioned before--learning styles arrl communica

tion behaviors--would also affect a minority student's grades. 

Thus far I have discussed only the immediate effects on 

Blacks--restricted access to education--if the suggestions by 

those who advocate quality education are implemented without 

more serious reflection, There are other, far-reaching implica

tions, in particular, political, economic, and social implica

tions. Those who cannot read and write are, in effect, 

disenfranchised. Those without a college education must accept 

lower paying, lower prestige jobs. Those without an education 

will have difficulty improving the quality of their lives. 

While it is questionable that the suggestions for achieving 

quality education would in fact ensure quality education, 

those educational changes would most likely maintain the status 

quo. Those whom the present educational systen: rf>we,rds, 

usuc.lly not minority students, would be t rose graduated from 
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h"gh school and admitted to college, and who would ultimately 

:ect our leaders and even become our leaders, those who 
e t · ur schools 
. ·t bly decide the curriculum and requiremen sin o 
inevi a · h 

land and the distribution of wealt • 
as well as the laws of our 
And so the system would be self-perpetuating, Blacks and other 

minorities eternally locked out. 
th who advocate quality It is hard to believe that ose 

knoWl.·ng that a large segment of our population 
education do so 

th Process of implementing the changes they suggest, 
would, in · e 

On the altar of "higher standards•" One would 
be sacrificed 

of the doubt and assume that they 
like to give them the benefit 

about the l imitations of proficiency tests or 
are uninformed 
unreliability of high school averages. Certain scholars, 

nevertheless, 
who have studied the status of multiethnic educa

J ames A. Banks, for 
tion in the 80's are not so generous. 

example, writes in his introduction, 
The rise of neoconservatism, the so-called 

"back to basics" movement., and the recent upsurge 

of racial incidents in the nation suggest that 

the national commitment to equality for 

excluded groups which emerged during the 1960's 

is rapidly waning and that many leaders 

would like to see the nation return to the 

"good old days" of doing business as usual' 

with little attention devoted to the problems 

and promises of ethnic group life in the 

United States. The current national 

sociopolitical climate is a pernicious one 

in which to talk and write 

education in the 1980's,
19 

about multiethnic 

extreme if I did not again 
I would consider Banks' observations 
and again, in the comments by those who advocate educati:::l 

. h this indifference to or even scorn for 
excellence, ear G" lbert 

ed tudent A case in point is a comment by i 
under-prepar s · · 
Sewall: . "For students with absolutely no academic or 

would enlist the help of other social 
vocational interests, I 
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agencies, not squander limited school resources in trying to 

pacify or 'save' these unfortunate chiJdren, 11 20 Certainly 

elitist and possibly even racist, Sewall's comment raises several 

questions: Why arenit 'these children interested? Couldn't 

their interest be sparked? Not to mention more practical con

cerns: What social agencies would one enlist, and who would pay 

for these services? Wouldn't it be more economical to invest 

time, money and energy in educating these children in the first 

place? 

Fortunately, among those who advocate quality education, 

there are few Gilbert Sewalls. Most desperately want to improve 

the standards in our schools, unaware of all the costs that we, 

and particularly those who are Black or Hispanic, would have to 

pay, This essay, I hope, dramatizes what those hidden costs 

are. I would also like to end on a more positive note, I 

would like to suggest that quality education is not on a col

lision cours.e with educational equality, that standards in our 

schools can be raised without sacrificing the egalitarian ob

jectives of education. 

A quality education can also be an equal education if we 

keep four points in mind: First, we can improve the curriculum 

in our schools without shutting out the minority stud.ent if our 

view of what is "excellent" and what is "classic" is not 

myopic, Non-minority students should also read and study the 

writings of cultures not their own, including those of Native

American, Central American, African, and Eastern societies. 

Second, new teaching methods that we introduce should take 

into consideration the learning styles and communication habits 

of all students, Third, in reviewing their admission standards, 

colleges should consider alternative admissions criteria, 

similar to the biographic/academic profile suggested by Grant 

and Singleton, who remind us that "al terna ti ve admissions 

procedures are not by definition 'lowered admissions standards," 21 

Fourth, in our own English profession, the basics do not 

necessarily mean grammar study and the rules of standard usage, 

which by their very nature often exclude the language patterns 
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and nonstandard dialects of other cultures, We need to 

broaden our notion of the basics, as demonstrated in such 

studies as George Hillocks' The English Curriculum Under Fire: 

What Are the ful§l Basics? We might also see such teaching 

techniques as peer inquiry and conferencing as more "basic" 

to learning writing than the traditional "basics" of grammar, 

What better way than through more individualized instruction 

can the teacher and classroom accommodate the various learning 

styles of ethnically heterogeneous students? Focusing on the 

writing process rather than the product could also be considered 

essential in the multiethnic classroom, The writing teacher, 

then, is aware from the very beginning of the writer's purpose, 

which may vary considerably among writers of different cul

tures. The teachers can then judge the success of the writing 

in terms of this original purpose rather than in terms of some 

culturally narrow prescribed standard. 
Certainly, no one disagrees that standards in our schools 

could be raised and the quality of the education that our 

children receive improved, Certainly, judging from recent 

reports, the nation is "at risk," But the true risk is not that 

American children will be poorly educated. The risk is that 

in our zeal to improve the quality of education, we will impede 

or even dismantle the egalitarian movement in our schools that 

received its greatest impetus in the 60's. Since thls time, 

more and more textbooks have been published that depict a 

pluralistic society, more classrooms have accommodated minority 

learning styles, more support services have been established in 

colleges. Nevertheless, minority children still struggle in 

our schools, More still should be done. Let us not ride back 

into the past on that swinging educational pendulum, If in 

improving our schools we take into consideration some of the 

suggestions that I offer, we can discard the pendulum metaphor 

once and for all and, most importantly, the pendulous movement 

itself that prevents true educational reform, 
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any eligible young person. The Census Bureau estimates that by 
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21
Grant and Singleton suggest that a "biographic/academic 

profile" would more accurately predict a black student's success 
in college than d.o traditional achievement tests or high school 
grades, Such a profile would include the following: 

A student would most likely be successful ifs/he 
1. 

2, 

3, 

4. 

has made an early decision to obtain a college 
degree, 
has aspirations for continued study beyond the 
bachelor's degree, 
has selected. high school elective courses which 
aid in preparation for college. 
has demonstrated leadership abilities. 
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