Linking Restructuring to

Authentic Student
Achievement
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Unless plans for new structures are guided by a vision of

educational outcomes that articulates new standards for student
achievement and for teaching, restructuring is not apt to pro-
duce favorable results for students, Mr. Newmann warns.

BY FRED M. NEWMANN

HE CALL to restructure ed-

ucation sends an ambiguous

but serious- message. The

word restructure suggests

that the system is so funda-
mentally flawed that such terms as inno-
vation and reform aren’t robust enough
to describe the changes that are needed.
But what exactly is the challenge that we
face in restructuring? What needs to be
changed, in what ways, and for what pur-
poses?

The history of education in America
has been punctuated repeatedly with pow-
erful slogans that mobilize the energy
of practitioners, researchers, and policy
makers. Recent examples include “back
to basics,” “relevance,” “community con-
trol,” “cultural literacy,” and “effective
schools.” Much of a slogan’s appeal rests
in its capacity to conjure- up multiple
meanings that can draw diverse constitu-
encies together in a common cause. While
a slogan galvanizes public opinion and

focuses energy, thus offering new possi-
bilities for action, its ambiguity brings
the great risk that energy will be dissi-
pated in scattered, even contradictory,
directions.

Therefore, before committing ourselves
to new structures, we should try hard to
reach agreement on the nature of the sys-
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tem’s failure. For without agreement on
the nature of the illness and on the pur-
pose of treatment, the pursuit of radical
cures could do more harm than good for
students.

Today, reformers tend to address two
main issues. The most obvious is the
large proportion of students, especially
low-income students of color, who fail
in school and score poorly on nationally
standardized tests. Much of the rhetoric
about national education goals reflects
concern about this group. Another issue
— less popular, but perhaps even more
disturbing — is that even those who suc-
ceed in school and score well on conven-
tional tests have not been educated to
cope successfully with the demands of
personal, vocational, and civic life in
contemporary society.!

Is the point of restructuring to provide
a better way of teaching the current cur-
riculum to students who haven't learned
it through the old structure? Or is restruc-
turing to be a vehicle to fundamentalty
change what is taught and how it is taught
to all students? These alternative aims for
restructuring can reflect conflicting goals
of education, and the goals held by those
pursuing each aim may lead to the cre-
ation of very different types of education-
al environments. It may not be necessary
to choose between these stark alterna-
tives, but the tension must be recognized.
It reflects a persistent historical debate
about educational ends that has no sim-
ple resolution and that even the restruc-
turing movement will not solve once and
for all.

Regardless of one’s position on the
forms of competence that schools should
promote and regardless of the fact that
large proportions of parents and educa-
tors perceive the schools to be working
well, there are at least two grounds for
seriously entertaining the prospect of fun-
damental organizational change. First,
teachers face the persistent difficulty of
engaging students in serious academic
work in schools as we know them. Ex-
cept for a few highly motivated students,
most young people complete school only
as a ritual. This pervasive disengagement
creates massive problems of crowd con-
trol for educators and wastes the time of
students and staff members alike.

Second, we must recognize the unfor-
tunate record of traditional efforts to
teach a virtually limitless list of fragment-

ed pieces of declarative knowledge —
€.g., that the issue of slavery divided the
U.S. in the 19th century or that squares
have equal sides and 90-degree angles.
This enterprise, pursued over the ages
as the main task of formal schooling,
now actually undermines education. When
schools try simultaneously to keep up
with the explosion of knowledge and to
accommodate the host of social demands
placed on them, they cannot possibly give
students the opportunity to develop in-
depth understanding and the capacity for
higher-order thinking that are required
for success beyond school. The problems
of disengagement and of excessive em-
phasis on coverage are related, and they
exact their most tragic toll on students
who, because of low income, cultural
background, or lack of social support, do
not succeed in schools as they are cur-
rently organized.

One of the biggest mistakes we make
is the order in which we design the com-
ponents of the education system. First,
we set up an organizational structure;
next, we plan the curriculum to fit the
structure, and finally, we choose crite-
ria for student success. Not until this last
step do we articulate in a concrete way
the ultimate educational purpose of the
system. But by this point the outcomes
are largely predetermined by the organi-
zational structures and curriculum. Thus
it should not be surprising that school-
ing seems so dysfunctional.

Moreover, the restructuring movement
is about to perpetuate this error, because
it, too, is trying to design organizational
structures before clarifying purposes and
reaching consensus on the educational
ends that organizational structures should
serve. For example, most of the talk one
hears about school-site management, ca-
reer ladders for teachers, or schools of
choice never mentions how these mech-
anisms will teach students to write about
literature, to reason about scientific phe-
nomena, or to learn important geographic
facts.

There is no reason to believe that re-
structuring will produce favorable results
for students unless plans for new struc-
tures are guided by a vision of education-
al outcomes that articulates new standards
for student achievement and for teaching.
In this article I hope to nudge restructur-
ing in this direction. First, I propose
authentic achievement as the primary

AUTHENTIC
ACHIEVEMENT
INVOLVES THE
CHALLENGE OF

PRODUCING, RATHER
THAN REPRODUCING,
KNOWLEDGE.

goal for students. Then, I advocate the
need for substantive conversation in
teaching, a new standard that is necessary
to promote authentic student achieve-
ment. Finally, I suggest particular struc-
tures for student work that can facilitate
authentic achievement and substantive
conversation.

AUTHENTIC ACHIEVEMENT

The kinds of skills required to earn
school credits, good grades, and high
scores on typical tests are often consid-
ered trivial, meaningless, and contrived
— by both students and adults. In con-
trast, a “restructured” vision of the goals
of education seeks to evaluate perform-
ance activities that are worthwhile, sig-
nificant, and meaningful: in short, activi-
ties that are authentic.

What criteria help us to recognize au-
thentic forms of academic achievement?
Consider the achievements of successful
adults — scientists, musicians, business
entrepreneurs, politicians, craftspeople,
attorneys, novelists, physicians, design-
ers, and so on. What are the characteris-
tics of their work that justify calling their
accomplishments authentic rather than
contrived and trivial? Can we identify
key distinctions between these authentic
accomplishments and the work that stu-
dents complete in school??

People in the diverse fields named
above face the primary challenge of
producing, rather than reproducing,
knowledge. This knowledge is expressed
through discourse, through the creation
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Accomplishments should have intrinsic value
beyond their value in assessing knowledge.

of things, and through performances. We
do not expect children to attain levels
of competence comparable to those of
skilled adults, but we do want students
to develop in the same direction.

To progress on the journey toward
adult competence, students should set
their sights on authentic expressions of
knowledge. That is, they must hone their
skills through guided practice in produc-
ing original conversation and writing,
through the repair and building of phys-
ical objects, through artistic and musical
performance. The conventional curricu-
lum asks students only to identify the
discourse, things, and performances that
others have produced — e.g., by recog-
nizing the difference between verbs and
nouns or between socialism and capi-
talism; by matching authors with their
works; or by correctly labeling rocks and
body parts. Certainly, the production of
knowledge must be based on an under-
standing of prior knowledge, but the
mere reproduction of that knowledge
does not constitute authentic academic
achievement.

A second defining feature of authentic
academic achievement is its reliance on
a particular type of cognitive work that
can be described as “disciplined inquiry.”
Disciplined inquiry, in turn, seems to
consist of three features: 1) use of a pri-
or knowledge base, 2) in-depth under-
standing rather than superficial aware-
ness, and 3) production of knowledge in
an integrated (rather than fragmented)
form. In highlighting these features, I am
not suggesting that students should be ex-
pected to make seminal contributions to
the academic disciplines, to the profes-
sions, or to the arts. However, I am sug-
gesting that students are quite capable
of engaging in these forms of cognitive
work when they are adapted to the stu-
dents’ levels of development.

1. Prior knowledge base. For new
knowledge to be significant and valid, it
must be based on substantive and proce-
dural knowledge that has been accumu-
lated previously by workers in the field,
who establish facts, vocabularies, con-
cepis, theories, algorithms, and conven-

tions for the conduct and expression of
inquiry. However, relying on a prior
knowledge base does not always mean
agreeing with intellectual traditions or
continuing to develop them in a linear
fashion. The ultimate point of disciplined
inquiry is to move beyond existing knowl-
edge — through criticism and the de-
velopment of new models that are them-
selves stimulated by prior knowledge.
Most of the cognitive work of schools
consists of transmitting prior knowledge
to students and asking them to reproduce
it, rather than helping them to use it to
produce new knowledge.

2. In-depth understanding. Disciplined
inquiry tries to develop in-depth under-
standing of a problem, rather than only
a passing familiarity with or exposure to
pieces of knowledge. One masters prior
knowledge not primarily to become su-
perficially knowledgeable about a broad
range of topics, but in order to develop
complex understanding of a smaller num-
ber of issues. Such detailed understand-
ing is particularly necessary for the pro-
duction of new knowledge. In contrast,
many of the cognitive tasks of school ask
students to show only superficial aware-
ness of a vast number of topics.?

3. Integration. To produce knowledge,
one must assemble and interpret informa-
tion, formulate ideas, and make critiques
that cannot be easily retrieved from the
existing knowledge base. All these activi-
ties require the ability to organize, syn-
thesize, and integrate information in new
ways. Students are unlikely to succeed at
such tasks unless they learn to look for,
to test, and to create relationships among
pieces of knowledge that otherwise ap-
pear unconnected.

The third and final distinction between
authentic achievements and traditional
school achievements is that authentic
achievements have aesthetic, utilitarian,
or personal value apart from their value
in documenting the competence of the
learner. Indeed, this distinction may be
the most crucial. When people write let-
ters, news articles, insurance claims, or
poems; when they speak a foreign lan-
guage; when they develop blueprints;

when they create a painting. compose a
piece of music, or build a stereo cabinet,
they try to communicate ideas. to pro-
duce a product, or to make an impres-
sion on others beyond the simple demon-
stration that they are competent. Achieve-
ments of this sort have special value that
is missing from tasks contrived only for
the purpose of assessing knowledge. such
as spelling quizzes, laboratory exercises,
or typical final exams. In many cases, the
cry for “relevance” is simply a less pre-
cise expression of the desire that accom-
plishments should have intrinsic value be-
yond their value as indicators of success
in school.

To summarize, the idea of authentic
achievement requires students to engage
in disciplined inquiry to produce knowl-
edge that has value in their lives be-
yond simply proving their competence in
school. Mastery of this sort is unlikely
to be demonstrated in familiar testing and
grading exercises. Instead, such mastery
is more often expressed in the comple-
tion of long-term projects that result in
the creation of discourse, things, and per-
formances of interest to students. their
peers, and the public at large.

Why should we aim toward authentic
achievement? I suggest at least two com-
pelling reasons, which respond directly
to the problems of the conventional cur-
riculum that I mentioned earlier. First,
participation in authentic tasks is more
likely to motivate students and to sustain
the hard work that learning requires. Be-
cause authentic work has value beyond
the mere demonstration of competence in
school and because it permits more com-
prehensive use of the mind, students will
have a greater stake in authentic achieve-
ment. Second, authentic academic chal-
lenges are more likely to cultivate the
higher-order thinking and problem-solv-
ing capacities that are useful both to in-
dividuals and to society. The mastery
gained in school would then transfer
more readily to life beyond school and
thus increase the efficiency of our pub-
lic investment in schooling.

To develop organizational structures
consistent with this vision, educators will
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need to plan “backwards.” Beginning with
a conception of authentic achievement
and of the specific projects that express
it, they will need to select appropriate
content within the subjects. They will
also need to consider the kinds of human
interaction — involving teachers, stu-
dents, and others — that promote dis-
ciplined inquiry into the subject. Al-
though I cannot address organizational
needs for specific subjects in this article,
one aspect of interaction seems critical
to authentic achievement in many sub-
jects. This is the need for substantive con-
versation in instruction, which constitutes
a major departure from present practice.

SUBSTANTIVE CONVERSATION

When the curriculum is geared toward
the goal of authentic achievement, new
forms of teaching will be necessary. No
longer will it be possible for students to
succeed in school simply by listening to
the teacher and responding to questions
that can be answered in half a dozen
words. To complete authentic projects,
students will need to formulate and to ask
questions, to explain themselves to peers
and to adults, and to refine their ideas.
While many authentic achievements re-
quire capacities other than verbal dis-
course (e.g., working with one’s hands,
making mathematical estimations, using
aesthetic sensitivities), substantive con-
versation between the learner and some
supportive resource — teacher, peer crit-
ic, or other knowledgeable authority —
is usually necessary. I emphasize substan-
tive conversation, not because it alone
is sufficient to develop all forms of
authentic achievement, but because it is
usually critical for success in authentic
tasks and because conversation is the pri-
mary medium through which teachers
and students communicate.

Substantive conversation differs from
conventional classroom talk, in which the
teacher usually has only two purposes
(aside from disciplinary ones) in speak-
ing to students: to transmit an item of
declarative knowledge (usually a defini-
tion or a fact) or to determine whether
the student can reproduce that item.+
The student’s goal (assuming that he or
she desires to cooperate) is to give the an-
swer that the teacher has in mind. The
teacher maintains control in that he or
she knows, prior to the interaction, what

pieces of knowledge must be communi-
cated and what answers will be accept-
able.

In a substantive conversation, the pur-
pose of talking is quite different. Each
person is trying to express a point of view
(often in order to persuade the other), to
understand why the other holds a partic-
ular viewpoint or interpretation, or to ar-
rive at a solution to a problem that nei-
ther has previously solved. This last pur-
pose is the most difficult to fulfill, but it
is perhaps the most likely to render the
work authentic.

In pursuing any of these ends, the
teacher uses talk to integrate subject mat-

WHEN THE

CURRICULUM IS
GEARED TOWARD
THE GOAL OF
AUTHENTIC ACHIEVE-
MENT, NEW FORMS
OF TEACHING WILL
BE NECESSARY.

ter into the student’s meaning system, and
the student tries to understand how the
teacher’s messages might empower him
or her in the world. In this sense, each
is interested in what the other has to say,
the course of the conversation is less pre-
dictable than in conventional classroom
exchanges, and each participant has some
sense of ownership. To fulfill these pur-
poses, substantive conversation requires
sustained, continuous talk between two
or more people. In school as we know
it, the two key participants are usually
student and teacher, but students can also
learn through conversations with their
peers, with other adults, and perhaps with
well-programmed computers. Teacher/
student conversation should remain cen-
tral. But to expand students’ opportuni-
ties for expression and feedback, it will

be necessary to rely substantially on and
to support these other sources as well.

What is the connection between sub-
stantive conversation and authentic
achievement? Begin with the definition:
authentic achievement is expressed in
discourse, things, and performances that
make reasonably complete. integrated
statements and that reflect students’ pro-
duction of in-depth knowledge. Then ask
the question, How can we instruct stu-
dents to make such statements? We can
show them models of authentic accom-
plishments of others, and we can give
them critical elements of declarative
knowledge on which to build. But how
will they learn to make their own state-
ments? Substantive conversation is the
key. It provides the crucible for practice.
for seeking new knowledge that relates
to the problem at hand, and for trial,
feedback. and revision. In short, substan-
tive conversation forces us to transform
declarative knowledge into applied, in-
tegrated knowledge.

STRUCTURES THAT FACILITATE
AUTHENTIC ACHIEVEMENT

The Council of Chief State School
Officers divides restructuring into four
main categories: school governance (in-
cluding decentralized authority and school
choice), reforming the nature and organi-
zation of curriculum and instruction, new
professional roles for educators, and ac-
countability (especially new methods of
assessment and direct state interven-
tion).s

This analysis applies most directly to
curriculum, instruction, and accountabil-
ity. But I believe that, unless the entire
restructuring agenda focuses more close-
ly on authentic student achievement and
on substantive conversation to attain it,
restructuring will produce at best only
cosmetic changes in students’ education.

Assuming a commitment to these goals,
what structural conditions seem neces-
sary to achieve them? The conditions I
propose below are in no way exhaustive.
They outline certain key conditions un-
der which students would work, but they
do not provide structures of school gov-
ernance, detailed systems of assessment,
or specific new structures for the profes-
sional development of teachers. My argu-
ment has implications for these areas as
well, and I do support the need for pro-
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viding teachers with working conditions
that enable new forms of professional
support. But my central concern here is
the structure of the instructional environ-
ment.

At least four conditions seem essential
for students to complete authentic accom-
plishments: collaboration, access to tools
and resources, worker discretion or op-
portunity for ownership, and flexible use
of time.

Collaboration. Achievements outside
of school often depend on the opportu-
nity to ask questions of, to receive feed-
back from. and to count on the help of
others. including peers and authorities.
In contrast. typical school activities re-
quire each student to work alone. Work-
ing together is often prohibited, because
it is seen as a form of cheating. Of
course. it is important for students to
learn to work on their own and not be-
come too dependent on others. But if op-
portunities to cooperate are consistently
denied. students will not experience a
critical process that adults, both expert
and novice. consistently rely on for suc-
cess.

Useful collaboration depends to a great
extent on opportunities for substantive
conversation, which itself requires spe-
cial structural conditions. More time will
be needed for teachers to communicate
with individual students through sus-
tained talk and writing and for students
to talk with one another. Substantive
conversation also entails major shifts in
the roles of teachers and students. Teach-
ers will function more as mentors and
coaches. less as depositories of static
knowledge to be reproduced. Students
will function more as constructors and
producers of knowledge. They will rely
on teachers for help, but they will not be
mere absorbers or consumers of every-
thing the teacher says. Students will also
have to take on the new roles of seeking
help from and giving help to one anoth-
er as they learn.

Access to tools and resources. When
competent people complete significant
accomplishments — e.g., writing books.
designing buildings, composing music,
or reaching collective bargaining agree-
ments — they usually have made use of
a variety of printed materials and such
machines as telephones, computers, and
laboratory equipment. The information
they require is generally too vast and too

462 PHI DELTA KAPPAN

rapidly updated to commit to memory.
In medieval times, before the invention
of the printing press, becoming educat-
ed required memorizing the contents of
key manuscripts, because future access
to them was unlikely. But today increas-
ing specialization and the explosion of
knowledge create a new challenge. Pos-
session of prior knowledge is critical to
disciplined inquiry, but it is now impos-
sible to teach students all the relevant in-
formation they will need to complete au-
thentic tasks. The new challenge is to
teach students to use tools and resources
to find the appropriate knowledge when
they need it.

Discretion and ownership. Rather than
always toiling within the confines of pre-
determined routines arbitrarily dictated
by authorities, the creators of authentic
work influence the conception, execu-
tion, and evaluation of the work itself.
At a minimum this entails exercising
some control over the pace and proce-
dures of learning; over opportunities to
ask questions and to study topics deemed
important; and over constructing and pro-
ducing knowledge in one’s own language,
rather than merely reproducing the lan-
guage of others.

There are, of course, important limits
on the extent to which students should
control their learning of academic sub-

jects. Certain facts, definitions. concepts
algorithms, and processes of veriﬁcatior;
must be assimilated according to the stan-
dards of the disciplinary fields. But for
this kind of learning to be translated into
authentic products, students must enjoy
some autonomy and discretion in its ap-
plication.

Flexible use of time. The significant
achievements of disciplined inquiry of-
ten cannot be produced within rigidly
specified time periods. Adults working
to solve complicated problems. to com-
pose effective discourse, or to design
products are rarely forced to work with-
in the rigid time constraints imposed on
students, such as the 50-minute class or
the two-hour examination.

Standard time schedules stem from bu-
reaucratic procedures designed to man-
age masses of students and diverse course
offerings. Since they have nothing to do
with the time requirements of disciplined
inquiry, they can reduce the authenticity
of student achievement. Achievements in
noninstructional tasks, such as journal-
istic writing, interior design, or medical
care, do involve deadlines and time lim-
its. But in such work the schedules tend
to be determined more by the nature of
the work than by the requirements of in-
stitutional management.

The four conditions outlined above
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WE MUST

RESIST THE
TENDENCY TO
INSTITUTE ADMIN-
ISTRATIVE CHANGES
DEVOID OF FRESH
EDUCATIONAL
VISION.

suggest at least the following changes in
the structuring of students’ work.

¢ To stimulate collaboration and the
substantive conversation so crucial to it,
more time must be allocated to individu-
alized and small-group instruction.

¢ Students’ access to knowledge must
be enhanced by greater use of technolo-
gy (telephones as well as computers) and
by opportunities to learn from sources
outside of school.

¢ Students need to exercise discretion
and assume responsibility in the plan-
ning, execution, and evaluation of their
work, which further underscores the need
for individualized and small-group work
along with assessment that accepts di-
verse ways of demonstrating compe-
tence.

¢ Instructional time should be or-
ganized to permit more sustained, long-
term, and in-depth investigation, in con-
trast to the fixed time slots designed for
survey coverage.

* Assessment tasks calling for the pro-
duction of discourse, things, and per-
formances will require new procedures
and in some cases the participation of in-
dividuals who are not members of the
school staff to evaluate student perform-
ance.

Instituting these changes will contrib-
ute to authentic achievement. But they
alone cannot guarantee it, for ultimately
the quality of student achievement will
depend on the quality of conversation that
students have with teachers and with one

another. For years substantive conversa-
tion has been difficult to find in schools,
but only partly because of structural con-
straints. Even if teachers were blessed
with more time and much lighter teach-
ing loads. I suspect that substantive con-
versation would still be rare, because the
goals of authentic achievement and sub-
stantive conversation also presume ma-
jor shifts in prevailing conceptions of
education. Organizational changes alone
will not modify long-standing concep-
tions of knowledge and deeply socialized
habits of didactic teaching that direct
most of our educational efforts toward in-
authentic forms of mastery.

Just as plans for restructuring should
begin with the conditions in which stu-
dents learn. the next step is to consider
the working conditions that teachers need
in order to generate substantive conver-
sation. Again, we must not expect or-
ganizational structures alone to transform
teaching. However, given the complexi-
ties of the teaching task, we cannot em-
phasize enough the need to provide teach-
ers and administrators with sufficient au-
thority. time, and assistance to reflect
critically on their practice, to experiment,
to fail, and to try again. Beyond enabling
teachers to increase the proportion of
time they spend interacting with individu-
al students and small groups, we must
work to give teachers more opportunity
to collaborate, and we must provide for
regular. sustained professional develop-
ment that focuses on the goals of substan-
tive conversation and authentic achieve-
ment.

Experiences in restructuring to date re-
veal three obstacles that dramatize the
need for this kind of support. First,
teachers, parents, and students who have
experienced only the conventional ver-
sion of education — especially those who
have been successful — cling tenacious-
ly to it, even when they have the oppor-
tunity to make substantial changes. Faith
in conventional practice is fortified by the
large proportion of students who do suc-
ceed on conventional measures, both in
school and beyond. Second, external
pressures for district, state, and national
accountability, coupled with the need for
ways to determine admission to college,
continue to sanctify mastery of declara-
tive knowledge as the most important
goal of schooling. Finally. the struggle
to establish new collaborative roles for

‘teachers is stressful and time consuming;

it drains energy and leaves diminished
personal resources for thinking about
new forms of achievement and curricu-
lum.

The history of education reform sug-
gests that we have yet to see fundamen-
tal change on a grand scale.6 We might
argue that the contemporary sense of ur-
gency and the scope of the current re-
structuring movement combine to offer
a unique opportunity. But to avoid the
costly mistakes of previous efforts, we
must resist the tendency to institute ad-
ministrative changes devoid of fresh ed-
ucational vision. If we keep our sights on
the targets of authentic student achieve-
ment and substantive instructional con-
versation, restructuring could form a new
chapter in educational history — and one
well worth the effort.
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