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Can Title I Attain Its Goal?

G E O R G E  F A R K A S  and
L .  S H A N E  H A L L

IN A STATEMENT released on April 1, 1965, President Lyndon B.
Johnson used the following words to argue for passage of the

Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 1965:

This bill has a simple purpose: To improve the education of young Ameri-
cans. . . . How many young lives have been wasted; how many families now
live in misery; how much talent has the Nation lost; because we have failed
to give all our people a chance to learn. . . . This bill represents a national
determination that this shall no longer be true. Poverty will no longer be a
bar to learning, and learning shall offer an escape from poverty.. . . For this
truly is the key which can unlock the door to a great society.

More than thirty years and $118 billion later, two national evaluation
studies have concluded that these goals have not been met.1 The skill
gap in reading, writing, and mathematics has not been closed between, on
the one hand, children from low-income households—often African
American or Hispanic and attending central city or rural school sys-
tems—and, on the other hand, middle-class children—often Anglo and
attending suburban school systems.

This comes as no surprise. The federal government’s more than thirty-
year attempt to solve the problems of poverty—in particular, the dimin-
ished life chances of children from low-income households—has been
largely unsuccessful. Title I of the ESEA is, and has been, the most heav-
ily funded program in this area. At $8.3 billion for 1999 alone, this pro-
gram is funded at approximately twice the level of the better-known Head
Start program. The failure to win the War on Poverty is largely attribut-
able to the failure of these two programs to achieve their goals: the school
success of low-income children.
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Our focus here is Title I—federal aid to schools with large numbers
or percentages of poor children, historically targeted on boosting the
performance of these children in grades one through three and usually
working most intensely on reading. The ineffectiveness of this program
occurs for many of the same reasons that cause the more general ineffec-
tiveness of low-income schools and districts. The funding creates a sepa-
rate bureaucracy within the larger central district bureaucracy, and the
education officials do not have the same focus on getting the children
reading at grade level as do the teachers in the schools. 

The teachers themselves are poorly supported. Colleges of education
teach them little of relevance to assisting low-income students to read.
Once they begin teaching, they are typically isolated with a classroom of
children who are cognitively and behaviorally unprepared to do the work
prescribed by the curriculum. Training and supervision from administra-
tors are often minimal.

Title I has functioned as a small add-on to this general situation.
Deeply embedded in the existing culture of schools, it has funded addi-
tional teachers and aides who work with the lowest performing children
in small groups or one-to-one. These teachers and aides often have little
special training, or when they do have such training, it is based on the
whole language model, which has been popular in education schools for
many years. Thus, they are typically untrained in those research-based
(phonics) models that are most effective, particularly for low-income
children.

Unfortunately, the 1994 reauthorization of the ESEA introduced new
problems and exacerbated old ones. It diluted what was already a weak
intervention for the lowest performing, low-income children. What was
once a program directed almost exclusively toward grades one through
three, when it is still possible to successfully assist low performers, was
expanded to cover grades four through twelve, so that now only 37 per-
cent of participants are in grades one through three. What was once a pro-
gram providing personalized, add-on services to the lowest performers
in low-income schools was altered to enormously increase the number
of schoolwide programs. The result has been to decrease add-on services
provided to the lowest performers and to encourage school administrators
to use the funds to displace local funds; that is, to spend the Title I money
on goods and services (computers, copying machines, furniture, class-
room teacher salaries) that would have been paid for with local funds.
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As a result, the population of Title I participants has shifted, from an
almost exclusive focus on students receiving additional, personalized
assistance to include every student enrolled in more than sixteen thousand
schools with schoolwide Title I programs. Consequently, the Department
of Education in 1999 counts 11 million program participants, where
before reauthorization in 1994 there were only 6 million. And a program
that for many years has been criticized as being merely a funding stream,
with too little impact on the neediest children, has become even more
incoherent and minimal in impact.

This is a dire situation. To even begin to correct it, the damage done
by the 1994 reauthorization must be undone, while the more long-
standing problems that have plagued the program for the past thirty-three
years must be corrected. Accordingly, we have adopted the following
strategies: First, see the problem in its most fundamental terms. That is,
begin with the nature and determinants of the cognitive skill gap between
low- and middle-income children as they enter and age through their
schooling years. Next, focus on the most cost-effective practices for
bringing these children up to a middle-class performance level. Be fear-
less in describing the current state of instruction under Title I and the
extent to which it differs from these practices. Finally, be bold in sug-
gesting how the program might be improved.

The Problem of School Achievement for Low-Income Children

In all societies at all times, the children of lower class parents (par-
ents with the lowest levels of education and income) have begun life at a
disadvantage. Central to this is their home experience during the
preschool years: imitation of nonstandard speech patterns, too little con-
versation with adults, weak vocabulary development, too little experience
with books, too little practice using language to express complex ideas,
little or no instruction and practice with phonological awareness and other
prereading skills such as learning the names of the letters and the sounds
they make. Perhaps most damaging is the immaturity that many low-
income children bring to first grade. They often come to school unready
to sit still, pay attention to the teacher and the lesson, and do their own
work. A first-grade teacher with a class of twenty or more low-income
children, more than half of whom are at this level of immaturity, typically
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finds it difficult-to-impossible to get them to concentrate on the assigned
work and put forth the effort and time-on-task necessary to master the
curriculum. This difficulty is further compounded by two instructional
problems. First, the children are already behind in their skills. And sec-
ond, the teacher is not typically using the most effective, research-based
curriculum and instructional techniques.

As a consequence, children from low-income households reach the end
of the first grade seriously behind in their schoolwork and already well
into a cycle of failure in which their skills are below the level demanded
by the curriculum, and their self-esteem, willingness to try, and time-on-
task are inadequate to succeed at the assigned tasks.2 They then fall even
further behind during the summer.3

By the beginning of second grade, the situation of children who are
receiving negative feedback from this process, and are not progressing at
grade level, worsens dramatically. The second-grade curriculum assumes
that students can read acceptably, and the reading level expected increases
substantially during this year. The teacher has little choice in moving the
class on to higher reading levels, because many other and related skills must
be mastered: spelling and capitalization, punctuation, composing and writ-
ing essays and stories, and (sometimes) cursive writing. In addition, the stu-
dents must be moving forward in their mathematics, social studies, science,
music, art, and other subject matter instruction. All of these require sub-
stantial time-on-task, and many are themselves dependent upon the stu-
dent’s ability to read and write. Inevitably, children who begin second grade
below the level expected by the curriculum, who are already discouraged
about their inability to master the required material, and who receive less
assistance from their parents than do middle-class children fall further
behind during second grade. And then, low-income children fall even fur-
ther behind middle-class children during the summer break.

The pattern repeats again in third grade. And the third-grade curricu-
lum is the last to include substantial amounts of basic skills instruction.
By now, the assigned reading is demanding in terms of sophisticated
vocabulary and reading comprehension. Reading is not to be done sim-
ply line by line. Instead, students are expected to keep the main theme of
the piece in mind while observing the development of subthemes. Read-
ing must be fluent, as must the student’s ability to compose and write
essays and stories. Cursive writing must also be mastered. As noted by
Nancy Madden and others, “Disadvantaged third graders who have failed
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a grade or who are reading significantly below grade level are very
unlikely to graduate from high school . . . and will experience difficulties
throughout their school careers.”4

By fourth grade, the curriculum and teacher focus are no longer on basic
skills, such as learning to read. Instead, students are expected to be reading
to learn detailed subject matter in science, social studies, and so forth. Lan-
guage arts and mathematics assume the more basic skills and advance
rapidly through more sophisticated material. Yet, the majority of low-income
fourth graders read below grade level.5 At this point basic skills instruction
is reduced, yet the curricular shift to higher order skills is a further obstacle
for low-income children whose home life and school experience have pro-
vided weak vocabulary development and little experience in extended con-
versations using abstract concepts.6 As a consequence, these students
become essentially lost to the system. Whether or not they are placed in
special education or other remedial programs, they never catch up.

To summarize this process, low-income and minority-group children
begin first grade approximately one instructional year below middle-class
children. As measured by instructional time (the time required to teach
the curricular material that must be made up), the distribution of low-
income childrens’ skills shifts leftward relative to the national norms, so
that by twelfth grade it is at the eighth-grade level.7 Narrowing and ulti-
mately eliminating this gap has long been the Title I goal.

What Could Be Done under Ideal Circumstances?

At least half the twelfth-grade gap could be eliminated if the first-grade
gap were eliminated.8 Thus a natural demarcation seems to exist between
actions for children up to kindergarten versus those for first through
twelfth grade.

Preschool through Kindergarten

Because too many low-income children enter first grade lacking the cog-
nitive and behavioral skills and habits to do the assigned work, this problem
must be attacked directly in the preschool and kindergarten years.

First, the oral English language skills and early alphabetic and phone-
mic awareness skills of these children must be increased during their
preschool years. Perhaps most easily implemented and most valuable
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would be to improve the instruction provided by Head Start and similar
programs. At present, Head Start has no curriculum whatever. Meanwhile,
this federal program—with no issues of local control—is nonetheless
totally decentralized and sets no standards for learning. Preschool and
Head Start staff too often use the excuse that the children are not devel-
opmentally ready to avoid teaching them the very skills that middle-class
parents provide as a matter of course. Yet research shows that children
aged three to six are able to learn these skills and must be taught these
skills if they are to succeed in school later.9 Appropriately providing this
instruction to low-income children requires strong skills on the instruc-
tor’s part and is absolutely essential if these children are to be ready for
elementary school. 

Other desirable interventions include programmatic efforts to assist
parents to provide more learning experiences for their preschoolers. Low-
income parents should be taught to converse more with their children, to
read to them, to work with them on phonemic awareness, and to teach
them their letters and sounds.10 Such instruction would be enormously
valuable but has rarely been successfully implemented on a large scale.

Second, it is crucial that all children attend a full-day kindergarten, that
kindergarten teachers work hard to get their students ready to read by the
beginning of first grade, and that they use research-based instruction as the
basis for their efforts. Far too often the attitude is, “It’s only kindergarten,
we can’t expect teacher and student to get that much done.”Yet, as noted by
Grover Whitehurst, “For low income children, first grade is bearing down
on them like a freight train.”11 And children who are unused to sitting still
and doing academic work, who are without practice in phonemic awareness
(particularly if they speak a language other than English, black English, or
another strong dialect), and who do not know their letters and sounds by the
beginning of first grade are unlikely to end the year reading at grade level.
First-grade teachers in low-income schools often complain that kinder-
garten teachers send them children who are not ready to learn to read. The
low-income schools that have solved this problem typically have a strong
phonics-based instructional program operating in kindergarten.

Finally, a strong, skills-based program during the summer between
kindergarten and first grade could provide low-income children a crucial
head start toward successful reading in first grade. But this will be the
case only if the program focuses on those skills—phonemic awareness,
letter and sound correspondences, sounding out skills with decodable
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text, concentration in class, and good work habits—that research has
shown to translate directly into reading success in first grade.

First through Twelfth Grade

Test-score data, classroom observation, and conversations with teach-
ers lead to the same conclusion: Teachers in grades one through twelve
in low-income schools are daily failing to adequately educate hundreds of
thousands of children. The reality in each such classroom is a teacher with
too little appropriate training and too little administrative support,
attempting to work with twenty to thirty children, many of whom are
unready to concentrate on schoolwork, unsupported at home, and unpre-
pared intellectually to learn the assigned curriculum. If teachers were
doctors and this many children had physical injuries that were not being
successfully treated, the situation would be considered a national scandal,
and aggressive efforts would be made to set matters right. And yet this
instructional situation is even more damaging to these children because
they are blamed for their failure. What can be done?

First, adopt a medical model. That is, allow zero tolerance for losing
children instructionally. Every child could be approached on an individ-
ual basis with the goal of doing whatever is necessary to have that child
performing at the level demanded by the curriculum. This would include
assessment of phonemic awareness, letter and sound knowledge, word
decoding skill, and the ability to sit still and concentrate at the beginning
of first grade. Something like the case-management file maintained on the
child’s physical health by the child’s doctor would be kept for each child
in school. This file would focus on the child’s healthy cognitive develop-
ment and would be monitored to ensure that the child was progressing
adequately through the curriculum.

Second, institute a schoolwide behavioral management system to assist
teachers in gaining and retaining the discipline and order necessary for
effective instruction.12 This may be the most important prerequisite to
the effective instruction of low-income children. Because these children
have been inadequately socialized to the classroom and are cognitively
unprepared for the curriculum, their teacher often spends so much time
and effort maintaining order that time and effort on instruction are sig-
nificantly reduced. The best of these teachers develop their own tech-
niques for maintaining classroom discipline. Most involve some sort of
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public record of the number of each child’s good and bad behaviors for
that day (“smily” and “frowny” faces on the corner of the blackboard next
to each child’s name, for example), combined with rewards and punish-
ments at the end of the day. Nevertheless, even the most effective use of
these classroom systems is enormously enhanced by a schoolwide pro-
gram in which appropriate student behavior within a positive learning
environment is promoted by such devices as a creed recited by the chil-
dren each day; daily assemblies with a positive message; administrators
who are constantly present, are supportive, and know all children by
name; and a disciplinary system that directly links the classroom with
the front office. Further, the absence of this schoolwide support makes it
much more difficult, if not impossible, for teachers to maintain effective
behavioral management within their classrooms.

Third, teacher training and the classroom curriculum must be built
around research-based instructional methods. This includes the use of
decodable text for beginning readers and an early instructional focus on
the most effective techniques, including phonemic awareness and explicit
phonics instruction.13

Finally, appropriate and powerful interventions should be used early to
bring low-performing children up to grade level. For children who are
unable to concentrate, a medical workup and both behavioral and chemi-
cal therapy may be indicated.14 For children who are falling behind the
classroom instructional pace, and thus cannot participate successfully,
intensive tutoring should be introduced to bring them back up to the class-
room instructional level. This tutoring should use the most effective pos-
sible curriculum.15 It should occur during the school year to catch
children up to grade level, and during the summer to keep them from
falling behind. It must then be available in future grades as an added boost
for those who are once again beginning to fall behind. (Unfortunately,
because low-income children benefit from weaker home inputs than do
middle-class children, such falling behind by low-income children in
higher grades is inevitable, given a national standard of curricular pace
geared to middle-class student support levels.)

Why Has This Agenda Not Been Implemented?

This agenda would go a long way toward solving the schooling prob-
lems of low-income children. Certainly any serious attempt to solve
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these problems must include many of these elements. Why, then, has this
agenda not been implemented? Answering this question will provide
two benefits to our analysis of Title I policies. First, the culture and insti-
tutions of schooling that have made Title I what it is will be explained.
Second, the likely system responses to change in Title I policies will be
discussed. Such understanding is a necessary basis for meaningful
strategizing about the likely benefits and costs of alternative policy
changes.

Schools Have Weak Technical Environments

Organizational theorists John W. Meyer, W. Richard Scott, and their
associates characterized the public schools as operating within strong
institutional but weak technical environments. Consequently, according to
these researchers, “organizational attention is directed toward maintain-
ing conformity with the socially standardized categories of the educa-
tional system, while little effort is expended in the control and
coordination of instructional activities.”16 Specifically regarding curricu-
lum and the delivery of instruction, detailed standards of instructional
content or procedures are lacking; instructional innovations are poorly
supported and come and go unsystematically, whereas innovations in
noninstructional areas such as school health and cafeteria services are bet-
ter supported and are more stable; teachers receive little useful training or
colleague support to assist them with their instructional duties; and little
attention is paid to coordinating instruction, so that, for example, indi-
vidual teachers and classes are permitted and even encouraged to pursue
unrelated or contradictory programs and students are often promoted to
the next grade without having mastered the present grade’s material. As
for monitoring the results of instruction, the job performance of teachers
and principals is rarely observed systematically or monitored in a mean-
ingful way, and although teachers constantly test their students, opposi-
tion exists within districts to using standardized test data to evaluate the
performance of individual teachers, schools, or districts.17

Control by School District Administrative Elites

Analyzing the same behaviors from a rational choice perspective, Terry
M. Moe agreed that the schools are too little concerned with the control
and coordination of instructional activities but ascribed this to interest
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group politics within and beyond school districts. He stated, “The struc-
ture of education . . . has to do with who has power, with what their inter-
ests are, and with what kinds of structures they demand, design, and
impose to see those interests pursued.”18 As presented in a longer work by
John E. Chubb and Terry M. Moe, this rational choice and interest group
politics view sees individual school actors pursuing power, self-interest,
and rents via all the available techniques of interest group politics.19

Institutionalist researchers in the same tradition as Meyer and Scott
have begun to adopt a similar perspective on organizational environments
that fail to adequately control and coordinate their technical functions. As
stated by Walter W. Powell, “How are practices and structures perpetuated
over time, particularly in circumstances where utilitarian calculations
would suggest they are dysfunctional? Why are practices reproduced
when superior options are available? Why are less-than-optimal arrange-
ments sustained, even in the face of opposition?” The answer, he said, lies
in the exercise of power. “Practices and structures often endure through
the active efforts of those who benefit from them. . . . It is clear that elite
intervention may play a critical role in institutional formation. And once
established and in place, practices and programs are supported and pro-
mulgated by those organizations that benefit from prevailing conventions.
In this way, elites may be both the architects and products of the rules and
expectations they have helped devise.”20

This emphasis upon school district and education school elites and
their use of power in the pursuit of self-interest via all means available,
including “preservation of patterns of values[,] . . . the selection of new
recruits, the socialization of successors, and control over the conditions of
incumbency,” provides a necessary background for understanding the
implementation of Title I in the nation’s school districts.21 The districts
we have observed display intensely networked management structures,
supporting almost constant strategic behavior by individuals and groups.
Classroom teacher is the lowest status among professional staff. Advance-
ment out of this status typically requires the support of the school’s prin-
cipal and assistant principal, but professional specialty groups (for
example, the group of reading curriculum specialists, Title I teachers, spe-
cial education teachers, bilingual education teachers, and so on) and eth-
nic or other affiliation groups (for example, the Hispanic Teachers
Association, the African-American Teachers Association, and their com-
munity affiliates) are also a resource.22 The higher one seeks to rise, the
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more important are network connections. Every principal was once some
other’s assistant principal. And the real jump in power, prestige, and com-
pensation is out of the schools and into the central administration, a step
requiring patronage by individuals already there.

In addition to this vertical hierarchical structure is a horizontal struc-
ture of functional specialization, typically tied to funding streams. Not
only does, say, the Curriculum Division have its own budget and man-
agement structure, but compensatory programs such as Title I, special
education, and bilingual education account for even larger budgets, whose
source is outside the district but whose expenditure is controlled by divi-
sional managers within the district. When these vertical, horizontal, and
other (such as ethnic group) structures are overlaid, the resulting grid pro-
vides almost unlimited potential for networked alliances and conflicts.
For example, an assistant principal may be tapped for promotion into the
central administration Reading Division, where his or her activities
involve programs paid for with Title I funds but deployed and imple-
mented by the staff of individual schools. Success requires the acquies-
cence and support of a wide variety of power centers. And each of these
power centers has its own beliefs and culture, sustained by a network of
personal affiliations, both within and outside the district. Only by under-
standing these can the deployment of resources and instructional practices
for low-income children in the schools make sense.

The Reading Wars

In our visits to schools and districts over the past ten years, we have
found the same conditions reported by Meyer and Scott at the beginning
of the 1980s.23 In particular, with regard to curriculum and instruction
issues for low-income children, we have seen few serious and even fewer
successful attempts to cope with the fact that low-income children enter
school with nonstandard speech patterns, less mature behavior, and
weaker oral vocabularies and knowledge of letters and sounds than do the
middle-class children at whom the curriculum and teacher training are
aimed.

Do most school districts begin working more intensively in kindergarten
to help these students make up their deficits? No. Kindergarten is often
optional or only half-day. And despite research to the contrary, many
kindergarten teachers and district instructional specialists believe that the
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children are “not developmentally ready.”24 In this case, do districts mod-
ify at least their first-grade curriculum to be less demanding, so as to bet-
ter match the skills brought to school by these students? No. As one
administrator said, “It is politically impossible to officially ‘dumb-down’
the curriculum for inner-city children.” Instead, low-income children are
presented with a curriculum they are unprepared for, taught by teachers
who are untrained to cope with the students’ lack of preparation.

Are the most effective instructional methods being used? No. In spring
1997 one of us attended a meeting at which the reading director of one
of the nation’s largest school districts told some two hundred of the dis-
trict’s elementary school principals that “because whole language instruc-
tion has won out over phonics in the education schools for the past
10 years, few to none of your teachers know how to properly teach read-
ing.” The principals nodded their agreement. This raises the question:
Where are the schools today in the phonics versus whole language read-
ing war?

Efforts have been made to impose a truce, based on a National
Research Council (NRC) report arguing for “a balanced approach.”25 In
practice, this means implementing the results of research demonstrating
that explicit phonemic awareness and word decoding skill training are
the most effective instructional techniques for beginning readers. The
strength of these findings is overwhelming.26 This research also demon-
strates that, while some children do pick up the necessary skills without
explicit phonics instruction, those suffering most from the absence of
this instruction are low-income, second-language, and ethnic minority
children. And yet, the NRC recommendation for explicit (not “embed-
ded”) phonics instruction for beginning readers is far from being fully
implemented.

A networked group of researchers has sought to solidify and disseminate
the findings in support of phonics instruction. Reid Lyon, the chief of read-
ing research at the National Institute of Child Health and Human Develop-
ment (NICHD) and a reading disabilities specialist, has led this effort.
Coordinating work by more than one hundred researchers across fourteen
research centers, he verified the results and then undertook a public cam-
paign of dissemination.27 At first, the greatest success occurred among the
top administrators of a few state education systems. Bill Honig, the Cali-
fornia superintendent of instruction from 1983 to 1993 who presided over
the takeover of the state’s reading instruction by whole language, noted that
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since then state reading scores on the National Assessment of Educational
Progress (NAEP) declined to next-to-last in the country. Honig thus
declared himself a convert to phonics instruction for beginning readers. The
California Department of Education moved to reduce whole language
instruction and reintroduce phonics. Similar actions were taken by the
Texas Department of Education, beginning in 1996.

Each side in the war has a social-movement-like commitment to a set
of values and practices. On the phonics instruction side typically are sci-
entifically oriented reading researchers—often with doctorates in cogni-
tive psychology and appointments in psychology departments or medical
schools and often affiliated with the NICHD research group—joined by
some practitioners, including decisionmakers in some state education
offices and local school districts, particularly in those states such as Cal-
ifornia and Texas that have had Republican governors.28

On the whole language side are advocates more typically based in the
teacher training and community outreach departments of education
schools, as well as in administrative positions within the instructional and
compensatory education program divisions of local school districts. Title
I funds controlled by these district administrators and shared with their
allies in local university-based schools of education have played a cen-
tral role as the funding base for the dissemination and maintenance of
whole language instruction in a great many school districts.

Whole language is a rhetorical stance that resonates deeply with the
core values of many education professionals. That is, it assists them in
finding a sense of human agency and meaning in their professional
work.29 Building on these feelings, much of the organizational and polit-
ical work of disseminating the whole language approach has been under-
taken by a compensatory education program called Reading Recovery.
Invented in New Zealand and first disseminated in the United States via
the Ohio State University School of Education, Reading Recovery advo-
cates have aggressively promoted their program and whole language phi-
losophy to the point where both flourish in thousands of school districts
nationwide. To take one example, in 1993–94 Reading Recovery operated
in more than five hundred districts in California alone.30 Its success at
least partially stems from its structure as a networked interest group with
a social-movement-like mentality.31

Reading Recovery is a compensatory education program that trains
teachers to tutor at-risk first graders, one-to-one. It is based on a whole
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language philosophy that has traditionally resisted explicit instruction in
phonemic awareness and sounding-out skills, preferring instead to teach
a set of word guessing strategies (based on pictures in the text and the ini-
tial consonant of words) that research has shown to be used only by the
weakest readers.32 Despite these counterproductive instructional strate-
gies, the program has an elite reputation in school districts and com-
pletely controls reading curriculum, teacher training in reading, and the
expenditure of Title I funds in thousands of school districts. How has
this occurred?

The answer lies in a remarkable example of grass-roots organizational
growth across the national field of school districts, utilizing Title I funds
to build mutually advantageous ties between education school faculty and
school district administrators. Each district selects teachers to be trained
at the university, on a fee-for-service basis. Typically the recruits are
among the best teachers, which maintains the program’s elite status and
inclines it toward success (to the extent that these teachers are not ren-
dered less effective by the whole language practices they are taught).
After their university training in Reading Recovery, the teachers return
to the district as reading specialists, receive higher salaries, are removed
from the classroom to work with low-performing children one-to-one,
and many rise to become district administrators with responsibility for
reading curriculum and compensatory education programs. Other teach-
ers, after receiving advanced degrees, stay on the education school faculty
to administer the program there. These transactions are typically paid for
by Title I program funds under the control of district administrators.
Because these administrators have often themselves been trained in Read-
ing Recovery and have close personal ties to other district staff who were
so trained, they typically ignore the high unit costs of the program and the
questionable validity of its research results.33

Despite research findings in opposition to its claims, whole language
has come to dominate many districts’ reading curricula. This has occurred
partly because education school faculty who train reading teachers have
become enamored of the whole language philosophy. But it has also been
materially advanced by the financial base provided by Title I funds under
the control of Reading Recovery–trained administrators and their allies.
Even when phonics supporters in state education offices have moved to
force local school districts to support “research-based instructional tech-
niques,” district administrators have used every trick, from simple lying to
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refusing to apply for earmarked funds, to resist.34 This attitude is typified
by what one superintendent said while refusing to continue funding the
much lower (less than one-tenth) cost, paraprofessional (trained, man-
aged, and compensated college student) tutoring program we had suc-
cessfully demonstrated in her district: “We have $1.5 million of Title I
funds, and they will always be completely dedicated to funding our Read-
ing Recovery teachers.”35

The Teaching Profession: A Comparison with Medicine

Because the daily implementation of Title I is strongly driven by the
culture and structure of the teaching profession, any meaningful discus-
sion of program reform requires an understanding of the profession itself.
Using the comparative method, we contrast the structure and culture of
teaching with that of medicine—the preeminent profession, which has
demonstrated the ability to deliver high-quality services to the low-
income community.

Superficially, at least, many similarities exist between school teaching
and medicine. Both professions have government agencies and govern-
ment funding directed toward them. Both have national lobbying organi-
zations representing their interests. Each has its own professional school
within many universities, where a faculty of experts conducts research to
advance knowledge while training the next generation of researchers and
practitioners. These faculty members belong to professional associations
and contribute to a professional literature. Beginning doctors and teachers
learn their trade by practicing it within the bureaucratic service delivery
structures of hospitals and school districts, respectively, often in low-
income areas. Both sets of practitioners must perform under difficult cir-
cumstances within these bureaucracies. As they establish themselves
within their profession, each set of practitioners often migrates from
low-income urban service delivery to a higher income clientele in the
suburbs.

Given these structural similarities, what is it about these professions
that leads to such dissimilar outcomes for the low-income individuals
who are the recipients of their services? In particular, why is it that gun-
shot-wound victims receive excellent medical care at inner-city hospitals,
while children with reading difficulties rarely show improvement in inner-
city schools? 
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At least part of the answer lies in the dissimilar culture of the two pro-
fessions. Medicine is grounded in an outcomes-oriented, scientific world-
view, where evidence of effectiveness is central. Its practitioners are
trained to use state-of-the-art techniques to achieve the best possible
result for each patient. Doctors-in-training are constantly presented with
specific cases and asked what they would do. Best practice is demon-
strated, and beginning doctors’ efforts are critiqued. An unexpected neg-
ative outcome for any patient—whatever the experience level of the
doctor in charge—is the immediate subject of discussion at a weekly
meeting attended by practitioners. 

By contrast, the education profession is not solidly based on a scien-
tific outlook. Regular reading of the Educational Researcher (published
by the American Educational Research Association) demonstrates that
many education school faculty believe that the field, by its intrinsic
nature, cannot and should not attempt to be built on a scientific basis.

Thus, most teachers, not surprisingly, report that their education school
training taught them little that usefully applies to classroom teaching. As
noted by Lyon: “Most report that they received little formal instruction
in reading development and disorders during either undergraduate and/or
graduate studies, with the average teacher completing only two reading
courses. Surveys of teachers taking these courses indicate: (A) teachers
rarely have the opportunity to observe professors demonstrate instruc-
tional reading methods with children; (B) coursework is superficial and
typically unrelated to teaching practice; and (C) the supervision of student
teaching and practicum experiences is fragmentary and inconsistent.”36

When a student completes medical school, he or she undertakes a
closely monitored internship and residency. At each stage the focus is on
optimum outcomes for the patient. But a beginning teacher in a low-
income school district is typically placed in the classroom and left to fend
for himself or herself. He or she receives little or no assistance or moni-
toring. It is expected that, like the experienced teachers, he or she will
concentrate on controlling the behavior of a class where most of the chil-
dren begin and end the year well below grade-level performance.

Title I Implementation

A great deal is known about the actions that should be taken to bring
low-income children up to grade level. Also clear is the structure and
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culture of the education profession, and the reasons that these actions
have not been implemented. What sort of program has Title I legislation
aimed to produce?

A Coherent Program or Merely a Funding Stream?

Title I has always been about money—the desire to provide extra finan-
cial assistance to schools and school districts with high concentrations
of low-income children. However, as critics have noted, a revenue-sharing
funding stream does not necessarily constitute a coherent program. The
question arises: Has it been the intent of the legislation to create a coher-
ent program?

A reading of the legislation shows that, from the beginning, the focus
has been on providing a funding stream rather than a coherent program.
Thus the original 1965 legislation provided funds to local educational
agencies (LEAs) to hire staff, build facilities, purchase equipment, and
cover “all appropriate costs” for any and all programs with the broad
purpose of meeting the educational needs of disadvantaged children. In
particular, the Senate report on the bill states that it is not the legisla-
tion’s intention to prescribe specific programs or projects, believing that
such decisions are better made at the local level. This has been the case
for much of Title I’s history, leading to comments such as those by James
Berke and Michael Kirst, calling Title I an enormous success “as a fiscal
device.”37 That is, for most of its history Title I has been a revenue-sharing
program, in which the federal government passes funds to local school
districts to spend on assisting the education of low-income children. This
spending must occur within federal guidelines, which are loose enough to
permit wide variation in program implementation. The result has been a
program shaped, not by designers in Washington, but by the practices and
culture of the education profession as it exists at the grass roots. Further,
even though nationwide Title I expenditures are large in absolute terms,
they constitute less than 10 percent of the expenditures of local school
districts. Accordingly, districts have treated these funds as little more than
a small add-on to whatever they were doing already.

Which Children Have Been Served?

Title I funds are allocated by formula grants through state education
agencies to local education agencies. At least some funding has typically
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been provided to almost all counties, to more than 90 percent of school
districts, and to more than 70 percent of public elementary schools in the
nation.38 The U.S. Department of Education allocates funds to the county
level, based primarily on census statistics regarding the numbers of poor
children aged five to seventeen in those areas. State education agencies
then suballocate the funds to school districts based on the number of chil-
dren from low-income families in each district. More than 90 percent of
the funds are allocated through basic grants (funds in proportion to the
county’s share of the nation’s children in poverty), with approximately
10 percent coming through concentration grants focused on counties and
school districts with either sixty-five hundred or more students from low-
income households, or more than 15 percent of students from low-income
households. 

Each school district then allocates funds to individual schools based on
the number of low-income students in each school. Districts may rank
schools separately by grade span (there is a long tradition of targeting ele-
mentary schools), but they must serve schools with poverty rates of
75 percent or more before serving lower poverty schools, regardless of
grade span.

Schools with very high poverty rates may also qualify for the status
of “schoolwide program,” which permits wide latitude regarding how
the funds are spent. In particular, schoolwide programs are released from
the requirement of providing add-on (usually pullout) services to the low-
est performing children and are instead able to serve all children by using
Title I funds to pay for teacher salaries or to purchase computers, books,
copying machines, furniture—whatever will benefit the school as a
whole. This raises the possibility of displacement; that is, using Title I
funds to pay for goods and services that the district would have paid for
with its own funds in the absence of Title I, thereby decreasing the add-on
services provided by Title I to the lowest performing children. This is
one reason that, before the 1994 reauthorization, the threshold for attain-
ing this status was set high—a school had to have 75 percent or more of
its students in poverty (on free or reduced-price lunch)—and there were
consequently very few schoolwide programs in the nation.

However, using the logic that pullout programs are bad because they
are stigmatizing and the student misses regular classroom instruction
while they are out of the classroom, the 1994 reauthorization changed
the regulations so as to facilitate and encourage the use of schoolwide
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programs. For the 1995–96 school year, the threshold to qualify to be a
schoolwide program decreased to 60 percent of students in poverty, and
for the 1996–97 and subsequent school years the threshold decreased fur-
ther to only 50 percent in poverty. The response has been dramatic. In
1988–89 only two hundred schools were in schoolwide status. By 1995
approximately five thousand were in this status, and by 1999 the number
has risen to approximately sixteen thousand.39 All other Title I schools are
designated “targeted assistance” and must direct their Title I activities to
the lowest performing children, who are provided add-on (typically pull-
out) services. Priority for service is usually determined by testing the
students and giving highest priority to those with the lowest scores.

The 1994 reauthorization instituted a second dramatic shift in the pro-
gram’s target population. Districts were encouraged to direct their fund-
ing beyond its usual focus on grades one through three, so as to also serve
grades four through twelve. The impact of this policy is indicated by the
fact that a program that once served children in grades one through three
almost exclusively now has only 37 percent of its participants in these
grades.40

What was for more than twenty-five years a program providing per-
sonal add-on instructional assistance to the lowest performing first to
third graders in low-income schools has, in the past five years, dramati-
cally reduced its services to these children. Further, these changes have
made problematic the meaning of the term “program participant.” This
is because, with few schoolwide programs before the 1994 reauthoriza-
tion, Title I program participation for most children referred to the actual
receipt of personalized, small group or one-to-one, add-on instruction.
Now, however, with the proliferation of schoolwide programs as well as
extensive expenditures in grades above grade three, “program partici-
pants” include all students in schools with the schoolwide program des-
ignation. That is, the definition of a Title I program participant as a
student receiving personal, customized add-on instructional assistance
has effectively been eliminated. This is why the Department of Educa-
tion reported annual program participation of 6 million students in the
early 1990s, but 11 million students in 1999.41 If the funds were spread
thinly before, imagine the present situation.

Before reauthorization of Title I in 1994, most participants received
personal add-on services. It is therefore this definition of program par-
ticipation that applies to the data presented below from that time period.
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Detailed information for subsequent time periods is not yet fully avail-
able. However, where more recent information is available (such as the
Department of Education report Promising Results, Continuing Chal-
lenges, released in March 1999), we report that information also. How-
ever, note that for the post-reauthorization time period, the definition of
“program participant” has become increasingly problematic.

Using NAEP data from 1994, we have calculated the effect of students’
demographic characteristics on their rates of Title I program participation.
The results are shown in table 1. Males participate at a slightly higher rate
than females. Participation rates are highest in the West and lowest in
the Northeast. Both African Americans and Hispanics participate at more
than three times the rate of whites. The children of poorly educated par-
ents have the highest participation rates. And rates are highest both in
the central city and in rural areas. Despite the growth of schoolwide pro-
grams and the expansion of Title I to grades four through twelve, these
participation rate patterns across demographic groups are similar to those
reported for 1998 by the U.S. Department of Education.42

Table 2 shows the distribution of Title I participation across schools
in 1996, by type of school. Participation rates are highest among ele-
mentary schools; schools in a city, town, or rural area; and schools with
a high percentage of poor children. Among elementary schools with
75 percent or more on free or reduced-price lunch, the program partici-
pation rate is 98 percent. Once again, these patterns are similar to those
reported by the department for 1998.

Table 3 displays the NAEP reading and mathematics skill levels of par-
ticipating and nonparticipating students. Available data permit us to cal-
culate these for reading scores in 1994 and for mathematics scores in
1996.

The second column of table 3 reports program participation rates.
Combining the mathematics data, which are for 1996, with the reading
data for 1994 shows a significantly increased rate of participation by
fourth graders during this two-year period, from 13.6 percent to 22.0
percent. For eighth graders the participation rate almost doubled during
this period, from 6.5 percent to 11.7 percent.

The percentage distributions of these students across skill levels
demonstrates what has long been known and was emphasized in the
Prospects study, the largest and most definitive evaluation of Title I ever
undertaken. Title I students are very low performing, and the program has
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generally been unable to narrow the gap between their performance and
that of nonparticipants.43 Thus, among fourth graders, 80.4 percent of par-
ticipants scored below basic in reading, while this was the case for only
33.1 percent of nonparticipants. Similarly in math, 69.2 percent of par-
ticipants scored below basic, whereas only 26.4 percent of nonpartici-
pants scored this low.

Consistent with the move toward schoolwide programs, the depart-
ment’s recent report compares NAEP average scores over time, separately
for low- and high-poverty schools, instead of for individual participating
and nonparticipating students. In reading, the primary focus of Title I,
high-poverty schools averaged 190 in 1988, 184 in 1994, and 188 in 1996.
Low-poverty schools averaged 217 in 1988, 220 in 1994, and 225 in
1996. If anything can be concluded from this, it is that the large perfor-
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Table 1. Title I Participation Rates in 1994 by Background Characteristics 

Background characteristic Percent

Gender
Male 14.8
Female 12.3

Region
Northeast 10.0
Southeast 14.5
Central 11.9
West 17.0

Race/ethnicity
White 7.7
African American 28.2
Hispanic 30.2
Asian 5.0
Pacific Islander 6.3
American Indian 21.2

Parents’ education
Less than high school 21.7
Graduated high school 16.7
Education after high school 9.2
Graduated college 9.8

Type of location
Large city 17.0
Fringe/large town 9.3
Rural/small town 16.5

Source: National Assessment of Educational Progress reading assessment data.
Note: Sample = 7,382.
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mance gap between low- and high-poverty schools widened significantly
between 1988 and 1996, from 27 points to 37 points.

How Have the Funds Been Spent?

Table 4 shows the distribution of Title I funds across expenditure cat-
egories during 1990–91.44 Although the specific distribution of funds has
changed from year to year, it remains the case that the great majority of
Title I funds are spent on the salaries of classroom teachers, Title I spe-
cialists, and instructional aides.

Specialists and teachers are at the top of the salary scale, with annual
compensation (including fringes) often reaching $40,000 or more. Aides
are at the bottom, typically paid on the order of $8–11 per hour. Thus,
each Title I dollar buys significantly more aide than teacher instructional
hours. Title I currently employs approximately fifty thousand aides and
more than eighty thousand teachers and specialists, working in approxi-
mately forty-five thousand schools.45 The remainder of Title I funds are
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Table 2. Public Schools Participating in the Title I Program, 1996

Characteristic of public schools Percent

All public schools 66

Instructional level
Elementary school 75
Middle school 53
High school 50

Locale
City 64
Urban fringe 48
Town 66
Rural 82

Percent of students eligible for free or reduced-price lunch
Less than 35 45
35–49 75
50–74 86
75 or more 93

Elementary schools by the percent of students eligible for free or reduced-price lunch
Less than 35 49
35–49 83
50–74 94
75 or more 98

Source: Carin Celebuslei and Elizabeth Farris, Status of Education Reform in Public Elementary and Secondary Schools: Prin-
cipals’ Perspectives, NCES 98–025 (Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 1998).
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spent on program administration, counselors and other personnel, materi-
als, and funding for specialized training and intervention programs.

Table 5 shows the instructional activities paid for by Title I funds dur-
ing 1985–86 and 1990–91. These are the most recent detailed break-
downs available, and the distribution of activities likely has changed in
recent years. In particular, since the 1994 reauthorization, pullout pro-
grams have been significantly reduced, and schoolwide programs have
been enormously increased. However, our recent observations across a
variety of schools and districts indicate that the instructional activities
listed here continue to be the principal mechanisms by which Title I
instruction is delivered. When it comes to working with students, not
much is new under the sun.

What do these activities represent in practice? To the extent that they
depart from ordinary classroom instruction, they involve small group
and one-to-one instruction, as well as assistance in maintaining order
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Table 3. Title I Participants and Nonparticipants at Each Achievement Level,
Fourth, Eighth, and Twelfth Graders

Title I Weighted Below
participation Number percent basic Basic Proficient Advanced

Reading
Fourth grade
Participated 1,099 13.6 80.4 16.2 3.3 0.1
Did not participate 6,283 86.4 33.1 24.6 33.8 8.5

Eighth grade
Participated 653 6.5 64.6 30.2 5.2 0.0
Did not participate 9,482 93.5 28.1 40.7 28.2 3.0

Twelfth grade
Participated 280 2.3 59.1 30.4 10.0 0.5
Did not participate 9,655 97.7 24.7 34.1 36.9 4.3

Mathematics
Fourth grade
Participated 1,458 22.0 69.2 27.3 3.5 0.0
Did not participate 5,169 78.0 26.4 44.3 26.4 2.9

Eighth grade
Participated 792 11.7 71.4 22.7 5.7 0.2
Did not participate 6,354 88.3 33.2 36.3 26.2 4.3

Twelfth grade
Participated 167 2.0 75.5 23.2 1.3 0.0
Did not participate 6,737 98.0 29.9 51.5 16.6 2.0

Note: National Assessment of Educational Progress, 1994 reading and 1996 mathematics data.
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within a larger classroom. The greatest amount of this work occurs in ele-
mentary schools and focuses on reading instruction, although other grade
levels and other subjects (particularly mathematics) are also covered. As
for instructional techniques, they tend to be whatever is current practice
in the particular district or school. Unfortunately, in recent years this has
typically been whole language instruction, and our recent observations
suggest that this continues to be the case. Thus, we are not surprised to
learn that Title I instruction has been unable to narrow the performance
gap for the children it serves. But does this mean that program services
have been of no value whatsoever?

The Effectiveness of Title I Service

Certainly evaluation studies have reliably determined that Title I has
failed to accomplish its mission of closing the achievement gap between
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Table 4. Distribution of Title I Funds across Expenditure Categories, 1990–91

Expenditure category Percent

Salaries for classroom teachers and specialists (benefits included) 55
Salaries for instructional aides 17
Salaries for administrators 4
Salaries for counselors and other certified personnel 3
Salaries for noncertified personnel 2
Other salaries 2
Materials 8
All other (fixed charges, indirect costs) 9

Source: Mary Ann Millsap and others, The Chapter 1 Implementation Study, interim report, prepared by Abt Associates (Depart-
ment of Education, 1992).

Table 5. Districts Offering Different Types of Chapter 1 Projects
Percent

Chapter 1 project 1985–86 1990–91

Limited pullout 89 82
In-class 37 62
Extended pullout 12 24
Replacement 7 12
Summer add-on 6 11
Preschool or kindergarten n.a. 10
Add-on projects (before and after school) 6 9
Schoolwide 1 4

Source: Mary Ann Millsap and others, The Chapter 1 Implementation Study, interim report, prepared by Abt Associates (Depart-
ment of Education, 1992).

n.a. = Not available.
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low- and middle-income students. As reported by authors of the most
recent and best available evaluation: “After controlling for student, fam-
ily, and school differences between Chapter 1 participants and nonpar-
ticipants, we still find that participants score lower than nonparticipants
and that this gap in achievement is not closed over time.”46

But does this imply that Title I services have been completely ineffec-
tive, a total waste of more than $100 billion? It does not. As also noted
by these authors: “This inability to find a compensatory effect of Chap-
ter 1 does not mean the program was a failure. Limitations of this study
do not allow us to determine whether Chapter 1 students would have been
academically worse off without the assistance they received.”47

The problem is methodological. No one has undertaken a random
assignment study, in which eligible students are randomly assigned to
Title I or no Title I services. Instead, evaluation designs have been based
on comparing outcomes for Title I students with outcomes for students
who did not receive these services. At least the time period under study,
1991–93, was before the 1994 reauthorization, so most Title I students
received personalized, add-on services. But at this time, Title I regulations
required that the lowest performing students receive services. So the two
groups—Title I participants and nonparticipants—are not comparable,
and the Title I participants could have performed even lower in the
absence of services. That is, the evaluation design was biased against
finding an effect of the program.

Does this mean that Title I may be having a large positive effect on
the students served? This is unlikely, for then the effect would have over-
whelmed the bias and been visible in this and previous studies. But it is
possible, perhaps even likely, that, under some circumstances, Title I has
had a modest positive effect on the students served. Given that more than
100,000 teachers and aides, many of them people of good will and at least
some skill, have worked in Title I for many years, it is difficult to imag-
ine that their efforts have not brought some positive results for low-
income children.

Displacement of Local Funds

Federal revenue sharing is typically accompanied by the displacement
of local funds. Federal funds are used to pay for goods and services that
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would have been paid for by local funds, so that the local governmental
unit can save its own funds (for example, by avoiding a local tax
increase). In the evaluation of manpower and training programs, the
magnitude of such displacement has been one of the central empirical
issues.48 The substitution of federal funds for local funds that would
otherwise have been spent occurs at a rate of about 50 percent. That is,
only about half of federal monies granted to local government agencies
are used to provide goods and services that would not have been pro-
vided anyway.

What about the displacement of local funds by Title I funds? In the leg-
islation’s earliest years, the issue went completely unaddressed. The 1965
ESEA included no provision to prohibit the use of federal funds to sup-
plant state and local funds. This was soon understood to be a problem,
however, as a 1969 Senate report on that year’s amendments to ESEA
stated that evidence indicated that Title I funds were not being properly
used. An inquiry at the time by the federal Office of Education found
cases of supplanting, excessive use of Title I funds for capital outlays, use
of Title I funds to maintain segregated school systems, and use of the
funds for general school needs. To address this problem, the 1969 amend-
ments prohibited supplanting state and local funds with federal ones and
stated that the intention was for Title I funds to be supplementary, allow-
ing local school districts to provide goods and services that they would
not otherwise be able to afford.

This prohibition of supplanting was reemphasized in the 1974 amend-
ments, as was the statement that Title I funds are to be used solely for
“excess costs,” defined in the legislation as costs “directly attributable” to
programs assisted under Title I that exceed average per pupil expenditures
of a local school district (expenditures for any state and local services
for special programs to serve the educationally disadvantaged, for bilin-
gual education, or for special education for the disabled are excluded
from the average).

More recently, the language of “no supplanting” has given way to
“maintenance of effort.” Thus, the 1978 amendments to the ESEA
included a provision in which an LEA can receive Title I funds only if
the state authority finds that the combined fiscal effort per student or
aggregate expenditures are not less than the expenditures of the previous
year. If they are, Title I funds are to be proportionally reduced. A waiver
provision for “unforeseen circumstances” is included. In 1981 this main-
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tenance of effort provision was made more specific by requiring that the
year’s expenditures must be no less than 90 percent of those expendi-
tures the previous year. This requirement has remained in place through
the 1994 amendments to the ESEA.

The intent of the legislation has been to provide add-on services that
would not be provided otherwise. Yet our observations in local school dis-
tricts suggest that, as with other federal revenue-sharing programs, Title
I displacement is a significant problem, appreciably reducing the add-on
benefits received by the lowest performing children.

Schoolwide programs are particularly worrisome, because one of their
main effects is to make it easier for administrators to spend Title I funds
in this manner. Yet the use of these programs has exploded since they
were targeted for increase in the 1994 ESEA reauthorization.

It is easy to see how Title I reformers believed that giving such flex-
ibility to the schools most affected by neighborhood poverty would be a
positive step, empowering principals to use the money to improve
schools as a whole. Unfortunately, the reformers ignored the possibil-
ity that central administrators would direct, or otherwise induce, indi-
vidual school administrators to spend the funds on goods and services
that the district would otherwise have paid for out of its own funds,
reducing or eliminating the add-on instructional services (particularly
aides and tutors) that had previously been provided to the lowest per-
forming children. But this is occurring. Substitution of federal for local
funds should be expected to occur in school districts under constant
financial pressure, where fungibility is the first instinct of many central
administrators.

Such displacement has significantly reduced the impact of the program
on low-income children. Even before the 1994 reauthorization dramati-
cally increased schoolwide programs, the authors of the Prospects evalu-
ation concluded as follows: “We cannot assume that funds or services
labeled ‘Chapter 1’ represented additional resources, or even different ser-
vices, from those schools or districts would have undertaken without
Chapter 1 funds. . . . Chapter 1 funding was so long established, and so
endemic to the U.S. public school system, that the allocation of Chapter
1 funds to a school district or school may not have necessarily meant
that the resources for that district or school were increased on net.”49

And this was for the time period before the 1994 reauthorization enor-
mously expanded displacement-prone schoolwide programs. Clearly the
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displacement issue has been given far too little consideration in recent
discussions of Title I.

The 1994 Reauthorization and Its Consequences

Since its inception in 1966, Title I has had a number of major flaws. It
has not been a coherent program, but a funding stream that local districts
have spent on whatever activities they were already engaged in. The addi-
tional services provided to each student have typically been so modest
that the chances of significantly assisting that student to reach grade-level
performance have been low.50 Teachers and aides have been inadequately
trained in research-based instructional methods, in particular, phonics-
based reading instruction. The tendency toward displacement of funds has
always been present.

The Department of Education’s 1999 report Promising Results, Con-
tinuing Challenges provided an opportunity to see the results of the 1994
reauthorization. The good news is that a continuing emphasis has been
placed on standards and accountability. When this is combined with the
NRC report on reading instruction and the department’s efforts to refer-
ence that report in its implementation of the Reading Excellence Act, a
continued push is evident toward the use of research-based instructional
techniques.

Unfortunately, much of the remaining news is bad. What was never a
coherent program is even less coherent now. What were once minimal ser-
vices delivered to each eligible student have been watered down even fur-
ther. What was once a focus on grades one through three—the time when
low-income children can still be saved from falling hopelessly behind
grade level—has been decreased. What was once a mild temptation
toward displacement of Title I funds has become an open invitation to use
them in this manner.

Each of these outcomes resulted from policies deliberately pursued in
the 1994 reauthorization. Policy analysts seemed to have had an inade-
quate understanding of how the program operates on the ground and of
the most important issues to be addressed for the program to succeed.

National politics also played a role. Politics may have been, and con-
tinues to be, decisive in driving the program toward its current unfortu-
nate state. Both Democrats and Republicans have seen political gains in
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expanding the program to serve more grades in more schools with more
flexibility for districts and principals to spend the funds as they see fit.
The inevitable result has been that the neediest children with the most to
gain from an intensive treatment—very low income first through third
graders who are already falling behind—are having less and less of the
funds directed toward them.

In particular, currently about one-third of the program participants are
in grades one through three; the program used to focus almost exclusively
on those grades. Furthermore, the program’s budget now must serve
almost twice as many participants. Why so many, each receiving so little?
With the fiscal 1999 Title I appropriation at $8.3 billion, 11 million par-
ticipants average $755 each.51 But 6 million would average $1,383 each.
And more to the point, if the bottom one-fifth of students in grades one
through three were targeted, 2.1 million children would be served (assum-
ing 3.5 million total at each grade level), which would allow $3,952 per
child. If per child resources of this magnitude were spent effectively to
provide add-on services to these children, the original goal of bringing
these children up to grade level might be achieved.

But these services are reduced, dollar for dollar, when the funds are
used to displace local district funds. Yet such actions are invited in school-
wide programs. And, between 1988 and 1998, schoolwide programs
increased from two hundred to sixteen thousand. And in schoolwide pro-
grams, goods and services do not have to be targeted at add-on services
for the lowest performers. Instead, furniture for the entire school, com-
puters for the entire school, copiers for the entire school, books for the
entire school, and so on can be purchased. What school district could
resist such an opportunity to conserve its own funds?52 Yet the department
does almost nothing to police this issue, and no evaluation studies have
attempted to estimate the magnitude of the increases in displacement,
which have likely accompanied this recent increase in schoolwide Title I
programs.53

Why did the 1994 reauthorization take this direction, which has led to
such a sharp discontinuity with the previous twenty-eight years of pro-
gram implementation? The answer, we believe, is that Title I’s failure to
close the cognitive skill gap led to a desire for strong action and a mis-
taken analysis of the problem led to the wrong policies being pursued.

What was this mistaken analysis? It was based on two principles. First,
pullout should be reduced or eliminated, because it is stigmatizing and the
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pulled-out student misses in-class instruction. Instead, inclusion is to be
fostered. Second, the flexibility of district administrators to spend Title I
funds, by increasing schoolwide programs and extending Title I to grades
four through twelve, should be increased. Flexibility seems to have been
promoted because these analysts did not know how to improve the pro-
gram after its admitted failure for so many years; they chose to “let all
flowers bloom” by delegating responsibility to the district level. Such
flexibility is so politically popular that it has become the mantra of both
political parties. It is also beloved by the many entrepreneurs in the enor-
mous grants economy of the education field, because each of these hopes
to thereby increase their share of the pie. As noted by Stanley Pogrow,
“Creating local standards in medicine is a form of malpractice.”54

Yet both pillars of the 1994 reauthorization are built on misunder-
standings. Pullout is necessary for one-to-one instruction, and such
instruction is the most effective way to raise the performance of low-
performing students.55 This is why the first thing middle-class parents do
when their child is having difficulty in school is to hire a one-to-one tutor.
Only with one-to-one tutoring can three vital instructional conditions be
achieved: individual assessment followed by instruction on the student’s
current performance level (instead of teaching to a small group or class
average); complete privacy within which to risk failure, combined with no
other child being present to give the answer; and the presence of a caring
and encouraging adult, able to detect and immediately correct the stu-
dent’s difficulties, whatever their source.

The reason Title I was ineffective in the past is that it involved pulling
out groups of children, each with a different performance level and cen-
tral instructional problem. These students were taught by teachers and
aides using relatively ineffective, whole language techniques. Because the
program was kept separate from the rest of the school, the children pulled
out were the lowest performers, and Title I staff were unable to succeed
with them, morale was low, and the children and program were stigma-
tized. The call for inclusion thus understandably arose. Yet a better plan
would have been to employ a research-based (phonics) curriculum, pro-
vide Title I staff with adequate training and supervision, and have them
apply this curriculum one-to-one. Only under these conditions might low-
income, low-performing students be brought up to grade level.

As for stigmatization and missed class time, neither is a problem when
the program is properly implemented. For example, the Reading One-to-
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One program, the Howard Street program, the Book Buddies program,
and others have demonstrated that when tutoring is one-to-one, using an
effective curriculum and adequate training and management, students
look forward to tutoring, and nontutored students beg to be included.56

At program start-up, teachers are often concerned that pulled-out students
will miss class time. But this concern is met in several ways. First, the
teacher chooses when during the day he or she would like the student
pulled out. Thus, scheduling can minimize the loss of instructional time.
Second, the students tutored are typically the lowest performing in what
is already a low-performing class. These students are far behind the
demands of the curriculum, are often immature, and have attention deficit
problems. They are unable to concentrate in a class of twenty to thirty stu-
dents, and their presence greatly increases the teacher’s difficulty in work-
ing with the other students. But if five tutors come to the classroom door
and take out the five lowest performers for one-to-one instruction, the
teacher is better able to succeed with the remaining students, and the
pulled-out students receive intensive, one-to-one instruction designed to
focus on what they need to help them regain full participation in the
class.57

The movement toward flexibility and the resulting increases in funds
allocated to schoolwide programs and to grades four through twelve have
done great damage to the chances of Title I achieving its goal. There are
four reasons for this. First, these older children are typically so far behind
grade level that it is almost impossible to catch up. Second, even less is
known about successful intervention in grades four through twelve than
about grades one through three.

Third, the institution of a schoolwide program almost guarantees a
reduction in add-on services to the lowest performing children. The pur-
pose of schoolwide programs is to free administrators from the demand
to target add-on services to the lowest performing students. This is based
on the idea that, in very low income schools, all students need help. Yet
this is false. As noted by the authors of the Prospects study, “Differences
in academic achievement within schools are far greater than average
differences between schools. . . . Poor schools are not filled solely with
low-achieving students. . . . There are good students in all schools, even
in the most troubled places.”58 The lowest performing students in these
schools need help, and what would help them the most is intensive per-
sonal attention, not a nebulous schoolwide program that involves spend-

89George Farkas and L. Shane Hall

08165—BI/Chap. 2  12/30/99 9:02 AM  Page 89



ing Title I money on computers, furniture, or even additional classroom
teachers.

Fourth, middle and high school principals have little or no knowledge
of effective compensatory programs on which to spend their newly
acquired Title I funds. The obstacles to the creation of such programs
are overwhelming. The difficulties of bringing low-performing elemen-
tary school children up to grade level are vastly greater for middle and
high school students. They are now very far behind and have had six or
more years of daily school failure. Their social-psychological defenses
against trying hard at schoolwork are well developed. And their primary
focus is elsewhere—on adult activities, which hold much more attrac-
tiveness than schoolwork. Little wonder that these principals either spend
their Title I funds on completely ineffective programs or simply use the
funds to purchase goods and services they would have purchased any-
way with local funds.59

The Department of Education’s Direction for Title I

Promising Results, Continuing Challenges indicates the direction the
Department of Education has charted for Title I. The continued empha-
sis on high standards and accountability is welcome. But the goal that “all
children reach challenging standards” and the specific policies to achieve
this are sadly out of touch with the reality of the children’s current per-
formance level and the extent to which the current pattern of Title I
expenditure is significantly assisting them.

The reality is a Title I program in which, in 1994, 80 percent of all par-
ticipating fourth graders had reading skills below the basic level. This
massive level of failure continues to be widespread among children in
high-poverty schools. Even this department report, with its claim of
“promising results,” acknowledges that, in 1998, 68 percent of all fourth
graders in high-poverty schools have reading skills below the basic level.
(Note that the department’s 1998 figures are based on all students in high-
poverty schools, even though the Prospects study reported that these
schools have children who are doing fine. The department is including
high performers in high-poverty schools, who have received no person-
ally targeted services, among program participants.)

Beyond a general focus on “standards and accountability,” the depart-
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ment’s recommendations come down to two. First, a general emphasis is
placed on “staying the course” with the changes brought by the 1994
reauthorization. Second, a plan is put forth to reduce the number of Title
I aides, so as to increase the number of Title I teachers. The reason given
is that these aides “lacked educational credentials required to deliver
high-quality instruction.”60 However, the issue is not credentials, it is
skills and training. Having failed, over a thirty-year period, to put a seri-
ous training program in place for the aides, the department now wishes
to fire them because they “lack credentials.”

Most of the reading curriculum experts in this program were trained in,
and still practice, whole language instructional techniques. Program funds
also pay for equipment and materials, few of which are of much assis-
tance to the lowest performing children. (Despite exaggerated claims,
most low-performing elementary school children placed in front of com-
puters play with them for a while and then lose interest. And like so much
else in low-income schools, computer-assisted learning tends to be inad-
equately implemented.) Finally, some of the funds pay for special pro-
grams. But many of these are not effectively targeted on the lowest
performing children and do not have the personnel, curriculum, training,
and administrative support to be successfully implemented for these chil-
dren. And, with the move to schoolwide programs, add-on direct ser-
vices to the lowest performing children have decreased.

The department wants to stay the course with this program. Instead of
training both teachers and aides in effective practices, the department
plans to simply scapegoat the aides.

We have observed many Title I aides and teachers at work in the
schools. In addition, one of us has provided in-service reading instruction
training for all the Title I teachers and aides in one of the nation’s larger
cities. We have observed these teachers and aides to be heterogeneous in
their skills and abilities. Certainly the teachers operate at higher skill lev-
els than the aides, but they frequently cost three to four times as much. And
when one of us trained both teachers and aides, he found that their knowl-
edge of reading instruction was not all that dissimilar. In particular, the
teachers knew almost nothing about such research-based phonics tech-
niques as the use of decodable text and explicit instruction in phonological
processing, blending and segmenting, and other word-attack skills. In our
opinion, an aide who had been trained in these matters would be a better
reading instructor than a teacher who had not been so trained.
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Further, the department’s latest recommendation—to fire the aides—
reflects the general lack of attention to costs in educational cost-benefit
calculations. As with the proliferation of high-cost programs such as
Reading Recovery, where a $50,000 per year teacher is tutoring at most
eight children one-to-one, the department is ignoring the possibility that
this $50,000 could pay for three aides and even more tutors, who could
serve three or more times as many students on a personal basis. Because
of the instructional advantages inherent in the one-to-one setting, less cre-
dentialled but properly trained and supervised aides or tutors can be effec-
tive in this setting.61

Proposals for Structural Reform

Frustration with the cognitive performance being achieved by low-
income children is widespread. As charter schools, voucher experiments,
and city and state takeover of urban districts become commonplace, sim-
ilar proposals have been suggested for the reform of Title I. The most dra-
matic of these goes to the heart of the issue of how effectively the funds
are being spent by changing the recipients of the funds.

Change the Recipients of the Funds

Many of the central determinants of poor Title I performance—a focus
on politics rather than performance; too little attention to skills, training,
and management; the use of whole language instead of research-based
methods; and a tendency to displacement of funds and other sorts of mis-
management—are directly traceable to the control of these funds by a
separate bureaucracy within the central administration of local school dis-
tricts. A tempting solution is to bypass this bureaucracy, sending the funds
directly to the principals and teachers of eligible children, allowing the
children’s parents to decide how the funds should be spent, or sending the
funds as a block grant to state education agencies.

A PORTABLE ENTITLEMENT. Perhaps the most radical suggestion is to
fully fund Title I (increase the funding so that every low-income child
receives a grant) and tie the money directly to each child, with parents
having authority over how it is spent. As described by Chester Finn,
Marci Kanstoroom, and Michael J. Petrilli:
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How to empower these parents? By insisting that Title I funds follow chil-
dren to the school or education provider of their choice—be it the neigh-
borhood school, a public school across town, a private school, a tutoring
company, an after-school program, or a summer program. Instead of fund-
ing school districts, the federal government would fund children, much as
Pell grants do for higher education. All poor kids would have funds
“strapped to their backs.” And we say ALL poor kids, because we favor
the idea of expanding Title I funding to serve all eligible youngsters so long
as the aid is truly portable, child by child and school by school.62

Similarly, Diane Ravitch wrote, “Turn the key federal program for
poor kids—Title I—into a portable entitlement, so that the money follows
the child, like a college scholarship. Presently, federal money goes to the
school district, where bureaucrats watch it, dispense it and find manifold
ways to multiply their tasks and add to their staffs. As a portable entitle-
ment, Title I’s $8 billion would allow poor children to attend the school of
their choice instead of being stuck in low-performing schools.”63

What would this mean in practice? Finn explains it as follows.64 The
idea is to change Title I from a district-based program to a child-based
program, with each eligible child entitled to a certain amount of Title I aid
no matter where he or she goes to school. The states would manage this
program, and it would be their job to get the appropriate amount of Title I
money into each school’s bank account based on how many Title I stu-
dents enrolled in the school.

The states would also set the limits for just how portable the funds
would be. In particular, each state would decide whether the funds could
go only to public schools or whether they could also go to private schools.
Each state would decide whether the parents would be able to direct any
portion of the funds to a nonschool provider. (An example would be a
tutor or tutoring program, operating in an after-school program or in the
evening. The Reading Excellence Act already provides funding for Tuto-
rial Assistance Grants in which, in sufficiently low-income schools, par-
ents have a choice of the after-school tutoring program—one provided
by the school, and another by an outside vendor—they wish to instruct
their child.)

This plan has a number of positive features. Even if a state does not
permit parents to direct funds to a nonschool provider, local Title I
bureaucracies would be reduced in size, perhaps even eliminated. Dis-
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placement might also be reduced, as district administrators would have
less opportunity to make Title I dollars fungible against goods and ser-
vices they would otherwise have provided.65 Overall, it would be an evo-
lutionary step, in which principals and teachers in low-income schools
would be empowered to make their own best choices as is now the case in
charter schools.

FULL PARENTAL EMPOWERMENT. A more revolutionary change would
follow if a state allows parents to direct funds to a nonschool provider.
Imagine that each low-income parent has a “Title I expenditure account”
for each of his or her children, from which approved expenditures can be
allocated at will. These might include school-provided services during
the school day or in an after-school program, as well as tutorial services
provided in the home or neighborhood after school and during the sum-
mer. If this were combined with a program in which local high school
students with good grades were trained as tutors to be certified and hired
by the parents with Title I funds, perhaps under the supervision of the eli-
gible student’s school in an after-school program, benefits might be pro-
vided both to the high school and elementary school student.
Furthermore, the funds would be kept in the neighborhood, without the
overhead and profit charged by private sector tutoring firms. (Sylvan
Learning Systems routinely pays its tutors $10 per hour while charging
parents $30 per hour.)

Such a program would have multiple benefits. The high school stu-
dents would be able to earn money to pay for college. Tutor training and
the experience of tutoring would strengthen the tutor’s reading skills,
and assisting an elementary school student would enhance the tutor’s self-
esteem and perhaps even inspire the tutor to eventually enter the teach-
ing profession.

The student being tutored would have a high school student to bond
with and look up to. In neighborhoods where English is a second lan-
guage, the tutors would be bilingual, so they would be ideally suited to
assist elementary school students with the transition to English. These
tutoring jobs could serve as an incentive and reward for high school stu-
dents to work hard at their studies. The efforts of these tutors would go
where they are needed the most—to increase the reading and homework
assistance for low-income students in elementary school. And the fund-
ing would go where it is needed the most and where it can do the most
good for the future—to high school students striving to escape the traps
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present in low-income neighborhoods and better their future by attend-
ing college.

One danger in such a plan is that parents would use their control over
Title I funds to defund the Title I programs in their local schools, or to
escape these schools altogether. This possibility could be eliminated by
sending the majority of each child’s grant directly to the child’s school,
leaving only a modest sum of money under the parent’s discretion.
School-based efforts to involve low-income parents in their child’s edu-
cation, which are rarely successful under current conditions, might be
undertaken much more energetically and successfully if these schools had
a financial incentive to be in contact with the parents and to respond to
their children’s needs.

Perhaps a greater danger would be fraud and misuse by parents of
their Title I account. Checks and balances would have to be installed. For
these reasons, a plan based on (even partial) parental decisionmaking
should be first tried as a limited experiment, accompanied by a rigorous
evaluation.

Would such a plan immediately allow low-income schools to bring
their students up to the performance level of middle-income children? Not
if the families of low-income children still provide them with less pre-
reading and other developmental skills during the preschool years and
less home instruction and homework assistance during the school years.
And not if the teachers of low-income students are still using less than
fully effective instructional and classroom management techniques. But it
would do something very important. By putting Title I funds in the hands
of parents, whose motivation is solely to provide add-on services for their
own child, this plan would completely eliminate the rampant displace-
ment and reduction in personalized, add-on services to low-income, low-
performing children that currently plagues Title I. For this reason alone,
this is an attractive policy alternative. 

BLOCK GRANTS TO STATES. An alternative method for disbursing Title
I funds is as block grants to states. As with vouchers for parents, this has
been suggested by those analysts—Chester E. Finn Jr. and Paul T. Hill,
in particular—who wish to keep the funds away from district bureau-
crats and who see the many different federal funding programs as dis-
tractions that have kept the schools from focusing on their main job.

Where, as in California and Texas, state-level education departments
have, at least recently, promoted research-based instructional methods,
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this might be a positive step, which would give state-level bureaucrats fur-
ther leverage in their efforts to improve the instructional practices of local
school districts. Many local school districts will, as they have done in Cal-
ifornia and Texas, promise to change their instructional methods to
receive the money and then do nothing. Further, a single consolidated
state grant of revenue sharing from the federal government would likely
encourage the displacement of local funds at rates even higher than is cur-
rently the case. Nor will such a plan do anything to improve the home
situations of low-income children. A possible result of consolidating
federal education aid as a block grant to states would be to reduce tar-
geted aid to low-income schools, at least in some states that are finan-
cially hard-pressed.

Schoolwide Reforms

Much attention is currently being given to schoolwide reform mod-
els. Many of these programs are organized around positive practices.
Some of them, although far too few, have evidence of effectiveness.66

But these programs are often expensive to implement and too often are
not effective. Learning to implement successfully what is already
known appears to offer a higher cost-benefit ratio than further inven-
tion and testing of new programs. An additional disturbing aspect exists
to these schoolwide programs. Typical of the field of education, bring-
ing in outside staff and spending a great deal of money seem to be nec-
essary simply to induce schools to undertake management, training, and
curriculum implementation that use common sense and best practices.
Surely this mechanism is too inefficient to rely on for the reform of all
the schools in the nation.

Reform the Profession

Finally, an overarching problem must be confronted: an education pro-
fession with too little focus on effective school management, a nonscien-
tific culture, and entrenched elites wielding power under a system of
perverse incentives, where true expertise is minimal, management and
training are poor, and the most desirable promotion is the one out of the
classroom. Successfully raising the achievement of low-income children
cannot be done without significantly altering at least some of these
conditions.
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The 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s saw relatively little progress in these
matters. But when the Bush administration began, and the Clinton admin-
istration continued, a focus on national standards and accountability in
education, some progress began to appear. As the Department of Educa-
tion has sought to faithfully implement the Reading Excellence Act, with
its focus on research-based methods of instruction, more progress has
been made. This momentum of reform must continue and be extended to
the schools of education as well as the state and local education agen-
cies. This effort to change the culture of the education profession may
ultimately yield the greatest gains in improving student achievement.

Some will say that such a cultural change is unlikely in the near future.
Yet the volatility of the education profession—always swinging from
one new reform to another, always pursuing the latest funding opportu-
nity—indicates that change is possible. Now what is needed is the firm
hand of scientific practice to stabilize the process with a focus on effec-
tive outcomes.

Paul Hill said, “It is now clear that every aspect of public K-12 educa-
tion, from financing, school staffing, use of time, the authority of princi-
pals, instructional methods, and school accountability are all profoundly
influenced by federal priorities.”67 If this is so, why not use this power to
change the culture of the profession?

Current Department of Education staff are enforcing the provisions of
the Reading Excellence Act to disseminate scientifically validated
instructional techniques. The method is identical to that used by the
National Science Foundation—empanel appropriate groups of scientific
experts to be the judges for grant competitions. The department should
audit Title I schools for effective training and management practices. New
teachers should have an expert teacher in the classroom with them to
provide hands-on training in effective practices. A minimum number of
in-service training hours from appropriate experts should be required. A
behavioral management program must be functioning in the school. It
would not be difficult to train auditors who could assess Title I schools for
the presence of these activities.

What Should Be Done?

Several policies would improve the effectiveness of Title I. These
include reducing the displacement of local funds by federal funds, redi-
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recting services toward the lowest performing students, and building a
more coherent program.

Reduce Displacement and Redirect Services to the Lowest Performers

First, reduce displacement, and redirect services to the lowest per-
forming students. Children who are significantly behind the rest of the
class in first grade, and who are completely lost to the system by third
grade, require the most powerful possible intervention, including per-
sonalized instructional attention over an extended period, if they are to
catch up to the rest of the class. The growth of schoolwide programs that
displaced Title I funds away from add-on services to these children has
been a disaster. Title I must be rededicated to provide add-on services to
the lowest performing children in low-income schools. This could be
accomplished by a simple mandate in the regulations or by changing the
regulations back to once again reduce the number of schoolwide pro-
grams. This, however, does nothing to address the after-school and sum-
mer assistance needs of these children. Accordingly, some version of
parental empowerment would allow the parent to contract with a tutor or
other provider for such additional assistance for their child. 

The reduction of services to the neediest by schoolwide programs has
been widely observed by teachers in the schools. For example, consider
this statement from the International Reading Association’s recommen-
dations for Title I reauthorization:

At its core, the idea of schoolwide programs was to offer increased instruc-
tional time for students who need it most. Unfortunately, in most cases
this has not happened. Resources are often diverted from the core mission
of enhancing the basic instructional program to other projects. . . . Schools
receiving schoolwide funding should be required to demonstrate a com-
mitment to seeing that the neediest students are provided instructional time
and materials on appropriate levels, aligned with but above and beyond
their regular classroom reading and/or math instruction.68

Redirect the Program to Grades One through Three

The expansion of Title I to grades four through twelve has gone against
everything that is known about the development of reading skill and cost-
effective interventions to improve it. It has also, no doubt, greatly

98 Brookings Papers on Education Policy: 2000

08165—BI/Chap. 2  12/30/99 9:02 AM  Page 98



increased the displacement of Title I funds. That only 37 percent of Title I
participants are in grades one through three is unconscionable. This effect
of the 1994 reauthorization must be rolled back, and the program retar-
geted on grades one through three.

Build a Coherent Program

Both Democrats and Republicans have pushed Title I toward decentral-
ization and revenue sharing. The result has been enormous variability in
instructional techniques, with little focus on the most effective practices.

The Department of Education should work directly to implement what
is already known about best practices in curriculum, training, and man-
agement. Because in many cases what should be done is already known,
the focus should be on making sure it is implemented. Such actions would
surely have the highest cost-benefit ratio of any that could be taken.
Unfortunately, the decentralized education system, and the small share
of local educational costs contributed by the federal government, makes
this difficult to achieve.

CURRICULUM. Two recent events have significantly altered the state
of the reading wars. First, the NRC report sought to end the conflict by
noting the advantages of both phonics instruction (particularly for begin-
ning readers) and of whole language instruction (particularly for more
advanced readers), arguing for a “balanced approach” using the best of
each method. Second, Congress passed the Reading Excellence Act,
which included language mandating the use of “scientifically validated”
instructional techniques. The Department of Education has followed this
up by stressing that scientifically validated methods will be a key criterion
in judging the interstate competition for the approximately $240 million
available under the act during fiscal 1999. This is one example of how
the department can utilize revenue sharing to nudge the states and locali-
ties toward best curriculum practices.

How successful is such nudging likely to be, and would the curriculum
be better off without it? The answer is that success rates are likely to be
mixed. Trickle-down has a long way to go from the department to indi-
vidual classrooms, and along the way are many stops, some manned by
curriculum experts with a long-standing antipathy to phonics. However,
the very existence of large numbers of such individuals, heavily
entrenched in school districts and education schools, suggests the depart-
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ment must continue waving the NRC report and arguing for the use of sci-
entifically based instructional methods. Absent this, a push back toward
whole language instruction may be inevitable.

TRAINING. The problem with teacher training is that it is not very
good and there is too little of it. Teachers report that their education
school training provided relatively little of value in the classroom. Fol-
lowing this training, they are typically placed into classrooms (often the
least desirable ones—those with low-income children) and left on their
own. Useful and extensive in-service training and in-class modeling of
instruction by an experienced teacher are rare. Instead, beginning teach-
ing is too often a sink-or-swim experience, and when the class is com-
posed of low-income children, far too many new teachers find
themselves sinking.

A portion of the Title I money should be targeted on training and
should be spent on hands-on instruction in scientifically validated meth-
ods. Even better would be to require that the principal or other instruc-
tional leader spend at least a portion of each new teacher’s first few
months with him or her in the classroom, modeling effective classroom
management and instructional technique. (This is common practice in the
more effective schools serving low-income children.)

MANAGEMENT. Authors such as Chubb and Moe have argued that
what is needed is to “get the incentives right,” perhaps by moving
toward privatizing the schools, for good management to follow as it
does in the private sector—via survival of the fittest. However, the pub-
lic schools are not likely to be privatized any time soon. Yet many
schools serving low-income children are inadequately managed and
operate within a district culture and structure that do relatively little to
improve this situation.

What can be done to improve these conditions? Individual public
schools can be provided with more control over their own resources and
greater decisionmaking power in general. What the NRC report and
the Department of Education’s emphasis on this report did for reading
can be done for school management. A few basic, desirable manage-
ment actions should be identified and advertised widely. Then, Title I
schools should be monitored to see that they are implemented. Because
learning occurs in the classroom, these actions should be classroom-
based and apply to all classes in the school. In each case an adminis-
trator or trainer and the teacher should be jointly responsible for
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the outcomes. These might include (1) training on, and rating of, class-
room management techniques that are effective in creating and main-
taining the order and discipline necessary for learning, (2) provision of
sufficient time-on-task and steady coverage of an appropriate curricu-
lum in core subjects such as reading and mathematics, and (3) use of
effective instructional techniques to get this curriculum across to the
students. Each administrator and teacher pair should rate itself and be
rated by the principal on each of these items, and Title I audits should
focus on these instructional delivery issues instead of solely on financial
accounting matters.

Further, effective schooling for low-income children requires starting
them early and providing them with skilled teachers. Title I principals
should be rated on their ability to provide effective reading and mathe-
matics instruction in kindergarten and their ability to recruit, train, and
retain good teachers, while dismissing poor ones.

PAID AND VOLUNTEER TUTORS. The Clinton administration’s America
Reads initiative has demonstrated that relatively large numbers of col-
lege students and community residents can be fielded at low unit cost to
work on reading with low-income students, one-to-one. At least some
research has shown that when these tutors are properly trained and man-
aged, utilizing a serious instructional curriculum and decodable text
books with beginning readers, significant gains can be attained.69 Local
high school students could also be used extensively as tutors for elemen-
tary school students in low-income neighborhoods. Ideally, these high
school students could provide the home assistance that low-income par-
ents are unable to provide.

RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT. Much of the culture and practice in
the education field stands on a shaky scientific basis. Furthermore, sci-
entific research played a key role in recent successful attempts to re-insert
phonics into the practice of beginning reading instruction. Doesn’t this
argue for increased emphasis and expenditures on research and develop-
ment if the field of education is to attain the capabilities and success rate
of, for example, medicine?

The answer is yes and no. On the one hand, scientific knowledge is
the basis of all technical progress, and too little such knowledge exists in
the education field. On the other hand, instead of looking for even more
new programs, perhaps those proven elements of programs should be
implemented. For example, direct instruction’s effectiveness was demon-
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strated thirty years ago and continues to this day. But teachers were dis-
couraged by what they perceived to be its rigid implementation style and
took to whole language instead.70 More generally, few disagree that effec-
tive schools would embody the curriculum, training, and management
elements listed above.

Continued scientific research, particularly testing the effectiveness of
alternative management strategies, would be valuable for effective pro-
gram implementation. Such research should certainly be undertaken in a
much more far-reaching and rigorous fashion than has been the case
heretofore. But cognitive gains for low-income children are more likely to
come from successfully implementing what is already known, than from
the invention and testing of entirely new programs. This is much more a
matter of engineering application than of basic research.

THE VIEW FROM THE CLASSROOM. A great many creative proposals
have been suggested for reforming Title I. Their sometimes radical nature
is an appropriate response to more than thirty years of failed efforts. Yet
all this creativity must be held to the highest and most difficult standard:
What will be the effect on the classroom and the students? The school
system and the education profession function relatively poorly for low-
income children. Changes could be instituted that make low-income chil-
dren, their teachers, and their families even worse off than they are now.
As Chester Finn warned, “First, do no harm.”71

To help low-income children succeed, their teachers must be engaged.
It is therefore useful to ask, what is the view from the classroom? Given
the opportunity, how would the teachers currently on the front line, in
the low-income classrooms, like to see the Title I money spent?

The teachers we have spoken with might respond as follows. Yes, show
me the most effective instructional techniques. Yes, assist me to imple-
ment a behavioral management program that works. Yes, start the children
off earlier and provide them better preschool instruction, so that they
come to my class better prepared to do the work. Yes, provide the students
with a tutor at home if their parents cannot help with the homework. Yes,
provide me with the assistance (aides or tutors, both in the class and pull-
out) to help the lowest performing children catch up while allowing me to
work more intensively with a smaller group of children who are ready to
learn the assigned curriculum.

THE VIEW FROM THE LOW-INCOME HOUSEHOLD. As the preponder-
ance of research has shown, the learning deficits of low-income chil-
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dren begin and end in the household. Shoring up this household by pro-
viding parents with vouchers that they can spend on after-school,
evening, and summer tutoring for their children is the strongest action
that could be taken to improve this situation. Is there any doubt about
how these parents would respond if they were asked whether they wanted
this opportunity?

Conclusion

The many difficulties standing in the way of increased school achieve-
ment by low-income children suggest the necessity of undertaking mixed
strategies. In particular, Title I reauthorization should include the fol-
lowing: (1) a plan to reduce displacement and to retarget Title I funds on
providing add-on services to the lowest performers in grades one through
three; (2) at least some funds sent directly to principals and teachers in
low-income schools, to be used at their discretion to assist the education
of at-risk students; (3) at least some funds sent as a Title I account to the
parents of low-income students, so that they can hire tutors to assist stu-
dents after school and during the summer (this should perhaps first be
tried as a carefully evaluated experiment); (4) serious attempts to tie fund-
ing to demonstrable and audited improvements in the use of scientifi-
cally validated curriculum, training, and management; and (5) a
continued and serious effort to improve the scientific basis and outcomes-
orientation of schools of education, in particular, and the profession, in
general.

Realistically, the chances that this particular turn in the five-year ESEA
reauthorization cycle will single-handedly and forever fix the Title I pro-
gram are slim to none. Instead, a commitment should be made to the
long haul and to detailed implementation efforts to shore up the class-
rooms and homes in low-income neighborhoods to the greatest extent
possible. Embarking on a serious and dramatic reform of Title I resembles
the attempt to reform the Russian economy. It must be undertaken as a
long-term process, with the expectation that there will be many twists and
turns along the way. This undertaking must be accompanied by a serious
effort to provide effective, personalized add-on services to the lowest per-
forming low-income children, whose cognitive skill improvement is the
reason for the program.
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Comment by Chester E. Finn Jr.

The fine paper by George Farkas and L. Shane Hall makes me angry.
Not, let me hasten to add, at the writers, for I have only the smallest quib-
bles with what they have done. No, I am angry at the mounting signs that
the 1999–2000 federal legislative cycle will, once again, make Title I
worse, or at least not better, despite tons of evidence—much of it reca-
pitulated in Farkas and Hall’s paper—that the program is failing and
needs a top-to-bottom overhaul that probably is not going to happen.
Much the same can be said of the entire Elementary and Secondary Edu-
cation Act (ESEA) in which it is embedded.

The central problem is that, after three and a half decades, this largest of
all federal K-12 education programs is encrusted with vested interests,
hoary assumptions, and lots of inertia. The efficacy of the activities that it
pays for, and the educational well-being of the disadvantaged youngsters
who are its putative focus, seem substantially less important than the main-
tenance of the program’s vast apparatus and the flow of its dollars.

As of mid-summer 1999, the White House view is clear. Its mantra is
“Stay the course.” Senior officials contend that Title I was properly redi-
rected in 1994 and now needs only minor tweaking. They have no doubt
that the five-year-old press for “schoolwide” programs is well warranted
and that the complex, top-down, command-and-control accountability
structures enacted in 1994 are the proper framework for program success.
The pending White House ESEA proposal would double and redouble the
amount and intrusiveness of top-down control. It reminds me of the old
merchant’s joke line: “We lose money on every item we sell, so we’re
planning to make it up in volume.”

Congress is at sixes and sevens, lacking significant ideas of its own
except for a general sense that the program’s accountability features ought
to be strengthened in some nebulous way so that it will work better. Mem-
bers and staff seem unwilling or unable to imagine anything different from
Title I’s current, basic assumptions, and they act as if they are terrified lest
the money go anywhere different from where it has always gone.

Two proposals for change are worth considering. Each would make
significant changes in ESEA, though only for states that opt to embrace
them. The Academic Achievement for All (“Straight A’s”) proposal would
treat states much like giant charter schools, allowing them great freedom
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from ESEA’s regulatory regime in return for markedly improved acade-
mic results, including those of their disadvantaged youngsters. And Sen-
ator Judd Gregg (R-N.H.) has suggested a “child-centered” funding
option for Title I under which the dollars (in participating states) would
accompany eligible children to the school of their choice.

Each proposal signals a radical shift. The first would replace Title I’s
historic emphasis on inputs and regulations with a sharp focus on acade-
mic results. The second would shift the basic funding strategy away from
aiding districts and instead make the federal dollars assist individual chil-
dren. Radical, but optional. Neither proposal would alter the underlying
program for the rest of the country, nor is either assured of enactment. 

Staying the present course would be okay if Title I were a successful
program that was accomplishing its historic mission of narrowing the
achievement gap between disadvantaged and middle-class kids. But
everyone knows by now that, thirty-five years after President Lyndon B.
Johnson persuaded Congress to enact it, this is not happening, the evi-
dence of gap narrowing is trivial or transitory, and millions of poor chil-
dren are not learning basic skills in school. Yet in response to all the
evaluations and evidence that Title I is failing, one of three things is typ-
ically heard:

First, it is not a real program anyway, it is more like a funding stream.
It has long since proven its ability to move federal money into nearly
every school district and congressional district. That is all that should be
expected from it.

Second, it is beginning to succeed—anecdotes are popular in this con-
nection—but unfortunately the evaluations are too slow to capture that
truth satisfactorily. In other words, its imminent success is masked by
sluggish analysis. (Never mind that this has been said during every pre-
vious reauthorization cycle.)

Third, it may not be working well now, but it would if it had more
money, more accountability mechanisms, more this, or more that. In this
view, nothing is wrong with the program’s theory or structure. Instead, its
implementation is stingy or cowardly. 

Those are the most common rejoinders to allegations of program fail-
ure. As for alternatives—radical overhauls—they are making little head-
way against the combination of inertia, Panglossian rhetoric, and
entrenched interests. I detect no passion for trying to re-create this impor-
tant program along fundamentally different lines.
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That is why I am angry. This huge program essentially wastes $8 bil-
lion a year and fails to keep its promise to America’s neediest girls and
boys. The reasons for its failure have been identified. No dearth of
promising ideas exists for how to fix it. But none is expected to be
embraced by the 106th Congress, by the executive branch, or by the major
education interest groups. As for other influential groups that might offset
the establishment’s wimpishness, business, governors, civil rights organi-
zations, editorial writers, and the Christian right have all been relatively
quiet. Everyone seems to be saying “I don’t have a dog in that fight.”

The Farkas and Hall paper does a superb job of summarizing the short-
comings of the present Title I program, the basic errors built into the 1994
amendments, and some of the most promising ideas for fundamental
reform. Their analysis does not rely on theory, opinion, or ideology. It is
grounded in wide-ranging experience, observation, and research. And it
leads to a handful of strong, coherent recommendations for change. Allow
me to restate their five chief proposals and add a few comments:

1. Reduce dollar displacement—which means make Title I funds avail-
able for supplemental services instead of ordinary school operations—
and focus those services on the lowest performing youngsters in the
earliest grades. In other words, pour extra instruction into the youngest
children with the widest learning gaps and at least get them literate. This
seems to me indisputable good sense, but it would undo key provisions
of the 1994 amendments, which neither the Clinton administration nor the
public school establishment wants to do. It would undermine the school-
wide approach, which does not seem to be working for the neediest kids
anyway. It would reestablish some version of add-on programs for seri-
ously disadvantaged youngsters, which goes against the grain of con-
temporary education sensibilities. (It sounds too much like tracking.) It
would shift money from middle and high schools into the primary grades.
But these changes must be made to help the children who need it most.

2. Send some of the money into low-income schools for principals
and teachers to use at their discretion to assist their at-risk pupils. I wish
the authors had said more about how this would work, particularly when
they also argue that there is need for a coherent nationwide Title I strat-
egy. Either I am missing a crucial conceptual link or an internal contra-
diction exists between site-based decisions and nationwide uniformity. I
suspect they are offering a financial cookie to those who cherish school-
wide programs and decentralized decisionmaking while also trying to
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get teachers and principals to buy into the other program changes they are
proposing.

3. Use some of the money to create a “Title I account” to be drawn
upon by the parents of low-income students, particularly for after-school
tutoring and summer programs. This is a good start toward parent empow-
erment, which Title I has never done. My own instinct is to go consider-
ably further to place decisions in the hands of parents by insisting that the
full per pupil Title I payment be made portable so that all the money
accompanies the child to the school (or other education provider) of the
family’s choice, albeit within boundaries set by the state. The basic Title
I funding stream should be redirected from school systems to individual
children, much as happened with federal higher education aid in the early
1970s. But this smells like vouchers and is therefore deeply controversial.
(That does not make it wrong.) 

4. Tie funding to demonstrable and audited improvements in the use
of scientifically validated curricula, training, and management. This is
key to the authors’ notion of a coherent national program strategy. It tends
to fly in the face of the idea of empowering parents and giving teachers
and principals discretionary funds, but this program is big enough—and
sick enough—that several cures can be tried at once. The likeliest way to
do this is to allow states to structure their Title I programs differently
from one another. Simply requiring federal Title I dollars to be spent for
scientifically validated curricula and methods would work a revolution
in the program.

5. Engage in a serious effort to improve the scientific basis and out-
comes orientation of the education profession in general and ed schools in
particular. This one made me grin. Nobody would term the authors naïve,
but this recommendation has a pie-in-the-sky quality to it. Today’s edu-
cation profession has lamentably little respect for science when it clashes
with ideology and is palpably leery of heavy emphasis on outcomes. 

Taken as a whole, the recommendations proffered by Farkas and Hall
are bold and worthy. They are also complicated and, perhaps, a bit incon-
sistent. My own diagnosis of Title I is a little simpler. From where I sit,
Title I has three central failings:

First, as noted by these authors and many other analysts, it is not pro-
ducing the desired results in terms of student achievement.

Second, it does not begin to serve all needy children. Close to half of
America’s low-income kids receive no Title I services because of intricate
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formulas, federally imposed spending priorities, and the fact that the basic
program was designed to support school systems instead of kids.

Third, Title I funds today do not accompany eligible children to the
schools of their choice. Youngsters who get Title I services in one public
school cannot count on getting them in another public school. This leaves
parents powerless to improve bad situations for their daughters and sons,
places a major federal impediment in the path to school choice, and holds
school systems harmless from their own failures by assuring them a con-
tinued flow of federal dollars based on demographic formulas, not pro-
gram effectiveness or customer satisfaction. 

The single most important reform that could be made in Title I would
be to turn the program into a portable entitlement, one that serves all poor
children, at least in the early grades, and whose dollars accompany them
to the school or other education provider of their parents’ choice, with the
range of those choices delimited by state law. If Congress does not have
the stomach to impose so sweeping a change on the whole country, it
should at least allow states that are so inclined to restructure and operate
their Title I programs this way.

And if that is too much to swallow, then Congress should, at the very
least, allow kids trapped in failed Title I programs—the country has hun-
dreds of schools like that—to take their money to other providers. Florida
recently has agreed (amid much controversy) to let children leave failing
public schools for other schools (including private schools), yet the fed-
eral Title I funds will not move with them. The federal dollars will stay
in the failed public schools until and unless the district chooses to move
them. Worse, if a youngster goes from a mostly poor public school to a
middle-class public school in search of a better education, in most cir-
cumstances the district is barred by federal law from moving those dol-
lars. Although this is meant to keep Title I dollars targeted on the “highest
need” schools, what it often does is keep those dollars subsidizing the
payrolls of failed schools. This cannot be good policy. At the very least,
a student’s right to select another school should be part of the Title I
accountability apparatus. Federal policy should be neutral with respect
to school choice. Washington should not force states or communities to
go farther in that direction than they are inclined to, but it should not get
in their way. Federal dollars should be as portable as a state is willing to
let its own dollars be.
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Comment by Douglas Carnine and Hans Meeder

George Farkas and L. Shane Hall provide an excellent historical analy-
sis of Title I, identify many important variables such as added time for
instruction, express the need to use research-based practices, and make
three pointed recommendations: (1) reduce displacement and redirect ser-
vices to the lowest performers, (2) redirect the programs to grades one to
three, and (3) build a coherent program. Their paper also captures the
greatest challenge to their recommendations and others: “The problem
with teacher training is that it is not very good and there is too little of
it.” The dilemma is in recommending that more or less of things be done
that may or may not be working in the first place. Consequently, a good
starting point might be to know what is being done and what effects it
might have, as difficult, complicated, and expensive as it might be.

Accountability is needed in education funding to ensure that federal
dollars contribute to student learning and are not wasted or, worse yet,
used to fund practices that hinder children’s learning. For example, a
robust accountability system would allow for a comparison of the
relative merits of schoolwide programs versus concentrated grants on
pullouts.

But lessons learned from good management practice reveal that setting
up the right accountability system is difficult. If accountability is to be
productive, it must measure the right things, report accurate results, and
create consequences that reward or discourage certain educational behav-
iors. Finally, for accountability to be fair, it must be linked with tangible
reforms that give greater control and flexibility to those who are being
held accountable. For example, a sound accountability system could give
information about the success of targeting resources in kindergarten or
grades one through three, allowing local districts to make better decisions
about allocations of resources.

Children need to master subject content and skills to apply their
knowledge. Teachers need to master content and effective pedagogy.
However, it is not particularly useful or realistic to envision federal offi-
cials establishing academic achievement benchmarks or goals for chil-
dren within a particular state or overtly controlling teacher professional
development. 
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Not only would that raise serious objections about federal intrusion,
but based on evidence, it is not necessary. States such as North Carolina
and Texas are seeing achievement gains among their students because
they are building an education accountability system that is under-
standable and engendering public pressure for high achievement for all
children. It is a work in progress. For example, Texas has decided to
align teacher professional development for early reading instruction
with its content standards and is beginning to address the knowledge
and pedagogy gaps that have been identified in the teaching work force.

The question is whether federal legislation is going to move to an
accountability-based model where districts and schools have the author-
ity and the responsibility to meet state and local accountability goals. This
fundamental question hearkens to Paul T. Hill’s comments about how
much policymakers should tweak federal legislation. Should policy-
makers advocate for their preferred practice (for example, ranging from
contracting out for services to adding new categorical programs) or
should they support strong accountability legislation that allows states,
districts, and schools the flexibility to select practices on their own?

The way to change the culture of education is to make accountability
work. Spasmodic tweaks will not be effective. For example, research-
based practices are of little interest outside of the context of account-
ability. If a culture is built around process and bureaucracy, no need exists
to go through the pain of change entailed in adopting unfamiliar,
research-based practices.

Accountability for Student Learning

The content of what children should learn (for example, reading, math,
social studies, and science) is appropriately defined by the individual
states. Effective state assessments are aligned to these content standards
and measure student achievement against these standards. The current
Title I already requires participating states to establish such content stan-
dards and assessment systems.

But for creating effective educational accountability, deciding on good
content standards and assessing students by those standards is not
enough. The reporting system must create local understanding and local
pressure for real improvement, which requires testing every grade, every
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year. How can all the teachers in an elementary school be held account-
able if testing occurs only for fourth or fifth graders?

Creating an effective school report card is an important foundation
for the accountability structure. The following components of an effective
school report card should be explicitly required of states as part of Ele-
mentary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) participation.

An effective school report card must report student achievement data
that are disaggregated by gender, race, and ethnicity; English proficiency;
migrant status; disability; and economic disadvantage. If data are aver-
aged for all students within a school, accountability for all students from
all backgrounds is compromised. The only way to make progress in clos-
ing the achievement gap between disadvantaged and nondisadvantaged
students is to know what the gap looks like.

The school report card should also provide information about the
“value-added” by the school. That is, what is the average gain that stu-
dents make, and how large were the gains of students with various demo-
graphic characteristics? This value-added factor (or gain score) gets at the
fundamental question about a school’s effectiveness: How much did the
school add to a child’s education, and how much is simply attributable to
family background and other environmental factors?

The school report card system should provide comparative information
about school performance among all schools in the state. The system
should associate schools that have similar student populations and allow
citizens to know how well students in these similar schools performed. 

And most important, the report should make explicit the achievement
level of the best of the similar schools. Having access to this information
helps all parents and students from all types of schools. It helps students
and parents in low-income schools know how well the best-achieving sim-
ilar schools are performing. For example, a parent looking at such a report
card might ask, “If students at the Wesley Elementary School in Houston
are 98 percent school-lunch eligible and are achieving a pass rate of over
80 percent on the Texas reading and math assessments, why are students
in my child’s similar school only passing at a 50 percent level?” This type
of reporting also holds affluent schools to the same kind of accountability,
as they are compared with the highest achieving schools in their peer group.

To further safeguard the accountability for the federal dollars spent
by the states, the state tests given to students must meet commonly
accepted scientific standards:
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—Be fair.
—Be valid.
—Be reliable.
—Be aligned with the specific content of the state standards.
—Be administered to all students, even if that requires a version in Span-

ish or another language. (Federal law already calls for including students
with Individualized Education Plans (IEPs) in special education in the
testing unless the IEP specifically excludes the students. Many students
with IEPs who take the state test are eligible for accommodations.)

Within twelve months of the enactment of the new ESEA, each state
should have its assessments technically reviewed by an external team of
experts, identified in consultation with national professional organizations
for assessment. The state would respond to this review and plan actions (if
any) that will be taken to strengthen the state assessment.

Accountability for Quality Teaching

To ensure quality teaching, teachers should master their subject mat-
ter and keep abreast of changes in pedagogy.

Current requirements under the Eisenhower professional development
program eloquently describe what sustained, intensive professional devel-
opment should look like. The problem is that little professional develop-
ment at the local level looks like what is described in the law, and almost
no one knows what the law says.

To promote professional development that will reach the Eisenhower
ideals, an accountability system needs to be established. Federal profes-
sional development funds should be tied to improving teacher knowl-
edge in content areas—so teachers are assessed as to how well they know
the content that they will be required to teach their students. These con-
tent tests should be developed by each state, specifically aligned to the
state’s learning standards, reported to the public, and meet the commonly
accepted scientific standards, which would be a formal review for tech-
nical quality.

Education faces a difficult challenge in the area of pedagogy because
of a lack of rigorous research and a lack of attention to research find-
ings. The only pedagogy area in which the research has been synthesized
in a systematic fashion is beginning reading (for example, the National
Research Council’s report Preventing Reading Difficulty in Young Chil-
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dren). For three years, federal professional development should be limited
to pedagogy training for research-based reading instruction. As pedagogy
for other academic disciplines is synthesized, federal professional devel-
opment funds could be applied to those disciplines as well. 

Any noncertified teacher who is seeking to gain a credential must now
take courses in pedagogy. In cases where school employees are using
federal professional development funds to earn credit toward a full certi-
fication, this limitation on pedagogy training should not apply. Further-
more, this limitation on pedagogy should not apply to state or local funds
for teacher professional development.

Federal professional development funds could still be available for
improving the content expertise of teachers in important subjects such as
math, science, and social studies. Teachers must be experts in the subjects
that they teach. But professional development in pedagogy should be lim-
ited to the subject areas in which reliable research has been effectively
synthesized and distributed within the field.

Accountability—The Federal Role

Can federal policy be crafted so it encourages or rewards states that are
making significant progress in raising student achievement? Relying on
state assessments in isolation is not sufficient. At least one common mea-
sure must exist to determine if disadvantaged students in different states
are making reasonable gains with the use of federal dollars.

To safeguard against differences among state tests, all states should
be encouraged to participate in the National Assessment of Educational
Progress (NAEP). This test samples a broad cross-section of students
within a state so not every student would need to take the test. The
NAEP scores would provide a crude metric by which citizens, educators,
and leaders could judge the relative achievement of the students in their
state.

An incentive system could be developed for states that participate in
NAEP. The incentive system would reward states that achieve high lev-
els of progress according to their relative NAEP scores. For example,
50 percent of new program funding increases (for Title I, Education Tech-
nology, Title VI block grant, and so on) would be allocated according to
current rules for student population and poverty data. The remaining
50 percent of new dollars would be allocated to states on a ranking system

113George Farkas and L. Shane Hall

08165—BI/Chap. 2  12/30/99 9:02 AM  Page 113

[3
.1

44
.1

28
.1

95
]  

 P
ro

je
ct

 M
U

S
E

 (
20

24
-0

4-
23

 2
2:

51
 G

M
T

)



that weighs each state’s relative progress in raising achievement of each
group of students in the state on the NAEP assessments.

States making high rates of progress on NAEP would receive a signif-
icantly larger portion of these incentive funds. States making no progress
or with dropping scores would receive no incentive funds. Every state
would be guaranteed to continue receiving its current allocation of funds,
even if it does not participate in NAEP. 

More specifically, incentive funding for Title I would go to states based
only on the rate of progress disadvantaged students in the state are mak-
ing. Incentive funds linked to other programs could be based on a mix of
progress for all students and for disadvantaged students, depending on
how funding is already targeted. Teacher professional development funds
could likewise be allocated to states based on their relative rates of stu-
dent achievement gains. Teacher quality is clearly linked to student
achievement. This initiative would support that linkage and reward effec-
tive professional development.

States that are already reaching high levels of achievement will even-
tually begin to top out at a high level. For these states, additional options
besides their share of the incentive funds must be offered. This is where
the concept of “Straight A’s” or super-flexibility has merit. If a state
shows consistently high rates of achievement and rates of growth in
achievement, especially for children from disadvantaged backgrounds,
why not allow those states to negotiate a flexible, data-driven arrangement
whereby it receives all of its share of K-12 education funding in a flexi-
ble grant? If the state makes continued gains for all students, based on
objective NAEP data, the negotiated arrangement would continue. If stu-
dent achievement slips significantly, the state would be required to return
to the typical arrangement for receiving ESEA funding.

Local Capacity for Research-Based Decisionmaking

A final issue that must be addressed is the role of local decision-
making. For historical and political reasons, Americans have chosen not
to pursue the option of establishing a centralized, national curriculum
for learning. They have depended on local decisionmaking. Unfortu-
nately, the quality of decisionmaking has been lacking in many places.

It is lacking for two primary reasons. First, no uniform market demand
or public accountability exists for good decisionmaking and high student
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achievement. Until recent decades, the economy did not demand high lev-
els of education for all students, and education systems were designed to
give only a basic education to all students. Only students who were
clearly “college material” needed to learn at higher levels, and such stu-
dents usually self-selected into the college prep track. Because the econ-
omy did not demand high achievement for a large majority of students,
the public system responded in kind. 

As market demands have shifted for more highly educated students,
public systems have not been particularly responsive. In part, they have
been isolated from direct accountability for results. Indications that edu-
cation is substandard usually do not appear until the student has been
out of school for a few years. 

But to simply assume that free-market forces will improve education is
not supported by observing the existing private education marketplace.
Many profitable yet low-achieving private schools have adopted the same
whole language approach to reading that is widely criticized in public
schools. The market has not weeded out these schools, because many par-
ents find the “child-centered, discovery learning” philosophy that they
offer appealing. It may be disastrous for children from disadvantaged
backgrounds, but in today’s private education marketplace, it fares well.
Similarly, in higher education, private and public colleges of education
seem to have been equal in their support of whole language.

Second, quality research to inform educational decisions is lacking.
Because there has not been a high economic or public demand for effec-
tive education, a dearth of federal investment has been made in high-
quality research on teaching and learning that can give local
decisionmakers reliable knowledge. Educators are receptive to change,
because they generally want the best for children; but because of a seri-
ous knowledge gap and a romanticized tradition of learning coming from
colleges of education, schools are regularly swayed by the promises of
the newest reform movement.

Some policymakers say confidently, “We’ve always known what
works, but educators just don’t care because there are no market forces
in education.” That is not entirely true. Until the recent investment in
research by the National Institute of Child Health and Human Develop-
ment (NICHD), it was not known why many children could not grasp
phonics instruction. The research also determined that some children need
explicit instruction in how to break apart the sounds of words before they
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receive instruction in the sounds and blending of letters. This research
knowledge gap and observed failure of some students to grasp phonics
was part of the reason that the whole language movement was an attrac-
tive option to many teachers. 

Now more sophisticated research provides the knowledge to help chil-
dren learn to read who were falling through the gaps of traditional phon-
ics. In addition, research funded by the U.S. Office of Special Education
programs has found that many children who had been thought to be inca-
pable of learning to read could in fact learn to read. The weight of
research on reading is forcing all educators to pay attention and question
their leanings toward the constructivist, discovery learning philosophy
of education. Research does matter.

To implement accountability and responsibility throughout public edu-
cation, the need to build capacity for high-quality decisionmaking at
every level must be taken seriously. Access to research-based information
and implementation assistance must be readily available to parents, class-
room teachers, building principals, citizen school boards and district lead-
ers, and state officials.

Reforms of ESEA and the Office of Educational Research and
Improvement must:

—Engage federal panels (supervised by NICHD and the Department
of Education) in ongoing reviews and syntheses of high-quality research
on teaching and learning. These reviews must give higher weight to sci-
entifically rigorous research, and the findings must be compiled in lan-
guage that is usable by classroom teachers and school leaders. The
National Reading Panel has already established clear rules of evidence
and is an extraordinary model for how this review process can work
across a variety of academic disciplines.

—Invest in high-quality research on teaching and learning, with a
strong emphasis on large-scale testing and evaluation about math, sci-
ence, instruction for non-English speakers, and classroom management.
This research should be regularly reviewed and synthesized.

—Expand and improve the Comprehensive School Reform Demon-
stration (CSRD) program, which helps schools purchase implementation
assistance for whole school reforms from organizations that have exper-
tise in reaching high levels of student achievement.

—Create a program, similar to the CSRD, that provides funding to
school districts to purchase implementation assistance to help institu-
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tionalize effective decisionmaking practices and methods for moving
research into practice.

Conclusion

Accountability does need to be strengthened in this authorization of
the ESEA. But an important choice must be made about how to
strengthen that accountability. Federal control could be increased through
more directives and funding penalties for poor performance. That sounds
appealing in the short term, given the lackadaisical progress that many
schools and districts are making. But, based on experience, this approach
has very little prospect for long-term gains. Federal requirements are
effective at ensuring minimum compliance, not at energizing high-quality
results.

Instead, states and localities could establish effective accountability
systems that will energize local understanding and demand for high
achievement. Federal resources could be used to strengthen the capacity
for local decisionmaking using high-quality research findings. States
that help students, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds,
make significant achievement gains could be rewarded. And greater flex-
ibility and autonomy could be made available for states and districts that
prove their ability to raise student achievement.

This flexible mix of local accountability and federal incentives pro-
vides the greatest promise for helping all America’s children experience
educational excellence.
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