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A SYMBIOTIC RELATIONSHIP

BY KIM O. YAP

n elementary school in a Midwest state, having been

reconstituted following years of chronic low per-

formance, embarks on a schoolwide effort to improve
students’ test-taking skills. Teachers and administrators
believe that a major contributing factor to low test scores is
that students are not testwise. Increasing testwiseness will
raise test scores.

A middle school in the South provides targeted, focused
instruction to its borderline students—those who score just a
point or two below the proficiency level. By pushing these
students over the threshold, the school will easily show ade-
quate yearly progress and be identified as a satisfactory, if not
high-performing, school.

A high school in the West mounts an intensive effort seek-
ing parental assistance in ensuring that students show up for
mandated testing. The effort is intended to avoid a previous
disaster of failing to meet accountability requirements
because not enough students took the mandated tests.

Arguably, these interventions are not totally without merit.
Teaching students appropriate test-taking skills, for example,
is likely to increase the validity of assessment. Providing
intensive instruction to borderline students would increase
the academic achievement of that segment of the student
population. When an increased number of students partici-
pate in statewide testing, the results will be more representa-
tive. Thus, each of these efforts has the effect of enhancing
the validity of test results and consequently the validity and
fairness of the accountability system.

However, the fact is that interventions such as these—
which may or may not address the root causes of low per-
formance—appear to be proliferating as a result of
high-stakes accountability pressures. The reasons, I suspect,
are entwined with a desire to raise not just test scores at the
school but also living standards in the community.

In a larger sense, these and other interventions are more
than school improvement efforts. For in reality, there is a
symbiotic relationship between the school system and its sur-
rounding community. With rare exceptions, a distressed
school finds itself in a distressed community. And a distressed
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community learns more often than not that its schools are
not making the grade.

In rural America, the symbiotic relationship between the
health of the school system and the quality of life in the com-
munity is particularly strong. The rural school is the center
of the community. As the school thrives or declines, so does
the community.

Rural or urban, communities with low-performing
schools are well aware of the fact that failing schools have
consequences far beyond depressed student achievement.
There are economic consequences that impinge on the qual-
ity of life in the community. It is no wonder that failing
schools are making every attempt to reverse the trend,
including interventions that do not address the root causes of
low academic achievement—the absence of effective peda-
gogy and a rigorous curriculum aligned to state standards.

Thus, the impetus of school improvement is not only a
desire to raise the bar of academic achievement, but also a
wider societal concern for a community’s quality of life. The
recent spate of school reforms initiated by education leaders,
increasingly including mayors and governors, stems from not
only educational concerns but also economic interests.

Nationally, the link between education and the economic
well-being of citizens is well recognized. Indeed, it is the
foundation of many federal education policies. For instance,
the Title I program—the largest federal investment in educa-
tion—remains an essential part of the war on poverty. For
nearly four decades, the program has provided supplemental
funding to improve schools in poor communities. More
recently, the nation was declared at risk of losing its economic
competitiveness as a result of “a rising tide of mediocrity”
among its school systems. Waves of reform eftorts soon fol-
lowed the clarion call for improvement. With public and pri-
vate funding, in school districts large and small, a variety of
school reform models were designed and implemented to
boost academic achievement. For rural America and other
underserved populations, increased access to quality educa-
tion is made available through distance learning technology
bolstered by federal support and incentive. The Star Schools
program, for example, has provided instruction in core
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subject areas, teacher professional development, and services
to the most at-risk populations, including incarcerated youth.

At the regional and community level, the link between
school health and quality of life appears incontrovertible. In
survey after survey, respondents indicate that the quality of
schools is a key consideration when they decide where to live.
Similarly, business and industry take a close look at academic
institutions in the community when they make locational
choices. Proximity to good schools—which implies the avail-
ability of a well-trained workforce—ranks high on their list of
priorities. Generous public expenditures on education
enhance the attractiveness of a community to business and
industry.

Thus, the quality of public schools has a dominant influ-
ence on business and industry, as well as individuals, as they
decide where to locate. Both public officials and private
homeowners believe that good public schools boost
property values.

However, what is insidious about this is that it is the
perceived quality that counts. The public, including
individuals as well as business and industry, often
judges the health of a school system
by broad strokes, temporary indica-
tors. Categorical labels such as those
used in accountability systems substi-
tute for more comprehensive empiri-
cal evidence. For instance, when a
school falls short of making adequate

... the quality of public schools
has a dominant influence on
business and industry, as well
as individuals . ...

and implemented to create positive indicators of school health
in the hope of preventing an erosion of quality of life.

To ameliorate the perverse incentive resulting from
accountability pressures, it is perhaps instructive to look at
the etiology of state and federal policy. Current federal
accountability measures are primarily based on a moral per-
spective that people are responsible for creating and solving
their problems. Thus, if states and local districts have created
low-performing schools—schools that fail to make adequate
yearly progress—they are also responsible for turning these
schools around. Shame and sanctions would follow should
they fail to do so within a prescribed timeframe. On the other
hand, local districts are more apt to look at the situation from
a compensatory perspective: People are not blamed for their
problems but are held responsible for solving the problems.
In this perspective, low-performing schools are
largely a result of the types of students (e.g., students
unprepared to benefit from instruction for a variety of
reasons) enrolled at those schools, for which the
schools should receive no blame. Shame and sanc-
tions are, therefore, not appropriate consequences in a
situation largely beyond their con-
trol. They are, however, responsible
for improving the academic achieve-
ment of the students. In this per-
spective, support and positive
inducement—focusing on reward
for success rather than punishment
for failure—may work better as a

yearly progress for any of a large num-
ber of reasons, it is perceived to be a failing school. This hap-
pens—more often than one might expect—to schools that had
been judged to be exemplary under the same accountability
system just a year or two before.

Moreover, the fan-spread phenomenon is a selt-fulfilling
prophecy. As new business and industry move into a com-
munity with schools perceived to be of high quality, employ-
ment in the community grows, resulting in a stronger tax
base to support its public school system. A well-supported
school system further strengthens school quality and renders
the community even more attractive to new business and
industry (and their employees), creating what is called the
Matthew effect—the rich get richer and the poor get poorer.

As a community becomes more attractive to firms and indi-
viduals, home prices soar. Infrastructure gets updated and
quality of life improves for its residents. School quality plays an
ineluctable role in the competition for a better quality of life.

There is, however, a downside. In a climate of high-stakes
accountability pressures, a community’s desire to safeguard
the reputation of its schools, and consequently its quality of
life, can create a perverse incentive. Witness the recent rise in
requests for waivers and modifications under the No Child
Left Behind Act. Some of the changes have the effect of low-
ering academic standards instead of raising them. Others have
sought a delay in implementing higher standards. More seri-
ous, surrogate, or spurious reform efforts may be conceived

policy instrument to improve schools.

On another front, setting absolute standards on school
performance, as No Child Left Behind requires, further
reinforces the perception that the accountability system
stacks the cards against low-performing schools. Looking at
growth and incremental gains may be a better way to hold
low-performing schools accountable as they try to improve
themselves. The advent of various value-added assessment
systems—which take into account growth rather than
absolute standards to be met—provides a means of correcting
this perceived inequity and, in doing so, stemming the
potential rise of perverse incentives to circumvent state and
federal accountability requirements. m
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degree and Ph.D. in educational psychology at the University of
Hawaii. He holds a bachelor’s degree in languages and literature from
Nanyang University, Singapore.

A Expert Opinion: Andrew Porter and Value-Added Assessment

NORTHWEST EDUCATION / SUMMER 2005 29


http://www.nwrel.org/nwedu/
http://www.nwrel.org/nwedu/10-04/
http://www.nwrel.org/nwedu/10-04/expert/

	School Health & Quality of Life



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /FRA <>
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308000200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e30593002537052376642306e753b8cea3092670059279650306b4fdd306430533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [300 300]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice




