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Course Introduction:  

 
The phrase “policy and practice” has become ubiquitous in American education and more 
generally.  It can denote many things, but among them a strong trend for policy generated at state 
and federal levels to seek dominion over what goes on in schools.  Such a trend has sometimes 
been styled as “government in the classroom.” To an increasing degree in U.S. society, we seek 
to influence what goes on in schools through public policy.  Consequently, educators at all levels 
should have some knowledge of the issues raised when policy seeks influence over practice. 
 
Any number of dates might serve as starting points for the turn to policy in U.S. education.  One 
might be the launching of Sputnik in the late 1950s, which stimulated the math-science 
curriculum development projects sponsored by the National Science Foundation (NSF).  The 
NSF projects constituted an early effort by the federal government to directly influence both 
what was taught and how it was taught (methods/aims of instruction) in U.S. classrooms.  Or, we 
could date the course from the 1954 Supreme Court decision--Brown v. Topeka Board of 
Education--that ultimately led to school desegregation.  Or, we might use as landmark the 
passage of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act in 1965, whose various sections 
introduced compensatory education (Title I), capacity building grants to states, and innovation 
grants to schools.  Any of these events might be reasonable starting points, but they all signal the 
same development--a dramatic increase over the last half century of government in the classroom.  
Today, of course, the “No Child Left Behind” Act, which is the re-authorization of ESEA, Title I, 
is a breathtaking expansion of federal authority that is working turmoil (for good or ill) across 
the country in many if not most schools. 
 
Any historical overview of this trend in American education would note the relative emphasis 
placed in different periods on the goals of equity vs. “excellence” or “quality,” and on the issues 
of federalism--the allocation of authority and responsibility across the levels of a federal system.  
Yet more recently, new issues—standards, accountability, the role of private, market-oriented 
forces vs. public government programs—have entered the debate and must be taken into account. 
 
Equity - Quality.  One pervasive tension within educational policymaking has focused on goals.  
Certain policies have taken aim at correcting inequities and redressing civil rights.  Into this 
category would fall such broad Federal policies as desegregation, bilingual education, sex equity, 
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mainstreaming the handicapped, and others.  Both courts and legislatures have pursued a variety 
of remedies in the sphere of civil rights, equity, and social justice.  Other policies, including the 
effort to establish learning standards and to hold schools, teachers, and students accountable have 
been pursued in the name of excellence or quality in education.  Whether looking back or 
looking ahead, there has been a steady tension in American education between efforts to increase 
equity and social justice or to improve the quality of education overall. 
 
Federalism.  Another tension concerns the allocation of roles and responsibilities across the 
levels of the federal system.  The long tradition of local control in the U.S. has gradually given 
way in the face of increasing state and national government activism.  The Federal government 
dramatically increased its role in the sixties and seventies, particularly around the equity and 
civil rights agenda, but the eighties belonged to the states, following the Reagan 
Administration’s de-emphasis of Federal activity.  Over the past decade states have pursued 
“quality” requirements, student and teacher testing, and other measures.  Since the school finance 
reforms of the seventies, states have steadily assumed a greater share of school expenditures, so 
that today educational outlays constitute the single largest item of most state budgets, typically 
accounting for one of every three state dollars spent.  The shift in financing schools to the state 
level has meant increasing control there as well.   
 
Interestingly, however, recent reforms call for a national curriculum and national student testing.  
It appears that one trend in the first decade of the 21st century may be the re-emergence of the 
Federal government, but in a new, standard-setting role.  Such a role would have been 
unthinkable politically even ten years ago.   
 
Standards and accountability.  The trend that has been most pronounced in the last decade has 
been the effort to establish a variety of standards—for learning, teaching, schooling, etc.—linked 
to various forms of accountability.  Standards have been promulgated in the name of both quality 
and equity, but the tools used to support standards are controversial.  Most prominent are high 
stakes assessments that most states today have instituted.  Assessment as an instrument of public 
policy is one of the most critical issues in American education today.  Do assessments direct 
educators to desirable practices?  Do they encourage more attention to the education of 
underserved students?  Do they narrow the curriculum?  Put brutal pressures on children?  Lead 
to many forms of cheating by schools and districts in order to avoid sanctions?  All these issues 
and more are under debate today, with evidence and arguments on all sides.   
 
Choice and privatization.  A final significant trend is the shift away from government solutions 
of all kinds to an increased role for private sector, market-oriented, local solutions to a wide 
range of problems. New interests and organizations have risen to champion this agenda, abetted 
intellectually by what is known as “public choice theory,” which catalogues government failure 
as a form of intervention in human affairs. In any event, there is a relatively new agenda in 
American education that seeks reform through such means as charter schools; use of vouchers or 
tuition tax credits to encourage family choice of schooling; open enrollment plans either within 
or between districts; the rise of private firms to supply public schooling (e.g., Edison, Teach for 
America, National Heritage Academies); and the use of private contracting for public services.  
Such policy mechanisms share the aims of increasing family choice over schooling, expanding 
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the schooling options available, harnessing private interests to the public good, and utilizing the 
dynamic of market competition to discipline educational organizations.   
     
The relationship between policy and practice.  Developments of the sort just outlined raise many 
questions and issues worthy of exploration.  This course, however, concentrates primarily on a 
particular issue in educational policy, which is the effort to shape classroom instruction through 
policy means.  Hence, when we use the term “policy and practice,” we will largely focus on 
instructional policy, with some attention to curriculum as well. 
 
Logic and Aims of the Course 

 
“Policy and practice” often assumes that the arrow of influence directs from policy to practice.  
This is the conventional relationship.  But much contemporary scholarship reverses the flow to 
explore the influence of practice on policy, how policy may be crafted out of practice.  And, how 
various forces may mediate the relationship regardless of which way the arrow points.  It 
probably makes sense then to regard policy and practice as indicating a reciprocal or recursive 
relationship mediated via a number of contexts and influences. 
 
Further, “practice” may denote any number of things, as indicated by the word preceding 
“policy.”  For instance, curriculum policy, instructional policy, student aid policy, special 
education policy, categorical policy, and many others.   
 
This course will utilize the conventional assumption most of the time and seek to understand 
how policy influences practice. Moreover, we will concentrate on teaching or instruction as the 
target for policy.  Other choices are certainly possible, but we will have our hands full within 
these boundaries.   
 
The course is divided into three parts.  We begin with a study of “teaching,” considering various 
ways of conceptualizing teaching as it serves as a target for policy.  In the second part of the 
course, we turn to our other key word, “policy,” and examine policy design (instruments and 
institutions) and policy implementation, which we consider from the perspective of policy and 
from the perspective of practice.  Then, in the third segment of the course, we examine what 
might mediate or condition the relationship between policy and practice.   
 
Course Requirements and Grading 

 
A key component of this course is active engagement with the texts. Engaged learners think 
critically, expansively, and deeply. Active engagement requires a significant amount of time 
beyond the time it takes to merely read a text. Engagement requires time to think, make sense of 
new ideas, and share your thoughts with others. As you engage the texts I hope you will consider 
ideas, problems, and solutions you might not have otherwise considered. My personal belief is 
that educational issues are profoundly complex. In a world of few absolutes, it may be true that 
there are no easy answers in education. Although I can’t promise that you will find the answers 
to important educational questions, I hope you will gain a more finely tuned sense of the 
complex relationship between policy and practice.   
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As I have stated, active engagement is more than reading but, reading is definitely a prerequisite 
for engagement. Please come to class prepared. This means reading the assigned texts, thinking 
about them, and formulating queries, concerns, and comments that you can bring to class to share 
with others. You will find that I spend very little time lecturing. In accord with constructivist 
philosophy I believe that students learn more from a guided dialog with one another than they 
can from a lecture. As such, participants are expected to come to class prepared to engage in 
discussions about the assigned readings, to teach and to learn from each other in the spirit of 
intellectual inquiry and personal growth, and to assist in crafting a dynamic and shared learning 
experience.  
 
Another important aspect of course participation is full engagement in the on-line classroom 
forum. We will use our ANGEL website (http://angel.msu.edu ) as an important means of 
communication and you are expected to log in regularly and frequently. Please also remember 
that the on-line format enables me, as the instructor, to monitor your on-line behavior. That is, I 
can view the number of times you log on, the pages that you visit, and the duration of those visits. 
I say this with the intention of disclosure, not to sound threatening. 
 
You will have an opportunity to evidence your learning in three written assignments: a midterm 
essay, a reflective essay, and a final research paper. Before beginning a doctoral program few 
students realize that the process of becoming a scholar is synonymous with becoming a writer. It 
is commonly said that the process of writing clarifies our thinking. Note that writing is a process 
and not a singular act. Good writing develops over time and with practice. Unfortunately, a 
semester is a short amount of time with fixed deadlines. I encourage you to give careful attention 
to your written work, revising and carefully editing what you write. 
 
 
Required Reading:  

Cohen, D. K., & Hill, H. C. (2001). Learning policy: When state education reform works. New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press. 

 ISBN: 0-3000-8947-3; [cost $38.00; hardcover only] 

Kennedy, M. (2005). Inside teaching: How classroom life undermines reform. Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press. 

 ISBN: 0-674-02245-9; [cost $26.00; paperback] 

Lortie, D. C. (2002). Schoolteacher: A sociological study (2nd ed.). Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press. 

 ISBN: 0-226-49353-9; [cost $16.00; paperback] 

In addition to the books listed above, you will select one book of your choice to read. Additional 
course readings will be posted on Angel. See calendar below for specifics.  
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Assignments:  
Course assignments are briefly described below. More details will follow. 
 
Attendance and Participation (15%)  
Participation (listening and speaking) in class discussion, whether on line or in person, is an 
important part of your learning process as well as your classmates’. Most importantly, 
participation is more than mere talking. It includes:  

1. accurately representing the authors’ ideas,  
2. engaging the author in a kind of dialog—agree, disagree, question, etc… 
3. engaging your classmates in respectful conversation 
4. listening and responding to what you have heard from others  
5. staying focused on coursework  

In addition to face-to-face participation, you will be expected to participate in on-line 
conversations during selected course sessions. Typically, I will pose a query that you will 
respond to. Then, you will post two responses to your classmates’ responses. Time frame:  

• First post: before midnight (11:59 pm) on the Sunday before class 
• Response: between midnight on the Sunday before class & midnight on Tuesday.  

Finally, please attend all classes. The face-to-face sessions (2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 11, 12, 13, 14) 
and the three on-line discussions are worth 1% each. Absence from one session/discussion will 
result in the loss of 1%. Subsequent absences will result in increasing penalties (2% for the 
second absence, 3% for the third and so on). Upon arrangement with the instructor, 
accommodations to this policy may be made for extraordinary circumstances.   
 
 
Essay #1 (25%)  
Students will write a formal response (6-7 pages) to a query that I pose.  
 
Essay # 2 (25%)  
Students will write a formal response (6-7 pages) to a query that I pose.  
 
Essay #3 (35%):  
In the culminating essay you will select a book from a list that I provide (or another book that is 
related to the content of the course, with my approval) and prepare a critical essay approximately 
10 pages in length. 
 

 
Grading and Attendance 

Assignments:  Participation: 15%   Scale:  95-100 % 4.0 
Essay 1: 25%     89-94% 3.5 
Essay 2: 25%     83-88% 3.0 
Essay 3: 35%     77-82% 2.5 
      71-76% 2.0 

65-70% 1.5 
59-64% 1.0 
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The grading scale for MSU is 2.5, 3.0, 3.5, 4.0.  I commonly smaller increments when grading 
assignments but these are the final grade categories. Please note that A 4.0 indicates excellent 
work, nearly free of critique. A 3.5 would be assigned to good work that satisfactorily completes 
the assignment.  A 3.0 would be given for completed work that is marked by some inadequacies. 
A grade below 3.0 is a sign of serious problems. No late work is accepted without prior 
arrangements with the professor and without penalty. 
 
 
Accommodation: 

 It is MSU policy to provide, on a flexible and individualized basis, reasonable 
accommodations to students who have disabilities that may affect their ability to participate in 
course activities or to meet certain requirements.  Students with special needs are encouraged to 
speak with me.  They may also access the Services Office at (517) 355-2270. 
 For other MSU policies please see the website: http://www.msu.edu/  
 
Office hours:  Office hours are by appointment. Please contact me via email to set up a time.  
 
 


