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STATE OF MINNESOTA

OFFICE OF THE LEGISLATIVE AUDITOR

VETERANS SERVICE BUILDING, ST. PAUL, MN 55155 ¢ 612/296-4708
JAMES R. NOBLES, LEGISLATIVE AUDITOR

December 21, 1988

Representative Phillip J. Riveness, Chairman
Legislative Audit Commission

Dear Representative Riveness:

Minnesota reformed the way it finances education in the 1970s and created innovative
programs which expand enrollment options for students in the 1980s. Subsequently,
legislative attention has turned to questions about the equity of educational

opportunities in different parts of the state and the adequacy of educational standards.

In June 1987 the Legislative Audit Commission directed the Program Evaluation Division to
evaluate these aspects of high school education in Minnesota.

This report examines how well Minnesota students are doing academically compared with
their counterparts in other states. It also looks at curriculum requirements and the

time students spend in high school. Finally, the report examines the extent of variation
in high school academic programs and discusses some of the implications of Minnesota’s
tradition of local control over education.

The report does not describe a crisis in education in Minnesota, but its message is

sobering: Minnesota’s educational advantage has been slowly eroding. Compared with many
other states, Minnesota expects less of its students and its students’ college admission

test scores have dropped.

We do not fault the reforms that Minnesota has enacted in the past few years. Instead,
we identify additional steps that need to be taken. We think that Minnesota’s high
school academic standards are too lax and that many schools fail to provide the academic
opportunities that students need.

The Legislature can and should act to address these problems. This report outlines some
strategies for strengthening education in Minnesota.

We received cooperation from many sources in conducting this evaluation. We particularly
thank the Department of Education, the State Board of Education, the State Board of
Vocational Technical Education, the Higher Education Coordinating Board, and school
superintendents who responded to our inquiries.

This report was researched and written by Marilyn Jackson-Beeck (project manager), Jo
Vos, and Dan Jacobson, with assistance from Kathi Vanderwall and Victoria Miller.

Sincerely yours

Jam . Nobm/

Le tive Audjtor

(

RogerA. Brooks
Deputy Legislative Auditor
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Executive Summary

innesota’s education system has many strengths, and often earns na-
tional praise. Legislators and other state leaders have shown their

commitment to public schools through generous funding and persist-
ent reform efforts. Yet public education here, as in other states, still faces
serious challenges on several fronts.

In recent years, these challenges have been frequently addressed by national
and state task forces, commissions, and study groups. Most have concluded
that our public education system is inadequate, and some have said that the
problems are threatening social stability and economic development.

To further assess the situation in Minnesota, the Legislative Audit Commis-
sion asked us to study high school education throughout the state and deter-
mine if changes were needed. The key questions we asked were:

® How well are Minnesota high school students performing
academically?

® What academic standards have been set for high school education in
Minnesota? How do they compare with standards in other states?
Are Minnesota’s standards adequate to prepare students for higher
education?

® How much do high school curricula vary in Minnesota? Do the
variations have practical significance for students?

METHODS AND EVALUATION CRITERIA

Our evaluation is based mainly on data from Minnesota’s school districts. We
reviewed curriculum information which administrators routinely send to the
Department of Education, and we examined student test results where avail-
able. In addition, we sent a questionnaire to all school superintendents where
grades 9 through 12 are taught and made direct contact (in person or by
telephone) with administrators in about 100 districts.
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Further, we interviewed national researchers and school administrators in
other states. Working with the Minnesota Department of Education, we
reviewed records of courses which are offered through inter-district travel
agreements.  Finally, we obtained lists of courses available through interactive
television networks.

Our report documents (1) the number, type, and level of courses available to
high school students, (2) schedules of instruction, and (3) program standards
which school districts meet, exceed, or sometimes fail. In addition, we
evaluated the relationship between curricula and education outcomes such as
student test scores and college performance.

There may be no activity in the state more complex and difficult to evaluate
than education, and the task is not made easier by focusing only on high
school education. There are 436 school districts in Minnesota, and 386 of
them are operating four-year high school programs this year. Additionally, we
discovered that there are no well established or generally accepted criteria in
Minnesota by which high school education can be judged. Nevertheless, to
write our "report card," we developed criteria and methods which we believe
are useful and appropriate in describing and evaluating policy-relevant
aspects of high school education in Minnesota. They do not cover all relevant
aspects of the learning process, but we believe they reflect many of the most
critical elements and those which can be assessed objectively, systematically,
and with the least amount of ambiguity.

The evaluation criteria which we adopted reflect five aspects of high quality
public education which have gained general acceptance in the United States.
These include (1) individualized student-teacher interaction, (2) adequate,
focused instructional time at school, (3) academic classes in the four core sub-
jects of English, social studies, mathematics, and science, (4) preparation for
further education, and (5) equal educational opportunities for all public
school students.

We focused especially on the state’s role in education. According to the Min-
nesota Constitution, the Legislature is ultimately responsible to see that ade-
quate instruction is systematically available statewide. Thus, among other
questions, we asked how well the Legislature’s constitutional obligation is
being met: "...to establish a general and uniform system of public schools"
and "...to secure a thorough and efficient system of public schools throughout
the state."! :

BACKGROUND

Education has always been a high priority in Minnesota, and the state has
been an acknowledged leader in education reform. In 1971, the Legislature
devised a plan to reduce financial disparities among local school districts
recognized nationally as the "Minnesota Miracle." More recently, the Legisla-
ture enacted several innovative measures which give students and parents un-
precedented opportunities to choose among schools. Again, favorable

1 Minn. Constitution, Article XIII, Section 1.
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national attention has come to Minnesota for its "open enrollment,” "post-
secondary option," and "high school graduation incentive" programs.

‘Despite these creative efforts, concerns about the quality and equity of

Minnesota’s education system have developed, and in fact they prompted this
study. Although much information is available about school district finances
and specific programs, policy makers wanted to know more about the courses
and the learning which occurs in public high schools (grades 9 through 12)
throughout the state.

PERFORMANCE MEASURES

Among the fifty states, Minnesota ranks high for its college admission test
scores, graduation rate, and low pupil-teacher ratio, among other positive ac-
complishments. However, we found strong evidence that Minnesota’s reputa-
tion is overstated and out of date.

Favorable socioeconomic conditions inflate Minnesota’s performance on
standard education indicators--most notably college admission test scores. In
any event, these indicators are less favorable than they were in the past be-
cause:

® Results on all three college admission tests are continuing to decline
while scores nationally are improving.

This year, an estimated 44 percent of Minnesota’s seniors took the American
College Test, and they earned the lowest score in state history. For the first
time, Minnesota’s juniors (51 percent of whom were tested) scored below the
national average on the verbal subtest of the Preliminary Scholastic Aptitude
Test. Compared with the four surrounding states, Minnesota now has the
lowest average scores on the Scholastic Aptitude Test--below Iowa, Wiscon-
sin, North and South Dakota.

We found that Minnesota seems to be maintaining its advantage over the na-
tion in basic achievement but falters in tests of college preparation. For ex-
ample:

® Minnesota public school students’ average score and passing rate
on Advanced Placement tests has fallen to approximately the
national average.

Part of the reason for this performance decline is that the percentage of Ad-
vanced Placement (AP) test takers nearly doubled between 1985 and 1988.
Yet Minnesota’s participation rate has climbed only to be about half the na-
tional average.

Statewide, few public high schools (27 percent) are accredited through the
Minnesota’s only official accrediting agency, the North Central Association of

*Colleges and Schools. Moreover:
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® Minnesota’s percentage of graduates from accredited public and
private high schools dropped five points between 1980 and 1987.

More than 80 percenf of school districts in the Twin Cities metropolitan area
have at least one accredited high school, but in other regions, the percentage
ranges from a low of 8 to a high of 24.

STANDARDS FOR HIGH SCHOOL

We reviewed Minnesota’s existing standards and compared them with stand-
ards in other states. Results show:

® Minnesota has weaker standards--especially student graduation
requirements--than many other states.

Only one other state allows high school students to complete just one year
each of mathematics and science during grades 9 through 12. Forty-three
states (and most of Minnesota’s local school districts) require students to take
two years of each subject. However, we found:

® Twelve percent of Minnesota seniors from the Class of 1986
completed less than two years of mathematics, and 17 percent
completed less than two years of science.

Even then, because the state permits school districts to decide which courses
constitute mathematics and science, we found that students may cover vastly
different material. For example, districts treat computer programming
variously as mathematics or vocational instruction. Science can include voca-
tional agriculture (in one district: "hands-on laboratory experience in the
field," working with various species of livestock). Similarly, foreign language
may count as English, and driver’s education as social studies. Also under the
category of social studies, we found military training which includes hygiene,
flag drills, and weapons safety, among other topics.

In contrast, many other states adopted aggressive, direct reforms after nation-
al studies disclosed serious educational shortcomings. In Minnesota, we
found:

® State standards for high school education are not as high as
elsewhere, and in some respects they have declined over the past few
years.

Minnesota’s 20-credit graduation requirement is near the national average,
but the number of instructional days annually is less than most states. In all,
only eight states (including Minnesota) require less than 175 instructional
days per year. :
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In 1983, the National Commission on Excellence in Education urgently recom-
mended that all states lengthen the school year and school day, but we found:

® Minnesota school districts now vperate for three fewer instructional
days than during the 1968-69 school year.

While the number of instructional days has declined for students, the average
number of non-instructional days for teachers increased from three to eight
days over the past 20 years.

By comparison with other states, Minnesota does require a relatively long six-
hour school day. However, we found:

® Ninety percent of high school students are allowed to spend as little
as five hours in class, and only 13 percent attend districts which
have established formal homework policies.

We also learned that many other states require students to demonstrate a cer-
tain level of academic achievement as a condition for graduation. Minnesota
declines to require a minimum level of student performance or to assure
through a test that students have achieved that minimum level. Yet when we
asked local superintendents what policies they maintain on academic perfor-
mance, results showed:

® At most, one-third of Minnesota’s high school districts have policies
which establish minimum standards for graduates’ reading and
mathematics skills.

Statewide, we found that 67 percent of the high school districts have no
general policy on graduates’ minimum reading abilities. Seventeen percent of
the districts have adopted policies to ensure that graduates develop reading
skills at least characteristic of junior-high or elementary school students in
grades 5 through 8. Six percent have policies which set the general level of ex-
pectation within high school grades 9 through 12, and 10 percent maintain
other policies which do not translate into grade-level equivalents.

Similarly, 68 percent of the superintendents said they operate without any dis-
trict-wide policy on minimum expectations for mathematics skills. Twelve per-
cent indicated that their district-wide general standard is to expect ciphering
abilities at least at the 6th to 8th grade level. In seven percent of the districts,
we found policies which set minimum mathematics expectations at the high
school level, and in 13 percent we found other policies which do not specify
grade-level equivalents.

In addition, we asked superintendents to describe any other district-wide, es-
tablished policies they have on the academic level at which they expect their
graduates to perform. Most (61 percent) indicated they have no additional
policies on graduates’ academic abilities.

Because there is no statewide, universal test of Minnesota students’ academic
knowledge, we could not evaluate education outcomes in an ideal manner.
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However, we analyzed test scores and survey data from reasonably repre-
sentative sub-samples of school districts, and found evidence that:

® Minnesota high school students in districts whose programs fall
short of curriculum standards are more likely to say they need
academic help.

Very few districts are in this category, but the difference in student sentiment
is large. For example, 43 percent of juniors in districts with incomplete mathe-
matics curricula said they would like help with that subject in the future. By
comparison, 14 percent of juniors in other districts gave that response.

We also found:

® The greater the proportion of enrollees from ethnic minority and
nonwhite racial groups, the lower were districts’ scores in eighth
grade social studies, mathematics, and science.

The percentage of correct answers in these subjects declined systematically as
minority enrollment increased. However, we found no relationship between
minority enrollment and reading scores.

INSTRUCTIONAL VARIATIONS

Minnesota districts vary greatly in the amount of instructional time they re-
quire and provide to high school students. Thirty-eight percent of high school
students are permitted no more than 5.5 hours of daily instruction, but nine
percent of students can enroll in classes for more than 6.5 hours. Most dis-
tricts provide seven instructional periods daily, but some have four and others
nine. A few districts are open only four days weekly (but have longer school
days).

In some cases, the additional time is needed because students are bused
during the day to other districts so that they can take courses which would
otherwise be unavailable. However, instructional time may be lost because
districts use different class schedules. Class periods typically range from 46 to
59 minutes. Vacation schedules also are different, with the result that inter-
district cooperation can be complicated. For example, in one district which
opens its classes to students from another district for part of each day, lessons
continue when remote sites do not have school.

Although the Department of Education defines a credit as 120 hours of in-
struction, our evaluation showed that districts have other expectations. The
statewide average is 147 hours, but a few districts require even more than 160
hours of instruction per credit. In addition, most (but not all) districts require
more than 20 credits to graduate. As a result:

® Between grades 9 and 12, some Minnesota students must take the
equivalent of an additional year of classes in order to graduate.
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Most often, the differences amount to nearly one-third of a year. We found
that about one-fourth of the districts require high school students to take up
to 3,020 of instruction to graduate, while another fourth require graduates to
finish at least 3,351 hours. :

We learned that no one at the Minnesota Department of Education has a full-
time responsibility to monitor regular education programs in local districts.
Overall:

®  State oversight and monitoring of districts’ compliance with
curriculum standards is inadequate.

The department has a curriculum monitoring project, but it stopped monitor-
ing districts that met minimum standards in 1986-87. The department has an
Office of Monitoring and Compliance, but most of its activities concern spe-
cial education. One person from another unit spends an average of ten hours
monitoring regular education weekly; others are called in on occasion.

Part of the reason for the lack of monitoring is that state curriculum standards
are rather easy to meet. Under the existing regulations, districts can (and do)
count correspondence and interactive television courses as their own. If a dis-
trict offers two courses every other year, it can count both toward state re-
quirements. Some districts meet state requirements by placing beginners and
second-year students in the same class (counting this as two courses). When
students are bused elsewhere for several periods daily, home districts are free
to count the classes as though the students were on site.

Even so, we found:

® A few districts do not comply with the State Board of Education’s

curriculum requirements which were to be effective during the
1985-86 school year.

During the 1986-87 school year, 14 districts did not provide sufficient English
or foreign language courses to meet the State Board of Education’s require-
ments. By this school year, the districts reached the minimum English require-
ment, but three still fail the state’s foreign language requirement (two years of
a single foreign language). Further, we found that 36 districts complied with
the two-year foreign language requirement in 1986-87 only by busing their stu-
dents elsewhere during part of each school day.

Statewide, 20 districts have curricula which fall short of one or more of the
State Board of Education’s curriculum requirements or the Institute of Tech-
nology admission standards for science and mathematics. But this involves
only about 4,000 students or 2 percent of Minnesota public high school enrol-
lees. Overall, we found that 27 percent of the state’s high school students at-
tend districts where curricula do meet minimum standards, and 71 percent go
to high schools which reach or exceed high standards for academic curricula.

However, we also found:
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©® Nearly one-fourth of Minnesota students would suffer a competitive
disadvantage if they applied to selective colleges because their
districts provide them with too few curricular opportunities.

During the 1987-88 school year, 19 percent of high school students attended
districts without the Advanced Placement or honors courses which are recom-
mended by Macalester and Carleton Colleges. Further, 15 percent of high
school students attended districts that did not provide three years of a foreign
language as expected by Macalester College and recommended for future ad-
mission to the College of Liberal Arts on the University of Minnesota-Twin
Cities campus.

On the other hand, we found that over the past ten years, high school
students’ educational aspirations have risen so that:

® The majority of Minnesota students now enroll in post-secondary
schools after graduation, and the majority plan to graduate from a
four-year college.

During the 1987-88 school year, 64 percent of Minnesota public school
juniors said they plan to earn at least a four-year college degree (including 13
percent who expect a master’s degree and 8 percent who wish for diplomas
from post-graduate professional schools). As recently as 1978, a combined
total of only 41 percent of Minnesota juniors planned on this level of post-
secondary education.

Our study found that at least some students in every school district clearly in-
tend to go to college. This contributed to our conclusion that:

® Many districts provide too narrow a range of academic courses.

While 35 percent of students attended districts that provided more than 60
academic courses on a typical day during the 1987-88 school year, we found
that another 22 percent were limited to fewer than 30 regular classes in
English, social studies, mathematics, and science. In 1986-87, the only lan-
guage available on site in 57 districts was English, but students in other dis-
tricts could choose classes in as many as seven foreign languages. Thus:

® We question whether all students have equal access to high school

T — education in Minnesota.
Some districts
rely heavily on Although only a small fraction of Minnesota students in grades 9 through 12

may be affected by outright curriculum failure, we believe the rarity of defi-

off-site instruc- cient programming begs important questions of fairness and quality. In addi-

tion and tion, equity questions are posed by (1) districts’ uneven reliance on television
alternate-year technology, mid-day busing, alternate-year scheduling, and high school cor-
scheduling respondence programs and (2) limited access to courses which go beyond the

minimum.
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REASONS FOR CURRICULUM VARIATIONS

In"our evaluation, we 'analyzed the relationship between high school curricula
and a number of factors which might yield differences. Results show that:

® Some districts--especially those with few enrollees--provide far
fewer opportunities than others.

Among several district characteristics which might explain curriculum varia-
tions, enrollment size was the single most important factor. That is: the more
students, the more academic courses. In addition, two important but lesser
factors are (1) the percentage of adult residents who graduated from college
and (2) revenues from referendum levies.

In our survey, superintendents ranked state board requirements as the single
most important explanation for their number and type of high school courses.
Forty-four percent called state curriculum requirements "critically important,”
compared with financial resources (36 percent) local board requirements (31
percent), enrollment (29 percent), and other factors.

Superintendents also rated their high school curriculum in major subject
areas. Results are consistent with our independent analysis:

® Superintendents in districts with fewer than 100 high school
students identify fewer curriculum strengths than their colleagues
in larger districts.

On the average, the superintendents of small districts noted 3.6 curriculum
strengths out of 8 subjects. Superintendents of the larger Minnesota school
districts rated an average of 6.2 of the 8 subject areas "strong" or "very strong."

We also found:

® School districts with few enrollees and weak curricula are costly to
operate.

Results show that the state’s smallest districts with weakest curricula spent 38
percent more per student than the statewide average. Most of this is due to
low student-staff ratios--ratios 40 percent lower than the statewide average.

DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

In a state which generously funds education and prides itself on its creative ac-
complishments, we were surprised to find that even a few districts fail to meet
minimum, permissive standards and that others regularly rely on methods
which limit student-teacher interaction.
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The Legislature is constitutionally responsible to ensure a uniform, general,
thorough, and efficient system of public schools in Minnesota, but it has
delegated responsibility to hundreds of local districts. In our view, it is time to
ceconsider the balance between state and local responsibilities.

We also think that some of our findings are inconsistent with Minnesota’s well
established policy goals of high quality and equity in public education.
Moreover, because it has already accomplished so much, we think that the
Legislature will want to take additional steps to reduce the inequities and ad-
dress performance problems we found.

Based on the extent and importance of the differences which exist in curricula
and delivery methods, and the need to ensure students’ basic academic
achievement, we believe that state actions are needed to improve high school
education in Minnesota.

We considered a range of policy options and concluded that the Legislature
should:

® [Establish more ambitious, uniform state standards and goals for
academic curricula and outcomes.

® Provide for systems and staff who would monitor compliance with
the new standards on a timely basis.

® Ensure full disclosure of comparative information which would
summarize each district’s high school programs, populations, and
outcomes.

We believe that Minnesota’s education policies need revision, and the three
recommendations above, if adopted, would resolve the most pressing
problems which our evaluation disclosed. In our view, a lack of clear, consis-
tent state policies and comparative information has allowed inequities to
develop. But in addition, the Legislature might also consider the following
recommendations which would address more specific situations.

First, assuming that the Department of Education upgrades its systems for
monitoring regular education and publicizing districts’ compliance with state
standards, we recommend:

® The Legislature should direct the department to develop an annual
certification program to ensure that each district in the future
provides adequate and advanced high school courses.

We think that students and parents would be empowered to exercise the
state’s open enrollment option more effectively if differences between dis-
tricts were clearly indicated. We recognize that some program variations will
continue and may be desirable within limits but parents and students should
be informed about those variations.
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Second:

®  The Legislature should encourage gradual reorganization which
would place at least 100 high school students (grades 9 through 12)
in each district.

We found that about 75 of the state’s high school districts have fewer than 27
students per grade and that districts of this small size give students less choice
of courses, less opportunity for student-teacher interaction, and fewer ad-
vanced courses which selective colleges recommend. Also, these districts
have the highest operating costs.

We also recommend that:

® The Legislature should enact a program of statewide universal
testing which would ensure that all public high school graduates
have at least 11th grade reading and mathematics skills.

Currently, Minnesota districts use more than 80 tests to assess curricula and
measure students’ academic achievement, skills, and aptitudes. We suggest
that the State Board of Education should select a national test which reliably
and uniformly establishes at least students’ reading and mathematics skills.

Various standard tests of basic reading and mathematics skills are widely used
in Minnesota, and we found that 17 percent of high school districts already re-
quire students to achieve certain test scores as a condition for graduation. We
think every district should test its students, thus assuring that high school
graduates throughout the state have universally achieved academic skills in
two vital subjects.

The process we envision is that the state board would select an appropriate
national test of basic skills and establish the range of scores which are accept-
able for Minnesota high school graduates (aside from those with handicap-
ping conditions). By testing high school juniors in this fashion, students with
reading and mathematics deficiences would have a year to build their skills, if
necessary, before being re-tested as seniors. But if students’ skills remain
short of the 11th grade national norm for reading and mathematics, we
believe that the state soon should prohibit districts from grantlng a hlgh
school diploma.

In our view, aggregate test results comparing each high school to the state
average also should be published as well as other information to enable
parents, the state, and local communities to monitor their schools and take ap-
propriate steps when performance lags.

As an additional measure, we suggest that:

® The Legislature should consider a restoration of Minnesota’s
instructional year at least to its previous length and consider a
requirement that districts develop homework policies.
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Our evaluation shows that previous legislation had the effect of reducing
Minnesota’s instructional year by five days--to a level below what it was during
the late 1960s. Our survey of superintendents revealed that only 13 percent
of the state’s high school students attend districts where homework policies
were in effect. By requiring one hour of homework each week night, students
would receive the full benefit of the state’s currently required six-hour school
day without additional state or local spending.

Finally, we suggest that:

® The Legislature should direct the State Board of Education to
increase and reconfigure graduation requirements so that high
school students in the future devote the majority of their time to
English, social studies, mathematics, and science.

We believe two additional credits (equivalent to two year-long courses)
beyond the state’s current 20-credit graduation requirement would be helpful
in light of most high school students’ plans for further education. Also, we
suggest that state standards in the future should encourage future students to
concentrate their studies in the core academic subjects of English, social
studies, mathematics, and science. Surprisingly, our evaluation shows that less
than half of the typical high school curriculum now covers these subjects
which, we believe, should be the heart of public education in the future.

Other groups and individuals may recommend alternative strategies for im-
proving high school education in Minnesota. Some of these strategies em-
phasize learner outcomes, improvement of teaching, school-site management,
and district reorganization. We believe that our recommendations can supple-
ment, not contradict, other reform strategies.



INTRODUCTION

complishments. The state and local districts generously staff and sup-

port public schools. In the past, Minnesota schools have earned an
outstanding national reputation. A strong education system is an essential ele-
ment of the state’s high quality of life and an important part of the business
climate.

I |: ducation is one of Minnesota’s highest priorities and proudest ac-

Minnesota’s system of education nonetheless is facing challenges on several
fronts. First, declining enrollment has seriously affected some districts.
Second, business leaders and educators have identified critical weaknesses in
the basic knowledge which students have gained. Third, there is constant pres-
sure from employers and parents to improve public education--to bring more
and better opportunities to future generations.

The Legislative Audit Commission asked us to study Minnesota’s system of
public high school education and determine if changes were needed. In our
evaluation, we asked:

® How well are Minnesota high school students performing
academically?

® What academic standards have been set for high school education in
Minnesota? How do they compare with standards in other states?
Are Minnesota’s standards adequate to prepare students for higher
education?

®  How much do high school curricula vary in Minnesota? Do the
variations have practical significance for students?

To answer these questions, we gathered and analyzed data from Minnesota’s
school districts. We surveyed superintendents in districts which provide four
full years of high school, and we interviewed national researchers and ad-
ministrators in other states. Working with the Department of Education, we
reviewed teacher assignments, documents, and reports filed by school dis-
tricts. Finally, we visited high schools around the state and analyzed student
test scores.

As we evaluated education, we scrutinized the system’s overall performance
and examined the state’s role. Education accounts for about one-third of all
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state spending, but most of the responsibility today rests with hundreds of
diverse school districts. Each responds primarily to local concerns, and this
has contributed to a lack of statewide data which our study helps to address.

Our results suggest that the state’s reputation for quality education is some-
what overstated and that Minnesota’s advantage over other states is shrinking.
In addition, curriculum differences among districts in Minnesota are so large
and systematic that equal access to educational opportunities is questionable
for some high school students.

Our evaluation is presented in the following eight chapters. Chapter 1
presents an overview of education reform efforts in Minnesota and the na-
tion. In Chapter 2, we review performance indicators--the basis for
Minnesota’s national reputation. Chapter 3 outlines the state’s current stand-
ards for high school education. Chapters 4 and 5 document school district or-
ganization and differences in instructional time. Chapter 6 shows the extent
of variation in academic programs and explains some of the reasons for sig-
nificant differences among districts. Our analysis of education outcomes is
presented in Chapter 7. Finally, Chapter 8 reviews policy options and
presents our recommendations for state actions.
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Chapter 1

Declining
college
admission test
scores
prompted the
national
reform
movement.

few years. Much of the impetus comes from a national evaluation

report which in 1983 disturbed citizens throughout the country. En-
titled A Nation at Risk, the report persuasively argued that: "the educational
foundations of our society are presently being eroded by a rising tide of
mediocrity that threatens our very future as a Nation and a people."

I |: ducation in Minnesota has come under increasing scrutiny in the past

As background for our evaluation of high school program variations, we
reviewed A Nation at Risk, related studies, education reforms, and the accom-
panying rise in expectations. In this chapter, we addressed the following ques-

tions:
® What happened as a result of the national report?

® What is Minnesota’s current approach to education reform?

® How have expectations changed since 4 Nation at Risk was
published?

Also in this chapter, we discuss the criteria which we adopted to guide our
evaluation of high school education in Minnesota.

A NATION AT RISK

A Nation at Risk focused on reasons why college admission test scores had
declined sharply since the 1960s. Based on nearly two years of study, the
report concluded that problems stemmed from serious deficiencies in four key
aspects of American secondary education: curriculum, public expectations,
use of instructional time, and teaching.

The National Commission on Excellence in Education found that:

® Secondary curricula have been diluted and diversified at the expense
of basic academic courses.

{9813\§at5ional Commission on Excellence in Education, 4 Nation at Risk (Washington,
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® High school diplomas are granted with little regard for students’
academic achievement.

® Instructional time is too brief and often wasted.

® Teachers are under-qualified, ill-compensated, and poorly treated.’

The commission stressed an urgent need for improvements. Its five key
recommendations therefore were strong:

® Strengthen graduation requirements while focusing students’ studies
on the "new basics"--English, social studies, mathematics, science, and
computer science. For the college-bound, also include foreign
language.

® Raise four-year college admission requirements while adopting
higher expectations for academic performance in high school and
beyond.

® Spend additional time on academic studies through more effective
use of the school day, a longer school day, or a longer school year.

® Improve teachers’ training, pay, and working conditions.

® Hold educators and elected officials ressponsible for reforms while
increasing fiscal support for education.

The national response to these recommendations was vigorous and direct.
Educators and policy makers generally accepted the harsh, negative findings,
and major education reforms quickly followed.

Within one year of A Nation at Risk’s publication, more than half the states
adopted at least 4 of 20 different reform measures. The most popular initia-
tives were increased graduation requirements, uniform testing, academic en-
richment programs, and higher standards for teacher preparation and
certification.

Minnesota’s Approach

On the average, states initially adopted seven reforms. Minnesota adopted
three measures: (1) opportunities for teachers’ professional development, (2)
increased academic recognition for students, and (3) development of written
policies for school discipline.

Between 1983 and 1984, several Minnesota task forces and groups gathered
to study education and make further recommendations. The results were ad-

2 Ibid., 18-23,
3 Ibid., 23-32.
-’{46U.S. Department of Education, The Nation Responds (Washington, May 1984), 144-
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ditional legislation and public discussion which required districts to provide
broader curricula beginning in the 1985-86 school year, increased admission
requirements at public universities, and designated state funds for school dis-
tricts to develop instructional technologies. These and subsequent reforms
are described in Chapters 3 through 6.

A unique approach to education reform continued to evolve in Minnesota.
While other states gravitated toward regulation, penalties for non-com-
pliance, and ultimately, plans for direct intervention in "academically
bankrupt" local districts, Minnesota took a three-pronged, indirect route to
reform by creating numerous positive incentives for voluntary change >

So-called "choice programs” are the crux of Minnesota’s special approach to
education reform. These have attracted much favorable attention from na-
tional leaders and the press:

® Programs of Excellence--allows selected students with particular
academic interests to enroll in districts where correspondlng portions
of the curriculum are especially well developed.®

@ K-12 Enrollment Options Program (Open Enrollment)--allows
students and parents to choose which public school to attend subject
to constraints of space and racial balance.

® High School Graduation Incentives Program--permits dropouts and
students at risk of dropping out to take courses in other districts,
post-secondary schools, and alternative learning centers which
address these students’ needs.?

® Post-Secondary Enrollment Options Act--allows high school
students to take college classes at state expense regardless of previous
academic performance.’

The second pillar of Minnesota’s reform initiative is legislation which en-
courages school districts to make more efficient use of resources. Neighbor-
ing districts already were forming alliances and buying services from regional
cooperatives under previous laws, but new measures expanded the concept to
non-adjacent districts and regular educational programs (that is, other than
vocational and special education). Regional "super schools" and large educa-
tion districts currently are developing as two dramatlc examples of this legisla-
tive thrust.)®

5 Education Commission of the States, Academic Bankruptcy—An Accountability
Tool? (Denver, February 1988).

6 Minn. Stat. §§126.60 through 126.64.

7 Minn. Stat. §§123.3515 and 120.062.

8 Minn. Stat. §§126.22 through 126.24.

9 Minn. Stat. §123.3514.

10 Minn. Stat. §§124.491 through 124.496 and Minn. Stat. §§122.91 through 122.96.
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Third, the Legislature took steps to ensure that school districts and educators
act responsibly and in accord with local preferences. Each district now must
set goals with community input, publicly report performance based on a
defined review process, identify and offer remedial help to students with
academic shortcomings, and regularly review the curriculum.

National Progress

As Minnesota developed its unique approach, the national education reform
movement grew stronger. Between 1983 and 1986, prestigious task forces,
private foundations, and researchers released a dozen additional reports
which buttressed earlier negative findings and developed more detailed
strategies for change.* A second wave of reports identified still more educa-
tion problems, some of which had been overlooked.!® For example, these
reports focused on classroom operations, dropouts, the need for creative
thinking, and problems of minority groups. Also, they identified critical ele-
ments for effective learning while developing the broad connection between
education, American democracy, and civic culture.

This year, the U.S. Department of Education released an initial evaluation of
national reform efforts.' Positive accomplishments such as these are clear:

® The national decline in college admission test scores--which
prompted major reforms--has been reversed.'®

@ Students nationally are completing more coursework in English,
social studies, mathematics, science, computer science, and foreign
languages.

® Many high schools have established or strengthened homework
policies.

But despite these accomplishments, the U.S. Department of Education gives
mixed grades to education reform. One reason for this appraisal is that re-
search repeatedly finds that American students have weaker academic skills
than their peers in most industrialized nations. Second, the recent federal
evaluation points out that college admission test scores stopped declining but
remain far below 1960s levels. Third, a test score gap persists between white
and nonwhite students. Finally, the federal evaluation recounts specific in-

11 Minn. Stat. §§126.65 through 126.68.

12 James B. Stedman, Education in America: Reports on Its Condition, Recommenda-
tions for Change (Washington: Congressional Research Service, 1986).

13 Education Commission of the States, The Next Wave (Denver, February 1987).

14 US. D]?})artment of Education, What Works (Washington, 1987); Lynne V. Cheney,
American Memory: A Report on the Humanities in the Nation’s Public Schools
(Washington: National Endowment for the Humanities, 1987).

15 U.S. Department of Education, American Education: Making It Work
(Washington, April 1988).

16 State and national test trends are shown in Chapter 2.
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thirds of
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stances in which sizeable proportions of public school students fail to show
that they know simple facts from history, geography, literature, and mathe-
matics. For example, two-thirds of 17-year-olds in a recent national sample
did not know approximately when the Civil War took place, and nearly 30 per-
cent could not locate the Mississippi River on a map of the United States.

RISING EXPECTATIONS

While the Legislature pursued reform measures, we found that Minnesota stu-
dents, educators, and business leaders were placing stronger demands upon
public education. Most important, Minnesota students’ post-secondary educa-
tional aspirations were rising rapidly. As a result, nearly two-thirds of high
school juniors now plan to complete at least four years of college compared
with 41 percent just ten years ago. Figure 1.1 shows that 43 percent of Min-
nesota public high school juniors during the 1987-88 school year said they

plan to earn a four-year college degree. Further, 13 percent expect a master’s
degree, and 8 percent wish for diplomas from post-graduate professional
schools.® In 1978, 30 percent of Minnesota juniors expected to earn a four-
year degree, 6 percent a master’s, and 5 percent a professional degree.'’

45+
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) Four-Year Degree
30+ w——e—
251
Percent Minnesota Students’
201 Expectations Have Risen
151
/

104 Master's Degree

n M
51 R

Professional Degree

0 + : : : ; ; t + : ——
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Figure 1.1: Public High School Juniors’ Expected Level of College
Education, 1978-1988 (Source: Minnesota Higher Education Coordinating
Board.)

17 Ipid., 10-13

18 Minnesota Higher Education Coordinating Board, Summary Aolf Responses to the
Plans and Background Survey and Aptitude Test Score Trends for Minnesota High
School Juniors, 1979-1988 (September 1988), 8.

19 Minnesota Higher Education Coordinating Board, Summary Aolf Responses to the
Plans and Background Survey and Aptitude Test Score Trends for Minnesota High
School Juniors, 1978-1987 (September 1987), 10.
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College administrators meanwhile have registered alarm at the growing num-
bers of post-secondary students who enroll but then need remedial instruc-
tion.?? In 1982-83, a survey of 83 Minnesota public and private
post-secondary schools showed:

® Over 15,000 Minnesota college students were enrolled in high school
mathematics courses taught in post-secondary schools, and more
than 18,000 took remedial reading, writing, and study skills courses.

® Public post-secondary schools spent an estimated $13.1 million or
2.4 percent of total instructional expenditures for remedial courses,
skills development courses, and related support services.!

The University of Minnesota addressed some of these concerns through its in-
creased preparation requirements for freshmen. Beginning in Fall 1991, all
applicants to baccalaureate programs on the Duluth, Morris, and Twin Cities
campuses must show evidence of high school-level competency in English, so-
cial studies, mathematics, science, and a second language. If prospective stu-
dents do not meet the new requirements, they may suffer a competitive
disadvantage but could be admitted with deficiencies. Students thereafter will
have up to two years to correct deficiencies before admission to upper
division programs.

In addition, the State University Board in 1984 adopted a college-preparatory
curriculum which is strongly recommended but not required for admission.
This curriculum builds a case for Minnesota high school students to prepare
for college by developing competencies in English, science, social studies,
mathematics, art, a second language, and computer science.

Business leaders in the 1980s also presented formal concerns about high
school graduates’ academic skills. Among corporate members of the Min-
nesota Business Partnership (MBP), a survey showed that 42 percent had en-
countered inadequate writing skills among ten percent or more of their newly
hired professional and technical employees. The MBP consequently commis-
sioned in-depth studies which raised additional issues and culminated in a for-
mal proposal which would restructure and refocus public education in
Minnesota.”* MPB now continues to emphasize the need for improvements
in students’ mastery of core courses in English, social studies, mathematics,
and science.

Through the influence of business leaders, academic education now is recog-
nized as an important resource which facilitates economic development in

20 Minnesota Higher Education Coordinatin%Board, Remedial and Skills Develop-
ment Instruction in Minnesota Post-Secondary Education (May 1984).

21 Ibid., 2-3.
22 University of Minnesota, High School Preparation Requirements (June 1987).
23 Minnesota State University System, Preparing for Success, undated brochure.

24 Summarized in Educatirﬁ Students for the 21st Century (Minneapolis: Minnesota
Business Partnership, Inc., November 1984).
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Minnesota. First, corporate success rests upon employees’ level of skill. If
skills are weak, businesses are limited in their ability to enter global markets
and benefit from higher technology. Second, employers point out that they
could save money if employees already knew how to read, write, use com-
puters, and handle figures. One recent national estimate puts work-site
education costs at $25 billion annually.25 Third, unemployment costs would
be reduced if employees entered the job market with stronger academic train-
ing. Business trends indicate that workers increasingly will be asked to learn
and perform various jobs--not just one--during their career.

EVALUATION CRITERIA

In light of recent reform initiatives, it is particularly difficult to evaluate so
complex and ambitious an endeavor as universal public education. At the
same time, policy makers understandably are anxious to learn whether addi-
tional measures are necessary.

We view education, or learning more generally, as a multi-faceted activity of
such complexity that it sustains ongoing research and evaluation by profes-
sionals throughout the country. Yet we also appreciate the scarcity of
statewide, comparative information which can be used in public policy discus-
sions. Because of the shortage of this latter type of information, we adopted
simple criteria and direct methods which we believe are useful in describing
and evaluating important aspects of public education in Minnesota.

We looked to policy makers, educators, other researchers, and the public for
suggestions about appropriate evaluation criteria but discovered a fundamen-
tal lack of consensus. In fact, a recent study suggests that the current shortage
of statewide information may be the result of deeply divided opinions about
the objectives and goals of public education in Minnesota. After a statewide
survey, literature review, and group discussion, researchers could only con-
clude that:

® There is a lack of consensus among the many providing and
consuming sectors of Minnesota’s education system.

In the absence of statewide consensus, nevertheless, we developed some basic -
criteria which we believe are appropriate to document and evaluate policy-
relevant aspects of public education. We do not profess to cover all relevant
aspects of the learning process but rather some critical elements which can be
assessed objectively, systematically, and with the least amount of ambiguity on
a statewide basis. Our evaluation is limited. We focus on the variety of
academic courses available within school districts, the class schedules which

25 Dave Hage, "Business as Catalyst Can Improve Education," Star Tribune (Min-
neapolis, September 12, 1988), 1D, 9D.

26 Diane L. Morehouse and Mary L. Hoaglund, Profiles of Educational Accountability
(Legislative Commission on Public Education, August 1988).
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districts have developed, and the means by which instruction is formally
provided to high school students in Minnesota.”’

The criteria that we adopted reflect five aspects of high quality public educa-
tion which have gained general acceptance in the United States. In addition,
these criteria are consistent with Minnesota’s firm commitment to maintain-

ing and improving a strong system of public instruction.

Student-Teacher Interaction

A direct, personal, ongoing relationship between teachers and students is
ideal for learning. Given such a relationship, teachers can work closely with
individual students, tailor material to individual needs, and reach students
who might otherwise be less involved. Also, teachers can directly shape the
classroom environment in which learning takes place and subtly encourage
students’ participation.

To the extent that mechanical communications media come between students
and teachers, student-teacher interaction is diminished somewhat. Similarly,
student-teacher interaction is reduced when students are allowed to sit in on
classes but otherwise have limited opportunities to see teachers at other times
during, before, or after the school day.

Instructional Time

Unless students undertake a regular, disciplined program of instruction, it is
unlikely that they will gain mastery of a body of organized knowledge and
academic skills. All students of course do learn independently, within and out-
side the classroom, but they usually must be led through a patterned sequence
of increasingly difficult lessons. To develop mastery, most students need to
think, listen, ask questions, complete assignments, do practice exercises, and
get feedback--all of which takes time.

In other words, time is a necessary condition or a parameter in which learning
takes place. Time of course is only one condition for learning, but it is vital
and often neglected in policy discussions. Thus, we evaluate statewide dif-
ferences in the duration of the school day, the length and number of class
periods, and the amount of instructional time which is available for students’
use. Further, we believe it is appropriate to expect that a high quality educa-
tion system would allow students routine daily access to academic classes
which are scheduled during every period.

Academic Classes

Classroom instruction in academic subjects is the primary justification for
public schools’ existence. It is indisputably important that schools provide
classes in other subjects, meet special needs, and help students develop

27 Only 19 of the state’s 436 school districts have multiple high schools, and the school
districts allocate resources to them,
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specific abilities, but general knowledge of English, social studies, mathe-
matics, and science is essential to all other educational endeavors and to
career development. Without knowing how to read, write, work with num-
bers, apply scientific principles, and understand social issues, the doors to crea-
tive expression and a productive future life would be closed. Moreover, the
four "core" academic subjects encompass not just the "3Rs" but include the
finest works in literature, the humanities, ethics, art and music history, and
more.

Within the broad subject areas of English, social studies, mathematics, and
science, we asked about particular types and levels of academic classes which
are required by the State Board of Education and recommended for admis-
sion to some colleges. Further, we looked for classes in foreign language and
computer programming which are part of the "new basics" curriculum.

Basic subjects may be taught in vocational classes, extra-curricular activities,
and other settings, but for practical purposes, we confined our evaluation to
academic class periods which are regularly scheduled in Minnesota school dis-
tricts. Likewise, we recognize but leave unmeasured potential differences in
instructional quality, course content, and suitability to individual needs.

These are surely important factors in learning but go beyond the modest
scope of our study.

Preparation for Further Education

In Minnesota today, most high school graduates attend post-secondary
schools. Thus, it is appropriate to evaluate public education at least partly on
the basis of the preparatory classes which districts provide.

Not all Minnesota graduates enroll in four-year colleges, but since this has be-
come the norm, it is reasonable to expect that a good quality education system
would provide the recommended courses. In our culture, public education
plays a vital role in preparing future leaders, helping individuals to reach high
levels of intellectual development, and encouraging students’ academic aspira-
tions, among other things.

At a minimum, public secondary schools should provide the level and type of
classes which are recommended for admission to popular schools within the
state’s leading public university. Also, we assess the extent to which the educa-
tion system provides the courses which are suggested by selective private col-
leges in Minnesota. Although some post-secondary schools are open to
anyone with a high school diploma or the equivalent, we believe that
Minnesota’s outstanding national reputation makes it appropriate to judge
public education by more demanding criteria.

Access to Education

The most important basis for our evaluation of education is the Minnesota
Constitution which says:
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The stability of a republican form of government depending mainly
upon the intelligence of the people, it is the duty of the legislature to
establish a general and uniform system of public schools. The legis-
lature shall make such provisions by taxation or otherwise as will
secure a thorough and efficient system of public schools throughout
the state.”8

The Legislature therefore bears a responsibility to see that adequate educa-
tion programs and levels of instruction are systematically available on a
statewide basis. Individual and local variations are inevitable, but all citizens
have the same basic rights to educational opportunities.

To measure the extent of variation in Minnesota’s system of public education,
we focused on the number, type, and level of academic high school courses
which local school districts provide. Also, we examined students’ average test
scores and college performance as reflections of the thoroughness and ef-
ficiency of public education.

SUMMARY

State-level concerns about education have intensified during the 1980s. In
response, we have developed basic criteria by which to evaluate some limited
but important aspects of education. Our study describes the range, type, and
amount of academic instruction, delivery methods, and simple outcomes but
passes over many other aspects of education and human learning. We seek to
describe the curriculum standards currently used in Minnesota, to show how
school districts interpret and implement those standards, and to suggest fur-
ther reforms in keeping with public demands, students’ plans for further
education, constitutional provisions, and an enduring statewide commitment
to improving public education.

How good is Minnesota’s system of public education? We provide some infor-
mation which can help citizens and policy makers answer the question.

In the next chapter, we begin by examining the validity of the state’s
longstanding positive national reputation. Subsequent chapters provide
detailed information about high school education around the state.
Throughout, we take seriously the state’s interest in steadily improving educa-
tion and, finally, conclude our report with recommendations which we believe
will help to further this goal.

28 Minn. Constitution, Article XIII, Section 1.
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Chapter 2

successfully maintained a respected system of public education. Its

school districts serve students not only where the population is con-
centrated but also where people live in remote areas and agricultural com-
munities. In addition, the state’s innovative choice programs have created
unprecedented opportunities for students and parents together to select
public schools which they feel will provide individually appropriate learning
experiences.

Minnesota has formulated a unique approach to education reform and

In this chapter, we review the basis for Minnesota’s outstanding national
reputation. We provide background information to help evaluate the varia-
tions in education programs which are detailed in succeeding chapters. Here,
we ask:

® How does Minnesota compare with other states on standard
indicators of education performance?

® What strengths and weaknesses are revealed by additional
education indicators?

® What opinion of education do students and members of the public
hold?

First, we reviewed the standard indicators which are routinely compiled by
federal agencies to reflect the quality and status of education among states .
over time. Examples include graduation rate, expenditures, and college admis-
sion test scores. Second, we developed additional education indicators for
Minnesota. These include the accreditation trend, Advanced Placement pro-
gram participation, and student assessment test results over time. Finally, we
reviewed survey data which show how Minnesota students and the general
public evaluate public education.
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STANDARD INDICATORS

The U.S. Department of Education annually publishes a wall chart which is
widely used to compare each state’s relative standing and measure progress
toward the President’s education goals. On this chart, Minnesota is the only
state to reach and exceed the national goal of high school graduation for at
least 90 percent of its ninth graders in public schools."

After adjusting for migration and unclassified students, the U.S. Department
of Education shows that Minnesota’s graduation rate rose to 91.4 percent in
1986 compared with 88.2 percent in 1982. By comparison, the U.S. average
graduation rate of 71.5 must rise 18.5 percentage points to reach the national
goal set for 1990.

Neighboring states also have high graduation rates but fall short of the 90 per-
cent mark. North Dakota ranks third and is less than half of one percentage
point from the national goal. Iowa, Wisconsin, and South Dakota each have
graduation rates above 80 percent and rank among the nation’s top ten states.

The most recent federal data indicate these additional ways in which
Minnesota’s education system surpasses most other states:

11th in average teacher salaries.
18th in per-pupil expenditures.

23rd in expenditures as a percent of per-capita income.

11th smallest pupil/staff ratio.

Each state’s population and income characteristics also affect education in-
dicators; the wall chart shows that Minnesota ranks 16th in per capita income,
48th in its percent of schoolchildren living in poverty, and 45th in minority stu-
dent enrollment.

American College Test Trend

The federal chart displays statewide test scores separately for two groups.”
Minnesota is categorized as one of the 28 "ACT states" because 30 percent or
more of its high school graduates take the American College Test (ACT).
Twenty-two other states are ranked on scores from the Scholastic Aptitude
Test (SAT) which is more popular in Eastern states.

1 U.S. Department of Education, Fifth Annual Wall Chart of State Education Statis-
tics (Washington, February 1988). The U.S. Deﬁ)artment of Education calculates
graduation rates by dividing the number of public high school graduates by each state’s
ninth grade public school enrollment four years earlier.

2 Appendix A displays state and national participation rates over time as well as_
score? on each of the three college admission tests which Minnesota students routinely
complete.
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Of the nation’s ACT states, Minnesota ranked third in 1987 with an average
composite score of 20.2. Wisconsin ranked first and Iowa second with scores
of 20.4 and 20.3 respectively. North and South Dakota scores were somewhat
lower but exceeded the national average of 18.7.

Federal indicators also show that college admission test scores in six states al-
ready have improved sufficiently to meet the President’s 1990 test score chal-
lenge--that is, to regain half the points lost since the 1960s.3 To reach this goal
based on 1987 scores, Minnesota needed to gain 1.2 points on the ACT test
compared with the national average of 0.4.

Instead, we found:

® Minnesota’s comgosite ACT score in 1988 dropped to its lowest
point in 21 years.

Nationwide, composite scores continued to increase as they have since the
school year ending in 1983. Thus, Figure 2.1 indicates that Minnesota’s mar-
gin of advantage has narrowed in recent years.

22+
Minnesota’s ACT
Advantage
21T Minnesota. Is_Dissipating
Comnpasite
Score 201
19+
National
18 : t } t t : ; ; , ' .
67 69 71 73 75 77 78 at 83 85 87 89
School Year Ending

Figure 2.1: Composite American College Test Scores for Minnesota and the
Nation, 1967-1988 (Source: American College Testing Program.)

3 Alabama, Arizona, Colorado, and Mississippi have reached the goal as ACT states.

The District of Columbia, Georgia, and South Carolina have reached the goal for SAT
scores.

4 American College Testing Program, Trend Tables for ACT-Tested Students--Min-
nesota (Iowa City, 1988). Current scores for other states are unavailable.
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Research has shown that scores on another college admission test (the
Scholastic Aptitude Test) tend to go down when participation increases, so
the most recent drop in ACT scores could be explained partly by the fact that
44 percent of Minnesota’s graduating seniors took the ACT examination this
year compared with 35 percent one year before.> However, we found:

® Minnesota’s composite ACT score was at its highest in the late
1960s when a greater percentage--slightly more than half--of all
seniors took the test.

In addition, the percentage of seniors who take the ACT nationwide has risen
from about one-fourth in the mid-1970s to about one-third in the mid-1980s,
yet national scores have improved by half of one point.5

Figure 2.2 shows that Minnesota’s historic test score advantage decreased on
each of the ACT’s four subtests by comparison with the nation as a whole.
During the 1969-70 school year, the gap across four subtests was 1.2 to 2.2
points in Minnesota’s favor. In 1987-88, the difference separating
Minnesota’s ACT subtest scores from the nation was only 0.4 to 1.6 points.

Scholastic Aptitude Test Trend

Minnesota’s SAT scores tend to be higher than average. This year,
Minnesota’s statewide total SAT score was 1,001 compared with the U.S.
average of 904. However, we found:

® Minnesota has experienced a greater loss of points on the SAT than
the nation as a whole.

Between the 1971-72 and 1987-88 school years, Figure 2.3 shows that the
state’s average mathematics SAT score fell from 547 to 531, and the average
verbal score declined from 509 to 470. In total, the state experienced a 55-
point loss over the period.

Nationwide, mathematics and verbal SAT scores have increased since the
early 1980s even though the proportion of test takers rose from about 30 to
40 percent, and scores would be expected to decline as a result. The national
score in mathematics now is eight points below the 1971-72 level, and the ver-
bal SAT score has dropped 25 points (for a total loss of 33).

In addition, we found:

® Most of the decline in Minnesota’s total SAT scores occurred
between 1971-72 and 1982-83, while test participation was constant
or declining.

5 Brian Powell and Lala Carr Steelman, "Variations in State SAT Performance:
Meaningful or Misleading," Harvard Educational Review 54 (1984): 398.

6 American College Testing Pro%ram, "1988 ACT Scores Increase Slightly Over Last
Year," ACT News (September 20, 1988).
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Figure 2.3: Scholastic Aptitude Subtest Scores for Minnesota and the
Nation, 1972-88 (Source: College Board.)

As shown in Appendix A, nine percent of the state’s high school seniors took
the SAT in 1971-72. Participation then dropped as low as 5 percent and
hovered at about 6 or 7 percent until 1980-81. Yet by 1982-83, when participa- .
tion returned to its earlier level of 9 percent, scores had dropped 36 points.
Since that time, participation has steadily grown, and scores have dropped

only 19 points more.

The SAT tends to be taken by Minnesota students who are considering selec-
tive colleges and universities outside the Midwest.” In contrast, more than 70
percent of all Massachusetts and Connecticut seniors take the SAT. Because
of such differences in participation, the College Board releases SAT scores for
each state but cautions against blanket comparisons.8 We generally agree

7 Carleton College and the College of Saint Thomas prefer the SAT but will consider
applicants’ scores on the Preliminary Scholastic Aptitude Test which is the state’s most
widely accepted college admission test.

ggsg)ol_lgge Board, 1988 Profile of SAT and Achievement Test Takers (New York,
, 1,
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with this perspective and have limited our score comparisons to the nation
and Minnesota’s four surrounding states which have similar population charac-
teristics and low participation rates.

This year’s results show that Iowa students earned the highest average scores
among the five neighboring states, followed by South Dakota and then North
Dakota students. SAT scores were similar and lower in Minnesota and Wis-
consin.

Over the past decade, Figure 2.4 shows that scores have increased in Iowa,
and that state retained a relatively high ranking among its neighbors. Scores
in North and South Dakota dropped substantially but remained high enough
to put those states in second and third places. Wisconsin’s scores in 1976-77
were lowest of the five states, but now:

® Minnesota’s composite SAT score has dropped below all four
neighboring states’--Iowa, Wisconsin, North and South Dakota.

On SAT scores,
Minnesota has i ;

dropped below g ety 00T
its neighbors 1ot |__Neighboring States
and has come

”2‘7-

10801
closer to the
. B 1976-77
national
Score 1080+ O 71981-82
average.
- W 7987-88
1040+

1020

Minnsaota

North
Dakato Dakota

Figure 2.4: Composite Scholastic Aptitude Test Scores for Minnesota and
Surrounding States, 1977-1988 (Source: College Board.)

9 College Board, "National SAT Scores Show Little Change for Third Straight Year,"
News from the College Board (September 20, 1988).
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As we mentioned earlier, research has shown that seniors’ level of participa-
tion is an important influence on statewide SAT scores.'® For each percent-
age point of increased participation, the scores decline by approximately 2.76
points. So, almost all of Minnesota’s 28-point SAT loss between 1982 and
1988 could be due to the fact that test participation went up by nine percent-
. 11 . y .
age points. © However, Minnesota’s recent SAT performance remains ques-
tionable because growing percentages of students also took the test in the
neighboring states. In Iowa, scores went up regardless and in South Dakota
and Wisconsin, scores dropped fewer points than the formula would predict.
Conversely, North Dakota’s SAT score decline was nine points greater than
the formula would suggest.

Likewise using a formula to correct for the influence of participation on SAT
scores, Berman and his associates found similar results. Considering that only
9 percent took the test during the 1982-83 school year (compared with 33 per-
cent nationwide), Minnesota’s verbal SAT score was about average.
Minnesota’s mathematics SAT score was somewhat higher than the formula
predicted, however.'?

The Berman study also showed that Minnesota’s SAT test score ranking was
about average among 21 states where the percentage of test takers was in the
same low range. The researchers compared scores among states where less
than 10 percent of high school graduates took the test in 1983 and found:

® Minnesota tied with Arkansas for 11th place among the 21 states
ranked on verbal SAT scores.

® Minnesota ranked 7th (above Montana and below Kansas) in
mathematics SAT scores among the 21 states.

Of course, a low participation rate is only one reason why Minnesota’s SAT
scores are relatively high. When other factors were considered, research
showed that:

® Minnesota’s SAT ranking for 1982 fell from 7th to 26th among the
50 states after statistical adjustments for median family income, the
percent of females and blacks who took the test, and the overall rate
of participation among high school seniors.*

In the same study, Jowa and South Dakota’s SAT rankings fell from 1st and
2nd to 5th place (tie), and Wisconsin dropped one notch from 10th to 11th
place. Of the five bordering states, only North Dakota suffered a ratings
decline similar to Minnesota’s: its ranking fell from 3rd to 30th. Conversely,

)

10 Powell and Steelman, "Variations in State SAT Performance."

11 Surrounding states’ participation figures are available only for 1982 and 1988. The
Bercenta e increased from 3 to 5 in Iowa and North Dakota, from 3 to 6 in South
akota, from 10 to 14 in Wisconsin, and from 8 to 17 percent in Minnesota.

12 Paul Berman, DOIIl/glas Elsass, Sara Peterson, and Daniel Weiler, Student Perfor-
mance in Minnesota, Vol. 1 Summary (Berkeley, CA: Berman, Weiler Associates,
February 1984), 18-22.

13 Powell and Steelman, "Variations in State SAT Performance™: 404.
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states including Maryland and New York with many test takers, more students
living in poverty, and higher minority enrollments tended to move up in the
rankings.

Preliminary Scholastic Aptitude Test Trend

A similar pattern of declining performance is indicated by the PSAT test
which is taken increasingly by students in Minnesota as well as the nation.*
As shown in Figure 2.5, we found:

® This year, Minnesota’s verbal PSAT score dropped below the
national average.
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Figure 2.5: Preliminary Scholastic Aptitude Subtest Scores for Minnesota
and the Nation, 1974-1988 (Source: College Board.)

14 The College Board estimates that the entire full-time college-bound student
population now takes the PSAT examination in Minnesota. In the United States as a
whole, part1c1‘?ation in the PSAT increased to 83 percent in 1986-87 from 69 percent
during the 1977-78 school year. College Board, 10-Year Trend Data, updated mimeo
(Evanston, Illinois: Midwestern Regional Office, 1988).
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Minnesota’s mathematics score has remained above average but is 1.5 points
lower than in 1973-74. By comparison, the nation’s PSAT mathematics score
fell only by 0.5 points over the same period.

As is true of other college admission tests, PSAT scores are sensitive to the
number of students who participate. However, we believe the past two years’
test results are particularly useful because, for the first time, a majority of
Minnesota’s juniors (51 percent) were represented.”

ADDITIONAL INDICATORS

Statewide tests of all public school students in 4th, 8th and 11th grade show
that Minnesota children score above the national and regional average on
basic tests of reading, social studies, science, and mathematics.'

Figure 2.6, which presents average results across the four subject areas, shows
that:

® Elementary and secondary test scores are four to seven percentage
points above the national and regional norms.

The same items were administered twice before, and the trend shows that
Minnesota students have earned generally higher average scores since 1977.
In other words, the state has increased its advantage over the nation on basic
tests (unlike college admission tests). However:

® Minnesota secondary students have performed worse in social
studies over the past ten years.

As shown inTable 2.1, national secondary social studies scores dropped even
more--by 4 to 13 percentage points compared with declines of 5 to 8 points
among Minnesota students. Further, the table shows that social studies test
scores improved among Minnesota’s elementary students but not among
fourth graders in the central U.S. or the nation as a whole.

15 Next year, this trend will end and participation in the ACT test will increase further
as the Higher Education Coordinating Board begins substituting the ACT for the
PSAT in its Post-High School Planning Program.

16 Depending on the subject, the Minnesota Department of Education’s statewide as-
sessment tests include 9 to 34 percent of the same questions which are used in tests
developed for the con essionallg?llandated National Assessment of Educational
Progress Program (NAEP). Within Minnesota districts, representative classes of stu-
denfs in grades 4, 8, and 11 take the tests according to directions provided by the
department. District personnel administer the tests, and the department compiles and
analyzes the results.

17 Minnesota Department of Education, Results of the Minnesota Statewide Education-
al Assessment in Science, 1982-83 (September 1985); Statewide Educational Assessment
in Mathematics, 1982-83 (May 1984); Results of Minnesota Statewide Educational As-
sessment in Social Studies, 1981-82 (December 1983); Statewide Educational Assess-
ment in Reading, 1981-82 (July 1983). Supplemental and recent figures were supplied
by the Department of Education.
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Figure 2.6: Average Percent Correct on Identical Test Items in Minnesota,
the Central U.S., and Nation, 1985-87 (Source: Minnesota Department of
Education.)

Minnesota secondary students did make large gains in mathematics: over the
past ten years, scores rose by 8 to 10 percentage points. Also, secondary
science and reading scores improved by 2 to 5 points over the period.

Among elementary students, science and reading scores improved by 3 to 4
percentage points in Minnesota but not in the nation or central U.S. How-
ever, Minnesota’s elementary mathematics score has dropped one percentage
point since 1977.

Advanced Placement

Educators in Minnesota and other states agree that increased Advanced
Placement (AP) participation is a positive indicator of educational oppor-
tunity and more rigorous high school programs.’® Although no national goal

18 Minnesota Department of Education, Access to Excellence (1988).
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Social Combined
ien Mathematics  Studies Reading Average

MINNESOTA

Grade 4 +3 -1 +4 +4 +3

Grade 8 +4 +10 -5 +3 +3

Grade 11 +2 +8 -8 +5 +2
CENTRAL US.

Grade 4 0 3 0 0 -1

Grade 8 0 +8 -4 0 +1

Grade 11 0 +4 -13 0 2
NATIONAL

Grade 4 0 . -3 0 0 -1

Grade 8 0 +10 -4 0 +2

Grade 11 0 +4 -13 0 -2
Source: Minnesota Department of Education.

Table 2.1: Cross-Time Difference in Percent Correct Answers on Identical
Test Items, Minnesota, Central U.S,, and National Results, 1977-1987

has been set for participation in the College Board’s AP program, the federal
wall chart ranks and compares each state.

Students must take one or more standardized tests to be counted as a par-
ticipant in this national program. Depending on performance, the AP tests
make it possible later to skip entry-level college courses in many subjects.

Nationwide, participation in the AP program has nearly doubled in the past
five years. In 1987, 9.7 percent of high school graduates were AP candidates
State students’ compared with 4.7 percent in 1982. Over this period, about two-thirds of the
candidates consistently passed their tests with scores of three or more on a

performance five-point scale.”

on Advanced

Placement Our analysis of Minnesota’s AP participation shows that:

tests has

declined. ® The percentage of test takers nearly doubled between 1985 and 1988,

but Minnesota public school students’ average score and passing
rate fell to approximately the national average.

Table 2.2 shows that 5.3 percent of Minnesota’s public school graduates took
AP tests in 1988 for a participation rate about half the national average. In
1985, 73 percent passed the tests, and the average score was 3.17. This year,
68 percent passed, and the average score was 3.07.

Minnesota’s AP participation may be depressed by the state’s post-secondary
option program which gives students unusual direct access to college courses.

19 College Board, AP Yearbook 1987 (New York, 1988), 4.
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Minnesota U.s.

1085 1986 1987 1988 1985 1986 1987 1988
Candidates as a
Percent of Public
School Graduates 28 36 45 53 8.5 9.9 9.7 10.6
Average Test Score
on Five-Point Scale 3.17 3.07 3.03 3.07 3.02 3.05 3.04 3.07
Percent Who Passed
(Scores of 3 to 5) 73 70 66 68 66 67 66 67
Number of
Candidates 1,552 1,876 2,391 2,852 207,785 238,507 278,037 292,164

Source: College Board.

Table 2.2: Public School Students’ Advanced Placement Test Results,
Minnesota and the Nation, 1985-1988

Also, it is understandable that scores would decline as newly 1nvolved students
and faculty adapt to the AP Program’s stiff requirements.

Accreditation

The North Central Association of Colleges and Schools (NCA) is part of the
national Commission on Schools which has established a respected set of
standards for education programs, services, and facilities. If the standards are
met and schools desire, NCA grants accredited status. If accredited schools
subsequently fall short of standards, NCA issues warnings and may withdraw
accreditation.

In Minnesota, NCA serves as the state’s only official accrediting agency. Par-
ticipation is voluntary, but the program is supported by the Department of
Education which provides offices and staff. Public and private schools cur-
rently are accredited at various levels from elementary to post-secondary.

The Commission on Schools defines the North Central Region as a 19-state
swath running diagonally across the United States from Arizona to Ohio (in-
cluding Minnesota along with West Virginia). Among these states, the most
recent figures (1979-80) show that 81 percent of all high school graduates at-
tended NCA-accredited schools.”® Earlier in the 1970s, 77 percent of secon-
dary graduates nationwide received diplomas from pubhc and private high
schools accredited by NCA.

In contrast:

20 William R, Shirer, "Trends in NCA Accredited Schools", North Central Association
Quarterly 57 (1982): 317.
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® Minnesota’s percentage of graduates from accredited public and
private schools dropped five points between 1980 and 1987.

In 1980, 77 percent of Minnesota’s graduates came from accredited schools.!
Based on calculations by the director of Minnesota’s NCA office, 72 percent

of the state’s graduates received degrees from accredited public and private
schools in 1987.

Over the past ten years, NCA records show that several Minnesota public

high schools withdrew from the accreditation program. Some closed their
doors, but others continue in operation today. However, because some new
high schools became accredited between 1977 and 1987, we found that the
percentage of accredited public high schools remains unchanged at 27 percent.

Figure 2.7 maps the Minnesota districts where at least one public high school
is accredited. Our analysis revealed that the program is widely used in the
Twin Cities metropolitan area but not outstate. During the 1987-88 school

Figure 2.7: School Districts with One or More Accredited High Schools,
1987-88 School Year (Source: North Central Association of Colleges and
Schools.)

21 Ibid., 317.
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year, 83 percent of all Twin Cities metropolitan area districts had at least one
accredited public high school. In other regions, the percentage ranged from a
low of 8 to a high of 24.

Public Approval

When asked directly, citizens and students typically agree that Minnesota
education is good or excellent. The statewide Northstar Poll last year found
that 49 percent of adults rated public education good, and 22 percent called it
excellent. Twenty percent of the 695-person sample rated the system only
fair, and five percent said Minnesota education is poor.

Minnesota high school seniors tend to concur with the adults. Through an an-
nual survey conducted by the American College Testing Program, the students
regularly assess high school education. Consistently, majorities of about two-
thirds of the ACT-tested seniors have described their education program as
"good" or "excellent" since the 1981-82 school year. About one-fourth call
high school education "average," while 10 to 12 percent describe their pro-
gram as "below average" or "very inadequate."

As shown in Figure 2.8, the attitudes of ACT-tested seniors in Minnesota are
five percentage points more positive than seniors across the nation and three
points more positive than those in other Midwestern states. These results are
based on the opinions of 24,603 students or 42 percent of all Minnesota high
school graduates from the Class of 1988.

ACT—-Tested Seniors Are A Bit
More Positive About High School

Percent
O Good W Excellent

Figure 2.8: ACT-Tested Seniors’ Evaluation of the Adequacy of Their High
School Program in Minnesota, the Midwest, and Nation, 1987-88 School
Year (Source: American College Testing Program.)

22 Steven Dornfeld and Ellen Tomson, "New Initiatives in Education Favored by
Public," St. Paul Pioneer Press Dtspatch March 1, 1987, 1A, 10-11A. The questlon was:
"How do you rate public education in Minnesota?"

23 American College Testing Program, ACT High School Profile Report, annual (Towa
City, 1982-88).




28

In the 1950s,
one-fourth of
adults said
schools were
declining;
today, one-
third have that
view.
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However, other surveys suggest that dissatisfaction has increased among stu-
dents and adults over time. When we reviewed the responses of repre-
sentative statewide samples of Minnesota adults in 1955, 1984, and 1987,
results indicated:

® State residents are more likely today than in the past to say that
public schools are worse than those they attended.

Similar but different samples and survey questions make it difficult to pin-
point the change, but statewide polls suggest that about one-third of Min-
nesota adults feel that public education has deterioriated since their
childhood. By comparison, less than one-fourth of the state’s residents
registered such an opinion during the 1950s.

In 1955, one Minnesota Poll item established that 67 percent of adults felt
public schools were doing a better job of preparing children for problems they
would face as grown-ups.” Five percent indicated that schools were doing a
poorer job in this respect, and 22 percent said there was very little difference.

A second Minnesota Poll question from 1955 showed that 48 percent of state
residents felt public schools were doing a better job of teaching reading, writ-
ing, and arithmetic to children compared with schools of their day. Twenty-
two percent said schools were doing a worse job, 19 percent saw little
difference, and 11 percent made other replies or had no opinion.

About 30 years later, the Minnesota Poll asked: "In general, would you say
that the schools do a better job now than they did when you went to school, a
worse job, or is there no difference?" Only 30 percent replied that schools
were doing a better job, while 37 percent said they were doing a worse job, 24
percent saw no difference, and 9 percent had no opinion.

More recently, the Northstar Poll asked a different question and showed that
58 percent of Minnesotans think that public schools today are better than
those they had attended. However, 29 percent said they were worse, and 13
percent didn’t say.?® College graduates and Twin Cities residents were par-
ticularly disaffected: one-third or more said schools had become worse. In ad-
dition, about two-thirds of the adults in this poll said they would "be willing to
pay higher state taxes if the increase went to improve public schools."

We also found a slight increase in dissatisfaction among seniors who are sur-
veyed regularly by the Minnesota State Board of Vocational Technical Educa-
tion. We looked at the responses over time especially to this item: "I am

24 Minneapolis Tribune, "Poll Studies Minnesotans’ Views on School Problems"
November 27, 1955). The question was: "In comparison with the schools in your day,
l(l)l?'ou think the public schools today do a better job or a poorer job of preparing

<(:1 if'fd:en fq)r the problems they will face as grown-ups, or do you thnnk there’s very little

erence?"

25 Minnesota Poll, February 10-27, 1984, unpublished tabulations based on a repre-
sentative sample of 1,222.

26 Dornfeld and Tomson, "New Initiatives Favored by Public," 11A. "No difference"
was not a response option to the question: "Would you say today’s public schools are
better or worse than the schools you attended?".
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satisfied with my choice of high school classes (yes or no)."?’ Results show
that most seniors are satisfied. However:

® The proportion of dissatisfied seniors grew from 11.5 percent in the
Class of 1980 to 14.4 percent in the Class of 1986.

Among the Classes of 1981 and 1982, 11.9 and 10.9 percent of the seniors
(respectively) said they were dissatisfied. The annual survey was discontinued
for 1983, and no information is available about satisfaction for the Class of
1984. However, when the pre-graduation survey item was given to the Class
of 1985, dissatisfaction registered 15.8 percent.

Further, we examined special tabulations of responses where the majority of
seniors completed the state board’s pre-graduation survey and found:

® Nonwhite and northeastern Minnesota seniors are less satisfied
than other students with high school.

Among the 187 nonwhite seniors who completed surveys from the Class of
1986, 20 percent said they were dissatisfied with their choice of high school
programs. In the northeastern economic development region (#3), 19 per-
cent said they were displeased. In all other economic development regions,
dissatisfaction was close to the statewide average of 14.

We also obtained summaries of the reasons which seniors gave for their dis-
satisfaction with high school classes. Changes in personal goals were most
common, cited by 32 percent. Miscellaneous reasons were second in frequen-
cy (26 percent), followed by schedule conflicts (20 percent).

Finally, we looked at responses to an item which asks dissatisfied seniors to
select the major area of study they would take if they could start high school
classes over. A plurality of 46 percent said that they would have prepared for
college.

Students’ generally positive attitude toward education is further reflected by
the fact that the majority of Minnesota high school graduates subsezguently do
go to college. Nationally, only about one in three go on to college.

Moreover, Minnesota seniors’ enrollment in post-secondary programs has
risen dramatically over the past ten years. Figure 2.9 shows that nearly two-
thirds of all former high school students were enrolled in college or vocational
school one year after graduation in 1986. By comparison, only about half the
graduates said they were enrolled in college or vocational programs during
the mid- to late-1970s. Four-year colleges alone enrolled 45 percent of public
school graduates from the Class of 1986.%°

27 Minnesota State Board of Vocational Technical Education, Plans After High
School, updated mimeo (1988).

28 U.S. Department of Education, Trends in Minority Enrollment in Higher Education
(Washington, April 1988), 14.

29 John M. Sedey, Minnesota High School Follow-up ’87: Class of 1986 One Year Later
(Minnesota State Board of Vocational Technical Education, August 1988), 8.
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Figure 2.9: Minnesota High School Graduates’ Educational Activity One
Year Later, Classes of 1975-1986 (Source: Minnesota State Board of
Vocational Technical Education.)

SUMMARY

Compared with the nation as a whole and other states, Minnesota enjoys
favorable socioeconomic conditions which contribute to relatively positive
education indicators. We noted that fairly few students drop out of school,
students and the public generally are satisfied, and most seniors enroll in post-
secondary schools. In addition, test scores usually are better than the national
average, and students increasingly prepare for the rigorous national Advanced
Placement examinations.

But we found that college admission test scores often were better in the past
when similar or greater percentages of students participated. Further, the ad-
mission test score gap between Minnesota and the nation has narrowed, and
other indicators suggest some deterioration in the performance of
Minnesota’s education system. Secondary social studies test scores have
declined, smaller percentages of students graduate from accredited schools,
and surveys suggest that dissatisfaction has risen among students and the
public at large.

Even if Minnesota’s education performance indicators were unchanged, Chap-
ter 2 showed that the state’s advantage would be reduced because college ad-
mission test scores are improving nationally. As we discussed in Chapter 1,
many other states--but not Minnesota--adopted aggressive, basic reforms
which have been credited with reversing the downward trend in only a few
years.
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Essentially, our review of background information revealed that Minnesota
now faces the same situation which prompted the national education reform
movement--declining college admission test scores. We think the Legislature
should be concerned about these trends. To preserve Minnesota’s national
reputation, policy makers could re-examine the recommendations developed
by A Nation At Risk and outlined in Chapter 1. For example: increased
graduation requirements, a longer school day and year, more emphasis on
academic studies, and better working conditions for teachers. Some of the
basic reform measures which have been adopted elsewhere could be helpful.

In the next chapter, we describe the state’s current role in high school educa-
tion and its standards for graduation, curriculum, instructional time, and
academic performance. We compare Minnesota’s standards with those of
other states and show considerable differences which national studies suggest
are also related to education performance.
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Chapter 3

a strong national reputation for public education. Since the beginning
f the 1980s, Minnesota has been recognized for enhancing secondary
education with many innovative, voluntary programs directed at local districts,
students, teachers, and administrators. However, little has been done to en-
sure that Minnesota’s standards have kept pace with changes in the secondary
education system.

’_ s we discussed in Chapters 1 and 2, Minnesota has traditionally enjoyed

It is important to examine the state’s current assortment of standards because
secondary education is provided through a varied, increasingly complex
delivery system. In addition, and perhaps more important, districts’ adherence
to meaningful standards should provide assurance that all students in the state
have equal access to quality education.

This chapter examines Minnesota’s existing standards and compares them
with standards in other states. Our analysis revolves around two key ques-
tions:

® How does the Legislature, the State Board of Education, and the
Department of Education regulate public secondary education?

® How do Minnesota’s standards for grades 9 through 12 compare
nationally?

STATE-LEVEL EDUCATIONAL
GOVERNANCE

According to the Minnesota Constitution: ". .. it is the duty of the legislature
to establish a general and uniform system of public schools. The legislature
shall make such provisions by taxation or otherwise as will secure a thorough
and efficient system of public schools throughout the state."’ Thus, the state’s
responsibility goes beyond simply creating a system of school districts
throughout the state. The constitution requires that system to be general,
uniform, thorough, and efficient.

1 Minn. Constitution, Article XIII, Section 1.
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The 1985 Legislature further defined the goals of that system: “... the pur-
pose of public education in Minnesota is to help all individuals acquire
knowledge, skills, and positive attitudes toward self and others that will enable
them to solve problems, think creatively, continue learning, and develop maxi-
mum potential for leading productive, fulfilling lives in a complex and chang-
ing society."

Together, the Constitution and statutes require the state to ensure that all stu-
dents have equal access to sound educational programs that not only provide
basic skills, but also permit them to pursue post-secondary education.

This section provides an overview of how Minnesota finances and governs
secondary education in light of these responsibilities. In this discussion, we
distinguish only very generally between the standards set by the Legislature
and those set by the State Board of Education or enforced by the Department
of Education. We do so for two reasons. First, school district administrators
perceive themselves operating under generalized "state" regulation rather
than separate regulations by the different layers of state government. Second,
responsibility over all public education rests ultimately with the Legislature
even though it has delegated considerable authority.

Historical Trends

Through the years, the state has gradually assumed a greater share of educa-
tion financing, due partly to financial inequities among districts and increasing
property taxes. As the state’s financial commitment grew, so too has its inter-
est in how local school districts spend that money.

Financial Support

Historically, the state has responded to its constitutional mandate by creating
and funding local school districts. Minnesota has a long history of providing
financial support for public education.® The first state aid distribution was
made as early as 1863. And, by 1915, state categorical aids for vocational
education, special education, and pupil transportation already were in place.

Initially, state support for public education was minimal; local property taxes
provided most district revenue. From 1900 through 1930, state aids provided
only about 20 percent of revenues. By 1960, state support had increased to 40
percent. However, reliance on local property taxes to fund most district
operations led to considerable financial inequities since districts with low

2 Minn. Laws (1985), Chapter 240, Section 1.

3 For a more thorough discussion, see Minnesota Department of Education, The
ABC’s of Minnesota School Finance: Paying for the Public Schools in 1987-88 and 1988-
89 (November 1987).
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property valuations had fewer resources to draw upon than higher valued dis-
tricts.

The Legislature for years has wrestled with the question of financial equity
and, indirectly, program equity. Although the state initiated equalization pay-
ments for operating expenditures as early as 1915, these played only a minor
role in district funding.” Then, in 1957, the Legislature created the founda-
tion aid program, which combined equalization aid and basic aid in one
unified program. Foundation aid further established a guaranteed level of
support per pupil unit to be funded with both local and state tax dollars.’

Over time, however, foundation aid made up less and less of districts’ operat-
ing costs. To compensate, school districts relied on local property taxes which,
in some cases, rose rapidly. In 1971, the Legislature devised a plan to reduce
differences between districts’ foundation aid and operating costs while placing
restrictions on local property tax levies. This plan, sometimes called the "Min-
nesota Miracle," also increased the state’s share of district revenues to about
63 percent.

The "miracle" lasted only a few years; financial inequities began to grow again
in the late 1970s. In 1983, the Legislature introduced a "tiered" foundation
aid program. Four years later, the Legislature replaced that program with the
general education aid program, which is designed to increase equity among
districts today.

The general education aid program combines foundation aid, retirement aid,
and eight categorical aids into one payment. Three additional cost factors
may increase state aid but not local levies. While these cost factors are similar
to those of previous formulas, they have been reduced in total dollars and
focused on fewer districts.

Figure 3.1 shows how state support for public education and local reliance on
property taxes have changed since the early 1970s. Although state aid as a
percentage of total district revenues generally grew during the 1970s (peaking
at 72 percent during the 1981-82 school year), it has since stabilized around 62
percent.

4 Equalization payments for capital expenditures have been in place only since 1978.

5 _ Pupil units are determined by applying weights to districts’ averaﬁe daily member-
ship (ADM). Currently, each kindergarten ADM counts as 0.5 pupil units; each pre-
kindergarten, handicapped kindergarten, and elementary ADM counts as 1.0 pupil
unit; and each secondary ADM counts as 1.35. Thus, districts receive more funding
for secondary students than elementary students.

6 The federal government Flzys only a minor role in secondary education. During
the 1986-87 school year, the federal government contributed only four percent of dis-
trict operating revenues. See Minnesota Department of Education, School District
Profiles, 1986-87.
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Figure 3.1: State and Local Governments’ Share of District Revenue,
1971-1989 (Source: Senate Counsel and Research.)

Since the late 1960s, the state has guaranteed a uniform amount of operating
revenue per pupil unit to all districts. For the 1987-88 school year, this
amount, commonly referred to as the "formula allowance," was $1,720 per
pupil unit.” Both state and local government contribute to this, based on local
government’s ability to pay. The local share is determined by each district’s
equalized property valuation, which is the assessed valuation of taxable
property in a district, adjusted by the Equalization Review Committee to com-
pensate for differences in local assessment practices. The State Department
of Education computes each district’s local share by applying a uniform tax
rate (determined by the Legislature) to its assessed valuation. This amount is
then collected through local property taxes.®

However, equalized property valuation varies widely among districts. For
1985, it ranged from $154 to $125,387 per pupil unit and averaged $38,487.

Differences in property wealth, for which the funding formula tries to com-
pensate, may affect each district’s ability to supplement state funding for
education. For the most part, additional revenue to maintain or expand
programs, especially during enrollment declines, must come through referen-
dum levies which must be approved in local elections.

An increasing number of districts are using referendum levies. During the
1988-89 school year, 239 of 436 districts are collecting additional operating
revenue through referendum levies, up from 216 two years earlier.

7 ‘This increased to $2,755 per pupil unit for the 1988-89 school year but also includes
funding for retirement contributions and most categorical programs.

8 Districts whose levy limitations would raise as much or more than the formula al-
lowance Fer pupil unit receive no basic state aid. In such districts--15 during the 1987-
88 school year--levies are limited to pupil units times the formula allowance.

9 1985 valuation was used to compute state education aids for the 1987-88 school
I):gfar. Seesznesota Department of Education, The ABC’s of Minnesota School
inance, 2.
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Program Involvement

Minnesota has a strong tradition of local control over education. The state
has traditionally encouraged districts to design their own programs to reflect
local needs and desires.

Thus, the state has set few academic standards for school districts over the
years. For the most part, curriculum issues have been left to teachers and
school administrators. Instead, the state has been satisfied generally with
specifying broad time requirements and a few required topics or subject areas.
For example, there are statutory requirements mandating that instruction be
provided in health and physical education, special education, morality, chemi-
cal abuse and its prevention, environmental conservation education, the Dec-
laration of Independence and U.S. Constitution, and American Indian
language and culture.'®

However, as the state gradually increased its share of district funding,
programming became a stronger interest. Financial equity questions remain,
but legislative concern now encompasses issues of program equity and quality
as well.

At least three factors contributed significantly to increased state concern over
education standards and policies. First, A Nation at Risk’s very critical analysis
of public education caused states across the nation, including Minnesota, to
review their education standards. Second, increased national and internation-
al business competition has contributed to greater state involvement in educa-
tion issues. The relationship between education and economic development
policies has been strengthened in the last few years as economic development
strategies recognize high quality educational resources as vital ingredients for
economic growth and recovery. Third, studies have shown that districts have
difficulty providing curriculum as enrollment (and thus revenues) decline, as
described in Chapter 6.

Related concerns led the 1983 Legislature to direct the Commissioner of
Education to report on needed changes in secondary education. The report
was to focus on how well current requirements prepared students for post-
secondary education." Among other items, the commissioner was to examine
student graduation standards and recommend increased district curriculum re-
quirements. The Legislature also directed the commissioner to evaluate the
possibility of extending the school year.2

Subsequently, two major regulatory changes occurred in secondary education:
(1) higher minimum curriculum requirements for districts, calling for two
years of a single foreign language and increasing mathematics and science re-
quirements from one year each to four years each; and (2) state development
of desired learner outcomes which describe the knowledge and skills each

10 Minn. Stat. §8126.02 through 126.115.
11 Minn. Laws (1983), Chapter 314, Article 8, Section 22.
12 Minn. Laws (1983), Chapter 314, Article 8, Section 24.
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major curriculum area is supposed to cover.!® Also, the Legislature directed
the Department of Education to develop a curriculum monitoring system to
ensure district compliance with state standards.

However, few additional changes were made to the state’s basic system for
regulating education. Instead of greater regulatory reform, the state con-
centrated on creating voluntary programs to enhance secondary education.
These programs, outlined in Figure 3.2, focus on: (a) improving the delivery
of secondary programs, (b) increasing the range of student choices, and (c) en-
hancing teacher and administrator professionalism.

Legislative interest in program issues remains high. For example, the Legisla-
tive Commission on Public Education, created in 1983, was expanded to in-
clude an Educational Organization Task Force in 1988. Also this year, the
Senate Education Committee created 13 study groups to help committee
members better address education issues. Although all of these groups are in-
terested in funding issues, program questions predominate.

STATE STANDARDS

This section examines the state’s influence over instructional programs
through state standards and regulations. To facilitate our examination, it is
necessary to differentiate between "program" standards and "performance”
standards.* We define program standards as the inputs necessary for success-
ful education. Such standards include curriculum offerings and graduation re-
quirements as well as requirements that set time in school, class size, and
staffing ratios.

Program standards can be directed at students, teachers, or districts. Student
program standards largely amount to "gatekeeping." For example, they may
specify the number and type of courses students must take to graduate. Also,
they may define attendance or homework policies. Teacher program stand-
ards are largely directed at ensuring instructional quality; they may specify in-
structional materials to be used in classes or specific topics to be covered.
District program standards aim to ensure widespread opportunity; they may
specify the range and level of available courses or the amount of time districts
must hold classes.

In contrast, performance standards represent the evidence of successful educa-
tion. They relate to demonstrated performance through achievement tests,
grades, or observed behavior.

These standards also can be directed at students, teachers, or districts. For ex-
ample, student performance standards may require a passing score on a stand-
ardized test or a certain grade-point average for graduation. Teacher

13 The Legislature reguired districts to adopt Eolicies which establish measurable
learner objectives in 1984 (Minn. Laws (1984), Chapter 464, Article 8, Section 5). It
did not require the department to develop model learner outcomes until 1985 (Minn.
Laws (1985), First Special Session, Chapter 12, Article 8, Section 15} and essential
learner outcomes until 1987 (Minn. Laws (1987), Chapter 398, Article 8, Section 23).

14 This section draws from a typology by Margaret E. Goertz, State Educational Stand-
ards: A 50-State Survey (Princeton, N.J..” Educational Testing Service, January 1986).
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performance standards may require passage of periodic competency tests or
achievement of a certain grade-point average in order to teach. Finally, dis-
trict performance standards, sometimes used to make accreditation or funding
decisions, may require that each district’s students achieve a minimum level of
knowledge reflected by standardized tests.

Program and performance standards are inter-related. Ideally, program stand-
ards which define in part what goes into an educational program should lead
to certain educational outcomes expressed in terms of minimally acceptable
performance standards. Figure 3.3 summarizes Minnesota’s program and per-
formance standards for students and districts. This information indicates that:

® Minnesota’s education regulations focus mainly on program--or
input--standards rather than performance standards.

Because the state has not defined minimum levels of acceptable performance
for either districts or students, there is no assurance that students graduating
from high schools around the state possess minimum competencies in basic
skills. This is especially worrisome in view of declining test scores and student

DISTRICT PROGRAM STANDARDS

6-hour school day

170-day school year

1,020 hours per school year

Curriculum to include 600 hours of English (communication skills); 480
hours each of social studies, mathematics, and science; 240 hours each of
foreign language, music, and visual arts; 200 hours of physical educa-
tion/health; 120 hours of home economics/industrial arts; and 1,200 hours of
electives

o Written discipline policies

STUDENT PROGRAM STANDARDS

» 20 credits to graduate (2,400 hours)

» 480 hours of English (communication skills), 360 hours of social studies, 200
hours of physical education/health, and 120 hours each of mathematics and
science

« Mandatory attendance up to 16 years of age?

DISTRICT PERFORMANCE STANDARDS

« Curriculum assessment program, including essential learner outcomes

« Develop instructional improvement plans based upon curriculum assess-
ment

« Student assessment program in mathematics and English (communication
skills)

STUDENT PERFORMANCE STANDARDS

« No statewide standards

*This increases to 18 years for students who begin school in 2000-2001 or later.

Figure 3.3: Minnesota High School Education Standards
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dissatisfaction noted in Chapter 2. Further, we found that required district
reports to communities concerning student and district performance often are
promotional and vary so much in form that they make inter-district perfor-
mance comparisons impossible.

Program Standards

State program standards place requirements upon districts to provide instruc-
tional time and a distribution of subject areas within the curriculum. Program
standards also govern students’ attendance and graduation requirements.

Instructional Time Standards

District time standards specified in Minnesota statutes and state board rule
define the length of the school year and school day. Minn. Star. §124.19 re-
quires high schools to provide a minimum of 170 instructional days per year,
not including summer school. While statutes require high schools to be in ses-
sion at least 175 days a year, not all of these days must be devoted to instruc-
tion. Up to five days can be used for parent-teacher conferences, teacher
workshops, or teacher in-service training.

Standards also require that the high school day be at least six hours long. This
excludes lunch time, but includes "passing time", or the time students spend
moving between classes, as well as study halls, homeroom and non-credit-bear-
ing activity periods.

Multiplying Minnesota’s yearly standard (170 days) by its daily standard (6
hours) results in a minimum district requirement of 1,020 hours per school
year.

Curriculum and Graduation Standards

The Legislature has delegated authority to define district curriculum stand-
ards and student graduation standards to the State Board of Education. Cur-
rently, state board rules require that districts offer but not necessarily deliver a
minimum number of hours in each broad curriculum area sometime during
the four years of high school:

600 hours of English (communication skills);

480 hours each of social studies, mathematics, and science;’
240 hours each of one foreign language, music, and visual arts;
140 hours of physical education;

120 hours of industrial arts/home economics;

60 hours of health; and

15 Social studies must include 120 hours of studies of America, which includes
American history, and 120 hours of contemporary world problems.

16 Physical education must be offered for a minimum of 80 hours in grade 9 and 60
hours m grade 10.
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® 1,200 hours of electives.

The state defines student graduation standards in two ways: (1) the total num-
ber of credits needed to graduate, and (2) the number of credits students must
earn within broad curriculum areas.

The state board requires high school students to earn at least 20 credits in
grades nine through twelve to graduate. Each credit represents a minimum of
120 hours of instruction. Thus, a student needs to complete at least 2,400
hours of instruction to receive a diploma.

State board rules further define the subject areas in which slightly more than
half of students’ total instructional time must be spent:

480 hours of English (4 years);

360 hours of social studies (3 years);’

120 hours of mathematics (1 year);

120 hours of science (1 year);

200 hours of physical education and health (1.7 years); and

1,120 hours of electives (9.3 years).

It should be noted that these curriculum and graduation standards are very
general. Consequently, districts have considerable discretion in complying.
For example, curriculum standards require districts simply to offer, not pro-
vide, the required number of hours in each curriculum area. Also, they do not
address how districts must deliver or schedule their curriculum. Nor do stand-
ards specify the types or content of courses which must be included in cur-
riculum areas or graduation requirements. These shortcomings contribute to
many of the problems discussed in Chapters 4, 5, and 6.

Performance Standards

As we discussed earlier, performance standards prescribe what constitutes
evidence of successful education. The state’s performance standards are
reflected by the Planning, Evaluation and Reporting process (PER) This is
esentially a district-oriented assessment program with both curriculum and stu-
dent competency components.

PER’s curriculum component requires districts to develop a curriculum
review process which includes testing a sample of students in at least three
grades in two curriculum areas each year. The process is intended to measure
whether districts’ programs meet their own goals and desired learner out-
comes.

17 Of this, 120 hours must consist of American studies, such as American history, and
120 hours must cover contemporary world problems.

18 Minn. Stat. §8§126.65 through 126.67.
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In 1987, the Legislature amended PER to require districts to measure
whether their programs meet state-specified learner outcomes, also known as
"essential learner outcomes."”” These outcomes are being developed by the
Department of Education with assistance from the State Curriculum Advisory
Council, education professionals, and the general public. They specify the
knowledge and skills the major curriculum areas are expected to develop.?’

To measure whether districts’ curricula meet local goals as well as the state’s,
districts may either develop their own testing procedures or use tests
developed by the Department of Education. During the 1986-87 school year,
about two-thirds of the districts (296 of 436) used the department’s "pig-
gyback” assessment tests among their 4th, 8th, and 11th graders.?!

Districts can "piggyback” or administer these tests along with the Department
of Education’s statewide assessment program. However, some of their stu-
dents must be tested through the statewide assessment program once every
three years. The state’s assessment program is intended to measure aggregate
statewide performance in meeting essential learner outcomes in the major cur-
riculum areas, not to measure district or student performance. Thus, it
generally does not function as a district or student performance standard.

PER’s student competency component requires districts to assess student
achievement through the Assurance of Mastery (AOM) Program. Districts
must test students in mathematics and English at least four times between
kindergarten and 12th grade. Students who fail districts’ various standards
then must be offered (but need not accept) remedial help.

Our analysis of PER shows that:

® PER has serious shortcomings as a district performance standard.

The state holds no one accountable for districts’ achievement scores reflected
by the department’s assessment tests or their own tests. Although districts
must publish summaries of test results in a consistent manner, they need not
disclose how many students fail to achieve state learner objectives or district
assurance of mastery standards. And although districts receive some addition-
al state funds for satisfying reporting requirements, the Department of Educa-
tion in the past simply allocated these monies to all districts which submitted
reports regardless of content.??

19 Minn. Laws (1987), Chapter 398, Article 8, Section 23.

20 There are two levels of learner outcomes. First, Minn. Laws (1985), First Special
Session, Chapter 12, Article 8, Section 15 requires the department to develop model
learner outcomes in at least English, social studies, mathematics, and science for
kindergarten to 12th grade. T eg reflect the full range of possible outcomes in each
curriculum area. Second, the 1987 Legislature required districts to include essential
learner outcomes in their curriculum. These represent a subset of model learner out-
comes. The detpartment has developed essential learner outcomes so far only in math-
ematics; those for English are near completion. Committees to develop essential
learner outcomes for the remaining curriculum areas have just been formed.

21 Minnesota Department of Education, 4 Rggort on the Biennial Evaluation of
School District Testing Programs (February 1988).

22 For example, 401 of 436 districts submitted PER reports for the 1986-87 school
year. Twenty-five percent neglected to include an evaluation of their testing program
as required by law. See Minnesota Department of Education, 4 Report on the Biennial
Evaluation of School District Testing Programs (February 1988).
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In addition:

® PER’s Assurance of Mastery Program is lacking as a student
performance standard.

First, students are not required to achieve minimum levels of competency in
tested subject matters to be promoted or graduate. Second, the state does not
review districts’ minimum standards to ensure some degree of consistency.
Thus, students offered remedial help in one district may not be offered
remedial help in another.

It should be noted that recent proposals of a State Board of Education study
committee recommend that students be required to meet district AOM stand-
ards in mathematics and English to graduate.?? Such a requirement would be
a first step in establishing student performance standards, although minimum
levels of competency would still vary among districts.

Finally, PER data will not be included in the Department of Education’s in-
tegrated data base (IDB).2* This is a new statewide computer system which
will collect data on finances, students, staff, and curriculum while reducing the
number of reports districts must file. However, if IDB does not collect
achievement data, it will be difficult to examine relationships between pro-
gram inputs and outcomes. The Legislature as well as the department and dis-
tricts themselves badly need this type of information to evaluate education in
Minnesota.

Monitoring

Although the state has an assortment of standards that districts are expected
to meet, our examination revealed that:

® The Department of Education does not monitor regular education
programs on a routine basis.

In fact, the 1983 Legislature had to direct the department to measure district

compliance with then-existing curriculum requirements and to develop an on-
. . 25 . .

going system to ensure future compliance.” And while the curriculum

monitoring project was begun in 1985, it provides little meaningful informa-

tion useful in describing or monitoring districts’ actual curricula.

23 Minnesota State Board of Education Study Committee, Recommended Rule Chan-
ges in Graduation Requirements and Minimum Program Ojf‘eﬁng (July 1988).

24 Minn. Laws (1987), Chapter 398, Article 7, Section 15 requires the department to
collect and maintain data on each student, staff, and program by district.

25 Minn. Laws (1983), Chapter 314, Article 8, Section 22,
26 Chapter 6 discusses this project in greater detail.
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The Department of Education has a regular education monitoring function
within its Office of Monitoring and Compliance, which has traditionally
monitored only special education programs. Regular education monitoring,
however, is a low priority. No staff within the office are assigned to monitor
regular education programs on a full-time basis. Furthermore, the only staff
person monitoring regular education does so on a part-time basis (.25 FTE)
and is employed in another office altogether.27

In addition to being understaffed, regular education monitoring in the Office
of Monitoring and Compliance is severely underfunded. The office budgeted
only about $2,500 for consultants and special expenses for regular education
monitoring in 1986-87; this amount decreased to $2,000 for 1987-88.

NATIONAL COMPARISONS

Minnesota’s educational standards contrast sharply with those of other states.
Our analysis shows that:

® Minnesota has weaker program or input standards, especially
student graduation requirements, than many other states. Further,
other states are ahead of Minnesota in developing performance
standards.

Program Standards

Table 3.1 compares Minnesota with other states on three types of district pro-
gram requirements: instructional days per year, hours per school day, and
hours per school year. We find that:

® While Minnesota requires a relatively long school day (six hours),
the number of instructional days required annually is less than
most states, and the overall number of school hours per year is only
about average.

Table 3.1 indicates that 24 states (shown in Figure 3.4) require districts to be
operational for more hours per school year than Minnesota.

Minnesota, along with Virginia and Alaska, requires the fewest number of in-
structional days per year. In all, only eight states (including Minnesota) re-
quire less than 175 instructional days annually. Nineteen states require at
least 180 instructional days.

Minnesota’s six-hour secondary school day requirement is slightly higher than
the national average of 5.6 hours. Daily requirements range from 4 to 6.5
hours across the nation. Twenty-three states (including Minnesota) generally

27 Other staff in the department are called in to help monitor regular education on a
case-by-case basis.
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Instruction Hours Per Hours Per
State Days Per Year _Day —Year
Alabama 175 6 1,050
Alaska 170 5 850
Arizona 175 6 1,050
Arkansas 175 5 875
California 175 6 1,050
Colorado 176 6 1,056
Connecticut 180 4 720
Delaware 180 6 1,080
District of Columbia 184 2 --
Florida 180 5 900
Georgia 180 6 1,080
Hawaii 175 6 1,050
Idaho 177 5 885
Illinois 176 5 880
Indiana 175 6 1,050
Iowa 179 - -
Kansas 180 6 1,080
Kentucky 175 6 1,050
Louisiana 175 5 875
Maine 175 5 875
: Maryland 180 6 1,080
Mlnl}ESOta Massachusetts 180 5.5 990
requires about Michigan 180 5 900
the average MINNESOTA 170 g 1,022
Mississippi 175 87
number of Missours. 174 6 1,044
hours per Montana 173 6 1,038
Nebraska 180 6 1,080
school year. Nevada 175 55 962.5
New Hampshire 180 5.5 990
New Jersey 180 4 720
New Mexico 177 5.5 973.5
New York 177 5.5 973.5
North Carolina 180 6 1,080
North Dakota 173 6 1,038
Ohio 178 5 890
Oklahoma 175 6 1,050
Oregon 175 A -
Pennsylvania 180 55 990
Rhode Island 173 5.5 952.5
South Carolina 180 6 1,080
South Dakota 171 55 940.5
Tennessee 180 6.5 1,170
Texas 175 6 1,050
Utah 180 6 1,080
Vermont 175 55 962.5
Virginia 170 55 935
Washington 180 6 1,080
West Virginia 180 5.75 1,035
Wisconsin 175 2 -
Wyoming 175 6 1,050
NATIONWIDE 176.7 5.6 989
Source: Education Commission of the States and Educational Testing Service.
®No state requirement.

Table 3.1: State Requirements for Length of High School Day and Year
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Figure 3.4: Required Hours Per School Year by State

require a six-hour day. Only one state, Tennessee, requires a longer school
day.

In addition:

e Minnesota requires fewer instructional days per year than it did in
1967.

In the early 1960s, the State Board of Education defined a credit hour as five
50-minute classes or their equivalent per week for 36 weeks, which equals 180
days. By 1967, however, the Legislature had adopted a 175-day year. Ten
years later, in 1977, the Legislature permitted districts to use up to five of
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these days for teacher workshops and training, thereby reducing the amount
of instruction time required to its present 170 days. Throughout this period,
Minnesota’s requirement of a six-hour school day remained constant.

Since 1983 when A Nation at Risk exposed serious problems in education,
only a few states have increased their time requirements significantly. In-
stead, most state reforms focus on how time in school might be better used.
Thus, no state even approaches the 7-hour, 200 to 220 day high school calen-
dar recommended in the report.

Furthermore, Minnesota’s requirements, as well as those of the United States
as a whole, are low when compared with those of other countries. According
to A Nation at Risk, it is not unusual for academic high school students in
England and other industrialized countries to spend 8 hours a day at school,
220 days per year.?

In 1983, at the direction of the Legislature, the Department of Education
evaluated the idea of extending the school year in Minnesota.*® But rather
than increase the school year or day, the report recommended that districts as-
sess the quantity and quality of their present classroom time and, where
needed, increase the effectiveness of that time.3!

The department projected that lengthening the school year by each additional
day of school in Minnesota for 1984-85 could cost as much as $12.6 million.
However, we calculate this to be less than one percent of the total revenues
received by districts for that school year. The department estimated that the
cost for lengthening each school day by half an hour over the school year
could be as high as %90.8 million. We calculate this to be four percent of total
revenues received.?

Table 3.2 describes student graduation requirements across the nation. These
data indicate:

® Minnesota’s 20-credit graduation requirement is near the national
average of 19.7.

As shown in Figure 3.5, 18 states have higher graduation requirements than
Minnesota, while 15 have lower requirements.

While Minnesota’s graduation requirements have remained unchanged since
1983, most other states increased their requirements as A Nation at Risk
recommended. At least 41 states increased the number of credits students
must earn to graduate, and standards in 11 of these states now exceed
Minnesota’s requirement.

28 National Commission on Excellence in Education, A Nation at Risk, 29.
29 Ibid., 21,
30 Minn. Laws (1983), Chapter 314, Article 8, Section 24.

gl l\lrls’ig:%esota Department of Education, Report on Extending the School Year (Novem-
er .

32 The department noted that these estimates were based on the full participation of
all school districts and the application of various financial assumptions to all districts
which may tend to yield "upper-end" or "high-cost” projections.
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Education Commission of the States, 1987.)

Table 3.2 also compares student graduation requirements by subject areas.

Results show:

e Minnesota requires students to take substantially less mathematics
and science than almost any other state.

Minnesota’s requirements for English and social studies are similar to those of
other states. However, 43 states require two or more years of mathematics
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for graduation; 10 require three years. Only one other state has a mathe-
matics requirement at Minnesota’s low level.

In science, 40 states require two or more years of high school study before
graduation. Minnesota is one of only five states requiring a single year of
science to graduate.

Unlike Minnesota, most other states have increased specific requirements for
students’ graduation. Since 1980, 42 states increased their mathematics re-
quirements and 36 increased their high school science requirements.

In addition, we found that:

® A growing number of states are establishing more rigorous
curricular requirements for college-bound students.

To date, 17 states and the District of Colum-
bia, shown in Figure 3.6, have established
honors-level high school diplomas which re-
quire students either to complete additional
credits or more advanced coursework. For ex-
ample, New York offers a Regents Diploma
that requires students to take three years of a
single foreign language. Florida’s Academic
Scholars Diploma requires students to study a
foreign language for two years and mathe-
matics and science for four years each.

In 1983, the Minnesota Legislature directed
the State Department of Education to make
recommendations for changes in student
graduation standards.> In its report to the
Legislature, the department did not recom-
mend an increase. Rather, it pointed out the
need to develop a set of outcomes or expecta-
tions from learning. In addition, the depart-
ment recommended: "...local school boards
determine the requirements for high school
graduation and achievement standards in their
local district or use the State Department of

Figure 3.6: States with High

Education model, whichever is more School Honor Diplomas
rigorous.” (Source: Education

Commission of the States,
More recently, a State Board of Education 1987.)

study committee proposed requiring high
school students to complete two years each of
mathematics and science courses rather than

33 Note that increased requirements have yet to take effect in some states.
34 Minn. Laws (1983), Chapter 314, Article 8, Section 22.

35 Minnesota Department of Education, Commissioner’s Report on Need for Cur-
riculum Changes (%ctober 1983).
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the one year now needed to graduate.® This proposal is being considered by
the state board and will be discussed in public hearings. If adopted,
Minnesota’s requirements in mathematics and science would be comparable
to most other states.

Performance Standards

A number of states have enacted student competency standards within the
last five years. Thus, our analysis found:

o Other states are more likely than Minnesota to ensure students’
satisfactory performance and educational achievement.

Thirty-six states (including Minnesota) require statewide assessment to
monitor student performance or identify students who need remedial help.
However, many states have gone a step further. As shown in Figure 3.7, 20
states now require students to pass minimum competency tests as a condition
for graduation. For example, by 1991, New York’s minimum competency test
will cover reading, writing, mathematics,
American history and government, science,
and global studies.

Also, a small number of states are using these
tests to monitor district performance. In
Arkansas, student achievement is a measure
of district performance. If fewer than 85 per-
cent of students in a school meet state-estab-
lished minimum standards, the school must
participate in a state-administered improve-
ment program. New York has a similar pro-
gram that requires low-performing schools to
develop self-improvement plans. If insuffi-
cient progress is made to correct deficiencies,
the state requires specific corrective action.
In South Carolina, principals are evaluated
partly on the basis of student performance,
and schools are awarded incentive money for
improved student achievement scores over
time.

Finally, many states have adopted perfor-
mance standards for teachers. As Table 3.3
shows, these go beyond basic certification . : Sta ich
programs. At least 33 states, including Min- Figure 3.7: States Whic
nesota, require aspiring teachers to pass state .
tests before training or being certified to M'mm(;' m dCortnpgtency TeSt
teach. Since April 1988, Minnesota has re- to sradua e(, ource:
quired prospective teachers to pass abasic - Education Commission of the
skills test as a condition of state licensure. States, 1987.)

Require Students to Pass a

36 Minnesota State Board of Education Study Committee, Recornmended Rule Chan-
ges in Graduation Requirements and Minimum Program Offering (July 1988).
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Entrance Into _Completion of Teacher Education/Certification

Teacher

_Education Test of:

Minimum  Basic General Professional ~ Specialty Minimum

State Test .GPA_  Skills Knowledge _Knowledge _Area  _GPA.

Alabama X X X X X
Alaska

Arizona X X
Arkansas

California

Colorado
Connecticut
Delaware
Florida
Georgia

Hawaii x? x? x?
Idaho
Illinois
Indiana
TIowa

X

X
X X X

e XK
Mo
> >
>
MR N >

>
>
>

Kansas
Kentucky
Louisiana
Maine
Maryland

>
P
bl oot
bl oot
ettt
>
>

Massachusetts
Michigan X b
MINNESOTA X
Mississippi
Missouri

>
>
>

Montana X
Nebraska

Nevada

New Hampshire

New Jersey X X

>

New Mexico

New York

North Carolina X
North Dakota X
Ohio

Oklahoma

Oregon X
Pennsylvania

Rhode Island

South Carolina X X

South Dakota
Tennessee
Texas

Utah
Vermont

Virginia X X X X X
Washington

West Virginia X X

Wisconsin

Wyoming X

>

>

Koo X e
>

>
>
>

>
>

>
>

Source: Educational Testing Service, State Educational Standards: A 50-State Survey (Princeton, N.J.,
January 1986).

2Required for employment, not certification.
Minnesota's requirement became effective April 1988,

Table 3.3: States’ Use of Testing and Grade Point Averages for Teacher
Education and Certification, 1984-85
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SUMMARY

This chapter has outlined Minnesota’s high school standards. As indicated
earlier, Minnesota has not been as aggressive about standard-setting as other
states in recent history. The standards used by the state to hold districts ac-
countable and to ensure equal access to sound education are loose and incom-
plete by comparison.

Minnesota’s standards leave more room for variations and unequal oppor-
tunities than other states’ standards. Further, Minnesota’s inability to
measure how well its education system is performing places the state at risk of

“failing to meet its constitutional mandate to establish a general, uniform,

thorough, and efficient system of public schools throughout the state.

As we point out, Minnesota’s standards attempt to regulate inputs more
directly than the outcomes of education. They exert some control over dis-
trict practices by defining state policy and specifying minimum expectations in
terms of instructional hours, days, credits, and curriculum hours. However,
Minnesota’s standards are low in comparison with other states, especially
regarding student graduation requirements. Chapter 5 describes some of the
ramifications of these low requirements. In addition, our curriculum stand-
ards are weakly monitored, quite general, and often vague. As we point out in
Chapters 5 and 6, districts enjoy considerable discretion, and we found wide
variation in interpretation.

In contrast to practices in other states, Minnesota has done little to define
minimum levels of acceptable student or district performance. Instead, dis-
tricts have considerable latitude to determine their own policies for accept-
able performance. This gives rise to the problems we discuss in Chapter 7 and
may be related to some of the performance issues raised in Chapter 2.
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Chapter 4

provide have changed considerably over the last ten years. Many of

these changes were in response to Minnesota’s increased program re-
quirements adopted in 1983. In addition, legislative incentives for voluntary
changes in program delivery methods have contributed to diverse delivery sys-
tems.

The organization of school districts and the education services they now

This chapter analyzes the current number and nature of districts and how they
have evolved. We focus on two questions:

® How has Minnesota’s number of districts changed in relation to
legislation, demography, and national trends?

® How are districts now organized to provide high school education
for students in grades 9 through 12?

NUMBER OF DISTRICTS

Until the 1970s, legislative interest in education issues centered chiefly on
school district consolidation. Consequently, the number of districts in the
state has decreased dramatically since the turn of the century. Since then,
legislative interest has focused on inter-district cooperation, reducing not the
overall number of districts but the number of education services provided in-
dependently.

History

Minnesota’s public school system was established officially in 1847 when the
state became a U.S. territory.! Originally, school districts were organized
around townships. The Legislature required all townships with five or more

1 This section draws from two mgjor sources: Minnesota Department of Education,
History of the State Department of Education in Minnesota (undated); and University of
Minnesota, Minnesota K-12 Education: The Current Debate, the Present Condition
%/g?)neapohs: Center for Urban and Regional Affairs and the College of Education,
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families to establish a school district. However, because many townships were
large and transportation was limited, the 1851 Legislature gave county com-
missioners authority to establish smaller school districts organized around
neighborhoods. This action contributed significantly to an increase in the
number of school districts which reached 8,000 by 1900.

Over the next 60 years, the Legislature used various methods to reduce the
number of school districts. Voluntary consolidation laws were enacted in
1901, 1903, and 1905, but had little impact. By 1945, there were still 7,657 dis-
tricts in the state.

Significant consolidation legislation, still voluntary, was finally passed in 1947
when the Legislature created a state advisory commission on school reor-
ganization. The Legislature also authorized counties to establish committees
to survey their educational programs to see whether reorganization was war-
ranted. Committee recommendations were voted on in local referenda. The
first election under this provision in late 1948 revealed popular support for
consolidation and resulted in the merger of nine districts. Subsequent elec-
tions produced more consolidations.

By 1960, there were only 2,581 districts, a decrease of about 5,000 in 15 years.
Many of these remaining districts nonetheless were non-operating. That is,
children went to other (operating) districts for their entire education. In addi-
tion, many districts operated only elementary schools.

To deal with the still-unwieldy number of districts, the 1963 Legislature passed
the state’s first mandatory school consolidation bill. This legislation required
non-operating districts to join districts with schools. However, most non-
operating districts complied by joining districts which maintained only elemen-
tary schools. Consequently, in 1967, the Legislature required all districts to
operate both elementary and secondary schools. This brought the total num-
ber of districts to 446 by 1972. Additional consolidations slowly reduced this
number to Minnesota’s present count of 436 school districts.

Until the 1970s, legislative attempts to increase the efficiency of education
focused on reducing the number of districts which provided few or no ser-
vices. More recently, the Legislature has concentrated on encouraging inter-
district cooperation, thereby reducing the number of education services
provided independently while maintaining the same number of local govern-
ing units.

In the early 1970s, legislative actions focused on creating regional service
centers to help districts provide low-incidence or shared services. The 1973
Legislature authorized an experimental education service area in south-
west/central Minnesota to determine the role regionalized services might play.
The experiment was deemed sucessful and, in 1976, Educational Cooperative
Service Units (ECSUs) were created.* They were to help provide shared ser-

2 Weinclude all districts. Other sources may exclude non-operating, experimental,
or unique districts.

3 Figure 3.1 presents a chronology of major legislation related to district organization.
4 Minn. Laws (1976), Chapter 8, Section 1.
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Minnesota’s
436 school dis-
tricts vary
significantly in
geographic
size, enroll-
ment, and
services.

vices to small districts and promote regionalized planning. In addition, legisla-
tion authorizing secondary vocational cooperatives and special education
cooperatives was passed in 1974 and 1983 respectively.’

In the late 1970s, the state began to encourage inter-district provision of basic
educational services. The 1979 Legislature passed experimental pairing legis-
lation that permitted districts to discontinue any grades or portions of grades
from kmdergarten through 12 by making arrangements with another "paired"
district.® This approach was expanded by the 1983 Legislature which enacted
the Agreements for Secondary Education Act.” The measure permitted dis-
tricts with fewer than 375 students in grades 7 through 12 to arrange for other
districts to provide their students’ secondary education. Also, inter-district
cooperation agreements replaced the experimental pairing legislation which
expired in 1984. These allow districts of any size to discontinue any grades or
portions of grades and permitted agreements with other districts as long as
three grades remain.

The 1987 Legislature encouraged greater and more widespread district
cooperation through more direct financial 1ncent1ves It authorized many dis-
tricts to band together as "education districts."® Groups of five or more dis-
tricts (or four districts with 5,000 pupils or occupying an area of at least 2,000
square miles) now may develop joint, comprehensive education plans.

The 1987 Legislature also appropriated funds for regional high schools. The
Cooperative Secondary Facilities Act authorizes three or more districts meet-
ing certain standards to apply for state funds to pay for up to 75 percent of the
cost of a new secondary facility.” Additional funding for cooperative efforts
also became available recently to eligible districts through program improve-
ment grants.10

Districts Today

Minnesota’s 436 school districts currently vary in geographic size and enroll-
ment as well as services. As Figure 4.1 suggests, districts in the north tend to
cover vast, sparsely populated areas. By comparison, southern districts are
small and tightly bunched. The state’s smallest district covers just 1.75 square
miles while the largest spans 2,716 square miles and maintains high schools
more than 100 miles apart.

For purposes of analysis, we have grouped districts geographically into five
categories (see Figure 4.2). Twenty-six percent are northern districts found in
economic development regions 1, 2,3, and 5. Central districts (30 percent)

5 Minn. Laws (1974), Chapter 252, Section 1 and Minn. Laws (1983), Chapter 342,
Section 15.

6 Minn. Laws (1979), Chapter 10.

7 Minn. Laws (1983), Chapter 314, Article 8,

8 Minn. Laws (1987), Chapter 398, Article 8, Section 2.

9 Minn. Laws (1987), Chapter 400, Section 33.

10 Minn. Laws (1987), Article 8, Sections 33 and 38.

11 Minnesota Department of Education, ABC’s of School Finance, 3.
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Figure 4.1: Minnesota School Districts

encompass regions 4, 6, and 7, which run diagonally from the state’s western
border to the Twin Cities’ extended boundaries. One-third of the districts are
in the southern tier of development regions 8, 9, and 10. The remaining 11
percent of districts are in the Twin Cities development region (11), which we
have subdivided into its suburban and urban parts.

Although there are relatively few districts in the Twin Cities development
region, Table 4.1 shows that:

@ Nearly half of the state’s public high school students attend grades 9
through 12 in the metropolitan area. 2

12 Official enrollment figures for the 1987-88 school year were not available. We es-
timated these data by adjusting 1986-87 enrollment data for districts entering into for-
mal pairing agreements for the 1987-88 school year.
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Figure 4.2: Districts by Geographic Region
High School
Districts Students (ADM?)
Region Number Percent Number Percent
North 107 26% 36,226 16%
Central 118 29 42,480 19
South 137 33 42,030 18
Twin Cities Suburbs 46 11 86,839 38
Twin Cities Proper 2 <1 20,558 9
TOTAL 410° 100% 228,133 100%
Source: Minnesota Department of Education.
:ADM refers to average daily membership for the 1986-87 school year.
Only 410 of the state’s 436 districts served students in grades 9-12 for four full years during the 1986-87
school year.

Table 4.1: High School Enrollment by Region, Grades 9 Through 12
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Each of the outstate district groups serves about 40,000 high school students
or 16 to 19 percent of the state’s total.

This pattern of uneven enrollment is tied to the state’s geography and demog-
raphy. We categorized high school districts according to the number of 26-stu-
dent class sections they could create.® Examples of districts with various
numbers of class sections are shown in Figure 4.3.

Number of High School Example
Class Sections ~ Students Per Grade Districts

12 Upto13 Borup
Delavan

Marietta-Nassau
Verdi

1 13-26 Argyle
Finlayson
Taylors Falls
Villard

2 26-52 Bertha-Hewitt
Harmony
Remer
Sleepy Eye

3 52-78 Ely
Hayfield
Red Lake
Sebeka

4 78-104 Jordan
Pelican Rapids
Pipestone
Roseau

5-6 104-156 Brooklyn Center
East Grand Forks
Park Rapids
Sauk Centre

7-10 156-260 Detroit Lakes
Marshall
Orono
Red Wing

Over 10 Over 260 Buffalo
Fergus Falls
Minneapolis
Winona

Figure 4.3: Examples of Minnesota School Districts by Class Sections,
1987-88

13 District enrollment is often categorized in terms of sections. Our definition of a
section (26 students) is similar to that used by the Minnesota Department of Educa-
tion in its report, FinanciniState Board of Education Minimum Program Requirements
at an Adequate and Equitable Level. At the authors’ suggestion, however, we reduced
the definition from 30 to 26 students.
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Some
graduating
classes in 1987
had more than
2,000 students
while others
had fewer than
10.

The Minneapolis-St. Paul urban districts can field more than ten class sections
of each high school grade, with an average class size of 26. Most of the Twin
Cities suburban districts (63 percent) also could assemble more than ten high
school class sections of 26 students each in grades 9 through 12. In contrast,
few outstate districts have enrollment sufficient to produce more than two 26-
student class sections. In fact:

® About one-fourth of the outstate districts have only enough students
to produce half a class section (up to 13 students per high school
grade) or one full class section of 26.

The practical effect is that some Minnesota graduating classes in 1987 had
more than 2,000 students while others had fewer than 10. Also, based on the
state’s 1986-87 enrollment figures, we found:

®  Only about half of Minnesota’s 436 school districts have sufficient
enrollment to meet various minimums recommended by previous
studies.

In fact, 42 percent of all local districts have fewer total enrollees (kindergar-
ten through 12th lgrade) than the 500 high school students recommended in
an Illinois study. One-half the public high schools have 316 or fewer stu-
dents--substantially fewer than the 375 students in grades 7 through 12 sug-
gested by a University of Minnesota study.15 In fact, one of Minnesota’s
public high schools enrolled onlly 52 students in all of grades 9 through 12
during the 1986-87 school year. 6

Our analysis also shows that districts enrolling few students are costly to
operate. We examined total operating expenditures by district (shown in
Table 4.2) and found that:

® Districts with the fewest students (13 or fewer per grade) are the
most costly--spending 38 percent more per student than the
statewide average.

Most of this is due to the lower student-staff ratios found in districts with the
smallest enrollment--ratios 40 percent lower than the statewide average.

In addition to examining districts by enrollment, we looked at the composition
of the student body and found that:

® Twin Cities metropolitan area districts have a high percentage of
minority students (35 to 40 percent) by comparison to the statewide
median of 1.5 percent.

14 Tllinois State Board of Education, Schoo! District Organization in Illinois
(Springfield, May 1985).

15 Charles H. Sederberg, Vernon L. Hendrix, and Michael Sjeklocha, A Minimum
{w‘oumlila{ig%ng SS'ervice Program (Minneapolis: Center for Educational Policy Studies,
arc .

16 Minnesota D%ga.rtment of Education, Information on Public Secondary and Middle
Schools for 1986-87, 4.
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Number of Operating Students
12 $5,365 84
1 4,076 11.7
2 3,744 132
3 3,797 143
4 3,708 15.0
5-6 3,733 151
7-10 3,888 15.9
Over 10 3,997 16.2
Statewide Average $3,877 13.9

Table 4.2: Operating Expenditures Per Student and Students Per Licensed
Staff by Class Sections, 1986-87

In the suburban Twin Cities student population, less than six percent of stu-
dents come from racial and ethnic minority groups. Forty-one outstate dis-
tricts had no minority enrollment whatsoever during the 1986-87 school year,
but a few (four) served mainly "minority" populations, namely American In-
dian students.

Finally, we examined the percentage of adults with college education by dis-
trict and found that:

® School districts in the Twin Cities metropolitan area have a higher
prop(i;;tion of adult college graduates than districts elsewhere in the
state.

Statewide, half the districts have more than 8.5 percent adult college
graduates, and half have less. Most of the Twin Cities area districts are in the
highest category and have more than ten percent adult college graduates.
Conversely, most outstate school districts have 8.5 percent or fewer college-
educated adults.

National Comparisons

Minnesota districts have fewer students on average than districts in other
states. We analyzed data from the National Education Association and found
that:

® Minnesota has about 1,000 fewer students per school district than
the national average.

Table 4.3 shows the number of operating districts and public school enroll-
ment by state for the 1986-87 school year. As these data indicate, each Min-

17 Based on district-specific 1980 U.S. Census figures from the Minnesota State Plan-
ning Agency.
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Enrollment
Operating Total Per
Rank § Distri Enroll Distri
1 Hawaii 1 164,336 164,336
2 Dist. Columbia 1 86,405 86,405
3 Maryland A4 675,747 28,156
4 Florida 67 1,607,320 23,990
5 Louisiana 66 793,400 12,021
6 Utah 40 415,994 10,400
7 Nevada 17 161,200 9,482
8 North Carolina 140 1,091,552 7,797
9 Virginia 139 974,754 7,013
10 South Carolina 92 610,700 6,638
11 West Virginia 55 351,691 6,394
12 Georgia 187 1,096,372 5,863
13 Tennessee 141 823,283 5,839
14 Alabama 130 733,735 5,644
15 Delaware 19 94,410 4,969
16 California . 1,028 4,377,989 4,259
17 Kentucky 178 642,778 3,611
18 New York 723 2,588,936 3,581
19 Rhode Island 40 134,147 3,354
20 Pennsylvania 500 1,674,161 3,348
21 Mississippi 154 498,649 3,238
22 Indiana 304 964,761 3,174
23 Colorado 176 558,415 3,173
24 New Mexico 88 268,765 3,054
25 Michigan 565 1,671,500 2,958
26 Texas 1,090 3,209,515 2,945
27 Ohio 615 1,793,500 2916
28 Connecticut 165 471,916 2,860
29 Arizona 220 614,565 2,793
30 Washington 297 761,771 2,565
31 Massachusetts 367 841,250 2,292
32 Wyoming 49 100,955 2,060
33 Alaska 55 110,418 2,008
34 New Jersey 592 1,107,467 1,871
35 Illinois 997 1,825,185 1,831
36 Idaho 116 211,360 1,822
37 Wisconsin 431 767,819 1,781
38 MINNESOTA 4322 693,134 1,604
39 Oregon 302 449,300 1,488
40 Missouri 545 800,606 1,469
41 Kansas 304 416,091 1,369
42 Arkansas 333 437,438 1,314
43 Iowa 436 481,346 1,104
4 New Hampshire 158 163,717 1,036
45 Oklahoma 636 603,132 948
46 Maine 228 207,349 909
47 South Dakota 193 124,607 646
48 North Dakota 282 118,094 419
49 Vermont 274 90,200 329
50 Nebraska 887 266,604 301
51 Montana 544 153,121 281
Nationwide (including the
District of Columbia) 15,423 39,881,460 2,586

Source: National Education Association, Rankings of the States, 1987.

“As reported to the National Education Association by the Department of Education. While Min-
nesota has 436 districts, two are non-operating. Two more were considered unique for the purposes of

these data and thus not included.

Table 4.3: Average Enrollment Per School District by State, 1986-87
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nesota district had an average of 1,604 students. The national average was
2,586 students per district. Only 13 states had fewer students per district than
Minnesota.

Minnesota’s low ranking reflects a pattern typical of the north central United
States. Nationally, the number of districts has declined as states have assumed
greater responsibility for education financing. However, this portion of the
countr%rlhas maintained more districts largely due to a tradition of strong local
control.

DISTRICT COOPERATION

This section examines the educational services provided by Minnesota’s
school districts. Currently, the state provides funds to 436 districts. But two
are non-operating (Franconia and Prinsburg); they have neither elementary
nor secondary schools.’ Prinsburg students attend a local private, parochial
school while Franconia students go to school in Osceola, Wisconsin.

Fewer districts  Djstricts with High Schools

are providing

four full years Over the past several years progressively fewer school districts are providing
of high school. four full years of high school. Table 4.4 shows the trend over the most recent

three school years. Ninety-four percent of the state’s districts provided all
high school grades just two years ago. However:

® Today, 89 percent of the state’s school districts provide four full
years of high school.

In all, 386 of the total 436 districts serve students in grades 9 through 12. Ten
districts serve secondary students for something less than the full four years.
The remaining 38 districts serve only elementary students.?

The main reason for the decreasing number of high school districts is the fact
that many districts took advantage of legislation passed during the late 1970s
and mid-1980s which encouraged them to reduce the number of grades
served. By combining their high school enrollments, these districts can offer a
broader curriculum to their students than they could individually. As we show
in Chapter 6, the size of a district’s high school enrollment is positively related
to the breadth of high school curricula. That is, districts serving smaller num-

19 David Strang, The Administrative Transformation of American Education: District
Consolidation 1938-1980 (Stanford, California: Stanford University, Education Policy
Institute, December 1985).

20 Minn. Stat. $§122.34 and 122,355 permit non-operating districts if 75 percent of stu-
dents attend a private school or if a tuition agreement has existed with a Wisconsin
school for the past 25 years.

21 Appendix B lists the districts without four-year high school programs.
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1986-87 1987-88 1988-89

Number Percent umber Percent Number Percent
Non-Operating Districts 2 <1% 2 <1% 2 <1%
Elementary Grades Only 18 4 30 7 38 9
Through Grade 9 3 1 5 1 5 1
Grades 10 through 12 3 1 5 1 5 1
Grades 9 through 12 410 94 394 90 386 89
TOTAL ‘ 436 436 436
Source: Minnesota Department of Education and Superintendent Survey.
Note: Some percentages do not total 100 due to rounding.

Table 4.4: School Districts by Highest Grade Level Served

bers of high school students have fewer and less advanced academic courses
than districts serving more students.

A second reason for the decreasing number of high school districts is declin-
ing student enrollment. During the 1977-78 school year, there were 431,000
students in grades 7 through 12 in Minnesota’s public schools; more than
68,000 graduated from high school. Ten years later, secondary enrollment was
down by more than 100,000 students, and only about 54,000 graduates were
expected During this same period, more than 200 elementary schools
closed.?! Today, the "baby boomlet" shown in Figure 4.4 is causing some
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Figure 4.4: Elementary and Secondary Public School Enrollment, 1976-1997
(Source: Minnesota Department of Education.)

21 Minnesota Deggartment of Educatlon, Information on Public Secondary and Middle
Schools for 1986-87 (February 1988), 1,2
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elementary schools to reopen, but secondary closings may continue. The num-
ber of high school graduates is projected to dip below 50,000 during the early
1990s, and throughout the forseeable future, secondary enrollment will
remain far below previous levels.”

Table 4.5 shows, however, that districts can cooperate in many other ways
short of district pairing. In fact, there is so much other cooperation that:

® Districts with high schools no longer have to provide the full range
of services normally associated with a high school education.

1 Number Percent
Districts can Cooperation to Reduce the Number of Grades Served
and do Agreements for Secondary Education 17 4%
. Inter-District Cooperation 68 16
cooperate in Secondary Schools Facility Act 4 1
many ways.
Cooperation to Reduce the Number of Staff
Shared Superintendents 82 19
Shared or Part-Time Teachers? 274 63
Cooperation to Reduce the Number of Programs
Special Non-Academic Programs
Educational Cooperative Service Unit Members? 427 98
Secondary Vocational Center Members 170 39
Special Education Cooperative Members? 403 92
Intermediate District Members 31 8
Education District Members 38 9
Shared Extra-Curricular Activities®
Academic 129 30
Athletic 78 18
Basic Curriculum
Joint Powers Agreements for Interactive Television 100 23
Mid-day Transportation Agreementsb 83 19
High School Correspondence Courses® 177 41
Source: Minnesota Department of Education and Superintendent Survey.
#1987-88 school year data.
®Based on transportation aid records for the 1986-87 school year. However, additional districts may have
similar transportation agreements but not receive specific aid.

Table 4.5: Major Ways Districts Cooperate, 1988-89

22 Minnesota Department of Education, Information on Minnesota High School
Graduates for 1986-87 (July 1988), 1, 3.
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Off-site
instruction is a
lesser-known
form of district
cooperation.

We classified Minnesota’s various inter-district cooperative options according
to whether they : (1) reduce the number of grades served per district; (2)
reduce the number o£staﬁr needed by each district; or (3) reduce the number of
programs delivered.

First, as we pointed out earlier, districts may enter into formal agreements to
share in delivering services to students at certain grade levels. During the
1988-89 school year, 81 districts are involved in such agreements. (Some dis-
tricts have more than one agreement in place.) Most of these districts discon-
tinued serving specific grades. A few districts have not reduced the number of
grades they serve, but receive students from others which have.

Second, two or more districts may share staff--especially those involved in
agreements that reduce the number of grades served. For example, during
the 1988-89 school year, 82 districts share superintendents. Also, in our sur-
vey of superintendents, we found that most high school districts (70 percent)
hire teachers part-time or share teachers with other districts, especially to
teach foreign languages.

Third, districts may enter into agreements for specific types of programs or
services which are provided at another district or separate entity. Common ex-
amples include secondary vocational centers and special education coopera-
tives.

Many districts also share extra-curricular programs both for academic and ath-
letic competitions. Academic extra-curricular activities frequently shared in-
clude speech, music, and drama. During the 1987-88 school year, 78 districts
shared teams for sports, while 129 districts shared academic extra-curricular
activities.

Agreements that permit districts to purchase instruction in the basic cur-
riculum areas (English, social studies, mathematics, science, and foreign lan-
guages) are lesser-known forms of district cooperation. These agreements
reduce the number of courses districts must deliver through their own
teachers. Instruction is instead provided off site.

Off-Site High School Instruction

Throughout this report, we distinguish between on-site and off-site instruc-
tion. On-site instruction is the norm--that is, courses taught within a district by
teachers who are employed for students’ benefit. This provides for maximum
student-teacher interaction, is appropriate for the widest range of student
abilities and motivations, and permits parents and students maximum input
into curriculum content and scheduling.

Due to inter-district cooperation, however, students increasingly receive in-
struction from teachers not employed directly by their own districts. We
define this as off-site instruction. This may occur through interactive

23 These classifications overlap somewhat because staff may be reduced when dis-
tricts discontinue programs or grades.

24 Minnesota State High School League, Dues Registration Edit List, 1987-88.
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television, mid-day transportation arrangements, and high school correspon-
dence programs.

We believe that off-site instruction is, in general, less desirable than on-site.
As we will discuss, off-site techniques provide for varying amounts of student-
teacher contact, introduce mechanical or distance impediments, and are not
always appropriate for students who are poorly motivated. Further, parents
and students have reduced control over education when districts rely on off-
site instruction. Local residents elect only their own school boards and serve
on committees for their own districts, not those where instruction originates
when off-site methods are used.

Decreased student-teacher contact time is perhaps the most worrisome aspect
of off-site instruction. The California Commission on the Teaching Profession
indicates that "a teacher’s most basic resource is time to work with students,
especially time to give each student individual help."26 Educators such as
John Goodlad have expressed concern about the trend for students to receive
less teacher contact as they progress through the grades. To reverse this
trend, he argues for greater humanization of the learning process for students
at all grade levels.2”_Ernest Boyer also stresses the need to increase student-
teacher interaction.® Theodore Sizer calls for more personalization of educa-
tion, and also points out that more attention from teachers increases students’
self-esteem.”

Districts generally use off-site instruction in one of two ways: to meet the
state’s curriculum requirements or to enhance curricula beyond state require-
ments. As we discussed in Chapter 3, the Minnesota Department of Educa-
tion does not monitor districts’ use of off-site instruction. Also, Minnesota
has relatively weak standards for education programs. In contrast, at least one
other state limits how extensively districts can use off-site techniques. In
Nebraska, districts must offer at least 77 percent of the required curriculum
hours on site.

Interactive Television

Districts frequently use fully interactive television systems (ITV) to provide in-
struction to students. These systems permit teachers in host sites to teach stu-
dents at several remote sites, while allowing all students and teachers to see
and talk with one another on television.

The popularity of interactive television has grown within the past five years.
In 1983, the Legislature adopted the Minnesota Education Technology Act,
which awarded about $4.3 million to 20 technology demonstration sites over a
three-year period. In addition, the act authorized aid for any district which
developed a written technology utilization plan, provided funds for technol-

26 Senate Office of Research, Class Size--When More Can Be Less, (Sacramento,
California: March 1988), 32.

27 John Goodlad, A Place Called School (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1983).

28 Ernest Boyer, High School: A Report on Secondary Education in America (New
York: Harper and Row, 1983).

igg’{)heodore Sizer, Horace’s Compromise (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company,

30 Minn. Laws (1983), Chapter 314, Article 8, Sections 10 through 20.
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About 100 high
school districts
use interactive
television for
instruction.

ogy in-service training for teachers, encouraged the development and evalua-
tion of courses, and purchased computerized "courseware" duplication rights.

Today, about 100 of the state’s high school districts use ITV for instruction.
As Figure 4.5 shows, most I'TV development runs diagonally across the state,
from northwestern to southeastern Minnesota. The extreme southern, north-
eastern, and north central portions of the state are less developed than others.
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Figure 4.5: Interactive Television Development in Minnesota (Source: Ed
Lethert, SECO, Inc., 1988.)

To some extent, undeveloped regions of the state reflect both geographical
and cost considerations. The most popular and effective systems use fiber-
optic or cable technologies, which are not equally available throughout the
state. Interactive television can be expensive--generally, an initial investment
of $75,000 per district is necessary.! Planning and constuction costs for sys-

31 Gilbert Valdez, Evaluation and Implementation of Minnesota’s Distance Learning
Demonstration Sites (St. Paul: 1988).
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tems installed around 1984-85 averaged $592,199.%2 Early systems relied chief-
ly on broadcast or cable television systems. Fiber-optics, although more ex-
pensive, is more common today because of superior transmission capabilities.

Interactive television was initially perceived as one mechanism to help dis-
tricts meet the increased curriculum requirements adopted by the State Board
of Education in 1983. However, more districts use ITV to enhance rather
than provide the basic curricula required by the State Board of Education. In-
teractive television does permit districts to offer high school courses which
would have insufficient enrollment to warrant hiring a teacher. In addition, as
more systems link with post-secondary institutions, college-level courses be-
come more accessible to more students.

Because many systems carry classes before the start of the regular school day,
ITV allows students to take more courses each day or add flexibility to their
daily schedules. Interactive systems also provide staff development activities
and numerous opportunities for community education after the regular school
day.

An evaluation sponsored by the Minnesota Department of Education indi-
cates that student performance in ITV classes is about the same as perfor-
mance in teacher-taught classes. Students takiné ITV classes generally enjoy
them and student-teacher interactions are high.

However, the evaluation also shows that ITV classes do not work well for stu-
dents who are experiencing academic difficulties. Students who dropped out
of ITV classes reported that they had difficulties keeping up or having ques-
tions answered. We found that receiving sites generally are unsupervised with
no adults in the classroom, although many are located near administrative of-
fices where students can go to get help with discipline or technological
problems.

Because participating districts can have different daily or yearly schedules,
reduced instruction time can also be a problem. For example, we visited one
district where ITV students had to take six weeks of study hall because the
host district used trimesters rather than semesters. In another district, stu-
dents could lose some instructional time daily because class periods in par-
ticipating districts started and ended at different times.

Another problem occurs when different districts provide the first and second
year of classes in given subjects. Because teachers in various districts include
more or less material in first-year courses, some ITV students in second-year

courses are behind when classes start, while others may go unchallenged.

Finally, courses which require hands-on experiences or much personal contact
do not lend themselves to ITV. For example, science courses with laboratory
components pose logistic and safety problems. A few districts do offer physics
over ITV in which cases teachers forgo laboratory experiences, make travel ar-
rangements, or demonstrate on television.

32 Quality Education Development, Interactive Television Findings, Issues and Recom-
mendations (St. Paul, February 1987).

33 Ivid., 6.
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While we have some concerns about the decreased opportunities for student-
teacher contact when districts use interactive television systems to provide
courses, we have serious reservations about districts using related systems that
are not fully interactive. A few districts are looking into satellite television to
provide curriculum. These systems are less expensive than interactive
television, but provide no student-teacher contact. Although students can see
and hear teachers, teachers cannot see and hear students. Student-teacher in-
teraction is accomplished via toll-free telephones. However, officials at one
Wisconsin high school using satellite television report that students have at
times spent the entire day trying unsuccessfully to get through to teachers by
telephone. By the next day, students may no longer care about why they were
calling.

We do not believe that students should have to surmount extraordinary bar-
riers to get a high school education. Thus, districts should be prohibited from
using systems that are not fully interactive to meet state curriculum require-
ments, and standards for other technologies should be developed.

Student Transportation

Districts involved in mid-day transportation agreements pay nearby districts to
provide courses for their students. Students then travel to the other district
for part of each school day.®

The Minnesota Department of Education reimburses districts for mid-day
inter-district transportation costs when students are transported to receive
education programs. During the 1986-87 school year, we found that83 dis-
tricts received $471,420 in state aid for this purpose. As discussed in Chapter
3, the department does not now monitor how much districts rely on transpor-
tation arrangements either to meet curriculum requirements or enhance
programs. However, we found that a staff person previously approved
academic classes eligible for transportation reimbursement, but that practice
was discontinued in 1987.

Transportation agreements can vary considerably. For example, one student
might drive to another district for an advanced math class which otherwise
would be unavailable. Other students may be bused to another district for
French because their own district offers only Spanish. In these instances, we
believe transportation agreements enhance districts’ curricula.

However, as we show in Chapter 6, some districts use mid-day transportation
agreements to meet state curriculum requirements rather than enhance their
curricula. In these instances, districts may require students to spend a sig-
nificant portion of their day elsewhere. For example, we visited one district
that offered only English and social studies classes to their students in grades
10 through 12. The district bused these students to another district for an ad-
ditional four classes.

31918§()a Riellsd, "Teaching Johnny on TV," Duluth News-Tribune (Duluth: June 12,
1988), 1B, 4B.

35 We refer to these agreements as transportation agreements to distinquish them
from student tuition agreements where parents pay tuition to non-resident districts to
educate their children full-time. They also are tﬁstinct from formal agreements
wherein students spend the entire day in another "paired" district.
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Student transportation is carried to the extreme in another district we visited.
For the current school year, all 9th and 11th graders are bused to another dis-
trict for English and science classes for the first period of the day and then
returned. Seniors are bused for the first two periods and then returned.
Later, all 12th and some 11th graders are bused out for the last three periods
of the day while 9th and 10th graders are bused out for the last two. At the
end of the day, students are bused back to their home district and then to
their homes.

From our superintendents’ survey, we were able to identify about 10 instances
where districts relied on student busing to meet state curriculum or student
graduation requirements or provide electives. In these cases, it was not un-
common for students to be bused out for three of the five to six classes they
were required to take daily.

We believe that:

® Students who are transported to take basic subjects have unequal,
reduced access to teachers and courses.

Heavy reliance on mid-day transportation agreements presents impediments
to students’ education. First, students may lose instructional time, particularly
when districts operate on different schedules. One district that we visited re-
quired their students to eat lunch on the bus to save time. Another indicated
to us that teachers in the host district did not schedule tests on days when the
remote district did not have school. Instructional material was covered none-
theless. Second, students from the remote districts have unequal access to
teachers and instructional facilities after school. Third, administrative con-
trols are weakened and jurisdictional questions surface when students spend
significant portions of their day in another district. We visited one district
where the superintendent was powerless to improve attendance since stu-
dents were bused to another district. Dress codes and discipline policies
naturally vary. Further, parents must travel to not one but two districts to visit
with teachers and observe classes. While parents’ local school board and dis-
trict staff are accountable to them, those of the neighboring district are not.

Correspondence Courses

High school correspondence courses represent a third off-site instructional
technique which is commonly used in Minnesota. State Board of Education
rules permit districts with limited curriculum offerings to use correspondence
courses to expand their curriculum.3® As we show in Chapter 6, however,
some districts use correspondence courses to meet state curriculum require-
ments.

Our analysis of available data shows that:

36 Minn. Rules §3500.2900 Subp. 4 also permits districts to use correspondence cour-
ses for special education students, secondary students unable to attend high school,
and high school dropouts.
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® There were at least 2,281 enrollments in high school correspondence
courses during the 1986-87 school year.

We learned that Minnesota Department of Education does not monitor dis-
trict use of correspondence courses, even though state rules require the
department to approve high school correspondence vendors.

District officials told us that they use these major vendors for high school cor-
respondence courses: University of Missouri, University of Wisconsin,
University of Nebraska, University of Minnesota, and North Dakota State
University. Of these, North Dakota State University (NDSU) is used most
often. In fact, Minnesota’s high school students accounted for 36 percent of
NDSU’s total program enrollment of 4,209 in 1986- 87.3 Table 4.6 show the
number of high schools using NDSU over the last few years. Some superin-
tendents told us they use NDSU over other sources because the courses cost
less.

Minnesota Number of MN Percent of Total
School Year _Enrollments ® High Schools ? Program Enrollment
1981-82 . NR? 131 -
1982-83 NR" 166 -
1983-84 2,189 157 349%
1984-85 2,098 159 34
1985-86 1,987 151 38
1986-87 1,805 154 36
1987-88 1,232 162 -

Source: North Dakota State University, Division of Independent Study Annual Reports.

?Includes both public and private schools. Private school use is low, however. During the 1987-88 school
year, only 3 of the 162 high schools using correspondence courses were private schools.

®Not reported.

Table 4.6: Minnesota’s Use of North Dakota State University’s High School
Correspondence Program, 1981-1988

From our survey of superintendents, we found that:

® Forty-five percent of high school districts reported using
correspondence courses during the 1987-88 school year.

Some districts rely quite heavily on these programs. According to NDSU
records, one Minnesota district’s enrollments equaled 41 percent of its high
school students during the 1986-87 school year, while enrollments in some
other districts involved about 25 percent. One-third to one-half of the high
school students at different schools in one district that we visited took high
school correspondence courses during the 1985-86 school year. The district

37 Minn. Rules §3500.2900, Subp. 4.

38 North Dakota State University’s high school correspondence program enrollment
was the 8th highest in the nation during the 1986-87 school year.
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staffed formal "learning centers" to facilitate enrollment and monitor student
progress. In the past two years, however, this district stopped encouraging
correspondence courses. Primary reasons include cost, curriculum erosion
(some courses students were taking duplicated district offerings), quality, and
appropriateness of the material.

Currently, the state does not restrict the total number of correspondence
credits students can count toward graduation.’ We asked superintendents
about their local policies regarding correspondence credits and found:

® At least 12 percent of districts permit unlimited correspondence
courses as a means to graduate from high school, and 22 percent
have no policy on the matter.

As Table 4.7 shows, other districts allow anywhere from half a credit to 10
credits, while at least 18 percent preclude high school correspondence courses
entirely. The State Board of Education is now considering limiting districts’
future reliance on correspondence courses.”’ A proposal before the board
would no longer permit districts with limited high school offerings to rely on
correspondence courses as a substitute.

Districts
Number of Credits Number Percent
None 61 18%
0.5-50 117 34
6-10 5 1
No Limit 41 12
No Policy 75 22
State Policy/Within Limits 3 1
Not Applicable 39 11
Total Responding to Question 341
Source: Superintendent Survey. The question was: "[Indicate the] Maximum correspondence credits
which can be counted toward graduation?”

Table 4.7: Maximum Correspondence Credits Districts Permit for
Graduation, 1987-88

Under special circumstances already permitted in rule, we have learned that
high school correspondence courses can be beneficial. For example, they are
useful for serving home-bound students and may help certain at-risk students.

39 Before the State Board of Education increased curriculum requirements in 1983,
its rules limited high school correspondence credits earned to three.

40 See Minnesota State Board of Education Study Committee, Recommended Rule

Changes in Graduation Requirements and Minimum Program Oﬁerir(zf (July 1988). This

proposal would limit the use of correspondence credits to special education students,

students unable to attend secondary school due to unusual circumstances, secondary

?chool drgg)outs, and students whose class has already graduated and need three or
ewer credits.
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However, educators generally regard correspondence courses as a viable op-
tion only for the most motivated students. Thus:

® We have serious reservations about districts’ reliance on
correspondence courses.

The inherent lack of classroom discussion
and interaction is a serious shortcoming
which is exacerbated when districts, as we
found, use correspondence courses to
replace teachers or meet the state’s cur-
riculum requirements. Figure 4.6 lists
popular correspondence courses used by
some Minnesota districts. Speaking and lis-
tening are vital in foreign language courses,
yet we learned that these represent some of
the most popular high school correspon-
dence courses.” The subject matter of
another popular course, "Alcohol, Tobacco,
and Drugs," also suffers from the lack of
teachers’ modeling and classroom interaction.

In the past, correspondence courses have

also been used in Minnesota to make up for
the time lost in mid-day busing between dis-
tricts. Students in one district we visited some-
times took correspondence courses because
they lost so much time during the school day
being bused between districts for classes.

Figure 4.6: Popular
Correspondence Courses
(Source: North Dakota State
University.)

SUMMARY

This chapter has shown how districts can and do cooperate with one another
to provide administrative as well as academic education programs. As we saw,
89 percent of Minnesota’s school districts provide four full years of high
school. Most of the other 11 percent of districts have taken advantage of
legislation permitting districts to combine resources to more effectively serve
their high school students.

However, some districts with four-year high school programs must rely on
other districts to provide the classes in major subject areas (English, social
studies, mathematics, science, and foreign language) required by state stand-
ards. Many districts having problems meeting state requirements on their
own bus their students to other districts for portions of the school day or use
correspondence courses. (Chapter 6 discusses the extent to which this is oc-
curring throughout the state.) We have serious concerns about extensive use
of such practices that decrease student-teacher contact, limit parent and stu-

40 Audio cassettes are sometimes exchanged by mail to help with these limitations.
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dent input into curriculum content and scheduling, and are appropriate for
only the most motivated of students. Extensive use of such practices place the
state at risk of failing to meet its constitutional mandate to provide equitable
education services to all students.

The next chapter shows how districts schedule high school instruction on a
daily and yearly basis. As we have shown, scheduling can be critical to success-
ful inter-district cooperation and the preservation of adequate instructional
time.



INSTRUCTIONAL TIME
VARIATIONS

Chapter 5

neglected condition for learning. Most research indicates that a

moderately positive relationship exists between time on task and
achievement. While time on task is neither the most nor the least important
ingredient for learning, ". . . research in ordinary schools shows that improving
the amount and quality of instruction can result in vastly more effective and ef-
ficient learning." !

: ; ufficient instructional time, or time on task, is a necessary but often

In its 1983 report, A Nation at Risk, the National Commission on Excellence
in Education sharply criticized American schools for their poor use of time. It
pointed out that:

® Compared to other nations, American students spend much less time
on school work.

® Time spent in the classroom and on homework is often used
ineffectively.

® Schools are not doing enough to help students develop either the
study skills required to use time well or the willingness to spend more
time on school work.?

While Chapter 3 described the state’s minimum time requirements, this chap-
ter examines the amount of time districts require students to be in school. We
focus on these questions:

® How much time are Minnesota students in grades 9 through 12
required to spend in school?

® How does this vary among districts?

® What strategies are districts using to increase instructional time?

1 Herbert J. Walberﬁ "Improving the Productivity of American Schools," Education-
al Leadership 41: (1984), 26.

2 National Commission on Excellence in Education, 4 Nation at Risk, 21.
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It should be noted that we have not examined how students choose to spend
their time in school beyond what their district requires. It is important to
remember that time itself does not produce learning, but merely exists as a
condition for it to occur. The amount of learning that occurs in any time
period depends on many factors, including student motivation and teacher
quality, which are not examined here.

TIME ALLOCATION

This section examines how districts respond to state requirements. In addi-
tion to looking at the overall school year, we analyze the amount of instruc-
tional time actually available to and required of students throughout the state.

Yearly and Daily Instructional Time

As we discussed in Chapter 3, the state requires that districts provide at least
170 days of high school instruction annually. Each day must be at least 6
hours long, so the official minimum school year is 1,020 hours.

However, the State Board of Education can grant exemptions, weather condi-
tions can interfere, and districts can “bank" time if their school day exceeds
the required six hours.> As shown in Table 5.1:

® Most high school districts exceed the state’s official requirements
for daily and annual instructional time.

Further, we found that the majority of districts interpret state requirements as
minimum guidelines--not as norms. Nine percent of districts which enrolled
28 percent of high school students held six-hour days during the 1987-88
school year. The remainder had longer days. Only 13 percent of districts
which enrolled 6 percent of high school students met for 170 days or less.
Finally, 1 percent (with 1 percent of statewide high school enrollment) met
only for the state’s required total of 1,020 hours.

In Chapter 3, we also reported that the state requires districts to be operation-
al for fewer days of instruction today than it did during the 1960s. To find out
how districts responded, we obtained historic data from the Minnesota School
Board Association.* Results show that:

® Districts today operate for three fewer instructional days than
during the 1968-69 school year.

3 Minn. Stat. §§120.64 through 120.67 permit the State Board of Education tothgrrant

exemptions to districts using four-day weeks. During the 1987-88 school year, three

districts operated under this schedule. Also, Minn. Stat. §124.19, Subd. 4 permits dis-

}lrlcts to meet for as few as 160 days if the secondary school day lasts more than six
ours.

4 Minnesota School Board Association, Licensed Salaries and Related Information,
1968-69 and 1985-86 and 1986-87 (St. Peter, undated).
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Most school
districts exceed
state require-
ments for time
in school.

High School High School
Districts Students

HOURS PER SCHOOL DAY?
6 Hours (State Requirement) 10% 28%
6:01-6:15 42 35
6:16-6:30 36 27
More than 6:30 13 10
District Average: 6:17
District Median: 6:15

STUDENT DAYS PER YEAR?
Less than 170 1% 1%
170 (State Requirement) 12 5
171-174 51 57
175 23 20
More than 175 13 15
District Average: 173
District Median: 174

STUDENT HOURS PER YEAR ,
1,020 (State Requirement) 1% 1%
1,021-1,050 13 26
1,051-1,080 28 29
1,081-1,110 30 21
More than 1,110 28 22
District Average: 1,090
District Median: 1,088

Note: Some percentages do not equal 100 due to rounding.

Source: Superintendent Survey.

2Figures based on districts operating a five-day week.

Table 5.1: Amount of Time Districts are Operational for Students

As Table 5.2 indicates, the average number of operational days for student in-
struction dropped by two between the 1968-69 and 1986-87 school years. For
last year, our superintendents’ survey indicates a reduction of one more day.

Over the same period, teacher in-service training and conference days in-
creased from three to eight annually. This increase corresponds to statutory
language adopted in 1977 (and discussed in Chapter 3) that permits districts
to use five days annually for teacher training and parent conferences.

From our survey of superintendents, we learned that teachers worked an
average of 181 days during the 1987-88 school year. However, eight of these
days were devoted to teacher in-service training and parent conferences--not
student instruction.



80

Most districts
provide less
than six hours
of daily class
time.

HIGH SCHOOL EDUCATION
School Year
1968-69 1986-87 1987-88
Average Number of Student
Instructional Days 176 174 173
Average Number of Non-
Instructional Teacher Days 3 7 8

Source: Minnesota School Board Association, Licensed Salaries and Related Information, 1968-69 and
1985-86 and 1986-87, and Superintendent Survey.

Table 5.2: Operational Changes in the Length of the School Year, 1968-1988

Our survey also shows that the six-hour school day is not necessarily
equivalent to instructional or class time, even after lunchtime is subtracted.
Passing time (the time students spend moving between classes), homeroom,
and non-credit bearing activity periods are generally counted as well as class
time.

To determine the maximum amount of class time actually available to high
school students, we multiplied the maximum number of daily classes students
could take by their average length as reported by superintendents. Results
(Table 5.3) show that:

® Most districts actually provide slightly less than six hours of daily
class time to high school students.

High School High School
Districts Students
MINIMUM CLASS TIME STUDENTS
MUST TAKE DAILY
Less than 4 Hours 3% 8%
4:00-4:30 29 29
4:31-5:.00 44 52
More than 5 Hours 24 10
District Average: 4:47
District Median: 5:00
MAXIMUM CLASS TIME STUDENTS
ARE ALLOWED DAILY
5:00-5:30 13 37
5:31-6:00 57 41
6:00-6:30 26 13
More than 6:30 4 9
District Average: 5:55
District Median: 5:50
Note: Some percentages do not equal 100 due to rounding. Figures based on districts operating on five-
day weekly schedules.
Source: Superintendent Survey.

Table 5.3: Daily Minimum and Maximum Class Time, 1987-88
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Although the 1987-88 high school day averaged a total of 377 minutes or 6
hours and 17 minutes, class time was actually 355 minutes or 5 hours and 55
minutes on the average. Moreover:

® More than one-third of Minnesota’s high school students are
limited to a maximum of five and one-half hours of class time daily.

Further, districts allow high school students to spend some of their school day

outside instructional classes. Using data collected in our survey of superinten-
dents, we looked at the minimum number of classes students were required to
take daily. We found that:

@  Only ten percent of high school students are required to take more
than five hours of classes daily.

High school students are allowed to devote a significant portion of the school
day to non-credit-bearing activities. Districts require students to take classes
for an average of only 4 hours and 47 minutes a day. Looking at the data
another way, we calculate that one-half of the state’s high school student
population is required to spend only 4 hours and 35 minutes of each day in
classes.

Instructional Time Required for Graduation

The state requires students to earn at least 20 credits to graduate from high
school.’ Local school districts are free to set higher but not lower graduation
requirements. We asked superintendents about high school graduation
policies in their districts and found that:

® Most districts require more credits than the state’s minimum of 20
for graduation.6

Overall, Minnesota high school students need an average of 21.8 credits to
graduate. However, as Table 5.4 shows, 20 percent of districts (which enrolled

29 percent of students) required only the state minimum of 20 credits during
the 1987-88 school year.

- Because the state does not regulate the length or number of daily class
periods, we found that the actual amount of instruction represented by a
credit hour can vary widely among districts (as shown in Table 5.4). As Table
5.5 indicates, most districts operate on a seven-period day, and class periods

5 Each credit is roughly equivalent to one class held daily for a year.

6 State Board of Education rules permit districts to define their secondary programs
as grades 9 through 12 or grades 10 through 12. Students in 9 through 12 programs
must earn at least 20 credits to graduate, while students in 10 through 12 programs
must earn at least 15. To compare districts, we defined high school as fgrades 9
through 12, and computed graduation requirements over the course of four years.
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High School High School
Districts Students

CREDITS TO GRADUATE
20 or less (State Requirement) 20% 29%
20.0-21.9 26 28
22.0-229 30 29
23 or more 24 14
District Average: 21.8
District Median: 22.0

HOURS PER CREDIT
120 or less (State Requirement) 1% 1%
121-140 15 10
141-145 30 25
146-150 _ 27 18
151-160 23 37
More than 161 _ 4 10
District Average: 147
District Median: 146

TOTAL HOURS FOR GRADUATION
2,400 or less (State Requirement) 1% 1%
2,401-3,020 24 19
3,021-3,190 26 31
3,191-3,350 24 26
More than 3,351 25 24
District Average: 3,190
District Median 3,190

Note: Some percentages do not equal 100 due to rounding.

Source: Superintendent Survey.

Table 5.4: Instructional Time Districts Require in Grades 9 through 12 for
High School Graduation

last an average of 51 minutes. However, the number of periods ranges from 4
to 9, and one can last as long as 90 minutes.

Although the Department of Education defines a credit hour as 120 hours, we
found that districts actually provide an average of 147 hours per credit (as
shown in Table 5.4).”

The state defines a credit as the equivalent of 120 hours so it requires only
2,400 total hours to graduate. However, we calculated the actual number of
instructional hours needed for graduation and found that:

7 To determine how districts defined a credit hour, we multiplied their length of
class periods by their number of annual school days and divided by 60. This gave us
clock hours per credit.
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High School High School
Districts Students
INSTRUCTIONAL PERIODS PER DAY
5orless 1% 1%
6 10 39
7 75 55
8 or more 14 5
District Average: 7
District Median: 7
MINUTES PER CLASS PERIOD
40-45 7% 2%
46-50 54 44
51-55 36 47
56-59 : 2 7
More than 60 1 1
District Average: 51
District Median: 50
Note: Some percentages do not equal 100 due to rounding. Figures based on districts operating on five-
day weekly schedules.
Source: Superintendent Survey.

Table 5.5: Variations in Daily High School Class Schedules

® Districts actually require an average of 3,197 instructional hours in
grades 9 through 12 to graduate.8

This is fully one-third more hours on average than the state’s minimum re-
quirement of 2,400. As would be expected, Tables 5.4 and 5.5 also show sub-
stantial variation in the amount of time high school students must spend in
classes before graduation. In fact:

®  One-fourth of the state’s districts require high school students to
take up to 3,020 hours of instruction to graduate, while another
fourth require graduates to finish at least 3,351 hours--a difference
which amounts to nearly one-third of a year.

At the extremes, some graduates must take the equivalent of more than one
additional year of high school classes than their peers. We found that district
graduation requirements range from about 2,400 to over 3,900 total hours.
This represents a difference of about 62 days a year. Over the course of four
years, this difference would accumulate to about 250 days--much more than
the state’s current requirement of 170 annual days of instruction.

8 We multiplied each district’s clock hours per credit by the number of credits they
required for graduation.
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DISTRICT VARIATIONS

To help explain district variations, we examined the relationship between in-
structional time and the following variables: total enrollment, minority enroll-
ment, projected enrollment change, geographic location, percent of district
residents who graduated from college, student-staff ratio, levy referendum (if
any), and total expenditures. In general, we found few systematic relation-
ships that explain the wide variations previously described. Below we present
selected descriptive data from our analysis.

Enrollment

Statewide, we find that districts with smaller student bodies (one-half and one-
section districts) tend to hold longer school days but meet for fewer days an-
nually. Also, they tend to have more but slightly shorter class periods daily.
Where districts’ enrollment covers many sections (over 10), hours per school
day and year tend to be fewer. As Table 5.6 shows, larger districts (seven and
more sections) generally offer fewer hours of instruction annually than other
districts.

Number of High School High School  Hours Hours
Class Sections Districts Students  Per Year  to Graduate
1/2 2% <1% 1,095 2,796
1 16 2 1,097 3,174
2 28 8 1,087 3,176
3 15 7 1,095 3,195
4 9 5 1,096 3,215
5-6 9 8 1,098 3,238
7-10 8 11 1,088 3,230
Over 10 13 59 1,072 3211
Average 1,090 3,190
Note: Some percentages do not total 100 due to rounding.

Source: Superintendent Survey.

Table 5.6: Variations in Instructional Time by Class Sections

However, very small districts (half section) require the fewest hours to
graduate--13 percent less than the statewide average. In contrast, mid-sized
districts (five and six sections) require the most class time.

Geographic Region

. In general, Twin Cities metropolitan area districts have fewer but longer class

periods each day than outstate districts. Because they generally have a slight-
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ly shorter school day, they offer fewer hours of instruction annually (Table
5.7). However, the metropolitan area districts require students to put in more
instructional hours to graduate.

High School High School  Hours Hours
North 27% 16% 1,082 3,193
Central 29 19 1,089 3,210
South 32 18 1,101 3,160
Twin Cities Suburbs 12 38 1,077 3,212
Twin Cities Proper o<1 9 1,058 3,230
Average 1,090 3,190
Note: Some percentages do not equal 100 due to rounding.
Source: Superintendent Survey.

Table 5.7: Variations in Instructional Time by Geographic Region

We learned that districts in southern Minnesota tend to provide more instruc-
tional hours to high school students annually than districts in other areas.
However, since southern districts base credits on slightly fewer hours, they
tend to require the fewest instructional hours for graduation.

STRATEGIES TO INCREASE
INSTRUCTIONAL TIME

District policies can significantly increase the amount of instructional time ac-
cessible to students, regardless of the high school day’s length. Such policies,
shown in Table 5.8, include: (a) flexible scheduling of class periods and
teachers; (b) requiring students to do homework; (c) extending the school
year to twelve months; and (d) providing non-remedial classes during the sum-

mer.
High School High School

Strategy Districts Students
Flexible scheduling of class periods 12% 21%
Homework 8 13
Year-round schedule <1 <1
Non-remedial summer school 18 36
Source: Superintendent Survey.

Table 5.8: District Strategies to Increase Instructional Time
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Flexible Scheduling

One strategy districts can use to increase instructional time available to stu-
dents is to schedule an extra class period at the start or end of the regular
school day. They can stagger the time when teachers start or end their work
day and thereby offer additional classes at little or no cost. The resulting class
periods, sometimes referred to as "early bird" classes, may encourage students
to enroll in an extra class and may also add flexibility to their schedules.

In our survey of high school superintendents, we asked whether districts used
a staggered schedule during the 1987-88 school year so that students could
take an extra class at the start or end of the day. We found that:

®  Only 12 percent of high school districts stagger teachers’ schedules
so that students have access to additional classes.

Forty-five districts which enrolled 21 percent of the high school student
population did report using this strategy to increase the number or type of
credit-bearing courses they offered during 1987-88. All but the very smallest
districts (one-half section) used this technique; slightly more than one-fourth
had more than 10 sections. About two-thirds of these districts were in central
or southern Minnesota. We found early or late classes offered in all major
subject areas: English (communication skills), social studies, mathematics,
science, and foreign language.

Teachers’ availability before and after the standard school day can likewise in-
crease students’ access to instruction. We learned that most districts dis-
courage students from remaining in the building after school without teacher
supervision. As in the scheduling of instructional periods, if districts stag-
gered teachers’ starting and ending times so that some teachers simply
reported earlier while others simply stayed later, student access to instruction-
al facilities and staff might increase at little or no additional cost.

Homework

~ Policies that require students to engage in a certain number of hours of mean-

ingful homework can be a good way to increase student time on task at little:
or no cost to districts. For example, if districts required as little as one hour of
homework per night, instructional time would increase by the equivalent of al-
most one school day per week.

In a 1983 report to the Legislature, the Department of Education recognized
schools’ responsibility to assign meaningful homework to students. It recom-

mended that "Local boards of education, school administrators, teachers, and
parents need to examine their own local policies concerning homework to be

satisfied that appropriate effort and the necessary time are required to secure
the greatest benefit to the learner."

9 Minnesota Department of Education, Commissioner’s Report on Need for Cur-
riculum Changes (October 1983), 33.
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homework
policies.

We asked superintendents whether their districts had formal homework
policies in 1987-88 and, if so, the amount of time students were expected to
spend on homework each weeknight. We found that:

@  Only 31 high school districts (eight percent) had formal policies on
homework.

These districts reported that their policies set minimum expectations that stu-
dents will spend from one to three hours per weeknight on homework. Seven-
ty-one percent of these districts are outside the seven-county metropolitan
area. We did find homework policies in districts of all enrollment sizes except
the very smallest (half-section).

This percentage of Minnesota high school districts with homework policies ap-
pears to be far below the national average. In a U.S. Department of Educa-
tion survey, high school principals were asked whether their schools had
policies or guidelines on the amount of required homework.!® Almost half of

- those surveyed, 47 percent, indicated that they had policies which required

homework during the 1987-88 school year. Although fewer principals in the
central states reported homework policies (32 percent), Minnesota’s percent-
age of high school districts with homework policies (8 percent) is still quite
low.

Year-Round Schedules

Year-round programs increase the amount of instructional time available to
students and also offer numerous advantages. First, students can graduate
one year early if they attend high school full-time for three years. Second, this
gives students more flexibility in planning their schedules. Third, year-round
programs increase the number of classes students can take during their four
years of high school. Fourth, they allow students to easily make up credits
needed to graduate.

Year-round education is not a new concept although Minnesota only recently
authorized a 12-month learning program in five school districts.!! During the
1970s, a few overcrowded schools across the country implemented year-round
scheduling. In Minnesota, Mora began year-round elementary school in 1973
to better utilize existing facilities.'? Currentlg, there are over 410 schools
across the country on year-round schedules.”

Thus far, only one Minnesota district (North Branch) is operating a 12-month
program. Starting in June 1988, approximately 130 students (from five dis-
tricts) and 10 teachers participated. Summer-term courses were held in three
four-week sessions, with each subject offered three hours a day for 20 days.

10 U.S. Department of Education, Public High School Principals’ Perceptions of
Academic Reform (Washington, May 1988).

11 Minn Laws (1988), Article 7, Section 61. State funding was not increased, but
rather made available for 12 months per year instead of 9.

12 Mora discontinued year-round scheduling after the 1985-86 school year.

13 Charles Ballinger, 4 Position Statement on Year-Round Education (San Diego: Na-
tional Association for Year-Round Education, March 22, 1987).
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Non-Remedial Summer School

Districts may also use non-remedial summer school to increase instructional
time. This strategy offers many of the advantages of extended-year schedules,
especially if districts provide a wide variety of courses. Analysis of
superintendents’ response to our questionnaire shows that:

® Eighteen percent of districts (enrolling 36 percent of secondary
students) offered non-remedial summer school during the 1987-88
school year.

About half of these districts had at least seven sections of students; about one-
third were in the Twin Cities metropolitan area. Courses in all major subject
areas were offered, although not necessarily in all districts.

SUMMARY

This chapter shows major differences in the amount of instructional time
provided to and required of high school students in Minnesota. To a large ex-
tent, we believe these differences are due to the state’s permissive and often
low education standards which, as we discussed in Chapter 3, allow districts
considerable discretion. Although we saw in Chapter 4 that the state en-
courages inter-district cooperation in numerous ways, the variations docu-
mented here may present obstacles to successful cooperation and raise
questions of equity and adequacy for students.

The next two chapters focus on curriculum variations within the school day
(as Minnesota high school districts define it) and some of the ramifications of
such variations. Then, in Chapter 8, we discuss alternative approaches and
present recommendations to reduce variations while improving access to
education.
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Chapter 6

responsibility for curricula in Minnesota’s public high schools. The
tate Board of Education sets minimum requirements both for the stu-
dent (graduation requirements) and the school (curriculum requirements).
Nevertheless, the local school districts have primary responsibility for design-
ing their curricula and may set graduation requirements above the minimum
state requirements.

3_ s we discussed in Chapter 3, local school districts and the state share

This chapter focuses on the following questions:

® How do Minnesota’s high school curriculum requirements compare
with entrance standards of area colleges, national accreditation
standards, and high school curricula recommended by the U.S.
Department of Education?

® To what extent do high school programs meet state curriculum
requirements and college entrance standards?

¢ How much do high school programs vary across the state? What
explains these differences? To what extent are program differences
related to school enrollment, financial resources, geography, or
population characteristics?

® What courses do Minnesota high school students take? How has
this changed over time? How do courses taken by Minnesota
students compare with those taken by students in other states?

The curriculum measures we use in this chapter are based on the number and
type of academic courses available as well as the delivery method used to
teach the courses (e.g., on-site or off-site). We did not attempt to determine
course content nor measure instructional quality.
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CURRICULUM STANDARDS

In our evaluation, we compared Minnesota high school curricula against a
variety of standards. First, we examined the minimum high school curriculum
requirements set by the State Board of Education. Second, we looked at the
high school courses which are recommended for admission to area colleges.

We emphasized college entrance standards because preparation for college is
an increasingly important objective for high school education. Between 1979
and 1988, the proportion of high school juniors planmng to complete at least
four years of college increased from 41 to 64 percent High schools do help
to fulfill other objectives, including vocational training, art performance, and
citizenship preparation. However, our report focused on academic education,
which is essential to other educational endeavors and career development.

While courses recommended by colleges may not be appropriate for all stu-
dents, schools that do not offer such courses may deprive their students of im-
portant opportunities. Our survey and an earlier study found that every
district has students who plan to attend a four-year college.? Also, college
standards are one of the factors that the state board considers when setting
high school curriculum requirements.

Other standards we reviewed are the North Central Association standards,
the "new basics" standards recommended by the National Commission on Ex-
cellence in Education, and the "James Madison" model high school curriculum
proposed by the U.S. Department of Education.’ The North Central Associa-
tion of Colleges and Schools is the only organization that accredits high
schools in Minnesota. As described in Chapter 2, the association requires
comprehensive reviews of participating high schools, including their curricula.

State Curriculum Standards

The State Board of Education sets the official minimum curriculum require-
ments for all public high schools in Minnesota. Our survey of school superin-
tendents found that they think that state curriculum requirements are
important. In fact, we found that superintendents rated state requirements as
a critical explanation for high school curricula more often than any of nine
other factors. As shown in Table 6.1, 44 percent of superintendents said that
state board requirements were critically important, compared with 36 percent
for financial resources, the second-highest rated factor. Other factors rated
critically important by at least 10 percent of superintendents were local board
requirements, student enrollment, student/parent demand, college entrance
requirements, and faculty training/goals.

1 Minnesota Higher Education Coordinating Board, Summary of Responses to the
Plans and Background Survey, 1979-88, 8.

2 Kerry Kinney Fine and Ma.rKJ ane Lehnertz, Post-High School Plans of Minnesota
Students (anesota House epresentatives Research Department, 1988).

3 U.S. Department of Education, James Madison High School (Washington, 1987).
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Percent Who
Rate it
Rank Critically Important
1 State board requirements 4
2  Financial resources 36
3  Local board requirements 31
4 Number of students enrolled 29
5  Student/parent demand 20
6 College entrance requirements 13
7 Faculty training/goals 11
8 Inter-district cooperation 7
9 Population characteristics 6
10  Physical plant/buildings 4
Source: Superintendent Survey.

Table 6.1: Superintendents’ Explanations for High School Curricula

Table 6.2 summarizes how state curriculum requirements have changed during
recent years. Before the 1985-86 school year, the state required high schools
to offer essentially the same courses as the state required students to take to
graduate. School districts were required to offer four years of English (also
called communication skills), three years of social studies, only one year of
mathematics, and one year of science. They were not required to offer any
foreign languages, music, or art. As a result, these state standards had little ef-
fect on high school curricula in Minnesota.

Current standards, which became effective during the 1985-86 school year,
substantially increased districts’ curriculum requirements. For example, the
state board increased mathematics and science requirements from one to four
years each and added a two-year requirement each for foreign language,
music, and art.* Other requirements are that districts must offer five years of
English and four years of social studies courses.

For most subjects, state standards are general and permissive. Local districts
decide what courses should be taught and which requirements they satisfy. In
mathematics, science, and English, the state standards say nothing about the
courses to be taught or the content of the courses. In social studies, the state
board requires that school districts offer one year of American studies, which
includes American history, and one year of contemporary world problems.
Also, districts must offer two years of a single foreign language during high
school (as opposed to one year of two different languages).

Figure 6.1 summarizes the type of courses Minnesota high schools provided
on site daily in 1987-88.

®  Only 45 percent of high school courses were in the core academic
areas of English, social studies, mathematics, and science.

4 The State Board of Education defines one year as 120 hours of instruction. Asa
result, a high school that provides 145 hours of instruction during a year-long course
may meet the four-year requirement with three full-year courses and one semester
course.
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State Board
1985-86 of Education
Through Study Committee’s
Curriculum Areas 1984-85 1988-89 Recommendation®
English
(communication skills) 4 5 5
Math 1 4 7
Science 1 4 4
Social Studies 3 4 4
Foreign Language - 2 3®
Music - 2 4.5°
Visual Arts - 2
Health 0.5 0.5 0.5
Physical Education 12 1.2 1
Industrial Arts/
Home Economics -- 1 -4
Electives - 10 149

NOTE: State Board of Education rules define one year as 120 hours of classroom instruction.

“The State Board of Education is currently considering these recommendations.

®Three years of one foreign language may be offered at any time from PK-12th grade. If the last year is
offered before 12th grade, another course, program, or services must be provided to ensure main-

tenance of skills.

“The rule changes under discussion combine music and visual arts requirements into one fine arts

category.

Rule changes related to ind

ustrial arts, home economics, and vocational courses are under discussion

by a separate study committee. How the study committee spells out these requirements may affect the
total number of electives required.

Table 6.2: Curricular Offerings Required for Minnesota High Schools, Years

Required for Grades 9 through 12

Less Than Half of the High School
Curriculum Covers Core Academic Subjecis

Social

English—related

Studies

Other

Figure 6.1: Distribution of High School Courses Taught On Site Daily by

Subject Area
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The academic subject with the most courses was English (14 percent), fol-
lowed by mathematics (12 percent), social studies (10 percent), and science (9
percent). The percent of high school courses devoted to academic subjects
varies greatly among high school districts. Academic courses constitute 42 per-
cent of all courses in Minnesota’s 51 largest high school districts (over 10 class
sections per grade), compared with 62 percent in the state’s 7 smallest high
school districts (one-half class section per grade or less).

In reviewing high school registration materials, we noticed considerable varia-
tion in the type of courses which districts count toward the state’s subject re-
quirements. For example, computer programming may be treated as
mathematics or vocational instruction. We found driver’s education and
military training included under the social studies category. In one district, we
learned that vocational agriculture counts as science and "basic business" as
mathematics. Also, some districts count foreign language as English.

Current state standards also allow school districts wide latitude in their
method of delivering courses. To meet state requirements, school districts
may count courses taught through interactive television, high school cor-
respondence programs, or other school districts.> If a district offers two cour-
ses every other year, it can count both courses toward state requirements.
Also, districts can meet state requirements by offering different levels of a sub-
ject in the same class.

College Entrance Standards

Table 6.3 summarizes entrance standards adopted by several public and
private area colleges, including the University of Minnesota (College of
Liberal Arts and Institute of Technology), the Minnesota State University Sys-
tem, the University of Wisconsin, and three selective private colleges--
Macalester College, Carleton College, and Hamline University.

We chose this mix of colleges to represent a range of curriculum standards.
The private college standards are more demanding, but we found that public
university standards will be similar to them in 1991. We excluded community
colleges because they do not require any particular curriculum.

As Table 6.3 shows, these colleges typically recommend that high school stu-
dents take at least four years of English, three years of mathematics, three
years of science, three years of social studies, and two or three years of a

single foreign language. In addition, Macalester and Carleton Colleges recom-
mend some honors or Advanced Placement courses, and some other colleges
recommend computer science and fine arts courses. The colleges use such
standards to screen applicants and to estimate potential students’ "fit" within
their curricula.

Some colleges specify the courses that should be taken within subject areas.
For example, the Institute of Technology’s science standard includes physics,
chemistry, and biology. Its mathematics standard consists of a four-year se-
quence including algebra, geometry, higher algebra, and trigonometry.

5 . For example, a district may transport students, or students may drive to another dis-
trict for part of the school day.
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Of course, there are exceptions, depending on individual students’ circumstan-
ces. If prospective students lack preparatory courses, they still have a chance
to be admitted but may be at a disadvantage. For example, under the College
of Liberal Arts standards for 1991, students who do not meet the three-year
foreign language standard would be required to take make-up classes without
receiving college credit.

Comparison of State and College Entrance
Standards

Table 6.3 also shows that current state board curriculum standards exceed col-
lege entrance standards for English and social studies. Further, the board’s
standards exceed most of the colleges’ standards for mathematics and science.
The University of Minnesota’s Institute of Technology is more demanding be-
cause it requires several specific science and mathematics courses. Other
standards that go beyond the state standards include three years of a single
foreign language (University of Minnesota College of Liberal Arts and
Macalester College), some honors or Advanced Placement courses
(Macalester and Carleton Colleges), and a half-year of computer science
(Minnesota State University System).®

National Standards

Compared with the North Central Association (NCA) accreditation stand-
ards, the state’s curriculum requirements are equal or higher in the core sub-
ject areas. State and NCA requirements are the same for mathematics,
science, social studies, and foreign language. State requirements exceed ac-
creditation requirements by one year for English, music, and art.

In A Nation at Risk, the National Commission on Excellence in Education
recommended a minimum curriculum that all high school graduates should
take.” The commission did not intend to recommend a curriculum that high
schools should offer. So, we view the "new basics" as a minimum standard.

Not surprisingly, Minnesota state requirements exceed the minimum cur-
riculum recommended in 4 Nation at Risk for most subjects, including
English, social studies, mathematics, and science. However, one standard
from A Nation at Risk does not appear in state standards: that is, a half year of
computer science.

The U.S. Department of Education later refined the "new basics" standards by
recommending specific courses in the James Madison High School model cur-
riculum. The recommended curriculum is more specific than Minnesota’s cur-
rent state standards. For each subject, the model curriculum specifies which

6 The state board does require school districts to provide an information technology
program, but this is much more general than the State University System’s computer
science standard. Information technology programs may include one or more of a
variety of subjects, including computers, telecommunications, cable television, film,
and satellite communications.

7 National Commission on Excellence in Education, A Nation at Risk, 24, 29.
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courses would produce the minimum required credits. For example, the
model curriculum for English includes one year of courses each in American,
British, and world literature. The James Madison science curriculum specifies
three years from the following course list: astronomy/geology, biology,
chemistry, and physics (or principles of technology).

New State Standards Recommended by State
Board Study Committee

Recently, a state board study committee recommended new curriculum stand-
ards for Minnesota school districts. These new standards would raise cur-
riculum requirements substantially. Currently, high schools must offer the
equivalent of at least four one-year courses in mathematics. Under the new
standard, high schools would offer the equivalent of at least seven one-year
mathematics courses. In addition, high schools would offer at least three
years of a single foreign language instead of two years. The fine arts require-
ment would increase by half of one year over the current four years. District
requirements to provide English, social studies, and science courses would be
unchanged.

Further, the recommended state standards identify some specific courses that
districts would offer. For example, the new science curriculum requirement
would stipulate one-year courses in physical science, biology, chemistry, and
physics. The recommended mathematics requirement would include a five-
year sequence beginning with algebra. As a result, the high school curricula
under the recommended standards would equal or exceed all of our selected
college entrance standards for science, mathematics, and foreign languages
(except for honors or Advanced Placement classes). State standards would
continue to exceed college entrance standards for English and social studies.

COMPLIANCE WITH CURRICULUM

STANDARDS

To estimate how many districts do not meet the various high school cur-
riculum standards outlined above, we examined data from the following sour-
ces:

® The Minnesota Department of Education’s curriculum monitoring
project.

® Licensing reports, filed annually by districts with the education
department. These list courses taught by each teacher. Limitations
are that data (1) include only courses taught on-site by licensed
teachers and (2) inexplicably omit some courses.
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® Interactive television (ITV) course lists obtained from ITV
coordinators around the state.

® State Department of Education reports on courses offered under
mid-day travel agreements.

® Superintendent survey data, including number of courses taught on
site, curriculum ratings for different subject areas, and methods
districts used to provide a list of specific courses in 1987-88 (see
Appendix C). In some cases, we also used curriculum information in
registration materials and class schedules sent by superintendents
along with completed questionnaires.

® Direct personal or telephone contact with about 100 district officials
to clarify curricula.

Through the curriculum monitoring project, public school principals annually
report how many hours of courses they offer by subject area. The department
notifies schools when reported curricula do not meet state standards and asks
principals to submit corrective action plans.

We are concerned about the general accuracy of the state’s curriculum
monitoring data for several reasons. First, local school officials who we inter-
viewed often mentioned that the reporting forms are confusing. Second, the
department does not verify reports except when they indicate failure to meet
state standards. In those cases, the department asks the school for a correc-
tive action plan, error correction, or updated information. The fact that
several schools corrected their data suggests that there may be additional er-
IOIS.

Another problem is that the department’s curriculum monitoring project
stopped monitoring districts that met the standard during 1986-87. Instead,
the department only asked districts that appeared to be out of compliance in
1986-87 to report their curriculum hours for 1987-88. Thus, we have less data
for current compliance than we did for 1986-87.

Finally, the state’s monitoring system does not identify which courses are ac-
tually provided nor how courses are delivered. As a result, we relied on the
other data sources to determine whether districts meet various college
entrance standards and the state foreign language requirement. We also used
the other data sources to identify how districts deliver specific courses in math-
ematics, science, and foreign language. Nevertheless, the curriculum monitor-
ing data are helpful in examining school district compliance with state
curriculum standards.®

8 A more complete data system is being developed for future monitoring purposes.
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Compliance with State Curriculum Standards

Our review of data for the 1986-87 school year indicates that most school dis-
tricts complied with the high school curriculum requirements for academic
subjects. As Table 6.4 shows, we found:

® While all Minnesota high school districts met the state curriculum
requirements for mathematics, science, and social studies, eight
school districts did not meet the state’s foreign langunage
requirement, and seven did not meet the state’s English/
communication skills requirement.

Districts Students in Districts
Standard Number  Percent Number Percent
English 7 2% 1,914 1%
Social Studies 0 0 0 0
Mathematics 0 0 0 0
Science 0 0 0 0
Foreign Language 8 2 2,009 1
Total High School
Districts
1986-87 (410) (228,133)

Table 6.4: Compliance with State Curriculum Requirements, 1986-87

All eight districts that did not meet the foreign language requirement offered
one year of a foreign language in 1986-87. We learned that four of these dis-
tricts added a second year in 1987-88, and one district added a second year in
1988-89.

Three years after the state’s curriculum requirements took effect, three dis-
tricts still fail the foreign language requirement. Two of the three districts
that still do not meet the state standard added a second language, but offer
only one year of each language.

The seven districts which failed the state’s English requirement in 1986-87
met the state’s requirement by 1988-89. One district met the requirement by
pairing with another district during 1987-88. We found that five districts
added a course during the 1987-88 school year, and one district added a
course in 1988-89.

These results suggest that compliance with state standards is improving. How-
ever, we emphasize that trends cannot be accurately determined since the
Department of Education stopped monitoring districts that reported meeting
the standards during 1986-87. We found several districts that did not comply
with English or foreign language requirements even though they reported
that they met the standard during the previous year. For example, we found
two districts that went out of compliance with the foreign language require-
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ment because they lost their foreign language teacher and did not quickly find
a replacement. Also, none of the seven districts which did not meet the com-
munication standard in 1986-87 failed the standard during the previous year.
If the department had used the current policy during 1986-87, it would not
have detected such non-compliant districts.

Provision of Courses to Meet College Entrance
Standards

We examined whether districts provided the courses which students would
need to meet college entrance standards. Table 6.5 summarizes the results,
which show:

® All Minnesota high school districts provide courses so that students
could meet college entrance standards for English and social studies
but not necessarily for science, mathematics, and foreign language.

Students in
Districts Not Districts Not
Meeting Standard Meeting Standard

Standard Number  Percent Number  Percent
Four years English 0 0% 0 0%
Three years social studies 0 0 0 0
4-Year mathematics sequence 7 1.7 484 0.2
Biology, chemistry, physics 3 0.8 451 0.2
Three years foreign language 191 485 34,675 153
Honors or Advanced Placement 204 518 42,701 18.8
Total High School Districts
1987-88 (394) (226,316)

Table 6.5: Provision of Courses to Meet College Entrance Standards,
1986-87 or 1987-88

We found that three high school districts did not meet the science standard of
the University of Minnesota’s Institute of Technology (IT). Seven districts did
not meet the I'T mathematics standard.

The IT science standard requires high school students to take physics,
chemistry, and biology or another life science. All high school districts
provided biology and chemistry at least once during the past two school years
(1986-87 and 1987-88), and all but three districts offered physics during this
period.

The IT mathematics standard includes a four-year mathematics sequence
covering algebra, geometry, higher algebra, and trigonometry. Seven districts
did not meet this standard because they provided only a three-year sequence.
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We found a very different pattern of results for two college entrance stand-
ards that exceed current state requirements. The two standards are: (1) the
three-year foreign language standard which is currently used by the University
of Minnesota College of Liberal Arts and Macalester College and (2) honors
or Advanced Placement (AP) courses recommended for entrance to
Macalester and Carleton Colleges. According to our survey data, in 1987-88:

® About half of Minnesota’s high school districts (enrolling about 23
percent of high school students) did not provide courses
recommended for admission to selective private colleges and to the
University of Minnesota College of Liberal Arts in 1991.

During the 1987-88 school year, 49 percent of high school districts did not
meet the three-year foreign language standard and 52 percent of high school
districts did not provide either honors or AP courses. During the 1987-88
school year, 15 percent of high school students attended schools that did not
provide three years of a foreign language, and 19 percent attended schools
without honors or AP courses.

Curriculum Ratings by Superintendents

The results above suggest that foreign language is the weakest academic sub-
ject area in Minnesota high schools. In general, superintendents who
responded to our survey agreed. As Table 6.6 shows, superintendents who
rated their district’s curriculum strong or very strong ranged from a high of 79
percent for mathematics to a low of 39 percent for fine arts. The 51 percent
rating for foreign language was lower than mathematics, English, and science.
A similar percentage rated social studies as strong or very strong--only 53 per-
cent.

Percent Who
Say It’s Strong
Range Subject or Very Strong
1 Mathematics 79
2 English 71
3 .Science 70
4 Computer education 63
5 Social Studies 53
6 Foreign Language 51
7 Electives 46
8 Fine Arts 39
Source: Superintendent Survey.

Table 6.6: Superintendents’ Ratings of High School Curricula
by Subject Area
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How Districts Meet Academic Standards

As we discussed earlier, state standards are permissive and allow school dis-
tricts to meet the minimum curriculum requirements in several ways, including
interactive television, mid-day travel to other schools, high school correspon-
dence courses, and alternate-year scheduling. We looked at the methods dis-
tricts used to meet the state foreign language requirement and the Institute of
Technology’s standards for mathematics and science.
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Table 6.7 shows how districts met the state’s foreign language requirement

during 1986-87. We found:

@ Two years of a foreign langnage was taught on site in 84 percent of
Minnesota’s high school districts, which serve about 97 percent of

the state’s high school students.

Failed requirement 8

Met requirement with;

On-site staff 345
Interactive television 11
Travel to other districts 36
Summer language program 4
Correspondence course 4
First and second year

combined class 2

Total High School Districts
1986-87 410

High School
Distri

High School
Students
Number  Percent

2,009 0.9%
220,294 96.6
1,510 0.7
3,504 1.5
359 0.2
294 0.1
163 01
228,133

Table 6.7: District Compliance with the State Foreign Language
Requirement, 1986-87

Fourteen percent met the two-year standard through some alternative arran-
gement, primarily travel to another school district or interactive television.
During the 1986-87 school year, 9 percent of Minnesota’s school districts met
the two-year foreign language requirement by sending interested students to
another school district, and 3 percent met the requirement through interac-
tive television. Less commonly used alternatives were summer foreign lan-
guage programs (1 percent) and correspondence courses (1 percent). In
addition, during 1986-87, we learned that at least two districts offered the first
and second years of a foreign language simultaneously to students in one class-

room.

9 Other districts may teach multiple levels of foreign language in the same manner.

We learned about these two instances through interviews with school officials.
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The use of correspondence courses and summer programs, and combining the
first and second years of some courses raise questions about instructional
quality and accessibility. If such alternatives were not allowed to meet mini-
mum state requirements, at least 18 districts (instead of 8) would have failed
the state’s foreign language requirement during the 1986-87 school year.

Table 6.8 shows how districts provided biology, chemistry, and physics courses
during the past two school years. We found:

® While 97 percent of school districts provided biology classes on-site
during both years, fewer did so for chemistry (71 percent) and
physics (65 percent).

Most of the remaining districts provide physics and chemistry in alternate
years to increase class size. Twenty-seven percent scheduled physics in alter-
nate years, and 26 percent provided chemistry in this way.

High School High School
Districts Students

Number  Percent Number  Percent

i emi Biol
Provide All Three Both
Years on Site 244 62.0% 205,130 90.6%
Physics
Both Years on Site 257 65.4 209,300 92.1
Alternate Years 108 27.5 14,712 6.5
Interactive Television 4 1.0 469 0.2
Travel to Another District 21 53 2,315 1.0
Neither Year 3 0.8 451 0.2
Chemistry
Both Years on Site 281 71.3 212,588 93.5
Alternate Years 103 26.1 14,094 6.2
Interactive Television 1 0.3 77 <0.1
Travel to Another District 9 23 568 0.2
Biology )
Both Years on Site 382 97.0 225,365 9.1

Total High School Districts
1987-88 (394) (226,316)

Table 6.8: District Science Programs Compared with Institute of Technology
Entrance Standard, 1986-87 and 1987-88
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Approximately seven percent of high school districts did not provide physics
with their own staff and three percent did not provide their own chemistry
teacher. We found that most of these districts sent students to a nearby dis-
trict. Also, a few districts provided physics or chemistry classes through inter-
active television.

Our study showed that districts used alternative delivery methods less often
for mathematics than science. As Table 6.9 shows:

©® 83 percent of school districts provided the full four-year
mathematics sequence on-site during the 1986-87 school year.

High School High School
Districts Students
Number  Percent Number  Percent
Did Not Have
Four-Year Program 7 1.7% 601 0.3%
Meet Standard With:
Four Year Program Taught
Yearly On Site 340 829 221,579 97.1
Alternate-Year Scheduling 36 8.8 3,324 15
Interactive Television 4 1.0 582 0.3
Travel to Another District 18 44 1,590 0.7
Combined Class 3 0.7 249 0.1
Other 2 0.5 209 0.1
Total High School Districts
1986-87 410 100% 228,133 100%

Table 6.9: District Mathematics Programs Compared with Institute of
Technology Entrance Standard, 1986-87 and 1987-88

Nine percent gave part of the sequence on an alternate-year schedule. We
learned that some districts alternate geometry and higher algebra; others alter-
nate fourth-year mathematics with either geometry or higher algebra. Four
percent sent students to another district to take one or more of the higher
mathematics courses, and one percent used interactive television. A few dis-
tricts enrolled students at the third- and fourth-year levels in one mathematics
class.
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CURRICULUM DIFFERENCES AMONG
SCHOOL DISTRICTS

We have seen that Minnesota high school districts vary in their provision of
courses as well as methods to meet curriculum standards. In this section, we
look at the overall variation in academic curriculum.

One measure of curriculum variation is the number of courses taught on site
daily in the core academic subject areas--English, social studies, mathematics,
and science. We consider this measure a first step in measuring curriculum
variation. The number of academic courses does not reflect the content of
the courses nor the quality of instruction. Nevertheless, more courses can
mean additional opportunities for students to develop academic skills, pursue
specialized interests, and choose courses which match their ability level.

Figure 6.2 and Table 6.10 illustrate how much variation there is in number of
core academic courses taught throughout the state during the 1987-88 school
year. We found:

® There is wide variation in the number of core academic courses
taught on a typical day in Minnesota’s high schools. While 22
percent of Minnesota’s students attended high schools that
provided fewer than 30 academic courses, 35 percent attended
schools that provided 60 or more core academic courses on a typical

day.

Number of Core High School High School
Academic Courses® _Districts _Students
9-19 ' 26% 5%
20-29 41 17
30-39 15 13
40-59 13 30
60-85 5 35

Total High School

Districts, 1987-88 394 226,316
Source: Superintendent Survey
Includes English, social studies, mathematics, and science courses provided daily.

Table 6.10: Variation in Number of Core Academic Courses Taught on Site,
1987-88

The number of English, social studies, mathematics, and science courses
taught on site ranged from 9 to 85 during the 1987-88 school year. While 67
percent of Minnesota’s high school districts provided fewer than 30 academic
courses, only 22 percent of the state’s high school students attended school in
these districts. Conversely, only 5 percent of Minnesota’s high school districts
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Figure 6.2: Variation in Number of Core Academic Courses Districts Provide
on Site Daily, 1987-88 (Source: Superintendent Survey.)

provided 60 or more academic courses, but these districts served 35 percent of
Minnesota’s high school students.

There is also considerable variation in the number of foreign languages taught
on site within Minnesota high schools (see Figure 6.3). We found that during
1986-87:

® While 24 percent of Minnesota students attended high schools that
provided no more than one foreign language, 55 percent attended
schools that provided three or more foreign languages.

The number of foreign languages taught on site ranged from none to seven.
As with core academic courses, most districts are at the low end of the dis-
tribution, but these districts serve a relatively small share of the state’s stu-
dents. Even though most districts provide only one foreign language on site,
most students attend school in districts where they can choose among three or
more languages. During the 1986-87 school year, no more than one foreign
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Figure 6.3: Variation in Number of Foreign Languages Taught on Site,
1986-87

language was taught in 70 percent of the state’s school districts, but only 24
percent of Minnesota’s high school students attended school in these districts.

A final measure of curriculum variation we developed is a composite of cur-
riculum measures for English, social studies, mathematics, science, and
foreign language. First, we classified districts according to whether they met
the state’s requirements and the Institute of Technology’s entrance standards
for mathematics and science. Then we subdivided districts that exceeded
standards as described in Figure 6.4. For example, districts that exceed stand-
ards would at least provide a four-year mathematics sequence, biology,
chemistry, and physics every year on site, and provide three or more years of a
single foreign language. Finally, to reach our highest category of curriculum
development, a district also would provide two foreign languages, computer
programming, and-an advanced-course in biology, chemistry, or physics. We
found:
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® Twenty districts did not meet one or more of the state’s require-
ments for English, social studies, or foreign language or the
Institute of Technology entrance standard for science or
mathematics.

® 28 percent of high school districts exceeded standards in all five
academic subjects, including 10 percent that met high standards.

— Category Description
Below One or More Do not meet one or more of the state’s curriculum
Standards requirements for English, social studies, foreign

language, or the Institute of Technology’s entrance
standards for mathematics or science.

Meets Standards Meet all of the above standards.

Exceeds Standards Provides four-year mathematics sequence, physics,
chemistry, biology on site every year. Provide
three years of a single foreign language, social
studies courses from at least five categories, and
English courses from at least seven categories.?

Reaches High Standards  Exceeds standards as above, and provides advanced
science course, two foreign languages, computer
science, general math, social studies courses from
at least six categories, and English courses from
at least ten categories.

“Course categories as defined by the Department of Education’s teacher licensing data system.

Figure 6.4: Summary Categories for High School Academic Curricular
Levels of Development

While the twenty districts that did not meet the basic standards represent five
percent of the state’s high school districts, they serve less than two percent of
the state’s high school students. The districts that exceeded standards served
71 percent of the state’s public high school students.

EXPLANATIONS FOR CURRICULUM
VARIATION

But why is there so much variation in curricular offerings available to Min-
nesota high school students? We examined several factors that might help ex-
plain why some districts offer their students greater breadth and depth of
academic courses while others struggle to provide the minimum. (See Figure
6.5.)
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Data
Factor Description Source
Financial Resources
a. Operating Expenditures All expenditures for elementary and Minnesota
secondary education during the 1986-87 Department of
school year except capital and debt Education
service expenditures.
b.  Referendum Levy Dollars levied by local school dis- Minnesota
Dollars trict, as approved by district voters Department of
in a referendum (based on levies pay- Education
able during 1986). Does not include
levies for capital projects.
c Assessed Value Assessed value of property in school Minnesota
district, adjusted for sales ratios. Department of
Education
Student Enrollment Number of high school students (grades Minnesota
9-12), based on average daily member- Department of
ship served by district during the Education
1986-87 school year.
Adult Residents’ Percentage of district residents 25 1980 Census
College Education years and older who completed four
years of college.
Students’ College Estimated percentage of high school Superintendent
Plans seniors who plan to attend a four- Survey
year college or university.
Geographic Region Minnesota has 11 economic development State Plann-
regions, mapped by Figure 6.10. ing Agency
Minority Enrollment Percentage of students enrolled in Minnesota
1986-87 who are Hispanic or a member Department of
of a racial minority group. Education

Figure 6.5: Factors Which Might Explain High School Curriculum

Variations

One possible factor is that districts have unequal amounts of financial resour-
ces which can be devoted to curriculum. Districts finance their operating ex-
penses primarily through state aid and local property tax revenue under the
school aid formula and through the referendum levy, if any. District revenue
per student from the school aid formula varies somewhat among districts due
to adjustment factors designed to equalize educational programs. In contrast,
referendum levies are not equalized and vary according to the discretion of
local school officials and voters.

Critics of the education financing system contend that there are wide dis-
parities in funding from referendum levies that lead to unequal educational
opportunities. However, supporters of the current system argue that these dif-
ferences are due to local choice--districts that wish to raise their own taxes to
improve their schools should be allowed to do so. Critics counter that financ-
ing education through referendum levies places a much greater burden on
property-poor districts than wealthy districts.'® They argue that the result is
either inequitable educational programs or unfair tax disparities.

10 For example, see Minnesota Rural Education Association, Funding Equity and Ac-
cess to Program Equity for Rural Education (Fergus Falls, 1988).
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Financial variables we examined include total operating expenditures, referen-
dum 1lievy dollars, and the assessed value of taxable property in the school dis-
trict.

A second factor that may explain curricular variation is the size of a district’s
enrollment. Several previous studies found that larger student enroliment
leads to broader high school curricula.? Larger districts can offer more cour-
ses because they have more students to fill specialized courses and can more
easily afford curriculum enhancements due to economies of scale.'®

A third factor that may explain why high school curricula vary across the state
is the education level of adult residents. Districts with higher percentages of
college graduates may provide broader academic programs because college
graduates place greater emphasis on academic education and may be more
willing to support referendum levies. College graduates also tend to have
higher incomes and thus may be better able to afford referendum levies than
non-graduates.

Another possible factor behind curriculum variation is the college plans of
high school students. In districts with higher percentages of students who ex-
pect to complete four years of college, greater student demand may make it
easier for administrators to fill more advanced academic courses.

Geographic region may also help explain curriculum variation because of
economic and cultural differences among the state’s regions. Finally, districts
with higher percentages of minority enrollment may be less likely to have
broad education programs. Equal opportunity for minorities has been a
longstanding national concern. One aspect of equal opportunity involves high
school curricula.

Patterns of Curriculum Variation

In our analysis, we examined the relationship between each district’s high
school curriculum and each of the above factors. Of course, many of the fac-
tors are inter-related, so we also used statistical techniques to analyze simul-
taneous effects.

Curriculum variables we developed include the number of English, social
studies, mathematics, and science courses taught on site daily, the extent to

11 For each of the financial variables, we made comparisons among districts based on
dollars per student. We did not use weighted pupil units because past research con-
cludes that these are ina]gpropriate in policy analysis. See Vernon L. Hendrix and
Charles H. Sederberg, "Distortion and Disclosure in Educational Unit Costs: A Case
Study’, Kapcr presented at the annual conference of the American Educational Re-
search Association (Washington, 1987).

12 Minnesota Department of Education, A Comparison of Current Minnesota Gradua-
tion Standards and Program Offerings with the Proposed Rule (July 1988); Minnesota
Department of Education, Ozianization Altematives for Glenwood, Starbuck, and Vil-
lard (March 1988); Bruce Barker, "Curricular Offerings in Small and Large High
Schools: How Broad is the Disparity?", Research in Rural Education, 3: (1985), 35-38;
and Illinois State Board of Education, School District Organization in Illinois
(Springfield, May 1985).

13 As we showed in Chapter 4, the smallest districts support more staff and have the
highest operating expenses.
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which state curriculum requirements and various college entrance standards
have been met, and districts’ dependence on alternative delivery methods to
meet these standards.

We found:

® Larger district enrollment is the strongest explanation for broader
academic curricula, but larger referendum levies and higher
percentages of adult college graduates are also important.

Enrollment, referendum levies, and adult college graduates are important
even after considering other variables. In addition, we found:

@ Higher property wealth helps explain broader academic high school
curricula because property-rich districts have significantly higher
referendum levies than property-poor districts.

Conversely, we found that the following factors were less important in explain-
ing why some districts have broader curricula: operating expenditures not
financed through the referendum levy, percent of students who plan to com-
plete four years of college, and minority enrollment.

Variation by District Enrollment

To analyze variation by district enrollment, we grouped high school districts ac-
cording to the number of sections they could assemble per grade, as we dis-
cussed in Chapter 4.1 One section equals 26 students. Thus a half-section
district may have as many as 13 students per grade or up to 52 high school stu-
dents in total. A two-section district has 26 to 52 students per grade or 104 to
208 students in grades 9 through 12. Such a classification system reflects dif-
ferences in total enrollment as well as educators’ practical needs in scheduling
and staffing classes. In the following discussion, we use "very small" to mean
one section or less, "small" to mean two sections or less, and "large" to mean
seven sections or more.

State Standards

Table 6.11 shows how compliance with state standards varies with district en-
rollment. We found:

® Nearly all districts which failed to meet state curriculum
requirements in 1986-87 had four class sections or less.

In 1986-87, fourteen districts did not comply with one or more of the state cur-
riculum requirements for academic subjects. We found that non-compliance

14 We categorized district enrollment in a way similar to that used in the Minnesota
Department of Education report, Financing State Board of Education Minimum Pro-
gram Requirements at an Adequate and Equitable Level (February, 1987), but reduced
the definition of a class section from 30 to 26 students at the authors’ suggestion. Of
course, actual class sizes vary by course and subject.



111

HIGH SCHOOL CURRICULA

*3aJoll JO SUOL3I3S § Y3LM SIILJISLP SIpn|oul

"SUOL]O3S G 40 4 UILM S3DLJISIp SIapnioul

*uol3eanp3 40 jualldedaq BIOSBUULK :9IJNOS

*3933 1100 Apn}s s}l AQ Spewl SUOlJepusodad asayl BulJaplsuod A13uaJdnd S1 uoLjesnp3l JO pJeog 23e3s ay L

o T

o)

*uo1399s Jad S3USPNIS 97 AJ4e 343yl :33O0N

%29 %6Y %28 %l %2 %2 44 H6g 3QIMALYLS
0 4 0 0 0 0 4 Ol J19A0

p8l
Ll 14 0 0 3 3 0g oL-4
7l [43 0 0 0 0 L2 9-5

525
7 Ly 0 0 9 0 e ki
€8 S €5 0 0 0 S 8s €
88 08 L 3 4 l 3 7Ll 4
99 2L 0 Ll ki 0 29 l

%06
%l %001 %0 %0 %0 %0 P /L
q PR abenbue FVET=ER ] EEVETEN UIen ystipug SBenbuE g98-2861 suo1399s
Jeaj-2 ub1aJog pasueApy ublaJog s39143S1Q ssej] jo
Jeaj-¢ /sJ0ucH Jeaj-z Jooyas yb6LH Jaquny

gSPIEPUEIS 33838 pJepuUE}s ABojouyss] SpJEpUEls 23E3s 40 JaqunN

papuUaLoday J0 aIn313sul uaun)

SNOILI3S SSVTD A8 SGYVANYLS WNINJIYIND ONILIIW LON S1JIYLISIA

1179 318Vl



112 HIGH SCHOOL EDUCATION

was quite evenly distributed among districts with one to four sections. Al-
though one non-compliant district has seven sections per grade, it includes six
small high schools.

College Entrance Standards
Table 6.11 shows:

@  Small school districts are much less likely to provide courses to
meet college entrance standards than large districts.

Seven districts did not meet the Institute of Technology’s mathematics stand-
ard, and three districts did not meet its science standard. All ten of these dis-
tricts had two sections or less.

During the 1987-88 school year, 75 percent of small districts (two sections or
less) did not meet the three-year foreign language standard, compared with 2
percent of large districts (seven sections or more). Similarly, 76 percent of
small districts did not have honors or Advanced Placement courses, while 12

percent of large districts did not provide such courses.

Small districts Number of Academic Courses

tend to provide

the fewest Figure 6.6 and Table 6.12 show how the average number of core academic
. courses taught on site daily rises with district enrollment.

academic

opportunities.

® For all four core subject areas (English, mathematics, science, and
social studies), the number of courses rises steadily with enrollment.

Number of
Number  High School Core
of Class Districts Social Academic
Sections 1987-88 English Studies Mathematics Science Total
12 7 4 4 4 3 15
1 62 5 4 5 4 18
2 114 6 5 6 5 21
3 58 7 6 7 5 26
4 34 8 7 8 6 29
5-6 37 10 7 9 7 34
7-10 30 12 9 10 7 38
QOver 10 52 19 12 15 11 56
Statewide 394 9 7 8 6 29
Note: There are 26 students per section. Subject averages may not add to total due to rounding.
Source: Superintendent Survey.

Table 6.12: Average Number of Academic Courses Taught on Site Daily by
Class Section, 1987-88

15 If the same course is taught several times, our system counts it only once.
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As district enrollment increases, the average daily number of courses taught
on site ranges from 4 to 19 for English, from 4 to 13 for social studies, from 3
to 15 for mathematics, and from 3 to 12 for science. Overall, the 51 largest dis-
tricts (more than ten sections per grade) provided about 59 core academic
courses, or three times as many as superintendents reported in the state’s 65
very small districts (one section or less).

Foreign Languages

Figure 6.7 illustrates how foreign language programs vary with district size.
We found:

® Small districts are less likely to have foreign language teachers on
site and are more likely to rely upon alternatives such as mid-day
travel to another district, interactive television, summer programs,
or high school correspondence courses.

Only three percent of small districts (two sections or less) provided a second
foreign language compared with 98 percent of large districts (seven sections
Or more).

Mathematics and Science

Figure 6.8 summarizes how district mathematics and science programs vary by
district enrollment. These data indicate:

® Small districts are much more likely to use alternate-year
scheduling, mid-day travel arrangements, or interactive television to
provide physics, chemistry, and advanced mathematics courses.

Most of the very small districts rely on alternative scheduling methods to pro-
vide chemistry, physics, and the four-year mathematics sequence. In contrast,
all medium and large districts taught the entire four-year mathematics se-
quence during the 1986-87 school year with their own staff. All large districts
also taught chemistry and physics during both of the past two school years
(1986-87 and 1987-88).

Specific Courses

Table 6.13 and Figure 6.9 show how many districts of different sizes provided
selected courses, including both on-site and off-site classes. We see that some
courses were provided in almost all Minnesota high schools, regardless of stu-
dent enrollment. These include American government and English or world
literature. However, compared with small districts, large districts were more
likely to offer courses in world history, economics, sociology, advanced com-
position, remedial reading, public speaking, calculus, and second-year biology.

- For example, 64 percent-of small districts provided economics during the 1987-

88 school year, compared with 95 percent for large districts.
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Number of Class Sections

Over
1’ 1. 2. 3. 4 56 20 10, Total

Number of
High School Districts (M (62 (@114) 8 @GH @GN (GO (52) (3M)
SOCIAL STUDIES
American Government 100% 98% 9% 96% 97% 100% 100% 100% 99%
World History n 88 83 96 91 91 90 100 90
Economics 29 58 70 76 7 88 87 100 76
Sociology 29 57 T2 76 63 79 90 96 74
ENGLISH
English or World Literature 86 100 97 98 97 97 100 100 98
Advanced Composition 43 3 80 84 86 94 100 98 85
Remedial Reading 29 60 64 67 66 85 83 92 0!
Public Speaking 14 53 78 82 94 97 97 96 81

MATHEMATICS AND SCIENCE

Computer Programming 100 97 97 96 94 100 100 100 98

Calculus 0 27 39 45 n 65 83 94 54

Second-Year Biology 57 43 48 64 74 0 70 96 63
OTHER

Art or Music History 57 82 Ut 67 n 68 63 84 3

Note: There are 26 students per section.

Source: Superintendent Survey.

Table 6.13: Availability of Selected Courses by Class Sections, Provided
through On-Site or Off-Site Methods, 1987-88

Curriculum Ratings By Superintendents

We summarized superintendents’ curriculum ratings by adding the number of
subjects that they rated strong or very strong and the number rated weak or
very weak. As illustrated in Table 6.14:

®  Superintendents of large districts rated their curricula more highly
than superintendents of small districts.

Superintendents of districts with more than 10 class sections rated an average
of 6.2 out of 8 subjects as strong or very strong. In districts with one section
or less, superintendents noted an average of only 3.6 curriculum strengths.
Similarly, the average number of weak ratings ranged from 0.2 for very large
districts to 0.7 for very small districts. These results are consistent with our
findings reported above.

Projected Change in District Enrollment

Over the next five years, the Department of Education projects that 36 per-
cent of Minnesota’s high school districts face enrollment declines exceeding
five percent. While progressively smaller enrollments may mean increased at-
tention and other benefits for individual students, the evidence summarized in
this chapter indicates that smaller Minnesota districts already have greater dif-
ficulty providing instructional programs to students.
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Number of Average Number of Subjects Rated:
High School
Districts Strong or Weak or
Sections 1987-88 Very Strong Very Weak
1/2 7 33 13
1 62 3.6 0.7
2 114 44 0.6
3 58 4.6 0.6
4 34 4.7 0.4
5-6 37 54 03
7-10 30 54 0.6
Over 10 52 6.2 0.2
State Total 394 4.7 0.5
Source: Superintendent Survey.

Table 6.14: Superintendent Curriculum Ratings by Class Sections, 1987-88

As shown in Table 6.15, Minnesota school districts have been variously af-
fected by enrollment declines over the past five years. In the next five years,
enrollment declines are projected mainly in two regions: the northeast and
southwest/west central development areas. Meantime, enrollment (and
revenues) are expected to increase by 10 percent in the Twin Cities and 8 per-
cent in Minnesota’s central area.

Actual Projected

1982-83 to 1986-87 to
Development Region 1986-87 1991.92
Northwest #1 and #2 -0.4 04
Northeast #3 7.1 -11.2
West Central #4 -1.2 0.2
North Central #5 0.1 2.5
Southwest and West Central #6 and #8 3.2 -1.6
Central #7 34 83
South Central #9 -14 13
Southeast #10 -0.5 1.6
Metropolitan #11 0.8 103
Statewide -0.4 4.9
Source: Minnesota Department of Education.

Table 6.15: Actual and Projected Percentage Change in Average Daily
Membership, 1982-1992
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We looked at the Department of Education’s projected enrollments for dis-
tricts with already-limited curriculum choices. As shown in Table 6.16:

® Districts with fewer core academic courses and less developed
foreign language programs are more likely to face enrollment
declines than other districts in the state.

Percent of Districts Whose Enrollment is
Projected to:

Number of
High School Decline Change by Grow
Districts More Than Less than More Than

_1987-88 5 Percent S Percent 5 Percent
Districts Without
3-Year Foreign
Language Program 227 41% 44% 15%
Districts Provid-
ing Fewer than 20
Academic Courses? 103 47 40 12
State Total 394 36 40 24

?Includes English, social studies, mathematics, and science courses taught on site.

Table 6.16: Projected Enrollment Changes for School Districts by Various
Curriculum Categories, 1986-87 to 1991-92

We found that enrollments are projected to decline by more than five percent
in 47 percent of districts which provided fewer than 20 courses in mathe-
matics, science, English, and social studies, compared with the statewide fig-
ure of 36 percent. Similarly, 41 percent of districts which did not offer three
years of a foreign language face enrollment declines of more than five percent.

These results indicate that many districts with narrow curriculum programs
today will face greater difficulties in the future as their enrollment declines. It
would be even harder to expand their curricula to meet state standards if the
State Board of Education adopts higher standards as its study committee
recently recommended.

Variation by Districts’ Financial Resources

After controlling for the effects of district enrollment and percentage of col-
lege graduates, we noted that operating expenditures were positively related
to broader curricula. However, when we brought referendum levies into the
equation, referendum levies but not operating expenditures were significantly
related to high school curricula.
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Districts that
pass referen-
dum levies
have broader
curriculum op-
portunities for
students.

Referendum levies thus explain the positive relationship between operating
expenditures and curriculum. In other words, regular district funding under
the school aid formula is actually not related to curriculum. This result is not
surprising because the school aid formula is equalized.

One reason that higher referendum levies may be related to broader curricula
is that the levies enable districts to afford more academic programs. Another
possible reason is that higher referendum levies reflect strong community sup-
port for education, which causes district administrators to place more em-
phasis on academic courses.

As we mentioned in Chapter 4, districts are increasingly passing referendum
levies. Is it a matter of local choice, or is it because some districts have more
property wealth than other districts? Since our data do not include all the fac-
tors which may influence local tax and education decisions, it is difficult to con-
lusively determine the causes of these decisions. Nevertheless, we found that
districts with higher assessed property values per student, higher percentages
of college graduates, and lower enrollments had higher referendum levies.
Thus our data support the argument that:

® The property wealth of a district is one of several factors that
influence the resources it can raise through referendum levies,
which in turn affects curricula,’

Property values do not fully explain the differences in referendum levies.
Some districts with high property values have not passed referendum levies,
while other districts with low property values have passed such levies.
Referendum levies are also matters of local choice, perhaps reflecting
stronger preferences for education or in the case of very small districts, the
need to raise additional funds to provide the basics of education.

Variation by Residents’ Education

Another factor that helps explain variation in curricula is education back-
grounds of district residents. Table 6.17 shows that districts with a relatively
high percentage of college graduates tend to provide a richer academic cur-
riculum. In the 1987-88 school year, districts in which over ten percent of
adults were college graduates averaged 41 courses in English, social studies,
mathematics, and science, compared with 21 courses for districts in which less
than seven percent of adults were college graduates. The higher the percent-
age of adult college graduates, the more likely districts were to provide three
years of a foreign language, second-year biology, economics, and world his-
tory, among other courses.

In part, these differences are due to the fact that college graduates tend to
live in urban centers, which have larger high schools than rural areas. Yet, we
compared districts of the same size and still found that districts with higher

..education levels provided more academic courses and were more likely to

have a three-year foreign language program.

16 In fact, after controlling for the effects of district enrollment and percentage of col-
lege graduates, we found that higher assessed value per student was significantly re-
lated to broader curriculum.
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Twin Cities
metro districts
provide an
average of 51
core academic
courses;
outstate
districts
provide only
between 20 and
33 such
courses.
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Geographic Variation

Table 6.18 summarizes how high school programs vary among geographic
regions of the state (mapped in Figure 6.10). As can be seen:

@ Districts in the Twin Cities metropolitan region have substantially
broader curricula than do Minnesota’s other ten regions.
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Figure 6.10: Minnesota’s Geographic Regions

For example, consider the total number of high school courses typically taught
on site daily in core academic subjects (English, social studies, mathematics,
and science). In 1987-88, districts in the Twin Cities metropolitan region
provided an average of 51 such courses. Among the other ten regions, the
average ranged from 20 to a maximum of 33. Furthermore, about 90 percent

- of the school districts in the Twin Cities- metropolitan-area provided three

years of a foreign language during the 1987-88 school year, compared with 48
percent of outstate districts.
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