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 We live an age of ideology and uncritically held loyalties. Such an attitude is 
acceptable in, say, sports where we cheer for our favorite team through thick 
and thin. But it is an unhealthy way to approach politics, education, or religion. 
And even as consumers, we would do well to step back and take a critical view 
of the products we buy regularly. Are we really getting the most for our money, 
or have we been unduly influenced by advertising? 

 In this very welcome seventh edition of  Critical Issues in Education , the 
authors tackle issues such as school finance, gender equity, multicultural-
ism, school reform, and a host of other controversial topics in education. They 
believe, as I do, that people learn to be critical thinkers by grappling with criti-
cal issues in public debate (Noddings, 2006). It is not enough to learn the formal 
rules of logic and argument; these must be put to use on genuine problems. 
Indeed, struggling with critical issues under the guidance of a good teacher 
may be the best way to learn the formal rules. That comment suggests a critical 
issue to think about in pedagogy: Should students be required to learn the basic 
rules, details of information, and algorithms before attempting to solve prob-
lems, or should they learn the rules in the process of problem solving? Should 
our answer differ, depending on the subject matter or age of students? Does it 
inevitably depend on the knowledge and skills of the teacher? 

In addition to revised and updated chapters on such perennial controver-
sial topics as school finance, gender and minority-group equity, choice, and 
religion, I am especially pleased to see chapters like “Corporations, Commerce, 
and Schools,” “Discipline and Justice,” “Values and Character Education,” and 
a new chapter for this edition on “New Immigrants and Schools.” These topics 
are loaded with critical issues.

 Most citizens react with appreciation when business organizations take an 
interest in our public schools. But when is that interest educationally appropri-
ate? How much influence should the Business Roundtable and other corporate 
organizations have on public education? Perhaps criticisms and recommen-
dations from these groups are too often accepted uncritically (Emery and 
Ohanian, 2004). We need to ask: Is the criticism well founded? Who profits from 
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the recommendation? Where, if at all, do the aims of education and of business 
overlap? 

 Discipline is a topic of major interest to every teacher. We need to discuss 
methods and tactics critically. Educators are—or should be—accountable for 
means as well as ends. If, for example, a teacher maintains an orderly class-
room, does it matter how she does it? Put so starkly, most of us would respond 
that of course it matters. What methods are ethically justified? What tactics con-
tribute to the growth of democratic character? 

 These matters require critical thought. When we encounter discipline prob-
lems, there is a temptation to seize any tactic that promises a solution. We some-
times forget to ask: Why are we having this problem? Too often, a faculty leaps 
to the conclusion that there is “something wrong with these kids”—and some-
times that conclusion is right, but often it is not. 

 When I was a high school mathematics teacher (more than thirty years ago), 
kids did not swear in class (and never at the teacher), listened in class (or pre-
tended to), and usually did their homework. Were kids better then? Do students 
now need character education—perhaps uniforms, ceremonies, and consistent 
patterns of reward and punishment? Maybe. But consider. At that time, there 
were no security guards in most schools, no locked exits, no metal detectors. A 
little earlier—when I was myself a high school student—we had a full hour for 
lunch and could go where we wished; we had the same teachers for four years 
in many of our subjects; we knew instantly, in our small school, when a stranger 
was on campus. Perhaps it is  conditions  and not kids that have changed. If that is 
the case, how should we proceed to analyze our discipline problem? 

 I am not suggesting that character education should be rejected out of 
hand. There is much of value in it. But exactly  what  should we borrow from it? 
Why should we engage in it? What outcomes can we reasonably expect? And 
how should we try to reach them? George Orwell said of his own school days 
(crammed with character education of a highly questionable sort): “I was in a 
world where it was  not possible  for me to be good. . . . Life was more terrible, 
and I was more wicked, than I had imagined” (1946/1981, p. 5). Educators must 
make it both desirable and possible for students to be good. How might the 
conditions of schooling be changed to support this goal? 

The new chapter on immigration and education is a welcome addition. 
Immigration has, once again, become a hot button issue in politics and social 
life. We are conflicted about how to handle legal and illegal immigration with 
justice and fairness while protecting our borders and continuing our tradition 
as a nation of immigrants. A more recent wrinkle on this topic involves schools. 
The number and variety of immigrants, their differing educational needs, the 
resources needed to accommodate those needs, and the public support neces-
sary are among the many areas where critical thinking is required.

 The discussion of critical issues is difficult—an enterprise littered with 
opportunities to attack persons instead of arguments. We human beings have 
not yet learned how to conduct these discussions effectively. In private social 
life, we generally avoid topics that might trigger passionate disagreement. It is 
not considered polite to talk critically about religion or politics. In schools, too, 
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we usually avoid controversial issues, and this avoidance is supported by the 
careful vetting (censoring?) of school textbooks. 

 Rejecting the “war model” of debate, we have to learn how to participate 
intelligently and respectfully in critical discussions.  Critical Issues in Education  
makes a significant contribution to the achievement of this goal. 

 Finally, it is worth repeating something I said in my foreword to an earlier 
edition: As you read this book, be ready to think and speak up, but be gentle 
with your opponents. 

 Nel Noddings 
 Stanford University;   Teachers College, Columbia University 
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    Preface 

Greetings, and welcome to the seventh edition of Critical Issues in Education, a 
collection of original, competing essays on pervasive controveries about school-
ing. We have updated and revised all chapters, and we encourage your explora-
tion and critical engagement.

School is controversial. True, it is not as obviously controversial as politics, 
religion, or sex—but education ranks up high. Just ask relatives and friends 
what they think of America’s schools, and be prepared for some strong opin-
ions. Actually, school issues include the hot topics of politics, religion, and 
sex—politicians use education as an election device, religion and schools is a 
continuing debate, and sex-related school topics bring out intense views. There 
are many other controversies surrounding schooling, from financing to stand-
ardized testing, and many opinions about each.

  School and Controversies 

  Persistent school issues reflect basic human disagreements in areas like poli-
tics, economics, and social values. The issues and ideologies deserve critical 
examination of competing views. Newspapers and magazines report educa-
tional information like student test scores, school finance decisions, and vari-
ous school activities. But mass media often ignore or gloss over basic social or 
ideological conflicts that lie below the surface of the news. And news media 
can sterilize issues by presenting only one view. Few media provide alterna-
tive views of an issue. This implies there is only one correct view on a topic 
and it obscures important distinctions surrounding school controversies. 

 For over three hundred years, people on this continent have agreed on the 
importance of education, but have disagreed over how it should be control-
led, financed, organized, conducted, and evaluated. Two centuries ago, a very 
young United States was debating whether or not to establish free and compul-
sory education, arguing over who should be educated, who should pay, and 
what should be taught. We have mass public education now, but some of these 
same arguments continue about schools.
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 Some say American schools are in deep trouble and getting worse, with poor 
teachers and weak programs of study. Others view their schools as remarkably 
good, with excellent teachers and high-quality programs. New views emerge 
as debates over education stimulate us to rethink our positions. The terrain of 
education is rugged and rocky, with few clear paths and many conflicting road 
signs.  It is controversial.

 Organization of the Book 

  An introductory chapter presents background and a process for examining 
debates in education and reform efforts. 

 The three following sections are each devoted to a major question about 
schooling and provide a thematic context: 

   Part One: Whose Interests Should Schools Serve? Theme: Justice and Equity  

  Part Two: What Should Be Taught? Theme: Knowledge and Literacy  

  Part Three: How Should Schools Be Organized and Operated? Theme: 
School Environment   

 Each part contains chapters on specific critical issues, and each chapter con-
tains two essays expressing divergent positions on that issue. Obviously, these do 
not exhaust all the possible positions; they do provide at least two views on the 
issue. References are provided in each chapter to encourage further exploration. 
At the end of each chapter are a few questions to consider and discuss. 

 The three coauthors each took primary responsibility for writing different 
parts of this volume. For Jack Nelson, this includes Introductions to Part One 
and Part Two and Chapters 1, 7, 8, 11, 13, 17, and 18. For Stuart Palonsky, it 
includes Introduction to Part Three and Chapters 5, 12, 14, 16, and 19. And for 
Mary Rose McCarthy, it includes Chapters 2, 3, 4, 6, 10, and 15. Stu and Jack 
jointly prepared Chapter 9, with assistance from Valerie Pang.  

  Acknowledgments 

  We thank Nel Noddings of Stanford University and Teachers College, Columbia 
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  C H A P T E R  1

Introduction: Critical Issues 
and Critical Thinking 

   About This Book:    Schools are controversial because they are so important. 
This book presents debates about eighteen pervasive educational issues, in 
 Chapters 2  through  19 , organized under three thematic sections:

   Part One: Whose Interests Should Schools Serve?  

    Theme: Justice and Equity  

  Part Two: What Should Be Taught?  

    Theme: Knowledge and Literacy  

  Part Three: How Should Schools Be Organized and Operated?  

    Theme: School Environment    

Controversy requires at least two distinct views; each chapter contains two 
essays presenting divergent positions on that topic. These position essays are all 
original, written only for this book, and they include data, research, and argu-
ments that support that view of the issue.    Critical thinking is a valuable process 
for examining and evaluating critical issues and the controversies they inspire 
(Clabaugh, 2008).

  About this Chapter: Chapter 1  covers controversies and critical-thinking 
processes that use dialogue and dialectic reasoning in examining educational 
issues. These issues arise in historic, philosophic, and social contexts, so we 
include some of that background as well as current scholarly research on 
schooling in terms of politics, economics, policy questions, ideology, and social 
practice. We note patterns of criticism about schools and proposed reforms, 
and we conclude with a brief examination of efforts to reform schools and the 
controversial results.



2  CHAPTER 1: Introduction: Critical Issues and Critical Thinking

INTRODUCTION 

Education as Controversy : Examples

 If you like arguments, you will love the study of education. Few topics elicit 
more disagreement or have as much at stake for our future. Even if you don’t 
like arguments, your life and our society are influenced by the debates and 
the resulting decisions. Arguments over education seldom challenge its value. 
There is broad support for education. We disagree over the purposes, nature, 
form, and process of education, but not on its fundamental virtues. That still 
provides plenty of opportunities for bitter fights. 

 Current controversies about schools and schooling include the No Child 
Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2002. A bipartisan bill, it followed, but considerably 
expanded, several decades of elementary and secondary federal school fund-
ing laws. NCLB calls for standards for students and teachers, increased testing, 
school accountability, decreasing the achievement gap for minorities, and sig-
nificant penalties for schools that do not perform over time. 

 The NCLB Act generates partisan and bipartisan attacks and rebut-
tals from many quarters. Critics note that it is grossly underfunded, exces-
sively punitive, educationally unsound, and inadequate in application. The 
Department of Education argues in reply that there has been increased edu-
cational funding, improved flexibility for states, and better scores for math 
at the four th -grade level (Spellings, 2006, 2008). Critics disagree, citing how 
much it costs states without reimbursement, how it limits the curriculum and 
thinking while destroying those subjects not on the tests, how basic flaws in 
the law were not fixed, and how there is virtually no significant improve-
ment in educational quality (Meier and Wood, 2004; McKenzie, 2006, 2007; 
Sunderman, 2006; AFT, 2005; NEA, 2006; Science News, 2008; Nichols and 
Berlin, 2008).

Critics from different political sides contend that the law:

 • is wrong-headed and short-sighted (to mix metaphors);
 • is narrow and restrictive on curriculum, limiting real education;
 • is too inclusive and broad in scope and punishment;
 • improperly imposes federal controls on a state function;
 • misevaluates educational progress by overreliance on testing;
 • forces teachers and students into conformity;
 • imposes a class orientation, disadvantaging lower income families;
 • restricts critical thinking;
 • illustrates political interference of the worst kind.

Results of NCLB are mixed: Very limited test score increases in select 
areas can easily be explained as accidental, but no remarkable  improvements. 
Government research found Reading First, a NCLB required program funded 
at $1 billion per year, to be ineffective (Institute of Education Sciences, 2008). 
This program was also plagued with criticisms of conflict of interest and 
 cronyism in contracts and mandates imposed by the U.S. Department of 
 Education (Dillon, 2008). Many now contend the NCLB Act is a giant failure 
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or, worse, a stealthy way to undercut support for public education (Meier and 
Wood, 2004; McKenzie, 2006, 2008; Neill, 2008; Spring, 2008).

On the traditionalist side, Diane Ravitch (2007) says NCLB is fatally flawed. 
Progressive Jonathan Kozol (2005) criticizes NCLB because of its top-down 
standardization and conformity provisions and its stealthy return to racial 
apartheid in schooling.

Another current example of significant arguments over schools involves 
evolution and creationism (Johnson, 2006; Rudoren, 2006). This has been a school 
and social issue since Darwin. The Scopes trial illustrated this over 80 years 
ago and the effort to place “intelligent design” in the science curriculum car-
ries the controversy forward into the twenty-first century. Intelligent design 
(ID), a variation of the creationist position, challenges Darwinian theories on 
natural selection and evolution. The Intelligent Design Network website states 
their position that “certain features of the universe and of living things are best 
explained by an intelligent cause rather than an undirected process such as nat-
ural selection” ( www.intelligentdesignnetwork.org,  2005). Evolutionists find 
there is no credible scientific evidence that is better than evolutionary theory so 
far and that religious beliefs should not overwhelm science. 

The ID position is expressed in recent publications (Dembski, 2004; Behe, 
Dembski, and Meyer, 2000; Strobel, 2004; House, 2008). The opposition appears 
in other sources (Perakh, 2003; Forrest and Gross, 2004; Young and Edis, 2004; 
Scott, 2004). 

Jacoby (2008) states:

. . . Americans are alone in the developed world in their view of  evolution by 
means of natural selection as “controversial” rather than as settled  mainstream 
science. The continuing strength of religious fundamentalism in America 
(again, unique in the developed world) is generally cited as the sole reason for 
the bizarre persistence of anti-evolutionism. . . . The real and more complex 
explanation may lie not in America’s brand of faith but in the public’s igno-
rance about science in general as well as evolution in particular. (p. xvii)

Obviously, what we teach in schools is a reflection of what we consider 
true, accurate, consistent, and reasoned. This is especially true in science educa-
tion. The evolution/creationism argument is fundamental to that point and is 
highly related to schooling questions about church/state relations, the nature 
of knowledge, curriculum decision making, and academic freedom for teachers 
and students, among others. 

Disputes over NCLB and evolution/creationism illustrate strident school 
debates involving deeply held views from politics to religion. If school was 
 inconsequential, it would not be worthy of intense, long-lived disputes. 
 Education is not a trivial pursuit, a minor activity that can be avoided with 
 impunity. It is necessary for the survival and development of each person and 
society. Strong opinions define many controversial topics, but schooling is 
 unusual because few controversial topics have so many personally  experienced 
experts. School is one social institution that virtually all people have  experienced 
for long  periods, and most have an opinion about it. So we argue about  education 
and the formal agency we use for education—the schools.  
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  Education and Schooling 

 Education, of course, is far more than just what goes on in school. But schools 
are usually at the center of public arguments about education because schools 
are the social organizations that take on the formalized task of educating. In 
 colonial America, most people received their education outside of schools 
 (Bailyn, 1960). Some of today’s reluctant students might prefer that alternative 
to their life in school, but that is not an option available to many. For these 
 students, school may even be an impediment to education—it interferes with 
their learning about life. They become educated, despite school. 

 For the vast majority, however, much of the most important learning, and cer-
tainly most of the formal learning, occurs in school. Book learning and computer 
learning are hallmarks of schools, and society expects schools to remain that cen-
tral learning location for academic knowledge. In addition to academics, there is 
some expectation that school also will be a place of intellectual development. Intel-
lectual learning differs from academic learning in its development of skeptical and 
questioning attitudes and its focus on ideas rather than on information (Gella, 
1976; Gouldner, 1979; Barber, 1998; Schneider, 2004; Jacoby, 2008). Academic learn-
ing includes formal study of typical subjects: English, science, history, arts, math, 
social sciences, languages, and so on. Intellectual learning includes raising ques-
tions, critical thinking, creative interpretation, and being unlimited by subject-field 
discipline boundaries in the examination of ideas. Some people become concerned 
when schools heavily engage in intellectual learning; open examination of ideas 
and skepticism can lead to controversial topics—a threat to some people. 

 In addition to academic and intellectual responsibilities of schools, there are 
also social expectations for schools to take on responsibility for the ethical, phys-
ical, and emotional development of children, as well as for their safety, health, 
and civility. Academic, intellectual, practical, moral, and behavioral responsibil-
ities have long been multiple foci of schools. In addition, schools have accepted 
some responsibility for addressing such social problems as drugs, sexual mores, 
and crime. For several decades, we have had proposals for making schools even 
more the centers of their communities, open all year, seven days a week, early 
morning to late night, and taking on more social responsibilities (Dryfoos, 2002; 
Strike, 2004). 

 The significance of responsibilities schools have is suggested in the strength 
and intensity of the great debates over schools. Schooling, as a major player in 
the process of education, is particularly important to society’s vitality and the 
viability of each person. In today’s world, those who can’t read, write, or calculate 
adequately bear a heavy burden in daily existence. Those lacking fundamental 
knowledge and skills suffer social, economic, political, and personal difficulty. 
The society that does not pay enough attention to schooling also suffers; it is on a 
downhill slope (Fuentes, 2005).  

 Nolan (1996) notes: 

  Of all the issues that are likely to generate controversy, no issue hits closer to 
home than the education and care of children. A cursory glance at many of the 
most heated issues in the culture wars reveals just how pivotal education is. 
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Multiculturalism, sex education, condom distribution, guns in school, textbook 
selection, creationism, values clarification—controversies over these issues 
demonstrate how educational institutions have become a primary focus of the 
culture wars . . . the battle over the schools then is nothing less than a struggle 
for the future of America. (p. 37)  

  Some of the continuing questions about education, schools, and society: 

   • How should we evaluate schools, teachers, curricula, and society’s support 
of schools?  

   • How should we address problems of inequality, racism, sexism, and vio-
lence in schools?  

   • Who should be going to school, for how long, to study what, and for what 
purposes?  

   • How should schools be financed, and how well?  
   • What is the best approach to religion, values, character, and academic sub-

jects for schools?  
   • How should schools be organized and operated?  
   • Why do we seem clueless about the best education, when there are plenty 

of clues and firm opinions about it?   

Cycles of criticism and reform in education are not new (Cuban, 2003). 
We have had educational reform advocates for so long that it is impossible to 
identify their beginnings. Perhaps the first educational reformer, a member 
of some prehistoric group, rose up to protest that children were not learning 
the basic skills, as he had. Another member may have proposed a radical new 
plan to improve children’s hunting-and-gathering skills. Some of the bashed 
skulls lying about prehistoric sites are probably the results of arguments over 
education.  

Critical Thinking , Dialogue, and Dialectics

 Questions about schooling stimulate a variety of potential and often compet-
ing answers, but there is no single set of clear and uncontested resolutions. Life 
would be easier, although less interesting, if we had single and simple answers 
to all our problems. But critical social issues are usually too complex to be ade-
quately resolved by easy or absolute solutions. In fact, simple answers often cre-
ate new problems, or merely cause the problems they were supposed to solve 
to rise again. 

 Quick, easy, and absolute resolutions are readily available in contemporary 
society—radio talk shows, newspaper editorials and responses, websites and 
chatrooms, and coffee shops are among the places where we can find clear and 
forceful answers to most of our problems, including educational issues. These 
answers may well be simple, clear, and forceful—but often will be contradic-
tory, competing, or inconsistent. Significant debates over complicated human 
issues such as sex, politics, and religion are engaging partly because they usu-
ally are not subject to quick and easy resolution. 
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A proper skepticism and critical thinking are the friends of wisdom. Critical 
thinking, the main process and goal of education, involves at least:

    • recognition that an important issue deserves considered judgment,  
   • thoughtful formulation of good questions,  
   • a search for possible answers and evaluating pertinent evidence,  
   • consideration of alternative views, and  
   • drawing of tentative conclusions that are acceptable until another question 

or a better answer arises.    

 Critical thinking is far more difficult, and significantly more important, 
than just finding answers (Emerson, Boes, and Mosteller, 2002; Kinchloe and 
Weil, 2004). The search for knowledge goes well beyond puzzle pages with 
answers printed upside down at the bottom or reporting back to a teacher what 
an encyclopedia says.  Dialogue and dialectics can help.

Dialogue and the Case for Dialectic Reasoning 

 Arguments easily can dissolve into shouting matches, “Says who?” and “Me, 
that’s who!” levels of dialogue, or even fistfights. Whether arguments are trivial 
or significant, they can be heated and unthinking. It is easy to recognize the 
merits of our own position, and we are not always eager to admit the virtues of 
others. Arguments about important topics, however, should not devolve into 
shouting or personal attack. Knowledge and social improvement depend on 
rational and civil argument; “Disagreement is a key element of communal delib-
erations” (Makau and Marty, 2001, p. 7). Active democracy requires it (Gutman 
and Thompson, 1996, 2004; Hess, 2002; Zurn, 2007). Good arguments can be 
thoughtful and reasoned, a dialogue between two different points of view—or 
dialectic reasoning with opposing views. 

Reasoned dialogue calls for listening, understanding evidence, and assessing 
the quality of sources and persuasiveness of the arguments (Audi, 2001; McCabe, 
2000). Dialectic reasoning, the examination of opposing ideas to develop a creative 
and superior idea, is a level beyond dialogue (Sim, 1999; Farrar, 2000; Sciabarra, 
2000). Both are practices of critical thinking. 

Dialogue and dialectic are dynamic, interactive, and optimistic. They are 
optimistic since they take the stance that things can and should be improved. 
 Arguments are not the only way to reason. Intuition, for example, is perfectly 
suitable, as is reading and contemplation. 

 Dialogue calls for two persons or two ideas—we can have dialogue with 
ourselves, but we need at least two ideas. Monologues, to others or ourselves, 
can be valuable for gaining ideas; most textbooks operate as monologues, pre-
senting one view. But dialogue is more dynamic and more challenging. Not all 
dialogue, however, is civil and productive. It can operate at the lowest level, used 
to browbeat others into agreement, as in a kind of Socratic attack—Noddings 
(1995b) notes: “Socrates himself taught by engaging others in dialogue . . . he 
dominates the dialogue and leads the listeners . . . forcing his listeners gently 
and not so gently to see the errors in their thinking” (pp. 6, 7). But reasoned 
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dialogue involves active consideration of a different view and interest in inter-
action in discussion (Mercer, 2008; NCDD, 2008). We advocate informed skep-
ticism, using reasoned dialogue in examining educational issues—but we go 
further, encouraging development of a dialectic approach for some issues in the 
search for improvement in education. 

 Dialogue does not expect much beyond civil discussion used to gain under-
standing. Dialectic reasoning uses disputes and divergent opinions to arrive at 
a better idea. The dialectic occurs when you pit one argument (thesis) against 
another (antithesis) in an effort to develop a synthesis superior to either (see 
 Figure 1.1 ). It is an inquiry into important issues that identifies the main points, 
important evidence, and logical arguments used by each of at least two diver-
gent views on an issue. This requires critical examination of the evidence and 
arguments on each side of a dispute, granting each side some credibility. A dia-
lectic approach is dynamic. A synthesis from one level of dialectic reasoning can 
become a new thesis at a more sophisticated level, and the process of inquiry 
continues to spiral (Adler, 1927; Cooper, 1967; Rychlak, 1976; Noddings, 1995b; 
Blumenfeld-Jones, 2004).  True inquiry is life-long.

 The purpose for dialectic reasoning between competing ideas is not to defeat 
one and accept the other, but to search for an improved idea. Dialectic reasoning is 
not merely the search to certify one side as a winner nor to find a political compro-
mise, especially a compromise that pleases neither side very well. It is a search for a 
higher level of idea that accommodates or incorporates the most important points 
in the thesis and antithesis. Sciabarra (2000) describes the dialectic process as: 

  Dialectical method is neither dualistic nor monistic. A thinker who employs 
a dialectic method embraces neither a pole nor the middle of a duality of 
extremes. Rather, the dialectical method anchors the thinker to both camps. 

   FIGURE 1.1 Dialectic Reasoning: A Simplified Diagram  

Developing New Synthesis

Next Level Synthesis New Thesis New Antithesis

Synthesis (New Thesis) (New Antithesis)

Thesis Antithesis
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The dialectic thinker refuses to recognize these camps as mutually exclusive or 
apparent opposites. . . . He or she strives to uncover the common roots of appar-
ent opposites . . . [and] presents an integrated alternative. . . . (p. 16)  

 For a simple example on a complicated topic: As Marcuse (1960) notes, 
many early philosophers considered individual freedom and social freedom 
as opposites. One could enjoy individual freedom only by trampling on social 
freedoms, and a society could exert its freedom only by limiting the freedom 
of individuals. One was a thesis, the other its antithesis; apparently opposite 
views. A synthesis develops as both freedoms are considered necessary to mod-
ern civilization and to individuals, using the view that individual freedoms are 
best maintained in a free society. Without society, humans have no freedom in 
practice; there is no freedom in mere survival. Without individual freedoms, 
society cannot be free in practice; the range of individual freedom depends on 
agreement with other individuals in a social contract requiring essential equal-
ity, a system of laws, and rational thinking. 

 Philosophers have used the idea of dialectics in many different ways; it has 
justified opposite radical conclusions like absolute social control, as in forms of 
Marxism, or absolute individualism and against society, as in some of the liber-
tarian ideas of Ayn Rand (Sciabarra, 1999). But Aristotle, the moderate philoso-
pher who initiated Western political philosophy, could be considered the father 
of dialectic reasoning. He saw dialectic and rhetoric as mutually supportive 
arts, with dialectic the logical means for developing arguments and rhetoric 
the means of persuasion, speaking or writing, that uses the results of dialectic 
reasoning. Aristotle favored the dialectic because it required examining serious 
questions from many different positions. 

 The dialectic approach is fundamentally optimistic: It assumes there are 
better ideas for improving society and that examining diverse ideas is a produc-
tive way to develop them. Many issues can’t resolve well into a synthesis at any 
given time, but that does not denigrate the dialectic approach as a good way 
to comprehend and critically examine opposing positions. Dialectic reasoning 
may require more energy than you think necessary for some of the educational 
issues in this book, and dialogue will be perfectly satisfactory. The dialectic 
process, though, is a valuable tool for considering knotty social problems. It 
offers a means for depersonalizing various strongly held opinions to strive for 
a common good in improving schools (Van Emeren and GootenHorst, 2003; 
Caranfa, 2004). As with most educative practices, it is not the finding of prede-
termined right answers, but the process of thinking that is most important. A 
right answer is good for solving a single problem, but a good process is useful 
for many problems. 

Dialogues and dialectics don’t necessarily lead to truth; they can merely 
repeat errors and bias. Thus, we advocate a healthy, informed skepticism in 
examining these disputes. In the ancient Greek tradition, exercising skepticism 
meant to examine or to consider—to raise questions about reasons, evidence, 
and arguments (Sim, 1999; Wright, 2001). Skepticism is not simply doubt, 
despair, or cynicism; it is intelligent inquiry. Without skepticism, we easily can 
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fall into “complacent self-deception and dogmatism”; with it, we can “effec-
tively advance the frontiers of inquiry and knowledge,” applying this knowl-
edge to “practical life, ethics, and politics” (Kurtz, 1992, p. 9). Dialogues and 
dialectics on educational issues, with prudent skepticism, are thoughtful forms 
of inquiry (McLaren and Houston, 2004; Van Luchene, 2004).    

  DEMOCRATIC VITALITY 
AND EDUCATIONAL CRITICISM 

  Critics of schools are easy to find. People are not bashful about noting school 
problems, but disagree over what is wrong, who is responsible, and what should 
be done to change schools. Of all social institutions in a democracy, the school 
should be the most ready for examination; education rests upon critical assess-
ment and reassessment. That does not mean that all criticism is justified, or even 
useful. Some of it is simplistic, mean-spirited, or wrong-headedly arrogant. But 
much of it is thoughtful and cogent. Although some unjustified criticism can be 
detrimental to education in a democracy, open debate can permit the best ideas 
to percolate, to be developed and revised, and to be evaluated (DeWiel, 2000). 

 Over the long haul, schooling has improved and civilization has been served 
by the debates over education. More people get more education of a better qual-
ity across the world now than in previous generations. Despite periodic lapses 
and declines, the global movement toward increased and improved schooling 
for more students continues. The debates force us to reconsider ideas about 
schooling and increase our sophistication about schools and society. 

 Democratic vitality and educational criticism are good companions. Democ-
racy, as Thomas Jefferson so wisely noted, requires an enlightened public and 
free dissent. Education is the primary means to enlightenment and to thought-
ful dissent. It follows that schools would be among those fundamental social 
institutions under continuing public criticism in a society striving to improve 
its democracy. 

   • Alexis de Tocqueville (1848/1969) introduced his classic study of democ-
racy in the very young United States by stating:      

  The first duty imposed on those who now direct society is to educate democ-
racy; to put, if possible, new life into its beliefs. . . . (p. 12)  

    • Bertrand Russell (1928) noted that education is basic to democracy:   

  . . . it is in itself desirable to be able to read and write . . . an ignorant population 
is a disgrace to a civilized country, and . . . democracy is impossible without 
education. (p. 128)  

    • And John Dewey (1916) put schools at the center of democracy:   

  The devotion of democracy to education is a familiar fact. . . . a democratic society 
repudiates the principle of external authority, it must find a substitute in volun-
tary disposition and interest; these can only be created by education. (p. 87)  
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 Democratic vitality and educational criticism both require open expression 
of diverse ideas, yet both are based on an optimistic sense of unity of purpose. 
Diverse ideas and criticism provide necessary tests of our ideas. Criticism easily 
can appear to be negative, pessimistic, or cynical, but these are not its only forms. 
Informed skepticism, the purpose for this book, offers a more optimistic view 
without becoming like Pollyanna. Diverse ideas are sought because we think, 
optimistically, that education can be improved. Unity of purpose suggests there 
is a bedrock of agreement on basic values, the criteria against which to judge 
diverse ideas. Without diverse ideas, there is no vitality and opportunity for 
progress; without unity of purpose, diverse ideas can be chaotic and irrational. 

  Global Democratization and Purposes of Education 

 In these first two decades of the twenty-first century, school remains the most 
common approach to education around the world. Schools for children of the 
elite classes have existed since ancient times, but mass education in schools is a 
relatively recent global phenomenon. Though it is essentially a twentieth-century 
development, mass schooling has become dominant worldwide as democracy 
has become the dominant global trend in governments. But democratization is 
not always positive and progressive. Shapiro and Macedo (2000) pose the kind of 
problems that confront societies and their schools in developing democratic life: 

  The principles and practices of democracy continue to spread even more widely, 
and it is hard to imagine that there is a corner of the globe into which they will 
not penetrate. But the euphoria of democratic revolutions is typically short-
lived, and its attainment seems typically to be followed by disgruntlement 
and even cynicism about the actual operation of democratic institutions. . . . Of 
course, it is far easier to perceive the need for reform than to prescribe specific 
proposals. (p. 1)  

Garforth (1980) points out that “Undoubtedly, democracy at its best is a 
great educative force, but . . . it is not immune from dishonesty, corruption, 
and the betrayal of truth” (p. 20). Democratization brings the need for mass 
schooling and critical literacy (Torres, 2002). Dictatorship seems to work better 
with less education for the general public; but miseducation of the public in a 
democracy is dysfunctional. A strong democracy requires a critical citizenry, a 
public capable of engaging in critical thinking. Critical citizens depend upon 
critical education (Norris, 1999; Winthrop, 2000; Giroux, 2004). This is a signifi-
cant concern for the United States, where democracy and mass education are 
well developed and supported; it is even more significant for nations where 
these traditions are weaker.  

  Global Dimensions of Education 

 Public and private schools are the social institutions organized to provide formal 
education in modern nations, involving nearly all the student-age populations. 
Wealthier nations provide and require schooling for the largest proportion of 
children for the longest period, but less wealthy nations have rapidly increased 
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primary school education and are moving to expand secondary and higher edu-
cation opportunities for more students. In 1950, only 16 percent of the world’s 
students of high school age were in secondary schools, and 3 percent of age-
related students were in colleges. By 2000, over 34 percent of high-school-age 
students around the world were in secondary schools and 8 percent of the age-
related students were in college.  Figure 1.2  shows the global effort to educate 
(UNESCO, 2005; U.S. Census Bureau, 2008). 

 The schools of the world now employ over 70 million teachers, who com-
prise the world’s largest professional occupation. Finding adequate resources to 
support these teachers and operate schools is a major global issue. The United 
Nations has undertaken a significant role in improving education and treat-
ment of children. International treaties and conventions on education indicate 
the importance of schooling worldwide. Still, schools in the poorest nations face 
serious shortages of basic requirements, from adequate buildings to textbooks. 
Some schools in all parts of the world are in poor physical condition and are 
getting worse, but poorer nations suffer more in lack of school facilities and 
support. This will further increase separation between rich and poor nations 
since schooling is future-oriented ( UNESCO World Education Report, 2000 ). 

 The world’s population is almost 7 billion, doubling since 1960. Developing 
nations have about 80 percent of the people, up from 70 percent in 1960. The 
growth rate has slowed, to about 1.2 percent annually, which, along with better 
education and health, means the population is aging. The median age in develop-
ing nations is now about 24 years old, up from about 19 years a quarter-century 
ago. The median age in more developed nations is 37, up from 29 years in 1975. 
Illiteracy not addressed when many of these people were younger is an increas-
ing problem, along with the extensive current global effort to provide literacy to 
youth. That suggests global needs for educational programs for older citizens in 
addition to the well-known needs for schooling for the under-18-year-olds. 

 Educational spending, however, differs significantly between wealthier 
and poorer nations. In 1980, developed nations spent $408 billion on schools, 
about 5 percent of their Gross Domestic Product (GDP); less developed nations 
spent $98 billion, about 4 percent of their GDP, and the least developed spent 

   FIGURE 1.2 World Population, School Enrollments, Teachers, 
and Expenditures, 1980–2010  

1980 1990 2000 2010 est.

Population 4.4 billion 5.3 billion 6.2 billion

Enrollment 856 million 1.1 billion 1.2 billion

Teachers 38 million 47 million 60 million

School Expenditures
     in U.S. Dollars

$516 billion $986 billion $1.8 trillion

6.8 billion

1.4 billion

80 million

$3 trillion
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$3.8 billion, or not quite 3 percent of GDP. In 2000 the more developed nations 
spent $1,000 billion, still 5 percent of GDP, and the least developed spent 
$7 billion, now just 2 percent of GDP ( UNESCO World Education Report, 2000; 
UNESCO,  2003). The gap widens (see  Figure 1.3 ). 

 Global democratization, population growth and distribution in the world, 
globalization of trade and industry, economic disparities among nations, and 
increasing age medians are reasons for an increasing interest in education as a 
primary means for national development and international interchange. Burns 
et al. (2003) note: 

   Education is one of the most powerful instruments known for reducing poverty 
and inequality and for laying the basis for sustained economic growth. It is 
fundamental for the construction of democratic societies and dynamic, globally 
competitive economies.  (p. 26)  

 The  United Nations Economic and Social Council Report on the World Social Condi-
tion, 2000  states: 

   Education opens doors and facilitates social and economic mobility. . . . Educa-
tion has assumed a central role in the life of societies, and their general progress 
has become intimately bound up with the vitality and reach of the educational 
enterprise. . . . At the global level, it has become the biggest industry, absorbing 5% 
of the world GDP and generating or helping to generate much more.  (p. 16)  

   FIGURE 1.3 School Expenditure, as Percentage of Gross Domestic 
Product, Selected Nations, 21st Century  

 Source:  Education at a Glance, 2000.  Paris: Organization for Economic Cooperation and 

Development; World Statistics Pocketbook 2001, Statistical Extracts, 2008. New York: United 

Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs; UNESCO.  (2003). Financing Education.   
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 In the United States, schooling also involves large numbers—of people, dol-
lars, and locations. The number of U.S. school districts approaches 15,000, and 
the number of teachers is almost 3.5 million, with school expenditures about 
$500 billion annually.  Table 1.1  summarizes U.S. school enrollments for public 
and private schools and public school expenditures. Schooling involves signifi-
cant numbers of people and costs, but school has many payoffs. Unemployment 
rates are highest for people with less than a high school education, and lowest 
for those with at least a bachelor’s degree; the median income of people 18 years 
and older increases consistent with education level attained (see  Figure 1.4 ). 

 Schools are a focus of criticism and reform efforts because schools are among 
the most public of institutions, are one of the most common experiences people 
have, and are immensely important to the lifeblood and future of societies. Vir-
tually every person spends long periods of life in schools; teachers may spend a 
lifetime. Schools carry significant social trust for transmitting cultural heritage, 
developing economic and political competence, and providing inspiration and 
knowledge to improve the future society. The nature and form of that heritage, 
competence, and knowledge form constant battlegrounds for different views of 
what schools ought to be and ought to be doing.    

  The public has lofty expectations for education, giving schools the responsi-
bility for much of their children’s welfare, values, skills, and knowledge. Schools 
are also experted to correct such social ills as crime, teenage pregnancy, and 
adolescent rudeness and to provide self-fulfillment education, ranging from 
employment skills to personal happiness. Schools, then, are seen as a source of 
both problems and solutions. 

  Table 1.1 Enrollment and Expenditures in Public and Private Schools, United 
States 1900–2010 (Projected; in thousands) 

                  Elementary and Secondary School Enrollees       Expenditures (in millions)    

        Public     %     Private     %     Public     Private         

     1900     15,500     92     1,350     8     $ 215     n/a   
   1910     17,800     92     1,550     8     426     n/a   
   1920     21,500     93     1,690     7     1,036     n/a   
   1930     25,600     91     2,650     9     2,317     n/a   
   1940     25,400     91     2,611     9     2,344     n/a   
   1950     25,111     88     3,380     12     5,838     $ 411   
   1960     35,150     86     6,300     14     16,700     1,100   
   1970     45,850     89     5,360     11     43,183     2,500   
   1980     40,850     88     5,300     12     103,162     7,200   
   1990     41,200     89     5,230     11     248,900     19,500   
   2000     47,000     89     5,950     11     389,000     28,400   
   2010     50,300     89     6,170      11     683,000    54,000

  Source: Digest of Education Statistics, 2007.  Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education.

Data for private education are estimated. Private schools include religion-affiliated institutions, some of 

which include teachers and other staff who are not paid salaries.  
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  THE POLITICAL CONTEXT OF SCHOOLING 

 Education has emerged again as one of the most highly charged areas in politi-
cal contests. Candidates offer clean, neat, and simple answers to long-term 
school problems with often inconsistent messages about schools:

    • Cut class size, but also cut school expenses.  
   • Repair buildings, but also lower taxes.  
   • Allow more local control, but impose more national standards and 

support.  

   FIGURE 1.4 Relation of Education to Income; Workers 18 Years and Older, 
Period 1975–2010  
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   • Educate against violence and drug abuse, but also teach only the basics.  
   • Improve sex education, but do not teach values in school.  
   • Make teachers more accountable, but give teachers more freedom and 

responsibility.  
   • Increase distance learning by computers, but also increase daily school time 

and the school year.  
   • Increase school competition for grades and awards, but make schools more 

collaborative, inclusive, and supportive.    

 School debates can be schizophrenic. Theodore Sizer said, “Everybody is for 
high test scores till their kids get low test scores” (Bronner, 1998). It is easy to claim 
that our own education was vastly superior to what students now get in school, 
and to advocate a return to the good old days. But how many would actually want 
their children to return to the reality and limitations of yesterday’s schools? 

 The political nature of educational debates is illustrated by actions sur-
rounding the Sandia Report on schools just a decade ago. The government 
suppressed for two years a major government-sponsored study showing U.S. 
schools were better than the first Bush administration wanted to divulge. The 
Sandia Report showed U.S. schools were far better than government and influ-
ential media were reporting. 

“Much of the ‘crisis’ commentary today claims total system-wide failure 
in education. Our research shows that this is simply not true” (Carson, Huel-
skamp, and Woodall, 1992, p. 99). 

Schools are both political agencies and handy targets from every side of 
party politics. Schools consume more local budget money than any other social 
agency, and are among the top consumers of state funds. Schools are a major 
responsibility under state legislation and local control, subjecting them to politi-
cal pressures both from those in office and those vying to be. 

A TRADITION OF SCHOOL CRITICISM AND REFORM 

  From the intensity and vigor of public debate over schooling, a debate in 
Western society at least since the time of Socrates, one would expect either 
dramatic changes in schools or their abolition in favor of an alternative struc-
ture. One of the two accusations leveled against Socrates in the indictment 
that brought him to trial, and brought on his suicide, was “corruption of the 
young.” Socrates may have paid the ultimate price for being an educational 
reformer in a political setting that was not ready for his reforms. At least one 
critic has argued to abolish schools (Illich, 1971), and some have proposed rev-
olutionary changes in schooling (Sinclair, 1924; Rafferty, 1968; Apple, 1990). 
Most changes have been moderate, however, and no radical attempts have 
succeeded.  

 Some school purposes are commonly accepted, such as distributing knowl-
edge and providing opportunity, but controversies arise over what knowledge 
we should distribute, which children should get which opportunities, and who 
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should be making these decisions. For more than 3,000 years, human societies 
have recognized the value of education—and argued about what the goal of 
schooling should be and how to achieve it (Ulich, 1954). 

 Shifts in criticism and efforts at reform are common in U.S. educational 
history (Cremin, 1961; Welter, 1962; Karier, 1967; Tyack, 1967; Katz, 1971; Rav-
itch, 2000; Cuban, 2003; Ross and Gibson, 2006), but schools actually change 
only modestly. Traditional and progressive agendas differ; schools respond by 
moving very gradually in one direction with a few widely publicized exam-
ples of reform, and then to await the next movement. Kaestle (1985) notes, 
“[The] real school system is more like a huge tanker going down the middle of 
a channel, rocking a bit from side to side as it attends to one slight current and 
then to another” (p. 423). 

  School Reform in Early Twentieth-Century America 

 The United States has a long tradition of innovation in education, stemming 
from its pioneer role in providing mass education at public expense. There are 
some major failures in this history, most notably the lack of equal educational 
opportunities for African Americans, Native Americans, women, immigrants, 
and those of lower income. We have, however, expanded education as a means 
for developing democracy and offering some social mobility. We may not real-
ize these ambitions, and our real intentions may be less altruistic (Katz, 1968). 
But idealization of democratic reform through education is in the traditional 
American rhetoric. 

 American schools, from the nineteenth century, were expected to blend 
immigrants into the American mainstream through compulsory education on 
such subjects as English, American history, and civics. A history of racism, sex-
ism, and ethnic prejudice was commonly ignored in American social life and 
schools, while we labored under the myth that everyone shared a happy society 
made up of people who should all talk, think, and form values the same way. 
Schools were a primary social agency to meld students from divergent cultural 
backgrounds into the American ideal, which, not unsurprisingly, exhibited 
European, white, male characteristics and values. English language and belief 
in the superiority of Western literature, history, politics, and economics domi-
nated the schools. Schools were key institutions in “Americanizing” genera-
tions of immigrants. 

 In the early twentieth century, urbanization and industrialization created 
the need for different forms of school services. Large numbers of children from 
the working classes were in schools in urban areas, and the traditional classical 
curriculum, teaching methods, and leisure-class approach stumbled. Extensive 
development of vocational and technical courses was the most dominant change 
in schooling before World War I, as school activities broadened to include medi-
cal exams, health instruction, free lunch programs, schools open during vaca-
tion periods for working parents, and other community services. These reforms 
fit the evolving sense of social progressivism (Jacoby, 2008). The progressive 
education movement, from about 1920 to World War II, incorporated severe 
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criticisms of traditional schooling ideas and such practices as corporal punish-
ment, rigid discipline, rote memorization and drill, stress on the classics, and 
high failure rates. 

 Progressives advocated engaging in practical experiences and projects, 
community activities, study of controversial topics, practicing democracy in the 
schools, and study of social problems. Schools became more open to students 
of all classes, and the curriculum moved from more esoteric studies to courses 
with social applications, such as home economics, business and vocational edu-
cation, current events, health, sociology, sex education, and consumer math. 
Sporadic criticisms of progressive thought cropped up throughout that time, 
but a reform movement from traditionalists gained public interest near the end 
of the Depression and again following World War II. Graham, summarizing the 
shift, states: 

  Sometime between 1919 and 1955 the phrase “progressive education” shifted 
from a term of praise to one of opprobrium. To the American public of 1919, 
progressive education meant all that was good in education; thirty-five years 
later nearly all the ills in American education were blamed on it. (1967, p. 145)  

 Gurney Chambers (1948) notes that after the 1929 stock market crash, edu-
cation came under attack: “Teachers were rebuked for their complacency and 
inertia, and progressive schools, surprisingly enough, were blamed for the 
increasing crime and divorce rates and political corruption” (pp. 142–143).  

Jacoby (2008), writing about the history of anti-intellectualism in America 
states: “Ironically, the denigration of professional educators did not really take 
hold until the middle of the twentieth century. . . . in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries. . . . the hiring of a schoolmaster was one of the two fundamen-
tal markers of civilization in frontier communities (the other being the presence 
of a minister)” (p. xvi).

  Cycles of Educational Reform after World War II 

 Attacks on schools increased in intensity and frequency during the late 1940s 
and 1950s. The great school debates of this time involved many issues that 
extend into the twenty-first century. Church-state issues, including school 
prayer and use of public funds for religious education and other school services, 
gained significance. Racial issues, with the landmark Supreme Court decision 
in  Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka  (1954) and forced busing, became another 
focus of school controversy. Rapidly increasing tax burdens, to pay for new 
schools and teachers required by the baby boom, aroused protests from many 
school critics. Rising expectations for education were driven by the thousands 
of “non-college-prep” veterans who went to college on the GI Bill. Curricular 
issues, including disputes over the most effective way to teach reading and over 
test scores showing students did not know enough history or math or science or 
English, filled the popular press. 

 Politically, the McCarthy period “Red Scare” produced rampant public fear 
of a creeping communistic influence in American life and created suspicions 
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that schools were breeding grounds for “communal” and progressive thought. 
These, and other factors, led to renewed criticism of schools. For many, there 
was simply a lingering sense that schools were not doing their job. Two books 
illustrate the criticisms of this period: Albert Lynd’s  Quackery in the Public Schools  
(1950, p. 53) and Arthur Bestor’s  Educational Wastelands  (1953). Each attacked 
progressive education, and the “educationists” who advocated it, for turning 
schools from traditional discipline and subject knowledge toward the “felt 
needs” of children. As historian Clarence Karier notes, “. . . the educationist who 
spoke out for ‘progressive education’ and ‘life adjustment education’ appeared 
increasingly out of place in the postwar, cold war period” (1985, p. 238). 

 Major foundations examined America’s schools. The Ford Foundation 
made education a focal point. Grants were made to the Educational Testing 
Service to improve measures of student performance. The Carnegie Foundation 
asked James Bryant Conant, former president of Harvard and U.S. Ambassador 
to West Germany, to conduct a series of studies of public education. There was 
much public criticism of the academic failures of American schools. The Soviet 
launch of  Sputnik  in 1957, ahead of the United States, gave a new focus for edu-
cational reform.  Sputnik  was a highly visible catalyst for conservative critics, 
illustrating a lack of American competitiveness they attributed to progressive 
reforms in schools during the pre–World War II period. Critics blamed the “per-
missive” atmosphere in schools for this deficiency.  

  Excellence and Its Discontents : Post Sputnik

 Post- Sputnik  reform included a reinstitution of rigor, discipline, traditional sub-
ject teaching, and standards. They added up to the theme, to be repeated in the 
1980s, of “Excellence.” There are remarkable similarities in the language and 
rationales used in the earlier reform movement and those used in the 1980s 
efforts to return schools to traditional work. International competition, advanc-
ing technology, and the needs of business are rationales cited in the literature 
of both periods. 

 Excellence, ill-defined and excessively used, is a cue word that shows up in 
many reports and statements from both periods. Gardner’s The Pursuit of Excel-
lence: Education and the Future of America  (1958), is one illustration. Another term 
common to both periods is  mediocrity,  a threat suggested in the title of Mortimer 
Smith’s book,  The Diminished Mind: A Study of Planned Mediocrity in Our Public 
Schools  (1954). 

 The Conant Report,  The American High School Today  (1958), was a moder-
ate book that proposed a standard secondary school curriculum, tracking by 
ability group, special courses for gifted students, improvements in English 
composition, better counseling, and other recommendations. Federal funds for 
reform were increased in the late 1950s and early 1960s. The National Defense 
Education Act (NDEA) responded to pleas that schools were key to providing 
“national defense,” and that  Sputnik  showed the United States was militarily 
vulnerable. Funds to improve teaching in science and math, foreign languages, 
social studies, and English encouraged university scholars in each field to 
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determine better ways to convey the subject matter; many projects attempted 
to make the curriculum “teacherproof” (as in foolproof) to prevent classroom 
teachers from teaching it incorrectly. Teacher education came in for its share 
of criticism, with blasts at teachers’ colleges, the progressive techniques they 
advocated, and quality of students going into teaching. This all sounds haunt-
ingly familiar to those who read current educational criticism. 

 As the trend toward conservative educational ideas gained support and 
school practice turned back to standards and “rigor,” criticism from the left 
began to emerge. This liberal criticism was a response to the rote memorization, 
excessive testing, lock-step schooling, and increased school dropout and fail-
ure rates that began to characterize schools. Paul Goodman, George Dennison, 
Edgar Z. Friedenberg, A. S. Neill in England, Nat Hentoff, John Holt, Herbert 
Kohl, and Jonathan Kozol attacked schools for their sterility, bureaucracy, bore-
dom, lack of creativity, rigidity, powerlessness of students and teachers, and 
inadequacy in educating disadvantaged youth. Holt (1964) stated: 

  Most children in school fail. . . . They fail because they are afraid, bored, and 
confused . . . bored because the things they are given and told to do in school 
are so trivial, so dull, and make such limited and narrow demands on the wide 
spectrum of their intelligence, capabilities, and talents. . . . Schools should be a 
place where children learn what they want to know, instead of what we think 
they ought to know. (pp. xiii, xiv, 174)  

 This 1960s liberal reform rebelled against conservative authoritarianism 
and the dehumanization of schools. Reforms included open education, non-
graded schools, more student freedom, more electives, less reliance on 
standardized tests, abolition of dress codes and rigid rules, and more teacher-
student equality. The Vietnam War and demonstrations spurred the politics that 
stimulated much of the late 1960s educational reform literature. 

 Multicultural education was not on the educational agenda in early Amer-
ica because mass schooling was supposed to produce a melting pot where vari-
ous cultural strands were blended into the “new American.” The civil rights 
movement in the 1950s and 1960s showed the melting pot thesis about Ameri-
can society was a myth. This led to other approaches to diversity and unity. One 
was separatism, where each major subcultural group would go its own way 
with separate social and school structures. Another was an effort to reconstitute 
a form of the melting pot by enforcing integration in such institutions as hous-
ing, restaurants, and schools. Integration often led to resegregation by white 
flight and establishment of private all-white academies. Multicultural educa-
tion, which aimed to recognize positive contributions of a variety of national, 
racial, ethnic, gender, and other groups to American life, developed as a way to 
recognize both diversity and unity. 

 The multicultural effort intended to correct a century of schooling that fea-
tured white male American or European heroes from the middle and upper 
social classes. African American, Latino, and women authors now showed up 
on lists of standard readings in English classes. The societal contributions of 
Native Americans, blacks, Chicanos, and females were added to history and 



20  CHAPTER 1: Introduction: Critical Issues and Critical Thinking

civics books. Equal physical education opportunities for boys and girls, com-
pensatory education for the disadvantaged, and programs featuring minority 
and women role models were developed.  

  Traditionalism Revisited: The 1980s and Beyond 

 In the early 1980s, reports of falling SAT and ACT scores, drug abuse, vandal-
ism, and chaos in schools increased public receptivity to traditionalist reform. 
Nervousness about international competition, resurgence of business and tech-
nology as dominant features of society, and questions about shifting morality 
and values provided a political setting that blamed schools for inadequacies. 
The presidentially appointed National Commission on Excellence in Education 
(1983) published a highly political document,  A Nation at Risk,  which claimed 
there was a “rising tide of mediocrity” in schools. Ensuing public debate pro-
duced a flurry of legislation to develop “excellence” by increasing the competi-
tive nature of schooling and testable standards. 

 Student protests of the 1960s died and a negative reaction set in. “Yup-
pies” (young upwardly mobile professionals) emerged as role models for stu-
dent style in the 1980s, embracing careerism and corporate fashion. There was 
an increasing perception of disarray in the American family, and a return to 
religion for many. Open confrontation with communism subsided as the Iron 
Curtain collapsed in the late 1980s. Anticommunism, a major influence on con-
servative educational reform since the 1920s, was replaced by the War on Drugs 
and character education. Schools were blamed for social ills and challenges to 
traditional values, and they were expected to respond to these strains by sud-
denly becoming academically excellent and moralistic—“Just say NO!” 

 Foundations and individual critics again undertook the study of schools. 
These include generally conservative reports from the Twentieth Century Fund 
(1983), College Entrance Examination Board (1983), and National Science Foun-
dation (1983), as well as Mortimer Adler’s  The Paideia Proposal  (1982). The more 
liberal works included John Goodlad’s  A Place Called School  (1983) and Theo-
dore Sizer’s  Horace’s Compromise  (1984). Ernest Boyer’s moderate  High School  
(1983) for the Carnegie Foundation also was popular. 

 States pumped up school financing until the 1990s recession, and state 
officials, having enacted myriad new regulations governing school matters, 
began claiming some credit for educational change ( Results in Education 1990; 
The Education Reform Decade,  1990; Webster and McMillin, 1991). In the main, 
jaw-boning by the federal government and increased regulatory activity in the 
states produced little in the way of dramatic change, but many adjustments 
were undertaken. Most underlying social problems—for example, poverty, fam-
ily disruption, discrimination, and economic imbalance—worsened during the 
1980s, and schools suffer the continuing effects. In the 1990s, the focus of educa-
tional criticism and reform shifted from state regulation and test score worries 
to more diverse views of the national influence on local schools, school choice, 
curriculum control, at-risk students, restructuring schools for school-based man-
agement, teacher empowerment, parental involvement, and shared decision 
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making. These ideas are potentially conflicting, some leading to increased cen-
tralization while others lead to increased decentralization.

Into the twenty-first century, the idea of replacing the traditional canons 
of literature and social thought with modern multicultural material engen-
dered other battles framed within the “Culture Wars.” Finn (1990a) and 
Ravitch (1990), former high officials of the U.S. Department of Education argue 
for teaching traditional content emphasizing unified American views rather 
than diverse views from segments of society. The Organization of American 
Historians, however, supports the teaching of non-Western culture and diver-
sity in schools (Winkler, 1991). Camille Paglia, arguing against feminist posi-
tions, says her work “accepts the canonical Western tradition and rejects the 
modernist idea that culture has collapsed into meaningless fragments” (1990, 
p. xii). This battle also emerged when Stanford University’s faculty debated 
whether to substitute modern literature for traditional in its basic course, when 
New York State social studies curriculum revision for multicultural content 
aroused a firestorm, and when English-only resolutions were adopted by state 
legislatures. 

 Other arguments over multicultural education linked it with politically 
correct speech in schools ( National Review,  1990;  The Progressive,  1991; D’Souza, 
1991; Winkler, 1991; Banks, 1995).  “Politically correct” (PC) speech, defined as 
speech that does not denigrate any minority group, gender, or sexual preference, 
attracts protest because it is equivalent to censorship, stifling free expression. 
Protecting civil rights to free speech appeared to be at odds with protecting the 
civility of schools and protecting the “multiculturally diverse” from enduring 
negative comments. The argument against PC speech is that the free marketplace 
of ideas requires free speech, not courteous speech, and the best response to epi-
thets and slurs is reasoned argument and public disapproval. Although few are 
open advocates of politically correct regulations in schools, many would like to 
find a way to limit racist and sexist comments and graffiti. School is an obvious 
battleground for this issue. 

 Another continuing issue is the use and abuse of technology in schools 
(Oppenheimer, 2003). Through the search for knowledge, we develop faster and 
more comprehensive systems of communication, travel, and research—which 
then require faster and more comprehensive systems of education to compre-
hend and extend that knowledge. Doheny-Farina (1996), discussing the coming 
of virtual society and virtual schools, cites the argument that “Distance educa-
tion will become the norm, the least expensive way to deliver the educational 
product, while face-to-face teaching will be only for the well-to-do”(p. 108). He 
concludes, however, that “most of those [distance learning] materials will be in 
the form of prescribed packages, which over time will tend to centralize exper-
tise . . .” and that “the virtualization of school removes it from the fabric of the 
local community” (pp. 110, 116, 117). Educational theorist Michael Apple (1994; 
Bromley and Apple, 2002) claims that distance learning de-skills teachers, mak-
ing them switch-turners and simple conduits for other people’s ideas and pro-
cedures. That will destroy the central characteristic of democratic education: the 
freedom to learn and to teach. 
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In the United States, we are reform-minded about all aspects of society and, 
as in our views on schools, we hold widely disparate views on what societal 
changes we need to make. Historian David Tyack (1991), discussing the inter-
twining of school reform with social reform, says, “For over a century and a half, 
Americans have translated their cultural anxieties and hopes into demands for 
educational reform” (p. 1).  

  Evaluation of Reforms 

 There is general agreement that results of reform efforts have been mixed. No 
clear evidence indicates that the reforms have significantly changed education. 
Analyses of the 1980s school reform show great diversity (Giroux, 1989; Finn, 
1990b; Darling-Hammond, 1991;  U.S. News and World Report,  1990; Fiske, 1991; 
Safire, 1991; Moynihan, 1991;  New York Times,  1992). Ideological chasms appear 
among the analysts as they try to explain why the reforms did not seem to work 
and what should be done now. Stories about drugs, shootings, and gang vio-
lence around schools compete with news articles stating that American students 
can’t read, are ignorant in math and science, and fail tests of common knowl-
edge in history and geography (Holt, 1989;  Newsweek,  1989;  Business Week,  1990; 
Hawley, 1990; Novak, 1990). 

 Critics (Bastian et al., 1985; Presseisen, 1985; Giroux, 1988b) charge that the 
1980s school reform movement was dominated by mainstream conservative 
thought. This conservative agenda includes standardization, more testing, a 
return to basics, implanting patriotic values, increased regulation, more home-
work for students, less student freedom, renewed emphasis on dress codes and 
socially acceptable behavior for students and teachers, stricter discipline, and 
teacher accountability.

 From a liberal/progressive view, schools are defective because they are too 
standardized, excessively competitive, and too factory-like. Students are meas-
ured and sorted in an assembly-line atmosphere where social class, gender, and 
race determine which students get which treatments. Teachers are deprofes-
sionalized and treated as servile workers. Critical thinking is punished; one 
kind of curriculum or classroom instruction fits all. Creativity and joy are 
excluded from the school lexicon because education is supposed to be hard, 
dreary, boring work (McLaren, 1989; Purpel, 1989; Fisher, 1991; Nathan, 1991; 
Sacks, 1999; Wraga, 2001; Schoenfeld, 2002). Making schools active, pleasant, 
student-oriented, critical, and sensitive to social problems is the reform they 
advocate. 

Educational researchers David Berliner and Bruce Biddle (1995) present 
test scores, international school finance data, and various other indicators of 
achievement and support, and they conclude school critics are mistaken or unin-
formed. They discount critics’ assertions that student achievement and teacher 
quality have declined and schools are failing society. Berliner and Biddle sum-
marize their analysis with the response that “these assertions are errant non-
sense” (p. 13), and they conclude that “American education has recently been 
subjected to an unwarranted, vigorous, and damaging attack—a Manufactured 
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Crisis . . . the major claims of the attack turn out to have been myths; the Manu-
factured Crisis was revealed as a Big Lie” (p. 343). 

 Conservative school reform was, however, the main influence on schooling 
in the United States at the end of the twentieth century. Proposals and action for 
school change include academically tougher schools, vouchers, charter schools, 
rigorous standards and more testing, more discipline, privatized management, 
and training in moral behavior. 

 Liberal and radical ideas for schools did not disappear (Fullen, 2000; Bracey, 
2002b; Giroux, 2004). Teacher empowerment, academic freedom, student rights, 
limiting testing, providing student choice, and active social criticism and partic-
ipation are ideas percolating in school reform to come. Reconstructionist ideas 
placing schools at the center of social change have not been entirely forgotten 
in the current surge of literature on schools and reform. William Stanley (1992, 
2001) rethinks social reconstructionism and examines key ideas from the criti-
cal pedagogy movement to offer educational possibilities for the twenty-first 
century. His focus on practical reasoning provides critical examination of social 
issues and stimulates positive social action. 

  Continuing Debates over Schooling 

 Humans have long argued about what knowledge children should learn, how 
they should behave, and who should teach them. Basic subjects like reading 
and mathematics instruction are often at the eye of the hurricane because of 
their importance in the ongoing lives of students and their future prospects. 
Reading has long been the focus of debates over phonics and whole-language 
instruction, though often it is a more ideological and political issue than merely 
finding the best way to teach (Coles, 2001;  Kappan,  2001). Arguments over the 
best approaches to mathematical literacy have included “civil rights” questions 
(Moses and Cobb, 2001), as well as competing ideologies in curricular reform, 
which Schoenfeld (2002) claims “gave rise to the math wars and catalyzed the 
existence of what is in essence a neo-conservative back-to-basics movement. 
This way lies madness” (p. 22). Nearly all subject fields have experienced the 
same problems in finding stability in seas of change dependent on ideological 
and political contexts. They present a bewildering array of educational ideas, 
from left-wing, right-wing, moderate, and radical positions.  

  The Changing Focus of Debates 

In this early twenty-first century, public debate over education changed from a 
primary focus on crisis, hand-wringing, and derisive blame to arguments over 
which political candidate offers more financial support, smaller classes, and 
better facilities and teachers to schools. The 1980s competition to bash schools 
and teachers has been partially replaced by a public affirmation that the future 
of schools and of society are intertwined. Serious disagreements, of course, 
continue on most school topics and we still get teacher-bashing on occasion. 
The general tenor of the debates, however, has shifted from castigation and 
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condemnation to diverse proposals for funding, accountability, standards, and 
specific corrective action. Finance problems may derail most reforms. There are 
still sharply negative criticisms of the current state of schooling, but more mod-
erate voices are more common in the schooling debates of 2010–2020. 

 The 1983 claim that schools were floating on a “rising tide of medioc-
rity,” had put the nation at risk, and were responsible for declining American 
 values and economic competitiveness was followed by different analyses of 
the same kinds of data indicating schools were not as bad as this and subse-
quent 1980s and 1990s documents and media portrayed to the public (Bracey, 
1992, 1994, 1995, 1997, 1998, 2002a; Berliner, 1993; Berliner and Biddle, 1995). 
The  politics of bashing schools and teachers, however, benefits politicians 
seeking an issue. The politics of school critique and governmental or priva-
tization intervention for reform are attention-getting, and politicians find 
schools an excellent target. This means more attention paid to school failures 
than to school successes.  

  Public Ratings of Schools 

 One of the most surprising things about the extremely negative school criti-
cism between 1980 and now is that public rating of public schools has remained 
consistently high. Even with negative publicity about schools, survey evidence 
shows that public rating of  local  public schools actually has been positive, and 
often increasingly so, for over a quarter-century. The annual Phi Delta Kappa/
Gallup Poll has surveyed the public since 1974. In 1992, the poll showed the 
largest one-year increase in the grades people give their local public schools 
in almost two decades, from 40 percent grading their schools A or B in 1992 to 
47 percent rating them that high in 1993 (Elam et al., 1993). In 1998, the annual 
poll showed 46 percent of all respondents gave their local schools an A or B, 
and 52 percent of public school parents gave their children’s schools an A or B 
grade (Rose and Gallup, 1998). For the first time in the 33 years the Gallup Poll 
has sampled the American public on schools, the Gallup Poll of 2001 found that 
a majority (51 percent) of the public gives public schools an A or B rating, and 
62 percent of parents with children in public schools rate them A or B (Rose 
and Gallup, 2001, 2007). Those closest to the schools seem to rate them much 
better than media reports would suggest. The public has mixed opinions on the 
 federal NCLB Act, but most were negative (Rose and Gallup, 2005, 2007). 

 Ironically, people rate their own local schools significantly higher than they 
rate schools across the nation (only 20 percent in 1998 and 23 percent in 2001 
give the nation’s schools an A or B). For the school their oldest children attended, 
the rating is very high (about 65 percent rating them A or B). Gallup interpreted 
these data to suggest that the more the public knows about actual practices in 
schools, the better they rate them. The data also indicate that negative public-
ity from political and media treatment of schooling influences the way people 
grade schools they know the least. 

Decreasing negative criticism of schools might suggest school reforms in the 
past fifteen years have been successful, but that would be a misreading. No clear 
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evidence exists about the reforms and their consequences; outcomes are still in 
dispute. Although many claims surround specific reforms, few comprehensive 
studies show that any school is significantly better or worse now as a result of 
reforms. Since recent evidence shows schools were never as bad as government 
and media reported, one could make the case that some reforms actually hin-
dered school progress by improperly blaming and alienating teachers and by 
forcing more testing and governmental intervention in school requirements and 
operations. The current concept of school accountability leads to more testing 
and probably more hand-wringing as test scores do not satisfy the critics. The 
No Child Left Behind legislation of 2001 exacerbates this. 

 The political setting of the standards movement, and ideological under-
pinnings of the schooling culture wars, is illustrated by the furor raised over 
proposed standards in American history. The federal government provided 
substantial funds to a center at UCLA, where historians were to establish stand-
ards that identified what students in each grade should know about American 
history. The initial product offered much more contemporary and multicul-
tural information, highlighting contributions of many people from minority 
groups. Critics attacked the standards as insufficiently patriotic and the Senate 
voted against them; historians capitulated and changed the standards to reflect 
the conservative view. Ideology and politics are firmly entrenched in the bat-
tles over schooling. It is easy to inflame emotions in this setting. Still, public 
schools get good ratings from their closest observers, and schools in the United 
States are rated by the public higher than many other institutions of American 
society. 

 Even though local schools are well received, schooling remains one of the 
most controversial topics in society. Schools benefit from good criticism, but the 
suppressed evidence should suggest we maintain a level of skepticism about 
some negative media reports and political statements about schools.

Although polls continue to show general public support of local schools, 
most of us can identify one or more areas needing correction. Impatient or 
burned-out teachers, cloddish administrators, frazzled counselors, and out-
dated textbooks and curricula are examples. Most of us know the virtues as well 
as warts and blemishes of schools from our direct personal experience. Some 
critics propose quick and simplistic reforms to improve schools. Fortunately, 
most people understand that change in schooling is more complex, and that 
potential consequences of change need more thought. 

Reformers see schools as either the cause of some problem or part of the 
cure. We are led to believe that schools can solve major social problems such 
as racism, sexism, automobile accidents, AIDS, teenage pregnancy, and drugs. 
Reform has not been especially productive in student achievement, curing social 
ills, intellectual development, or student and public happiness about schools. 
Yet the arguments over reform have helped air ideological and political bag-
gage that weighs on the reforms. Perhaps there is a better word than  reform  to 
use in discussing school improvement. Reform school was the institution where 
young social deviants and juvenile criminals were sent; “reform schools” seems 
a strange phrasing in that context.  
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  Unity and Diversity: A Dialectic 

 Among the conditions of human civilization is the tension between unifying 
and diverse ideas. We share a vision of the good life with others, yet recognize 
human improvement depends on new ideas that may conflict with that vision. 
Unity provides a focus, but also complacency; diversity provides stimulation, 
but also dissension. Both comfort and discontent thus reside in unity and diver-
sity. This tension occurs in life, and is most evident in important matters such 
as schooling. It is also at the center of the culture wars; do we advocate unity or 
diversity?  One is a thesis, the other antithesis.

 Diversity and unity commonly are seen as contradictory. Some diverse ideas 
are too radical, too preposterous, or too challenging to deeply held beliefs for 
some people. Fundamental religions expect unity and do not accept diversity; 
criticism of religious dogma is considered heretical and sacrilegious. For those 
religions, just as for some people who believe they have the only truth, unity of 
belief is sacrosanct. 

 On the other hand, some question unity. One argument is that unity of pur-
pose or values is a myth perpetuated by those in power to stay in power. Hard 
work, frugality, and acceptance of authority are seen as fictional values that are 
part of an effort by the powerful class to hide their oppressive actions, maintain 
the social order, and enslave docile workers. 

 Thus, diversity and unity can be seen as adversarial positions, bound in 
opposition. Those on the side of unity believe diverse ideas can be censored, 
ignored, or disdained; those arguing for diversity consider unity to be a facade 
hiding the basic conflicts in society. 

It also is possible to understand diversity and unity as collateral positions, 
supporting and energizing. This tension between diversity and unity, multiple 
views and common principles, informs this book about schools. Among cur-
rent critical issues in education, debates about purposes and practices of school-
ing, are such matters as school choice, finance, racism, sexism, child welfare, 
privatization, curriculum, business orientations, academic freedom, unionism, 
and testing. These issues reflect deeper social and political tensions between 
unity and diversity, including tensions between liberty and equality, rights and 
responsibilities, consensus and conflict, and individual and social development. 
Diverse ideas combined in a unified purpose is an ideal, not easily and perhaps 
not ever attained. It is a possible synthesis, drawing on two opposing strands as 
in dialectic reasoning. But what would it look like in practice? How would we 
define the kind of diversity and unity expressed? 

 This book presents two differing views on each topic in each chapter. The 
views expressed aren’t always exactly opposing, but they represent publicly 
expressed ideas about how schooling could be improved. Contrasting these 
views in terms of evidence presented and logic of each argument can stimulate 
a realistic dialogue, offering an opportunity to examine issues as they occur in 
human discourse. Divergent essays sometimes will use the same data or same 
published works to make opposite cases, but they usually will offer evidence 
from widely separate literatures. The search for improvement in society and in 
schooling is a unifying purpose; dialogues require diversity. 
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 School is not only the subject of disputes, it is also the logical place for 
the thoughtful study of disputes. Schools should be settings where reasoned 
thought and open inquiry are practiced. They are a suitable location for exam-
ining disputes about important issues—those characterized by diverse opin-
ions. Critical issues, those of the greatest significance, often stimulate the most 
intense disputes. 

 The next decades of the twenty-first century may be placid or turbulent for 
schools, a period of recuperation from the latest round of reforms or a new set 
of attacks. Even in placidity, however, educational issues are sure to arise, cause 
alarm, and inflame passions. Some of the issues raised will spawn elements of 
new school reforms and some will lead to school improvement; nearly all will 
be disputed. 

 Welcome to this exchange of ideas.    
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PA R T  O N E

Whose Interests Should 
Schools Serve? 

Justice and Equity 

   About Part One:    The chapters of 
Part One cover competing ideological 
interests in regard to schools.  Chap-
ters 2  through  9  include divergent 
views on family choice and school 
vouchers, equity in school financing, 
gender equity, standards and school 
accountability, church/state interests 
in schooling, privatization of pub-
lic schools, consumer and corporate 
interests, and immigration. 
 Each topic involves basic questions 
about justice and equity in American 
society. Definitions and evaluations 
of justice and equity are commonly 
filtered through political terms like 
liberalism and conservatism as well as 
through personal and ethical princi-
ples. We label some practices and pol-
icies as “conservative” and others as 
“liberal,” with a few as “radical.” And 
we want to justify our views by using 
personal or ethical connotations of 
“good,” “right,” “proper,” “just,” and 
“equitable” to support them. These 
political and personal filters may not 
be accurate labels or precise indicators 
of ideologies or personal positions, 

but they are widely used. Schooling 
battles often fall within the themes of 
justice and equity.   

  PART ONE: COMPETING 
INTERESTS 

  Schools serve many masters: students, 
parents, teachers, administrators, gov-
ernment, commerce, media, special 
interest groups, and varying educa-
tional philosophies and laws. These 
are usually competitive interests with 
divergent agendas, the realm of politics, 
economics, social conscience, and ideol-
ogy (Mauro, 2008). Politics is concerned 
with the distribution of power among 
interests, economics with the distribu-
tion of wealth, social conscience and 
ideology with rationales that people 
use to justify practices and policies. 

 Justice and equity are basic to a con-
sideration of which interests should 
be emphasized in schooling. But 
we have differing views of what 
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constitutes a just or equitable system 
(Kitching, 2001; Little, 2002; Mitzman, 
2003; Kolm, 2005; Barry, 2005; Fuentes, 
2005). Evaluating the quality of equity 
and justice in society and schools 
involves interests as a major concern 
(Rawls, 1971, 1999, 2001, 2005; Bowles, 
Gintis, and Gross, 2005). 

 We all have interests, and we are mem-
bers of groups that have interests. We 
want good things for ourselves, our 
families, our friends, our associations, 
and our society. We may also want 
negative consequences for our ene-
mies, our competitors, and others who 
oppose our interests. We like to hear 
that our nation’s writers, scientists, 
athletes, actors, students, or work-
ers have won awards in international 
competitions. We are dismayed by 
reports that our children’s test scores 
are lower than scores in other neigh-
borhoods or nations. We compete 
with a family down the street or some 
obnoxious cousin, and we want our 
interests to be successful. There are, 
of course, times when our personal 
interests and family or group interests 
are in opposition, as in family argu-
ments over who should get the family 
car, what kind of career to pursue, or 
whether to support a war. 
 Enlightened self-interest is a 
pleasant way of describing why we 
do things that benefit ourselves with-
out hurting others. Novelist and phi-
losopher Ayn Rand (1943, 1957, 1997) 
is a strong advocate of self-interest, 
though she incorporates an enlight-
ened provision that individuals should 
respect others’ rights. She considers 
selfishness a virtue and argues against 
altruism and its idea that others are 
more important than oneself. Rand’s 
views provide excellent examples of 

rugged individualism and “titanic 
self-assertion” (Gladstein, 1999, p. 1). 
Anthony Downs (1957, 1997) provides 
similar support for enlightened self-
interest in the marketplace. Enlight-
ened self-interest, where no damage 
is intended for others and there is a 
sense of social responsibility, can still 
create serious conflicts as individual 
or group interests compete for scarce 
resources. Who gets to decide whose 
self-interests are enlightened, and on 
what criteria? 

 Unenlightened self-interest, where 
selfishness without social conscience 
is the pattern, is just greed. Recent 
examples at Enron, WorldCom, some 
financial institutions, and other cor-
porations illustrate this point. Major 
executives made millions of dollars 
in salary, perks, and stock options 
while workers were underpaid, mis-
informed, and lost retire  ment and 
medical benefits—even when the 
executives knew how badly the com-
pany was doing. Graft, corruption, 
and fraud occur in politics, in schools, 
in corporate life, and even in religious 
institutions. 

 Certainly, individual interests need 
not be so ruthless and irresponsible. 
Altruism can be seen as one form of 
socially beneficial self-interest. “Do 
unto others as you would have them 
do unto you” is the Golden Rule, a 
principle that is shared by virtually 
every culture in the world. Self-interest 
provides a rationale for the Golden 
Rule; we want to have a good life and 
that depends on others also having a 
good life. Teachers often recognize that 
their self-interest is served by having 
happy and successful students. There 
are, of course, many selfless people 
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who devote their lives to helping oth-
ers; Mother Teresa and Martin Luther 
King come to mind. They have inter-
ests, but are not absorbed with their 
own welfare. 

 Beyond individual interests are group 
interests, and these can be very com-
petitive. Special interests have become 
a term of derision in politics—we label 
the opposition candidate in an elec-
tion campaign as being in the clutches 
of special interest groups. Yet we all 
belong to various special interest 
groups, by our own or our family’s 
occupations, geographic area, hob-
bies, charities, travel, religion, shop-
ping, educational pursuits, and nearly 
all other endeavors. 
 Obviously, these interests do not 
always coincide. We would like lower 
taxes, but appreciate public benefits 
such as roads, police, clean parks, and 
schools. We prefer a healthy environ-
ment, but like products that come 
from chemicals, plastics, and other 
pollution-producing manufacturers. 
We join or support groups that advo-
cate those ideas we share, even if at 
times we act in a manner that is not 
internally consistent. 

 Then there are our societal and natio-
 nal interests. Our stated policy, 
whether under a Democratic or 
Republican administration, is to 
defend national interests in interna-
tional affairs—trade, borders, war, 
terrorism, and so on. Not remarkably, 
each nation places national inter-
est as foremost, though clearly the 
definition and delineation of national 
interest differs. National interest has 
been one of the fuels of war, genocide, 
militarism, border vigilantism, isola-
tion, denial of human rights, trade 

restriction, and international postur-
ing (Herbert, 2005; Bandy and Smith, 
2005; Pavola and Lowe, 2005). It also 
has been a fuel for peace, interna-
tional understanding, freedom, trade 
agreements, charity, economic devel-
opment, and the protection of human 
rights (Nelson and Green, 1980; 
Hahnel, 2005). Our use of language 
shows interests at work: the “Axis of 
Evil” identifies nations and groups 
our government considers threaten-
ing, “Manifest Destiny” was invoked 
to cover the invasion of Native Amer-
ican territory in the West, the “war 
on terrorism” is used as grounds for 
changing accepted patterns of civil 
rights and civil liberties. 

 Societal interests involve such mat-
ters as general safety and welfare, 
the environment, health, education, 
security, transportation, communi-
cation, freedom, and order. These 
topics concern people across such 
political boundaries as cities, states, 
and nations. Residents of cities, sub-
urbs, and rural areas are interested 
in safe highways and airports, good 
hospitals and schools—these are 
public interests, whether the social 
institutions are privately or publicly 
operated. The public also has a stake 
in how these quality-of-life areas 
are handled; many are government 
controlled and operated, some are 
government regulated but privately 
operated, and some are privately con-
trolled and operated, with little gov-
ernmental oversight. 

 Schooling is one of the most impor-
tant of those broad public concerns in 
the United States. Laws govern nearly 
all forms of schooling to include 
required attendance, financing, staff 
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credentials, curriculum, and opera-
tional re quirements. Most school-age 
students in the United States attend 
public schools, controlled and oper-
ated by government. But about 15 
percent of all students are enrolled in 
some form of private schooling, includ-
ing independent schools, religiously 
affiliated schools, trade schools, and 
home schooling. In addition, there are 
efforts to provide vouchers for fund-
ing to parents who want to take their 
children from public schools to pri-
vate schools, efforts to establish char-
ter schools in the public districts for 
relief from some governmental regu-
lation, and efforts to privatize public 
school operation by contracting with 
corporations. 

 Ideas of justice and equity provide 
rationales for mediating, adjudicating, 
mitigating, criticizing, and evaluating 
the various conflicts among interests; 
but justice and equity are not without 
debate themselves. 

  Justice and Equity: 
Sounds Good to Me 

 Justice sounds simple enough, and 
is certainly above dispute as a fun-
damental element in a well-ordered 
society—or family, organization, 
school, or relationship with others. 
We want to live in a society, family, 
school, or relationship that is just. We 
rail against situations we consider 
unjust. The difficulty, of course, is that 
justice depends on many factors: a set 
of socially agreed on values and prin-
ciples, legal and moral traditions, the 
political and economic situation, tech-
nical and practical definitions of terms 
used, the time period and geographic 

location, social and individual condi-
tions, and the eye of the beholder. Jus-
tice, then, is dependent on such things 
as where you happen to be, when, who 
you are, how you are represented, and 
what you think of it. 

 This is not to suggest that justice is 
just a fuzzy idea that can never be 
defined, is constantly changing, and is 
too nebulous to have much impact on 
your life. Indeed, justice is the forming 
idea for nearly all political theory, law, 
ethics, and human relations. It has a 
history of very specific definitions in 
particular situations, yet is still under 
constant redefinition by a variety of 
people from parents to legislators. 
Burning witches at the stake was con-
sidered justice at one time; using the 
rod to physically punish misbehav-
ing students was an accepted school-
marm’s role in the school justice system 
of the past. The ultimate punishment, 
death, is considered too uncivilized to 
be justice in some nations; others use 
it routinely. 

 The existing concept of justice has 
an impact on your life in virtually all 
settings, and can easily be the most 
important of influences. Consider 
being accused of a serious crime; con-
sider being the victim. Think of the 
times you got a grade you think you 
did not deserve; think of the teacher’s 
view of the same grade. Put yourself 
into the shoes of someone who suf-
fers from a severe physical or mental 
disorder, or lives in a dictatorship, or 
is audited by the IRS. Each of these 
has a justice component. Everyday 
complaints about restaurant food or 
a department store purchase pose 
questions of justice, albeit more triv-
ial. Waiters and store clerks usually 
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employ a sense of justice in dealing 
with or ignoring complaining cus-
tomers. Justice is both an ideal and 
a practical matter of significance for 
individuals and society, but it is a con-
cept fraught with difficulties in defini-
tion and interpretation. 

 Justice incorporates ideas of impar-
tiality and fairness, two concepts as 
difficult to discern as justice. Was Solo-
mon impartial? Could his decision be 
fair to all? How do we know that any 
judge is impartial and fair? Was the 
Supreme Court impartial and fair in 
deciding the election between George 
W. Bush and Al Gore in 2000? Was the 
Supreme Court impartial and fair in 
their differing historic decisions on 
slavery, women’s suffrage, segregated 
schools, abortion? Were those stock 
market analysts impartial when they 
recommended buying more Enron 
stock or sub-prime mortgage bundles 
as they collapsed? Was your teacher 
fair and impartial when you got the 
grade you think you did not deserve? 
Is school a good place to learn about 
justice, fairness, and impartiality—
and do schools provide good models 
for how justice, fairness, and imparti-
ality should work? 

 Stuart Hampshire (2000), arguing 
that the basis of justice lies in human 
conflicts, states “. . . fairness in pro-
cedures for resolving conflicts is the 
fundamental kind of fairness” (p. 4). 
Conflicts are a continuing and engag-
ing human condition. Dialogue and 
dialectics can assist in examining con-
flicting views, but our sense of justice 
requires a belief in fair procedures for 
dealing with them (Fishkin, 1992). The 
procedural fairness Hampshire advo-
cates may result in unequal conditions. 

Divorcing parents who fight over child 
custody are unlikely to achieve equal 
condition. Selecting the Teachers of 
the Year in a school district may incor-
porate a fair procedure with impartial 
judging, but results are unequal. But 
when we think the procedures were 
generally fair, unequal results can be 
better tolerated. 

 The concept of fairness is essential to 
our ideas of justice—and fair proce-
dures are a basic condition for justice in 
a legitimate democracy. Legitimacy, in 
a democracy, is the granting of author-
ity to government by the people—a 
form of social contract. This is the 
idea of the consent of the governed, 
a concept disputed by some political 
theorists, but it continues to be widely 
held (Rawls, 1999, 2005). We accept 
decisions, even if we don’t like them, 
when we feel the procedure is fair. If 
there is widespread concern that basic 
procedures are unfair, we have social 
unrest and the seeds of revolution.

  Equity and Equality 

 Equity is a concept directly related to 
justice, and includes the idea of equal 
treatment under natural law or rights, 
without bias or favoritism. Equity and 
equality are concepts that can differ 
significantly. Equality can be meas-
ured by condition—each person has 
exactly the same. Or it can be equality 
of treatment—each one is treated the 
same based on some principle such as, 
“All men are created equal.” But often 
we think that some seem to be more 
equal than others; we can suspect gen-
der inequality at work in the preceding 
quote on the equality of men. These 
are issues of equity and justice. Is it 
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possible to distribute things in a truly 
equal manner? Political scientist David 
Spitz (1982) notes that “Equality drives 
us into an insoluble moral dilemma, 
and therefore into practices that con-
tradict what we preach. . . . To impose 
equality of results . . . is to limit equality 
of opportunity. We cannot have both 
equalities simultaneously” (p. 105). 

 Equity does not require equality, but 
it does expect a process deemed fair. 
Most of our notions of equality in the 
United States are procedural—equal 
treatment under the law, which is 
similar to the idea of procedural fair-
ness. These ideas provide for oppor-
tunity, but do not specify equal results 
or conditions. The idea of equity pro-
vides a concept for judging the proce-
dure of equal treatment. Under equity, 
exactly equal conditions or results are 
not required; there is no mandate that 
good things are distributed to all in 
an equal manner. Instead, there is an 
expectation for justice—any unequal 
distribution must be justified by some 
significant social or ethical principle 
(Rawls, 1971, 1999, 2001). 

 For example, we could justify provid-
ing special funds and separate pro-
grams for gifted and talented students 
in school because those students are 
meritorious and have the potential 
to give back more to the school and, 
later, to society. But not everyone 
would agree this is a democratic or 
equitable justification or that these 
students deserve special treatment or 
make more community contributions. 
Using Rawlsian theory on distribu-
tive justice, McKenzie (1984) studied 
school programs for gifted and tal-
ented students and concluded such 
programs were undemocratic, unfair 

in selection and special treatment, and 
did not provide for having those spe-
cially treated students give something 
back to the school and society. Track-
ing students into separate curriculums 
for college preparation, vocational 
training, general studies, and special 
education brings up similar issues of 
justice and equity. Are inclusion or 
mainstreaming programs more equi-
table and just? 

 In the last quarter of the twentieth cen-
tury, we decided justice is served when 
we provide special access to public 
buildings for people who require a 
wheelchair. That is based on a princi-
ple of equity turned into law that equal 
access requires special treatment for 
one group. Equity, then, can include 
inequality if the basic premise is that 
of justice. Affirmative action programs 
are predicated on this idea, making 
up for previous unjust discrimination. 
Improved funding for programs such 
as special education, Head Start, and 
school lunches for poor families is 
an equity topic. Special school treat-
ment of the children of minority or 
immigrant families, whether by ethnic 
group, nationality, or income, repre-
sents another example. 

 Programs to redress previous inequali-
ties and discrimination based on gen-
der, race, class, or sexual orientation 
also are equity issues. Inequalities in 
public financing among local school 
districts are the subject of several dif-
ferent state supreme court decisions 
based on equal treatment. Children, 
their parents, taxpayers, constitutional 
lawyers, citizens in neighboring school 
districts, and most of the rest of society 
have interests in such equity issues. 
Should new national standards in 
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various subject fields be imposed on all 
children in every school? Should some 
public schools be operated by private 
corporations? Should private schools 
have access to public money? Should 
religion be part of public education and 
should it be supported by public funds? 
Each of these examples, of course, has 
been and continues to be hotly con-
tested social and educational policy and 
practice. As in political discourse, these 
issues have ideological dimensions.  

  Interests, Politics 
and Ideologies 

 Our interests are incorporated in and 
modified by ideas—liberal, conserva-
tive, radical, reactionary. Although 
these labels may not identify each of 
us or our views on various topics, they 
represent broad, divergent views and 
they can be used to examine social and 
educational issues. Ideologies enable 
people to explain and justify the society 
they would prefer (Jacoby, 2005). An 
ideology includes assumptions about 
the nature and purpose of society and 
related nature of individuals (Shils, 
1968); it provides criteria against which 
one can judge human life and society 
(Lane, 1962); and it provides a means 
for self-identification (Erikson, 1960). 
Ideologies are broadly coherent struc-
tures of attitudes, values, and beliefs 
that influence individual perceptions 
and social policy (Piper, 1997). 

 Political ideologies are widely known, 
from radical right to radical left with 
conservatives and liberals somewhere 
near the center (Freeden, 1998; see 
also  Journal of Political Ideologies ). The 
right and left political conflict is often 
starkly presented. 

Ideological debates can be fiery and 
passionate, if not always reasonable, 
realistic, or precise.    

  LIBERALISM, LIBERALS, 
CONSERVATIVES, AND 

RADICALS: CONFUSION 

  Continuing disputes about justice and 
equity as they apply to individual 
and social rights are among the grand 
debates in democratic history and phi-
losophy (Valentyne, 2003; Barry, 2005; 
Hahnel, 2005; Rawls, 2005). These 
disputes revolve around disparate 
opinions about the relative rights of 
individuals and of society, and how 
equity among those rights should be 
determined. Although it is a bit con-
fusing to use a similar term to mean 
different things, the current models 
of  conservatives  and  liberals  follow a 
Western tradition of liberalism. 

 Liberalism, a belief in freedom and 
equality, is the dominant political 
philosophy among Western democ-
racies (de Ruggiero, 1927, 1959; Nod-
dings, 1995; Klosko, 2000; Richardson, 
2001; Kolm, 2005). Shapiro (1958), 
who traces the history of liberalism 
through major political literature, 
states: “What has characterized liber-
alism at all times is its unshaken belief 
in the necessity of freedom to achieve 
every desirable aim. . . . Equality is 
another fundamental liberal princi-
ple . . .” (pp. 10, 11). This dual belief 
separates the philosophy of modern 
Western nations from some other 
political ideas, such as divine right of 
kings, aristocracy by birth and social 
class, or theocratic rule. In the United 
States and other Western democracies, 



42  PART ONE: Whose Interests Should Schools Serve?

we don’t argue seriously for a return 
to colonial-period theocratic govern-
ments, European feudal dictatorships, 
or politically powerful monarchies. 
We do argue about the relative weight 
that should be given to individual 
freedoms and social constraints (Dahl, 
1999; Kramer and Kimball, 1999; Ries-
man, 1999; Geuss 2001; Henderson, 
2001; Newey, 2001; Fuentes, 2005). 
Berlin (1969), points out that 

  “Liberty is not the only goal . . . if 
others are deprived of it . . . then 
I do not want it for myself. . . . To 
avoid glaring inequality or wide-
spread misery I am ready to sac-
rifice some, or all, of my freedom; 
I may do so willingly and freely: 
but it is freedom that I am giving 
up for the sake of justice or equal-
ity. . . .” (p. 125)  

 In the main, both conservatives and 
liberals in the United States support 
the basic ideas of democratic freedoms 
and equality—tenets of traditional lib-
eralism (Dewey, 1930; Lippman, 1934; 
Russell, 1955; Spitz, 1982; Bellah et al., 
1985; Gutman, 1999; Spragens, 1999; 
Gill, 2001; Tomasi, 2001; Rawls, 2005). 
The major differences between con-
servatives and liberals revolve around 
what are the best definitions or criteria 
for freedom and equality, what is the 
best balance between them, how that 
balance can best be achieved, and how 
each is served in a specific situation. 

 In addition to possible confusion with 
the use of the term  liberalism,  another 
of the intriguing and often confusing 
trends in contemporary politics and 
educational politics is the shifting of 
ideas between conservatives and lib-
erals as they attempt to influence the 

public’s interests and plot potentially 
successful political positions. Politi-
cal parties move toward the center to 
capture votes to get their candidates 
elected, resulting in some blurring 
of the conservative and liberal mark-
ers we are accustomed to using. Basic 
ideological differences may remain 
for the Republican and Democratic 
parties, but individual candidates 
don’t easily fit on all issues in pub-
lic life. Each party has a conservative 
and a liberal wing, and there is a large 
group of people inside and out of the 
parties who prefer to be considered 
independent. 

 New Democrats, like Bill Clinton, work 
to cut the deficit, stimulate the econ-
omy and increase corporate wealth, cut 
welfare, and actively support imposing 
national standards on schools. These 
had been Republican and conservative 
views. New Republicans, like George 
W. Bush, increase public spending and 
the deficit, support the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education, and give illegal 
immigrants   opportunities—previously 
Democratic and liberal views. Specific 
political party positions and the views 
of individual candidates may not cor-
relate well with divergent underlying 
political ideologies, from conservative 
to liberal. But within each party there 
is often a contest among candidates to 
be identifed as more conservative, if 
Republican, or more liberal, if Demo-
crat, as a way of attracting core party 
voters. This suggests the basic ideo-
logical orientation of each of the par-
ties, but conservative and liberal labels 
don’t stick on individuals as well as 
some might like. 

 We continue, despite the confusions, to 
use conservative and liberal labels to 
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identify ideas and issues, and to mark 
various people. Newt Gingrich (2008), 
former congressional leader, argues 
that “liberals” are the cause of much 
that he opposes. David Brock (2002), 
a widely read conservative author, 
confesses to a career of overstatement 
and falsification of information in his 
active denigration of “liberal” causes 
and sanctifying of “conservative” 
ones. The labels still have meaning, 
despite the confusions and shifting, in 
politics and education. 

 Contemporary political disputes 
between “conservatives” and “liber-
als” occur over questions of balance 
and process, and they spill over into 
our debates on lawmaking, court pro-
ceedings, and schooling. Current con-
servatives, in general, want to limit 
governmental interference in individ-
ual freedom; current liberals generally 
want to ensure individual rights by 
governmental regulation. Conserva-
tives argue for unregulated rights of 
individuals to own guns; liberals for 
governmental regulation of gun own-
ership. There are many areas of mud-
diness in this separation, giving pause 
to gross labeling. 

 One of these areas is abortion, where 
liberals tend to support women’s right 
to choose and conservatives tend to 
want government to restrict abortions. 
Another is free speech, where liberals 
tend to support more individual free-
dom and conservatives tend to want 
limits imposed on opposing views 
of sexuality, patriotism, politics, and 
economics. A third example includes 
some school topics, where liberals tend 
to support more individual freedom 
for students and teachers to examine 
controversial topics, to protest, and to 

criticize, and conservatives tend to sup-
port government-imposed standards, 
school and teacher accountability, 
socially acceptable student behavior, 
and restrictions on what topics can be 
studied. 

 Definitions of conservative and liberal 
may be slippery, but these terms are 
commonly applied and widely under-
stood to refer to two distinct groups of 
ideas and people in any time period. 
Liberal ideas in one period may be 
considered conservative in another, 
and vice versa. Neoconservative and 
neoliberal views are a rethinking of 
conservative or liberal ideas (Steinfels, 
1979; Rothenberg, 1984; DeMuth and 
Kristol, 1995; Piper, 1997; Dahl, 1999; 
Newey, 2001; Richardson, 2001). For 
example, Simhony and Weinstein 
(2001) claim that new liberalism goes 
beyond the stale liberalism/com-
munitarian debates of the 1980s, and 
aims to reconcile the split between 
“individuality and sociability,” with 
liberals shifting away from social or 
government programs as the primary 
answer to most social and individual 
problems. 

 More deeply discordant ideological 
roots, including a variety of radical 
positions on what a society and its 
schools should be, run beyond the 
mainstream liberal and conserva-
tive dialogue. Radical critiques influ -
ence the general debate by providing 
extreme positions, allowing liberals 
and conservatives to take more pop-
ular positions in the center. Radical 
ideas tend to have limited credibility 
in mainstream discussions, but liber-
als and conservatives draw from those 
ideas in proposing reforms (Dahl, 
1999). Critical positions often appear 
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first in the radical literature, then filter 
into the liberal and conservative rheto-
ric (Nelson, Carlson, and Linton, 1972; 
Dahl, 1999; Simhony and Weinstein, 
2001). 

Mainstream views sound more rea-
sonable as bases for reform, but radical 
ideas contain the seeds for longer-term 
and more significant change. In the age 
when kings and queens were presumed 
to rule by divine right, democracy was 
a radical view. In a dictatorship, indi-
vidual free dom is radical. 

One of the major struggles in deter-
mining justice in a democracy lies in 
finding a suitable balance between the 
interests of individuals and communi-
ties. This struggle has many titles, but 
often is described as an ideological bat-
tle between individualism and commu-
nitarianism. These ideologies compete 
in their emphases, and in their more 
extreme versions offer a dialectic. 

  INDIVIDUAL AND 
SOCIAL RIGHTS 

 More radical factions separate much 
farther than the mainstream conserva-
tive and liberal dialogue on issues of 
individualism and communitarian-
ism. The radical right wing, known 
as reactionaries or libertarians, advo-
cates individual freedoms with the 
least restraint possible. 

 Nozick (1974) phrases it: 

  “Individuals have rights, and 
there are things no person or 
group may do to them (without 
violating their rights). So strong 

and far-reaching are these rights 
that they raise the question of 
what, if anything, the state and its 
officials may do. How much room 
do individual rights leave for the 
state? . . . Our main conclusions 
about the state are that a mini-
mal state, limited to the narrow 
functions of protection against 
force, theft, fraud, enforcement of 
contracts, and so on, is justified; 
that any more extensive state will 
violate person’s rights not to be 
forced to do certain things, and is 
unjustified. (p. ix)  

 In addition to an antistate position, lib-
ertarians convey a strong procapitalism 
view, relatively unfettered entrepre-
neurship and private enterprise. Exces-
sive governmental control is assumed 
to kill individual initiative. Govern-
ment, to libertarians, is an unfortu-
nate development that has grown too 
large and too encompassing—stifling 
individual freedoms. Herbert Spen-
cer (1981) writes, “The great political 
superstition of the past was the divine 
right of kings. The great political super-
stition of the present is the divine right 
of parliaments” (p. 123). 

Libertarians want to dismantle the 
government, abolishing regula-
tion, taxation, and public financing. 
They would eliminate social security, 
medicare, welfare, public education, 
and the right of government to take 
property under eminent domain; lib-
ertarians aim at “nothing short of 
the privatization of social existence” 
(Newman, 1984, p. 162). As Thomas 
Sowell (1999) says: “The welfare 
state, how ever, has made many of the 
respectable, self-supporting poor look 
like chumps, as the government has 
lavished innumerable programs on 
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those who violate all rules and refuse 
to take responsibility for themselves” 
(p. 89). Not all libertarians share the 
view that all government is harmful; 
some recognize a need for some gov-
ernmental role in mediating disputes, 
regulating commerce in basic human 
needs, and protecting society. 

 On the other side are communitar-
ians of various stripes. Their major 
critique involves greed and social cor-
ruption of unregulated capitalism and 
the selfishness and self-centeredness 
that accompanies individualism. They 
believe community, our social glue, 
is in serious jeopardy from excessive 
individualism. Some of these critiques 
take great pains to separate individual-
ism—a belief in oneself above others—
from individuality—an expression of 
the value of recognizing each person’s 
worth. John Dewey’s (1933) treatise 
on that separation is significant. He 
develops in other writings on democ-
racy and schooling his concept that 
individual differences and individual 
learning are consistent with his con-
cept of education as a social process 
(Dewey, 1916, 1930). Dewey also writes 
of a broader set of conflicts: 

  There can be no conflict between 
the individual and the social. For 
both of these terms refer to pure 
abstractions. What do exist are 
conflicts between some individu-
als and some arrangements in 
social life; between groups and 
classes of individuals; between 
nations and races; between old 
traditions embedded in institu-
tions and new ways of thinking 
and acting which spring from 
those few individuals who attack 
what is socially accepted. (Dewey, 
in Ratner, 1939, p. 435)  

 Communitarians don’t always ignore 
or denigrate the value of individuals; 
they advocate a balance between individ-
ual liberty and social needs for common 
purposes—balancing rights and order. 
Amitai Etzioni (1996) notes a major shift 
from “traditional” social order by edict, 
authoritarian rule, and rigid control to 
increasing individual rights. 

 He argues: 

  . . . after the forces of modernity 
rolled back the forces of tradition-
alism, these [modernity] forces 
did not come to a halt; instead, in 
the last generation (roughly from 
1960 on), they pushed ahead 
relentlessly, eroding the much 
weakened foundations of social 
virtue and order while seeking 
to expand liberty ever more. As 
a result, we shall see that some 
societies have lost their equilib-
rium, and are heavily burdened 
with the antisocial consequences 
of excessive liberty (not a concept 
libertarians or liberals often use). 
(p. xvii)  

 More radical communitarians argue 
for egalitarian answers to the excesses 
of individualism. They see a break-
down of social values, family struc-
tures, social responsibilities, shared 
interests, and collective purposes that 
constitute a decent society. 

 Among their concerns is the greedy 
continuation of “me” generation 
mentality and expansion of “yuppi-
ness,” antigovernment attacks that 
can undermine public confidence and 
lead to debilitating and discrimina-
tory competitiveness, destruction of 
environmental protections and other 
regulatory needs, increased private 
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territoriality, and suspicion of others. 
Unbridled individualism poses, they 
contend, clear and negative reper-
cussions in charitable works, public 
welfare, public services, and public 
education—those major contributions 
to our civilization. Excessive indi-
vidualism also appears in efforts to 
deregulate utilities and corporations, 
privatize public services, and main-
tain a social hierarchy based on birth, 
wealth, and historical status. Indi-
vidualism is not usually advo cated by 
members of the social class at the bot-
tom. A premise of individualists is that 
those who have had should continue 
to have. Egalitarian answers, in oppo-
sition, include expansion and guaran-
tees of equal opportunities, forms of 
affirmative action, progressive taxa-
tion and redistribution of wealth, and 
such programs as national health care, 
Head Start, and safety net welfare. 
These intend to correct or mitigate 
inequalities among groups. 

 Failures in corporate and accounting 
self-regulation prompts an upsurge of 
interest in increasing public regulation 
and accountability. As in the antitrust 
period in the early twentieth century, 
this has ignited public concern about 
patterns of deregulation, privatiza-
tion, and rampant individualism that 
identified the 1990s. 

  Ideological Roots 
of School Disputes 

 Competing ideas with differing expec-
tations for schools include freedom 
and equality, public and private, indi-
vidual and society, the masses and the 
elites, unity and diversity, and the reli-
gious and the secular. 

 Dualisms are false in that they don’t 
exist in complete isolation from each 
other and don’t usually require a pris-
tine choice. We can’t have mind with-
out body, and body without mind may 
be possible, but we have no certain 
knowledge of that. So we can’t choose 
either body or mind. But we are faced 
continuously with situations where 
we must exercise choice among com-
peting interests. Those choices often 
are between two political ideologies, 
two opposing sets of interests, or two 
parts of a dialectic—each side of which 
entails some potentially good and bad 
consequences. Dualisms are useful 
as mental constructions to assist in 
making that choice or finding a new 
synthesis; they can assist in reasoned 
dialogue about competing interests 
and ideologies. Schooling is one very 
public activity where such dualisms 
occur with frequency. 

 Schools are directly engaged in devel-
oping the individuals and society of 
the future and people care a great deal 
about what kind of individuals and 
society will develop. As Apple (1990) 
states, “the conflicts over what should 
be taught are sharp and deep. It is not 
only an educational issue, but one that 
is inherently ideological and political” 
(p. vii). Traditionalists share a general 
view that schools ought to follow time-
honored ideas, practices, and authori-
ties from a previous golden age of 
education. Progressivists share a differ-
ent view that schools must be flexible, 
child-centered, and future-oriented. 

 Each ideology provides different views 
of schooling, from advocating aboli-
tion of public schools to using public 
schools for social criticism and the 
overthrow of oppression. Divergent 
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views of schooling and politics can be 
understood in terms of an ideologi-
cal continuum: from elitist positions 
on the extreme right to egalitarian 
positions on the extreme left, with 
mainstream conservative and liberal 
positions in the center (see  Figure 1 ). 

 Radical right-wing ideas about school-
ing are not uniform; they come from 
different special interest groups. Some 
promote teaching fundamentalist 
religious dogma. Some seek to censor 
teaching materials dealing with sex, 
socialism, atheism, or anything they 
think is anti-American. And some 
want to undercut publicly supported 
schools in favor of elite schooling for 
a select group of students. Right-wing 
groups have attacked secular human-
ism, feminism, abortion rights, sex 
education, global education, and val-
ues education in schools. 

 Radical educational ideologies from 
the right include the views of:

   libertarians: “get government off 
our backs and out of our schools,”  

  abolitionists: “abolish public 
school  ing,” and  

  extreme elitists: “schooling for the 
best only; the rest into the work 
pool.”    

 The radical left wing also offers a criti-
cal view of schools. Some see education 
as the way for the masses to uncover 
the evils of capitalism and the corpo-
rate state. Some propose education as 
the means for revolution, opening all 
the institutions of society to criticism. 
Left-wing groups have attacked busi-
ness-sponsored teaching materials, 
religious dogma in public schools, 
tracking, discrimination, social control, 
and education for patriotic obedience. 

  Radical left-wing views include 
those of:

   liberationists: “liberate students 
from oppressive forces in school 
and society,”  

  reconstructionists: “use schools to 
criticize and remake society,” and  

  extreme egalitarians: “abolish all 
privilege or distinction.”    

  Conservative, liberal, and radical 
views of society and education pro-
vide different rationales for criticism 
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of schools and different proposals 
for reform. They are general frame-
works that underlie individual and 
group discontent with schools. Radi-
cal views are important because they 
present stark and clearly defined dif-
ferences between egalitarian and elit-
istic ideologies. However, mainstream 
conservative and liberal ideas govern 
most reform movements because of 
their general popularity and immense 
influence over media and government. 
Liberals, conservatives, and radicals 
differ in their views of which main-
stream position has the schools in its 
grip (Aronowitz and Giroux, 1993). 

 The importance of education in society 
is reflected in controversies surround-
ing divergent ideological positions 
and the interests they represent. 

 Ideologies exist to explain or justify 
purposes and practices or to challenge 
them. In education these fundamental 
goals and general practices have var-
ied during different times and in dif-
ferent locations. Primitive education 
was dedicated to survival and con-
tinuing rituals and life patterns estab-
lished by elders. Ancient schooling 
was largely devoted to inculcation of 
religious learnings. In Athens, philo-
sophic and contemplative schooling 
supplanted religious, while Spartan 
education was heavily committed 
to the military life. Roman schooling 
was more practical than philosophic 
and intended for developing strong 
loyalty and citizenship. Spiritual ideas 
predominated in schools of the Mid-
dle Ages, a preparation for the after-
life. The Renaissance brought different 
goals for schools—enlightenment, 
development of human capacities, 
and individual creativity. For most of 

this time, formal schooling was for the 
elites, usually for families of religious, 
social, and political leaders. The main 
schooling arguments concerned how 
society’s leaders should be prepared; 
strict learning of traditional roles, ritu-
als, and concepts of knowledge—or 
contemplation of the good—or enlight-
enment and more flexible learnings. 

 Mass education arose as democracy 
developed, fostered especially in 
schooling in the United States from 
the mid-nineteenth century, and now 
spread throughout the industrialized 
world. Schooling for all developed 
some different educational goals, 
under differing ideologies: basic lit-
eracy and numeracy, social control, 
civic responsibility, loyalty and patri-
otism, vocational and home training, 
character and values development, 
health and safety knowlege, human 
relationships, self-reliance and reali-
zation, and solving problems. School-
ing also shifted toward more secular, 
scientific, and technological goals.
Consistent with the evolution in dem-
ocratic political concepts, ideas about 
schooling shifted from a focus on basic 
literacy and social control to broader 
intellectual development and increas-
ing interest in individuality. 

 Newer developments in educational 
ideas challenged established purposes 
and practices in schools, and posed 
interesting questions on the relation 
of individuals to their societies, and 
important issues of justice and equity. 

  What dimensions of justice and 
equity should be expected in schools 
and classrooms? How should schools 
address justice and equity regarding 
individual choice, racism, gender, 
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class, wealth, and religion? What inter-
ests are at stake? Competing answers 
to these questions show disparate 
interests.  Chapters 2  through  9  involve 
schooling issues that raise questions 
of justice, fairness, and impartiality. 

 We would like to include in this vol-
ume all viewpoints on each educa-
tional issue, but that is an obvious 
impossibility. We have, therefore, 
limited each chapter to two distinct 
positions about the topic covered to 
stress the dialogue or dialectic qual-
ity of the issue. These positions draw 
from liberal-progressive ideas, from 
conservative-traditional, and from 
radical critiques from the left or right. 
Additional references to conserva-
tive, liberal, and radical literature are 
included, and we encourage explora-
tion of these highly divergent views. 
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C H A P T E R  2

School Choice: Family 
or Public Funding 

Is family choice of schools in the 
public interest?

   POSITION 1: FOR FAMILY CHOICE IN EDUCATION 

    School choice means better educational opportunity, because it uses the 
dynamics of consumer opportunity and provider competition to drive service 
quality…It re-asserts the rights of the parent and the best interests of child 
over the convenience of the system, infuses accountability and quality into 
the system, and provides educational opportunity where none existed before.

—The Center for Educational Reform, 2008

Why Educational Choice Is Needed 

 If your children attended a school in which most students scored below the state 
average on standardized tests, what could you do? What if they were enrolled 
in a school with few certified teachers, overcrowded classrooms, few comput-
ers, little lab equipment, and not enough books or other supplies? Could you 
find a way to get them the education they need? If you were unhappy with your 
child’s school because the curriculum was not rigorous enough or because it 
violated your beliefs and values, how could you remedy the situation? Depend-
ing on a family’s income, those choices become even more limited. 

 Dissatisfied families can work to correct problems in their children’s public 
schools. Doing so, however, often involves a long, cumbersome process of 
political action—meeting with teachers and principals, attending school board 
meetings, working on committees, and being an active presence in a school. 
Time and energy commitments usually are more than most parents can make, 
and risk of failure and frustration is high. Even when these efforts are success-
ful, the resulting changes may come too late for the students whose parents 
initially tried to make them. Students are in a particular grade for only one year. 
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Schools often cannot modify programs or policies that quickly. Although work-
ing for long-term change is an option, it is a choice that doesn’t meet the most 
immediate needs of parents and children. 

 Families with enough money can decide to send their children to expensive, 
nonsectarian private schools. Their budget can absorb the cost of this decision 
even as the parents continue paying taxes to support public schools. Addition-
ally, because there are only a limited number of such schools, attending them may 
mean students must live away from their families for long periods. This disruption 
of family life for the sake of a child’s education is not often an attractive option for 
parents or young people, even when the family can afford it. Instead of increasing 
parental influence in children’s lives, this choice weakens it. Private schools remain 
options only for the wealthiest families since the tuition costs run into the tens of 
thousands of dollars per child (Broughman and Swaim, 2006; National Associa-
tion of Indendent Schools, 2008; U.S. Department of Education, 2007, 2008c).

 Parents with more limited financial resources can choose to send their chil-
dren to less expensive and more accessible private schools affiliated with religious 
organizations (McDonald, 2008). In fact, of the almost 28,000 private schools in the 
United States, close to 80 percent have connections to a religious group (Brough-
man and Swaim, 2006). However, this choice is still of limited help. Many families 
are not comfortable with the differences between their religious beliefs and those 
of the organization sponsoring the school. In times of economic distress, tuition 
may become too much of a burden for the family budget to bear. 

 Indeed, if a family has no surplus funds in its budget, the option of any kind 
of private school is not available. Most poor children attend urban public schools. 
Academic achievement lags far behind their counterparts in suburban public 
schools (KewalRamani, A., Gilbertson, L., Fox, M., and Provasnik, S., 2007). Many 
parents who live in inner cities and are members of ethnic or racial minority groups 
are deeply concerned about the quality of their children’s education (Black Alliance 
for Educational Options, 2008). However, without viable family choice programs 
for all—rich and poor—they cannot translate their concerns into actions. The 2001 
No Child Left Behind Act attempts to provide more choice by allowing parents to 
transfer their children from failing schools to other public schools whose students 
have higher academic achievement levels. Except for Alabama, North Carolina, 
and Virginia, all states have enacted some type of “open enrollment” policy. Often, 
however, these policies mandate transfers only within districts. In some urban 
areas there are simply not enough successful schools to absorb fully the numbers of 
students from failing schools that wish to transfer. Most states also allow but do not 
mandate transfers from a low-performing to a higher-performing district. There is 
little incentive for districts to accept students from other areas. For the most part, 
students who wish to transfer out of district do not even receive transportation to 
their new school (U.S. Department of Education, 2008a).

 Because Americans wanted to maintain a high level of local control over 
schools, districts were established based on geography—meaning cities, towns, 
villages or any part of those municipalities can become school districts. That 
way local branches of government, most often school boards, can be elected 
by and held responsible to residents of the areas the schools serve. In practice, 
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however, these forms of governance have become less responsive to dissatisfied 
parents. Many critics believe public school bureaucracy has, over time, become 
elaborate and self-protective (Lips, 2007). 

 For example, once a district is established, students are assigned to schools 
based on where they live within and among those districts. The dividing lines 
are firmly maintained. Moving from school to school within a district often is 
difficult; moving from district to district (unless the family changes its resi-
dence) is almost impossible. Assigning students to schools based on their res-
idence minimizes parents’ choice about the school their children can attend. 
Families’ financial situations, not their commitments to their children, deter-
mine the amount of educational choice they have. If a family can afford to live 
where a school matches their hopes and ambitions, then all is well. If a family 
lives where that match does not exist, and they cannot afford to move to a bet-
ter district, their relative poverty deprives them of the freedom to choose their 
children’s school. 

 Others besides parents are concerned about education and have expertise 
to contribute in deciding what kind of schools and programs will best serve 
children and our society. Educators have access to research about academic pro-
grams that ensure success for children having difficulties with traditional ways 
of teaching and learning. Health professionals have suggestions about issues 
affecting children’s physical and emotional well-being and how those concerns 
can be addressed in schools. Businesspeople can offer advice and support to 
schools in preparing young people for their future in an ever-more demanding 
job market. However, despite the good will and knowledge these people bring 
to questions about education, none of them is as concerned about the welfare of 
an individual child as his or her loving and committed parents. While parental 
authority with regard to children is not unlimited in this country, we Americans 
believe that generally it should be the most significant factor in determining 
most aspects of a child’s life. Of those concerned about a child’s education, par-
ents have the most long-term relationship with children, giving them insights 
into what is right for their child that not even the most famous educational 
expert could ever hope to have. Ultimately, parents should be the final decision 
makers about  their  child’s education. As Americans we should work to ensure 
that all parents have this right, not just those who have achieved a certain level 
of economic success. 

 We are, however, coming to recognize that state-sponsored schools have put 
a stranglehold on parental choice. We need to allow the educational system to 
operate within a free and competitive market. “No amount of money or number 
of programs will create anything more than marginal improvements, because 
public schools are organized to serve teachers and administrators rather than 
students and families…only markets will force the unpleasant restructuring 
necessary to unleash potential” (Manzi, 2008, p. 43).

 Family choice is an issue that is not going to go away. The stakes for indi-
viduals are too high. The question before us as a country is not if we should 
create viable family choice programs, but how we should do so. Although 
the latest Gallup poll shows concern among Americans about such programs, 
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41 percent said they would favor a proposal in their state to allow parents to 
send their school-age children to any public, private, or church-related school 
they chose, with the government paying all or part of the tuition in nonpublic 
schools. Fifty-seven percent of those with children in public school said they 
would use vouchers, if available, to send their children to private schools (Rose 
and Gallup, 2007). Well-crafted choice programs could ease concerns some have 
expressed about accountability of private schools receiving taxpayer dollars.  

  Creating Options for Parents and Children 

  Charter Schools and Open Enrollment 

 We could create choice programs in several ways. First, we could do so in a lim-
ited fashion by encouraging options within public school systems. Government 
funds still would be used exclusively for those schools, but under such a system 
parents would have more options if they were dissatisfied with a particular 
school. We could introduce a more radical change by directing taxpayer dol-
lars from providers of education, public schools, to consumers of educational serv-
ices, parents and children. Those consumers would be allowed to make choices 
about where to spend that money. 

 The first option has been tried with limited success. Some districts have 
been giving families choices about their children’s schooling since the civil 
rights movement of the 1960s and ’70s. Magnet schools that offer specialized 
curriculum designed to draw students from all across a district were tools in the 
desegregation plans of many urban districts. Some of those schools continue to 
operate. Voluntary transfer programs, sometimes called “open-enrollment,” also 
have been in place on a limited basis. Since 1988 eighteen states have enacted 
legislation allowing transfer both within and among school districts. Another 
eleven states have regulations allowing transfer only within the same dis-
trict. Nearly 4 million students participate in open-enrollment programs (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2008b). 

 Public school districts have created schools of choice for reasons other than 
racial integration. Since the 1970s, qualified teachers have been given state per-
mission (called a charter) to create new, more independent schools in which 
educational innovations could be explored. Now thirty-nine states and the 
District of Columbia have laws allowing the establishment of schools that are 
partially autonomous from the districts in which they are located. Members of 
these school communities believe freedom from state and local regulations ena-
bles them to better meet students’ needs. In addition, they see charter schools as 
places where an “alternative vision of schooling” can be lived out—where such 
educational values as diversity, inquiry, and community can more fully be real-
ized than in traditional public schools (U.S. Charter Schools, 2008). 

 In the early 1990s researchers concluded that despite positive benefits children 
who participate in charter schools received, little evidence directly connected these 
programs with improvement in school performance or student achievement 
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2004). More recent studies, though, 
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conclude that even this limited form of competition causes improvements in 
student performance (Betts, 2006; Hoxbie, 2007; Witte, 2008) and encourages 
school districts to improve their services (Betts, 2006; Forster, 2008).

  Vouchers 

 The second option, providing taxpayer dollars directly to families, puts deci-
sions about children’s education back where it belongs, in the hands of their 
parents. “Vouchers” are one mechanism for transferring taxpayer dollars to 
families. In such a program, families with children receive a check from the gov-
ernment to be used to pay for the educational program of their choice. Accord-
ing to Milton Friedman, the economist who first proposed vouchers fifty years 
ago, to work best, each family would receive an amount of money equal to 
the public school per pupil expenditure. They could then shop around for the 
school—private or public—that best matches their needs (Hendrie, 2004). Addi-
tional subsidies would be available for children with handicapping conditions. 
Most of the money would come from state and local taxes; additional funds for 
children with special needs would come from the federal government. There 
would be no restrictions against parents adding their own money to what they 
receive from the government to pay for schools that cost more than the voucher 
amount. Similarly, there would be no regulations preventing using these funds 
at the school of a parent’s choice. Private nonsectarian schools, those with 
religious affiliations, and government-sponsored schools all would be valid 
choices. Some proponents of voucher plans suggest that to increase the com-
petitive nature of this system, there should be no added subsidies from the gov-
ernment to any of the options. The amount of funding a school received from 
taxpayers would be determined by enrollment, which itself would be driven by 
customer satisfaction (Enrow, 2008). 

 In the early 1990s experiments with vouchers began with privately funded 
programs. There are at least eight such programs across the country. Two of 
the largest are Children First America and the Children’s Scholarship Fund. 
Children First America had helped to create tuition scholarship programs for 
children in over 70 cities. The Children’s Scholarship Fund sponsors nearly 
29,000 children across the country. However, these programs cannot meet the 
need. For example, over 1.25 million applications for funding were received 
by Children’s Scholarship Fund. Leaders of these funds have concluded that 
philanthropy alone cannot meet American families’ desires to choose their chil-
dren’s schools. Tax dollars for vouchers are needed (Children’s Scholarship 
Fund, 2008; Washington Scholarship Fund, 2007).

However, only six states—Florida, Utah, Maine, Ohio, Vermont, Wisconsin, 
and the District of Columbia have voucher programs. These are very limited—
for example, Maine and Vermont’s plans only apply to students in districts 
without public schools, and neither state allows parents to choose religious 
schools for their children (Kafer, 2005). In Florida, Arizona, Georgia, Ohio, and 
Utah, students with disabilities are eligible for vouchers to pay their tuition 
at private schools (Enrow, 2008). Milwaukee and Cleveland have the largest 
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publicly funded voucher programs. Approximately 11,000 students from low-
income families receive vouchers to attend private schools in those cities. The 
schools meet state health and safety standards/regulations, and agree to use 
random selection processes in admitting voucher students. Families of children 
who have been able to use vouchers in Milwaukee, Cleveland, and Washington, 
D.C., to attend the schools of their choice report greater satisfaction with the 
educational setting than do familes of students attending public schools (Wolf, 
2007; Read, 2008; Witte, 2008). There is every reason to believe that, by creating 
more publicly funded choice programs, we could extend these benefits to many 
more families. In fact, we should replace the current way of funding education 
in America with voucher programs in every state in the country. That would 
give every parent a real choice about their children’s education.  

  Benefits of Voucher Programs 

 Voucher programs would address concerns about injustices in the American 
educational system. With adequately funded programs, all parents, regard-
less of income, would be able to provide their children with an education that 
meets their needs and interests. What are now privileges of the wealthy would 
become entitlements of all. For example, many parents feel public schools poli-
cies, practices, and teaching violate their religious principles. 

 Some parents believe schools do not, in fact, take neutral positions but actu-
ally teach values that contradict their own (Shaw, 2005; Strom, 2005). Members 
of some traditions also find school policies to be problematic as their children 
attempt to practice their religion. Young Muslims often cannot find space within 
their schools in which they can meet their obligation to pray; they cannot leave 
school on Fridays, their holy day, to attend services at their mosques (Farquhar, 
2008; Zine, 2007). Both Muslims and Jews sometimes find it difficult to obtain food 
that meets their dietary laws in public school cafeterias. In addition, religious hol-
idays and ritual fasting days often are not acknowledged in public schools. The 
coeducational nature of public schools also violates the religious beliefs of some 
students and their families whose traditions teach that boys and girls should be 
educated separately (Farquhar, 2008; Zine, 2007). Voucher programs would allow 
parents to remove their children from public schools they find offensive and 
place them in schools whose curricula or policies did not violate their religious 
or moral values. They would be able to choose schools that contributed to their 
children’s growth in the family’s religious or spiritual tradition. Doing so would 
no longer be a privilege of the wealthy few. 

 Voucher programs also could help us address the long-standing problem 
of segregation in American schools. Even though a family might not have 
enough money to move out of a neighborhood, parents could use vouchers to 
choose schools for their children outside of the area in which they live. Families 
would be able to send their children to schools that did not replicate the racial 
segregation of their neighborhoods. Vouchers would give private schools the 
opportunity to accept children whose families are unable to pay tuition and 
to whom schools could not afford to provide scholarships. In doing so, school 
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populations could become more racially diverse. There is evidence that private 
schools, especially religiously affiliated private schools, are already less segre-
gated than public schools (Forster, 2006; Greene and Winters, 2006).

 In a system where schools compete for students, the institutions’ survival 
would be dependent on consumers’ decisions about where to spend their 
vouchers. Therefore, schools would have more motivation to ensure high levels 
of customer satisfaction than they do under the current system. Obviously, stu-
dent achievement would directly affect parents’ evaluation of a school. Voucher 
programs would create an educational system in which more children were 
likely to succeed. The new funding would help existing private schools and 
create new ones dedicated to increasing student achievement. The competition 
would force government schools to improve their students’ learning outcomes 
as well (Hendrie, 2004). Research indicates that public schools have improved 
in areas where private school voucher programs have been established (Greene 
and Winters, 2003; Wolf, 2008). This set of benefits is one of the reasons so many 
parents whose children attend schools with high failure rates are so supportive 
of voucher programs (Wolf, 2008).

 Voucher systems and the resultant competitive educational market also 
would increase the number of schools designed to meet students’ special inter-
ests and needs. For example, schools for the performing arts and those empha-
sizing science and technology would be more available. The increased variety of 
schools could be expected to stimulate students’ motivation since there would 
be a better match between their interests and a school’s offerings. Students who 
don’t fit easily or comfortably in currently designed schools would have a bet-
ter chance of finding an appropriate place under a voucher system encouraging 
the creation of innovative programs. 

 These benefits for parents and students would minimize the amount of 
social conflict over schools. Because parents could choose their child’s educa-
tional program and change to another if they were unhappy, their satisfaction 
with schools could be expected to rise. Research on this seems quite clear. Par-
ents who can choose their children’s schools are more satisfied with them than 
parents who have no choice (Wolf, 2008). Even though many schools would 
be privately owned, they would give parents and students a more significant 
voice in school governance than in public schools where they compete with 
representatives of special interest groups (Center for Educational Reform, 2008; 
Wolf et al., 2007).

 Voucher programs will not only help parents and students. Teachers also 
will benefit under these plans. School survival will depend on parent satisfac-
tion with student achievement, and since such achievement depends on compe-
tent instruction, good teachers will be highly in demand. As a result, teachers’ 
salaries will increase as schools compete to attract these skilled professionals. In 
addition, as the number and variety of schools increase, teachers will be more 
able to find schools whose values, missions, and methods match their own. 
Consequently, teacher satisfaction will rise under voucher programs as well. 
Voucher programs will also help taxpayers. The cost of attending the private, 
religious schools in which most vouchers will be used is much less than the 
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monies expended by public schools—often because school district bureaucra-
cies overspend or waste funds (Michos and Aud, 2006).

  Concerns about Choice Plans Using Vouchers 

 Critics of choice plans rightly point out several areas of concern. If voucher 
plans are implemented, we must be sure they are constitutional, fair, and con-
sistent with American values. All these conditions can be met if voucher plans 
are carefully designed. 

 The issue of constitutionality most often is raised when critics question 
using taxpayer dollars to educate children in schools affiliated with religious 
groups. This concern is rooted in their understanding of the doctrine of the sep-
aration of church and state. The First Amendment states, “Congress shall make 
no law respecting an establishment of religion.” The Supreme Court most often 
has interpreted that to mean that only the federal government has no author-
ity over religion. For most of our history, state and local government were left 
to act as they wanted about the matter. However, in the 1940s the court began 
to look more closely at the issue and created some standards limiting states’ 
and municipalities’ relationships to religious institutions. In the process, the 
Court reached some decisions establishing a greater distance between church 
and state than previously had existed. 

 However, the Court also has held that many government policies benefit-
ing religious groups  are  constitutional. For example, tax exemption for churches 
and religious schools, tax deductions for contributions to religious charities, 
tax credits for tuition paid to religious schools, transportation for children in 
those schools, and police or fire protection of religious institutions have all been 
declared legal. Even more closely related to the question of school choice, the 
G.I. Bill, Pell Grants, federally subsidized student loans, and state tuition assist-
ance programs for college students have not been declared unconstitutional 
even though some money from those programs has gone to schools directly 
affiliated with religious groups. 

 What the Supreme Court seems to have established is a policy of “neutral-
ity” with regard to such funding. If a program provides benefits to individuals 
according to neutral guidelines, then it can be declared constitutional, even if 
the individuals choose to use those benefits for a service provided by a reli-
gious group. The government is not itself supporting a religious institution; 
individuals are doing so through private decisions ( Widmer et al. v. Vincent et 
al.,  1981;  Mueller v. Allen,  1983;  Witters v. Washington Department of Services for 
the Blind,  1986;  Zobrest v. Catalina Foothills School District,  1993;  Agostini v. Felton,  
1997). The court has ruled that the issue is not  what  is funded through taxpayer 
money, but  how  that funding reaches the religious institution. If an individual 
makes an independent and private decision to spend tax dollars to which he 
or she is entitled on a service provided by a religious institution, then the wall 
between church and state has not been breached (Lewin, 1999; Lindsey, 2000; 
Rosen, 2000). Using this reasoning, in  Zelman v. Doris Simmons-Harris  (2002) the 
justices ruled the Cleveland voucher program was legal. In doing so the Court 
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established that it is constitutional for a state to provide families with public 
money to use at private schools, even those affiliated with religious organiza-
tions.  This principle has been well-established in federal Pell grants awarded 
to students attending college who may use the funds to attend any college or 
university, whether or not it has a religious affiliation.

 The admissions policies of private schools to which parents could direct 
taxpayer dollars is another area of concern to voucher program critics. They 
are rightly concerned about whether a market system will allow schools to dis-
criminate in their admissions policies. They suggest that religious schools, for 
example, will be able to admit only those applicants whose parents are mem-
bers of the religious organization with which the schools are affiliated. They 
further argue that private schools will be able to refuse students with handicap-
ping conditions that create special educational needs. 

 While it is certainly justified to worry about unfair admissions policies, cur-
rent law already protects young people from arbitrary discrimination. In fact, in 
2000, these laws were used to correct just such problems in the admissions poli-
cies of several high schools participating in the Milwaukee voucher program 
(Garn, 2008). 

 However, the Supreme Court also has ruled that private organizations, 
even those that benefit from indirect taxpayer support, can refuse to admit 
members whose inclusion would significantly breach the organization’s First 
Amendment right to express its beliefs ( Roberts v. United States Jaycees,  1984; 
 Hurley v. Irish American Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual Group of Boston,  1995;  Boy Scouts of 
America v. Dale,  2000). The court has not yet established if this ruling applies to 
church-affiliated schools. 

 A third concern raised about vouchers to fund parental choice in education 
is that people or organizations whose beliefs violate American ideals will be able 
to maintain schools teaching those beliefs using taxpayer dollars. For example, 
critics suggest that groups such as the Ku Klux Klan might use voucher fund-
ing to establish schools in which they could teach white supremacy (Center for 
Educational Reform, 2005). These suggestions raise legitimate concerns about 
regulation. However, those raising these objections seem to forget that laws 
already exist to prevent anyone in the United States from advocating illegal 
activities. Teachers or administrators in private schools are not exempt from 
these statutes. In addition, just because government no longer would be the 
exclusive operator of schools under voucher programs, it does not necessarily 
follow that government could not regulate educational institutions receiving 
taxpayer dollars indirectly. Many countries in Europe fund private and reli-
gious schools with public dollars. They establish “inspectorates” to verify those 
institutions are indeed providing children with an education and nothing ille-
gal takes place in them. Americans could modify those systems to fit our needs 
without returning to a governmental monopoly in education (Betts, 2006). 

 Funding schools associated with religious or political minority groups 
raises some legitimate questions. However, critics seem to forget that tolerance 
for diverse opinions is at the heart of America’s democratic tradition. By sug-
gesting we not fund schools in which opinions or beliefs of a particular group 
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are taught, critics may unwittingly be participating in a form of censorship that 
in other settings they would find unacceptable. Lack of government funding 
may prevent these schools from operating and, therefore, prevent them from 
expressing their beliefs and opinions as they are entitled to do under the First 
Amendment. The fact that it would be a new task for government to regulate 
such schools does not mean it would be impossible (Betts, 2006). 

 Concerns about whether prejudice and bigotry will be taught in voucher-
funded schools are legitimate. However, to those most likely to be the target of 
the hatred, these worries appear to be less important than their children’s current 
forced attendance at public schools that fail to educate but are their only option 
under the system we have now. Many urban and minority parents believe that, 
although it is possible if not probable that there will be problems with a voucher-
funded educational system, those difficulties will not be worse than the ones they 
face now (Black Alliance for Educational Options, 2008). They are right. As a soci-
ety we need the benefits voucher programs will bring. We must accept the chal-
lenge of designing them in ways that are faithful to American law and values. 

 The goal of those who established the American public school system was 
to provide education for all American children in a way that all those who bene-
fited from their training would share its financial cost. However, achieving that 
dream never required that government operate schools, only that we should 
fund them through our taxes. Vouchers provide a way to fund schools without 
subjecting them to unresponsive bureaucratic control. We no longer can afford 
not to make the change. All families deserve to be able to choose education that 
works for their children. Our unwillingness to put the power of good education 
at their disposal fails to give poor and marginalized children the tools they need 
to change their situations. Voucher programs will give parents of these and all 
children real options. They no longer will be recipients of choices made by oth-
ers with less investment in their children’s lives. We need to make family choice 
a reality—publicly funded vouchers will do just that.     

  POSITION 2: AGAINST VOUCHERS 

Vouchers, in my own belief, represent the single worst, most dangerous idea 
to enter education discourse in my lifetime. 

   —Kozol, 2007     

 There are many ways to provide parents and students with choices about 
schools and education that are not  as  problematic as voucher programs. Propo-
nents of such programs seem to ignore or demean all other possibilities, paint-
ing their alternative as the only one with any real hope of reforming American 
education. However, in their enthusiasm for their position they underestimate 
the difficulties inherent in publicly funding payments to private schools. 

 We should oppose voucher programs allowing parents to use public funds 
in private schools for several reasons. They will undermine an educational 
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system that, for all its flaws, still enables parents, students, teachers, administra-
tors, and other citizens to learn “what a democratic life means and how it might 
be led” (Dewey, 1916, p. 7). In violation of the Constitution, they break down the 
barrier between church and state. They pose legal problems by diverting public 
funds to private coffers. They will have unacceptable financial consequences 
for schools and taxpayers, impede continuing development of American values 
such as diversity and tolerance, and lead to more divisiveness based on unequal 
economic or social condition. Finally, voucher plans simply will not deliver the 
improvements in academic achievement their supporters promise. 

  Differing Forms of Choice 

 Families already do have choices about the educational system. The Elementary 
and Secondary Act of 2001, known as No Child Left Behind (NCLB), provides 
funding for a variety of options for parents, including charter schools, volun-
tary public school choice, and magnet schools. In addition, if a school fails to 
meet state standards for two years in a row, the district must provide parents 
with the opportunity to send their children to a higher-performing school (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2008). 

 What the law doesn’t provide—yet—are governmental funds to subsidize 
private decisions about schooling. Parents’ and children’s concerns are not the 
only ones to be considered when we decide what kind of education to provide 
with public funds. Since all taxpayers contribute the funds used for education, 
they have a right to make choices about schools as well. That is, there are social 
purposes for schooling that must be considered as significant as the individual 
purposes of parents for their children. 

 Americans accepted the notion of the “common school” in the mid-nineteenth 
century to provide future generations with knowledge, skills, and values they 
would need to improve society and create positive social interactions within 
their communities. Through public education, young people would learn how 
to behave as responsible, productive citizens of a democratic society, learn the 
importance of voting, and develop the habits of responsible and honest work-
ers. They also would learn tolerance and respect for diverse peoples and differ-
ent points of view that make up this country (Good and Braden, 2000). 

 We were willing to hand over hard-earned money to the government for 
schools because we believed such schools would return “profits” to every mem-
ber of society, not just to children attending them and their families. The United 
States has a remarkable record in educating nearly all children through the high 
school level through public funding of public schools. 

 Citizens of the United States also decided that choices about education 
should be made collectively through the electoral and representative processes 
characteristic of American life. So we established schools managed through 
elected school boards or other forms of local government. If people disagreed 
with decisions by elected officials, they could elect others. This process would 
maintain the right of taxpayers to make choices about schools they supported 
financially. Voucher plans effectively take away this right. 
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 Voucher proponents want to sidestep this democratic decision-making 
process and dislike the compromises it demands in such areas as curriculum 
or policy. Because they  are  compromises, they require everyone to “give in and 
give up” on some issues. Perhaps dissatisfied parents and other voucher sup-
porters believe they have had to give up too much while others have given too 
little. Even if they’re right, however, that is how the democratic process works. 
Minority positions, those that cannot mount sufficient public pressure, do not 
carry the day in our political system. However, democratic institutions also 
safeguard the rights of minority groups, especially their right to participate, to 
make the strongest possible case for their position and perhaps, eventually, to 
sway the majority (Apple and Beane, 1995). 

 Voucher plans, however, do not really represent an attempt of a minority to 
gain more influence within the democratic decision-making process regarding 
education. Instead, they allow parents to bypass it altogether when it comes 
to school governance and accountability (Paris, 1995). Using taxpayer money, 
parents will be able to choose to send their children to private schools that avoid 
the difficulties of working within “democratic procedures that accept as legiti-
mate views from disparate actors with conflicting agendas and incompatible 
styles” (Henig, 1994, p. 23).  

  Religion, Tolerance, and Democratic Ideals 

 Among the choices parents can make with their vouchers will be schools affili-
ated with religious institutions. Proponents of voucher programs argue such 
use of taxpayer money is constitutional; it does not follow that it is good public 
policy. Determining the constitutionality of a policy means only it “could” be 
implemented, not that it “should” be. 

 Voucher plans making it easier for students to attend schools that separate 
people by their religious beliefs can contribute to isolation from, and misunder-
standing of, those whose beliefs are different from their own. In an age where 
we need citizens who are more, not less, capable of accepting religious differ-
ences, sectarian schools do not prepare young people adequately enough to 
deserve public funding. As we have seen, in a democracy it is within the right 
of the citizens to determine what return it wants on the investment of its tax 
dollars. In this case, then, it is not a violation of families’ rights if society decides 
only to fund schools that will be most likely to provide students with experi-
ences of, and contact with, people who are unlike themselves and their families. 
A collective decision to teach students the democratic values of pluralism and 
tolerance through school experiences of those realities does not lessen parents’ 
rights to choose to teach their children the family’s religious values. It is simply 
a decision of how best to use tax dollars to achieve society’s goals. 

There is reason from other reports to believe such tolerance is not a universal 
product of private schools with religious affiliations (Slater, 2005). Studies of text-
books used in some conservative religious schools seems to indicate they could 
encourage negative, judgmental attitudes toward people not sharing the school 
community’s religious beliefs (Mogra, 2007; Paterson, 2000). Such curricula may 
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encourage students to label other people and to dismiss their arguments on the 
basis of those stereotypes rather than on their merits. Using government funds 
to develop such attitudes in students is questionable in light of our historical 
decision to use public funds for education to create a citizenry committed to 
democratic ideals of tolerance and compromise. It is not that alternative ideals 
should not be presented in schools funded by communities whose beliefs they 
represent. However, they should not be taught at taxpayer expense.  

  Financial Consequences of Voucher Plans 

 Whether we consider fully or partially funded voucher plans, they all have neg-
ative financial consequences. 

 Fully funded voucher programs, the kind envisioned by many who want 
market forces to control education, would mean that parents or guardians of 
every school-age child in America would receive a check from the government. 
The basic amount of the check, under most proposals, would be the same for 
every student. Those with special needs would receive additional funds. Under 
some plans, the amount a parent received would be equal to the amount cur-
rently spent in local public school districts. Under most plans, the amount would 
be much less, although some proposals include the possibility that government-
sponsored schools could continue and those, perhaps, would be funded at their 
current levels (Hendrie, 2004). 

 Fully funded voucher schemes have consequences for taxpayers and for 
teachers. If these plans are implemented, the total amount spent by govern-
ment on education will increase dramatically. In the United States, more than 
5 million students are in private schools that charge an average tuition of over 
$6,600 (U.S. Department of Education, 2008b). Parents of these students do not 
currently receive any government funds for these tuition expenses. If they did 
and we continued to provide the amount of aid to education that we do now, 
even if we did it in the form of vouchers, the extra cost would be over $22 billion 
per year. Legislators and their constituents would have to support the increases 
in taxes required to provide such additional money. 

 If we decided to maintain educational spending at its current level and not 
increase taxes, then the $22 billion for students in private schools would be 
subtracted from the amount of money available for students who attend public 
schools now. So even if those students received vouchers, their checks would not 
equal the amount their school districts currently receive for their education. 

 Some proponents of voucher programs would argue that the decrease in 
available money would not be a problem because the amount of money avail-
able through vouchers still would pay the tuition at a private school. They 
point out that those private schools currently educate students at an average 
cost half the price of a public school education. Presence of vouchers would 
cause an increase in the number of such cost-efficient private schools and force 
government-sponsored schools to scale back their expenses to stay competi-
tive. This argument, however, is problematic. It ignores the fact that private 
schools have lower expenditures primarily because of the dramatically lower 
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salaries they pay teachers, especially in the religiously affiliated schools. Sectar-
ian schools are the ones whose tuitions most often fall in the “average” range 
of $5,050. More elite, nonsectarian schools have much higher average tuition—
$13,420 (U.S. Department of Education, 2008b). Teachers in religious schools 
may have faith commitments that motivate them to work for low wages. That is 
not necessarily the case for others in the profession. 

 Supporters of vouchers often argue that the competitive nature of the edu-
cational system under their plans will create a “seller’s” market for teachers. 
That is, because good teachers will be in demand, they will be able to ask for 
and receive higher salaries. However, the structures of the plans they support 
do not seem to guarantee any such consequence. In fact, under most plans, 
unless parents could supplement their vouchers with additional tuition, pri-
vate schools could not raise teachers’ salaries and public schools would have to 
lower them or significantly increase student-to-teacher ratios. 

 Partially funded voucher plans also have financial implications. These plans 
usually are proposed as alternatives for students in urban schools where the 
level of academic achievement is below state standards. The families of students 
in these “underperforming” schools would be given government funds to seek 
alternative education for their children. In most proposals, these funds would not 
equal the amount it costs to educate a child in the public schools. The Milwaukee 
and Cleveland plans are models of this type of program. They were designed to 
provide educational opportunity for students of low-income families living in 
those cities. In both cases, the vouchers provided only partial funding—only a 
part of the amount spent on students who remained in public schools. 

In Milwaukee, students receive vouchers worth the cost of their schooling 
in a private school, with the maximum award being $6,500. Fifty-five percent 
is paid by the state. The other 45 percent is deducted from aid that would have 
gone to the Milwaukee public schools. In Milwaukee public schools, the per 
pupil cost is $11,885. When a student in Milwaukee is awarded a voucher, the 
state no longer contributes its share of the per pupil cost for that student to 
the Milwaukee public schools—even if the child would have attended private 
school without the voucher. That is, Milwaukee public schools lose state aid for 
students who would never have even attended them. The state also deducts 
some of the voucher cost from additional aid the district would have received. 
As a result, Milwaukee property taxpayers faced a significant increase rise in 
property taxes to make up for the lost state funds. However, overall, in Wiscon-
sin, voucher proponents can accurately say that the program saved taxpayers 
$24.6 million in 2007. What that figure fails to provide, however, is a detailed 
explanation of which taxpayers benefit from the voucher system. Wisconsin 
state taxpayers saved $29.3 million as a result of the plan; property taxpayers 
who do not live in Milwaukee saved $42.3 million. There was a $40 million 
negative impact on property taxpayers—that is, homeowners—in the city itself 
to fund vouchers for children to attend private, mostly religiously affiliated 
schools (Costrell, 2008). Even with the revenue from increased local property 
taxes, the Milwaukee Public School District has had to make significant cuts to 
programs and reductions in staff (Borsuk, 2007; 2007a). 
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 Supporters of the plans are adamant that they cause school districts no real 
harm because students for whom the aid was intended left the district. There-
fore, they argue, the schools incur no expenses for those children. They ignore 
the fact, however, that public schools’ fixed costs remain the same. Buildings 
still need heat and electricity. School buses still require fuel and maintenance. 
Decreased funding due to increased spending for private school vouchers will 
leave districts with less money to pay those bills.  

  Other Consequences of School Vouchers 

  Racial Isolation 

 Supporters of voucher programs argue their plans could increase racial integra-
tion in American schools. They argue that because private schools recruit young 
people from larger geographic areas than public schools, the private institu-
tions, especially those with religious affiliations, have more diverse student 
populations than public schools. Availability of vouchers will make it possible 
for more minority parents, disproportionately represented among the poor, to 
choose private schools. Thus, they conclude, parental choice through voucher 
programs will result in more integrated schools. 

 However, research does not support this belief. Studies in the United States 
as well as other countries indicate that family choice programs, including 
voucher programs, do not decrease racial segregation. In fact, the data from 
those studies suggest that the programs lead to less integrated educational set-
tings.  (Betts, 2006; Mickelson, Bottia, and Southworth, 2008).

 In Milwaukee supporters claimed the voucher plan resulted in more inte-
gration in private schools that participate in the program (Fuller and Mitchell, 
1999). Ironically, however, the increased racial balance at those schools may 
have been the result of a form of “white flight.” The study’s own data showed 
that the number of minorities in private schools accepting vouchers increased 
over the life of the program. However, the same data showed the number of 
white students in those schools decreased even more. So the greater diversity 
in those private schools may not have been the result of a happy and peace-
ful process of integration. On the contrary, it could represent a trend toward 
increasing segregation in schools that previously were more integrated than the 
public schools (Wolf, 2008).

 The possibility that educational choice programs such as vouchers could 
result in increased racial isolation should not be shocking. After all, some of 
the first attempts in this country to protect families’ rights to choose their chil-
dren’s school occurred during periods of racial unrest. In the Jim Crow era in 
the South, a dual educational system was developed to support white parents’ 
right to choose not to educate their children side by side with black ones. Dur-
ing the early days of court-ordered desegregation in those same states, white 
parents created networks of segregated private schools to protect that same 
right and lobbied state officials to provide financial aid to the new schools. In 
some situations, they successfully pressured governors and state legislatures 
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to shut down public school systems rather than integrate them, leaving black 
families with few, if any, educational choices. In the North during periods when 
urban schools were required to integrate by the courts, white parents attempted 
to remove their children from public schools and enroll them in nearby Catholic 
ones. Many bishops in northern cities were forced to issue orders preventing 
schools under their control from registering such “refugees” from integration. 
Pressure for public taxpayer aid to parochial schools began to reemerge during 
this same period. 

 “Racial animosities and fears provided the soil in which many of the earli-
est proposals for vouchers and school choice took root. It would be comforting 
to believe that we have severed our ties to the unflattering past, but it would be 
naïve as well” (Henig, 1994, p. 114). Supporters of voucher programs rarely sug-
gest, for example, that we maintain the public school system but allow students 
greater choice among districts. They usually do not advocate that students who 
attend underperforming urban schools, and for whom they claim to be con-
cerned, should be able to use their vouchers to transfer to successful schools in 
nearby suburban districts. 

 Supporters of voucher programs seem able to ignore the way racial and 
class prejudice would affect the educational “marketplace” they are trying to 
create. Parents most often measure school quality by the quality of the students. 
In the minds of many, that “quality” is most often found in white, middle-, 
and upper-class children (O’Shaunessy, 2007). There is no reason to believe that 
a single factor such as vouchers will change consumers’ perception of what 
makes a school “good.” There will continue to be greater competition for places 
in schools where the student body’s racial and economic makeup matches 
families’ perceptions of what guarantees a quality school (Mickelson, Bottia, 
and Southworth, 2008). In a voucher school system, owners and administrators 
would be competing for students and their money. School officials would be 
pressured to create student bodies that appeal to families’ beliefs about what 
kind of people attend “good” schools. These pressures easily could result in 
admissions practices limiting the number of students of color, students with 
special needs, and students with histories of poor academic performance. It 
would be highly unlikely that such policies would result in more integrated 
schools. Voucher programs would require parents to be well informed about 
educational options available for their children. Already privileged families 
would be better able to investigate possibilities and advocate for their children, 
putting them in a better position to compete for admission to schools most in 
demand. There is increasing evidence that a lack of information and social net-
works limits parents’ ability to find public schools that are better than the ones 
their children attend, even when the law mandates provision for such help 
(Bernstein, 2006). There is little reason to believe that private schools would do 
more within a competitive market where the presence of racial diversity is not 
considered an incentive for choosing a particular school. 

 Selecting a child’s kindergarten or elementary school would come to repli-
cate the current competition for admission to colleges with prestigious reputa-
tions. There would be winners and losers, and our experience tells us something 
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about the racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic backgrounds of each. In addition, 
parents who are members of a minority group often have had experiences of 
discrimination and bigotry that, in some cases, result in feelings of distrust, dis-
illusion, and resentment toward social institutions perceived as being control-
led by majority group members. Those feelings could cause parents to remove 
their children from the competition to attend prestigious schools. The parents 
might assume, for example, that their children also would have hurtful experi-
ences in such settings. There is nothing in the voucher plans being proposed 
by educational free marketeers to diminish these social realities. Consequently, 
there is no reason to believe those same plans will not maintain or increase cur-
rent social inequalities and isolation.  

  Questions of School Accountability 

Proponents argue that vouchers will hold schools accountable to the market—
that is, to the preferences of parents with children who have more or less power 
and information depending on their socioeconomic status. However, there are 
several forms of accountability to which schools receiving public funds must be 
held. They must be answerable for the academic performance of their students, 
compliance with laws protecting the rights of all students—including those with 
disabilities—and ensuring that teachers meet professional standards. Vouchers 
do not appear to provide the public that pays for them with accountability in 
those areas (Garn and Cobb, 2008; General Accounting Office, 2007).  Another 
reason to reject voucher plans is because it is almost impossible to construct them 
in ways that would guarantee private schools were truly accountable to the pub-
lic from whom they would be receiving their funding. If we regulate publicly 
funded private schools, we will have to introduce governmental interference in 
religious schools in a way that has never before happened in the United States. 
We would be asking those schools to compromise their independence in areas 
that many members of those communities would see as crucial to their mission. 
For example, religious schools currently are able to admit on a preferential basis 
those students whose families are members of the religious organization with 
which the school is affiliated. They also can decide to use textbooks support-
ing the beliefs of their faith communities even in subjects other than religion. 
They can require all students, regardless of their own traditions, to participate 
in religious instruction and ceremonies. They control their curriculum, teacher 
hiring, and most other aspects of school operation. It is questionable whether 
these practices could continue if governmental regulation was a condition of 
their receiving vouchers. Taxpayers paying the costs of private schools would 
have a right to hold such schools accountable and responsible. That is done best 
through government regulation. 

 All private schools, religious or nonsectarian, would have to rethink their 
admissions policies under governmental regulation. Currently, such schools 
can require test scores, written applications, interviews, and recommendations 
as part of the admissions process. They can set standards for these criteria as 
well as for prior academic and behavioral performances. Private schools can 
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refuse to admit students who do not meet these standards. Based on that free-
dom, private schools are under no obligation to admit or provide services for 
students with special needs. In addition, private schools currently are able to 
expel students who fail to follow their policies. Private school deliberations of 
budget and contracting are private, as are most business items. These rights 
and privileges are not extended to public schools and, if private schools were to 
come under governmental regulation, they might lose them as well. 

 One other difficulty could emerge with voucher programs for schools that 
are not publicly accountable. Without careful oversight, the enormous amounts 
of money at stake in voucher plans may tempt unscrupulous people. Even when 
no dishonesty is intended, private schools, especially new ones, may have very 
short lives, especially under plans in which vouchers would be worth less than 
the amounts being spent in public schools. The difficulty of providing qual-
ity education at bargain basement prices would be insurmountable in many 
cases. Schools would go out of business, perhaps in midyear, leaving young 
people and their families without options. Both situations have happened in 
Milwaukee (Carr, 2005). Without governmental oversight, vouchers leave the 
neediest families vulnerable. That is not a responsible choice for parents. 

 However, requiring governmental oversight of voucher schools would 
result in increased costs that taxpayers would have to absorb. Ironically, it also 
would result in an educational bureaucracy even larger than the one voucher 
proponents believe is already too big. The difficulties in creating a system of 
accountability for publicly funded private schools make voucher programs 
unworkable.  

  Vouchers’ Impact on Academic Achievement 

 Proponents of voucher programs claim that a major benefit will be improved 
academic achievement. Children who can use vouchers to leave schools where 
students fail to meet achievement standards will be able to find programs in 
which they can succeed. If supporters of vouchers could prove vouchers guar-
anteed such success, it might make sense to initiate them across the country. 
However, claims of increased academic achievement are, at best, overblown 
and at worst, simply untrue. 

 Thirty years of research on the differences between private and public 
schools have demonstrated that private school students have a slightly higher 
average academic achievement than their public school counterparts. However, 
that same research indicates that most differences between students can be 
attributed to factors beyond schools’ control such as the amount of education a 
student’s parents completed and income levels of the student’s family. The fact 
that public schools are required to take all legitimate students, while private 
schools can be selective, also makes one wonder about research that compares 
the academic achievement of private and public school students. The “private 
school effect,” the amount of the difference in achievement between public 
and private school students that can actually be attributed to attending private 
school, is very small indeed (Coleman, Hoffer, and Kilgore, 1982; Alexander 
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and Pallas, 1985; Hoffer, 2000). Despite this research, proponents of voucher 
programs still insist that providing an opportunity for underachieving students 
to attend private schools will help them reach higher academic standards. 

 However, research on the two largest voucher programs, those in Milwaukee 
and Cleveland, continue to demonstrate that attending a private school does not 
in and of itself guarantee higher academic achievement. Evaluations by research-
ers under contract to Wisconsin and Ohio have found “little or no difference in 
voucher and public school students’ performances” in Cleveland and Milwau-
kee (Miron, 2008; Placker et al., 2006). These findings are not surprising in light of 
the earlier research on comparisons between student achievement in private and 
public schools. Students in both the public and private schools in the Milwaukee 
and Cleveland studies live in similar economic situations in the same communi-
ties. Factors shown to be most significant are just about the same for each group 
of students. The “private school effect” is minimal. A researcher in Milwaukee 
found that making changes in public school settings so the number of students 
in those classrooms was comparable to the number of students in private school 
classrooms eliminated the “private school effect” (Rouse, 1998). 

 There simply is no evidence voucher programs allowing students to attend 
private schools will improve children’s academic performance. Proponents also 
argue that the competition from high-achieving private “voucher” schools will 
improve public schools in the same metropolitan areas. However, there is little 
evidence that market forces have such results (Arnsen and Ni, 2006; Costrell, 
2008). Making reforms we know work—such as decreasing class size and imple-
menting curricula proven successful in a variety of settings—will. Voucher 
supporters may try other arguments to make their case. Increasing academic 
achievement should not be one of them. 

 Voucher programs are not good public policy. They threaten to dismantle a 
system of education that has provided America’s children with schools where 
they could meet people who were different from them, who had other beliefs, 
languages, customs, and opinions. In the public schools of this country, young 
people have learned to get along with one another despite those differences. 
They have become citizens of this democracy. 

 Voucher programs would cost taxpayers more money than they currently 
pay for education. In exchange for that increased expense, they would get 
schools accountable only to their “customers” and vulnerable to dishonest and 
scheming profiteers. In addition, by all indications, they would get schools that 
would not increase the academic achievement of the most needy students. We 
risk losing our public schools—some of the strongest centers of democratic 
community life—if we allow vouchers to drain them of funds and students. 
Vouchers would be a very bad bargain indeed for the American public.     

  For Discussion 

 1. The Supreme Court has ruled that providing parents with governmental funds to 
pay for their children’s education is constitutional even if they use the money to 
pay for tuition at a school sponsored by a religious organization. How can you 
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reconcile that ruling with the constitutional guarantee of the separation of church 
and state?  

   2. Sponsors of vouchers have argued that allowing schools to become part of the “free 
market” competition is the only way to improve the quality of public education in 
the United States. Do you agree with the idea of allowing market forces to operate 
on schools? Are there any characteristics of the free market system that would pre-
vent competition among schools from achieving the goal of equality? Does freedom 
of choice alone guarantee that all consumers have an equal chance in the market-
place? Do other protections need to be in place?  

   3. Imagine that a voucher program has been created in your state, and you have 
been asked to create the “accountability” regulations for private schools receiving 
such payments. Create a set of rules and develop a “white paper” explaining your 
rationale.  

 4.   Design a proposal for a charter school you’d like to create. Explain the mission of the 
school, its organizational structure, and the ways it would differ from a traditional 
public school. Investigate your state and local school district’s regulations concern-
ing charter schools and be sure your proposal complies with those rules.     
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C H A P T E R  3

Financing Schools: 
Equity or Disparity

 Is it desirable to equalize educational spending 
among school districts within a state 

or across the nation? 

   POSITION 1: FOR JUSTICE IN EDUCATIONAL FINANCE 

At every level of government, policymakers give more resources to students 
who have more resources, and less to those who have less. These funding 
 disparities accumulate as they cascade through layers of government, with 
the end result being massive disparities between otherwise similar schools. 

—Carey and Roza, 2008, p. 1.     

  Some Consequences of Inequitable School Funding 

 In 1991, Jonathan Kozol described the “savage inequalities” American children 
faced in public school. Ten years later, activists around the country were still 
uncovering similar conditions (Oakes, 2002; Campaign for Fiscal Equity, 2001). 
Almost twenty years later, differences among schools within a state or among 
schools within a district remain because of how we finance public education 
and allocate those funds (Roza, Guin, Gross, and DeBurgomaster, 2007). The 
shocking disparities among school facilities and resources constitute unequal 
educational opportunities for our young people. The differences among schools 
within a state or even a district result from the way we finance public educa-
tion in the United States since a fundamental injustice is built into that system. 
(Carey and Roza, 2008).

 The conditions of underfunded schools make the best argument for why 
changes in school financing were and remain necessary. For the most part, 
those children in the United States whom fate has placed in middle- or upper-
class families attend schools that are well equipped, safe, and clean. They have 
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science labs and the necessary supplies for conducting experiments. They have 
access to up-to-date technology, which often is housed in libraries stocked with 
reference materials. Their textbooks are relatively new and, more importantly, 
each student has one. The schools of the “lucky” have art rooms and gyms, 
pools and playing fields, auditoriums and music rooms. When these districts 
spend money to improve facilities, the funds go to improvements—such as new 
science labs or computer equipment—intended to enhance learning directly 
(Greifner, 2006). 

In the urban schools that many children from poor families attend, condi-
tions are dramatically different. Principals of the schools report that 20 percent 
of those schools are overcrowded—37 percent when 50 percent or more receive 
free or reduced lunches. Forty-three percent of those schools hold classes in 
temporary buildings; 63 percent have no science lab; 50 percent, no art room; 35 
percent, no music room; and 33 percent, no gym (Chaney and Lewis, 2007). 

In many states, these differences in facilities are directly attributable to the 
dollars spent on each pupil. In New York State, for example, the wealthiest dis-
tricts spend almost $15,000 per student; New York City spends approximately 
two-thirds as much and the poorest districts spend a little more than half of 
what the richest districts do (New York State Department of Education, 2008). 
Similar differences are found across the country. It is no small wonder that stu-
dents experiences vary so widely. Teachers’ salaries are significantly lower in 
the poorer districts, resulting in fewer experienced teachers, more teachers who 
are temporarily certified, and greater teacher turnover (Carey and Roza, 2008).

 Student achievement varies among the districts and is correlated with 
pupils’ need level and amount of money spent on their education. Twice as 
many students in low-need, highly funded districts score at the highest levels 
on fourth-grade state exams as in New York City. The ratio was the same for 
achieving passing grades on the first-level high school mathematics exam (New 
York State Department of Education, 2008b). High school graduation rates were 
also significantly lower. Although many factors may have contributed to the 
students’ achievement levels, surely the correlation between low spending and 
low test scores is hard to ignore.  

  Causes of Inequitable School Funding 

  The Property Tax 

 U.S. public schools have long been a beacon of hope for the residents of this 
country. From the early 1800s, education offered the promise of social mobility. 
Schooling would help to equalize opportunities for all young people to better 
their lot in life. When reformers encouraged taxpayers to accept the respon-
sibility of paying for schools, they promised that by doing so they would be 
providing young people with the chance to increase their own wealth and that 
of the nation as a whole. Tax dollars spent on schools would help to eliminate 
the potential for conflict between rich and poor by decreasing the numbers of 
the poor. Horace Mann expressed the belief this way: “Education, then, beyond 
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all other devices of human origin, is the great equalizer of the conditions of 
men—the balance-wheel of the social machinery” (Mann, quoted in Cremin, 
1957, p. 87). 

 Although many Americans came to believe that education should not be a 
luxury only the wealthy could afford, they worried about how publicly funded 
schools would be controlled. As compromises built into the Constitution sug-
gest, having secured their independence from England, Americans in the early 
Republican period wanted to limit the power of centralized governments. In 
establishing public schools, they did not want local communities to lose control 
over what children would learn and who would teach them. States authorized 
local governments to impose property taxes on their citizens and to use those 
funds for the support of schools. Because these revenues came from local com-
munities, rather than state or federal governments, primary control of schools 
remained with municipalities themselves. Through elected boards of education, 
the community maintained control of curriculum, hiring of teachers, and alloca-
tion of funding. Despite the growing oversight of schools by state agencies and 
centralization of teacher preparation and, sometimes, curriculum, nineteenth-
century Americans were reassured local funding guaranteed that ultimate con-
trol of their schools would remain in their hands (Tyack, 1974; Katz, 1975; Urban 
and Wagoner, 2000). 

 The system remained in place, essentially unchanged, until the 1930s. When 
a local school district ran out of money, they had nowhere to turn for help. 
Most often they closed their doors until additional revenues were available. 
During the Depression, cities, towns, and villages faced tremendous financial 
difficulties. School districts across the country had trouble meeting payrolls 
and maintaining their buildings. Many states were able to provide assistance 
through their income and sales tax collections (Mackey, 1998). State-level finan-
cial contributions more than doubled for public education between 1930 and 
1950, finally averaging approximately 40 percent of school budgets (Mackey, 
1998). That percentage has continued to increase slowly. Nationally, states con-
tribute almost half of school districts’ revenue. Local funding is slightly less 
than half. A small contribution from federal tax dollars (roughly 7 percent) 
makes up the remainder (Zhou, 2008). 

 So if states are providing almost half of school districts’ resources, why do 
disparities among districts still exist? Can’t states provide enough money to 
equalize the resources available to each child regardless of his or her parents’ 
income? To a certain extent states’ contribution to school funding has helped 
lessen the differences among schools (Arroyo, 2008; Glenn and Picus, 2007). 
 However, continued reliance on local property taxes to fund almost half of a 
district’s budget still leads to large disparities in the amount of money available 
to educate students. Here’s how it happens. 

 A local school district is authorized to levy property taxes and, through 
their votes, citizens have some voice in the rate at which they will be taxed. 
Let’s imagine two districts—one urban and one suburban—that adopt the 
same property tax rate of 2 percent. In the suburban community, District A, 
the total value of property that can be taxed averages out to be $250,000 per 
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child enrolled in the district’s schools. In the inner-city community, District B, 
the property tax base is $50,000 per pupil. When taxpayers in each community 
pay the same rate, 2 percent, District A raises $5,000 to spend on each student 
in its schools. District B raises only $1,000. To achieve equality with District 
A in the amount they could spend on their children’s education, taxpayers in 
District B would have to agree to a tax rate of 10 percent. When you consider 
that most taxpayers in District B have dramatically lower incomes than those 
in District A, you can see how much of a hardship such a high tax rate would 
be. People who already are poor would be forced to pay a much higher per-
centage of their income to fund their schools than their wealthier neighbors do. 
The higher rates of taxes in District B would make it less attractive to home-
owners and business owners. 

 Despite the sacrifices involved in creating such higher tax rates, that is what 
many urban and rural school districts have been forced to do. However, political 
and economic realities put a ceiling on how much they could raise the tax rate 
and how much of the funds could be allocated to school expenses. As a result, 
even though residents of those communities pay a higher share of their income 
to fund their schools, they never raise enough money to equal resources avail-
able to schools in wealthier communities (Noguera, 2004). This pattern creates 
fundamental inequalities of educational opportunity in the United States, and 
in those states that rely most heavily on property taxes for educational funding 
the disparity between revenues available for students in high- and low-poverty 
schools is the greatest (Arroyo, 2008).  

  Limited Federal Role in School Finance 

Although most Americans believe that public schools in the United States are 
well funded, the country actually ranks fifth in average expenditure per student 
among the thirty most democratic, market-based countries. Despite complaints 
about how much is spent on schools, Americans spent only 12 percent of the 
country’s Gross National Product on K–12 education—22nd among the thirty 
OECD nations. “Ironically, but predictably, this measure appears to closely track 
the rank of the United States in test scores when compared with other OECD 
countries. Thus, one can argue with some confidence that within the realm of 
education the people of the United States get about what they pay for. Alongside 
the international test scores that rank the United States low among the thirty 
OECD countries, we also find a nation with low fiscal effort” (Alexander and 
Salmon, 2007, p. 220).

In most other nations, the national government—not the state, province, or 
town—provides most school funding; the U.S. federal government provides less 
than 10 percent (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2007). 
As a result, students depend on state and local governments to pay for their schools. 
Even when adjusted for differences in the cost of living among the states, real dis-
parities among available funds for schools remain. States like New Jersey, New 
York, Connecticut, and Rhode Island spend two or three times as much per student 
as do Utah, Mississippi, Louisiana, and Tennessee (Zhou, 2008). 
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Many of the federal school funding programs, such as Title I—a provision 
of No Child Left Behind—were originally designed to subsidize states’ efforts 
to provide equal opportunity for the country’s poorest students. However, 
since its inception in 1965, Title I has been inadequately funded. In every year 
since 2002, when No Child Left Behind was passed, the actual appropriation 
for Title I funding has been less than the level authorized by the original bill—
that is, the amount determined to be necessary to meet the mandates of the bill 
(Rendell, 2005). 

“Currently, the U.S. Department of Education appropriates Title I funds 
by multiplying the state average per-pupil expenditure by only 40 percent 
of children in each county over five years old living below the federal pov-
erty guidelines. This means that only 40 percent of extremely poor children in 
each county are considered for funding, and districts do not receive that entire 
amount” (Brown, 2007). So if a district chooses to serve all the children living in 
poor families, it faces a challenge—how to utilize inadequate funding equitably 
and effectively. The task is even more complicated due to new regulations that 
are designed to advance other political agendas, such as requiring districts to 
set aside some of their Title I funds for transportation to charter and private 
schools. In addition, 4 to 7 percent must be used for professional development, 
after school and summer school programs, incentives for parent involvement, 
and aid to private schools (Brown, 2007). Furthermore, a “hold harmless” clause 
in No Child Left Behind prevents schools from losing Title I funds even when 
their low-income population decreases. This clause intersects with the require-
ment that 4 percent of Title I funds are set aside to improve “failing” schools—
often those with the fewest material resources and least experienced teachers, 
but with the most students living in poverty. Since the “hold harmless” clause 
means districts cannot lose Title I funding, the money for failing schools comes 
by withholding increases that schools with increases in the number of poor chil-
dren should receive. Thus, the lowest-performing schools do not receive the 
funds that they need to improve student performance. 

Other provisions of No Child Left Behind have constituted unfunded 
mandates from the federal government. States and school districts have been 
required to develop and revise curriculum; develop, administer, and score 
standardized tests; provide professional development and increased staff to 
schools where students do not perform well on tests; provide additional sup-
ports, such as tutoring or summer school, for students in those schools; and 
recruit and retain teachers who have qualifications prescribed by the bill. How-
ever, the federal government has failed to provide states and districts with the 
money they need to complete those tasks—and states and districts have had 
to draw on their own resources to comply. Increasing and redirecting federal 
funds for K–12 education is necessary to ensure equity in the resources avail-
able to all American students. “. . . Kids do not go to school in America to be the 
citizens of Sacramento or Albany or Boston. They don’t go to school to be citi-
zens of California or North Dakota either. They go to school to be citizens of the 
United States. . . . All the money spent for public education in America ought 
to come from federal taxes that are equitably distributed with adjustments only 
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for greater or lesser costs of living in various sections of the nation and the 
greater educational needs of certain children” (Kozol, 2006). 

Legal Challenges to Inequitable School Financing 

 Since 2000, court cases in at least thirty-six states challenged school funding ineq-
uities. These changes, however, did not come easily. In some states there was 
vociferous and politically powerful opposition to them. 

 In New Jersey, for example, the state fought the court’s decision for more 
than twenty years. Parents, school staff, and elected officials from wealthier dis-
tricts mounted vigorous campaigns against implementation of the court’s order 
to equalize spending in public schools. 

[There was] stubborn, hard-bitten opposition to distributing public resources 
equitably. Many individuals and groups fought publicly and zealously to con-
tinue to use the public schools and the public purse to maintain advantages 
for wealthy white communities, families and children at the expense of poor 
nonwhite communities, families and children. . . . Many of the participants felt 
no sense of shame as they argued to maintain an inherently unequal system of 
public education in which public money was used to confer private privilege 
to students in their well-appointed suburban schools while basic health and 
safety standards were routinely violated in their underfinanced urban counter-
parts. (Firestone, Goertz, and Natriello, 1997, p. 159)  

This opposition should not have been unexpected. The authors of a com-
prehensive report on financing American schools found that conflicts involved 
in providing equity in school financing are rooted in competing values. 

Most Americans believe in equality of opportunity, but they also believe in the 
right of parents to choose to spend their money for the benefit of their own 
children. Most Americans believe that every child has a right to a good educa-
tion in a publicly funded common school but they also believe in freedom of 
mobility in a way that allows affluent Americans to live together in locales able 
to easily support good schools and that tends to concentrate poverty and dis-
advantage, often in urban areas. . . . None of these commitments is unworthy 
and each has a claim for attention. But given these conflicting values, no model 
of either the finance system or of the education system as a whole could ever be 
consistent with all of them. (Ladd and Hansen, 1999, p. 264)  

This opposition did not take place in political isolation. In the last thirty 
years in their unyielding pursuit of less governmental involvement in our 
lives, conservative politicians and their supporters have shifted the balance of 
power in such conflicts in favor of the rights of individuals and away from the 
common good. For example, in the last three decades, many Americans came 
to resent efforts made by the government to achieve equality of opportunity 
for all citizens. They believed these efforts unfairly penalized hardworking 
people who have achieved a measure of success through their own labor and 
sacrifice. They believed these governmental attempts to create a just society 
were fundamentally unfair and rewarded those who had not worked as hard 
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as they did and who had come to expect handouts. They believed their tax 
dollars were “theirs” and did not belong to the community at large. They 
expected returns on those payments that directly benefited them and their 
families. 

 This attitude played out in a special way with regard to property taxes. 
Connected as they are to the value of the homes they have struggled to provide 
for their families, property taxes represent, for many people, an investment in 
their children’s future. They believe they should be used for their own school 
districts and not applied to those of children whose parents are unwilling to 
support education in their locality. 

 Those who adopt the “me-first” attitude justify it by making claims about 
their own success that are not completely accurate. They attribute their achieve-
ments only to hard work and ignore advantages race and socioeconomic status 
of their own parents may have given them. Consciously or unconsciously they 
appear to want to maintain advantages with which their children come into 
the world, even if doing so means other children are seriously disadvantaged. 
Correct or not, however, these attitudes are translated into powerful political 
forces when citizens who hold them exercise their right to vote. They result 
in opposition to proposals that school funding be centralized at the state or 
federal level. 

The genius of the American system of government, however, helps us 
work through these conflicts of values in unique ways. The system of checks 
and balances built into our political system protects us from impulses to sac-
rifice our commitment to equality in the name of individual freedom. In the 
case of school financing, the courts have provided the much-needed check to 
legislative and executive policies that unfairly limit the educational oppor-
tunity and achievement of poor and/or minority students. By holding states 
accountable to their constitutional obligations to provide adequate schooling 
for all their children, the courts ensure that the Fourteenth Amendment, pro-
viding equal protection under the law for all citizens, is safeguarded even from 
understandable desires of loving parents to care first and foremost for their 
own children.  

  “Adequacy” and School Funding 

 The earliest school funding equity case established  fiscal neutrality as the lit-
mus test for the constitutionality of school financing in various states ( Serrano 
v. Priest,  1971). States were ordered to reduce disparities among districts by 
providing low-wealth communities with additional funds or tax relief, as long 
as the municipality made a good-faith effort to contribute to schools. It was 
a fairly straightforward, dollar-for-dollar equality; it was easily measured, if 
not so easily achieved. However, other court decisions have pointed us toward 
more complex, and ultimately more just, definitions of equity when the term is 
applied to school funding. 

Later cases changed the criteria from  fiscal neutrality  to  adequacy.  State con-
stitutions guarantee the right to “thorough and efficient,” “sound, basic,” or 
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“suitable” public education systems (Campaign for Fiscal Equity, 2001; Imber, 
2004). “When a service is constitutionally mandated, it becomes the duty, not 
the prerogative of the legislature to provide that service and the job of the judi-
ciary to ensure that the service is being provided in a constitutionally accept-
able manner” (Imber, 2004, p. 46). Lawsuits that challenge the way schools are 
financed have been filed in forty-five states (Access Quality Education, 2008). 
Courts are ruling that states are required to provide enough resources to their 
school districts to ensure the children under their care receive an education 
“adequate” to fulfill their constitutional mandate. 

The shift from fiscal equity to adequacy has gotten a push from the national 
movement to raise educational standards. The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 
laid out ambitious goals and held states and districts accountable for meeting them. 
As a result, thirty states have had adequacy studies conducted to define what 
constitutes an acceptable level of academic achievement for their students, deter-
mine what resources are needed to see each child meets those standards, and then 
to create funding formulas providing those resources to every student in the state 
( Rebell, 2007). 

A consensus definition of what constitutes an “adequate” education has 
emerged from state court rulings: “The preparation of students to function 
productively as capable voters, jurors, and citizens of a democratic society 
and to be able to compete effectively in the economy” (Rebell, 2008a, p. 432). 
To be effective citizens and workers students need literacy and oral fluency in 
English; mathematical and scientific knowledge; fundamental understanding 
of geography, history, and political and economic systems; critical thinking 
skills; social and communication skills; and sufficient intellectual or vocational 
skills to move forward in educational or employment settings. To develop 
such knowledge and skills schools need teachers and administrators quali-
fied to provide academic instruction and to create a safe and orderly learning 
environment; adequate school facilities; appropriate class sizes; supplemen-
tal and remedial programs for students from high-poverty backgrounds, stu-
dents with disabilities, and English language learners; and resources such as 
textbooks, libraries, laboratories, and computers (Rebell, 2008a). However, the 
cost of providing an “adequate” education varies, depending on the needs of 
students and the historic, social, and political contexts that have shaped their 
schools. Schools and districts whose populations include more poor, disabled, 
or non-English speaking students require more financial resources to achieve 
the same results as their wealthier, non-disabled, and English-speaking 
peers. Translating those differences in need into funding formulas is called 
“costing-out.”

A variety of costing-out methods have been used around the country. Some 
states have relied on the judgment of experienced educators; some, on edu-
cational researchers. Others have built on the analysis of the resources that 
successful school districts have and determine how much it would cost to rep-
licate those resources in less-successful schools. The most successful processes 
of determining adequacy in school funding—those that are approved by the 
courts—appear to share some characteristics, regardless of the specific method 
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they use. These characteristics are carefully articulated outcomes or goals; rig-
orous attention to the needs of poor, disabled, and non-English speaking stu-
dents; minimizing the political manipulation of the process; and a high degree 
of openness and public engagement in the process (Rebell, 2007). Whatever 
process is used, once a state has determined the basic cost of providing a sound 
education, it can guarantee every student that amount of funding and then pro-
vide additional resources to those districts that serve large numbers of poor, 
disabled, or non-English-speaking students. 

Adequacy litigation has had significant success in reducing inequity in 
school financing in Alaska, Arkansas, Connecticut, Maryland, Minnesota, New 
Jersey, New Mexico, New York, Ohio, and Wyoming. However, sixteen states 
still spend less per student in districts with high populations of students receiv-
ing free and reduced lunches; twenty-one spend less per student in districts 
with high populations of students of color; and in the eight states where more 
than 10 percent of the students are English language learners, five spent less per 
student in districts with high concentrations of those students (Arroyo, 2008).  

  Centralizing School Funding 

 Money does matter when it comes to education. Despite early studies empha-
sizing the influence of nonschool factors, such as family background and neigh-
borhood environment (Coleman, 1966; Hanushek, 1996), growing evidence 
shows student achievement is affected by the amount of money schools spend 
on their education (Bray, 2003). If schools have enough financial resources to 
create small classes, employ experienced and well-educated teachers, provide 
ongoing professional development for those teachers, buy enough textbooks 
and other curricular materials, repair and maintain their buildings, then 
 student achievement is positively affected (Barth and Nitta, 2008; Bray, 2003; 
Rebell, 2008b). 

A commitment to providing high-standard adequacy in education means 
all schools have those resources. It is clear that differences in local communi-
ties’ abilities to raise revenue through property taxes means that overreliance 
on mixed funding streams for schools will always result in unfair disparities 
among schools. The courts have attempted to remedy the injustice by creat-
ing new obligations for the states to ensure that all districts within their bor-
ders have the income to provide adequate education for all. However, these 
remedies can not fully correct the problem. What is needed instead is a radical 
rethinking of school funding. 

 Instead of dividing the fiscal responsibility for schools between the state 
and local governments, equality would be better served if the states had access 
to all tax dollars collected to support education and could distribute them 
“unequally.” That is, if the amount of money currently being collected through 
property taxes could go to the state instead of to local governments, then 
each district—and each school—could receive the amount of money it had 
been determined was needed to provide “adequate” education for its chil-
dren. Districts with more educationally needy students—English-language 
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learners, young people with disabilities, or children living in poverty—would 
receive higher per-pupil allotments. Providing schools with resources that were 
matched to the needs of their students would, for the first time in American his-
tory, really ensure that the conditions of a child’s birth did not determine his or 
her opportunities. 

 Of course adequate oversight by federal, state, and local government is needed 
to ensure resources are being spent appropriately and honestly; such accountabil-
ity is difficult, but not impossible to achieve, and the requirements of No Child 
Left Behind are pressuring states to create such systems. Convincing residents of 
affluent communities to support state based systems of school funding will not 
be easy. Their resistance could be overcome, however, if states collected revenue 
for schools in ways that could be perceived as equitable—such as sales, use or 
income taxes, or revenue from recreation activities such as lotteries or casinos. 
Currently, few legislators had the courage to propose such radical reform. How-
ever, less dramatic changes have been suggested or enacted across the country 
(Raffaele, 2008; Schencker, 2008; Sigo, 2008; Walton, 2008). The limitations of these 
proposals has become apparent, however. When states and municipalities share 
the cost of schools, one party may back out of an agreement, claiming that their 
revenue did not match projections on which the settlement was based. When that 
happens, as it has recently in New York State, students lose resources they need 
to learn while a long, intractable political argument takes place. If there were only 
one government body responsible for school funding, voters would be better able 
to hold their leaders accountable and ensure that all students were adequately 
and justly served. Equity in school finance is a matter of justice. The courts have 
ruled that all children in this country have constitutionally guaranteed rights to 
equal treatment. Clearly, they are currently not receiving that protection under the 
present system of paying for schools. Issues of individual freedom, local control, 
and overinvolvement by government in our daily lives certainly deserve consid-
eration. They do not, however, automatically outweigh the rights of all children 
to receive an education that will empower them to be competent to take up their 
duties as citizens, members of society, and workers.  Centralizing the funding for 
public schools will ensure that all children in a state have the resources they need 
to meet its learning standards, regardless of where they live or their families’ 
socioeconomic status. Every other educational funding formula is designed to 
maintain the privilege of wealthier families at the expense of the rights of less 
affluent ones.    

  POSITION 2: AGAINST CENTRALIZATION 
IN EDUCATIONAL FINANCING 

The hitch is that in most states . . . funds come with strings attached. As 
states have funded public education, state lawmakers have used their funding 
formulas to exert their own influence on what is purchased and how resources 
are deployed within districts.

—Timar and Roza, 2008
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 Those suggesting we centralize funding for American public schools in an 
attempt to ensure equal opportunity for children are well meaning but misguided. 
They demonstrate a concern for justice for some but almost completely ignore 
the rights of others. In the concern to provide what they call equal educational 
opportunity for children, they forget to consider taxpayers’ freedom to exercise 
the maximum possible control over the use of their money. They deny those 
footing the bill the opportunity to see their funds are spent efficiently, wisely, 
and honestly; they ignore strong reasons for allowing parents and other taxpay-
ers to support their own children’s schools to the full extent of their ability; and 
they dismiss strong arguments in favor of supporting academic achievement 
for more able students who will be able to make significant returns on public 
funds spent on their education. 

  The Missing Connection between School Finances 
and Academic Achievement 

 Those who support centralized educational funding schemes believe we should 
allow federal or state governments to collect taxes and distribute them equally 
among all school districts. In doing so, they say, we will provide schools in 
poorer districts with needed resources to help students improve their academic 
performance. It sounds as if the plan has possibilities for addressing the persist-
ent problem of underachievement by students from low socioeconomic back-
grounds. It would if a link could be made between a school’s material resources 
and its students’ academic achievement. However, in over four decades, schol-
ars have been unable to demonstrate conclusively that such a link exists. 

 The first of these research efforts, the famous “Coleman study,” took place in 
the mid-1960s. It was the era of President Johnson’s War on Poverty, and many 
Americans were convinced schools could be a primary tool in winning that bat-
tle. James Coleman and his colleagues conducted a large-scale national survey 
of thousands of schools. They calculated the resources they assumed would be 
connected to student achievement—teacher education and experience, number 
of books in the library, laboratory equipment, and so on. In other words, they 
counted the things money can buy. The results were surprising, even to them. 
They concluded that a school’s material resources had little effect on student 
achievement. Instead they found that “family background differences account 
for much more variance in achievements than do school differences” (Coleman, 
1966, p. 73). Other researchers have reached the same conclusion. “There is no 
strong system relationship between school expenditures and student perform-
ance” (Hanushek, 1989, p. 46). Those researchers who claimed their studies indi-
cated that a few factors related to funding do affect school performance could 
not definitively show that providing more resources to schools serving children 
from poor or uncaring family backgrounds improved those children’s academic 
achievement (Hedges, Laine, and Greenwald, 1994). Even recent experiments 
in increased school funding have not conclusively defined the relationship 
between money and student success (Costrell, Hanushek, and Loeb, 2008). 
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Many factors other than financial resources affect students’ academic 
achievement. Students who grow up with no educated role models often are 
unable to see school success as a real possibility. At least one study indicated 
that young people who are members of minority groups actually have rejected 
school success, believing that to achieve good grades they would have to “act 
white.” They decided that the price of separating themselves from their poor 
communities, troubled parents, or indifferent peers was too high in return for 
the chance to participate more fully in a capitalist system (Fordham and Ogbu, 
1986). Adding resources to such students’ schools will not necessarily result in 
academic achievement. All the money in the world cannot resolve their ambiv-
alence about academic success; that is up to them and their families (Wilson, 
2003; Ogbu, 2003). 

Even when poor parents want their children to succeed in school and 
encourage them to do so, their efforts will fall short. Mothers and fathers living 
in poverty are not able to prepare young people for challenges they will face 
in schools. They do not have the money to buy them books or computers; they 
cannot take them to museums or concerts. They have so many other problems 
and demands on their time that they cannot even give their children the atten-
tion they need to grow and develop. So poor children come to school less pre-
pared than those whose parents have more time and money to share with them 
(Gershoff, 2003). No matter how hard teachers try, no matter how much money 
is spent on education, it does not seem to make up completely for all that was 
lost in their preschool years (Payne, 2008). 

Let’s face it—if more money led to better academic performance, we would 
have it by now. In the last three decades of the twentieth century, we spent 
more money for each child’s education than most other industrialized countries 
did (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2004). Within 
that period (controlling for inflation) educational funding rose 60 percent and 
spending per pupil tripled (National Center for Education Statistics, 2003). Some 
children, however, are still less successful than others. Despite all our efforts, for 
example, children from minority groups still score substantially lower on stand-
ardized tests than do white children (Carey, 2005; National Center for Educa-
tion Statistics, 2005a). It may simply be, as some scholars have suggested, that 
members of some racial and ethnic groups are, on average, less intellectually 
gifted than those of other groups (Jensen, 2003; Rushton and Rushton, 2003). It 
is not “justice” to spend large sums of other people’s money on their education 
when the return will be smaller than if we invested those same dollars on chil-
dren who have a better chance of succeeding. Taxpayers have a right to insist 
their hard-earned money be spent in the most efficient way possible. Propo-
nents of centralized school funding who argue that it is the only way to ensure 
all children receive an “adequate” education can’t even agree on a definition or 
measure of adequacy (Costrell, 2008; Rebell, 2007). How can we hope that they 
will understand how to provide such an education efficiently? 

 Instead of diverting other people’s money to schools with large numbers 
of failing students, it would be a wiser use of public funds to provide poor 
children and their families with social services they need to create better lives. 
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We need to change the realities of their homes and neighborhoods if children 
are going to be able to take advantage of what schools have to offer. We should 
channel tax dollars to fight crime, provide recreational facilities, and create jobs, 
rather than waste money on schools, and ensure that every child has adequate 
health care—both physical and mental—and lives in a safe home and neighbor-
hood. Only then will they come to school ready to learn. Spending money to 
solve their economic and social problems directly will be a better choice than 
putting more money into school districts that are often corrupt and misman-
aged (Alexander and Salmon, 2007; Rothstein, 2008).  

  Historical Misuse of Public Funds in Urban School Districts 

 Proponents of centralized educational funding claim to be most concerned 
about children in failing urban schools. Some of their advocates even argue that 
all the factors we have been discussing mean these students need and deserve 
more of the public resources than those students whose backgrounds better 
prepare them for school success (Hansen, 2001). According to these advocates, 
federal and state government should turn over to poor children’s schools even 
larger sums of taxpayer money than they do now (Halstead, 2000, 2002). It is a 
strange suggestion—to reward failing schools and punish successful ones. 

 Increased funding to failing school districts will indeed reward some 
people; however, it will not necessarily help students. For example, increas-
ing teachers’ salaries will further enrich professionals who are already middle 
class. Requiring more professional development for teachers will increase the 
income of consultants who provide teacher training. Prepackaged instructional 
programs many districts are encouraged to buy bring profits to their creators. 
However, there is no guarantee such expenditures will help children in any way 
(Merritt, 2004; Olson, 2005). 

 Urban schools have long been used to better the lives of some city resi-
dents at the expense of children’s education. Urban school districts historically 
have been a source of patronage jobs politicians could hand out in exchange 
for votes. Members of various ethnic communities have, in their turn, assumed 
control of the districts and provided salaries to members of their constituen-
cies—sometimes without requiring work in return (Connors, 1971). “. . . [T]
he history of patronage is a method by which city residents without access to 
other political and economic resources have taken care of themselves and their 
friends” (Anyon, 1997, p. 159). In the 1980s one critic charged that in a city 
in the Northeast, “The political patronage has been so widespread that those 
filling district positions of responsibility have no idea of their actual duties. 
Positions were created to be filled by cronies. Routine hiring, evaluating and 
record keeping were not only bypassed but not even expected” (Morris, 1989, 
p. 18). The situation has not dramatically improved. “[T]he patronage system in 
large cities has been responsible for the appointment of many unskilled, educa-
tionally marginal school administrators. The history of patronage has also been 
partly responsible for those inner-city teachers who are ineffective” (Anyon, 
1997, p. 158).
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 In many school districts patronage jobs have resulted in bureaucracies that 
hamper teachers’ abilities to meet students’ needs. Employees within these 
bureaucracies are sometimes involved in corrupt and illegal activities. Admin-
istrators and employees in large urban districts are routinely arrested for taking 
bribes and diverting public funds for their private use (Dugan, 2008; Hernandez, 
2008; Waldman, 2008). Any scheme to increase funding to these districts would 
have to ensure new monies did not create more ineffective administrative posi-
tions. In addition, oversight procedures would need to be in place to prevent 
misappropriation of new funds. 

 As part of their legacy of providing patronage jobs, urban schools also 
employ a large number of paraprofessionals. These jobs are an excellent source 
of income for local community members. Cafeteria workers, teachers’ aides, 
attendance assistants, special education aides, bus drivers, transportation aides, 
and sentries are all positions that ordinarily require no education beyond high 
school. They are jobs members of the neighborhoods around the schools seek 
out. Getting one’s name on “the list” is often a matter of  who,  not  what,  you 
know. In many cities these paraprofessionals have unionized and command far 
higher wages in the school system than they would be able to earn in similar 
private sector jobs. 

In the past, teachers who were hired in urban schools were often better 
“connected” than “prepared.” Union contracts protect under-qualified teach-
ers who entered the system under pre-existing patronage arrangements under 
the guise of “seniority” privileges and often prevent principals from hiring less 
experienced but more committed teachers. The problem is magnified when 
money becomes tight and layoffs are required. Less effective teachers main-
tain their jobs while more effective, newly hired ones lose theirs (De Wys and 
Hill, 2008). 

Providing services to urban schools has been a lucrative business for many. 
Because of the enormous sums of money involved, urban schools are especially 
vulnerable to the greed of vendors and the moral weakness of their employees. 
In New York City, four employees of the Department of Education, responsi-
ble for school bus safety, were indicated on charges of soliciting bribes from 
bus companies that serve thousands of students with disabilities (Greenhouse, 
2008). As New Orleans schools struggled to recover from Hurricane Katrina, 
the president of the school board accepted $140,000 in bribes for a software con-
tract award (Nossiter, 2008). And in Chicago, school officials accepted bribes 
from companies that provide tires for buses and other vehicles (Secter and 
Coen, 2008).

 Those who demand, in the name of justice, that hardworking taxpayers 
provide more funds to these mismanaged districts need to rethink their priorities. 
No such increases in funding should take place until appropriate personnel, 
accounting, and management policies and practices are in place. Fairness to 
those paying the bills demands no less. No taxpayer should be asked to sacrifice 
to provide opportunities for “fat cats” to get richer by skimming money from 
school budgets or providing jobs for those who keep them in power. School 
finance equalization plans would do just that.  
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  The Consequences of Centralizing School Finance 

  Lower Student Achievement 

 Those who propose we centralize school funding at the state or federal level 
seem oblivious to what happens when such attempts are made. The  “equalizers” 
have been successful in some states, often with disastrous results. There are two 
options for creating equalization plans for school spending. The financing can 
be “leveled up” or “leveled down.” In leveling up, the state funds all schools at 
the same per-pupil rate as the wealthiest districts. In leveling down, all schools 
receive a per-pupil amount equivalent to that being spent in middle-class or 
poorer districts in the state. In most leveling-down schemes, a limit is placed on 
what a district can spend above the state subsidy. Leveling up is an expensive 
proposition. It requires an increase in taxes across a state; people pay higher 
taxes but only a few of them see increased services to their communities as a 
result of those rate hikes. As a result, leveling-up schemes are unpopular and 
rarely are implemented fully. 

 In 1971, the California Supreme Court heard the first legal challenge to dif-
ferences in school financing. In that case,  Serrano v. Priest,  the court held that 
inequalities in district per-pupil funding violated the equal protection clauses of 
the state and federal constitution. Those who supported equalization of school 
spending believed they had won a victory. They assumed the changes result-
ing from the court order would improve education for all California’s students. 
They were wrong. Taxpayers revolted against any plan to increase state taxes 
in order to equalize school spending (Fischel, 1989, 1996). They passed Propo-
sition 13, which placed a “cap” on taxes and effectively limited funds for all 
California districts. The result is the schools that educate high-poverty students 
receive only $13 more per student than do their counterparts serving wealthier 
students (Timar and Roza, 2008). Despite claims that centralizing the funding of 
their schools would improve their academic chances, California’s students are 
performing below national averages on the National Assessment of Educational 
Progress in mathematics and reading (U.S. Department of Education, 2007, 
2006). Five states, Oklahoma, South Carolina, Hawaii, Michigan, and Kansas, 
provide more than 90 percent of public schools’ funding—a greater centraliza-
tion of funding than in California (Hoxby, 2003). In two of those states, Kansas 
and Michigan, the average test scores were slightly higher than the national 
average; in the other these three, they were somewhat lower (U.S. Department 
of Education, 2007, 2006). In other words, funding schools almost exclusively at 
the state level is no guarantee that academic achievement will improve.  

  Decreases in Local Support 

 Research into other instances of equalization attempts shows court-ordered 
increases in state financial support for schools often were accompanied by 
decreases in local support. In other words, schools did not experience a real 
increase in resources. Municipalities sometimes saw the increased state aid as 
an opportunity to reduce the local tax burden on residents instead of a chance to 
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provide better schools for their children (Driscoll and Salmon, 2008). These deci-
sions made sense politically and economically for those cities and towns. They 
also reflected the antagonism often generated by decisions imposed on people 
by judges. It is not only local financial support for schools that suffers as a result 
of centralizing finance. When the state exercises a high degree of control over 
schools’ fundings, “it necessarily means that local parents and residents have 
less control. Parents and neighbors can find this alienating.” They are less likely 
to be involved in schools if they feel they have no real power over educational 
decisions. They are also less likely to make the additional contributions of time 
and material resources if they have little say in how those commodities are used 
(Hoxby, 2003).   No school district can afford to lose the parents who are most 
interested in their children’s school success.  

  Loss of Local Control 

 One of the most unique aspects of the U.S. school system is the fact that schools 
historically have been designed to meet the needs of individual areas. In the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth century, for example, different courses of 
study were taught in rural schools than in urban ones. Each local school  district, 
working with concerned members of the community, was able to  create schools 
that met their children’s needs (Cremin, 1961). Schools were able to hire and 
fire teachers and could do so based on criteria established locally. A teacher 
needed to live up to an individual community’s standards, not just ones  created 
by some state bureaucrats with little or no sense of the  municipality’s needs or 
values. 

 Even in the late twentieth century, local control of schools remained an 
important aspect of their governance. Taxpayers could accept or reject school 
boards’ proposed budgets. They could elect or throw out of office school board 
members. In doing so, they ensured that their ideas for their children’s educa-
tion would be carried out in the schools. In addition, taxpayers could select those 
elected officials who set property tax rates for funding schools, and thus could 
work to see their tax burden would not be unduly high. Because most people in 
a town, city, or village had attended a local school or had children who did, inter-
est in a local school district was high. The added dimension of locally controlling 
school funding increased taxpayers’ involvement in the schools. People are will-
ing to pay if they can see their money is being spent on something of value and 
that they have something to say about what constitutes that value. 

 When school funding is substantially centralized—when states take over 
most of the task of paying for education—taxpayers lose a substantial amount 
of the control over the schools for which they are paying. When local control is 
lost, administrators’ flexibility is also sacrificed. Local school and civic leaders 
can no longer respond effectively to the needs of their community and their 
students. Some schools may, for example, want after-school programs; others 
may want to provide very small classes; still others may want to create accelerated 
programs. When funding is centralized and its distribution mandated by the 
state, programmatic decisions are no longer theirs to make (Hoxby, 2003). For 
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example, in many states where the state’s share of school funding has increased, 
so have rules and regulations. States across the country are establishing stand-
ards for student performance. These standards are often innocuous statements 
of general academic achievement. For example, in New York the standards for 
academic achievement in languages other than English are Standard 1: students 
will be able to use a language other than English for communication and Stand-
ard 2: students will develop cross-cultural skills and understanding (New York 
State Department of Education, 1996). 

Who could argue with such bland proposals? On the other hand, who can, 
with a straight face, argue that they represent adequate guidance for schools 
struggling to measure student performance. Indeed such standards usually 
are backed up by systems of evaluating students through tests prepared by the 
states’ departments of education. School districts and individual teachers have 
little say in the curriculum they are expected to deliver and even less input into 
tests their students will take. While state taxpayers may have a right to see their 
money is being well spent, the procedure for doing so takes away large amounts 
of local influence over what young people learn and how they are evaluated. 

  In centralized funding schemes, local taxpayers also experience diminished 
authority over how their money will be spent because decisions about school 
finance are made in a state legislature instead of by a district’s school board. 
When school taxes are collected by the state instead of municipalities, the money 
from a locality goes into a big pot. Interest groups from all across the state want 
to use that money for their pet projects. The money must be divided in many 
more ways than if it were allocated locally. The number of people involved in 
the process increases when funding is centralized. It takes longer to decide on 
state budgets, and passing them requires a level of compromise that would be 
unheard of in a local process. Imagine the chaos if every school in the country 
was forced to wait for state budgets before the local districts would know how 
many teachers or administrators they would be able to afford! Local control is 
not only a matter of convenience; it is a matter of efficiency and, therefore, jus-
tice. Every taxpayer has the right to expect the funds they provide will be avail-
able in a speedy way for the services for which they had been collected.   

  Good Schools Are a Reward for Hard Work 

 Whether proponents of centralized educational funding like it or not, we live 
in a capitalist society. We have an economic system that thrives on full and 
fair competition among businesses and workers. If you produce a product or 
provide a service that members of society value, you are more highly rewarded 
than those who do not. It is a system that has created a standard of living in the 
United States that is the envy of the rest of the world. We provide safety nets for 
those who cannot participate in the free market; we do so even for the children 
of those who  will  not take part. 

However, one reason this economy works so well is because people can 
enjoy the fruits of their labor. Those who “crack the system” and figure out 
what the public will buy can reap monetary rewards they then can translate 
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into assets, one of the most cherished of which is a home. One of the factors that 
most influence those homebuyers is the opportunity to provide better schools 
and safer neighborhoods for their children. In turn, the quality of schools is 
an important factor in determining the market value of a home. Equalizing 
funding for schools and ensuring that all students receive the same advantages 
will remove one of the primary reasons why one house is worth more than 
another. 

The American economic system is based on competition and on the idea 
that some things are “better” than others. These perceived advantages provide 
an incentive for most Americans to work hard, to save and spend their money. 
If we centralize school spending and equalize the education children receive, 
we remove one of the greatest incentives for adults to make sacrifices of time 
and money this economy requires. It may not seem “fair” but, in general, the 
system works and it is foolish to think about making dramatic changes to it. 

Kozol (2006) laments the fact that children in poorer school districts perceive 
the differences between their schools and those in wealthier districts. He sug-
gests this awareness makes young people bitter, and that as a result they even-
tually drop out of the competition that is at the heart of the American economic 
system. There is, however, another way of looking at the children’s awareness. 
We can see it as the same kind of knowledge that has propelled so many others 
in this country to work harder than they ever imagined possible. We can see it as 
providing the same kind of motivation possessed by the pioneers who crossed 
this country in search of a better life. Some who currently live in municipalities 
that provide more resources for their schools started out in neighborhoods such 
as those that Kozol and others describe. Their hard work, determination, and 
perseverance enabled them to provide a better life for their children. We should 
not assume that today’s young people are incapable of the same kind of effort 
and success. We need to hold out the promise of rewards for the kind of behav-
ior that most benefits this society. Centralizing and equalizing school funding 
takes away one of the primary reasons people choose to act in ways that will 
build up this great country. We cannot risk the consequences of removing that 
motivation. 

 Local control of school funding is an important aspect of American public 
life. In the last twenty-five years, the U.S. electorate has made clear their pref-
erence for public policies that reflect the fundamental principles of federalism 
and decentralization. They want less interference in their lives by governmental 
officials—legislative, executive, or judicial. They want to control their own des-
tinies, in their own cities and towns and villages. Proposals to centralize school 
funding run counter to this preference. Even though they may reflect their sup-
porters’ desire to create more equitable educational opportunity, in the long 
run, the plans will not succeed. “We now have sufficient evidence that some 
policies that look good at first sight have unfortunate consequences” and cen-
tralized funding for schools “is particularly likely to have negative long-term 
consequences” (Hoxby, 2003, p. 36). “ . . . decentralization may . . . appear to be 
messy and inefficient” but it is still superior to the “benevolent dictatorship” of 
state control over education (Rossell, 2003, p. 30).    
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  For Discussion 

    1. Research your own state. Have there been lawsuits pursuing equity in educational 
funding? What were the arguments, pro and con? What were the courts’ decisions? 
Have they been implemented? What have been the results?  

   2. Some proposals for reducing school financial inequity rely on a shift from property 
tax revenue to sales tax revenue. Discuss the pros and cons of such a shift. Remem-
ber to consider questions such as the reliability of each revenue source in times of 
economic difficulty.  

   3. Consider how increased state contributions to school districts may affect local con-
trol of schools. Research your own state’s policies with regard to the level of inde-
pendence school districts have in the areas of curriculum, testing, personnel, and 
length of the school year.  

   4. For a moment, turn the whole question of school financing on its head and  consider 
whether governments have the right to tax citizens to pay for schools. Discuss 
whether such taxation violates individual rights of those citizens who do not have 
children in public schools. In doing so, you might try to support the  arguments that 
only parents have the right and obligation to provide their  children with  education 
they deem appropriate and government has no right to interfere in their  decisions. 
What might be some effects on the country of implementing such a school  financing 
policy?  
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  C H A P T E R  4

Gender Equity: 
Eliminating Discrimination 

or Accommodating Difference

Is it ever necessary to create schools or classroom 
settings that separate students by gender? 

   POSITION 1: ELIMINATING DISCRIMINATION 

Creating sex-segregated schools and classrooms is a waste of time and effort 
that diverts resources from initiatives that actually will improve the educa-
tion of both boys and girls—such as reducing class sizes and increasing 
teacher training. Moreover, these sex-segregated classes deprive students of 
important preparation for the real, coeducational worlds of work and family. 
Rather than offering choice, sex-segregated programs limit the education of 
both boys and girls.

—American Civil Liberties Union, 2008

The ongoing struggle for civil rights in the United States has included efforts 
to end gender discrimination in schools. The attempt to ensure equal educa-
tional access, opportunity, and achievement to both men and women faces new 
challenges. Recent revisions to federal law, allowing the creation of single-sex 
classes and the reintroduction of gender discrimination in educational funding 
threaten the progress made. Perhaps these changes are sincere efforts to meet 
young people’s needs. However, they will result in a return to discriminatory 
policies and practices that privilege one gender over another in schools. 

  Gender Roles and Education 

 Debates about gender equity always have been inextricably connected to soci-
ety’s understanding of gender roles—that is, the social roles men and women 
were assigned shaped Americans’ view of appropriate education for boys and 
girls. Of course, race and social class also have affected equity between males 
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and females in schools. In some ways, however, notions of what men and 
women are expected to be and do have transcended those other categories. So, 
ending discrimination in schools has depended on changes in gender roles—
especially for women. 

 In colonial America gender roles were rooted in a biblical understanding 
that women were subservient to men. Yet colonial Christianity also required 
each believer, male or female, to be able to read and interpret the Scriptures and 
to provide their children with the same skills. As a result most boys and girls 
gained limited access to education through education at home or in “dame” 
schools. Because males were thought to have the responsibility to work in the 
public sphere, boys with the potential to become leaders in the community 
were allowed to pursue more education. Girls, however, were provided with 
the opportunity to learn only enough to perform private religious and domestic 
duties (Tyack and Hansot, 1992; Spring, 1997; Urban and Wagoner, 2000; Tozer, 
Violas, and Senese, 2002). 

 After the American Revolution, gender roles were rooted in a political, 
not religious, ideology. In the fledgling country, men continued to have public 
responsibilities. They were expected to be moral neighbors, informed voters, 
and responsible businessmen. Schooling was designed to help boys develop 
manly virtues such as obedience to authority, respect for the rights of others, an 
appreciation of “fair play,” and patriotism, as well as to provide opportunities 
to develop appropriate skills in literacy, natural science, history, and mathemat-
ics (Tozer, Violas, and Senese, 2002). 

 Women’s responsibilities in the republic remained primarily in the private 
sphere. They were expected to provide homes in which their sons and daughters 
learned to be responsible citizens and in which their husbands could find res-
pite from the cares of the world (Douglas, 1977; Evans, 1989; Tyack and Hansot, 
1992; Zinn, 1995). Schooling prepared girls for those domestic duties. Believing 
both men and women’s contributions were vital to the country’s well-being, 
Americans in general supported gender equity in access and, to some degree, 
in curriculum (Kaestle, 1983; Evans, 1989; Tyack and Hansot, 1992; Zinn, 1995). 
Coeducational elementary schools became the country’s norm (Tyack and 
Hansot, 1992; Sklar, 1993). 

 Equality of access and opportunity in secondary education was, at first, more 
contentious (Tyack and Hansot, 1992). By the early nineteenth century, upper- 
and middle-class boys increasingly went beyond elementary school, attending 
“grammar” schools that prepared them for college or for occupations such as 
business, surveying, and teaching (Tozer, Violas, and Senese, 2002). Pioneers 
such as Catharine Beecher, Emma Willard, and Mary Lyon argued the country’s 
well-being required women to extend their duties as “Republican mothers” by 
taking their “natural” aptitude for teaching into schools. As a result of their 
arguments and their fund-raising, private “academies” for women opened, 
allowing girls to continue their educations to prepare for careers as teachers 
and, eventually, nurses. By the early twentieth century, the academies were 
replaced by public high schools that admitted boys and girls on a relatively 
equal footing (Rury, 1991; Tyack and Hansot, 1992; Spring, 1997; Urban and 
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Wagoner, 2000). The belief that both men and women had some role in public 
life resulted in greater equity in schooling. 

 However, educational opportunity remained rooted in the belief that men 
and women had distinct gender characteristics, suiting them for different work. 
Despite the increased availability of secondary schools and the long struggle 
to grant women access to colleges and universities (Horowitz, 1984; Solomon, 
1986), few women had the opportunity to pursue education preparing them 
for professions. The right to work in the law, business, medicine and ministry 
belonged almost exclusively to men (Horowitz, 1984; Solomon, 1986; Tozer, Vio-
las, and Senese, 2002). 

 Even at the high school level, despite equality of access, gender stereotypes 
began once again to result in discrimination. During the Progressive Era, girls 
were tracked into programs that prepared them to be teachers, nurses, secretaries, 
receptionists, and clerks. In home economics courses they learned how to be good 
wives and mothers (Rury, 1991). At the same time, boys took college preparatory 
courses in larger numbers than girls and participated in vocational programs 
preparing them for “manly” jobs in industry and the trades (Rury, 1991; Tyack 
and Hansot, 1992; Ravitch, 2000). The introduction of the “girls’ electives” such 
as cooking, sewing, typing, and stenography increased segregation by gender in 
high school and decreased women’s participation in more “academic” courses 
(Rury, 1991). For more than thirty years, gender differences in educational oppor-
tunity remained part of American secondary and higher education with serious 
consequences. Although a higher percentage of women completed four years 
of high school between 1940 and 1965, fewer women than men completed four 
years of college during that same period (U.S. Census Bureau, 2008a). 

 In the last half of the twentieth century, the relationship between society’s 
view of gender roles and the kind of education appropriate for males and 
females was renegotiated once again. This time dramatic progress was made 
in ending educational gender discrimination. During World War II, women 
took on industrial jobs previously considered too “masculine” for them to per-
form (Evans, 1989). Universities and professional schools opened their doors 
to women when prospective male students were in the military. Despite efforts 
to restore the previous gender order during peacetime (Evans, 1989), once the 
genie was out of the bottle, there was no going back. 

 The 1960s saw a renewed commitment to the position that biological dif-
ferences should not affect the kind or quality of education men and women 
received. Many argued the differences between men and women actually were 
more social than biological (Miller, 1976; Chodorow, 1978; Gilligan, 1982; Segal, 
1990; Connell, 1995). Scholars investigated the policies, practices, curriculum, 
and student–teacher interactions in schools for explanations for differences in 
school achievement between boys and girls and reported many gender in equi-
ties (U.S. Department of Health, Education and Welfare, 1978; Mac an Ghaill, 
1994; Sadker and Sadker, 1982, 1994). 

 Feminists who did the earliest of this research argued that discrimination sup-
ported the inferior social status of women. Women and their accomplishments were 
missing from textbooks. Girls were still tracked into courses of study associated 
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with traditionally female—and lower-paying—occupations like nursing, teach-
ing, secretarial work, or homemaking. Instructional materials virtually ignored 
women’s contributions and experiences in other areas. Boys received more teacher 
attention than did girls. Their learning was supported in more positive ways. In 
addition, discrimination existed in admission practices, financial aid, counseling, 
athletics, and access to programs and courses (Frazier and Sadker, 1973; Howe, 
1984; AAUW, 1995; Biklen and Pollard, 1993; Sadker and Sadker, 1994). 

 Gender discrimination in education was linked to the larger civil rights 
movement, which had awakened the country to the social and economic costs 
of denying any citizen their individual freedoms. Passage of the Civil Rights 
Acts in the late sixties legislated an end to policies and practices blocking racial 
equality. Advocates of gender equity argued that discrimination on the basis of 
sex was an equal violation of the Fourteenth Amendment. For the first time in 
American history, the struggle for gender equity in education was grounded 
not in arguments that men’ and women’s unique gender roles required a partic-
ular type of educational access or opportunity. Instead it was based on the idea 
that they shared equally in the “unalienable rights” named by the Declaration 
of Independence and guaranteed by the Constitution. 

 In that spirit, in 1972, Congress passed Title IX of the Educational Amend-
ment Act. Although most closely identified with efforts to make athletic programs 
more equal, Title IX actually bans discrimination on the basis of sex in  any  edu-
cational program or activity receiving federal financial assistance. Course-taking 
opportunities, participation in extracurricular activities, eligibility for awards, 
and college and university admission policies no longer could be determined 
by a student’s gender. In 1974, the Women’s Educational Equity Act (WEEA) 
was passed. It required the Secretary of Education to promote gender equity in 
schools, especially for women and girls who suffer multiple types of discrimi-
nation based on sex, race, ethnic origin, limited English proficiency, disability, 
or age. Funding is allocated under WEEA for model equity programs, educa-
tion for teachers and other school personnel, leadership training for women 
and girls, school-to-work and vocational programs, assistance for pregnant and 
parenting students, sexual harassment prevention programs, and research and 
development of nondiscriminatory curricula, resources, and standardized tests 
(U.S. Department of Education, 2008a). Title IX provided the framework for end-
ing gender discrimination; WEEA provided the financial assistance that enabled 
schools to do so. These laws have resulted in dramatic progress toward equaliz-
ing achievement—the third aspect of educational equity—as identified by indi-
cators such as standardized test scores, course-taking, participation in sports and 
extracurricular activities, and educational attainment. These results are reasons 
for continued commitment to eliminating gender discrimination in schools. 

  Improvements 

Since Title IX outlawed gender discrimination in college admissions policies, 
scholarships, and financial aid, women have made remarkable progress in 
completing their studies. In 1970, among Americans 25 years old or older, only 
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8.2 percent of women had bachelor’s degrees, compared with 14.1 percent of 
men. Almost four decades later, 28 percent of women and 29.5 percent of men 
had attained those degrees (U.S. Census, 2008a).(See Figure 4.1.) More women 
than men hold master’s degrees, and women are making gains in professional 
and doctoral degrees as well (U.S Census, 2008b). (See Figure 4.2.) 

 These remarkable developments resulted, at least in part, from efforts to end 
discriminatory practices in elementary and secondary schools. For example, since 
Title IX was passed, girls have adjusted their high school course-taking patterns. 
More girls than boys now take advanced science and mathematics courses (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2007). Eleven percent of girls are completing a rigor-
ous curriculum that typically includes physics and calculus (Corbett, Hill, and 
St. Rose, 2008). Their GPAs in mathematics and science are higher than those 
of boys (U.S. Department of Education, 2007). These gains have brought them 
much closer to equality with their male counterparts. As they have taken more 
math courses, girls’ scores on the math sections of the SATs have increased. In 
2007, their average score was 502 (Corbett, Hill, and St. Rose, 2008). In addition, 

 Source: U.S. Department of Education. (2008b). The 

Condition of Education, 2008. 
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more young women are prepared to take Advanced Placement tests. Those who 
do so are achieving scores almost equal to those of their male peers—and earn-
ing college credits and preferential treatment in the admissions process as well 
(U.S. Department of Education, 2004). 

 As a result of pressure to treat girls equitably, teachers now differentiate 
instruction within classrooms to meet individual students’ complex educational 
needs. They have developed a repertoire of instructional strategies to more effec-
tively help each child achieve her or his full potential. Ending gender discrimina-
tion for girls has improved the chances of success for boys as well (Corbett, Hill, 
and St. Rose, 2008). Spurred by the No Child Left Behind Act, the movement to 
standards-based education also has reduced gender discrimination in schools. 
Almost all the subject-based professional associations for teachers require mem-
bers to demonstrate competency in providing instruction that addresses gender 
issues (National Council on the Accreditation of Teacher Education, 2008). 

 The provisions of Title IX legislation have been applied most noticeably to 
athletics. Although gender differences still remain, more equitable distribution 
of resources has dramatically increased girls’ participation in scholastic sports 
programs in the last thirty-five years. In 1972, approximately 30,000 women par-
ticipated in college or university sports programs; in 2002, over 205,500 women 
did. Women have made good use of these opportunities. By 2007, 71 percent 
of Division I female athletes finished college within 6 years, compared with 
68 percent of all female students (Women’s Sports Foundation, 2008). In the 
days before Title IX, athletic scholarships for women were nonexistent. Women 
now receive 45 percent of the available scholarship money for sports. (Cheslock, 
2007). Before Title IX fewer than 300,000 girls played high school sports. In 2007, 
that number was over 3 million (Women’s Sports Foundation, 2007). 

 The benefits of gender equity in sports have been significant. The increasing 
number of athletic scholarships for women has made it possible for more of them 
to attend college than ever before. Participation in sports also leads to health-
ier lifestyles and less risk-taking behavior among adolescents. Student athletes 
are less likely to smoke or use drugs; female adolescent athletes are less likely 
to engage in premarital sex or become pregnant during high school (Women’s 
Sports Foundation, 2008). Girls who play sports are less likely to consider sui-
cide (Women’s Sports Foundation, 2008). In addition, there are long-term health 
benefits from women’s participation in athletics. Women who take part in rigor-
ous exercise such as provided by sports are less likely to develop heart diseases, 
osteoporosis, and breast cancer over the course of their lives (Tuoker Center for 
Research on Girls and Women in Sports, 2007). Increased gender equity in sport 
participation provides benefits that, like academic achievement, are long-lasting.   

  What Remains to Be Done 

 Despite gains in creating equality of educational access, opportunity, and achieve-
ment, gender discrimination remains an issue in American schools. Although Title 
IX has been somewhat successful in increasing equity in college sports, men and 
women’s teams do not always have the same access to practice time, facilities, and 
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faculty support. “Female college athletes receive only 38 percent of sports operat-
ing dollars, which is $1.17 billion less than male college athletes; 45 percent of col-
lege athletic scholarship dollars, which is $148 million fewer scholarship dollars 
than male college athletes; and 33 percent of athletic team recruitment spending, 
which is $43 million less for recruiting female athletes than male athletes” (Wom-
en’s Sports Foundation, 2008). In addition, schools, colleges, and universities have 
played the “blame” game with Title IX. They continue to fund expensive male 
sports such as basketball, football, and ice hockey, stretching their athletic budg-
ets to the breaking point. Then, prevented by Title IX from discriminating against 
women’s athletics, they cut smaller men’s teams and blame the law for needing 
to do so. Yet nothing in the law requires that men’s teams be cut. In fact, under 
Title IX, men’s opportunities to participate in school athletics, the number of them 
doing so, and the budgets for their sports have all increased (National Coalition 
for Women and Girls in Education, 2007). The inequity continues because for 
many years the law has not been enforced in any meaningful way. 

 If enforcement is lax at the college and university level, it has been almost 
nonexistent in K–12 schools. Only 42 percent of high school and college varsity 
athletes are female, even though they constitute more than 50 percent of the stu-
dents (Women’s Sports Foundations, 2007). Girls’ teams suffer discrimination 
in practice sites and times, transportation, and revenues. In one case when the 
coach of a girls’ high school basketball team notified school officials that such 
actions were violations of Title IX, he was fired. It took a decision by the Supreme 
Court to restore his rights and those of his players ( Jackson v. Birmingham Board 
of Education,  2005). Without the legal framework provided by Title IX, there 
would have been no way to prevent or remedy the injustices. 

The failure to monitor compliance with Title IX goes beyond athletics. 
Researchers report that in colleges and universities, women professors in sci-
ence experience discrimination (Settles, Cortina, Malley, and Stewart, 2007) and 
that, overall, women faculty are paid lowers salaries and promoted less often 
than their males counterparts (Cooperstein, 2008).

 At the K–12 level, ending gender discrimination may also mean going 
beyond compliance with the letter of the law. Reviewing guidance materials 
and practices, educating and involving parents, introducing students to non-
traditional career options, providing role models and mentors, and conducting 
recruitment efforts targeted to increase comfort with course-taking options all 
produce greater gender equality in schools (Lufkin, 2005). When school person-
nel take Title IX seriously, good things happen for students.  

  New Challenges to Ending Discrimination 

 The 1975 guidelines for Title IX’s implementation prohibited public schools from 
segregating students according to gender, even for part of the day. However, since 
the 1990s, the regulation has been ignored or violated by many school districts 
(Stowe, 1991; Perry, 1999; Streitmatter, 1997, 1998, 1999). In 2004, the Department 
of Education issued new Title IX regulations that permitted single-sex schools 
and classes in publicly funded schools and imposed few limitations on such 
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projects (Federal Register, 2002). In 2006, the Department went even further by 
actually inviting and encouraging school districts to create single-gender classes 
and schools (Federal Register, 2006). Shockingly, unlike laws governing racially 
segregated schools, these new policies allowed “separate” without requiring 
“equal” opportunities (American Civil Liberties Union, 2008). The growth of 
these discriminatory settings has been phenomenal. A decade ago, there were 
only four single-sex public schools in the country; today, there are approximately 
100 that admit students of only one gender and more than 300 that offer segre-
gated classes (National Association for Single Sex Public Education, 2008a). It is 
particularly disturbing that so many charter schools provide this option. The law 
allows them to operate in a gender-segregated way without requiring that simi-
lar opportunities be guaranteed to the other sex (American Civil Liberties Union, 
2008; National Association for Single Sex Public Education, 2008c). 

Arguments supporting single-sex educational projects generally have been 
based on public schools’ failure to meet students’ needs. For example, feminist 
concerns that sexism in schools creates unequal opportunity for girls are the driv-
ing force in the creation of many single-sex classes and schools for young women. 
Advocates for classes exclusively for African American boys often cite their failure 
to succeed in coeducational settings (Gewertz, 2007). In fact, a thorough review of 
scientifically based research on the topic revealed that the findings are inconclu-
sive with regard to the single-sex “factor” (U.S. Department of Education, 2005d). 
Even more recent studies suggest that there is no evidence that girls’ motiva-
tion to learn is improved in single-sex settings (Chouinard, Vezeau, and Bouffard, 
2008). Most studies suggest that factors other than gender explained whatever 
academic advantages were found in single-sex settings. Single-sex schools tend to 
be smaller, have more personal social relations among school community mem-
bers, and teaching strategies that allow more student activity. In addition, parents 
who send their children to single-sex schools have made a “pro-academic choice,” 
which itself may explain  students’ higher academic achievements (Weil, 2008).

Since they cannot prove the effectiveness of single-sex education, proponents 
simply provide reasons why it should work—arguments often based on a pseudo-
science of gender differences (Guerian, 2007a, 2007b; Sax, 2006, 2007). Sometimes 
advocates of single-sex education even argue that gender differences in the size 
of the brain make a difference in how young people learn, even when the studies 
to which they refer make no such claim (Lenroot et al., 2007; National Associa-
tion of Single Sex Public Schools, 2008b). They also argue that schools routinely 
mis-educate boys as a result of the movement for gender equity, suggesting that 
girls’ and women’s gains have come at boys’ expense (Sommers, 2000; Sax, 2007). 
However, recent studies have disproven the existence of a “boys’ crisis” in educa-
tion (Corbett, Hill, and St. Rose, 2008; Klein et al., 2007). “From standardized tests 
in elementary and secondary school to college entrance examinations, average 
test scores have risen or remained stable for both girls and boys in recent decades. 
Similarly, both women and men are more likely to graduate from high school and 
college today than ever before” (Corbett, Hill, and St. Rose, 2008, p. 2–3). 

Policies allowing publicly funded single-sex educational settings run coun-
ter to the law. In 1996 the Supreme Court ruled the single-sex admission policy 
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at state-funding Virginia Military Institute was unconstitutional ( United States 
v. Virginia, 1996).  According to the Court, government agencies such as schools 
must have “an exceedingly persuasive” reason, based in research, to establish 
programs that make distinctions based on gender. The single-sex program must 
have social and educational outcomes related to that reason, and evidence that 
the program will achieve those goals and protect gender equity. With such a 
shaky research base, the policy to establish single-sex schools or classes lacks the 
fundamental justification demanded by the Court’s ruling (Salamone, 2006). 

 Even if well-intentioned, this policy is dangerous. Many of those who advo-
cate single-sex schools or classes may be doing so to advance another agenda. 
They often insist that providing such options increases “parental choice” with 
regard to children’s education (Meyer, 2008). Those who use the language of 
choice often support privatization of education—they are often in favor of char-
ter schools, vouchers, and other proposals that provide public funds for nonpub-
lic schools. Currently, most single-sex schools are private schools. If proponents 
of gender-segregated settings can convince the public of their value, it might 
become easier to convince voters to allow students to choose to attend one out-
side the public school system. After all, they will argue, wouldn’t it be easier just 
to give students the tuition money to attend an already existing school than go 
to all the trouble and expense of creating one? Once that door has been opened, 
it will be difficult to close and could be pushed open even farther by those who 
want to dismantle the American public school system completely. 

 The struggle to achieve gender equity in American public education has 
been long and difficult. It has required commitment to the quintessentially 
American principle that accidents of fate, such as gender, do not limit a person’s 
fundamental right to equal treatment under the law, define ability, or determine 
destiny. Any retreat from that commitment with regard to equality of educa-
tional access, opportunity, or achievement risks reinforcing sexual stereotypes 
and traditional gender roles and has the potential to create the kind of segre-
gated educational settings ruled unconstitutional in  Brown v. Board of Education  
(1954). In education, separate is never equal and unequal is never legal. Elimi-
nating gender discrimination in education is the best way to guarantee indi-
vidual rights and that is the best way, ultimately, to create a more just country.    

  POSITION 2: ACCOMMODATING DIFFERENCES 

Co-ed schooling imposes the need for sex-blind instruction material and uni-
form testing and standards of behavior. As a result, on the way to a perfectly 
balanced sexual universe in our schools, “equal to” was turned into “the 
same as.” But there’s a problem when you bleach out gender differences: boys 
and girls are not the same.

 —Gilbert, 2007

 There is no question that the efforts of many Americans to end educational 
gender discrimination have resulted in some important gains, especially with 
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regard to access to schools. All phases of public education—from kindergar-
ten to graduate school—are open to members of both genders. However, there 
are real differences between males and females that deserve accommodation in 
schools. Rigid policies of “sameness” instead of making legitimate distinctions 
actually limit opportunities for students. We have ample evidence that boys 
and girls do not experience school in the same way. 

  Gendered Experiences in Schools 

 The recent generation-long effort to eliminate discrimination from schools 
began with analyses of the way gender affected students’ educational experi-
ences. Researchers found preschool boys played with tools, simple machines, 
balls, and blocks much more often than girls (Kahle, in AAUW, 1995). Teachers 
encouraged boys to be assertive and independent, discouraged girls from taking 
risks, and rewarded them for being “timid, cooperative and quiet” (Tozer, 
Violas, and Senese, 2002, p. 392). 

 In elementary schools, teachers worked with boys more often and gave them 
more attention and affection than they provided girls. They prompted boys to 
think through projects or answer difficult questions on their own and were more 
likely to give girls the answers or show them how to do a task. When boys 
answered a question by calling out, teachers paid attention to what they said. 
When girls did the same thing, teachers more often ignored the content of the 
comment and scolded them for not following classroom rules (Sadker and Sad-
ker, 1994). Boys were more likely than girls to be regarded as “trouble-makers,” 
have their teachers contact parents about behavioral problems, repeat a grade, 
and be labeled as learning disabled (U.S. Department of Education, 2000). 

 By the time they got to middle school, girls were struggling with messages 
about their academic competency and had become tentative about speaking 
up in class (Brown and Gilligan, 1993). By high school, many girls were quite 
good at “doing school”—that is, presenting their work neatly, turning it in on 
time, and regurgitating information on tests. They did not, however, excel in 
independent or critical thinking and rarely took risks in choosing courses or 
assignments (Brown and Gilligan, 1993; AAUW, 1995). Boys were more likely 
to take higher-level math, science, and computer classes. They were also more 
likely to drop out. Boys faced peer pressure to take part in sports and their mas-
culinity was judged on their ability to compete. They encouraged one another 
to engage in drug and alcohol use and other risky behaviors. Expressions of 
emotion were mocked (Kindlon et al., 1999; Pollack, 1999). Acting as if they had 
power through posturing and violence was rewarded. Interest in “feminine” 
things such as reading and the arts was ridiculed (Kimmel, 2000). 

 Textbooks contributed to sex discrimination in schools by not deeply 
challenging traditional understandings of gender. Curricular materials did 
not affirm differences between members of the same gender or integrate the 
experiences, needs, and interests of both sexes in their material (AAUW, 1995). 
Vocational education programs reflected and reproduced traditional gender 
expectations. Females were overwhelmingly directed or allowed to enter 
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“training programs for historically female—and traditionally low wage—jobs” 
in cosmetology, child care, and practical nursing (Brake, 1999, p. 10). Boys took 
courses designed to get them ready for high-paying work as carpenters, electri-
cians, or plumbers. 

 Four out of five students reported that they had been the victim of sexual 
harassment. One-quarter said it happened to them “often” (AAUW, 1993). 
Sexual harassment took many forms in secondary schools: comments, jokes, 
gestures, and looks. Students were touched, grabbed, or pinched. They were 
subjected to mooning, flashing, and genital exposure. Students became targets 
of sexual rumors or written graffiti, had their clothes pulled at or off, were spied 
on in locker rooms, were shown or given unwanted sexual pictures or notes, 
and were blocked or cornered in sexual ways. They were forced to kiss someone 
when they did not want to, and in some cases do something even more sexual 
than kissing. It seemed that no school space was entirely safe. Students reported 
harassment took place in classrooms, hallways, gyms, cafeterias, locker rooms, 
parking lots, playgrounds, and buses (AAUW, 1993). Advocates railed against 
the impact of these behaviors. “The consequences can be devastating, as young 
women struggle to survive in a learning environment they often experience as 
toxic. When so much of a female student’s day is spent fending off diminishing 
comments, sexual innuendoes and physical pestering, how can she be expected 
to thrive at school?” (Larkin, 1997, p. 14). 

 Finally, researchers found schools discriminated against young women who 
were pregnant or parenting, doing little to accommodate their special needs. 
Few schedules were adjusted to allow for the extra time mothers might need to 
transport their babies to child care. Even fewer provided such centers on-site. 
These young women were more likely to drop out of school than other female 
students (U.S. Department of Education, 2000). 

 The research made a compelling case that boys and girls had different 
experiences in schools—and that each group was being shortchanged because 
of gender discrimination. However, the policies and practices developed to 
address these issues seem disconnected from the reality they described.  

  One-Size-Fits-All Regulations 

 During the 1970s, feminists and other civil rights advocates tried to equate 
racism and sexism. They lobbied for passage of an Equal Rights Amendment 
(ERA) that would have prohibited all discrimination on the basis of gender. 
However, the decade-long national debate on the ERA made it clear to most 
Americans that treating people differently based on their gender was far differ-
ent from discriminating on the basis of race. They understood it sometimes was 
necessary to make legitimate distinctions between the genders in order to serve 
the best interests of women and their children. 

 A determined campaign by those who saw the dangers to women inher-
ent in the ERA convinced Americans that the amendment would prevent the 
courts from allowing legitimate distinctions to be made in public policies such 
as child custody, alimony, and workforce accommodations. After 1977, no state 
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legislature could be persuaded to ratify the amendment. By 1982, even the most 
ardent feminists declared the effort to pass the ERA to be at an end (Blair, 1997). 

 However, efforts to use one-size-fits-all policies to address gender dis-
crimination did not end with the death of the ERA. In 1972, Congress passed 
Title IX, which required more equitable distribution of educational resources 
and opportunities among males and females. When Title IX has been applied in 
rational and thoughtful ways, the consequence has been a more just educational 
system. However, the problems inherent in ruling out all legitimate distinctions 
between treatment of the sexes has also created situations in which Title IX’s 
consequences have been unjust—and absurd. 

 The limitations and resulting failures of the attempt to create gender equity 
by relying solely on ending discrimination are particularly obvious in the appli-
cation of Title IX regulations to athletics. The legislation originally was intended 
to end discrimination in school sports programs. Over time, however, it has 
created a “quota system” in colleges and universities’ athletics programs that 
actually limits opportunity for some students. Through the efforts of feminists 
and others who support rigid policies of “nondiscrimination,” the law has 
been interpreted as requiring strict “proportionality” between the percentage 
of women in a school’s student body and the percentage of women participat-
ing in varsity sports. That is, if 55 percent of the students at a given institu-
tion are female, then 55 percent of the athletes also must be female. Schools are 
considered in violation of the law and face loss of government aid if they fail to 
comply (Kennedy, 2007). 

 Despite girls’ increased participation in sports, fewer young women than 
men make the commitment to take part in intercollegiate athletics. Since they 
ignore the element of individual choice in the creation of gender identities and the 
influence of those choices on gender equity in educational settings, proponents 
of rigid nondiscrimination policies blame schools for the differences in student 
involvement in sports. When colleges cannot entice or coerce enough women to 
participate in sports, they are forced to achieve proportionality by cutting men’s 
teams. Sports like track, golf, tennis, rowing, swimming, gymnastics, and wres-
tling have experienced the greatest decline. There are nearly 1,000 more women’s 
than men’s teams in the NCAA. The average number of male athletes on NCAA 
college campuses has dropped from 253 to 199. As the percentage of men in college 
drops, the number of male teams will drop as well, eliminating even more male 
NCAA athletes (College Sports Council, 2008). Proponents of absolute “equality” 
in sports have now turned their attention to high school athletics. There is every 
reason to expect that the results will be “equally” devastating to male athletes 
who want, need, and deserve an opportunity to compete (Gavora, 2007). The 
absurdity of the claim that this policy helps achieve justice is obvious. Committed 
male athletes are being deprived of their right to participate in sports and to have 
that choice supported by their schools. The law never authorized discrimination 
against men through a policy that does not take into account individual freedom. 
It was meant to ensure equal opportunity for males and females. 

 School textbooks have also suffered from efforts at social engineering. 
Diane Ravitch has documented how publishers have responded to Title IX. 
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Quotas have been imposed on examples, test questions, and illustrations; 
males and females must appear in 50:50 ratios. Words like “actress,” “heroine,” 
“brotherhood,” and “forefathers” are banned. Women cannot be shown doing 
household tasks or taking care of children. Men cannot be portrayed in tradi-
tional jobs like plumbers or carpenters. Boys cannot express anger; girls cannot 
be frightened (Ravitch, 2003). Sanitizing textbooks does not create equality. In 
fact, demanding “political correctness” in texts can hurt efforts to make real 
progress toward justice. Critics find such efforts easy targets of ridicule and 
dismiss real concerns as “more of the same.” Those who proposed changes to 
textbooks may have begun with the laudable aim of creating an equal play-
ing field for girls and boys by opening their minds to possibilities that tran-
scended traditional gender roles. However, the result is a system that polices 
the language and images young people see—hardly the soil in which freedom 
of choice can grow. 

 Perhaps the most absurd consequence of efforts to eliminate all discrepan-
cies in treatment of boys and girls in schools is their effect on school dress codes. 
According to the most rigid interpretation of the law, districts can make no 
distinctions between males and females with regard to wearing clothing, jewelry 
or makeup to school. Surely, creating equality of educational opportunity for male 
and female students does not require the creation of policies that equate sameness 
with fairness. The time has come to explore strategies that recognize and respond 
appropriately to the learning needs of both boys and girls. Policies and practices 
that do so will, in the long run, result in more equity for men and women.  

  Real Differences Require Real Accommodations 

 There is certainly no denying that biological differences between males and 
females really exist. Women conceive, gestate, give birth, and suckle new 
members of the human race. Men do not. But reproductive differences are only 
one way in which men and women are not the same. Male and female brains 
also differ. Scientists have known for more than a hundred years that men’s 
brains are larger than women’s. However, they have recently discovered that 
females have almost 20 percent more gray matter than males in their brains. 
“The female brain is more densely packed with neurons and dendrites, pro-
viding concentrated processing power—and more thought-linking capabil-
ity” (Marano, 2003). Men’s brain structures allow them to perform better than 
women when attempting visual or spatial tasks. Women’s brain structures help 
them do better than men on verbal- or language-oriented tasks (Burman, Bitan, 
and Booth, 2008). “The areas of the brain associated with language appear to 
work harder in girls during language tasks, and boys and girls rely on differ-
ent parts of the brain when working on these tasks” (Science Daily, 2008). We 
may not understand completely how physical differences between males and 
females are related to thinking and learning. We know enough, however, to real-
ize schools and teachers must be responsive to those differences if children are 
going to have equal educational opportunity. For example, boys need brightly 
lit classrooms and teachers who speak in loud, enthusiastic tones. They need 
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exercise periods during the day, more confrontational disciplinary practices, 
and learning activities that engage them in quests for answers. Girls do bet-
ter in quieter classrooms where cooperation and bonding are encouraged (Sax, 
2006, 2007). Obviously, coeducational settings make it impossible to respond 
adequately to both sets of needs—they are, to a large degree, mutually exclu-
sive. Single-sex classes and schools are not discriminatory—they are necessary 
accommodations that produce real and significant results.

 It may be too early to understand completely how the physical differences 
between men and women are related to thinking and learning. However, such 
differences do exist and schools need the freedom to explore ways to accom-
modate them.  

  Single-Sex Settings 

 For many years, only those children whose families could afford private 
schools were able to experience the benefits of single-sex schools (Meyer, 2008). 
Fortunately, recent changes to the No Child Left Behind Act have made it pos-
sible for public schools also to meet the real needs of students. The results have 
been overwhelmingly positive. All across the country, teachers and adminis-
trators report fewer discipline problems, higher test scores, and more time on 
tasks. Parents say their children are more eager to go to school and more inter-
ested in what happens there. Students say it is easier to learn (Conklin, 2008; 
Gerwetz, 2007; Holleran, 2007; Jan, 2008; Meyer, 2008; Weil, 2008).

 It may be that single-sex settings are successful not only because they accom-
modate learning differences between boys and girls. They also present students 
with alternatives to gender stereotypes and, more importantly, with spaces in 
which it is safe to challenge them. For example, in single-sex schools, in addi-
tion to acquiring knowledge that will result in increased choices about future 
education and careers, it also is considered within the range of acceptable femi-
ninity for a girl to learn how to work hard, discover what kinds of efforts are 
successful for her, and develop time-management and problem-solving skills. 
Most importantly in such a setting, young women can come to believe that they 
have tremendous control over the course of their lives and still be considered 
feminine. Teachers and administrators also expand the definition of acceptable 
gender behavior for girls in most single-sex schools. Students see women teach-
ing subjects such as chemistry, physics, and advanced mathematics that tradi-
tionally have not been considered “feminine” (Meyer, 2008; Weil, 2008). 

Research on the effects of single-sex settings on boys provides some evidence 
that in such spaces traditional gender roles are challenged as well. There is a 
greater range in the definitions of masculinity in schools for boys than in coedu-
cational ones. So, many boys and young men take part in activities traditionally 
defined as “feminine” such as the arts and community service (Excellence Char-
ter School, 2008; National Association for Single Sex Public Schools, 2008d).  

 In many ways, in single-sex educational settings students no longer have 
to match their behavior or attitudes to gender stereotypes. It is ironic that advo-
cates of educational equity oppose them. 



CHAPTER 4: Gender Equity: Eliminating Discrimination or Accommodating Difference  111

 The effort to create educational gender equity is laudable and rightly has been 
pursued throughout U.S. history. Eliminating truly discriminatory policies and 
practices has been a necessary part of that process. It has not, however, proven to 
be a sufficient one. Eliminating the possibility of making legitimate distinctions 
between educational needs of males and females has prevented the struggle for 
educational equality from being as successful as justice demands it be. 

 Educational gender inequity remains a fact of life in American schools. It will 
continue to do so until educators are allowed to create settings addressing the total 
process by which gender differences in schools are produced. By ignoring the ten-
dency of coeducational settings to reproduce society’s dominant gender prescrip-
tions, and refusing to permit educators to create settings that resist those stereotypes, 
we perpetuate pressures that result in students’ choices to conform to them. What is 
needed is a commitment to make public education better able to meet the needs of 
all the students it serves. Young people deserve nothing less than having an equal 
right to education that recognizes the complexity of the problem of gender.    

  For Discussion 

    1. Although the positions in this chapter allude to the effects race, class, and ethnicity 
might have on an individual’s creation of his or her gender identity, they do not dis-
cuss those effects in any detail. Consider how the other facets of a person’s identity 
or situation in life might affect the choices they make about how much or how little 
to conform to various forms of masculinity or femininity. That is, does a person’s 
race, class, or gender affect how free people feel they are to deviate from gender 
stereotypes? Depending on your answers, what kinds of changes to the proposals in 
this chapter do you think are necessary to create gender equity in schools that takes 
race, class, and ethnicity into consideration?  

   2. Access information about gender differences in test scores from the Educational 
Testing Services website,  www.ets.org/research . (For example, the report by Rich-
ard Coley cited in the references is available there.) In light of the discussions in this 
chapter, how do you explain such differences? How do you explain the fact that there 
appears to be little variance among gender differences from one racial/ethnic group 
to another? What does that suggest to you about ways to remedy gender inequity?  

   3. Research your college or university’s athletic program. Do they seem to be in compli-
ance with Title IX regulations? Have any male teams been cut to achieve “proportion-
ality”? Interview male and female athletes and coaches to get their views on gender 
issues in the program and to determine for yourself if any discrimination exists.  

   4. Advantages of single-sex schools are discussed in Position 2. Can you think of any 
disadvantages of attending such schools? Are they academic or social in nature? 
Interview friends or classmates who attended single-sex high schools. How do their 
experiences confirm the arguments made in the chapter? How do their experiences 
confirm your speculated disadvantages?     
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 Will the standards-based reform movement 
improve education or discriminate against poor 

and disadvantaged students? 

   POSITION 1: STANDARDS-BASED REFORM PROMISES 
QUALITY EDUCATION FOR ALL STUDENTS 

   We have a responsibility as a nation to take bold steps to close the achieve-
ment gaps that plague our nation’s schools and to ensure that all students 
are properly prepared for successful and productive lives after high school. 
Failing to take sustained action will not only result in the continued tragedy 
of unfulfilled potential, but will also threaten our nation’s economy and com-
petitiveness in the world. 

—Commission on NCLB, 2007, p. 9

 Public education always has been the focus of one reform impulse or another. 
Earlier generations of school reformers were concerned with  access  to educa-
tion, and for good reason. One hundred years ago, only 10 percent of Americans 
attended secondary schools, and barely 2 percent received degrees (Gardner, 
2002). Fewer still could think realistically about college. Before the twentieth 
century, race, gender, and economic circumstances combined to make it unlikely 
many students would continue their education beyond elementary school. Pre-
vious reforms focused on making schools affordable and accessible to all stu-
dents, and those efforts were largely successful. Today’s reformers have turned 
their attention to school  quality , kindergarten through high school, and this too 
is for good reason. Americans now ask schools to do more than enroll large 
numbers of students and pass them along from one grade to another. For citi-
zens to thrive personally and for the nation to prosper as a whole, schools must 
ensure students have an adequate command of math, science, and language 
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arts. Our economic and political well-being depends on what is learned in 
schools. Educational quality is now the focus of national reform. 

 Under the American system of government, legislative powers not expressly 
given to the federal government are reserved for the states or the people therein. 
The U.S. Constitution does not give the federal government any specific author-
ity to regulate or control education, and therefore the United States has devel-
oped fifty state systems of education administered by 15,000 school districts. 
Local control of schooling is part of the American tradition of education. 
Nevertheless, the federal government has played an increasingly important role 
in education since the founding of the nation. Grants of federal land were used 
to create public schools, and the Morrill Act of 1862 helped support the develop-
ment of over sixty land-grant colleges. Nowhere has the federal government’s 
role in education been felt more powerfully than in the 1954 Supreme Court deci-
sion known as  Brown   v. Board of Education , which held that segregated public 
schools were a violation of the Constitution.  Brown  was a significant assertion of 
federal authority in education, guaranteeing equal treatment before the law for 
all children in public schools.  Brown  addressed the issue of  equalit y in schooling. 
Forty-seven years later, the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation extended 
the role of the federal government to the related issue of  quality  in schooling for 
all children. As Chubb (2005, p. 29) argues, in addition to shouldering more of 
the costs of public schooling, the federal government has expanded its role and 
taken the high moral ground, “becoming the leading advocate for equality—
for racial minorities, special education students, English language learners, and 
girls. . . .” 

  Standards-Based Reform and America’s Underachieving Schools 

 The 1983 publication of  A Nation at Risk  was the catalyst for NCLB, today’s 
standards-based reform movement. A short 63-page book, written in direct, 
simple language without academic jargon or confusing statistics and tables, 
it called public attention to serious deficiencies in schools. “Our nation is at 
risk,” the report begins. “Our once unchallenged preeminence in commerce, 
industry, science, and technological innovation is being overtaken by compet-
itors throughout the world. . . . What was unimaginable a generation ago has 
begun to occur—others are matching and surpassing our educational attain-
ments. If an unfriendly foreign power had attempted to impose on America 
the mediocre educational performance that exists today, we might have 
viewed it as an act of war” (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 
1983, p. 5). 

 A sobersided panel of educators, which included college presidents and 
public school administrators, brought together by the secretary of education, 
used intentionally alarming language to describe the state of K–12 education 
and shake Americans from their quiescence and self-satisfaction. The panel 
found a host of problems in schools. Among other things, achievement scores 
on standardized tests were down and international comparisons were embar-
rassing. Thirteen percent of all seventeen-year-olds were functionally illiterate, 
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and many of their literate peers could not “draw an inference from written 
material, write a persuasive essay, or solve a math problem that required more 
than one or two steps.” The report’s directness attracted attention of parents, 
educators, and elected officials. Recommendations for public education were 
straightforward: (1) improve education for all students, and (2) develop higher 
standards. The report urged those in charge of the nation’s schools to chart a 
more rigorous course and measure student progress more systematically. 

 In the 1980s, President George H.W. Bush recognized that states by them-
selves were not able to bring about necessary national changes. President Bush 
believed the nation needed to establish world-class national standards in core 
subject areas, and to make sure that students were meeting these standards, his 
administration called for voluntary testing in grades four, eight, and twelve. In 
1989, at a conference in Charlottesville, Virginia, President Bush and the nation’s 
governors agreed to six national goals for education. “America 2000,” as the 
goals became known, stipulated that by the year 2000,

    1. All children will start school ready to learn.  
   2. The high school graduation rate will increase to at least 90 percent.  
   3. All students in grades four, eight, and twelve will demonstrate competency 

in English, math, science, civics, foreign language, economics, arts, history, 
and geography.  

   4. U.S. students will be first in math and science achievement.  
   5. Every adult will be literate.  
   6. Every school in the U.S. will be free of drugs and violence, and the unauthor-

ized presence of firearms and alcohol. (Jennings, 1998, p. 14; Ravitch, 2005)    

 In 1994, Congress added additional goals designed to improve the qual-
ity of teacher education and increase parental involvement in schools. These 
proposals would take standards-based reform in a new direction. America 2000 
encouraged high standards and high national expectations for all students. The 
federal government would not intrude on the states’ control of education, but 
it could urge them to raise the academic bar. The standards proposed by Presi-
dent Bush were not designed to serve as a national curriculum. Instead, they 
were to be academic models state and local school districts could adopt to raise 
expectations for teachers and students. Improved state standards promised 
national reform. Variations would continue to be found across state lines, but 
students, parents, and teachers in every state would know what was expected 
of them. Schools of education were asked to equip prospective and in-service 
teachers with the skills needed to help students meet the new standards. Test 
makers were asked to develop examinations keyed to the standards. By design, 
all students were to benefit. 

 Although the timetable proved to be overly optimistic, President Bush’s 
call for high national standards and assessment of student performance set the 
stage for substantive reform in the quality of education. In 1992, Bill Clinton was 
elected president. Mr. Clinton, as governor, had been active in the 1989 education 
conference. A year later, President Clinton proposed “Goals 2000,” a legislative 
package that, if it had been enacted, would have set into law the six national 
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goals for education agreed to by George Bush and the nation’s governors. Under 
President Bush, the Department of Education provided grants to national organ-
izations of scholars and teachers to develop voluntary national standards in 
important school subjects. President Clinton’s administration provided funds for 
states to develop standards of their own at about the same time national stand-
ards were being released. The issue grew murky with both states and national 
organizations developing academic standards simultaneously. President Clinton 
tried to help by agreeing to support state standards as long as states volunteered 
to go along with national testing. However, the ensuing confusion between state 
and national standards and difficulty of assessing fifty state systems through one 
national test hindered the progress of school reform until 2001.  

  “No Child Left Behind Act,” 2001 

 The No Child Left Behind legislation, supported by large majorities of Dem-
ocrats and Republicans in both houses of Congress and signed by President 
George W. Bush, is designed to create a stronger, more accountable education 
system. It does not call for national standards or national tests, as Presidents 
Bush and Clinton had advocated. NCLB legislation shifts the action back to 
the states. Under the new law, states are required to develop their own stand-
ards for what students should know at every grade level in math, English/
language arts, and science. When the specific standards were put in place—
stipulating the level at which a child should be reading by the end of third 
grade, for example—the states began to assess every student’s progress with 
exams aligned with state standards. All states must administer academic assess-
ments in reading and mathematics to students in grades three through eight 
and once more in high school. Beginning in 2007–2008, NCLB required states to 
conduct assessments in science at least once in grades three to five, six to nine, 
and ten to twelve. 

 States are required to develop a “single statewide accountability system” to 
ensure schools and school districts—not individual students—are making “ade-
quate yearly progress” in math, English/language arts, and science. Progress is to 
be demonstrated for all students, with “separate measurable annual objectives” 
for (1) economically disadvantaged students, (2) students from major racial and 
ethnic groups, (3) students with disabilities, and (4) students with limited Eng-
lish proficiency. By 2014, twelve years from the enactment of the legislation, “all 
students were to meet the proficient level on state tests.” The legislation requires 
each school, school district, and state to make “adequate yearly progress”  1   toward 
meeting state standards. Parents with children in failing schools are given the 
right to have them transferred to better-performing schools. Students who have 
been victims of violent crimes and those who attend persistently unsafe schools 

   1 As defined on the NCLB website (2008), adequate yearly progress is “an individual state’s meas-
ure of progress toward the goal of 100 percent of students achieving state academic standards in 
at least reading/language arts and math. It sets the minimum level of proficiency that the state, 
its school districts, and schools must achieve each year on annual tests and related academic 
indicators.”  
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also are allowed to transfer schools (No Child Left Behind, 2008). NCLB legislation 
focuses on all children, from all races and social classes. The legislation recognizes 
that the nation increasingly depends on the academic success of minority chil-
dren, and that their poor academic performance—the achievement gap between 
white and black and Hispanic students—is not only an affront to American values 
but also a threat to the nation’s economic future (Reyna, 2005). 

 Three presidents, two Republicans and one Democrat, established the priori-
ties for the school reform agenda in the early twenty-first century. They agreed 
that to improve the nation’s schools, the United States should develop a system 
of high state standards and rigorous state testing. The standards movement 
will help  all  students. This is a significant policy shift in itself. Currently U.S. 
schools sort students into various categories by academic ability, and treat differ-
ent groups of students differently. The most able students are provided college-
preparatory curricula of reasonably high quality. For all other students—in many 
cases, the vast majority of students—the curriculum is watered down, ineffec-
tive, and unlikely to equip them with the skills and knowledge needed for eco-
nomic success and the common store of knowledge necessary for informed civic 
participation. The standards movement is designed to bring all students up to 
higher levels of academic performance, no matter where they begin (Tucker and 
Codding, 1998). An education built around academic standards serves students 
from poor as well as wealthy homes, and it will be especially valuable to students 
who, in the course of their education, move from school to school or district to 
district. It should be self-evident that students are likely to learn more when there 
is common agreement about what they are supposed to learn and high expecta-
tions for their achievement. In fact, the logic of standards-based school reform is 
so obvious and compelling that one may wonder why it is referred to as a  reform 
movement  (Bennett et al., 1999, p. 586). As Diane Ravitch (2005) notes, “Teachers, 
sports teams, and business leaders have long realized that measuring perform-
ance matters. Incentives matter. The absence of incentives also matters. These 
ideas would be considered axiomatic in any other profession or line of endeavor. 
This is why the principles embedded in NCLB are not likely to go away” (p. 50). 

 Support for the standards movement rests on the assumption that the sub-
ject matter students learn in school is important: content counts. The store of 
knowledge possessed by individuals operates to determine success or failure 
in school and, to a large measure, success or failure in life (Hirsch, 1996). That 
is to say, individuals who know more, those who have a greater store of knowl-
edge, are more successful in school and tend to be more successful in getting 
into college, securing employment, and earning higher-than-average salaries. 
Subject matter knowledge is the very essence of education. It is important to 
be able to read, but it is more important what is read. Students who study and 
understand Dickens, Shakespeare, and Virginia Woolf are more likely to suc-
ceed than students who read less important, less challenging works. It is not 
enough for schools to pass students along from grade to grade simply because 
they attend regularly and are taught so many hours of reading and mathemat-
ics. States must establish content standards appropriate for success, and stu-
dents must demonstrate command of subject matter and academic skills at the 
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level described in the standards. Schools should not focus on “library skills” 
and “keyboarding,” or other warm and fuzzy objectives. It is the content of 
education that matters. 

 When schools focus on content-free goals—for example, self-esteem exer-
cises, discovery techniques, cooperative learning strategies—all students suf-
fer because they learn less subject matter content (Hirsch, 1996; Bennett et al., 
1999). Any approach to learning that emphasizes a process approach limits the 
futures of children by denying them access to intellectual capital—that is, the 
store of knowledge needed to do well in school and life. All children are harmed 
by a content-light approach, but children of the poor will be affected the most. 
Children from middle-class homes can count on their parents to compensate for 
schools’ inattention to subject matter. They are likely to benefit from the com-
pany of literate adults, family trips, and private tutors to help them with foreign 
language acquisition, music and art, and mathematics. The negative effects of 
watered-down content, low standards, and low expectations fall hardest on the 
poor and students from less well-educated families. For these students, stand-
ards reform can produce dramatic improvements. 

 Consider one example, from Mount Vernon, New York, a working-class, sub-
urb with a predominantly minority population. Following the national model, 
New York developed standards and assessment tests for all children, and initially 
the tests proved to be an embarrassment to the state’s cities. Only 36 percent of 
Mount Vernon’s fourth graders, for example, passed the English Language Arts 
(ELA) test. Instead of rolling over and playing dead or blaming the tests, Ronald 
Ross, a newly appointed school superintendent, decided to tackle the problem 
head-on. Ross examined the test and decided that it asked reasonable things of 
students and encouraged the teaching of worthwhile content. For example, fourth 
graders were expected to read stories and poems, chart the chronology of each, 

Accountability: States must describe how they will close the achievement gap among all 
children and make sure all students achieve academic proficiency. States must produce annual 
report cards that inform parents of the academic progress made by the state and the various 
school districts within the state.

More local freedom: States and school districts have unprecedented flexibility in how they use 
federal education funds. Districts can use these funds for their particular needs, such as hiring 
new teachers, increasing teacher pay, and improving teacher training and professional 
development.

Encouraging proven methods: Federal funding is targeted to support programs that have been 
proven effective in increasing student learning and achievement. Reading programs are an 
example. NCLB supports scientifically-based instruction in the early grades under the new 
Reading First Program and in preschool under the Early Reading First Program.

Choices for parents: NCLB allows parents to choose other public schools or take advantage of 
free tutoring if their child attends a school that needs improvement. Also, parents can choose 
another public school if the school their child attends is unsafe.

 Source: NCLB, 2008.

    FIGURE 5.1 Four Pillars of NCLB   
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understand their imagery, and write an essay using the content from both the story 
and the poem. Ross decided that the ELA test was of educational value and teach-
ing to the test would help students learn more skills and content than they had 
in the past. Teaching to the test would lead students and teachers along a higher 
curricular path. Children took books home every night and read for at least thirty 
minutes; they wrote every day; teachers drilled them and prepared them to meet 
state standards. The following year, the fourth graders at the lowest-achieving 
school improved their passing rate from 13 to 82 percent (Taub, 2002, p. 49). 

 In the world of education, a phrase such as “teaching to the test” sounds 
like heresy, and stressing content over process may seem like a renunciation 
of the progressive pedagogical creed. For decades, teachers have been told to 
“teach the individual child” and build content around the “interests of each 
child”—mantralike aphorisms offered by people who are well-meaning but 
misinformed. Unfortunately, the “child-centered” approach led to the “dumb-
ing down” of the school curriculum, and test results indicate students were 
not learning enough of value. The standards-reform movement asks states and 
school districts to develop high standards and reasonable tests that hold schools 
accountable for teaching worthwhile material. It may not be as much fun for 
students as a child-centered approach to learning, and may not sound lofty and 
inspiring, but will be more beneficial for children in the long run. 

  Standards and Test Items: Examples from Mathematics 

  To keep America strong in the 21st century, we must improve the way we teach 
math and we must give more students the chance to take advanced math and 
science courses in high school. (Margaret Spellings, Secretary of Education, 
quoted on NCLB website, 2008.  )

 The standards movement is well under way. The effort to develop academi cally 
appropriate standards has been ongoing for more than a decade. Some disciplines 
are ahead of others, and some states are further along the path to standards-based 
teaching and assessment, but changes are occurring everywhere. The field of 
school mathematics offers a good example of progress made in one K–12 disci-
pline. Since 1989, the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM) has 
released a series of documents that have paved the way for high-quality, thought-
ful reform (NCTM, 2008). Based on NCTM recommendations, states developed 
their own math standards and curriculum frameworks. State standards usually 
are written by experts in the field—mathematicians, math educators and math 
teachers—and cover the range of content knowledge students need to know. 

 The website of one state explains its math standards are designed “to enable 
all of [the state’s] children to move into the twenty-first century with the math-
ematical skills, understandings, and attitudes they will need to be successful in 
their careers and daily lives.”  2   This very general math objective then is fleshed 
out, organized by topics, and applied appropriately to various grade levels in the 

   2  Our examples, typical of the field, are taken from the New Jersey standards in mathematics (New 
Jersey Department of Education, 2008).  
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form of sixteen separate “standards” designed to define and illustrate “what is 
essential to excellent mathematics education.” Consider the standard for “proba-
bility and statistics,” a subset of the state’s more general math objective. It reads, 

  All students, will develop an understanding of statistics and probability and 
will use them to describe sets of data, model situations, and support inferences 
and arguments.  

 Most states have developed between five and twenty global standards in 
mathematics, and to make them understandable to students and their parents, 
and workable for teachers and administrators, each state has developed “sub-
standards,” sometimes in the form of indicators and activities by grade level 
that offer specificity and practical classroom guidance. Consider one indica-
tor that has established expectations for what students in grades three to four 
should know and be able to do in the area of “statistics and probability.” It 
requires students to: 

Understand and informally use the concepts of range, mean, mode, and median. 

The indicator provides teachers with a clear picture of what they are 
expected to teach and what their students should know. The following sample 
activity offers teachers a practical teaching strategy for helping their students 
develop understandings of the concepts: 

Before counting the number of raisins contained in each of twenty-four indi-
vidual boxes of raisins, students are asked to estimate the number of raisins in 
each box. They count the raisins and compare the actual numbers to their esti-
mates. Students discover that the boxes contain different numbers of raisins. 
They construct a frequency chart on the blackboard and use the concepts of 
range, mean, median, and mode to discuss their situation.

In grades seven to eight, one standard for statistics and probability requires 
students to:

Select and use appropriate graphical representations and measures of central ten-
dency (mean, mode, and median) for sets of data.

A sample teaching strategy asks the teacher to have students work on prob-
lems like this one:

A set of test scores in Mrs. Ditkof’s class of twenty students is shown below:

62 77 82 88 73 64 82 85 90 75

74 81 85 89 96 69 74 98 91 85

Determine the mean, median, mode, and range for the data. Suppose each 
student completes an extra-credit assignment worth five points, which is then 
added to his or her score. What is the mean of the set of scores now if each stu-
dent received the extra five points? Explain how you calculated your answer.

  While math may not become fun for every student, at the very least on 
a statewide basis, more math will be taught at a higher level to all students. 
Teachers will know what they are expected to teach; parents will know what 
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their children are expected to learn; and the state math test will measure what 
is being taught in math classes. All students will receive higher-quality instruc-
tion thanks to standards-based reform. The NCTM believes that mathematics is 
a subject matter for every student, not just the few who may have the unusual 
talents needed by future engineers or scientists. All students deserve a high-
quality mathematics education. The NCTM argues, 

  We live in a mathematical world. All students deserve an opportunity to under-
stand the power and beauty of mathematics. Students need to learn a new set 
of mathematics basics that enable them to compute fluently, and to solve prob-
lems creatively and resourcefully (NCTM, 2008).   

  The Logic of Standards-Based Reform 

 Advocates of standards-based reform in education offer several arguments to 
support their position, and they encourage you to think about the issue with 
these points in mind:

    • Standards-based reform of education offers the best current remedy for 
reducing the achievement gap experienced by schools and districts serving 
economically-disadvantaged students (Gamoran, 2007).

 • Content matters in education. For personal economic success and for the 
civic well-being of the nation, students should possess a reasonable com-
mand of a common store of agreed-upon content in math and literature, 
and the social, natural, and biological sciences (Hirsch, 2006).  

   • For too long, schools have permitted teachers to use methods based on fad, 
fancy, and personal preferences, without sufficient evidence of their effec-
tiveness. NCLB emphasizes classroom practice based on rigorous, replica-
ble, scientific research (Yell and Drasgow, 2005; Lyon, 2005).  

   • High standards work. The Commission on No Child Left Behind reported, 
“More progress was made by 9-year-olds in five years than in the previ-
ous 28 years combined. Reading and math scores for fourth-graders have 
reached all-time highs” (2007, p. 14).

   • Schools will be better places for all children when curriculum planners stip-
ulate in the clearest language possible what students should know and be 
able to do.  

   • Students are advantaged when schools test what is taught. The goal of 
assessment is to ensure that students have learned what is contained in the 
curriculum.  

   • To help students reach high standards, NCLB schools must hire “highly 
qualified teachers.” Academic research demonstrates that the cognitive 
abilities of teachers (as measured by objective tests) and their command of 
subject matter are strong determinants of student achievement (Moe, 2005, 
pp. 176–177).  

   • Testing is an essential component of standards-based reform, necessary 
to gauge the extent to which standards have been followed and achieved 
(Phelps, 2004).  
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   • Teacher-led instruction and other forms of explicit instruction are among 
the most effective methods for leading students to a consideration of sub-
ject matter. Book learning, memorization, and drill are part of successful 
instruction (Evers, 2001).  

   • The evidence suggests that common curriculum standards and curriculum-
based tests increase academic achievement and decrease the achievement 
gap between rich and poor students (Hirsch, 2001, p. 201; Hoxby, 2005; 
Commission on NCLB, 2007).  

   • Standards-based reform is more than making sure students do better on 
tougher tests. The standards-reform movement is less about imposing rigor 
than it is a program for ensuring academic and personal success for all stu-
dents   (Paige, 2006).

   NCLB, the most far-reaching reform of public education ever enacted in 
the United States, made a commitment that no child would be ignored and 
left behind in the nation’s schools. The evidence thus far is that it is working to 
raise the achievement of all children of every race and family background. It is 
a long-overdue reform and it holds every promise of success.    

  POSITION 2: STANDARDS-BASED REFORM IS A
 POLITICAL SMOKE SCREEN 

   After six years, there is overwhelming evidence that the deeply flawed 
“No Child Left Behind” law (NCLB) is doing more harm than good in our 
nation’s public schools. NCLB’s test-and-punish approach to school reform 
relies on limited, one-size-fits-all tools that reduce education to little more 
than test prep. It produces unfair decisions and requires unproven, often 
irrational “solutions” to complex problems. NCLB is clearly underfunded, 
but fully funding a bad law is not a solution (FairTest, 2008). 

  Advocates of the standards movement argue they are responding respon-
sibly to a crisis in education.  A Nation at Risk  (National Commission on Excel-
lence in Education, 1983), the much-cited instigator of standards-based reform, 
describes a national danger brought about by anemic academic standards and 
poor student performance. The report argues teachers are not teaching well, and 
students are not learning very much of value in schools. International compari-
sons of student achievement reflect so poorly on U.S. students that the result 
is considered a potential tragedy for all Americans. The authors of the report 
argue that Americans face a crisis, economically and politically. They claim 
schools have let the nation down, and the nation is now in peril. If this were all 
true, an academic call to arms would be in order. The data and arguments of the 
report, however, defy common sense and do not stand up to even modest scru-
tiny. It’s been twenty years since the publication of  A Nation at Risk . In that time, 
and despite terrorist attacks and natural disasters, the United States continues 
to experience prosperity and economic growth. American achievements in sci-
ence, technology, and medicine are the envy of the world. When Nobel Prize 
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winners are announced, you can bet half your SAT score that Americans will 
figure prominently among the winners. There is also solid evidence to indicate 
that the American students do quite well in international comparisons. Review-
ing the results of six international achievement assessments conducted over a 
ten-year period, two researchers conclude that “U.S. students have generally 
performed  above average  in comparisons with students in other industrialized 
nations” (Boe and Shin, 2005, p. 694). 

 Everything is not perfect in education, but it is not crumbling and certainly 
not in crisis. The jeremiads are not to be believed.  A Nation at Risk  helped promote 
the myth of a failing public school system, and it is used for political purposes 
with little if anything to do with academic quality. Berliner and Biddle (1995) 
argue that the authors of the report distorted the picture of American schools. 
While there are still too many poor and failing schools, there is no evidence of 
systemic collapse, and overheated rhetoric and questionable comparisons do 
not match the facts. The charges, the authors say, are “errant nonsense.” 

  If we go by the evidence, despite greatly expanded student enrollment, the 
average American high school and college student is now doing as well as, 
or perhaps slightly better than, that student did in previous years. Indeed, not 
only is student achievement remaining steady or rising slowly across the land, 
but so also is student intelligence. (p. 64)  

 Errant nonsense or not,  A Nation at Risk  focused attention on school reform 
for the first time in a generation. The report, widely publicized by journalists, 
made Americans suspicious of their schools. While some politicians and school 
reformers saw this as an honest opportunity to create sounder academic stand-
ards, others seized the report and used it to attack schools and advance their 
own agendas. Those on the far right in religion and politics used the “manu-
factured crisis” as an opportunity to take control of schools and ban ideas they 
found ideologically distasteful. Only with national and statewide curricula 
could ultraconservatives be assured that disquieting local voices—advocates of 
gay rights, abortion rights, and birth control, for example—could be kept out 
of schools. Other more centrist conservatives wanted schools to return to the 
“good old days,” before they had been captured by “social experimentalists,” 
advocates of whole language, new math, and sex education in schools (Berliner 
and Biddle, 1995). The report also serves the political agenda of homeschool-
ers, voucher supporters, and other advocates of alternatives to public schools 
(Bracey, 2003; Gardner, 2002). The publication of  A Nation At Risk  fueled the 
myth of failing schools and paved the way for NCLB and a conservative school 
agenda that has little to do with real reform. 

  Privatization and Other Risks of a Business 
Rationale in Education 

 McNeil (2000) and Horn and Kincheloe (2001) provide instructive histories 
of the Texas standards movement, a statewide effort and a national model 
for standards-based reform influenced by Ross Perot, the highly successful 
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businessman and unsuccessful presidential candidate in 1992 and 1996. Perot, 
appointed head of a state commission on education reform, argues that if 
something is proved to be effective in business management, it must be good 
for education. Many in Texas were persuaded by this argument, as well as by 
Mr. Perot’s record of business success and his folksy straight-talking personal 
style. Perot distrusts middle management—a lesson he learned from business. 
Mr. Perot likes to control things from the top, and he had found mid-level man-
agers an obstacle to change and champions of the status quo. Middle managers 
in business like things the way they are, he argues, and he believes this also 
is true in education. Perot places the blame for Texas’s education problems at 
the doorsteps of school administrators, education’s middle managers, and he 
is convinced they are opponents of reform and incompetent. He endears him-
self to teachers by exempting them from blame and deriding their bosses. He 
argues that school administrators do not have the ability to lead or the sense to 
get out of the way. “Half of them,” Perot said, poking fun at their backgrounds 
in coaching, “still have whistles around their necks.” (Thomas Toch quoted in 
McNeil, 2000, p. 179). 

 The consequences of Perot’s reforms have been profound and largely neg-
ative. Ross Perot and the school reform committee he chaired advocate top-
down management and a centralized system designed to bypass Texas school 
administrators and hasten school reforms. Schools have to be changed quickly 
and all at once. Otherwise, he says, middle managers, “the good ol’ boys at 
the local level, would incrementalize them to death” (McNeil, 2000, p. 186). 
Following Mr. Perot’s advice, the Texas legislature tried to reform schools as 
if they were a large, foundering business. Linda McNeil argues that school 
reform failed in Texas because what works for a business does not necessarily 
work in education. Texas legislators, she writes, tried to simplify and standard-
ize everything about classroom processes: planning, teaching, and assessment. 
They attempted to “teacher-proof” the curriculum with a checklist for teacher 
behaviors and tests of students’ minimum skills. This might be an effective 
way to reform a production-line industry, but it is the wrong approach for 
education and is particularly damaging to the brightest and most thoughtful 
teachers. 

 By mandating certain forms of instruction and curriculum, Texas school offi-
cials made schools exceedingly comfortable for mediocre teachers who like to 
teach routine lessons according to a standard sequence and format, who like 
working as de-skilled laborers not having to think about their work. They made 
being a Texas public school teacher extremely uncomfortable for those who know 
their subjects well, who teach in ways that engage their students, who match 
their teaching to reflect their own continued learning (McNeil, 2000, p. 187). 

 A business focus on schools distorts an understanding of teachers’ work and 
the critical role teachers play in education. It fails to take into account teachers’ 
ability to encourage or discourage students, to bring out their potential or thwart 
it, to open students to new worlds of understanding or to close them off. Business 
solutions are overly simple, with an emphasis on uniformity of outcomes and 
achievement measured along a single plane. Success in business is determined 
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by profits and growth. According to a business model, school success could be 
measured by test scores and increases in the number of test-takers who improve. 
The emphasis on scores and statewide achievement measures is too narrow a 
measure for schools. It is, McNeil (2000) writes, as if the multiple dimensions 
of a well-rounded, well-educated child had been reduced to a “stick figure.” 
The narrowness of statewide testing fails to capture important dimensions of 
learning. While testing may indicate whether children can indent paragraphs or 
reduce fractions, it does not begin to capture a student’s social awareness, civic 
responsibility, creativity and imagination, and emotional development. Learn-
ing reduced to the measurable leaves out more than it can report. 

In 2007, the Gallup organization asked the public if they believed NCLB 
was hurting or helping the public schools in their community. Twenty-six 
percent reported that NCLB was helping; 27 percent reported it was hurting 
schools; and 41 percent responded that it made no difference. On the same poll, 
52 percent of the respondents indicated that NCLB’s emphasis on English and 
math had reduced the instructional time spent on science, health, social studies, 
and the arts (Rose and Gallup, 2007).

 Education’s embrace of business models is unwarranted but it is not sur-
prising. First of all, American business, measured by profits and losses, is both 
an unqualified success and easy to understand.  A Nation at Risk  (National 
Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983) tied education and business 
together and frightened readers with threats to their economic comfort. School-
ing must attend to the “new basics” or the American system was at risk. Accord-
ing to the report, 

  The risk is not only that the Japanese make automobiles more efficiently than 
Americans and have government subsidies for development and export. It is 
not just that the South Koreans recently built the world’s most efficient steel 
mill, or that American machine tools, once the pride of the world, are being 
displaced by German products. It is also that these developments signify a 
redistribution of trained capability throughout the globe. Knowledge, learning, 
information, and skilled intelligence are the new raw materials of international 
commerce. . . . (pp. 6–7)  

 Think about the best teachers you have had in school. It is quite likely 
they all had high standards for your work, but did they simply take someone 
else’s standards off the shelf and apply them? Did they use prepackaged les-
sons or did they craft standards based on what they knew about you and your 
classmates and what they imagined you would like to read, explore, and think 
about? Were your best teachers the efficient managers of someone else’s plan 
for your education or were they the personal planners and evaluators for you 
and others in your class? How would you describe your best teachers? Jonathan 
Kozol says the best teachers he knows are poets at heart who love the unpredict-
able aspects of teaching and uniqueness of every child in their classes. That’s 
why, he argues, they are drawn to teaching children and not to business school. 
Teaching to standards that are not their own will make teachers technicians, 
and the classroom will lose its best teachers. Kozol writes, “If we force them 



CHAPTER 5: Standards-Based Reform: Real Change or Political Smoke Screen  129

to be a little more than the obedient floor managers for industry, they won’t 
remain in public schools. The price will be too high. The poetry will have turned 
to prose: the worst kind too, the prose of experts who know every single thing 
there is to know except their own destructiveness” (Kozol in Cohen and Rogers, 
2000, p. xii). 

 NCLB is not just a wrong-headed business plan. It has become increasingly 
clear that NCLB has become a “stalking horse” for privatization (McKenzie, 
2003; Kohn, 2004; Borkowski and Sneed, 2006). NCLB requires that by 2014, 
the test scores of  all students  must be at proficiency standards in state tests on 
reading and math, a level never before attained. Most schools will not meet the 
unrealistic demands imposed by the law, and it is likely that no school serving 
children from the poorest financial situations will clear these arbitrary hurdles 
(FairTest, 2008). Low test scores are likely to set off new accusations that the 
public schools are not able to do the job entrusted to them. Teachers will be 
criticized; teacher education will be taken to task; and the school administra-
tors will be excoriated, if not fired. All this will, by design, fan public outrage 
and feed a desperate enthusiasm for vouchers and the privatization of public 
schools. 

 The stage is now being set for the privatization agenda. Long before 2014, 
public education is likely to come under fire. An important aspect of NCLB 
accountability is the parental option that allows students to transfer from a 
school that has failed to make “annual yearly progress” for at least two consecu-
tive years. Parents, as President Bush has said, can opt to send their children 
to public schools, or charter schools, or church-related schools that have been 
approved by the state. Funds that have gone to public schools are likely to be 
shifted to free-market schools of highly varied quality. As one former school 
superintendent notes, NCLB is an assault on the public education system rather 
than a well-intentioned reform effort. It is more about abandonment, punish-
ment, and privatization than reform (McKenzie, 2003).  

  Costs of High-Stakes Testing 

   No Child Left Behind is fundamentally flawed. Despite the word “progress” in 
the phrase Adequate Yearly Progress, the law doesn’t give enough credit for 
improvement. Instead it requires schools and districts to meet arbitrary and 
unreasonable benchmarks (American Federation of Teachers, 2007).

 In the 1980s, the nation was deluged with reports critical of public educa-
tion.  3   The standards movement recommended testing as a quick-fix solution, 
and like all quick fixes, it is overly simplistic and accompanied by problems. 
State accountability systems tied to common standards place students and school 

   3 For examples written during the same period that were equally critical of public education, 
see: Adler, M. J. (1982).  The Paideia Proposal;  Boyer, E. L. (1983).  High School: A Report on Secondary 
Education in America;  Goodlad, J. L. (1984).  A Place Called School: Prospects for the Future;  Twentieth 
Century Fund. (1983).  Making the Grade: Report of the Twentieth Century Fund Task Force in Federal 
Elementary and Secondary Education;  and Sizer, T. R. (1984).  Horace’s Compromise: The Dilemma of the 
American High School.   



130  PART ONE: Whose Interests Should Schools Serve?

personnel in thralldom to testing companies. Multiple-choice tests have become 
the assessment tool of choice for most states, and they involve high stakes. Stu-
dents who do poorly on state tests may not be promoted or graduate. The build-
ing principal’s salary and his or her job continuation may depend on the school’s 
scores (FairTest, 2002). Art and music, typically not part of standards assess-
ments, tend to disappear from many schools, and upper-level science electives, 
such as marine biology or biochemistry, also may fall victim to the standards 
movement because they are not tested. In many school districts, a good part of 
the school year is now given over to test preparation. When teachers take weeks 
and months from the regular curriculum to teach students test-preparation skills, 
it cannot be known for certain if subsequent gains in test scores result from real 
advances in learning and improvements in the quality of education, or if higher 
scores reflect the impact of drill and repetition and an improvement mainly in 
test-taking skills (McKeon, Dianda, and McLaren, 2001). 

 High-stakes multiple-choice tests have few fans in the education com-
munity. Practitioners and researchers in education believe that to capture the 
full range of a student’s skill and knowledge, it is necessary to use an array of 
techniques, designed by classroom teachers, and administered over time. In 
addition to standardized tests, assessments should use classroom-based stu-
dent assessments, portfolio reviews, and essay exams that measure academic 
subtleties and the complexities of thinking (Janesick, 2001; FairTest, 2008). The 
education research community has opposed single “high-stakes” measures. 
Consider  Figure 5.2 , the position statement on “high-stakes” testing of the 
American Educational Research Association, the nation’s largest organization 
dedicated to the scientific study of education. NCLB reliance on high-stakes 
testing ignores the experience and recommendations of testing researchers and 
other experts. 

 In some states, the major problem with the standards movement is 
the poor alignment among its three elements: the standards themselves, 
resources available to the school for helping students reach the standards, 
and instruments used to assess learning. Often, the rush to develop assess-
ment instruments outpaced the development of new curricula and teaching 
approaches necessary to implement new high-standards learning (McKeon, 
Dianda, and McLaren, 2001, p. 5). It has proved to be a far easier process 
to write multiple-choice tests than to revamp curriculum and instruction. 
Teachers and administrators, buried in the work of developing new, more 
rigorous programs, looked up from their curriculum work only to find that 
evaluation instruments were already in place. As has happened all too fre-
quently in education, the tests were completed and ready to go before the 
curricula and matching teaching strategies had been designed. The tests 
were driving the reform, and in many cases the new curricula did not match 
the new tests. The tests were measuring content and skills that had not been 
introduced to students. The result has been confusion known as “misalign-
ment”: accountability systems not matched to the curriculum or classroom 
instruction. One set of skills and knowledge is being taught and another set 
of skills and knowledge is being tested.  
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  Equity 

  Because it is unrealistic to expect improvements in the educational system to 
fully offset the disadvantages faced by historically lower performing groups of 
students, we need to complement these programmatic and systemic reforms 
with out-of-school interventions, such as high quality preschool services, and 
programs that address nonschool conditions such as housing, poverty, health 
care and safety (Sunderman, 2008, p. 225). 

 Students come to school with various backgrounds and differing sets of 
academic advantages and disadvantages. More than 10 percent of children 
come from homes where English is not the primary language. One in five chil-
dren lives in poverty. These children typically test poorly and have trouble 

  Source:   www.aera.net/about/policyandprograms (2008) .

    FIGURE 5.2 High-Stakes Testing in Pre K–12 Education Position Statement of the 
American Educational Research Association (excerpted). Adopted July 2000.   

1. Protection Against High-Stakes Decisions Based on a Single Test

Decisions that affect individual students’ life chances or educational opportunities should not 
be made on the basis of test scores alone. . . . [W]hen there is credible evidence that a test score 
may not adequately reflect a student’s true proficiency, alternative acceptable means should 
be provided by which to demonstrate attainment of the tested standards.

2. Adequate Resources and Opportunity to Learn

[I]t must be shown that the tested content has been incorporated into the curriculum, 
materials, and instruction students are provided before high-stakes consequences are imposed 
for failing examinations.

3. Validation for Each Separate Intended Use

Test valid for one use may be invalid for another.

4. Full Disclosure of Likely Negative Consequences of High-Stakes Testing Programs

Where credible scientific evidence suggests that a given type of testing program is likely to 
have negative effects, test developers and users should make a serious effort to explain these 
possible effects to policy makers.

5. Alignment Between the Test and the Curriculum

6. Careful Adherence to Explicit Rules Determining Which Students Are to Be Tested

When schools, districts, or other administrative units are compared to one another or when 
changes in scores are tracked over time, there must be explicit policies specifying which 
students are to be tested. . . .

7. Sufficient Reliablility for Each Intended Use

Reliability refers to the accuracy or precision of test scores. It must be shown that scores 
reported for individuals or for schools are sufficiently accurate to support each intended 
interpretation.

8. Ongoing Evaluation of Intended and Unintended Effects of High-Stakes Testing

Both  the  content  of  the  test  and  the  cognitive  process  engaged  in  taking  the  test  should
adequately represent the curriculum. High-stakes tests should not be limited to that portion of 
the relevant curriculum that is easiest to measure.
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with math, science, and language arts (Janesick, 2001; McKeon, Dianda, and 
McLaren, 2001). The nation may well be in crisis, Deborah Meier argues, but it’s 
not the crisis described by the authors of  A Nation at Risk . The real crisis, she 
says, is one of equity and justice for our most vulnerable citizens: the children of 
the poor. The United States spends “less on child welfare—baby care, medical 
care, family leave—than almost every foreign counterpart,” and in the United 
States, the gap between rich and poor is greater than in other advanced indus-
trial countries, while “our high rate of and investment in incarceration places us 
in a class by ourselves” (Meier, 2000, pp. 12–13) . The size and costs of America’s 
prison system have soared. In 2008, the Pew Center on the States reported that, 
for the first time in American history, more than 1 in every 100 adults was in 
prison, at a cost to the states of more than $49 billion a year. The incarceration 
rate for black men ages twenty to thirty-four was 1 in 9. The rate for all black 
men was 1 in 41; the rate for all white men was 1 in 245 (Pew, 2008).

 The real crisis facing the United States is social, not academic. Children who 
come to school hungry and poor are not likely to be helped by more rigor-
ous standards. Children with children of their own and children from abusive 
homes are unlikely to see their lives improve through statewide accountability 
plans. The real national risk is more appropriately measured not by test scores 
but by dropout rates, unemployment statistics, and the juvenile incarceration 
rate. By itself, the standards-based reform movement will not affect deeper 
social problems. The standards movement can be thought of as a new kind of 
discrimination. Under the guise of fairness, offering all students the same cur-
riculum, same forms of instruction, and same objective assessments, students 
from less wealthy homes with less well-educated parents are denied the educa-
tion they need. With its emphasis on drill and repetitive practice for the exams, 
the standards movement has increased classroom tedium and time spent on 
numbing routine. High-stakes testing has added stress and the threat of failure. 
The negative impact of standards reform has fallen hardest on poor and minor-
ity students. In Texas, the graduation rate for minority students has decreased 
since the beginning of the standards movement (McNeil, 2000). Increasing 
numbers of poor-performing students have been pushed out of schools made 
less pleasant by the changes brought by standards reform. 

 This is not a new phenomenon. Variables of class and race have always had 
high correlations with the dropout rate. SAT scores, for example, of both white 
and black students are influenced by social class. Low parental income predicts 
low SAT scores, and the higher the family income, the higher the scores for both 
races. The black-white test gap narrows at the highest income levels. It helps to 
have wealthy parents if you want to score well on standardized tests (Lemann, 
1999). The relationship between achievement and social factors should not be 
a surprise in a society where race and class weigh so heavily in so much of 
life. Supporters of the standards movement pretend that academic achievement 
is more important than anything else in securing a job. However, educational 
attainment is less likely to predict who will get into college or land a good 
job than race and class (Bowles, Gintis, and Groves, 2005; Douthat, 2005). The 
standards movement is a smoke screen. Under competitive economic systems, 
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not everyone is expected to prosper equally. Supporters of standards pretend to 
sort winners and losers by academic achievement, as if academic achievement 
were not proxies for race and class, the real variables that determine who will 
succeed and who will fail in life.  

  Standards Alone Cannot Solve the Problems of Schooling 

 Everyone wants to improve schools and raise the levels of learning. No one is 
opposed to standards, but higher standards alone are not likely to offer help for 
the range of school-based problems. We have argued a number of points: (1) the 
so-called crisis in education that gave rise to the standards movement is largely 
manufactured; (2) the key to better schools is not likely to be realized through 
imposition of more rigorous standards; (3) standards-based reform makes inap-
propriate use of a model borrowed from business; (4) the standards approach to 
school reform discourages the best teachers; (5) the standards movement has been 
confusing to everyone involved because of the misalignment of standards, teaching 
practices, and the means of assessment; (6) high-stakes testing puts unnecessary 
stress on students; (7) standards ignore issues of equity; and (8) standards-based 
reformers rarely mention the real problems of schools: poverty and social injus-
tice, and national inattention to these issues. In addition, the standards movement 
has many unresolved issues and questions that should make you cautious. Look 
carefully at these issues before you jump on the standards bandwagon. 

  Unresolved Issues and Needed Changes in NCLB 

    • Where is teacher and administrator involvement?  Teachers and administrators 
should be involved in developing local standards for their students. The 
people at the school level know best what is needed in the community and 
what will work in classes. To exclude them is to deny their knowledge and 
skills. As Gerald Bracey notes, the problem with NCLB is that “too many 
people who spend little or no time in schools created too much of our legis-
lation and reform policy” (2007, p. 128).  

    • Can coerced reform produce positive changes?  Top-down school reform is 
arrogant and unwarranted. The failure to bring teachers and administrators 
into the reform effort decreases the likelihood that standards reform will 
be effective. Excluding parents and other community members is undemo-
cratic, insulting, and irresponsible (Kohn, 1999).  

    • One standard fits none.  Outside of a very few core standards, there is no 
compelling reason that all students of a state should be held to the same 
standards. Such uniformity penalizes the highest-achieving students as 
well as those who have the most difficulty in school.  

    • Beware of the promise of “school choice.”  This might well prove to be a phoney 
promise. According to NCLB legislation, “Parents with a child enrolled in a 
failing school will be able to transfer their child to a better performing pub-
lic school or public charter school. Charter Schools are independent public 
schools designed and operated by educators, parents, community leaders, 
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educational entrepreneurs, and others. They are sponsored by designated 
local or state educational organizations, who monitor their quality and 
effectiveness but allow them to operate outside of the traditional system 
of public schools” (No Child Left Behind, 2008). However, the promise of 
school choice may well be an illusion. Few seats may be available in better-
performing schools, and it is unlikely that poor students will magically 
improve merely by transferring schools (Borkowski and Sneed, 2006).  

    • Testing is only one aspect of assessment . NCLB equates learning with per-
formance on standardized tests of content knowledge, Such tests are only 
one dimension of assesssment and insufficient to capture other aspects of 
learning, including processing abilities, affect, and beliefs (Alexander and 
Riconscente, 2005; Sunderman, 2008).  

    • Attend to social measures of poor performance . The United States trails other 
industrialized nations in its ability to limit the percentage of citizens living 
in poverty and reduce the infant mortality rate, measures directly related to 
educational achievement. It is not likely educational achievement will rise 
until these statistics decline.  

    • Don’t shortchange the poor . Students with good test scores in well-funded 
schools will continue to benefit from a full range of curriculum options, 
such as art and music, and elective courses and programs. Students from 
poor neighborhoods will have fewer options, more drill, and a leaner diet 
of basic skills (McKenzie, 2003, p. 2)  .

 • NCLB is not working! According to the Congressionally mandated evalu-
ation, Reading First, the $1-billion-per-year initiative designed to help all 
children read at or above grade level by the end of the third grade, did not 
improve students’ reading comprehension (Gamse et al., 2008).

  Reform movements with so many problems and so many unresolved 
issues should be greeted with suspicion. Who will be served by standards-based 
reform? Who will be disadvantaged? Is this real reform or the smoke and mir-
rors of sham reform? Standards-based reform is taking schools in the wrong 
direction and ignoring the real problems. It seems likely to discourage teachers 
and administrators while doing little to improve education for most students. 
We are puzzled how NCLB can be referred to as “reform.”    

  For Discussion 

1.  In late 2007, a leading education journal printed a petition addressed to the U.S. Con-
gress calling for the dismantling of the No Child Left Behind Act and arguing that the 
law is too destructive to salvage. Among the sixteen points against NCLB were the 
following:
• Misdiagnoses the causes of poor educational development, blaming teachers and 

students for problems over which they have no control.
• Assumes that competition is the primary motive of human behavior and market 

forces can cure all educational ills.
• Neglects the teaching of higher-order thinking skills, which cannot be evaluated 

by machines.
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• Drives art, music, foreign language, career and technical education, physical edu-
cation, geography, history, civics, and other nontested subjects out of the curricu-
lum, especially in low-income neighborhoods.

• Rates and ranks public schools using procedures that will gradually label them 
all “failures,” so when they can fail to make adequate yearly progress, as all 
schools eventually will, they can be “saved” by vouchers, charters, or privatization 
(Phi Delta Kappan, 2007, p. 273). 

 Do you support these arguments? If you do, would you sign the petition?
2.  John Chubb (2005) recommends a revision of NCLB to encourage qualified college 

graduates to become teachers without going though a teacher-education program. 
According to Chubb, to be “qualified,” prospective teachers must (1) have a college 
major in the subject they will teach; (2) pass a subject matter competency test, and (3) 
demonstrate effectiveness as teachers by the achievement scores of their students on 
state tests. Do you support Chubb’s recommendations and his defintion of a “quali-
fied teacher”? Are there merits to his arguments?  

3.  The Tenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution states that, “The powers not delegated 
to the United States by the Constitution, nor prohibited by it to the States, are reserved 
to the States respectively, or to the people.” As a result of this division of legislative 
authority, the United States has developed a system of local rather than national con-
trol of education. By contrast, Great Britain has moved toward national control, and 
France has long had a national system of education. Leaving aside Constitutional 
issues, do you think that education in the United States would benefit if it were to 
move in the direction of national standards and national examinations? What, if any-
thing, would be lost?     
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How do schools find a balance between freedom 
of religious expression and the separation 

of church and state? 

   POSITION 1: FOR RELIGIOUS FREEDOM IN SCHOOLS 

    Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion or prohib-
iting the free exercise thereof. . . .  

   —U.S. Constitution, First Amendment    

 Take out a dollar bill. Turn it over to the back. What do you see when you look 
beneath the heading “The United States of America”? Printed on the dollar, as 
on every other denomination of American paper currency, is the motto “In God 
We Trust.” Will we soon have to add the phrase “Except in Public Schools”? 
Students, public school teachers, and administrators who attempt to discuss the 
God on whom Americans supposedly rely, face disciplinary action and lawsuits. 
Court decisions and pressure from special interest groups have whittled away 
at religious freedom in schools. This situation can be remedied, and full freedom 
of religious expression can be restored to all citizens in America’s public schools 
without violating the Constitution. Public schools can protect the basic human 
right of religious liberty and still maintain the separation of church and state. 

  The First Amendment 

 The First Amendment to the Constitution was carefully crafted by the Founding 
Fathers to protect what they considered “inalienable rights” of American citizens. 
For example, they wanted to protect their countrymen’s right to practice the reli-
gion of their choice without fear. Aware of British history, they knew one of the 
greatest impediments to religious freedom was state support of one denomina-
tion. To these early Americans, breaking away from England meant, among other 
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things, putting an end to religious conflicts. Therefore, they believed prohibiting 
governmental support for any individual faith was the best policy for their new 
republic (Wood, 1969; MacLeod, 2000; Tozer, Violas, and Senese, 2002). 

 To protect religious freedom, the founders included two clauses in the First 
Amendment. The first, called the Establishment Clause, decrees that religions and 
the state should be kept separate so that no religion has more rights than any 
other. The second clause, the Free Exercise Clause, prevents the government from 
limiting Americans’ expressing religious beliefs in ways that seem right to them. 
Reading these two clauses carefully is important in understanding that current 
attempts to banish religion from public schools violate the founders’ intention. 

 The Establishment Clause says, “Congress shall make no law respecting  an  
establishment of religion.” Many people, when referring to the clause, quote it 
incorrectly as saying, “Congress shall make no law respecting  the  establishment 
of religion.” The difference is crucial. The first, and accurate, reading clearly 
shows the intent was to prevent any one religious denomination from receiving 
governmental support or protection not available to all others. In fact, one of James 
Madison’s original drafts of the religious section of the amendment said, “The civil 
rights of none shall be abridged on account of religious belief or worship, nor shall 
any national religion be established” (Robb, 1985, p. 7). His purposes, however, 
were clear. The establishment of any religion through governmental support was 
to be prohibited because it would negatively affect individuals’ freedom of reli-
gious expression. The fact that many states already had done exactly that added a 
sense of urgency to the task of the Constitutional Convention. Madison and oth-
ers wanted to prevent a repeat of the religious wars in England that resulted from 
royal support of different Christian denominations (Wood, 1969; MacLeod, 2000). 

The Founding Fathers had no intention of barring all mention of God from 
American public life—almost all professed belief in God although many did not 
identify themselves as members of any religious denomination. They routinely 
began assemblies with prayers for guidance and inspiration. They asked God’s 
blessing on themselves and their countrymen in their foundational documents. 
Their language in such settings went beyond the traditional words used in dif-
ferent denominations. They spoke of a God who had created all and maintained 
the world, a God who was bigger than the claims of any individual group of 
believers (Farrand, 1986). 

 For most of American history, the Supreme Court did not interfere in state 
laws regarding religious practices in schools (Batte, 2008). Any act on the part 
of government supporting one religious denomination at the expense of oth-
ers was considered unconstitutional. Any act of the government limiting an 
individual’s right to free expression of his or her religious beliefs was equally 
illegitimate. Recently, however, the balance between the needs expressed in the 
two clauses has been reinterpreted.  

  The Supreme Court and Religion in Public Schools 

 Contemporary court decisions have emphasized the Establishment Clause to 
the detriment of the Free Exercise Clause. The trend began in a decision that, on 
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the surface, appeared to support religious freedom. In 1947 in  Everson v. Board 
of Education,  the Supreme Court ruled using state funds to reimburse parents 
for the cost of transporting children to religious schools did not violate the 
Establishment Clause. However, in writing the majority opinion, Judge Hugo 
Black interpreted that section of the First Amendment in a way that ignored 
its text. Black wrote that the Establishment Clause created “a complete separa-
tion between the state and religion” ( Everson v. Board of Education,  1947). This 
interpretation was based on a letter Jefferson wrote ten years after ratification of 
the First Amendment in which he made his famous “wall of separation” state-
ment (MacLeod, 2000). It reads in part: “. . . I contemplate with sovereign rever-
ence that act of the whole American people which declared that their legislature 
should ‘make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the 
free exercise thereof,’ thus building a wall of separation between Church and 
State” (Koch and Peden, 1944, p. 307). 

 Those using this statement of Jefferson’s to limit individual freedom of 
religious expression would do well to read the rest of the quote. He writes, 
“Adhering to this expression of the supreme will of the nation in behalf of the 
 rights of conscience,  I shall see with sincere satisfaction the progress of those sen-
timents which tend to restore to man all his natural rights, convinced he has no 
natural right in opposition to his social duties” (Koch and Peden, 1944, p. 307). 
Clearly, Jefferson’s words about the strict separation between church and state 
were not meant to limit individual rights but rather to argue against the pos-
sibility that any one religious sect would become a “national religion” through 
government efforts. When understood in this light, Jefferson’s “wall” should be 
seen as the protector of freedom of religious expression (Chadsey, 2008). Instead 
it has been used to remove religion from public schools in ways that neither he 
nor the other founders of this nation intended. Other court cases have followed, 
relying on the interpretation offered by Justice Black in  Everson . One by one 
they have created a legal legacy that violates the intentions of our founders. 

 In  McCollum v. Board of Education  (1948), the court ruled sectarian religious 
leaders were constitutionally forbidden from conducting voluntary, optional 
religious instruction in school buildings. Some years later the court held in 
 Engel v. Vitale  (1962) and  Abington Township School District v. Schempp  (1963) 
that neither classroom prayer nor Bible readings were constitutional even 
when students had the option of being excused from participation. Building 
on the misinterpretation of the Establishment Clause as presented by Justice 
Black in  Engel,  the Court took the serious step of defining governmental acts to 
accommodate religious freedom that could be deemed constitutional. In doing 
so, however, the Court created such narrow parameters that, since  Lemon v. 
Kurtzman  (1971), almost no religious practices in school have been declared 
constitutional. The “Lemon test,” as the policy has come to be known, consists 
of three standards that must be met if the action of a school district can be estab-
lished as protecting religious freedom rather than endorsing religious practices. 
To be constitutional, a policy or activity supported by a school must (1) have a 
secular purpose, (2) not have the effect of advancing or inhibiting religion, and 
(3) avoid excessive entanglement between government and religion (ACLU 
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Legal Bulletin, 1996; MacLeod, 2000). Applying the “Lemon test” in other cases 
has resulted in even more limitations on religious practices in schools. 

 For example, in  Stone v. Graham  (1980) the Court declared that a state law 
requiring public schools to post the Ten Commandments was unconstitutional. 
 Wallace v. Jaffree  (1985) struck down a state law requiring a moment of medita-
tion or silent prayer. In  Lee v. Weisman  (1992) the Court ruled that, even when 
offered by a private individual with no formal connection to the school or gov-
ernment, prayer at public school graduation is unconstitutional. Apparently, 
asking students to bow their heads, remain silent, and show respect during 
such a prayer violates the rights of students who do not believe in God. They 
are, according to the Court, compelled to participate and in so insisting on their 
participation, the school is “conveying a message that religion or a particular 
religious belief is favored or preferred” over unbelief ( County of Allegheny v. 
American Civil Liberties Union, Greater Pittsburgh Chapter,  1989). 

 Finally, in  Santa Fe Independent School District v. Jane Doe  (2000) the Court ruled 
student-led prayer at football games was unconstitutional. Even though partici-
pation in such games is purely voluntary, the fact that the school district sponsors 
and pays for the games makes them governmental actions. So prayers at the 
games also are government-supported activities that must pass the “Lemon test.” 
The Court says they do not because there is no secular purpose for the prayers, 
which have the effect of advancing religion because they will be “perceived by 
adherents . . . as an endorsement, and by nonadherents as a disapproval, of their 
individual religious choices” ( School District of the City of Grand Rapids v. Ball,  
1985). In 2002 a federal court ruled that the phrase “under God” in the Pledge of 
Allegiance also fails the “Lemon test” ( Newdow v. U.S. Congress,  2002). 

 Consequently, students are prevented from leading prayers at high school 
graduation ceremonies, even when members of the senior class want to include 
such devotions. Student athletes are forbidden from praying at sporting events, 
even in their own locker rooms. School board meetings cannot be opened with 
prayer or a moment of silent meditation. Teachers cannot discuss their own reli-
gious experiences with children, even if they believe their religion commands 
them to do so. They cannot use such expressions as “God Bless You” in communi-
cations with students or parents. Children cannot read Bible stories to classmates 
as part of oral communication lessons, nor can they express religious beliefs during 
a class presentation. In addition, they should not expect to see drawings they’ve 
made of religious figures or symbols hanging on the walls of their classrooms or 
schools. Bibles may not be distributed in public schools during regular operat-
ing hours. Teachers and students may not celebrate the religious aspects of such 
holidays as Thanksgiving, Christmas, or Easter (Pew Forum, 2007).  

  History of American Education 

 Banishing religion from all but the most innocuous aspects of U.S. public school 
life is truly ironic. The very first schools in the English colonies that would 
become the United States were instituted for religious reasons. The leaders of 
the Pilgrims, living in the Massachusetts Bay Colony, passed a law establishing 
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schools that would teach children to read their Bibles. Their literacy would pro-
tect them from “that old deluder Satan.” 

 In the early days of the Republic, American schools were, for the most part, 
privately funded and religious practices considered an essential part of the cur-
riculum. Early public schools taught religion from a perspective shared with 
others influenced by the Enlightenment. For them a shared belief in God was 
necessary to create the moral discipline required for living in a democratic society 
(McConnell, 2000). The McGuffey  Readers , the most popular textbooks for most of 
the nineteenth century, built on a presumption that Americans shared a belief in 
God to teach children what behavior was expected of them. Concern for the needs 
and rights of others, honesty, and perseverance despite difficulties were presented 
as the responsibility of all God’s children in America. “It was almost universally 
accepted that American democracy drew its strength from the general conviction 
that there was a divine power, the author of the rights of man defined in America’s 
first political document” (McCluskey, 1967, p. 237). Children were taught that each 
citizen derived his or her rights from their Almighty Father and that no human 
being had the right to take away those rights. In that era most Americans believed 
the majority could, on the basis of their religious beliefs, determine basic com-
munity norms including the place of religion in the public school curriculum and 
activities (McCarthy, 1983, p. 7). “Nonsectarian did not mean nonreligious. . . . 
Nondenominational Christianity was assumed to be ‘nonsectarian’” (McConnell, 
2000, pp. 1263, 1264). Protestant Christian beliefs and practices were incorporated 
into public schools. Teachers led children in daily prayer. The Bible, usually the 
King James Version, was read in schools. Religious holidays were celebrated 
(Goodman and Lesnick, 2001). State laws not only permitted such practices, they 
mandated them (McCarthy, 1983). So what happened? 

 The loss of balance between protecting both clauses of the First Amend-
ment’s statements on religion began in the first half of the nineteenth century. 
Immigrant children from Ireland, Germany, and, later, Italy and Eastern Europe 
swelled American public school enrollment, especially between 1840 and 1924. 
Most of these children were Catholics. Catholic religious leaders objected to 
what they saw as the Protestant character of religion being taught in public 
schools. They did not understand that the religious dimensions of public school 
life actually were designed to help their children become part of American life 
(Kaestle, 1983; Goodman and Lesnick, 2001). Their leaders protested strenu-
ously and began a campaign to create schools that socialized children to their 
own religious beliefs (Cross, 1965; Sanders, 1977; Tozer, Violas, and Senese, 
2002). To many Protestant Americans, these early immigrants seemed to reject 
becoming part of the very country to which they had turned as a refuge from 
political and economic oppression (Kaestle, 1983). 

 Despite the conflict, several factors made compromise possible. Immi-
grants perceived that public education would contribute to their social mobil-
ity. Native-born citizens believed schools would Americanize the newcomers. 
To achieve both ends, schools made reasonable accommodations. Some districts 
eliminated Bible readings altogether to end the Catholics’ objections to using 
the Protestant version of the scriptures (Wright, 1999, p. 18). 
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 A kind of neutrality among religious denominations was maintained in 
public schools that preserved the freedom of students and teachers to exercise 
their religious freedom (Goodman and Lesnick, 2001). Prayers were offered in 
“theistic” rather than “Christian” language, and holidays from both traditions 
were celebrated. Catholics and Jews who could not make this accommodation 
sent their children to schools in which their own beliefs could be practiced more 
freely (Cross, 1965; Sanders, 1977; Zeldin, 1986). As some historians see it, by the 
end of the nineteenth century, sectarian religious practices had been eliminated 
from public schools. However, schools were still faithful to the project of assimi-
lating children, especially immigrant children, into the American way of life. 

 In the last half of the twentieth century, public schools were faced with new 
challenges to that Americanization obligation. Immigrant children from nonbib-
lical faith traditions began to appear in public schools. Among those who believe 
in God or seek divine assistance, compromises on language and practices have 
been achievable. For example, many schools have found ways to accommodate 
Muslim students’ religious obligation to pray five times during the day (Dorrell, 
2007). In other instances, dress code regulations have been modified to allow 
students to dress according to the norms of their religious traditions. 

 However, in the last sixty years, the delicate balance required to enforce 
both clauses of the First Amendment has been upset by the growth of a more 
secular belief system. The United States, like many other Western countries, 
saw an expansion of agnostic, atheistic, and antireligious philosophies. Those 
who shared these beliefs were concerned about what they perceived to be the 
vulnerability of children in schools. They worried that schools, by openly sup-
porting free expression of religious beliefs—indeed by mandating them in some 
cases—were creating situations in which young people were being taught that 
religious beliefs were normative. They argued such tacit approval of religious 
faith would pressure young people to profess such beliefs themselves without 
being given the opportunity to evaluate them. 

 Most Americans—approximately 90 percent—believe in God (Gallup 
Organization, 2007). Only a very small number of Americans totally reject the 
existence of a divine being. However, that very vocal and powerful minority 
brought many of the lawsuits that have had such negative effects on the free 
exercise of religion by students and teachers ( McCollum v. Board of Education,  
1948;  Zorach v. Clauson,  1952;  Engel v. Vitale,  1962;  Abington Township School 
District v. Schempp,  1963; and  Murray v. Curlett , 1963). These “nonbelievers” 
actually have a belief system that is derived from the secularization of liberal 
political thought. For secularists, investigation, rather than religious teachings, 
is the source of answers to important human questions (Council for Secular 
Humanism, 2008). Even the Supreme Court has affirmed that secular humanism 
is a religious belief and that the rights of those who share that belief to practice 
their religion are protected by the free exercise clause of the first amendment 
(Torcaso v Watkins, 1961; U.S. v Seeger, 1965). 

 Most Americans who believe in God have come to accept that sectarian reli-
gious education no longer is possible in American public schools. Nonbelievers, 
however, want to impose their ideology in schools in ways that closely resemble 
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the sectarian projects of nineteenth-century school reformers. They argue their 
beliefs actually are neutral regarding religion. In many ways, however, they are 
hostile to it. They contend any expression of belief in God is unconstitutional 
in public settings because, by being exposed to such activities, their children 
are coerced into accepting the beliefs from which they spring. In most cases the 
Supreme Court has accepted their arguments. The result is that the most privi-
leged belief system in public schools is secularism. The rulings against common 
prayer, moments of silence, and celebrations of religious holidays in schools 
give privilege to secular beliefs. As Mitt Romney said during his unsuccess-
ful bid for the 2008 presidential nomination, “In recent years, the notion of the 
separation of church and state has been taken by some well beyond its original 
meaning. They seek to remove from the public domain any acknowledgment of 
God. Religion is seen as merely a private affair with no place in public life. It is 
as if they are intent on establishing a new religion in America—the religion of 
secularism. They are wrong” (2007).

 Of course such a policy clearly is unconstitutional. Several Supreme Court 
justices have explained what neutrality with regard to religion in public schools 
really means. Writing in  Everson v. Board of Education  Hugo Black stated, “State 
power is no more to be used so as to handicap religions than it is to favor them” 
(1947). In  Abington v. Schempp , Tom Clark wrote, “The state may not establish a 
‘religion of secularism’ in the sense of affirmatively opposing or showing hostility 
to religion, thus ‘preferring those who believe in no religion over those who do 
believe’” ( Abington Township School District v. Schempp,  1963, p. 225). In  Lynch v. 
Donnelly,  Sandra Day O’Connor argued, “What is crucial is that the government 
practice not have the effect of communicating a message of endorsement or disap-
proval of religion” (1984, p. 692). It would seem these warnings were ignored. The 
public school environment has increasingly become hostile to believers, limiting 
their freedom of expression while allowing secularists and nonbelievers license to 
incorporate their beliefs into the curricula. In doing so, the role of religious belief 
in American culture has been overlooked   (Gateways for Better Education, 2008).

  Religion and American Culture 

 While U.S. laws have prevented the establishment of a state sect, religious belief 
has influenced its culture. From its beginnings, America has been a nation that 
integrated political and religious understandings of the value of human life 
and the nature of freedom. According to Supreme Court Justice Anton Scalia, 
the secular model of the relationship between church and state, requiring that 
religion be strictly excluded from the public forum, “is not, and never was, the 
model adopted by America” ( McCreary County v. ACLU , 2005, p. 74). 

 As Scalia and others argue, religion has and continues to contribute to 
the culture of the United States in positive ways. For example, a democracy 
requires moral citizens who are able to practice self-restraint, put the needs of 
others above their own interests, and sacrifice for the sake of the common good. 
Americans have seen religion as one of the most significant teachers of that kind 
of morality ( McCreary County v. ACLU , 2005). In fact our history—distant and 
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recent—demonstrates that the government has affirmed society’s belief in God 
to strengthen us in difficulty, to guide us in perplexity, to comfort us in sorrow, 
and to express gratitude for the benefits of our shared life. “Historical practices 
thus demonstrate that there is a distance between the acknowledgement of a 
single Creator and the establishment of religion” ( McCreary County v. ACLU , 
2005, p. 89). A small minority of believers in impersonal gods, polytheists, and 
atheists may feel excluded when God is called upon in public settings. How-
ever, so long as they are not coerced into joining in the invocation, their rights 
to private belief are maintained (Feldman, 2005). 

 In fact “public expressions of religion even hold out the possibility of enabling 
religious minorities to participate fully in the American public sphere.” If we allow 
the public acknowledgement and celebration of religious holidays, we enable Jew-
ish, Hindu, Buddhist, and Muslim traditions to become part of a traditionally Chris-
tian culture. In doing so we validate the “sense of belonging” in a greater number 
of citizens and may generate more national loyalty from them (Feldman, 2005).  

  Curricular Consequences 

 Integrating religion in U.S. public life and culture is an admittedly difficult and 
delicate process. Chief Justice William Rehnquist has suggested that in doing so, 
the courts must be like Janus, the Roman god who was depicted with two faces 
looking in opposite directions. “One face looks toward the strong role played by 
religion and religious tradition throughout our Nation’s history. . . . The other 
face looks toward the principle that governmental intervention in religious mat-
ters can itself endanger religious freedom” ( Van Orden v. Perry,  2005, p. 11). 

 Public schools no longer balance these two aspects of the First Amendment. The 
perspectives of religious believers have almost been eliminated from public school 
curricula. In general, fear of controversy has led textbook publishers to neglect the 
study of religious influences on thought or historical events (Tolson, 2007). In fact, 
antagonism to religious approaches exists in most subjects. One of the most serious 
examples of this conflict takes place daily in science classes when students study 
the origin of life. Any perspective that does not support the Darwinian theory of 
natural selection is at best ignored and, at worst, ridiculed. Evolution is presented 
as fact even though there is convincing evidence that randomness and material 
forces alone cannot explain the complexity of the world in which we live. 

 The theory of intelligent design is a scientific approach to the origins of life 
that presents such a challenge to the theory of evolution (Beckwith, 2003; Dem-
bski, 2004; Dembski and Wells, 2007). Opponents of intelligent design fail to dis-
tinguish intelligent design science from creationism—the belief that the universe 
was created in six days as described in the book of Genesis in the Hebrew Bible. 
However, intelligent design is rooted in the principles of science, not religion. 
For example, biochemist Michael Behe argues that natural selection cannot 
explain “irreducibly complex systems”—systems composed of a variety of parts 
that interact with one another to carry out the system’s task. In systems like the 
flagella of bacteria, the flow of proteins in cells, and the mechanisms that cause 
blood to clot, the removal of any one part causes the whole to stop working 
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(Behe, 2007). The theory of evolution argues that these systems were produced 
by a series of small changes to prior systems, taking place in succession. How-
ever, that is impossible because if an irreducibly complex system were miss-
ing any one of its parts, it would simply not work. There would be no system 
from which the new one could evolve. Similarly, no known scientific “law” can 
explain the specific sequence of the four nucleotide bases found in DNA. William 
Dembski has established a reliable scientific method for identifying designed 
objects or systems from those that result from chance or the laws of nature 
(Dembski and Wells, 2007). Even theorists who accept evolution have acknowl-
edged that many organisms seem to be the result of an intelligence beyond the 
organism itself—an intelligence with a purpose. Some of the most honest among 
them questioned their own theories. “As a result an increasing number of sci-
entists have begun to argue that organisms appear to be designed because they 
actually are designed” (Buell, 2007, p. xvi). However, the law prevents teachers 
from presenting students with opportunities to hear about this alternative to 
the theory of evolution ( McLean v. Arkansas Board of Education,  1982;  Edwards v. 
Aguillard,  1987;  Webster v. New Lenox School District,  1990;  LeVake v. Independent 
School District 656,  et al., 2002; Dover, 2008; Kitzmiller v. Dover, 2008). 

 School districts are not even allowed to alert students that evolution is not 
a fact. For example, Cobb County school district officials in Georgia attempted 
to place stickers on science books that said: “The textbook contains material 
on evolution. Evolution is a theory, not a fact, regarding the origin of living 
things. This material should be approached with an open mind, studied care-
fully, and critically considered” (Selman Injunction, 2005, p. 13). A federal 
court judge ruled that doing so would violate the First Amendment because a 
“reasonable, informed observer” would interpret the stickers as endorsing the 
religious beliefs of the citizens who opposed the adoption of a textbook that 
endorses evolution, even though the stickers contained no reference to God or 
religious belief (Selman Injunction, 2005). Although the Cobb County stickers 
represented a good-faith effort to provide quality education without violating 
the Constitution, those who brought suit prevented a compromise that accom-
modated both believers and nonbelievers, imposing instead a solution that 
favored nonbelief. 

 Ironically, by not allowing young people to explore alternative explana-
tions, schools—backed by the Supreme Court and acting under the protection 
of “scientific objectivity”—actually require young people to accept the theory 
of evolution “on faith.” This refusal has serious consequences for young people 
and for the country. It means the American educational system relies solely on 
materialistic interpretations of reality. As William Dembski argues, “as you go 
through the educational programs of this country, through grade school, high 
school and then college, what you find is that education is a subversion, an 
indoctrination into a materialistic mindset where what should be evident and 
plausible becomes increasingly implausible, so that in the end, if you go through 
this education and buy it, you will not accept that there is design in the world. 
What you will accept is just material forces” (Dembski, 2004). Indoctrination is 
not education. A free and open debate of this and other controversies is. 
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 Health classes are another area of the curriculum in which governmental 
neutrality toward belief and nonbelief has been violated. Students, regardless 
of their religious beliefs, are compelled to hear presentations in which their tra-
ditions’ teaching about abortion, premarital sex, homosexuality, masturbation, 
and other topics are dismissed as unscientific and irrational. Students are invited 
to create their own code of ethics instead of being educated in the rich Western 
tradition of philosophical and religious thinking about moral topics (Zenit.org, 
2007). Nonbelievers have convinced the courts and the courts have convinced 
school boards that including religious perspectives on such topics constitutes 
breaches in the separation between church and state. In doing so, however, they 
set up a situation in which schools, governmental institutions, indicate that 
nonbelief is the stance preferred by the school. That endorsement is, in fact, the 
kind of action that violates the First Amendment.  (LaHaye, 2007).

 The First Amendment religious clauses clearly establish two duties for 
government regarding freedom of religion. Government must not favor one 
religion over others and must not prevent citizens from expressing their reli-
gious beliefs. The founders assumed that religion would have a vital place in 
the private and public lives of Americans. When courts ignored that fundamen-
tal reality and the historic role of religion by requiring governmental neutrality 
between belief and nonbelief, they created an unsolvable problem. In protecting 
a minority of students from hearing religious speech that is “offensive” to them, 
they have provided inadequately for the rights of students who are religious. “In 
a country of many diverse traditions and perspectives—some religious, some 
secular—neutrality cannot be achieved by assuming that one set of beliefs is 
publicly more acceptable than another . . . religious citizens and religious ideas 
can contribute to the commonweal along with everyone and everything else” 
(McConnell, 2000, p. 1264). Certain practices, such as prayer in public gatherings 
or reference to God in discussions of moral issues, are part of a long-standing 
American tradition and have enjoyed historical acceptance. If administrators, 
teachers, and students ensure that no one is coerced to participate in such activi-
ties or accept the beliefs on which they are based, the First Amendment can be 
protected in public schools to a greater degree than it currently is.    

  POSITION 2: AGAINST VIOLATING THE SEPARATION 
BETWEEN CHURCH AND STATE 

    The Civil Rights of none shall be abridged on account of religious belief or 
worship, not shall any national religion be established, nor shall the full and 
equal rights of conscience be in any manner, or on any pretence, infringed.  

   —James Madison (Original Wording of the First Amendment; 

Annals of Congress 434, June 8, 1789)    

 To hear members of the religious right complain, you’d think that all reli-
gious expression had been totally banned in American public schools. Actually, 
teachers and students enjoy a great deal of freedom to engage in religious speech 
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and practices. The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 “Guidelines on Constitu-
tionally Protected Prayer in Public Schools” reminded school officials that “The 
First Amendment forbids religious activity that is sponsored by the government 
but protects religious activity that is initiated by private individuals” (Paige, 
2003, p. 2). The document does enumerate teachers and administrators’ actions 
that are prohibited: leading classes in prayer, reading devotionally from the 
Bible, persuading or compelling students to participate in prayer or other reli-
gious activities, and including prayer at school-sponsored events. However it 
also contains an impressive list of students’ rights, including reading scriptures, 
saying grace before meals, and discussing religious views in informal settings 
such as cafeterias and hallways. Students may also speak to and try to persuade 
other students about religious topics, participate in prayerful gatherings before 
and after school, and express their religious beliefs in homework, artwork, and 
other written and oral assignments—as long as their beliefs cannot be attributed 
to the school. Their prayer groups or religious clubs must be given the same 
right to use school facilities as is extended to other extracurricular groups. They 
can be dismissed for off-premise religious instruction and excused briefly from 
class to enable them to fulfill religious obligations such as prayer (Pew Forum, 
2007). A school can limit these expressions of free speech only to the same degree 
it limits other comparable words or activities. So, for example, students have the 
right to distribute religious literature, hold prayer gatherings on school grounds, 
and discuss their religious beliefs to the same extent that they could engage in 
similar activities on comparable topics—such as politics or social issues. 

 Sounds good, doesn’t it? It appears that students who want to engage in 
religious activities or speak about their faith have lots of freedom to do so. It 
sounds fair and reasonable—an all-American compromise that respects every 
student’s right to religious liberty. So what’s the problem? 

 Some believers want to break down the separation between church and 
state. They think schools ought to sponsor religious activities and coerce stu-
dents to attend those events. For example, they believe school officials should 
be able to organize or mandate prayer at graduation ceremonies or, alterna-
tively, to organize religious “baccalaureate” ceremonies for graduates, their 
friends, and their families. They believe it should be acceptable for teachers 
or principals to encourage students to participate in prayer gatherings before 
or after school, want teachers to be able to speak openly about their own reli-
gious beliefs in classroom settings, and advocate celebrating religious aspects of 
holidays in school. Even the federal government’s guidance on constitutionally 
protected prayer seems to agree. It advises school officials on how to allow such 
activities, suggesting that when student speakers at assemblies, sporting events, 
or graduation are selected “on the basis of genuinely neutral, evenhanded cri-
teria and retain primary control” over their speech, then the content can be reli-
gious, even prayerful, in nature (Paige, 2003, p. 3). However, that interpretation 
violates the law. The rationale of the courts has been that prayers of all kinds 
at such events violate the First Amendment’s prohibition against the support 
of religion by government, no matter how much the majority of participants 
would like to include them. 
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When protecting the right to attend free public schools in which the govern-
ment does not promote religion is juxtaposed with the need to accommodate 
freedom of religious expression, complex legal issues arise. Religious liberty in 
America means all are free to express their beliefs but may not impose them on 
others. Public schools are governmental agencies and, as such, are bound by 
the First Amendment not to take any action that would favor one religion over 
another—or belief over nonbelief. Engaging in sectarian behavior at taxpayer 
expense and preaching one’s religion to others in publicly funded schools vio-
late the constitutionally required separation of church and state. 

  Establishing Religion in Public Schools 

 Supporters who argue for greater freedom of religious expression in schools 
argue that they want the same protection for believers as for nonbelievers. 
There is evidence, however, that their real intent is to re-establish Christian-
ity as a state-sponsored religion. Members of the religious right often suggest 
that public schools promote amoral values, are antireligious, and threaten the 
health and well-being for Christian children and youth (Christian Parents, 
2008). Some leaders have gone so far as to suggest that parents remove their 
children from public schools, establish Christian alternatives, or home school 
(Exodus Mandate Project, 2008). Others see public schools as “gardens to culti-
vate” in the effort to promote their religious beliefs. For example, members of 
the group Gateways to Better Education “envision public schools as learning 
communities enriched by the appropriate and lawful expression of Christian 
values and ideas, and educators teaching about the contribution Christians 
and Christianity have made and continue to make to America and the world.” 
The group calls on educators to become “Campus Partners” in the effort, pro-
vides curricular resources for teachers, and offers materials to begin a local 
campaign to restore celebrations of religious holidays to schools (Gateways to 
Education, 2008).

 “Good News Clubs,” organized by the Child Evangelism Foundation, are 
tools believers hope to use to create these witnesses. At the club meetings, chil-
dren sing hymns, memorize scripture verses, and act out Bible stories. Since 
2001, with the blessings of the Supreme Court, they have been able to meet in 
public schools after classes (Good News Club v. Milford Central School). Leaders 
have also demanded that administrators allow them to use official school com-
munications to advertise their meetings and, in cases where secular groups 
have been allowed to advertise sports clubs or child care centers, the courts 
have ruled that the religious groups be given the same access to “customers.”

Not satisfied with these gains, Christian leaders campaign to include Bible 
study in public school curriculum itself. Groups like the National Council 
on Bible Curriculum in Public Schools (NCBCPS) distribute course syllabi 
in school districts around the country, claiming they “convey the content of 
the Bible as compared to literature and history” (Ridenour, 2007). However, 
reviews of the curriculum by scholars find “various editions of this curricu-
lum have been filled with factual errors, fringe scholarship, and plagiarism. 
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With its promotion of a fundamentalist Protestant understanding of the Bible 
and a revisionist history of the United States as a distinctively (Protestant) 
Christian nation, the curriculum appears not to pass legal muster” (Chancey, 
2007, p. 554). “Students have been taught one religious interpretation of the 
Bible. That’s not only violating the Constitution, it’s also giving students a 
bad education” (People for the American Way, 2008). It has taken sustained 
political pressure—and lawsuits—to remove the curriculum from schools and 
prevent it from being implemented by even more districts. 

 Another way that some religious believers have attempted to ensure that pub-
lic schools endorse their religious beliefs is by regulating sex education. Because 
their religious beliefs prohibit sexual intercourse outside of marriage, groups like 
Focus on the Family, Concerned Women for America, and the American Family 
Association oppose education about birth control or sexually transmitted infec-
tions. As a result of heavy lobbying from the Christian Right, since 1996, the 
federal government has provided funding for sex education programs only 
to school districts that have “abstinence only” sex education. The regulations 
governing these programs ensure that the beliefs of certain religious groups are 
embodied in the programs. For example, they require that students be taught 
that a mutually monogamous relationship in the context of marriage is the 
expected standard for human sexual activity and that sexual activity outside 
of marriage is likely to have harmful physical or psychological effects. Hetero-
sexuality is also considered the norm, and efforts to address sexual orientation 
are condemned as part of “the homosexual agenda” (Society for Adolescent 
Medicine, 2006). 

 These “standards” are the beliefs, rooted in religious faith, of a minority of 
Americans. The dramatic increase in funding for these programs that has taken 
place since 1996 is a governmental stamp of approval for them that clearly 
violates the separation of church and state. Supporters argue they are merely 
attempting to preserve an atmosphere of intellectual and religious freedom in 
the face of nonbelievers’ efforts to substitute their “science” for “moral values.” 
In fact, sex education programs that go beyond abstinence only are more likely 
to offer students a chance to explore thoughtfully their own and their family’s 
religious values. Abstinence-only programs provide direct instruction on what 
those values should be. 

 The effects of this violation of the Establishment Clause have been chilling. 
Public schools in many states now hold “chastity” events in which students are 
invited to promise that they will refrain from sexual intercourse until they are 
married. In some cases, these pledges are made directly to God. Textbooks are 
censored; crucial information about AIDS and other sexually transmitted dis-
eases is omitted from sex education courses; teachers are harassed by parents 
and disciplined by school authorities for answering students’ questions that 
go beyond the scope of the abstinence-only curriculum (Planned Parenthood, 
2005). Research studies have consistently shown that abstinence-only sex edu-
cation programs do not prevent young people from engaging in intercourse 
(Stepp, 2007). They also indicate that young women who have not learned 
about birth control in their health classes are 50 percent more likely to become 
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pregnant when they become sexually active than are their peers who received 
more comprehensive sex education (Song, 2008). Apparently, for some, promot-
ing their religious beliefs is a more important goal. Government support of these 
“education” programs constitutes an establishment of religion that violates the 
Constitution.  

  The Creationism/Intelligent Design Debate 

 Similar efforts to infuse a particular religious perspective into public school cur-
ricula have taken place with regard to science courses. The theory of evolution 
is one of the most important contributions ever made to our understanding 
of the connections between all living things, and is fundamental to genetics, 
biochemistry, physiology, and ecology. “Biological evolution is one of the most 
important ideas of modern science. Evolution is supported by abundant evi-
dence from many different fields of scientific investigation. It underlies the 
modern biological sciences, including the biomedical sciences, and has applica-
tions in many other scientific and engineering disciplines” (National Academy 
of Sciences, 2008, p. 47). An earth science or biology course that does not include 
evolution shortchanges students. “Science and technology are so pervasive in 
modern society that students increasingly need a sound education in the core 
concepts, applications, and implications of science. Because evolution has and 
will continue to serve as a critical foundation of the biomedical and life sciences, 
helping students learn about and understand the scientific evidence, mecha-
nisms, and implications of evolution are fundamental to a high-quality science 
education” (National Academy of Sciences, 2008, p. 47). Yet, after eighty years, 
the teaching of evolution is being disputed once more in school districts across 
the country. Some people are convinced that, unless the “theory” of evolution 
is challenged in science classes, then the state is violating their right to religious 
liberty and perpetuating intellectual fraud. What is going on? 

 Some people object to the teaching of evolution because they believe that 
the world was created 6,000 years ago by a divine being acting purposefully. 
Beginning with the Scopes trial in 1925, creationists have attempted to protect 
their children from what they see as the evil influences of the teaching of evolu-
tion. Consequently, they have lobbied to have textbooks removed from schools 
if authors do not give “equal time” to creationism and convinced legislators and 
departments of education to remove evolution from state science standards that 
strongly influence the curriculum taught in public schools. They have had all 
mention of evolution removed from statewide tests, thus giving school districts 
the green light to ignore the topic in their classes without fear that students 
will suffer. 

 However, the courts repudiated their efforts ( Edwards v. Aguillard,  1987). So 
creationists repackaged their argument and attempted to seize the intellectual 
high ground. Instead of lobbying for creationism, they now argue for “intelligent 
design” theory and want schools to present it to students as an alternative to 
natural selection—despite the lack of scientific evidence to support their ideas. 
They argue that science teachers should be required to suggest that it is quite 



152  PART ONE: Whose Interests Should Schools Serve?

possible that the process of evolution is the work of an “intelligent designer.” 
That is, they want students to be taught that the existence of God is supported 
by scientific evidence. However, the “anti-evolutionary” forces would have to 
redefine science in order to justify that claim. 

“The formal scientific definition of theory is quite different from the every-
day meaning of the word. It refers to a comprehensive explanation of some aspect 
of nature that is supported by a vast body of evidence” (National Academy of 
Sciences, 2008, p. 11). In  McLean v. Arkansas Board of Education , the Supreme Court 
noted five characteristics of science: “(1) It is guided by natural law; (2) It has to 
be explanatory by reference to natural law; (3) It is testable against the empirical 
world; (4) Its conclusions are tentative; (5) It is falsifiable” (1982). Neither crea-
tionism nor intelligent design meets such criteria. The “scientific” explanation 
for creationism, that the universe came into being from “nothingness,” cannot 
be explained in reference to natural law, does not establish its own scientific 
hypotheses, and is neither testable nor falsifiable. Similarly, intelligent design’s 
claim that there is a plan for the universe does not lead to predictions that are 
testable, nor results that can be verified or reproduced. It is not rooted in natural 
law but explains the origins of life with reference to a supernatural force. Crea-
tionism and intelligent design are, in fact, religious beliefs and their claims don’t 
need to be tested in order to be accepted as  religious  truths. A person can accept 
on faith any explanation they choose for the origin of the world or the relation-
ships between its living things. People can draw on statements based on revela-
tion or religious authority. They can take great comfort from such faith and can 
be profoundly inspired by its explanations. They can study different expressions 
of those beliefs, comparing and contrasting them—sifting among them for the 
one that is most convincing. But what they can’t do is call them “science.” 

 In contrast, evolution is an explanation for the facts that have been collected 
through the scientific tools of observation and experimentation (Alberts, 2005). 
It is a prime example of the way scientific knowledge is constructed: “natural 
explanations, logically derived from confirmable evidence” (Alberts, 2005). The 
theory of evolution has been built up through facts such as “the presence and/
or absence of particular fossils in particular strata of the geological column. 
From these confirmed observations we develop an explanation, an inference, 
that what explains all of these facts is that species have had histories, and that 
descent with modification has taken place” (Scott, 2001, p. 6). Scientists no 
longer debate whether evolution has taken place because the data from experi-
mentation and observation is too strong. 

 Nevertheless, supporters of intelligent design portray themselves as vic-
tims of discrimination, unable to exercise their First Amendment free speech 
rights. They create slogans such as “Teach the controversy,” and “Go where the 
evidence leads” (Thomas, 2008). They argue for fairness, tolerance for diversity, 
individual choice, and opposition to censorship, which are powerful arguments 
in a society committed to those core values. The problem is that there is no con-
troversy, at least no scientific controversy. Instead, adherents of one faith tradi-
tion are attempting to alter school curriculum and teaching methods because 
they cannot be reconciled with their religious beliefs. 
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Lately, supporters of intelligent design have avoided any mention of reli-
gious motivations or intentions in their efforts to limit the teaching of evolution. 
They have created what some scholars call “mini-Intelligent Design.” They no 
longer argue that the Intelligent Designer must be supernatural. They know 
that the Supreme Court has ruled that mention of a creator in public schools 
violates the separation of church and state. So they stick with arguments that 
adaptations in organisms “scientifically” prove the poverty of evolution as an 
explanatory theory and hope that Americans, whose own science education has 
often been limited, will be impressed and lobby for “fairness” (Sober, 2007).

What’s the Big Deal? 

 What’s wrong with majority rule in regard to curriculum and religious practices 
in public schools? Ninety percent of Americans indicate they believe in God 
(Gallup, 2007); 82 percent believe that Jesus is God or the son of God (Gallup, 
2007); 81 percent support prayer at school-sponsored events; and 61 percent 
believe that the creation story in Genesis is literally true (Ellison, 2008). What’s 
the harm in bringing those beliefs into public school? Some argue that America 
is a nation founded by men with Judeo-Christian beliefs, and religion provides 
a moral compass for individuals and society. Public prayer and other rituals 
serve “in the only ways reasonably possible, the legitimate secular purposes of 
solemnizing public occasions, expressing confidence in the future, and encour-
aging the recognition of what is worthy of appreciation in society” ( Lynch v. 
Donnelly,  1984, p. 693). Only a few people object to them and, in schools, no one 
is forced to participate; they can remain silent while others pray. Why should 
most citizens be denied their preferences because they would offend a minority 
of non-Christians or nonbelievers? 

 While it might prove satisfying in the short term, breaking down the bar-
rier between religion and the state in schools—even in the name of majority 
rule—is in no one’s best interests. It hurts individuals by making full accept-
ance as a member of the school community dependent on sharing the majority’s 
religious beliefs. It harms the school and, ultimately, society by minimizing 
the need for religious tolerance and making it difficult to maintain peace in 
a pluralistic society. Finally, it undermines religion itself by making religious 
languages, symbols, and practices so bland that they lose all spiritual signifi-
cance (Warren, 2003). 

 When the separation of church and state is violated in schools—for example, 
by a prayer at a graduation ceremony or a football game, or by the introduction 
of creationist arguments in a science class—students receive the message that 
belief is favored over nonbelief. So, young people who are atheists or members 
of nonmonotheistic traditions are plunged into crises of conscience by these 
school practices. They must either risk their acceptance in the school community 
or take part in religious activities with which they do not agree. The Establish-
ment Clause was meant to prevent the development of such dilemmas in public 
spheres. Under its protection, religious belief or nonbelief should be irrelevant 
in one’s ability to participate fully in schooling. Even though members of the 
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majority find the practices untroubling, the situation upsets the delicate bal-
ance between individual and collective rights that the Constitution preserves 
(Warren, 2003). 

 Violating the separation of religion and state in schools also harms society. 
Favoring the beliefs of one religious tradition over others, or belief over disbe-
lief, creates tensions that pose a threat to the cohesiveness of our very pluralistic 
society. For example, when “nonsectarian” prayers are said at school events, 
they reflect the Judeo-Christian tradition. Members of nonmajority religious 
groups get the message that their beliefs are not really “American”—they are 
both overlooked and excluded (Warren, 2003). The result is a society in which 
individuals and groups are assigned social status on the basis of how closely 
their beliefs adhere to the preferred religion. That kind of social stratification 
can have serious results. Jews, Hindus, Muslims, Sikhs, other non-Christians, 
and nonbelievers may isolate themselves from public schools if they feel their 
rights are not protected in them. That separation could exacerbate differences 
and cause resentments and misunderstandings. We can look into the past—
recent and ancient—and discover the harm that such divisiveness has caused. 
The struggles of Shiite and Sunni Muslims in Iraq, and Protestant and Catholic 
Christians in Ireland are but two recent examples. In each case, one group’s 
religious beliefs and practices were sanctioned by the government; members of 
that group enjoyed social and economic privileges that members of the other 
did not. The results were tragic for both societies. 

 Although believers argue that religion exerts a good influence by encour-
aging people to act morally, that opinion overlooks historical reality. Religion 
has been used to justify slavery, war, terrorism, imperialism, and genocide. Sys-
tems of belief suggesting they have answers to every question can threaten fun-
damental aspects of democracy. When government endorses religious belief, 
it limits the necessarily critical discourse about the impact of faith on society 
(Warren, 2003). 

 Finally, breaching Jefferson’s wall between church and state jeopardizes 
religion itself. When one chooses freely to believe, religion has the power to 
provide comfort, guidance, and a sense of community. When spiritual practices 
are mandated in public schools, the voluntary nature of religious observance 
is sacrificed. When participation in spiritual practices is mandated in schools, 
individual conviction in religion may be lost. As a consequence, people’s com-
mitment to a religion may be dependent on the social setting, rather than on 
their own belief. When they leave school, they may leave religious practice 
behind them as well. Rather than strengthening religion, mandating its practice 
in school may actually weaken it. In addition, justifying prayer or other religious 
observances in public schools on the ground that they are merely “secular” 
denies their spiritual integrity. Christians would be shocked and offended to 
hear that a Christmas scene is acceptable in school because it is merely a histori-
cal symbol of a winter holiday. Jews would have difficulties with similar uses 
of a Menorah. 

“The text of the First Amendment is only ink on centuries-old paper; 
its power lies in the people who give it practical meaning throughout this 
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religiously diverse nation. Were this an easy task, the Supreme Court would not 
have heard over ninety cases on religious liberty since 1815” (Branch, 2007).     

  For Discussion 

   1.  The National Academy of Sciences (NAS) has argued that creationism does not meet 
the criteria for a scientific theory. Investigate the NAS definition further and deter-
mine whether creation scientists could gather facts that would support their theory 
regarding the origin of life on earth and what type of evidence they would need. Can 
you find other definitions of scientific knowledge that might be expansive enough to 
include creation science?  

  2.  The courts have ruled that teachers may not communicate their own religious beliefs to 
students. What do you think is the basis for those rulings? Research other legal limita-
tions that have been placed on teachers’ individual freedoms. Do they reflect society’s 
attempt to balance the rights of individuals and needs of a democratic society? Do you 
agree with the way that balance has been achieved? What would you do differently?  

  3.  Read or watch a film or video version of  Inherit the Wind,  the dramatization of the 
Scopes trial. Research the actual event as well. What role did the historical and geo-
graphical setting play in the case? Would the case have been brought to court in a 
different location—even during the same period? Speculate on whether geographic 
differences might exist today regarding the question of religious freedom in public 
schools. What implications might these differences have for those entering the teach-
ing profession? On what grounds would you base your guesses? How could you 
verify your thesis?  

  4.  The U.S. Department of Education has issued guidelines for religious expression 
in public schools. Using those guidelines, take the role of a school superintendent 
and prepare a set of rules for your school district. Assume that they will need to be 
approved by your school board and create an explanation for each of the regulations 
you propose.     
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C H A P T E R  7

Privatization of Schools: 
Boon or Bane 

What criteria are most suitable for deciding 
whether schools are better when they are 

operated as a public or private enterprise? 

   POSITION 1: PUBLIC SCHOOLS SHOULD BE PRIVATIZED 

Charter schools continue to be the largest example of school privatization 
with more than 4,000 schools holding contracts with government 
agencies . . . serving more than one million children.

—Snell, 2007, p. 5

Changing the way government operates opens the door for entrepreneurs to 
offer innovative and cost-effective solutions to today’s problems. Outsourcing 
provides numerous benefits—economies of scale, greater expertise in diverse 
fields, and much needed flexibility in this new changing world.

—Bush, 2008, p. 12

 Public schools are prime candidates for privatization. Privatization involves 
changing services once operated by governmental agencies to private ownership 
or operation—“the transfer of assets or service delivery from the government to 
the private sector” (Reason Foundation, 2008). This cuts the high cost to taxpay-
ers, government bloat, and the typical inefficiencies of governmental activities 
and monopolies. Public education is one of the most tax costly, bloated, and 
inefficient enterprises of government. It is also largely monopolistic, but has 
not consistently produced sound education (The Economist, 2005). For these and 
other reasons, public education has not fulfilled its social purpose of providing 
high-quality education at reasonable cost. With no competition and a tradition 
of inefficiency, public schools have become the major burden on, and frustra-
tion for, the local taxpayer. Privatization offers market efficiency, accountability, 
professional design, and choice. 
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 There are three main types of privatization: (1) transfer or sell state-owned 
enterprises to private individuals, corporations, or organizations, (2) contract 
out for services formerly done by government to a private company, and (3) 
deregulate the public enterprise to offer opportunities for private industry to 
enter and compete (Emmons, 2000). 

 School privatization has mainly occurred in the second category contract-
ing with a private enterprise to provide better education for less money. Public 
school districts are unlikely candidates for a public sale to private companies 
in the way that nations have divested themselves of governmentally owned 
telecommunication and transportation systems. Also, a strong private school 
movement in the United States already exists. Instead, most public schools rec-
ognize the values of private operation of some or all of their work. Many states 
and districts are developing charter or other parental-choice schools, which rep-
resent the deregulation approach in education. 

 Increased privatization of public education is going on worldwide. Adnett 
(2004) identifies several reasons for this governmental interest in privatizing 
public schools: 

  Increased concern with student outcomes from public schooling;

Increased dissatisfaction with rising costs while quality is stagnant;

Frustration from their inability to find incentives that change schools.  

 Among the powerful arguments for privatizing schools is that the government 
can design contracts for very specific performance objectives within a stuctured 
budget and private companies who agree are bound to deliver. That is not the cur-
rent case for United States public schools. The No Child Left Behind Act attempts 
to hold schools accountable, but it has yet to prove itself and adds more govern-
ment bureaucracy. Contracting for private operation of schools offers hope. 

  Reasons for the Privatization of American Public Schools 

    1. Improving Schools for Our Children  

 The most important reason to involve private enterprise in schools is to ben-
efit our children. They deserve the best schools we can provide. The bureauc-
racy created for government-operated schools overwhelms local budgets and 
does not respond to complaints. Private enterprise could not survive with that 
approach; its success is linked to increasing efficiency and customer satisfac-
tion. Privatization increases accountability, making school staffs responsible 
for meeting performance standards for the benefit of children. Accountability, 
a keystone of private enterprise, offers a way to clearly identify problems and 
reward good performance in schools. Instead of weak, vague educational jar-
gon that hides poor school practices, private enterprise sets specific goals and 
measures how well schools meet them. Schools that work will be rewarded; 
those that don’t will be changed or closed. 

 The Edison Schools, an innovative approach to school privatization, contracts 
with public schools to operate them with no increase in costs, but with better results. 
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In addition, Edison offers opportunity for stockholders to participate while pro-
viding a public good. The Edison purposes are clear and direct: “to offer the best 
education in the world,” “to welcome all students,” and “to operate at an afford-
able price” (“An Invitation to Public School Partnership: Executive Summary,” the 
Edison Project,  www.edisonschools.com , undated). This puts the focus on student 
achievement. Edison includes strict performance conditions in its contracts, which 
can be terminated on short notice if results are not satisfactory. The improving 
quality of schooling in Edison-operated schools is documented (Chubb, 1998; 
Edison Schools, 2005, 2008); academic scores of students are improving under 
Edison leadership. Private contractors put performance conditions in their 
contracts. What public school operation gives the public the same guarantee?  

   2. Providing Democratic Choice—Breaking the Public School Monopoly  

 A second reason for privatizing schools is to break the monopoly public educa-
tion has in the United States. Privatizing schools offers choices to parents con-
cerned about their children’s education. School choice is certainly in the best 
interest of children and their parents, but it also forces schools to compete to 
attract students and financial support. 

John Coons (1988) describes the U.S. education system as a “state-run 
monopoly.” He argues that state-run schools strip families of authority to choose 
their children’s schools by limiting them to local public school boundaries. The 
comparatively few private and parochial schools in the nation currently are 
prohibited from receiving taxpayer money. As a result, they serve a different 
and more selective clientele than their public counterparts; they don’t compete 
for taxpayer dollars. 

 The public schools have had a monopoly for far too long and suffer from 
lack of competition. They have institutional hardening of the arteries, bloated 
and inefficient operations, and slow bureaucratic response to public concerns. 
There is little reason to provide better public service, increase efficiency, require 
higher standards, or eliminate layers of bureaucracy. Privatization can bring 
customer satisfaction and state-of-the-art efficiency to such schools. Of course, 
public schools do not welcome privatization, and their unions continue to fight 
it (Snell, 2005;  The Economist,  2005; Murphy, 2004).  

   3. Increasing Productivity in Education  

 Privatizing increases productivity in public schools, a place where produc-
tivity has not changed for a century. Most public school districts operate in 
much the same manner as when our grandparents were students. Expensive, 
labor-intensive public schools with inflated administrations sap local and state 
finances. Improvements in technology and communications have revolution-
ized U.S. business and provided manifold increases in productivity, but virtu-
ally not changed public schools. Computers and other technology speed up 
industry, but schools, even with many computers, continue the same costly 
approach. Most school administrators come through the ranks of education 
and lack the business background and discipline needed to develop and imple-
ment sound strategic planning, efficient resource allocations, monitoring and 
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accountability control, and effective management in schools. That may explain 
their lack of interest in improving productivity (Hentschke et al., 2004). 

 In high-cost, high-maintenance buildings, students attend classes about 
six hours a day for about one-half of the calendar year. Teachers teach about 
twenty-five students per hour in separate classrooms using multiple copies of 
costly printed textbooks, similar to school life at the beginning of the twentieth 
century. Those teachers, no matter how good or bad, are paid on a standard 
scale, earning about $30,000 to $75,000 per year for only nine months’ employ-
ment. The one-size-fits-all teacher pay scale depends on seniority, not on how 
well each teacher teaches or how well students learn. This compromises good 
teachers and forces many away from teaching as a career. Competitive schools 
will change that.  

   4. Meeting Global Competition  

 Schools exert great influence on the future of the United States and its role in 
the global marketplace. International competition requires the United States 
to remain on the cutting edge of innovation or suffer future decline. If public 
schools are not up to the task, we need to find other approaches. Privatization of 
schools is an idea whose time has come. The resounding collapse of the Soviet 
Union illustrated defects in economic structures that depend on government 
operation. Now we are in a race to see which nation will provide leadership in 
private development. 

  As democracy and capitalism increase across the globe, privatization will 
continue to be a strong movement in public life during the twenty-first century. 
Government-run operations show weaknesses that private enterprise can over-
come. Worldwide, leaders recognize private enterprise as the key vehicle for 
improving citizens’ lives while making government more efficient with avail-
able funds and resources. Nations from differing economic traditions are moving 
toward private operation of a variety of public services. Schools are among 
the social institutions increasingly undergoing privatization in many nations. 
England and New Zealand provide excellent examples of this process; the pub-
lic in each of these nations recognizes the value of private enterprise in more 
effectively and efficiently operating schools. The United States is actually lagging 
behind other nations in this global movement.    

  A Variety of Approaches to School Privatization: 
Charter Schools to Food Operations 

 Complete privatization offers some distinct advantages, such as allowing dis-
tricts to hold private managers accountable for student learning, but it is also 
possible to identify limited segments of current school operations that private 
contractors could handle to the benefit of students and taxpayers.  In public-
private partnerships, the school board hires private managers to run the public 
schools under a multiyear contract that specifies performance standards and 
allows the board to fire the managers with ninety days’ notice.
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 Educational management organizations, similar to HMOs for medical care, 
are emerging to improve schools. Sylvan Learning Systems, Nobel Learning 
Communities, Edison Schools, and Knowledge Universe are current exam-
ples of private management of education. The twenty-first century should see 
expansion of school privatization from 13 percent in 2000 to 25 percent by 2020 
(Hentschke et al., 2004). 

Under complete privatization, rigorous contracts with the local board of 
education guarantee performance. Included in complete privatization would 
be all activities from managing the school(s), hiring, and evaluating staff, to 
developing the curriculum, evaluating student learning, communicating with 
parents and the community, and providing custodial and ancillary maintenance. 
These individual items also are excellent candidates for partial privatization of 
school operations.  

 Public schools now contract for selected services that are too costly or 
too cumbersome to handle under public control. Districts contract payroll 
and accounting services. Others find that contracting with popular fast-food 
companies, such as McDonald’s and Pizza Hut, to provide school lunch service 
is more cost-effective, more acceptable to students, and sometimes more nutri-
tious than the standard school cafeteria food. Private contracts for specific serv-
ices, from the provision of food to managing all school operations, have proved 
their value to students, school officials, and taxpayers. Piecemeal privatization 
of school services has been working well for years in many schools. Now pri-
vate operation of individual schools, and even entire city school districts, is 
developing. Charter school programs, in which the state grants specific charters 
to groups to organize or take over schools, now are legal in many states. 

 The Massachusetts charter school law allows profit-making companies to 
apply for charters. Edison, developed by business entrepreneur Chris Whittle, 
recently won three charters to operate public schools in Massachusetts as part of 
its original plan to establish up to 200 public, but for-profit, schools nationwide. 
Whittle’s Channel One, the privately sponsored television channel for schools, 
has been operating successfully in a number of school districts—another exam-
ple of the privatization of schools. The Edison Project has about 130 schools 
under its management, educating 330,000 students (Steinberg, 2002; Edison, 
2006), with low costs and good results.  

  Revitalizing the Public Sector: Improving Schools 

 Privatization is a valid idea for any public sector enterprise that has become 
stagnant. Public agencies provide needed services where private enterprise 
can’t. Public agencies, however, must meet the standard: whether the quality of 
service they provide is the best we can get for the price we pay. If public agen-
cies don’t measure up against their counterparts in the private sector, we should 
replace them. That is the essence of privatization. Public agencies can outlive 
their purposes and become a drain on public funds. Doyle (1994), submits that 
police departments and the issuance of currency must remain in public hands, 
but that construction of public roads, buildings, and bridges can be performed 
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(and already is) mainly by private contractors, as are trash collection and main-
tenance in many cities. Contracting out for services is good business for many 
public agencies. Doyle singles out public schools as places where entrepreneur-
ship is needed to provide innovation and confront unproductive and conform-
ist traditions: “The uniformity of the school system, once thought to be a virtue, 
is clearly a liability in the modern era” (p. 129). 

 Schools consume more taxes than any other agency in local communities, 
and account for the largest part of most state budgets. That favored financial 
position should make U.S. schools the best in the world, but this is not the case. 
Public schools spend increasing amounts of taxpayer money while becoming 
more and more mediocre. Privatizing schools is one strong alternative to the 
spend-and-decline model we have seen in education during the latter half of 
the twentieth century (Snell, 2005). 

 Historically, public schools made a contribution to the nation by providing 
access to education for many and literacy and Americanization to immigrant 
children. Mass education is important in this modern and globally competitive 
age, but there is no reason that government must own and operate schools. 
The government school is an anachronism, held over because of romantic ideas 
about tradition. We will look back on one day and wonder why it lasted so long 
and cost so much to maintain.  

  Obstacles to Privatization of Schools 

 When people understand that, for less cost, they can have better service and 
more accountability, they quickly become supporters of the shift to private 
operation. Other, more difficult, obstacles remain. 

 Public employee labor unions lobby against privatization of public 
services—obvious self-interest. Teacher unions have been particularly active 
opposing school privatization and are among the largest, best-financed, and 
most active organizations in state legislatures. Many state legislators fear 
their power. Teacher unions filed suit against school vouchers in Milwaukee, 
against school management contracts in Baltimore; Hartford, Connecticut; and 
Wilkinsburg, Pennsylvania; and against school janitorial contracts in California 
(Eggers and O’Leary, 1996). The teachers union actively, but unsuccessfully, 
opposed the shift to privatization of schools in Philadelphia (Steinberg, 2002; 
Snell, 2005). 

 Government bureaucracies also present obstacles to private enterprise, since 
bureaucracies may lose some of their power. Charter schools are not subject to 
some of the bureaucratic regulations that have kept the public school establish-
ment so entrenched. They may establish teacher accountability without tenure 
requirements, develop a curriculum without contending with state mandates, 
and organize classes and provide instruction without meeting some of the 
trivial specifications that have petrified public education. The public education 
bureaucracy built a massive fortress of  regulations. It is the IRS of the school 
business. Deregulation is a fearful event to some agency bureaucrats whose 
influence and positions are in jeopardy.  
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  Privatization Is in America’s Interest 

 The President’s Commission on Privatization recommends the transfer of 
selected public services to the private sector  (Privatization: Toward More Effective 
Government , 1988).

With regard to education, the commission found that: 

  The recent record of educational achievement has fallen far short of the basic 
goals that Americans set for their schools. . . . Despite substantial public spend-
ing on education—at all levels of government—the nation’s schools were not 
producing commensurate results—educational report cards have turned the 
1980s into a decade of dissatisfaction with schools. (p. 85 )  

 The commission reported that taxpayer spending on public schools dou-
bled during the prior two decades, but educational results have been less 
impressive than expected. Expenditures per student in private education are 
about two-thirds the per-student costs of public education. Although the nation 
spends heavily on public schools, average SAT test scores declined in the 1980s. 
These scores have only haltingly started to increase, and a massive infusion of 
tax dollars over the past decades has not had any effect on them. The National 
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) and other tests show that U.S. 
students perform poorly. In the international arena, comparative studies of 
test scores show that U.S. students rank at the bottom among industrialized 
democracies (Finn, 1995; Mandel et al., 1995; The Economist, 2005). Pump-
ing more taxpayer money into those schools is not likely to alter their long-
term deficiencies. Feistritzer (1987) reports that no apparent correlation exists 
between education spending and student achievement. At no additional cost, 
privatization can improve schools, increase teacher motivation, and enhance 
student learning. 

Public schooling can be improved through expertise in management, cost 
control, and performance. Schools are a public service that the private sector 
can help.  

  Privatization and the Public School Crisis: 
What Can Privatization Provide for Schools? 

 There are many reasons to seriously question the continuation of public educa-
tion as it is presently organized and operated (Geiger, 1995; Murphy, 2004). 

 Public schools are a lockstep system, out of touch with contemporary busi-
ness management. Current school management follows an archaic and costly 
pattern, under regulations the education establishment set up early in the twen-
tieth century. Many small schools have separate administrations and budgets 
for providing essentially the same services. New Jersey, for example, has more 
than 600 separate school districts. In some states, even tiny schools are man-
dated to employ a school principal, and often a superintendent and other staff. 
In large districts, multiple, well-paid school administrative officers never teach 
a student and seldom visit the district’s schools. Organizational structures of 
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schools are more similar to those of inefficient early factories than to structures 
of modern corporations. 

 Public schools use an old-fashioned political system for more tax money, 
elaborate and expensive lobbying in state legislatures to improve teacher 
salaries and keep teacher unions in power, and coziness with state education 
agencies to maintain the status quo. Increasing state regulation serves only to 
further bloat school administrations without accountability.  Schools are mired 
in bureaucracy and self-protective traditional thinking. They are not efficient 
institutions. Instead of attempting to keep costs down while improving quality, 
a standard that business sets, schools simply obtain increased tax funds without 
improving productivity. 

 There are numerous places to increase productivity and improve school 
performance in this antiquated system of education. The school day and 
school year are expensive links to our agricultural past. Most industrialized 
nations keep students in school for longer days and for more days of the year. 
Traditional small-group instruction, with one well-paid teacher for each class of 
twenty-five students, does not take advantage of striking advances in commu-
nication technology or flexible management. Interactive computers linked with 
major libraries and scholars would make better use of limited resources. The 
lack of merit-based salary recognition for teachers limits teachers’ motivation. 
The inertia of low productivity is built into the current public schools; private 
enterprise offers a fresh approach.  

  The Privatization Movement: A Global Context 

A worldwide privatization movement is already in progress, rapidly improv-
ing services in many other areas, such as transportation and communication. 
Schools are an important part of this movement, and the effort to privatize them 
should be viewed in the larger context. 

 The global political economy has changed since the end of the cold war, as 
the world increasingly recognizes the values inherent in free-market enterprise. 
Privatization is consistent with the realization that communism and socialism 
are defective political systems. Communism robs people of their individuality, 
and socialism robs them of their personal motivation. The former communist 
and socialist nations of the old Soviet bloc realize that privatization of state-
owned industries will improve their economies and the lives of their people. 

Economic analyses (Vickers and Yarrow, 1991; van Brabant, 1992; Earle, 
Frydman, and Rapaczynski, 1993) describe the difficulties such nations as Hun-
gary, Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Russia encountered in their massive efforts 
to restructure a failed system, but economists generally recognize the need to 
privatize to compete in the global market. Earle, Frydman, and Rapaczynski, 
for example, note: 

  After decades of experience with malfunctioning command economies and 
unsuccessful attempts to improve their performance through moderate “mar-
ket socialist” reforms, the countries of Eastern Europe and the former Soviet 
Union are struggling to radically transform their economic systems. (p. 1)  
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In 1990, formerly communist East Germany had almost 14,000 state-owned 
businesses, and just four years later, the number was fewer than 150 (Protzman, 
1994). Private enterprise and marketplace competition are replacing inefficient 
government-controlled business enterprises. 

 Other nations engage in massive privatization of publicly owned industries. 
Great Britain recently privatized many publicly owned and operated industries. 
The British economy has improved significantly as a result. Privatization is an 
idea taking hold for industries in many nations. Water and waste treatment, 
for example, are 100 percent privatized in England, while the United States has 
privatized only about 15 percent (Farazmand, 2001). 

 Competition is a hallmark of private enterprise and requires efficient opera-
tion and consumer satisfaction—two elements lacking in government monopo-
lies. Under privatization, it is possible to maintain and improve public services 
while cutting taxes. Private enterprise is built on the human desire to succeed 
and get credit for succeeding. This system motivates people to achieve more 
and rewards those who show improved work. 

 We should not be content with old structures and their myths if those struc-
tures are no longer efficient. An old car must be replaced when it costs more to 
repair it than it is worth; we need to review social agencies to see if they are as 
efficient as alternatives. 

 Schools are basic to the national interest and to international competition. 
America’s leadership depends on top-quality, well-educated people—successful 
students from achievement-driven schools. The talents and vision of such peo-
ple are limited by cookie-cutter schools that offer less than the most current and 
efficient approaches to education. The private sector of the U.S. economy, which 
demands innovation and efficiency to survive, offers to reshape U.S. schools to 
meet the demands of global competition. For many good reasons, privatization 
of schools is the wave of the twenty-first century.    

  POSITION 2: PUBLIC SCHOOLS SHOULD BE PUBLIC 

    In short, privatization cannot replace governmental functions; indeed it 
cannot even replace a portion of these functions in society. There are areas 
in which government does better and best, such as in policy making and 
management, regulation, control, social equity, prevention of discrimination 
and exploitation, protection of individual rights and citizenship, provision of 
security and stability in governance and administration, social control and 
cohesion, and more.  

   —Farazmand, 2001, p. 15   

    The public is losing its sense of ownership of its schools, which threatens 
democracy itself. 

   —Mathews, 2008, p. 560    

 The idea that private operation of public services is superior is a socially destruc-
tive myth. Schrag (1999) points out that “the pattern in our society is toward 
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withdrawal from community into private, gated enclaves with private security, 
private recreational facilities, private everything, even as the public facilities 
deteriorate.” Self-serving myths—promoted in the corporate world and corpo-
rate-oriented mass media—are that private enterprise offers superior services, 
efficiency, competition, and management. 

 Krugman (2002) shows that privatization by governments record does not 
support claims of improving efficiency. Typically, private contractors submit 
low bids to get a contract, then move prices up—or have cost-overruns—after 
government workers have been eliminated and are no threat to the contractor.  

 There is no solid evidence of superior performance, higher quality, lower 
costs, or better management in schools by the private sector. Evidence demon-
strates the opposite. Edison Schools, the largest of private corporations running 
schools, can produce no substantial data of improvements in academic perform-
ance by students (Miron and Applegate, 2000; Bracey, 2002, 2008; Henriques and 
Steinberg, 2002a, 2002b; Holloway, 2002; AFT, 2003; Lubienski and Lubienski, 
2004; Ratchford, 2005). 

 Henry Levin, an economist of education who directs the Center for the Study 
of Privatization in Education at Columbia University, summarizes research on 
claims about private operation of public schools: 

  “. . . studies of EMOs [for-profit Educational Management Organization, 
like Edison Schools] have found greater administration costs than compara-
ble public schools. EMO contracts have also been more costly than funding 
received by similar public school sites. Moreover, there is little evidence that 
EMO-run schools outperform public schools with similar students.” (Levin, 
2006. pp. 11, 12)  

 Uncritical reporting by mass media on charter schools describes them as inno-
vations to improve education, but hides their lack of academic performance. Not 
all charter schools are private, but many are and there is a false presumption that 
they are somehow better than public education. A vast, 2.5-year study by research-
ers at UCLA finds little support for claims that charter schools improve learning; 
charter schools neither fulfill their promises nor improve student achievement 
(Magee and Leopold, 1998). Some charter schools, relieved from many state regu-
lations, have serious problems in finances, student achievement, and operations. 
A Brookings Institute Brown Center report on American education (2002), exam-
ining academic achievement in charter schools in ten states from 1999 to 2001, 
concludes: “in a nutshell, charter schools performed about one-quarter standard 
deviation below comparable regular public schools on these three years of state 
tests” (Brown Center Report, 2002, p. 1). Privatizing schools is not improvement 
or progress, just another avenue for private wealth to gain more control. 

 Since private companies are supposed to be good in the area of manage-
ment, look at how well Edison Schools manages itself: This corporation often 
faces financial crises, issuing new stock to finance continuing operations and 
borrowing immense amounts of money. Edison gets substantial funds from pub-
lic school district money for, ironically, contracting to manage public schools 
in a cost-effective way. In 2001, Edison reportedly had to pledge $61 million as 
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collateral to obtain a loan of only $20 million—a demonstration of the company’s 
financial problems. No public school would be permitted to do such shaky 
financing. In addition, Edison sometimes gets subsidies from private charities for 
running its schools—raising questions about the corporate claim that they can 
run schools at less cost per pupil than public schools (Henriques and Steinberg, 
2002a). Bracey (2002) and Saltman (2005) detail a long series of Edison difficul-
ties, both financial and educational, suggesting Edison used questionable politi-
cal arrangements to obtain contracts in such places as Philadelphia, prompting 
investigations of Edison’s efforts to provide private schooling in such places as 
New York, Georgia, Massachusetts, Connecticut, Texas, and Kansas. 

 Is privatization of public services good public policy or just corporate prop-
aganda? Do corporations do things better than public agencies, or are they just 
better at PR? Are Enron, WorldCom, and sub-prime mortgage bundlers good 
examples of how privatization might work for education? Should we work 
out a system for privatizing public schools that would handsomely reward the 
school CEO and a chosen few insiders, penalize the workers and general stock-
holders, and allow a failing corporation to walk away from the schools with 
little responsibility for their failure? 

  Social Purposes and Private Goals 

 In a capitalistic democracy, some activities fit private enterprise and some 
deserve public operation and oversight. Kozol (Rethinking Schools,  1998) finds 
no evidence that “a competitive free market, unrestricted, without a strong 
counterpoise within the public sector will ever dispense decent medical care, 
sanitation, transportation, or education to the people” (p. 1).

 Privatizing public schools exemplifies a myth, a siren song of lower costs 
and better scores. Significantly, this shifts attention from the fundamental social 
purposes of public education in a democracy. A shift may serve those advo-
cating privatization, but basic social purposes must be the centerpoint of any 
substantial debate over privatization. A major test of the public/private balance 
lies in the fundamental social purposes of an activity. Thus, we can measure 
public and private operation of schools against the broad social purposes of 
schooling. Any debate over privatizing public schools should focus on whether 
public or private control is more likely to move us toward fulfilling those large 
social purposes. 

 The clamor to privatize, and a long-term campaign to demonize public 
schools, has stifled the more significant debate on social purposes. Lacking is 
the necessary long-range social perspective in the pressure to privatize schools 
(Hunter and Brown, 1995). Shortsighted goals of achieving higher test scores 
and saving money are simply insufficient reasons for privatizing, even if pri-
vate schools could ensure these results. Of course, they can’t; and short-term 
test score improvement has been shown to be the result of manipulation, not 
superior schooling. The privatization myth magnifies social and economic 
problems plaguing public schools for over a century, while it hides significant 
historical defects of private enterprise. 
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 Despite a century-long tradition of excellent public service in difficult social 
and financial conditions, public schools have been subjected to a relentlessly 
negative campaign during the past two decades. Ironically, the privatization 
myth has protected private enterprise from similar attacks for its many fail-
ures and its significant threat to democracy. The history of private enterprise—
with its questionable ethics, cavalier treatment of employees and the public, 
financial manipulation of the political process, and escapes into bankruptcy or 
taxpayer bailout when in trouble—goes unmentioned in reporting and public 
discourse on privatization. Much support for privatization of public schools 
revolves around shallow advertising that capitalizes on negative images of 
public schools, unsupported claims of potential cost savings, and a paternalis-
tic aura that corporations know best. The evidence does not support the claims. 
A Brookings Institution study of privatization in public schools, especially big 
city schools, found that most arguments for school privatization are based on 
wishful thinking (Ascher, Fruchter, and Berne, 1996). Other studies have shown 
for-profit schools do not have innovative practices, curriculum, or management 
programs (Kaplan, 1996; Zollers and Ramanathan, 1998). 

 The rush to privatization demands a serious look at rationales, practices, 
and potentials. In certain situations and under strict and open public regula-
tion and school district supervision, it is reasonable to provide some aspects 
of public services, such as food service in school lunchrooms, through private 
contracts. But wholesale privatizing of schools, where a private corporation 
controls the management, curriculum, and instructional decisions of a whole 
school or school district, is an extremely hazardous approach to dealing with 
public services. In areas as important to society’s future as education, privatiz-
ing may destroy the soul of democratic life (Saltman, 2000; Sudetic, 2001). 

 Two major points stand out: (1) public schools serve significant public pur-
poses, and (2) privatization is being championed under a number of myths 
that hide its unpleasant characteristics. Our conclusion in advance: that public 
schools must not be sacrificed to private profiteering.  

  Privatizing and the Democratic Purpose of 
Public Education 

 A democracy requires a well-informed, active, and free populace. The primary 
ideals of democracy in the United States include justice, equality, and freedom. 
Within those high social ideals, the overriding purpose of public education is 
to prepare students for active and knowledgeable participation in society. In 
schools, that preparation involves development of language and number facil-
ity, social knowledge, ethical conduct, and critical thinking—all in the context 
of the accumulated wisdom of the arts and sciences. Standardized test scores, 
of course, reveal relatively little about this significant curriculum or about the 
social purposes public schools serve. The root purpose of education is improv-
ing civilization by ensuring and expanding justice, equality, and freedom. To 
lose sight of that grand democratic ideal by a narrow focus on costs and test 
scores undercuts the fabric of American society. 
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 This relationship between a democratic society and the need for publicly 
operated schools has been widely recognized throughout history. Aristotle 
(1988), the first Western political philosopher, clearly recognized the public 
need to provide schooling for all citizens to preserve a democracy. Among the 
most compelling statements for public education in a democratic society is John 
Dewey’s  Democracy and Education  (1916). In recent years, leading political theo-
rists and education scholars have reiterated the significance of public education 
to democracy (Gutmann, 1999, 2008; Saltman, 2000; Kadlec, 2007). 

 The goals of improving justice, equality, and freedom are central to the idea of 
a public school, but not to private enterprise. We have a long way to go in public 
education to meet these high standards; minorities and women have not had equal 
opportunities or freedom in schools. But we are improving significantly in this 
area, and we continue to pursue those goals in public education. Privatizing, with 
its attendant emphasis on cutting costs and improving test scores, is less likely to 
expand opportunities for the weakest or most disadvantaged. When you take seri-
ously the need to educate the whole society, and not merely the elite, you improve 
society—but you may not increase average test scores or cut the school budget. 

Schools should also offer freedom of inquiry needed to fulfill the claim of 
democracy. Education for knowledgeable self-governance liberates us from 
ignorance, including that perpetuated by propaganda and censorship. Public 
education for all citizens requires student and teacher freedom of inquiry and 
critical thinking about social problems. But free, critical study of social prob-
lems may not be a goal in corporation-operated schools. Open examination of 
controversial topics, necessary in democratic society, may conflict with corpo-
rate agendas in an ethos in which business knows best. How many corporations 
encourage criticism, especially public criticism, of their purposes and practices? 
Saltman (2000, 2005) condemns the utter commercialization of public education 
as a major threat to democracy. 

 The common schools tradition in the United States been a keystone of dem-
ocratic society by offering individuals the opportunity to develop skills and 
knowledge needed to self-govern. Schools also have provided a community-
centered service responsible to the community in a variety of ways. Privatiza-
tion threatens that tradition. Dayton and Glickman (1994) point clearly to one 
aspect of the threat: 

  A fundamental problem with the privatization movement is that it views public 
education as merely another individual entitlement and ignores the vital public 
interests served by common public schools. Public education is democratically 
controlled by the elected representatives of the People. Ultimately it is the Peo-
ple who decide how public education funds are expended. Privatization systems 
use public funds, but limit public control. Allowing private control of public 
funds circumvents the democratic control and interests of the People. (p. 82)  

 Is private management likely to view justice, equality, and freedom as schools’ 
most important purposes? Public education may have some difficult problems, 
but its purposes are clear and positive. Can the private sector be trusted to fos-
ter these democratic ideals?  
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Example of School Privatization: Reasons for Resistance 

 The two most prominent efforts to privatize public schools in the United States 
have already frayed, engaging in questionable practices that should arouse 
the public’s skepticism about the whole process (Saks, 1995; Toch, 1995; CUPE 
Report, 1998; Shrag, 1999; Breslau and Joseph, 2001; Shrag, 2001; Bracey, 2002; 
Henriquez and Steinberg, 2002a, 2002b; Saltman, 2005). 

  The Edison Project /Schools

 The Edison Project, the most widely advertised effort to take over and profit 
from operation of public schools, was established by Christopher Whittle in 1991. 
Whittle, a strong advocate of free-market economics, was known for comments 
that were “unbelievably hostile to the public school world” ( New York,  1994, p. 53). 

 The Edison Project began by proposing to build new schools. That idea 
changed quickly to an effort to contract for the complete operation of existing 
public schools. Whittle predicted that the Edison Project would be operating 200 
private schools by 1996, and would be educating 2 million children by the year 
2010. He also pledged to personally finance the education of 100 “Whittle Schol-
ars” for a year at the University of Tennessee (Stewart, 1994). The widely pub-
licized project now appears unable to meet any of its initial projections. Edison 
reportedly was operating a few for-profit schools with a record of high teacher 
turnover because of organizational disarray, lack of materials and support, and 
other related problems (CUPE Report, 1998; Breslau and Joseph, 2001; Shrag, 
2001; Bracey, 2002; AFT, 2003; Moberg, 2004; Glassman, 2005; Snyder, 2007). 

 Privatization means even lower pay and higher workloads for teachers and 
counselors, increased savings on textbooks and materials, cutting or elimina-
tion of other services, to help finance higher salaries for executives. This corpo-
rate model—excessively paid executives over underpaid workers—benefits an 
elite few, but does not benefit society in general. 

 Can private business show how to better finance schools with public funds, 
make a profit, and preserve educational quality? By 1994, Whittle Communica-
tions had reached a state of financial collapse. The  New Yorker  magazine (1994) 
featured a long story detailing this collapse under the title “Grand Illusion,” 
and subtitled with the line, “But the biggest surprise may be that it took so long 
for anyone to know that things had gone so wrong” (p. 63). The story described 
Whittle’s reputation on Madison Avenue as a “legendary salesman” and one 
whose “most striking quality may be his charm” (p. 63). This charm has not 
made the Edison stock worthwhile; it declined precipitously from $37 to 14¢ per 
share amid concerns about its profitability and an SEC investigation (Steinberg 
and Henriques, 2002). Edison went private.

 Whittle earlier established Channel One, a private television channel that 
“gave” TV equipment to schools on the condition that students be required to 
watch the channel and its commercials daily. Needing capital to try to save his 
other ventures, Whittle sold Channel One to K–III Communications. K–III owns 
 Seventeen  magazine and the  Weekly Reader,  a school newspaper, and is itself under 
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the control of the same corporate body that controls RJR Nabisco. That relationship 
raised some concerns about corporate interests and influence when the  Weekly 
Reader  carried a story on “smokers’ rights” ( Wall Street Journal,  1994). But the larger 
concern is about the broad effort to commercialize public education. 

 Edison’s financial difficulties illustrate some defects inherent in the privati-
zation scheme. Venture capital, with its high risks and potentially high rewards 
for a few, is not the best model for organizing public schools in a democracy. 
Public schooling’s long-term goals of providing knowledge and encouraging 
ethical conduct based on justice, equality, and freedom are socially constructive. 
A public education system based on charm and advertising is inconsistent with 
the democratic purposes of education.

    Privatization and Private Enterprise: Beyond Schooling 

  In areas where private enterprise is supposed to afford the best leadership (effi-
ciency, financial acuity, accountability, and performance), these private ventures 
do not measure up. Instead, evidence of financial manipulation, wastage and 
inefficiency, and insufficient public accountability crops up (Sheppard, 1998). 
Further, private enterprise has offered no demonstration that instruction actu-
ally was improved and at a lower cost when private groups take over. The social 
purposes of public education, of course, are not addressed in these examples. 

 Private entrepreneurship is one of the values American society holds dear. 
We prize the brave individuals who risk their financial security to bring new 
ideas and products to the public marketplace. Private entrepreneurs encourage 
innovation, experimentation, and development. But private entrepreneurship 
also is marked by unethical and illegal practices, including fraud and scams, 
graft and corruption, “Let the buyer beware” as a common corporate philoso-
phy, and irresponsible pollution of the environment. The robber baron mentality 
permeates much of private enterprise, where payoffs and hidden conspiracies 
for fixing prices or controlling the market are simply ways of doing business. The 
primary value is personal greed. In these ways, private enterprise has shown 
little regard for social responsibility. Incompetent private operation and lack of 
adequate governmental regulation have cost taxpayers billions in government 
bailouts and subsidies of Chrysler, Lockheed, the savings and loan associations, 
and subprime mortgage financiers. Yet private enterprise maintains an aura of 
respectability that implies it is better than public operations.   

  Challenging the Privatization Myth 

 Striking examples of improvements and declines in the quality of human life 
can be attributed to both private and public enterprise; neither has an automatic 
superiority in economic, ethical, or social terms. In addition to lack of clear sup-
portive evidence about the extraordinary claims of privatization advocates, ques-
tions arise about the ideology of privatization and its consequences for society. 

 Inherent in privatization mythology is the presumption that if something 
makes a profit, it must be good for us. How can a democracy sustain the idea that 
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greed offers more to society than social responsibility? Privatization encourages 
privateering over the public good. Standard Oil’s manipulation of the public 
trust was so massive it resulted in antitrust laws supposed to protect us from 
further fleecing by private enterprise (Tarbell, 1904). Unfortunately, we have 
suffered a long history of corporate corruption, fraud, and manipulation of the 
public even with some protections resulting from antitrust legislation (Adams, 
1990; Calavita et al., 1997; Mitchell, 2001; Sherman, 2001; Palast, 2002). 

Enron and WorldCom showed us that the corporate world remains ready 
and eager to gain excessive, some say obscene, profits on public necessities with-
out accepting public responsibility. A pattern of Enron political action, includ-
ing gifts, contributions, and extraordinary lobbying, gave Enron executives 
access to top politicians. These Enron executives became leaders of the effort to 
deregulate the energy industry, a necessary public commodity. Their substan-
tial contributions to both political parties assured Enron of a more than equal 
opportunity to have their side heard in the halls of government. The resulting 
deregulation, a form of privatization, permitted manipulation of the system of 
electricity and gas provided to the public, creating manufactured crises, short-
ages, and windfall profits to companies like Enron. Enron had not been entirely 
without public blame before the debacle of 2002; three years earlier, Human 
Rights Watch published a dark story of Enron’s involvement in human rights 
violations (Human Rights Watch, 1999). While other examples of corporate 
greed are not as large or public as Enron’s, there are many others. WorldCom’s 
hidden losses were, apparently, the largest of any corporation in history and 
were taken largely by shareholders and employees—not the key executives. We 
need to exercise great caution in accepting the myth that corporations will look 
out for the public good.  

  Exposing the Myths of Privatization 

 Clever packaging in a period when people distrust government and are con-
cerned about rising taxes has made privatization popular. There are, however, 
several presumptions that privatization is based on, and they are simply false 
or at least seriously questionable. The popular media have not challenged these 
presumptions. They are myths of private enterprise, and deserve to be fully 
examined before the public purse is opened even wider to private operations. 

 Myths about privatization include the ideas that privatization is:

    • efficient, so it can save tax money while providing quality services.  
   • market-driven, so it is responsive to the consumer.  
   • performance-based, rewarding the productive and cutting out the 

incompetent.  
   • a success as a worldwide movement.    

  Myth: Efficiency 

 Efficiency is the main claim of private enterprise. It is almost an article of faith, 
but the claim collapses under scrutiny. 
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 Efficiency is a means, not a goal; the mere act of being efficient is inadequate 
as a rationale for social policy. There has to be a purpose for striving to make 
human activities efficient. In a democratic society that respects the environment 
and aspires to equity for its members, efficiency can be a worthwhile pursuit, 
but effectiveness is more important. Efficient use of resources, human and other, 
should aim to preserve and improve the environment. That is a worthy goal, 
and efficiency is an appropriate means to reach it; but environmental improve-
ment by efficiency is not in the interests of many industries. Efficient operation 
of social services should have the purpose of improving the lot of society as a 
whole, not just of one class of people.

The superficial type of efficiency used in the private sector is found want-
ing. The profit motive defines efficiency as a cost-saving way to increase cor-
porate income. Saving time by requiring dangerous shortcuts may appear to 
be efficient, but may simply be foolhardy. Efficient slaughter of wild animals, 
once a pastime of the wealthy and a business enterprise, sped endangerment of 
many species. Wild animal wall trophies and exotic meat dishes are not worth 
the price of those forms of efficiency. 

 Efficient manufacturing has created toxic waste, workplace accidents, 
worker health problems, overproduction, and waste. Actual social costs of this 
type of efficiency are seldom calculated. Environmental and human costs of 
industrial efficiency are hidden in the search for profit. In addition, the pub-
lic often subsidizes the private sector through corporation-friendly policies on 
taxes and use of natural resources. 

 A related concern is whether captains of industry are themselves efficient and 
productive. Do they lead lives that model efficiency and social improvement? 
Some wealthy people make significant contributions to the improvement of soci-
ety and strive for efficient and productive lives; that is not standard. Large homes, 
expensive cars, servants, yachts, exclusive clubs, private planes, and legal and 
financial assistance to take advantage of tax loopholes typify those who gain the 
most from private enterprise. These are not accoutrements normally found among 
public school educators, whose lives are devoted to public service. Conspicuous 
consumption is a characteristic of  private enterprise, not of public employment.  

  Myth: Market-Driven and Consumer-Responsive 

 Another myth is that the private sector competes in the open marketplace and 
pleases its customers. However, there is no free and open market in the current 
economy. Price-fixing, monopolistic trusts, special interest legislation, weak regu-
latory agencies, and other corporation-protective practices skew the market to ben-
efit the biggest corporations and most politically adept businesspeople. Lobbying, 
graft, buyouts, control of regulating authorities, and an “old boys’ network” com-
bine to deny newcomers equal marketplace opportunity. Most corporate strate-
gies aim to gain control of the market to keep others out, not to encourage free 
competition. When that doesn’t work well, corporations appeal to the govern-
ment for special treatment or subsidies, or undergo bankruptcy, which hurts small 
investors but leaves executives wealthy. The free market does not exist. 
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 Public bailouts of failed corporations have enormous public costs, but 
somehow they are not classified as failures since they were successful at get-
ting taxpayers to cover the cost. Publicly funded bailouts of failed corporations 
could be called publicization, but they were not made public enterprises—they 
remained profit-making entities with taxpayers taking the loss. The term used 
for using public funds to shore up failing or weak private corporations is  cor-
porate welfare.  Destruction of the myth that business leaders have superior wis-
dom, skill, or ethics would help to allay the rush to privatize schools; in many 
respects, public schools show superior wisdom, skill, and ethics in providing 
good mass education at a remarkably low cost over a long time with relatively 
few ethical lapses. 

 Consumer responsiveness is another figment of the imagination. Marketing 
to increase consumerism is a high priority in the private sector, but the primary 
purpose is to increase profits, not to please customers. Enticing consumers to 
buy things they do not need is one of the purposes. Consumer protection and 
satisfaction is a public, not a private, concern, fostered by decades of consumer 
manipulation by private businesses. Every consumer has experienced trau-
matic confrontations with corporations; they make errors, furnish poor-quality 
goods or services, are unwilling to correct or replace items, use bait-and-switch 
tactics, provide weak warranties, list conditions of sale in unreadable fine print 
on contracts, and inflate credit charges.  

  Myths: The Performance-Based Corporation, Rewarding Merit, 
and Cutting Incompetence 

 Another myth about private enterprise is that it is rigorous about performance, 
expecting increased productivity and eliminating incompetence. But perform-
ance, in business terms, is merely selling more products at less cost with more 
profit. This goal has nothing to do with quality. Business news is filled with 
stories of chief executive officers (CEOs) whose corporations underperform, 
but who still receive large salary increases and bonuses. Incompetence occurs 
regularly and at high levels, office politics is more important than quality of 
work, and you can’t challenge higher-level decisions even when these decisions 
obviously are wrong. 

 If U.S. businesses are so committed to performance, why was there a decline 
in its quality of manufacture and share of the world marketplace? Why are cor-
poration stockholder meetings a façade while good ideas from ordinary stock-
holders essentially are excluded? Why is the business of consumer advocate 
offices increasing? Why are the most meritorious employees often forgotten, 
while the well-connected earn quick promotions? These and other points sug-
gest that performance is not always the corporation’s focus, and is not a major 
principle in big business.  

  Myth: The Successful Worldwide Movement 

 The vaunted privatization of public services in many nations has been unraveling. 
Britain’s problems with the privatization of public services illustrate public 
loss for private gain. After World War II, Britain moved to public ownership of 
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many enterprises to provide better accessibility to education, health care, and 
social services. Fifteen years of the Thatcher and Major governments produced 
privatization, and public services found themselves under assault. 

 Ellingsen (1994a) examined this privatization program and found: “Britain’s 
passion for privatization has produced no payoff for the public . . . the public 
is starting to realize not only that the sell-offs have made millionaires of those 
who run former state enterprises, but have cost consumers something like 
$9 billion” (p. 21). 

 London Electricity executives saw their salaries rise from averages well 
below those in the private sector—to over $4 million annually for each of the 
twelve top officers. Public utilities were sold at excessively low prices that 
allowed quick profits, and executive income was linked to those profits in a 
charade claim of performance—all essentially at taxpayer expense. The greed of 
privatization has transformed the benevolent post–World War II British welfare 
state into a nation plagued by increased separation between the social classes, 
illegal child labor, hidden sweatshops, and crime and drugs (Ellingsen, 1994b). 

Gillard (2008) examined England’s experiment with “creeping privatiza-
tion” of taxpayer-financed schools and noted there were “many failures,” which 
he compared to similar results in privatized charter schools in the U.S. The 
English failures included schools with academic performance among the worst 
in the nation, lack of accountability, ghettoized school communities, increased 
bullying, poor staff morale, no coherent educational strategy, an increase in 
separation by social class, and more teaching of religious dogma.

 Australia’s experience with privatization also is problematic. Although stud-
ies concluded that a Sydney harbor tunnel was not economically viable, a private 
firm was proposed to build and operate one. After two years of private operation, 
taxpayers learned they will pick up a previously unreported tab of $4 billion to 
cover extra expenses during the thirty-year life of the private contract. Following 
that disclosure, alarms were sounded about other privatization efforts because of 
secrecy, hidden costs, and lack of scrutiny of private contracts for public services, 
such as building and operating hospitals, prisons, airports, railroads, and water 
services ( Sydney Morning Herald,  1994a, 1994c, 1994d; The Center for Public Integ-
rity, 2003). A new cross-city tunnel as a private tollway has similar problems of 
public accountability for expenses ( Sydney Morning Herald,  2006). 

 Citizens of other nations also have suffered under privatization. In East-
ern Europe and the former Soviet Union, privatization created high unemploy-
ment, extraordinary inflation, pyramid schemes that enriched a few and caused 
financial disaster for many, and social unrest (van Brabant, 1992; Earle, Fryd-
man, and Rapaczynski, 1993). Canada is among the nations that have a series 
of problems with privatization of public services, including the outsourcing of 
some in education. (Public Services International, 2006). 

The Privatization Barometer, an independent agency that tracks privatiza-
tion efforts around the world, reports that privatization in “Europe is fading, 
China is surging, Russia is resting, and India becalmed” and that nations may 
be at a turning point, with “support for revising privatization high” (PB Annual 
Report, 2007, p. 3, 5). A survey of 28,000 people in twenty-eight European coun-
tries showed 80 percent want such things as renationalization or more realistic 
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sale prices and taxes on the privateers. These findings are consistent with dis-
content about privatization in Latin America (Panizza and Yanez, 2006). 

 These myths of privatization should become part of the public debate 
before we take irretrievable actions to dismantle public schools. Privatizing 
public schools is another example of mythology, a siren song of lower costs and 
better scores.   

  Ideology or Sound Thinking? 

 Sclar (1994) dismisses the claim that privatizing would save money while 
improving services. He found this promise to be ideological hype, a starkly con-
servative agenda unsupported by research or practice. Sclar suggests that real 
competition in the global marketplace will require an improved public infra-
structure, not its decimation by privatization. Undercutting public services, 
increasing in actual total costs, and raking in windfalls for the well-connected 
do not offer a quality of life that encourages global leadership. Sclar concludes: 
“Finally, it is the public sector that is the dispenser of social justice. It is difficult 
to envision America sustaining itself as a progressive democracy with that role 
impaired” (p. 336). 

 In a system of democratic capitalism, where the relationship between public 
and private sectors is delicate, there are many tensions. Private enterprise has 
some virtues and advocates, but it creates severe economic disparity among peo-
ple and carries a history of exploitation. Similarly, public enterprise offers vir-
tues and has supporters, but creates tax burdens and opens itself to bureaucratic 
bungling. Each sector serves different needs of individuals and society at large. 
Increasing the proportion controlled by the private sector comes at a cost to the 
public. For a democracy, the cost of privatizing public education is too high.    

  For Discussion 

    1.  Table 7.1  shows categories and examples of government services that are candidates 
for privatization. 

    a.  What are the advantages and disadvantages of privatization in regard to each of 
the examples?  

   b. What criteria should be used to determine the advantages and disadvantages?  

Table 7.1 Government Services and Privatization 

       Category of Service Example Activities for Privatization  

      Defense    military support, training  
    Health  public hospitals, FDA operations  
    Transportation    airports, Amtrak, FA, urban mass transit  
    Recreation    parks service, public land development  
    Justice    crime control, prisons  
    Communication  public radio, monitoring airwaves  
    Taxes    collection enforcement, IRS audits      
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   c. How do these criteria fit a discussion of privatizing schools?  
   d. Who should be empowered to make the decisions about privatization?    
  2.  Dialogue Ideas: Even if we find that it costs more to educate children under private 

operations, this clearly would show the public the need to better finance schools. 
Either way, it benefits education. What are the implications of this position?  

 3.  The Government Accounting Office (1996) found five studies that compared public 
and private prisons in California, Texas, Washington, Tennessee, and New Mexico on 
the criteria of operational costs and quality of service provided. The GAO drew no 
conclusions from these studies because they found little or no differences in opera-
tional costs or in quality of service provided. How does this report support public or 
private operation of prisons?   How does it relate to schools?

  4.  The Milwaukee parental-choice program, a voucherlike plan that uses state funds 
for sending a small group of children from poor families to private schools, has been 
evaluated in three independent studies. Evidence shows parents in the privatization 
program are more satisfied with school than those not in the program, but evidence 
also shows no difference between public and private schools in actual student achieve-
ment. What could account for these findings? What implications can we draw from 
the evidence? What does this say about privatization?   
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C H A P T E R  8

Corporations, Commerce, and 
Schools: Complementing or 

Competing Interests 

 Does school support become 
corporate support? 

   POSITION 1: BUSINESSES ARE SCHOOL PARTNERS 

    The schools are the central public institution for the development of human 
resources. Tomorrow’s workforce is in today’s classrooms; the skills that these 
students develop and the attitudes toward work that they acquire will help 
determine the performance of our businesses and the course of our society in 
the twenty-first century. The case for business involvement not only centers 
on the benefits business derives from education, but also on what business 
can contribute.  

   —Committee for Economic Development, 1985, p. 5    

The United States cannot succeed in the international economy without a 
well-educated, well-trained workforce. The United States needs a strong edu-
cation system to prepare the next generation of workers for the ever-changing 
economy.

   —Business Roundtable, 2008, p. 2      

  Educating for Employment and the Economy 

  The health and vitality of our economy and our society depend on schools. Busi-
nesspeople understand this principle. For many years, corporations and local 
businesses have been among the strongest supporters of education. Business 
enterprises provide substantial financial contributions, internships and scholar-
ships, guest speakers and teaching materials, advisors and consultants, fund-
raising assistance, and employment for parents, students, and other taxpayers. 
Leaders of the business community recognize the significant benefits that good 
schools offer, and they are active advocates of improvements in education. 
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Businesspeople, from the owners of local enterprises to the executives of major 
international corporations, know that there may be no more important work in 
American society than the improvement of schools. Good schools are simply 
good business. 

 Schools are important in preparing people for productive lives in society 
and in various occupations, and important in the continuing development of 
our economy. Schools have a fundamental responsibility for providing increased 
communication, math, civic, technical, and workplace skills for a variety of pur-
poses. Improved cognitive and workplace skills are required for employment, 
higher education, and civic life; they are also necessary in America’s continu-
ing competition in the global business world. A correlated expectation is for 
schools to adequately educate students about our free-market economy and the 
importance of consumers (National Council on Economic Education, 2008). The 
majority of high school students do not understand basic economic concepts 
(National Council on Economic Education, 2005). Businesses assist schools by 
providing resources and encouraging educational improvements. Schools sup-
port businesses by providing well-educated people. If the skills or attitudes of 
students seeking employment are unsatisfactory, or if their grasp of basic eco-
nomics is insufficient to maintain our standard of living, we all suffer. 

  Democracy, Capitalism, and the Business of Education 

 The strength of U.S. society lies in the fortuitous combination of democracy and 
capitalism. We not only offer freedom and opportunity in politics (the dem-
ocratic concept), but also in economics. The freedom to engage in enterprise 
without obstructive interference provides opportunities and incentives for 
everyone. Free enterprise is a basic condition for releasing the entrepreneurial 
spirit in humans, and entrepreneurs built and developed this great nation. The 
United States has moved from being a minor colony to a world power because 
of this spirit of freedom and ingenuity. The free marketplace for which the 
United States has become respected globally requires continual improvement—
that directly incorporates education. Schools are key to the future development 
of the American economy (Business Roundtable, 2008). 

 Our success causes many other nations to emulate American entrepreneur-
ship. That is complimentary, but it is also a challenge. The breakdown of most 
communist countries at the end of the 1980s illustrates the flawed nature of 
socialism. The death of communism finds the early twenty-first century a world 
of competing capitalist nations. This new scenario requires even more U.S. com-
mitment to an education-business partnership. Schooling that will maintain our 
leadership in international business competition is a top priority. Business must 
enter into new and more intertwined partnerships with schools to ensure that 
the United States keeps its competitive edge in global markets. 

 Our economy thrives when commerce thrives. In order to have a well-
functioning economy, we must have a well-educated populace. The United 
States was among the first nations to recognize this necessary parallel between 
mass education and a sound economy. Now competition among nations goes 
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beyond industrial production and gross domestic product; it necessarily 
includes competition in education. Nations are in a race in terms of expanding 
and improving their educational systems. 

  As DeLong and others (2003) write: 

The twentieth century can thus be thought of not only as the “American cen-
tury” but as the “human-capital century.” The twentieth century became the 
human-capital century because of wide-ranging changes in business, industry, 
and technology that increased the demand for particular cognitive skills. The 
early twentieth century rise of big business and of large retail, insurance, and 
banking operations, for example, generated increased demand for literate and 
numerate office workers. (p. 20)  

 Human capital is an important concept in economics and social thought. 
The premise of human capital is that investments in humans can be at least as 
valuable to the economy as investments in plants and equipment. This leads 
immediately to the concept that education is a key investment strategy. Gary 
S. Becker (2005), whose Nobel Prize in 1992 was partly for his work on human 
capital, writes that “Education and training are the most important investments 
in human capital” (p. 1). His Nobel Lecture of 1992 includes: “The human 
capital approach considers how the productivity of people in market and non-
market situations is changed by investments in education” (Becker, 1992). This 
approach uses schooling as an investment rather than as a vague cultural exer-
cise; it posits that people decide about education in terms of costs and benefits. 
Becker (2005) notes a continuing condition: “The earnings of more educated 
people are almost always well above average . . .” (p. 1). 

 These points are elaborated in many of the most significant writings on 
education and economics (Schultz, 1971; Mincer, 1974; Keeley, 2007). They form 
one of the rationales for the strong interest that business enterprises have in 
schooling. Education is directly linked to increased economic development, 
productivity, and individual reward. Jac Fitz-Enz (2000), noting the returns 
from investment in human capital, puts it: “In the American economy, where 
over half of the gross national product is allocated to the information sector, it is 
obvious that knowledgeable people are the driving force” (p. 1). 

 The U.S. government considers human capital to be a concept important 
enough to (1) be a focus of the U.S. Office of Personnel Management, (2) estab-
lish national standards for improvements in agencies, and (3) include a require-
ment in the Homeland Security Act that government agencies designate a Chief 
Human Capital Officer ( http://apps.opm.gov/HumanCapital.2008 ; www.chcoc
.gov ). Schools are key elements in human capital: developing and distribut-
ing knowledge, providing skills and attitudes, continuously improving. This is 
needed for a strong economy.  

  Meeting the Competition of the Twenty-First Century 

 The connection between increasing education and improvements in national 
economies has stimulated nearly all governments to provide, actually mandate, 
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elementary and secondary schooling for most of their citizens. That is a recent 
development in educational history. During the first half of the twentieth cen-
tury, most industrialized nations required attendance only in primary schools 
as the way to provide basic literacy, while academic secondary education was 
limited to members of elite classes. After primary school, the other children 
usually went into apprenticeships, other vocational training, or took jobs. The 
United States, however, has long been an international leader in public support 
for expanding mandatory education for all students through high school, and 
also for increasing the opportunities for access to higher education. 

 This twentieth-century leadership by the United States in education has 
been accompanied by a parallel development—a significant increase in our per 
capita income and one of the highest standards of living in the world by the end 
of the century. Rapid changes in technology, business, finance, and industry 
fueled the need for employees with more than basic literacy skills. As other 
nations came to recognize this link between expanded educational opportu-
nity and the national economy, they have actively pursued increased schooling 
for their people (The World Bank, 2006). As the twenty-first century unfolds, 
data show that the United States is actually losing its international leadership, 
slowing down in its rate of school completion while other nations are acceler-
ating. For America, this decline “threatens to retard future economic growth” 
(DeLong et al., 2003, p. 21).  

  More Than Quantity of Schooling 

 Beyond problems created by a decrease in the rate of school completion by 
American students, there is a more significant international competition over 
the quality of schools. Our students do not do as well on internationally com-
parable tests of knowledge as our historic investment in education would sug-
gest. American students usually rank near the bottom of test scores in math 
and literacy when compared with the scores of students in other industrialized 
democracies. 

 Language and math skills are an obvious requirement in modern business and 
social life, and schools must emphasize them. Many who are already employed 
are illiterate, substandard in language or math, or lack good work habits. United 
States corporations, in addition to directly supporting schools (Business Round-
table, 2008), spend billions of dollars annually on remedial education for their 
own employees. The extensive school focus on writing skills helps, but American 
corporations still invest about $3 billion annually to upgrade the writing skills 
of their employees after schooling is finished (Education Week, 2004). Calculation 
skills are also among the most emphasized by schools and still augmented later 
by corporations. Serious problems confront the United States when students do 
not leave school with solid skills and workplace values. Those who seek employ-
ment without adequate skills or attitudes are in for a shock in the workplace. Both 
the individuals and the society suffer when people are not prepared for work. 

 The United States risks losing its competitive advantage because the 
workforce is undereducated. This situation is particularly harmful in a time of 



188  PART ONE: Whose Interests Should Schools Serve?

rapid technological change, and especially when workers’ skills are improv-
ing in other nations. Outsourcing of jobs to other nations occurs partly because 
American corporations find that countries like India and China have well-
educated citizens with good work habits and attitudes. A dramatic shift has 
already occurred in the production of electronics, automobiles, furniture, and 
other consumer goods: High-quality products are now manufactured in China, 
India, Japan, Taiwan, Korea, and other places. Similarly, there is a shift in the 
service and information industries from the United States to other nations; this 
is directly related to improved education in those nations. 

 Commerce needs people who are competent in basic skills, who can under-
stand technical manuals and operations, and who can work with management 
in a cooperative effort to strengthen the nation’s economy. In far too many 
schools, students have trouble following simple written forms and directions, 
understanding low-level technical information, and maintaining interest in 
their work.  

  Business Interest in Partnerships with Schools 

 It is this competition for school completion and school quality that demands the 
joint interests of businesspeople, corporations, and school people. Consistent 
with these beliefs, business leaders are in the forefront of efforts to reform schools 
(Ramsey, 1993; Aaron et al., 2003). The Business Roundtable, an organization of 
the CEOs of the 200 most prominent U.S. corporations, was an early and strong 
supporter of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2002. The Roundtable 
website ( www.businessroundtable.org ) contains links to various Roundtable 
school reform activities and forums that follow up on the implementation of 
NCLB legislation. The companies with membership in the Roundtable employ 
about 34 million people. That constitutes a very sizable and influential group of 
corporate people with educational interests. 

 Corporate support for school improvement goes far beyond that in earlier 
days and now includes leading businesses in virtually all segments of the econ-
omy. These corporate-sponsored school activities focus on such diverse areas as 
academic instructional improvement, career awareness, civic and character edu-
cation, drug abuse prevention, dropout prevention, and programs for the disad-
vantaged. The U.S. Chamber of Commerce, the National Alliance of Business, 
and the Business Roundtable joint statement, “A Common Agenda for Improving 
American Business” (1997), stems from a concern that “the graduates of America’s 
schools are not prepared to meet the challenge posed by global economic competi-
tion . . . business continues to have trouble finding qualified workers” (p. 1).

Much of the NCLB support came from the Goals 2000 national strategy 
to improve schools. Goals 2000 emerged from state governors with strong 
interests in education. It identifies the business community as essential to such 
improvements.  After major national reports detailed problems with the qual-
ity of American education, the Business Roundtable made a ten-year commit-
ment to reform the public education system. Business leaders spearheaded the 
 establishment of the Education Excellence Partnership, a coalition including the 
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Business Roundtable, the U.S. Department of Education, the American Federa-
tion of Teachers, the National Education Association, the National Governors 
Conference, and the U.S. Chamber of Commerce.  

  School-Business Partnerships 

 The president of the National Education Association, in announcing a new form 
of responsible unionism, stated: “Despite the political rhetoric, public schools 
and business are natural allies” (Chase, 1998). This allied position bodes well 
for dramatic improvements in schooling, and offers opportunities for school-
business partnerships to provide leadership and support. There are some good 
examples of this allied effort. 

 Almost all of the member corporations of the Business Roundtable belong 
to school partnerships for educational improvement. A new Council for Cor-
porate and School Partnerships, established by Coca Cola in 2001 ( www
.corpschoolpartners.org ), offers support and rewards for schools engaged in 
partnership activities. This council is headed by a former U.S. Secretary of Edu-
cation and governor of South Carolina, and includes school administrators, lead-
ers of the national PTA and administrator and school board associations, and 
chief executive officers of major corporations on its board. The purpose for the 
council is to encourage school-business partnerships that improve the academic, 
social, or physical well-being of students. The council presents six large awards 
per year to model school-business partnerships. There are now several hundred 
such partnerships, representing nearly every state, competing for the awards. 

 The Boston Compact established a partnership between Boston’s schools 
and the Boston Private Industry Council. Businesses promised students jobs if 
the schools were able to raise test scores and decrease dropout rates. This alli-
ance has provided jobs for over a thousand graduates, and reading and math 
scores have improved ( www.bostonpic.org ). 

 Through such partnerships, business leaders can come into the schools 
to teach, to talk with students, and to help teachers and guidance counselors 
develop programs to improve student skills and attitudes. Students can visit 
places of employment and gain understanding of the economy and business 
interests and concerns. Partnerships can establish work-study arrangements 
for students, produce teaching materials, and provide financial support for all 
aspects of schooling from teacher seminars to improving school technology and 
career guidance. Many businesses participate in “Adopt-a-School” programs 
that enrich the school’s ability to prepare students for employment. Other busi-
nesses invite teachers to visit, provide summer employment and other oppor-
tunities for teachers to learn about their operations, and prepare free teaching 
materials. Business-to-school financial support by direct grants, special project 
sponsorship, advertising in school media, discounted purchase arrangements, 
equipment and resource acquisition, and a variety of other avenues provides 
much-needed money for school uses. 

 Corporations help schools in these key areas because they recognize the 
value of helping students reach their full potential. This is not a new role for 
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business leadership in U.S. schools; business-education relations have a long 
and positive history. Mann (1987) examined school-business partnerships and 
concluded that “partnerships between businesses and the schools have made 
positive contributions to the public schools . . . [they] have offered concrete 
assistance to the schools in a number of ways” (p. 228). These contributions 
included cash, services, sympathy, and assistance in political and economic coa-
litions. Mann notes a few problems with school-business alliances as well, but 
cites a large number of examples where businesses have been particularly help-
ful in improving local schools. There are many varieties of school-business part-
nerships; the most effective ones provide for mutual respect and participation, 
with each partner satisfied with the results (Hann, 2008; Daniels Fund, 2008). 

  Education and the Changing Nature of Employment 
in the United States 

 Prominent changes in the nature of employment in American society have had 
major implications for schools. Historically, the shift was from agricultural to 
manufacturing jobs; now the shift is from manufacturing to service and infor-
mation. In the short space of the last fifty years, the proportion of farmers and 
farmworkers has declined from almost 20 percent of the workforce to only 3 per-
cent; manufacturing jobs have declined from about 32 percent to 27 percent of 
total employment, whereas service jobs have increased from about 53 percent 
to 69 percent. The service sector has grown primarily in social and producer 
services (for example, health and medical technology), rather than in personal 
services (for example, hairdressing or domestic work) or distributive services 
(sales and delivery). The most prominent change has been in the kinds of jobs 
available. White-collar jobs rose from about 45 percent of the labor force in 1940 
to over 70 percent by the mid-1980s and about 80 percent by 2000. Blue-collar 
jobs declined from about 42 percent to about 20 percent over the same period 
(U.S. Census Bureau 2000, 2007). 

 In educational terms, this means students need more and better schooling. 
Many agricultural jobs no longer demand just sheer physical labor, but involve 
technical work that requires strong academic skills. White-collar jobs typically 
require increased education. The data that show how the level of education 
relates to income are compelling. Education influences the kind of job and the 
level of income people have. This has been true for many years. 
  In earlier times, basic literacy could be recommended purely for its inher-
ent values; it had no special relation to people’s work requirements. In a period 
when most citizens lived rural, agricultural lives, reading, writing, and calculat-
ing were nice to know, but not necessary for securing and keeping employment. 
Even in those times, however, obvious links existed between education and 
employment. A study conducted in 1867 by the Commonwealth of Pennsyl-
vania, for example, showed that income was related directly to literacy: Those 
who could not read earned an average of $36 per month; those who could read, 
but were otherwise poorly educated, earned an average of $52 a month; and 
those who were well-educated earned an average of $90 a month (Soltow and 
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Stevens, 1981). But literacy for business purposes does not mean just proficiency 
in reading and writing. As Soltow and Stevens (1981), in examining the history 
of literacy in the United States, note, “To be literate, as we have seen, did not 
simply mean to be competent at a specific level of reading mastery. It meant, 
perhaps more importantly for the employer, exposure to a set of values compat-
ible with a disciplined workforce” (pp. 127–128). 

 There is a correlation between education and income, between education 
and national development, and between education and “the good life.” In the 
United States, average annual earnings for college graduates are over twice as 
much as earnings of high school dropouts. Lifetime earnings average $2.5 million 
with a college degree, and $1.4 million for those with a high school diploma (see 
 Figure 8.1 ). Nations with the highest levels of education also have the highest 
levels of wealth, innovation, and achievement (Isaak, 2005).

 Social class and occupational experience are also considered influential in 
employment status, but education had the greatest effect. More recently, a U.S. 
Census Bureau report from the 2000 Census demonstrates that those who do 
not complete high school earn less than 50 percent of the average income college 
graduates earn, and those who graduate from high school earn about 62 percent 
of the incomes of degree holders (U.S. Census Bureau, 2003).  Figure 8.1  shows 
the value of education in the workforce, with increasing earnings as school 
level rises. 

Consumers and Schools 

 In addition to the business interest in education for developing the economy, 
investing in human capital, and preparing good employees, there is an obvious 
interest in the schools as a location of consumers. Consumers, of course, are one 
of the driving forces of our economy; our economy depends upon consumers. 
Just check stock market reports on TV or in newspapers and note how much of 
our market is determined by consumer actions. It is not only the earnings of retail 

    Annual Earning data based on 2004 income data, U.S. Census Bureau, rounded. Lifetime earnings 

extrapolated.    

  Source:  U.S. Census Bureau. (2005). Current Population Survey,  2005 Annual Social and Economic Supplement.  

June 24, Business Roundtable, 2008.

   FIGURE 8.1 Education and Earning Power  
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stores that rise and fall according to consumer choices. Manufacturers of electron-
ics, clothing, appliances, and vehicles, and their suppliers of raw materials, are 
also examples of industries subject to consumer selections. Banks and other finan-
cial institutions, gas and oil companies, house construction and repair agencies, 
food producers and suppliers, entertainment industries, and a myriad of other 
consumer-driven corporations exist and change because of what people buy. 

 Consumer confidence is one of the major indicators of economic activity, 
one closely examined by Wall Street firms and market watchers worldwide. 
The monthly national survey conducted by the University of Michigan Survey 
Research Center, the Index of Consumer Sentiment ( www.sca.isr.umich.edu ), is 
among the most widely used and accurate indicators of the future direction of 
the U.S. economy. It tracks how consumers feel about their personal financial 
ability to make purchases, and how they feel about short- and long-term pros-
pects for the whole economy. Another example is the Conference Board’s Con-
sumer Confidence Index ( www.conference-board.org ). The Conference Board 
is an international independent group of concerned business leaders, formed 
in 1916. The Michigan and Conference Board reports influence stock markets, 
manufacturers and retailers, and other economic news. 

 We are a consumer society. A free market gives us competition that provides 
choices among quality, prices, and variety. An important part of the economic 
process in a consumer society is getting information to the consumer about new 
or improved products and services, places to obtain them, reminders about 
trade names, and ways to obtain competitive prices or opportunities. This is a 
place for corporate notices, news releases, advertising, and other uses of media 
to convey information. Although we may complain at times about some adver-
tising, we recognize that much of the information that ads contain is valuable. 
Through advertising we learn of innovations, modifications, and opportuni-
ties that make our lives easier or happier. We can find better prices, products, 
and services for things we want. We can find standards against which we can 
measure products and services. Advertising provides us with important ideas 
and information, necessary to our roles as consumers. The marketplace adjusts 
according to the decisions made by consumers; advertising adjusts according to 
the market and how consumers respond to ads. 

 Consumer life does not stop at the school door. After all, students are con-
sumers and they influence consumer decisions in families. They deserve to 
know about products and services available. The school setting is an appropri-
ate location for some of that information. Schools employ teachers and admin-
istrators to develop curricula and classroom practices designed to help students 
gain an adequate understanding of life. Certainly, student life outside of school 
involves advertising and commerce. Schools should provide education that 
reflects the society, and societies depend upon commerce. Businesses know that 
children and adolescents are a very significant segment of buyers, among the 
most important in many areas of retail purchases. Within this context, the pro-
vision of corporate-sponsored school material offers information for students, 
and it gives financial support for schools. Students can learn from the material, 
and schools are relieved from the extra burden of paying for it.  
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  Business Approaches to School Operation 

 Schools could also benefit from the use of business models in school organization 
and operation. Schools are often inefficient. Their organization and operation 
did not change much during the twentieth century, and show little alteration in 
the twenty-first, while corporations have made remarkable progress in becom-
ing more efficient and more productive. If U.S. industry had been as stultified 
as the schools, it would have failed long ago. In fact, those businesses that have 
not updated and improved their efficiency and productivity have failed; private 
enterprise cannot survive stagnation. Yet we have protected our schools from 
this necessary competition. The No Child Left Behind legislation provides moti-
vation to improve and standards to hold schools accountable. 

 School budgets represent one of the biggest expenses in most communities. 
Improved technology and productivity could increase school efficiency consid-
erably. For example, if innovative technologies come into play, the teacher could 
present more interesting material to larger groups in less time, individual stu-
dents could work more extensively on computers under the general guidance 
of the teacher or a teacher’s aide, the school day and curriculum could be more 
varied, parents could get up-to-date information on their child’s progress, early 
warning systems could limit student failures, and teachers could identify their 
own and their students’ peak performance data. Schools would be organized 
very differently, but that is what we need. Businesses are constantly reorgan-
izing to achieve better productivity because competition demands it. Schools 
should not be exempt from similar requirements. 

 Another businesslike approach that could bring great benefits to schools is in 
the use of incentives and rewards for good performance. Currently, schools pay 
teachers on the basis of nineteenth-century ideas that all teachers are the same 
and that only increased experience should provide increased income. This lev-
els down the performance of many teachers and schools to the lowest common 
denominator. There is no incentive for individual teachers to perform in a supe-
rior manner. That limits the best teachers and their students. With teacher pay 
based on performance, the most talented teachers will get better salaries and other 
teachers will have a very good reason to start measuring up. That would make the 
salaries for the best teachers competitive with salaries for other professionals, and 
would attract more of the topflight college graduates into teaching. 

 Another place to bring incentives for performance is in school administra-
tion. There is a bit of that now in schools since teachers often find they have to go 
into administration to get higher salaries, but often the administrator salaries are 
also limited by job title and excellent performance is only rewarded by having 
to change jobs. One idea would be to tie administrator income to accountability 
standards, like those in the No Child Left Behind Act. When administrators lead 
their schools forward to better student achievement, as determined by NCLB 
standards, they get increased income through bonuses or other rewards. 

 Business thinking can help education in other areas. School buildings are 
often large, inefficiently utilized, and costly to build and maintain. In districts 
where student enrollment has declined, expensive school buildings have been 
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sold, destroyed, or renovated at great public financial loss. Some school build-
ings are used less than half of the year and then for only one-third of the day. The 
practice of issuing bonds has passed the debt for building these behemoths on 
to future generations. Many small schools, with separate buildings and school 
staffs, could be reorganized into less costly regional districts if we applied busi-
ness concepts. Individual school districts purchase millions of dollars’ worth 
of books, equipment, and teaching materials at high cost, when a coordinated 
effort could decrease such expense considerably. 

 Businesses have shown that they can train large numbers of employees 
by using video and computer systems, lectures, programmed materials, self-
study, and other devices that do not consume the high levels of precious human 
resources that schools use. Furthermore, this training occurs in facilities used 
extensively for the whole of each year. 

 This is not a time for schools to continue their course—it is a time to change 
schools, and business-proven techniques can effect the changes. The structure 
of business based on a competitive marketplace has withstood the most severe 
tests of war, depression, and dislocation. We need to introduce contemporary 
business management—management concerned with improved efficiency and 
productivity—into education. 

 It is a social and educational necessity that we reorder our schools to give stu-
dents solid grounding in academic skills and good, positive workplace values. 
It is an economic necessity that we reorganize school operations to more closely 
approximate good business practices. All in all, business has much to offer edu-
cation, much more than just providing money for school projects (Feulner, 1991; 
Mandel et al., 1995; Oravitz, 1999; Aaron et al., 2003). Financial support alone 
cannot confront the crisis in education. To develop basic and advanced skills, 
to improve workplace attitudes and values, to increase the productivity of U.S. 
business, to enhance our competitive stance in international markets, and to 
make schools more efficient are goals business and the schools share. For the 
good of our young people and for our future as a nation, we need to encourage 
schools to form strong alliances with business to reach these shared goals.    

  POSITION 2: COMMERCIALIZING THE SCHOOL 

    Schools have become integral to the marketing plans of a vast array of cor-
porations as commercial interests—through advertising, sponsorship of 
curriculum and programs, marketing of consumer products, for-profit priva-
tization, and fund-raising tied to commercial entities—continue to influence 
public education.  

   —Molnar, 2004, p. 1    

   During the last two decades, the invisible hand of the corporation has sought 
to capture and control the most pivotal institutions in the determination of 
culture, consciousness, and individual freedom. Among these are the justice 
system, the educational system, and the public spaces that define community. 
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Until the 1980s, these areas were strictly the province of a civic culture deter-
mined by individuals and their work. The individual was not routinely asked 
to waive her legal rights as a condition of commerce, as mandatory binding 
arbitration agreements demand today. Corporations did not interject com-
mercial messages into the public school classroom. . . .  

   —Court, 2003, p. 89    

  Kids as Commodities; Schools as Agents 

 The commercialization of education is one of the most unfortunate develop-
ments in modern society. Schools and corporations may share some general 
social interests, but they have incompatible goals. The major purpose of cor-
porations is to make profits for shareholders and executives; corporations are 
not concerned with social well-being unless that stance happens to suit their 
profit-seeking purpose. The major purpose for schooling, however,  is  social 
well-being; schools are social institutions intended to transmit and expand 
knowledge and to develop critical thinking. Corporations are not interested in 
the search for truth, justice, or democracy—and they are certainly not interested 
in developing critical thinking among the population. They usually prefer doc-
ile and easily-manipulated consumers and workers. Schools offer a tempting 
morsel for business influence: the potential of properly trained employees and 
a captive market of buyers of their products. As an additional incentive for com-
mercialization, schools have a continuing need for more finances and corpora-
tions have funds to use for corporate purposes. 

 Corporate strategy in regard to schools is to see students as commodities 
and schools as advertising agents. The pattern of this work is to offer induce-
ments to have schools become partners in endeavors that bear direct or subtle 
business imprints. These endeavors are not always as obvious as teaching mate-
rials and school TV programs that display company logos or school stadiums 
named after corporate sponsors (Lewin, 2006; Weissman, 2007). Some spon-
sored resources involve “free enterprise” educational programs or corporate 
speakers on environmental or governmental policies. Others involve efforts to 
improve the basic skills and work ethic of students—future employees. Seldom 
does corporate sponsorship come with no strings or only with a proviso that 
schools stimulate creative or critical thinking. 

 Companies are necessarily interested in self-preservation and expansion 
of marketshare. That perspective necessarily colors the corporate approach 
to education; corporation efforts in schools reflect their interest in the pursuit 
of commercial enterprise (Apple, 2004; Boninger and Molnar, 2007 ). Schooling, 
however, is too important to leave to corporations. 

 But, sadly, as David Korten (2001) states: 

   In modern societies, television has arguably become our most important insti-
tution of cultural reproduction. Our schools are probably the second most 
important. Television has already been wholly colonized by corporate inter-
ests, which are now laying claim to our schools. The goal is not simply to sell 
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products and strengthen the consumer culture. It is also to create a political 
culture that equates the corporate interest with the human interest in the public 
mind. . . . Corporations are now moving aggressively to colonize the second 
major institution of cultural reproduction, the schools.  (pp. 151, 157)   

  Extensive Evidence of Commercialization 

 Commercialization of schools is evident in many areas. Commercial Alert (2008), 
a campaign to stop companies from exploiting “captive audiences of school 
children for commercial gain,” is one of several watch-dog groups that identifies 
many of the avenues used by corporations to impose on those  children: 

 • Channel One, Bus Radio, CNN Student News
 • Naming rights for school buildings and facilities
 • Exclusive contracts for vending machines, soft drinks, snacks
 • Field trip sponsorship
 • “Free” teaching materials 
 • Advertisements on school buses, school equipment, school materials
 • Computer programs that track school student website visits for marketers
 • Sponsorship of sports and school events
 • Seminars, meals, events for teachers
 • Corporate speakers, temporary company-paid teachers, curricular designs
 • Contests and incentive programs

 (www.commercialfreechildhood.org; Commercialism in Education Research 
Unit, www.epicpolicy.org; Deardorff, 2007; www.commercialalert.org)

Channel One is a commercial channel designed to be used in schools as an 
advertising device. Contracts with Channel One usually stipulate that schools 
show it to 90 percent of the students on 90 percent of the school days each year, 
without teacher interruptions. The channel presents about 10 minutes of “news” 
and 2 minutes of commercials each day. In return, those schools are to receive 
loaner “free” TV equipment. Such disparate progressive and conservative lead-
ers as Ralph Nader and Phyllis Schlafly agree that Channel One is a wrong way 
for schools to go. Nader (1999) says that “Channel One corrupts the integrity 
of public schools and degrades the moral authority of schools and teachers.” 
Schlafly (1999), president of the right-wing Eagle Forum, says “Channel One is 
a 12 minute a day television marketing device forced on a captive audience of 
teenagers.” 

A GAO report also found that some 200 schools had exclusionary con-
tracts with soda bottling companies, contracts that provide funds for schools 
in return for limiting sales of on-campus soda to one corporation (Hays, 2000). 
One school in Georgia actually suspended a student who wore a T-shirt with a 
Pepsi logo on the school’s “Coke Day” (Hertz, 2001). Another place for corpo-
rate intrusion on schools when school funding is desired, is in selling the right 
to name schools and school facilities. One high school in West Philadelphia has 
its name for sale, for $5 million, and naming rights to classrooms can be bought 
for $25,000 each (Snyder, 2004). “Naming” of school facilities and events for 



CHAPTER 8: Corporations, Commerce, and Schools: Complementing or Competing Interests  197

corporate dollars now includes more than a building. There is advertising on 
school buses and school rooftops, sponsorship of school proms, and corporate 
names on principals’ offices, science labs, libraries, cafeterias, and parts of ath-
letic fields (Lewin, 2006; Flowers, 2008). 

 Corporate-sponsored teaching material is another area where schools are 
seen as agents of one view. Some teaching materials provided by oil companies 
suggest that the search for oil is environmentally friendly, ignore the impact 
of fossil fuel on global warming, avoid discussion of efficient alternatives to 
oil for car fuel, and indicate that governmental environment policy must rec-
ognize that corporations need to make a profit (Korten, 2001). Noreena Hertz 
(2001) comments that you can, “Go into any classroom now, and the quantity of 
products ‘donated’ by corporations is startling” (p. 173). She cites McDonald’s, 
Procter and Gamble, Toyota, Levi Strauss, KMPG accounting firm, Honda, and 
British Petroleum as among the many corporations who produce sponsored 
materials or other support for schools. This is not a free lunch for schools; there 
is a commercial angle. As Hertz notes, “Money buys action and influence. In 
exchange for amounts of money that are often quite small from their point of 
view, they expect a significant return” (p. 94). 

 Corporate sponsorship means that students are offered material that not 
only intends to stimulate purchases of certain products, but that supports cor-
porate views of environmental, social, economic, and governmental actions. 
The corporate message and orientation come across even when the material 
does not overtly pressure for consumer purchases. Companies are not altruis-
tic. Sheila Harty’s (1980) study of business-produced teaching materials shows 
how subtle some of the corporate material is, while other materials are just bla-
tant. She updated her analysis of corporate attempts to commercialize schools 
through producing and distributing teaching material (Harty, 1989), and she 
found the long-lived practice continuing apace. 

 These materials treat students as:

    1. Consumers who need to buy some product, service, or viewpoint;  
   2. potential workers required to be punctual, to have good “work habits,” to 

show deference to management, and to refrain from critical thought; or  
   3. citizens whose opinions and future votes should be pro-business.    

 There is significant contemporary evidence that the more limited offering 
of corporate materials for classroom use, as studied by Harty, is now expanding 
to extend commercialization throughout all aspects of the school (Hertz, 2001; 
Hartman, 2002; Korten, 2001; Court, 2003; Fege, 2008; Commercial Alert, 2008). 
Commercialization of teaching materials, athletics, school buildings and facili-
ties, and media has become a standard fixture in schools. 

 Field trips are a recent example of this creeping commercialization. No 
longer are school field trips to museums, art galleries, botanical gardens, and 
fire stations for cultural and civic educational purposes. Now students are sent 
on trips to stores like the Sports Authority, Petco, A & P or Albertsons super-
markets, and Saturn automobile agencies—for business purposes. San Diego 
schools, for example, schedule over 75 such commercial field trips during 
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the school year (Parmet, 2005). Field Trip Factory, in Chicago, is a national 
company with arrangements in all but three states; they organize this com-
mercial service to businesses and offer it to schools (Cullen, 2004). They offer 
“free trips” with online registration by zipcode and they provide “permission 
slips” for students; they claim they help “meet national learning standards” 
( www.fieldtripfactory.com ). 

Even report cards get a commercial spin. One district sent out report cards 
in McDonald’s- printed envelopes that recommend a “Happy Meal” to reward 
good grades (Deardorff, 2007). Weissman (2007) says, “Marketers can’t seem 
to stop thinking about the spectacular marketing opportunity afforded by 
schools” (p. 1). 

 Evidence of this commercialization of education can be found in local schools. 
Check teaching materials in local classrooms and school libraries to see which 
materials are commercially sponsored. Examine those sponsored materials to 
find bias and spin, along with commercial logos and slogans. Find out about 
classroom use of TV, computers, schoolbook covers, and other media or materi-
als that include commercial advertising. Inquire about commercial sponsorship 
of school activities, publications, and extracurricular events. Examine school 
bulletin boards for students and for teachers and other noticeable campus loca-
tions for advertising. Ask about commercial involvement in machine-available 
snack and food supplies, field trips, sports events, and academic programs or 
awards. Ask about teacher conventions and conferences that include commer-
cial sponsorship, and find out how many teachers and administrators have 
participated in commercially sponsored in-service activities.  

  Corporate Language and Human Capital 

 This hidden curriculum of business has been very successful. Even the language 
of business has overwhelmed society and the schools. We are more concerned 
with efficiency than effectiveness; with capital than with minds; with invest-
ment than with progress; with accountability than with intellect; with manage-
ment than with creativity. The human capital concept is a good example of this 
extension of business orientation into education and society. The human capital 
view of the world sees people as equivalent to property that can be exploited for 
commercial benefit or profit. One consequence of this business school approach 
to education is that individuals begin to think as “maximizers of their own 
expected utility” (Shiller, 2005). This leads to complete selfishness, with people 
engaged in calculations of ways to turn all situations to their advantage, and lit-
tle concern for others. Obscene and undeserved corporate CEO salaries are one 
example of this. Corporate lobbying of Congress for protection from lawsuits 
or to provide special government bailouts for poor corporate management or 
pension relief are other examples. 

 A related consequence of this human capital orientation is a likely decline 
in civic involvement and shared concern. Court (2003) describes it: “The indi-
vidual’s growing commercial relationship with the corporation has coincided 
with the individual’s shrinking social relationship to the civic community and 
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to other individuals” (p. 113). Robert Putnam (2000) studied what he called 
“social capital” over a twenty-five year period at the end of the twentieth cen-
tury and found great declines in our participation in social activities:

   having family dinners down 33%  

  attending club meetings down 58%  

  having friends come over down 45%    

 Putnam argues that school and local neighborhoods don’t succeed when social 
capital declines and that is a threat to our democracy, our economy, and our 
health and well-being. 

 Another consequence of the human capital view is the differentiation 
between management and worker, where management knows what skills and 
attitudes are needed and provides them to workers. Thus, education is more 
like training. Students are perceived as commodities and the school as a process-
ing plant. Schools are supposed to take incoming students, stamp them with 
previously approved ideas and attitudes, shape them to conform and to pass 
tests, and give them credentials useful to businesses. In that process, schools are 
expected to weed out those who don’t “fit,” who cause trouble, who challenge 
authority, who make critical evaluations, and who are not business-oriented. 
Henwood (2003) finds that “employer surveys reveal that bosses care less about 
their employees’ candlepower than they do about ‘character’—by which they 
mean self-discipline, enthusiasm, and responsibility. Bosses want underlings 
who are steadfast, dependable, consistent, punctual, tactful, and who identify 
with their work. . . .” (p. 76). Employees who are considered “creative” or “inde-
pendent” are given low ratings (Henwood, 2003).  

  School Reform and Business Interests 

 Reform movements in education in the United States have often victimized the 
underclasses on the pretext of making them “fit for work and for citizenship.” 
Schools tell students to be obedient, punctual, frugal, neat, respectful, patriotic, 
and content with their lot in life. The work ethic, drawing from Puritan views, is 
of great value to industrialists who desire uncomplaining and diligent workers. 
This ethic has become the school ethic in far too many locations. Employment 
has become the curriculum of the schools, enabling business to sustain a recep-
tive workforce. An opposing view is that of social responsibility, where human 
rights, dignity, and democratic citizenship are more important than profit. The 
carrot of democratic citizenship, however, is mythological, since the economic 
facts of life are that the elite remain in power while others do the work. Educa-
tion for democratic participation, in the pursuit of justice and equality, is still in 
the rhetoric of school literature, but is not acted on in all schools—that would 
be bad for business. A duality can exist between what is good for business and 
what is good for society. 

 This disparity in the schools’ purposes—preparing students to participate 
as workers versus preparing them to participate as equal citizens in striving for 
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justice in society—is overlooked in much of the reform literature. As historian 
Barbara Finkelstein (1984) notes: 

   Nineteenth-century reformers looked to public schools to instill restraint in 
increasingly large numbers of immigrants and native children, while at the 
same time preparing them for learning and labor in an industrializing soci-
ety. . . . They saw no contradiction in the work of schools as economic sorting 
machines and enabling political institutions. . . . Contemporary calls for reform 
reflect a retreat from historic visions of public education as an instrument of 
political democracy, a vehicle of social mobility, a center for the reconstruction 
of community life. . . . Rather, the educational visions of contemporary reform-
ers evoke historic specters of public schools as crucibles in which to forge uni-
form Americans and disciplined industrial laborers. (pp. 276–277)   

 Finkelstein also discusses how corporate leaders expand their influence 
on public education in order to assure a competent and compliant workforce. 
She illustrates this with examples from a business-education alliance at George 
Washington Carver High School in Atlanta, where business conducts the daily 
activities of the school by providing work-study in semiskilled jobs in local 
businesses, making moral pronouncements to promote industrial discipline in 
students, and establishing public rituals, such as “Free Enterprise Day” and 
“passports to job opportunity.” This, and other business intrusions into schools, 
leads to “an effective transfer of control over education policy from public 
school authorities to industrial councils. . . . For the first time in the history of 
school reform, a deeply materialistic consciousness seems to be overwhelming 
all other concerns” (Finkelstein, 1984, p. 280). 

 The current period shows the truth of Finkelstein’s insight (McNeal, 1992; 
Molnar, 1996, 2004; Boutwell, 1997; Court, 2003; Berger, 2004; Saltman, 2004; 
Commercial Alert, 2008). We have become very good at teaching students to 
be avaricious, greedy, selfish, and conniving. Academic students are especially 
eager to get good grades in order to get into the right colleges and get high-
paying jobs. Many seem uninterested in intellectual development unless it pays 
off in employment and salaries. They seem uncaring about the homeless, the 
starving, and others who are disadvantaged, as well as the rest of the world 
outside of the United States. They are excessively competitive with each other 
and press for competitive advantage over other groups. Ethical considerations, 
including the pursuit of justice, do not seem to pose an obstruction to their 
efforts. Cheating, buying term papers, using parental influence, taking drugs to 
temporarily enhance performance, paying someone to take a college admission 
test, and falsifying a résumé may be part of the process.  

  Is Business a Good Model for Schools? 

 Consider the defects of permitting business to “catalyze” educational reform. 
This idea assumes that business knows what needs reform in schools and how 
to do it. Most of the negative statements corporate leaders make about schools 
refer to lacks in basic skills and workers’ values. Students certainly need basic 
skills, but who should decide which skills? Must they be employment-related? 
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And the idea of educating students to develop workers’ values imposes a mis-
guided and improper burden on schools. Human values and ethical conduct 
are proper goals of education, but employer values often contradict human and 
ethical values. Schools are not the place to insist on “worker” values. 

 Business executives advocate using national test scores as the main crite-
rion in hiring workers. This is little more than a simplistic and bean-counting 
method for pressuring schools into using and reporting the tests, demeaning 
the more important evaluation approaches that better express the complexities 
of human knowledge. Executives whose lives are determined by “the bottom 
line” seize on a single test score as the essence of each worker’s talents and 
abilities. Test scores are likely to become even more oppressive, covering up 
the interesting multifaceted personalities of students and employees. Business 
could also insist on significantly influencing the construction of the tests them-
selves. As Carnegie and other notorious industrialists showed us, whoever con-
trols all elements of an industry also controls prices and profits. The same can 
happen with industry-controlled schooling. Those who control test design and 
usage can manipulate employment levels, wages and benefits, labor contracts, 
and profits. They would also come to control the school curriculum through 
the tests. 

 Imagine allowing U.S. corporations to design the new models for schools 
of the twenty-first century. What values would they express? We would not 
expect to see humane values, protection of the environment, caring and mutual 
support, skeptical consumerism, health and safety, and positive images of labor 
unions in that curriculum. Business control could also lead to severe limits to 
teacher and student freedom. Studying opposing views about society, the envi-
ronment, science, economics, politics, and history could be very discomforting 
to corporations. Would you expect to see the full examination of robber barons, 
Enron and mortgage manipulation scams, environmental and personal health 
costs of industrial pollution, unjustifiably high salaries for corporate execu-
tives, corruption in corporations, and related negative information about busi-
ness operations be part of the curriculum in these corporate-influenced schools? 
Reclaim Democracy (2006) proposes to “return corporations to their intended 
(and useful) role: business. Corporations were never intended to engage in edu-
cation, politics or many other realms of civic society.” 

 Big business “sweetheart” contracts negotiated with current and former 
government officers have fattened business profits while increasing taxpayer 
costs exorbitantly. Halliburton’s no-bid contract arrangements for the war in 
Iraq are a good example. The Pentagon’s extravagant contracts for military 
supplies are other obvious examples, but many other federal, state, and local 
government contracts also overpay and underexpect for work and supplies. 
Widely publicized government and corporate corruption scandals and no-bid 
contracts to favored companies are not the only examples of questionable alli-
ances between big business and government (Court, 2003; Huffington, 2003; 
Palast, 2002; Korten, 2001; Drutman and Cray, 2004; Center for Corporate Policy, 
2006). The mass media, now largely under corporate control, report on some of 
the worst cases, but certainly not all. 
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 The big business of professional athletics has apparently ignored, con-
doned, or supported performance-enhancing drug use by athletes. Fraud, mis-
representation, cheating, using or peddling improper influence, falsifying or 
hiding records, and abusing drugs for business purposes appear to be accept-
able ethical standards for many in business. This nefarious curriculum is one 
many students have chosen. 

 This pattern of greedy beliefs is drawn from big business. Wall Street 
companies have engaged in securities fraud, insider scandals, and various 
scams. Follow the latest examples of corporate greed and deceit at such Inter-
net sources as the Center for Corporate Policy ( www.corporatepolicy.org ) and 
 www.corpwatch.org . Unethical operations of business are manifold, and we 
hear about them often enough to suggest that business is not the place to look 
for educational views on ethics. Investigative reporter Greg Palast (2002), in  The 
Best Democracy Money Can Buy , identifies a large number of corporations with 
deceptive and socially destructive actions that undermine American democ-
racy. Mitchell (2001) uses the title  Corporate Irresponsibility  for his book on how 
corporations contribute to the greed of “an attitude of grab and get” and to the 
“suppression of any impulse to care about the welfare of others” (p. 30). 

 Even if one grants that unethical conduct is not the standard but the excep-
tion in business, there remains a serious concern about the business view of 
social justice and responsibility. Industrial waste pollutes the land, water, and 
air, but industry does not accept the responsibility to clean it up. Heavy political 
influence by the corporate world has been effective in slowing and stopping the 
public regulation to ensure worker health and safety, consumer protection, and 
improvement in public utilities and services.  

  The Notorious Contributions of Business to Civilization 

 As noted, the record of U.S. business in its own domain has not been exem-
plary. While there are many fine and humane businesspeople, there are also 
many whose interests are inconsistent with social improvement. There is a 
stark and dark side of American business—our history is replete with evidence 
of it. A partial list includes sweatshops, child labor, virtual slavery of migrant 
workers, unhealthy and unsafe workplaces, pollution, linkages with corrupt 
politicians, secret coalitions to set falsely high prices, anticonsumer tactics, 
deceptive advertising, dissolution of pension funds, bankruptcy laws that per-
mit executives to retain major assets while middle-class stockholders lose their 
life savings, taxpayer subsidies to cover up inept corporate management, and 
corporate lawyers and corporation-influenced laws that absolve corporations 
from accountability or responsibility for their wrongdoing. Huffington (2003) 
writes: “The excesses of corporate America have become more than just a social 
crime; they are a direct threat to the well-being of our society” (p. 14). Are these 
the ideas and values we want to emulate in schooling? 

 Unfortunately, students in U.S. schools have been shortchanged, and 
American society has been deluded by the imposition of business views on edu-
cation for the past century (Apple, 1984, 2004; Callahan, 1962; Finkelstein, 1984; 
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Court, 2003; Landau, 2004; Molnar, 2004). It is deceptive to train the masses to 
conform to business interests while providing the elite with increased privi-
leges. This is the most insidious educational trick in the new reform movement. 
Millions of students are relegated to nonthinking, menial work as preparation 
for poor jobs, and the schools are expected to make them think they are happy 
and well-educated. 

 Historian Christopher Lasch (1984) says the system of industrial recruitment 
is centered on the school. The modern system of public education, remodeled in 
accordance with the same principles of scientific management first perfected in 
industry, has replaced apprenticeship as the principal agency of training people 
for work. The transmission of skills is increasingly incidental to this training. 
The school habituates children to bureaucratic discipline and to the demands 
of group living, grades and sorts them by means of standardized tests, and 
selects some for professional and managerial careers while consigning the rest 
to manual labor. A willingness to cooperate with the proper authorities offers 
the best evidence of “adjustment” and the best hope of personal success, while 
a refusal to cooperate signifies the presence of “emotional problems” requiring 
more sustained therapeutic attention (pp. 48–49). 

 American schools have been dominated by the values of business and 
industry since the beginning of the twentieth century, and schools have lost 
their primary purpose: enlightenment for the improvement of social justice. 
Rather than being liberating, schools are now indoctrinating institutions. They 
provide docile and hardworking employees that business can rely on to gain 
a profit. Further, these future employees are taught an ideology that supports 
business regardless of ethical considerations and conditions them to unques-
tioningly accept the authority of a managerial elite.  

  Educational and Social Consequences of a Corporate Takeover 

 The corporate takeover of schooling affects everyone, but the greedy and already 
advantaged stand to benefit the most. Those who are not going to college, and 
who are less likely to share the American business dream of success, are sub-
jected to second-class treatment in schools and in careers. The industrial curric-
ulum is designed to give them skills, not the ability to think, intended to make 
them believers, not thinkers. Industrial education increases the gap between 
these groups and is meant to produce workers willing to be manipulated. 

 Business leaders criticize the schools because new employees do not pos-
sess basic skills and do not have proper work attitudes. The basic skills business 
wants do not include critical judgment or the persuasive skills that could be 
useful in reconstituting the moribund union movement or in challenging man-
agement dictates. Rather, the basic skills business wants students to learn are 
fundamental reading and computation skills that make one more efficient in car-
rying out management’s policies. A job candidate who demonstrates the ability 
to read radical left-wing literature and to raise questions about worker safety, 
environmental hazards, and excessive salaries and disparate benefits provided 
to owners and executives is not likely to be hired. A candidate who can calculate 
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the differences in value between the worker’s effort and the pay received, or 
between labor and management perks in health care and leisure provisions, is 
not likely to be hired. It is the moral curriculum rather than the academic that 
is of most interest to business. Managers want workers who believe that what 
is good for business is good for the nation, and who agree that management 
knows what is good for business. 

 Several states now require a high school course in “free enterprise,” instead 
of a solid course in economics. Obviously, a course in free enterprise is not 
neutral; it is an advocacy course intended to indoctrinate youth to the idea that 
corporate practices, under the label of free enterprise, are good for the nation. In 
English class, students fill out job application forms and answer “help wanted” 
ads. Math is preparing students to work in stores and make change. History 
classes incorporate myths about the virtues of American business leaders, the 
appropriate power of corporations, and the threat of governmental interference 
in business. Business has been a major influence on education for a long time, 
yet it still complains about the product of an institution and a curriculum domi-
nated by its ethos. Raymond Callahan (1962) conducted a historical study of 
what most influenced the development of contemporary public education in its 
formative period in the early twentieth century: 

   At the turn of the century, America had reason to be proud of the educational 
progress it had made. The dream of equality of educational opportunity had 
been partly realized . . . the basic institutional framework for a noble concep-
tion of education had been created. . . . The story of the next quarter-century 
of American education—a story of opportunity lost and of the acceptance by 
educational administrators of an inappropriate philosophy—must be seen . . . 
the most powerful force was industrialism . . . the business ideology was spread 
continuously into the bloodstream of American life. . . . It was, therefore, quite 
natural for Americans, when they thought of reforming the schools, to apply 
business methods to achieve their ends. (pp. 1, 5)   

 Callahan considered this business influence tragic for education and soci-
ety because it substituted efficiency for effectiveness: We got cost control at the 
sacrifice of high-quality schooling for all. The business dominance stuck, and in 
the first decades of the twenty-first century, schools are still controlled by a cor-
porate value system. This explains the factory mentality of schools. It explains 
why teachers are so poorly paid and badly treated—they are considered labor-
ers. It explains why students are treated as objects in a manufacturing process 
on school assembly lines. It explains the conformity and standardization, the 
excessive testing, and the organization and financing of schools. It also explains 
the lack of concern for social justice and ethics, issues the schools were making 
progress on until business gained influence. 

 Upton Sinclair’s devastating criticism of the meatpacking industry for ignor-
ing public health and worker safety ( The Jungle , 1906, 1938) helped spur federal 
legislation to found the FDA and regulate food products. Sinclair also published 
two books about schools that showed the detrimental effects of business influ-
ence.  The Goose Step  (1922) detailed how major industrialists determined educa-
tional policies and controlled appointments and promotions to professorships 
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in the most important universities in the United States. Leaders of big busi-
ness dominate the boards that govern most colleges and universities—a point 
Thorstein Veblen (1918) made long ago. Veblen found that business practices 
and values detracted from the primary purpose of academic institutions: to lib-
erate students. Sinclair also spent two years studying the public schools, find-
ing heavy-handed control by business leaders over school policies and practices 
across the United States. In  The Goslings  (1924), he stated, “The purpose of this 
book is to show you how the ‘invisible government’ of Big Business which con-
trols the rest of America has taken over the charge of your children” (p. ix). 

 There is considerable evidence that things may have gotten much worse in 
the seventy-five years since Sinclair wrote about schools and business. Schools 
often teach what business wants them to teach, but they should teach what soci-
ety needs and justice requires them to teach. We need to return to the civilizing 
purposes of schooling—justice and ethics—and to wrench control of the schools 
away from those who see the school as just another agency to support the inter-
ests of big business. Hartman (2002) points out that increasing dominance of the 
society by corporations has lead to a decline in human rights. This constitutes a 
broad social concern, not just a matter of education policy. Schools should exist 
to reflect, represent, and challenge the society to uphold its ideals and improve 
its conditions. Schools should not be another pawn in the corporate chess game 
to control the world. The school should be the place where commercialization 
and corporatization are critically examined, not merely imposed. The role of 
business in society and in schools, positive and negative, deserves study and 
critique. 

 Schools have enough work to do in trying to educate the young without 
adding the temptations and dangers of commercialization. Students are not 
commodities, and schools should not be business agents. Society should have 
strong doubts about the wisdom of allowing business leaders to influence how 
students are educated. Corporate altruistic rhetoric about supporting good 
schools for all children is clouded by their self-interest in profit. Corporations 
would like the taxpaying public to pay for the kinds of education they want 
their employees to have, and they would like schools to convey a positive view 
of business, no matter what its defects. Businesses will serve their own interests 
if they can gain control of the schools. But schools exist for society’s benefit; 
society is not served by having business interests dominate the schools (Marina, 
1994; Buchen, 1999; Korten, 2001). Business seeks profit, not enlightenment. 

 The business community should mind its own business first. If businesses 
could demonstrate a clear tradition of quality, ethics, social responsibility, and 
efficiency in their own operation, then they might be in a position to claim that 
schools should follow that example. Schools have many problems, but they will 
not be remedied by thoughtlessly adopting business practices or following the 
dictates of the corporate world. 

Business has a grasping and greedy history, whereas education serves 
essentially civilizing purposes. Among the schools’ most positive goals is to 
enable students to improve society by increasing justice and expanding social 
ethics to incorporate a stronger concern for others. This ensures the future of 
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American democracy and poses a significant challenge to schools to strive con-
tinually for social development. And that requires knowledge, critical thinking, 
cooperative endeavor, and a set of values based on justice. 

 Critical examination of business values and practices, in terms of social jus-
tice and human ethics, are of great import. We need to invert the current situa-
tion, in which business controls schools, to one in which education influences 
business values and practices, encouraging responsibility and enlightenment. 
This would put education in its proper role, monitoring the improvement of 
society by examining various social institutions, including business. It would 
certainly improve education, and it might improve business.    

  For Discussion 

   1.  Bill Gates delivered the keynote address at the National Summit on High Schools.  
The conference was sponsored by Achieve Inc., an organization created by state gov-
ernors and business leaders to improve school standards and achievement so that 
graduates are prepared for “college, careers, and citizenship” (www.achieve.org). 
Gates suggested that the American public schools are obsolete, and that America is 
falling behind in developing “knowledge workers.”

   Philip Kovacs (2005), in Commons Dreams (www.commondreams.org), argues 
that the underlying reason for Gates’ view is corporatization. He comments that 
“raising standards” is tied to corporate interests in obedient workers, that IT out-
sources for cheaper labor no matter the quality of American schools, and that active 
citizenship may conflict with corporate interests because citizens may question why 
corporations have so much influence.

 a.  Select one of these positions, or propose a different position on this topic, and 
present an argument in its support. Provide school examples to illustrate the posi-
tion you select. Discuss the results in class.

 b.  How would you define “knowledge workers”? Does teaching fit? Does librarian-
ship? Does automobile repair? Does orthopedic surgeon? 

 What criteria are useful in making this definition? Is this corporatization in schools? 
2.  Do you recall examples of commercialization at schools you attended? Were they gen-

erally positive, supportive of the school’s mission, or generally negative, distracting 
from the school’s mission?

   What school policies would you recommend for use in considering proposals 
from businesses for sponsorship, partnerships, or other activities in schools?

  3.  What would you change in the current K–12 school curriculum to produce graduates 
more satisfactory as 

    a. employees in U.S. business enterprises?  
   b. consumers of goods, services, and advertising?  
   c. fellow members of society?    
   4.  Figure 8.1 , in this chapter, shows a relationship between educational attainment and 

average annual income, lifetime earnings, and unemployment.
    a.  What other factors, besides education, could account for an increase in income and 

unemployment?  
   b.  These are general data. How do they account for some relatively low-paying fields 

that usually require college and a graduate degree—for example, librarians, teach-
ers, and social workers?  

   c. How do such data inform the debate over business involvement in schools?    
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C H A P T E R  9

New Immigrants and the 
Schools: Unfair Burden or 

Business as Usual

Should schools offer free opportunity to all 
children of new immigrants?

POSITION 1: SCHOOLS SHOULD OFFER EDUCATIONAL 

OPPORTUNITIES TO ALL CHILDREN OF 

NEW IMMIGRANTS.

Many of the first Settlers of these Provinces, were Men who had received a 
good Education in Europe, and to their Wisdom and good Management we 
owe much to our present Prosperity . . . The present Race are not thought to 
be generally of equal Ability: For though the American Youth are allow’d not 
to want Capacity; yet the best Capacities require Cultivation, it being truly 
with them, as with the best Ground, which unless well tilled and sowed with 
profitable Seed, produces only ranker Weeds.

—Franklin, 1749

In an anonymously written pamphlet, Benjamin Franklin identified deficien-
cies in the education of the young men of Pennsylvania and proposed remedies 
for their academic “misfortunes.” Franklin recommended a practical education, 
gained though work and apprenticeships, and an abstract education, learned 
through reading, writing, and debate. For young men to prosper in their social 
and political worlds, Franklin urged the cultivation of a sound and thorough 
command of the English language. English was not the only language spoken 
in the colony. By Franklin’s own estimate, one-third of Pennsylvanians traced 
their homeland to the German states and spoke German as a first language. 
Franklin worried about the colony’s future without a common language, and 
he proposed that English serve as the only language of instruction. He advised 
that the academy hire a teacher, or rector, who was “a man of good Under-
standing, good Morals, diligent and patient, learn’d in the Languages and 
Sciences, and a correct Speaker and Writer of the English Tongue” (Franklin, 
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FIGURE 9.1 U.S. Immigration, 1960–2050 (in millions)

Source: Passel and Cohn, 2008, p. 4

1749). The University of Pennsylvania would eventually become the institution 
to carry out Franklin’s education plan, although it did not adopt all of his ideas 
about teaching or curriculum (Spring, 2001, p. 25). 

In Franklin’s time, language diversity varied from colony to colony, and 
the first census in 1790, coincidentally the year of Franklin’s death, provides an 
interesting picture of national diverse origin. Roughly half the population of the 
United States was of English decent. Another 15 percent were English speakers 
from Scotland and Ireland. People of Dutch, French, and Spanish origin made 
up about 14 percent of the population; and 19 percent were of African herit-
age (Wiley, 2007). A great many people, including many enslaved Africans and 
Native Americans, uncounted in the first census, did not speak English as their 
first language. By 1890, immigrants represented 14.8 percent of the total U.S. 
population and very few of the new arrivals of that time were from English-
speaking counties. 

Record-high immigration rates are projected for the year 2050, when one 
in five people in the United States is expected to be foreign born (Passel and 
Cohn, 2008). In the late nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries, immigrants 
tended to settle in urban areas, but twenty-first century immigrants are set-
tling in cities, suburbs, and small towns. Schools everywhere are being directly 
affected by immigration, and teaching students whose primary language is 
not English is becoming commonplace. (See Figure 9.1: “US Immigration, 
1960–2050.”)
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The children of immigrants1 are transforming American schools by their 
unprecedented numbers and sheer diversity. Forty percent of newcomer children 
are from Mexico, the largest sender nation. The remaining 60 percent come from all 
over the world, with the greatest number arriving from the Caribbean, East Asia, 
Europe, Canada, and Australia (10 to 11 percent each), and significant populations 
from Central and South America, Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, and Vietnam (5 to 
7 percent each) (Hernandez et al., 2007, p. 2). Immigrant diversity extends beyond 
numbers and national origins to include the newcomers’ level of education and 
social experience in their home counties. As one team of researchers notes, “On one 
end of the spectrum, we find children from middle-class urban backgrounds who 
have been preparing in their countries since early childhood for high-stakes, com-
petitive exams . . . In sharp contrast are those children from strife-ridden countries 
with little or no schooling” (Suarez-Orozco and Suarez-Orozco, 2001, p. 128).

Language Rights

Prof. Adolphe Cohen of Columbia University, in discussing the teaching of 
French and German in public schools, said the attitude of a good many people 
on that subject was explained to him very aptly by a remark he had once over-
heard in a streetcar. Two elderly Irish women were talking about their children, 
when one remarked: “I won’t let my children be taught French.” 
“Why not?” inquired the other.
“Sure,” replied the first. “If English was good enough for St. Paul to write the 
Bible in, it’s good enough for me.” (“Man in the Street,” 1905)

American free public education developed in the period between 1830 and 
1850, known as the era of the Common School. Schooling at public expense 
was viewed as broadly beneficial, contributing academic, social, and political 
value to daily life. Faced with a new and large number of newcomers from Ire-
land and Germany, advocates of the Common Schools urged the government 
to provide public-supported education to develop in the new immigrants the 
language, habits, and values of the old immigrants (Kaestle, 1983). The schools 
were seen as the most appropriate agency for advancing a common culture. As 
Joel Spring notes, in advocating for Common Schools, 

It was argued that if children from a variety of religious, social-class, and ethnic 
backgrounds were educated in common, there would be a decline in hostility 
and friction among social groups. In addition, if children educated in common 
were taught a common social and political ideology, a decrease in conflict and 
social problems would result (2001, p. 104).

It was no doubt challenging for nineteenth-century schools to encour-
age the children of German immigrants to learn English and the children of 

1 “Children of immigrants” refers to U.S.-born and foreign-born children of recent immigrants 
who are or will be attending U.S. schools. It includes “first-generation” foreign-born immigrants, 
U.S.-born “second-generation” immigrants (Suarez-Orozco and Suarez-Orozco, 2001, p. 1), and 
the so-called 1.5 generation, children arriving in the U.S. who are not yet of school age (Suarez-
Orozco, Suarez-Orozco, and Todorova, 2008, p. 6).
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Irish-Catholic immigrants to adopt Protestant values, but today’s schools 
contend with students from everywhere in the world and of every religious 
belief. Forging a common social and political ideology would be impossible, 
even if it were desirable. Consider language alone: According to one estimate, 
within the next two years, over 30 percent of children in public schools will 
come from homes with limited English proficiency or where English is not the 
first language. Today, in New York City, more than 100 languages are spoken, 
and in Rochester, Minnesota, a city of about 86,000 people, there are sixty 
spoken languages (Bank Street, 2008). Although 82 percent of English Lan-
guage Learners (ELLs) in schools come from Spanish-speaking homes, sur-
veys have identified over 350 different first languages spoken among ELLs 
(NCTE, 2006, p. 1). 

The education of immigrant children has always been a function of pub-
lic schools, and it is not a responsibility today’s schools could shirk, even 
if they wanted to. U.S. courts have ruled that the children of immigrants—
documented or undocumented—have a right to a free, public education. 
Take the case of Plyler v. Doe (1982), a Supreme Court decision about the 
constitutionality of a Texas education statute: Texas law allowed local school 
districts to charge a “tuition fee” for the education of children who were not 
“legally admitted” into the United States. A class action lawsuit was brought 
on behalf of the children of Tyler, Texas, who could not demonstrate that 
they or their families had been legally admitted to the United States and 
were required to pay tuition to attend public school. A lower federal court 
had ruled that the Texas law violated the “Equal Protection Clause” of the 
Fourteenth Amendment of the U.S. Constitution, which reads, “. . . Nor shall 
any State deprive any person of life, liberty, or property, without due process 
of law; nor deny to any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection of 
the laws” (italics added). The State of Texas appealed the decision to the U.S. 
Supreme Court.

Justice William Brennan, delivering the majority opinion of the Supreme 
Court, wrote, “Aliens, even aliens whose presence in this country is unlaw-
ful, have long been recognized as ‘persons’ guaranteed due process of law by 
the Fifth and Fourteenth Amendments . . . The American people have always 
regarded education and [the] acquisition of knowledge as matters of extreme 
importance . . . [E]ducation provides the basic tools by which individuals might 
lead economically productive lives to the benefit of all of us. In sum, education 
has a fundamental role in maintaining the fabric of our society . . . Denial of 
education to some isolated group of children poses an affront to one of the goals 
of the Equal Protection Clause: the abolition of governmental barriers present-
ing unreasonable obstacles to advancement based on individual merit . . . This 
law imposes a lifetime of hardship on a discrete class of children not account-
able for their disabling status” (Plyler v. Doe, 1982). 

Plyler is still the law of the land, despite attempts by various states 
and Congress to reverse its effects. The lofty, well-reasoned arguments of 
the Court notwithstanding, undocumented students are still a vulnerable 
school population because of their precarious status outside of the school 
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and their struggles with English in the classroom (Rabin, Combs, and 
Gonzalez, 2008).2

Language Matters

The U.S. Congress has been responsive to the role schools play in teaching 
increasing numbers of English language learners in the classroom. In 1967, 
Senator Ralph Yarborough of Texas introduced legislation to help school dis-
tricts create programs for students who did not speak English as a first language 
at home. Senator Yarborough’s bill, aimed at Spanish-speaking students, was 
designed to teach English as a second language while strengthening the stu-
dents’ heritage language skills and knowledge of their cultural past. Students 
would be assisted in the development of English, the language essential for their 
economic security and social integration, and this new learning would not come 
at the expense of losing their cultural history and original language. The legisla-
tion was merged with over thirty other bills and became known as Title VII of 
the Elementary and Secondary Education Act or the Bilingual Education Act of 
1968. Although the legislation did not explicitly require bilingual instruction or 
teaching in the students’ heritage language, it supported innovative multicul-
tural curricula and multilingual instruction (Stewner-Manzanares, 1988). 

Adjusting to American schooling is no easy matter for many children of 
immigrants. Multiple social forces influence the academic success of the chil-
dren of newcomers, including the difficulties associated with the stress of 
migration, the separations from long-standing cultural traditions, and for many 
immigrants, the complex interplay of poverty, racism, social segregation, and 
identify formation with new cultural rules (Suarez-Orozco and Todorova, 2003). 
The education of ELLs has been the center of controversy, and it is not surpris-
ing that misconceptions have developed about the programs. You may have 
heard some or all of the following comments about bilingual education:

 • Learning two languages, especially during the early childhood years, con-
fuses children and delays the acquisition of English.

 • Total English immersion is the most effective way for ELLs to acquire 
English.

 • Native speakers of English suffer academically if they are enrolled in dual 
language programs.

 • Spanish-speaking Latinos show social and academic delays as early as kin-
dergarten (Espinosa, 2008).

2U.S. Courts have been very sympathetic to the language rights of students who do not speak 
English as a first language. In 1974, for example, the Supreme Court ruled that the City of San 
Francisco violated the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which bans discrimination based on “race, color, or 
national origin,” when it had failed to offer appropriate bilingual education to children of Chinese 
ancestry (Lau v. Nichols, 1974). Another case, decided in 1981, found that in order to comply with 
the Lau decision, schools must serve English-language learners through programs that follow 
“sound educational theory” and established principles of good teaching (Castaneda v. Pickard, 
1981).
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These are all examples of popular myths that do not stand up to academic scru-
tiny. As Crawford (2007) writes, “A generation of research and practice has shown 
that developing academic skills and knowledge in students’ vernacular supports 
their acquisition of English” (p. 146). In fact, bilingualism is an asset to all children 
in a multicultural society, and research reviewed by Espinosa and others demon-
strates that young children are capable of learning two languages (Espinosa, 2008, 
NCTE, 2007). Researchers have also found that instruction in both English and the 
heritage language can effectively introduce newcomer children to the success pat-
terns of the dominant culture without denigrating or destroying the home culture, 
while the loss of home languages has negative consequences for student learning 
(Adams and Kirova, 2007; Crawford, 2007; Faltis and Coulter, 2008). 

 Despite these research findings, the federal No Child Left Behind legislation, 
aimed at promoting accountability, equity, and school reform, neither prohibits 
nor encourages the development of native language skills and dual-language 
acquisition; bilingualism and biliteracy are not among its goals (NABE, 2007).

ELLs and NCLB

 “What do you call a person who speaks two languages?”
“Bilingual.”
“Okay, and what do you call a person who knows only one?”
“American.”

The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 was designed to hold all learners to 
high academic standards and ensure that specific subsets of the student popu-
lation were not ignored or allowed to fall between the cracks of public educa-
tion. NCLB focuses attention on all categories of student learners, including 
the historically neglected population of language-minority learners. This is all 
to the good. Students are generally considered to be advantaged when schools 
are held accountable for the achievement gains of all learners. Few argue with 
the spirit of NCLB, but problems abound in this legislation, particularly with 
the ways in which ELLs are to be assessed (Kieffer et al., 2008; NABE, 2007; 
Solorzano, 2008).

In 2007, the Executive Director of TESOL (Teachers of English to Speakers of 
Other Languages), wrote a letter to the Chairman and the Ranking Member of 
the Education and Labor Committee of the House of Representatives expressing 
his organization’s concern about the validity and reliability of NCLB testing—
the accuracy of state tests and the consistency of the test measurements. The 
letter notes that, while NCLB allows a student with limited English language 
proficiency to take assessment exams in the student’s native language, “it is 
important to understand that in order for an assessment to be valid and reliable, 
the language of the assessment must match the language of instruction. Thus, 
while a native language assessment will be helpful in many cases, it may not 
be the most valid assessment for the majority of English language learners who 
receive instruction in English . . . The use of a single assessment for account-
ability purposes is not a valid, reliable, or fair method to determine academic 
progress, especially for English language learners” (Amorosino, 2007, pp. 1–2). 
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TESOL’s objections to NCLB’s reliance on single high-stakes exams resonates 
with the arguments of other anti-testing educators (see Chapter 5: Standards-
Based Reform: Real Reform or Political Smoke Screen?), but the well-intentioned 
goals of NCLB may have especially negative consequences for English language 
learners. As noted, ELLs are not likely to do well on subject-matter tests in a lan-
guage that is not the language in which they were introduced to the academic 
discourse of the subject, that is, the language of instruction. To make matters 
worse, it is hard, if not impossible to determine whether poor student perform-
ance is attributable to the student’s difficulties with the content or with the lan-
guage of the exams. In a real sense, every test of content is also a test of language 
skills (Kieffer et al., 2008).

English language learners, similar to other subgroups labeled under NCLB, 
must score in the “proficient” range on state exams by 2014, or the schools they 
attend will face sanctions. NABE (National Association for Bilingual Education) 
argues that NCLB will ultimately harm schools and ELL programs: “Virtually 
all schools with significant ELL enrollments will soon be in the ‘failing’ cat-
egory. It is hard to see how such an indiscriminate ‘accountability’ system . . . 
has anything to do with improving schools” (NABE, 2007). NCLB threatens the 
schools attended by ELLs. Referred to by some researchers as its “diversity pen-
alty,” the NCLB legislation “requires the largest gains from lower-performing 
schools, although these schools serve needier students and generally have 
fewer resources than schools serving wealthier students” (Darling-Hammond, 
2008, p. 164). 

NABE has joined with more than thirty education and civil rights organiza-
tions calling for the overhaul and reorganization of NCLB. Among other elements, 
NABE recommends that NCLB legislation allow States and school districts to:

 • Develop alternative assessments, in both English and the student’s native 
language, to measure more accurately the student’s content knowledge;

 • Promote the student’s native language;
 • Guarantee that all ELLs, independent of English language proficiency, 

have access to the full range of school services and educational programs 
(NABE, 2007).

Cultural Challenges: Teaching More Than Language Skills

Great achievements were the product of [the immigrants’] labors; without their 
contributions the country could not have taken the form it did. But they paid a 
heavy price, not only in the painful process of crossing and resettlement but 
also in the continuous ache of uprootedness . . . And to the extent that the proc-
ess succeeded, a widening gulf developed between the immigrants and their 
children (Handlin, 1966, pp. xiii, xiv).

Immigration has always been a difficult and stressful experience for new-
comer families. Immigrants leave behind friends and familiar ways, and older 
family members often forfeit esteemed community roles and assume lower 
social status and lesser-valued employment in the United States. Children of 
immigrants may struggle in schools as they wrestle with the different culture 
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and unfamiliar language of their new home (Gaytan et al., 2007). Americans 
have always celebrated the success stories of this nation of immigrants. Today, 
as in the past, many immigrants do very well in school and life, but many more 
are at risk of failure. As Suarez-Orozco and Gardner write, “Our research indi-
cates that while some [children of immigrants] will end up as the beneficiaries 
of life in the new land, too many others are unable to cope with the global dislo-
cations. As we have come to put it, the life options become Yale or Jail, Princeton 
or Prison” (2003, p. 3).

Schools can help expand the range of successful options. Schooling is cen-
tral to the processes by which the children of immigrants are taught to survive 
and prosper and forge a better life in their new country (Suarez-Orozco, Suarez-
Orozco, and Todorova, 2008). In schools, the children of immigrants learn the 
skills necessary for academic success. Newcomers also experience schools as 
cultural sites where they are introduced to the social “rules” of American soci-
ety, and they meet teachers, typically members of the dominant culture, who 
help them understand their new country and find their way in it. Because of 
their experience with formal schooling and, typically, their greater language 
facility, children of immigrants are often asked to play the role of “culture bro-
kers” for their parents and families. These young people, with a foot in each of 
two worlds, are often called upon to mediate the conflicting expectations and 
experiences of host and heritage cultures while trying to honor both (Adams 
and Kirova, 2007). Informed teachers, sensitive to immigration issues, can help 
students navigate between the two worlds.

Success in schools has always been important to the children of newcom-
ers, but it may be more important today than any time in our history. Given the 
nature of the American economy, doing well in school is central to economic 
survival and social integration. In the earlier days of high migration to the 
United States, schooling certainly figured prominently in individual success, 
but today, when the U.S. economy has few meaningful jobs for those who do not 
complete high school, school success matters more than ever (Suarez-Orozco, 
Suarez-Orozco, and Todorova, 2008). The children of immigrants are literally 
America’s future. Today’s newcomers will inherit tomorrow’s political and eco-
nomic systems, and the future of American democracy and its economic well-
being rest in their hands. Schools can help the children of immigrants achieve 
academically without uprooting them from the traditions of their families. 
Schools and teachers can help the children of new immigrants preserve their 
heritage language and culture and maintain their own historical identity while 
mastering English and the values and skills necessary for economic and social 
advancement in the United States (Adams and Kirova, 2007; Suarez-Orozco 
and Qin-Hilliard, 2004; Suarez-Orozco, Suarez-Orozco, and Todorova, 2008). 
Schools are in a unique position to help the children of new immigrants and 
their families successfully adjust to life in the United States. American schools 
have been able to help previous generations of immigrants, and they can serve 
new immigrants. Helping all the children of immigrants is business-as-usual 
for American schools. It is what schools have done well in the past and what 
they should do today.
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POSITION 2: BAD POLICY OVERBURDENS SCHOOLS

The average immigrant comes to this country much poorer and far less edu-
cated than Americans and consumes far more per capita in public services. 
Economically, immigrants are a net burden on the nation. . . . We are on a 
treadmill we will never get off if we do not get control of immigration.

—Buchanan, 2006, pp. 43, 46.

This cultural struggle over the future of America—and the very definition 
of America—underlies the immigration fight. The gap between the leftist 
elites and the rest of America could hardly be broader.

—Gingrich, 2008, p. 129.

Education Problems from Immigration, Legal and Illegal

The relation of new immigrants to schools is complex. Historic, political, legal, 
and cultural issues surround the question of how immigration influences edu-
cation. Current massive problems in legal and illegal immigration demonstrate 
our nation’s lack of intelligent control, identification, and law enforcement, as 
well as a lack of adequate funding for the additional social services required. 
Schools bear much of the brunt of this predicament. Educational problems that 
stem from weak and ineffective immigration policies and practices should be 
examined within that larger context (Brimelow, 2008).

American immigration policies and practices continue as divisive and con-
troversial social issues. A history of mostly dysfunctional approaches to immi-
gration purposes, control, balance, and enforcement haunts us. Schools share in 
the results. Since before our nation’s founding, we have argued about immigra-
tion, and the relation of education to that process. Benjamin Franklin, in 1753, 
noted that bad immigration policies may create “great disorders” among us. 
He concluded that if the new German immigrants were distributed equally and 
mixed well with the English, with English schools established in immigrant neigh-
borhoods, then there could be some benefit (Abbott, 1969, cited in Borjas, 1999, 
emphasis added).

Inconsistent policies and disparate practices create special problems and 
expenses for schools with immigrant populations. Legal immigration is now at 
record levels in the United States, and illegal immigration produces large, but 
uncharted, numbers. The Census Bureau calculates net immigration between 
2000 and 2007 at almost 8 million, not accounting for illegal immigrants. In 
2007, the official number receiving legal permanent residency (green card) was 
over 1 million; Migration Policy Institute (2006) estimates the actual number 
of legal immigrants to be over 1.8 million annually. Illegal immigration, 
for obvious reasons, is much more difficult to determine. One source, using 
U.S. Census data, estimates the total number of illegal aliens at over 21 million 
(www.immigrationcounters.com, 2008). Other organizations estimate illegals 
at between 12 and 14 million. Uncontrolled future immigration will cause 
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82 percent of the projected increase in U.S. population between 2005 and 2050, 
from about 300 million to 438 million. (Pew Research Center, 2008).

Large scale legal and illegal immigration presents severe problems for soci-
ety and schools. The sheer numbers of immigrants, necessary screening and 
record-keeping, expensive special provisions to meet their divergent needs, 
and potential policing-enforcement-social welfare requirements to maintain 
American qualities all impose costs on social services. Buchanan (2006) put the 
added social costs for schooling, health care, welfare, social security, and pris-
ons at about $400 billion per year, far more than the taxes immigrants pay, plus 
the costs of extra “pressure on land, water, and power resources” (p. 35).

Illegal immigration causes higher net costs for schools and other social services 
than legal immigration. Two-thirds of illegal aliens have not graduated from high 
school, thus earning less income and contributing less in taxes—while requiring 
more from U.S. public education and social services. These findings are consistent 
with a National Research Council study (Smith and Edmonston, 1997) showing 
that immigrant educational level is the “key determinant of their fiscal impact.” 
(“The High Cost of Cheap Labor,” Center for Immigration Studies, 2008, p. 1).

Questions surround American immigration policies in regard to education. 
Do current American immigration policies and practices help or hinder schools? 
Should schools be responsible, and accountable, for the education of all immi-
grants, legal and illegal? Should this all be taxpayer financed? Should that include 
taxpayer-subsidized higher education? Should the proportion of immigrant stu-
dents be grounds for differential rating in terms of national test score standards 
and graduation rates? Should we encourage immigration by people who have 
certain specialized education that America desires, or should we place no educa-
tional barriers on those who want to enter our nation? Should we be concerned 
about disparities between the levels of schooling of some immigrant groups and 
others, and as compared with levels of regular citizens? Should we require dem-
onstrated fluency in English, knowledge of American history and government, 
and allegiance to America before immigrants are granted permanent status? 
These are not easy questions to answer, and they are politically thorny.

School Responsibilities, Immigrant Needs, and Who Pays

In 1982, the Supreme Court split five to four in a decision that the equal protec-
tion clause of the Constitution required public schools to admit illegal alien 
children (Plyler v. Doe, 1982). The specific conditions that led to that decision 
could change. The court determined then that admission of illegals would not 
damage the educational opportunities of citizens’ children, and that there was 
no solid evidence that the United States actually intended to deport the illegal 
parents. If those conditions change, or Congress legislates a school exclusion for 
these illegal students, there could be a different outcome (FAIR, “Immigration 
and School Overcrowding,” 2002). For now, that is the law.

Schools are expected to provide basic knowledge, skills, and corrective edu-
cational assistance to immigrant children, as well as to help Americanize and 
integrate them into society. Schools also offer their parents and other immigrant 



220  PART ONE: Whose Interests Should Schools Serve?

adults avenues to self-improvement and preparation for citizenship. Immigrants 
from a variety of nations show wide differences in their educational attainment, 
skills, attitudes toward American traditions and values, English language flu-
ency, and requirements for public assistance.

The gap between regular citizen-student academic achievement and that of 
immigrants is growing. Organization for Economic Co-operation and Develop-
ment (OECD) data show that U.S. immigration caused high school graduation 
rates in the United States to drop from being the best in the world to being 
lower than that of sixteen other nations (Federation for American Immigration 
Reform, 2002). For a school district, these incoming immigrant educational dif-
ferences create multiple problems with corollary extra costs. For example, the 
New York City schools recently identified about 175 different languages among 
its students. The extra costs and difficulties finding and keeping well-prepared 
teaching and school staffs to provide appropriate school and other services for 
this diversity are immense. Table 9.1 shows some characteristics of immigrants 
by selected states in 2006.

For most states, the current source of the majority of immigrants is Latin 
America. The percentage of immigrants who have Limited English Proficiency 
(LEP) is very high in many of these states; the national average LEP is 52 percent, 
an increase of 25 percent between 2000 and 2006. The proportion of immigrants 
who have not completed high school is also high and climbing in these states. 
The national average is 32 percent, a 50 percent increase in the past ten years. 
For illegals, the numbers without high school diplomas and with more limited 
English proficiency are much higher, with higher associated educational costs.

The Federation for American Immigration Reform (FAIR) Report shows 
annual national extra educational cost to taxpayers for illegal immigrant stu-
dents is more than $7.4 billion (Collins, 2008; FAIR Report, 2008). Schooling 
costs from illegal immigration are usually without compensatory funds. Former 

Table 9.1 Selected Characteristics of Immigrants by State, 2006

State
% 

Population Source %
LEP 
%* 

No High School 
Diploma

California 27% Latin America 53% 59% 37%
New York 21 Latin America 53 46 26
Texas 16 Latin America 74 62 47
Florida 19 Latin America 73 49 25
Illinois 14 Latin America 48 56 31
New Jersey 20 Latin America 46 46 22
Washington 12 Asia 31 49 28
U.S. Average 21% 52% 32%

*LEP – Limited English Proficiency

Source: Migration Policy Institute (2008). “2006 American Community Survey and Census Data on the 

Foreign Born by State,” “States With the Largest and Fastest Growing Foreign Born Populations.” 

www.migrationinformation.org
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California Governor Pete Wilson tried to get federal funds to pay, but the case 
was not adjudicated. Among individual states, California spends about $2.2 bil-
lion extra per year. Texas spends over $1 billion annually, Florida spends about 
$308 million, Georgia about $231 million, and Illinois about $484 million each 
year (Collins, 2008; FAIR Report, 2008).

More Than Direct Cost

Poorly controlled immigration gives more than just money problems to schools. 
Immigrants from highly diverse cultural, tribal, religious, and economic back-
grounds, when mixed in the schools, create conditions for significant misun-
derstandings and potentially explosive environments. Differences stimulate the 
development of school-disruptive behaviors like gangs, bullying, ethnic slurs, 
extortion, violence, and threats. They also contribute to student segregation by 
immigrant group, intimidation, and necessarily restrictive school rules with 
enforcement officers. This is not consistent with the idea of school as a safe place 
to gain knowledge and develop positive attitudes toward the nation.

The special teaching, curricular, and staff needs created by an influx of 
immigrants distract schools from their primary purposes for local citizens, 
requiring additional care and effort. Immigrants are more likely to need other 
social services, like school nurses and social workers, draining funds from regu-
lar school activities.

How did we reach this position where legal and illegal immigration cause 
such problems for our schools?

Immigration Policies: A Study in Turmoil

Immigration is America’s great tradition and glory; it is also its great peril. We 
are a nation founded by immigrants, and we remain prideful of immigrant con-
tributions to culture, industry, technology, and life. Immigrants are us, or bet-
ter, are U.S. This extraordinary tradition is honored as we eat Italian or Thai 
or Mexican meals, use computers and TVs invented and enhanced by Irish-
Americans and Japanese-Americans, buy furniture and clothing designed by 
French-Americans and Swedish-Americans, and use an imported English lan-
guage enlarged by contributions from many other languages.

Immigration, if it can be intelligently controlled, balanced, and enforced, 
helps the United States. But despite periodic public alarm, we have failed to 
control immigration. Our immigration policies veered from open door to restric-
tions by nationality and personal history, then to allowing increasing numbers 
and amnesty for some. Presumably restrictive laws have not been followed up 
with serious enforcement and actual control.

The current large-scale immigration wave is the fourth in our history (Leon-
hardt, 2008). Political reaction to each of the previous great waves—in the 1850s, 
1880s, and 1900s—was intense and restrictions ensued. Anti-immigration move-
ments developed as each wave became more threatening to Americans. Laws 
were passed to limit immigration with modest results in attempts to bring more 
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orderliness to the process. Table 9.2 shows the main waves of immigration, per 
1,000 American citizens, by decade since the early 1820s.

The United States was concerned about risks in naturalizing immigrants 
from unfriendly nations too quickly in the 1790s, but until the 1870s we encour-
aged immigration as helpful to build the society. Then, in 1875, we barred immi-
gration by convicts and prostitutes, adding paupers and “mentally defectives” 
to the immigrant ban in 1882, when we also halted Chinese immigration for ten 
years, extending that ban until 1943. Congress passed laws for two decades to 
require a literacy test of immigrants, but these laws were vetoed by three presi-
dents before Woodrow Wilson’s second veto was overridden in 1917 and all adult 
immigrants had to be able to read in some language. Immigration laws in the 
1920s limited annual streams to 150,000, plus immediate families, and imposed 
a quota system favoring immigrants from northern and western Europe.

These quotas were eliminated in 1965, and later modifications increased the 
total annual immigrant limits. Immigration reform laws in 1986 tried to restrict 
illegal immigration by penalizing employers and offering amnesty to some ille-
gals who came forward. Enforcement has been very uneven, even nonexistent, 
and illegal immigration expanded to our current estimates of 12 to 21 million, 
but no exact figures exist. Legislation in the 1990s increased the annual number 
of legal immigrants from 270,000 to 675,000, and doubled the number of visas 
for economic and employment purposes to 140,000 (Cornelius, 2004; Meilander, 
2001; Morris, 2007; Leonhardt, 2008), and we now have record numbers.

America’s Great Peril

The peril to America is not from the idea of immigration. We have an immigrant 
tradition, but that immigration occurred over a long time and smaller scale. One 
aspect of the peril is simply the relative size of immigrant groups. Buchanan (2006) 
points out that there are 36 million foreign-born now in the United States—three 
times the number that immigrated in the so-called Great Wave of 1910—and that 
“the Border Patrol catches as many illegal aliens every month as all the legal immi-
grants who came to America in the 1920s” (p. 10). Such large numbers produce 
dislocations, suspicions, economic uncertainty, and fear among existing citizens. 
The size of immigrant groups creates difficult assimilation conditions, taxes social 
services, and undermines local employment arrangements and social conditions.

A second important aspect of the peril to America is the disorderly, disrup-
tive, and potentially dangerous illegal acts of people who come into America 
without proper authorization, or who stay longer than their visas permit. The 

Table 9.2 Average Annual Immigration per 1,000 Citizens

1.3 12.1 10.5 11.0 4.0 .6 4.8 5.1

1820–30 1850–60 1880–90 1900–1910 1920–30 1940–50 1980–90 2000–2010

Source: Pew Research Center, New York Times, March 2, 2008.
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main threats of unfettered and uncontrolled immigration include the obvious: 
crime, disease, national security, undercutting American workers, dislocation 
in low-income communities, and overloading social services like health and 
education. One-third of all patients treated in the Los Angeles Health system 
each year are illegal aliens (FAIR, 2008).

Between 2000 and 2005, about 4.5 million illegals were caught trying 
to break into the United States, and more than 300,000 of them had criminal 
records (Buchanan, 2006). That is one criminal in every twelve immigrants, and 
that is only among illegals who were caught. The current immigration issue 
differs significantly from those in the past in that a large number of immigrants 
have come illegally or overstayed their visas and have become illegal. We have 
done little to fully identify these illegal immigrants or to enforce the laws which 
they have broken. Simply coming over our borders without official permission 
or overstaying an authorized visa is a crime. Those who intentionally engage in 
these activities are criminals. It is illegal for good reason. Open access to public 
schools should not be a reward for illegal activity.

A third aspect of the peril for America by uncontrolled immigration is more 
esoteric but important: challenges to American values, national unity, social 
relations, and commonalities of spirit that define the United States. Finding and 
nurturing common grounds for social life is a long and often grueling process; it 
can easily be fractured by competing ideologies from immigrant groups.

Our national security, national integrity, and economy depend upon con-
trolling our borders and developing clear and reasoned policies to limit immi-
gration. We welcome immigrants who follow the rules. Most of our immigrant 
ancestors endured long and difficult journeys to come here. They applied for 
permission to enter and those who desired citizenship fulfilled requirements 
that included good health, a law-abiding history, learning English, and pass-
ing a test of American history and government. They understood the needs for 
national security and border integrity that require laws, rules, and regulations 
regarding immigration. They desired opportunities and rights that American 
citizenship provides, and they used their time, energy, intelligence, and com-
mitment to fulfill those requirements. They were often leaving places where 
those opportunities and rights did not exist.

True, some legal immigrants also have criminal records, serious health prob-
lems, or antipathy to American ideals, but they were often weeded out through 
the application, waiting, educational, and testing process for citizenship. And 
we had records for them. Rules and regulations worked in these cases to protect 
America. Orderly immigration and legitimate educational requirements well 
serve those who have properly immigrated.

Needed Basic Immigration Policies: Immigration Policy 
in the National Interest

America needs a thorough and vigilant border protection system, as a begin-
ning point. In an age of terrorism threats, fast transportation, and massive pop-
ulation shifts, a sound immigration policy has to start with full control of our 
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borders (Auster, 2003). That can mean fences, electronic monitoring, active and 
frequent land and air patrols, night vision imaging, lighting, and similar screen-
ing devices. They work (von Drehle, 2008). It can also mean personal identifi-
cation that cannot be compromised, coordinated international verification and 
tracking systems, and speedy deportation arrangements.

We also need improved control over legal entry as visitors, workers, and 
scholars. This requires complete and verifiable application data, with continu-
ing full information on travel and contact locations for all entrants to improve 
our ability to find them when their authorized visitation time is nearing com-
pletion. Our visa limits must be stringently enforced, with severe and enforced 
penalties for overstaying without permission.

We need clear and simple federal procedures for immigration and for 
illegals. Employers and sponsors should be legally responsible for checking 
positive identification for legality, with verification from government agen-
cies, before employment. We should strengthen all bans on the hiring of ille-
gal immigrants, with serious penalties that increase if the offense is repeated. 
In the meantime, we should do better enforcement of existing laws governing 
immigrant employment, identification, and supervision. The European Union 
recently passed tougher laws on immigration, with longer detention and easier 
expulsion (Brothers, 2008).

Our immigration system should be tuned primarily to improving our 
nation, with humanitarian and other purposes next in order. More intelligent 
and limited immigration policies are necessary to coordinate our national needs 
for well-educated people in particular fields. We must cut the sheer numbers 
of immigrants to assure the continuation of American values and traditions, 
and we must encourage the best and brightest of those who want to come to 
the United States and who have skills complementary to our national interests. 
At a minimum, we should require at least high school graduation for all adult 
immigrants.

We must require demonstrated fluency in English as basic to permanent res-
idency or citizenship, and we should provide government information, except 
for tourist purposes, only in English. A knowledge of American history, govern-
ment, and economics, and agreement with values should also be required of 
anyone applying for naturalization. Schools have responsibilities for this edu-
cation; smaller numbers of and mandated minimal education requirements for 
immigrants can mitigate the costs and problems.

Summary

Some immigrants have made major contributions to American education, and 
to our culture. Many have used our open educational system as a springboard to 
a better life. Escaping oppression and finding freedom are educational, and so 
is trying to better oneself financially. But those may not be sufficient grounds 
for a national policy that only limits legal immigration by numbers, and weak 
immigration practices that have allowed 12 to 21 million illegal immigrants to 
remain—and to remain unidentified.
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It is only with intelligent immigration reform and consistent enforcement 
practices that we can hope to deal with the educational problems that flow from 
the current immigration situation.

Immigration and education are linked. Lack of control and coordination of 
immigration creates problems for schools and society. Mass immigration threat-
ens the basic fiber of the nation and overloads the schools. Illegal immigration 
has exploded, is hidden, and is a peril to our country. Immigration reform is not 
only necessary for national security and to promote our national interest, but it 
will also help schools refocus on their primary purposes for American citizens.

For Discussion

1.  A Pew Research Center report (Passel and Cohn, 2008), covering U.S. population 
projections until 2050, contains the following key points:

 • Almost 20% of the U.S. population in 2050 will be immigrants;

 •  The elderly population will increase by more than double, and the working-age 
group will decline as a percentage of population;

 •  Hispanics, currently the largest minority group, will triple in size, becoming about 
29% of the population.

 If this develops,
 a.  What would you identify as the most important positive and negative conse-

quences from this?
 b. What are the likely impacts of each point on schooling by 2050?
 c.  What recommendations would you make to help the schools prepare for each of 

those potential impacts?
 d. What social, cultural, and economic impacts would you expect from this change? 
 If you think this projection is negative for the United States,
 a. What would you propose for changing immigration policies and practices?
 b. How would your proposals affect schools?
 c.  How would your proposals affect social and economic conditions in the United 

States and in the world?
2.  Drachman and Langran (2008) state that “Language has become one of the most 

important and contentious problems in the United States. A major reason is that it is 
interlaced with a number of other highly controversial issues such as politics, immi-
gration, civil rights, citizenship, equality of educational opportunity, and American 
culture and national identity. . . . Historically, the public schools have been the great 
Americanizing force, with the teaching of English their major tool” (p. 65).

 a.  What evidence supports, and what evidence is in opposition to, their view about 
the level of controversy about language in the United States?

 b.  Identify and evaluate some examples of how language is, or is not, interlaced with 
the list of other factors (e.g., politics, immigration, civil rights) noted in the quote 
above. Pay special attention to examples involving immigration.

 c.  If the authors are correct about language as one of the most problematic current 
issues, what does that say about the effectiveness of the public schools in its Ameri-
canizing role over history?

 d.  Discuss how schools have attempted to meet their role in Americanizing, and how 
English language instruction is related to that role.

 e.  Develop a proposal for how schools could better address any language issues, with 
a focus on new immigrants.
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3.  Over 550,000 foreign students come to study each year in colleges and universities 
in the United States, but only a small proportion (65,000 in 2009) are able to obtain 
special visas, known as H-1B visas, to stay on for work in the United States. And these 
visas are awarded in a lottery system that is oversubscribed each year. The United 
Kingdom’s immigration policy, however, is to welcome those they identify as most 
likely to make contributions to the British nations, with no lottery.

 a.  What are the main arguments for and against the policies in the United States and 
the United Kingdom?

 b. Whose interests are served under each policy?
 c. What would you expect to be the long-term results of both policies?
 d.  If one policy is seen as a thesis, and the other an antithesis, what would be a suit-

able synthesis?

References

ADAMS, L. D. AND KIROVA, A. eds. (2007). Global Migration and Education. Mahwah, NJ: 
Lawrence Erlbaum.

AMOROSINO, C. S. (2007). Letter to The Honorable George Miller and The Honorable 
Howard P. McKeon, U.S. House of Representatives. September 5. http://www.tesol
.org

AUSTER, L. (2003). “Erasing America: Politics of the Borderless Nation.” Monterey, VA 
American Immigration Control Foundation. www.aicfoundation.org

BANK STREET. (2008). Literacy Guide. http://bnkst.edu/literacyguide
BRIMELOW, P. (2008) “Mass Immigration and Education.” 

www.commonsenseonmassimmigration.us?articles/art-brimelow 
BORJAS, G. J. (1999). Heaven’s Door: Immigration Policy and the American Economy. 

Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
BROTHERS, C. (2008). “EU Passes Tough Migrant Measures.” New York Times, June 19. 

www.nytimes.com
BUCHANAN, P. J. (2006), State of Emergency. New York: St. Martin’s Press.
Castaneda v. Picard 448 F.2d 989; 1981 U.S. APP Lexis 12063, June 23, 1981 http://stanford

.edu/~kenro/LAU/IAPolicy/IA1bCastaneda
CENTER FOR IMMIGRATION STUDIES. (2008). “The High Cost of Cheap Labor.” April 15. 

www.cis.org
COLLINS, D. (2008). “Failing to Reform Immigration Threatens Education.” Pittsburgh 

Tribune-Review. Sept. 8. p. 1.
CORNELIUS, W. A., et al., eds. (2004) Controlling Immigration. Stanford: Stanford Univer-

sity Press.
CRAWFORD, J. (2007). “Hard Sell: Why Is Bilingual Education So Unpopular with the 

American Public?” in Bilingual Education, ed. O.Garcia and C. Baker. Clevedon, Eng-
land: Multilingual Matters.

DARLING-HAMMOND, L. (2008). “Improving High Schools and the Role of NCLB,” in 
Holding NCLB Accountable; Achieving Accountability, Equity and School Reform, ed. G.L. 
Sunderman. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin. 

ESPINOSA, L. M. (2008). Challenging Common Myth About English Language Learners. NY: 
Foundation for Child Development. http://www.fcd-us.org/resources.

FALTIS, C. J. AND COULTER, C. A. (2008). Teaching English Learners and Immigrant Students 
in Secondary Schools. Boston, MA: Allyn and Bacon.

FEDERATION FOR AMERICAN IMMIGRATION REFORM (FAIR). (2002) “Immigration and School  
Overcrowding.” www.fairus.org



CHAPTER 9: New Immigrants and the Schools: Unfair Burden or Business as Usual  227

_______. (2005). “What’s Wrong With Illegal Immigration.” March. www.fairus.org
FRANKLIN, B. (1749). Proposals Relating to the Education of Youth In Pennsylvania, 1749. 

http://www.archives.upenn.edu/primdocs/1749proposals.
GAYTAN, F. X. et al. (2007). “Understanding and Responding to the Needs of Newcomer 

Immigrant Youth and Families.” The Prevention Researcher 14: 10, 11–13.
GINGRICH, N. (2008). Real Change. Washington, DC: Regnery.
HANDLIN, O. ed. (1966). Children of the Uprooted. New York: George Braziller.
HERNANDEZ, D. J., DENTON, N. A., AND MACARTNEY, S. E. (2007). “Children in Immigrant 

Families — The U.S. and 50 States: National Origins, Language, and Early Education.” 
Albany, NY: Child Trends and the Center for Social and Demographic Analysis, 
University at Albany, SUNY: 2007 Research Brief Series, 2007-11, April. www
.childtrends.org.

IMMIGRATION COUNTERS. (2008). “Real Time Data.” April. www.immigrationcounters.com
KAESTLE, C. (1983). Pillars of the Republic: Common Schools and American Society, 

1780–1860. NY: Hill and Wang.
Lau v. Nichols, 414 U.S. 563 (1974). http://supreme.justia.com/us/414/563/case.
LEONHARDT, D. (2008). “The Border and the Ballot box.” Mar 2, pp 1–3 New York Times.  

www.nytimes.com
“Man in the Street.” (1905). New York Times, January 15. http://www.nytimes.com/archive
MEILANDER, P. C. (2001). Toward a Theory of Immigration. New York: Palgrave.
MIGRATION POLICY INSTITUTE. (2006). “Annual Immigration to the United States: The Real 

Numbers.” www.migrationinformation.org
———. (2008). “2006 American Community Survey and Census Data on the Foreign  

Born by State.” www.migrationinformation.org
MORRIS, D. AND MCGANN, E. (2007) Outrage. New York: Harper Collins.
National Association for Bilingual Education (NABE). (2007). NABE Principles on the 

Reauthorization of NCLB. Washington, DC: NABE http://www.nabe.org/advocacy/
nclb

NCTE ELL TASK FORCE. (2006). NCTE Position Paper on the Role of English Teachers in 
Educating English Language Learners (ELLs). National Council of Teachers of English. 
http://www.ncte.org

PASSEL, J. S. AND COHN, D. (2008). U.S. Population Projections 2005–2050, Washington, 
 DC: Pew Research Center http//pewhispanic.org/files.reports/85.
Pew Research Center. (2008). U.S. Population Projections: 2005–2050. Feb 11. (Passel,  J.S. 

and Cohn, D.) http://pewsocialstrends.org
Plyler v. Doe, 457 U.S. 202 (1982) http://supreme.justia.com/us/457/202/case.
PORTES, A. AND RUMBAUT, R. G. (2006). Immigrant America, A Portrait. Berkeley, CA: 

University of California.
RABIN, N., COMBS, C., AND GONZALEZ, N. (2008). “Understanding Plyler’s Legacy: Voices   

from Border Schools.” Journal of Law and Education 37:15–82.
ROBERTS, S. (2004). Who We Are Now. New York: Henry Holt.
SMITH, J. P. AND EDMONSTON, B. eds. (1997). The New Americans: Economic,  Demographic, 

and Fiscal Effects of Immigration. Washington, DC: National  Academy Press.
SOLORZANO, R. W. (2008). “High Stakes Testing: Issues, Implications, and Remedies for 

English Language Learners.” Review of Educational Research 78:260–329.
SPRING, J. (2001). The American School: 1642–2000, 5th ed. NY: McGraw-Hill.
STEWNER-MANZANARES, G. (1988). The Bilingual Education Act: Twenty Years Later. 

Washington, DC: National Clearinghouse for Bilingual Education. http://www.nclea
.gwu/pubs/classics



228  PART ONE: Whose Interests Should Schools Serve?

SUAREZ-OROZCO, C., SUAREZ-OROZCO, M., AND TODOROVA, I. (2008). Learning a New Land; 
Immigrant Students in American Society. Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press.

SUAREZ-OROZCO, M. AND GARDNER, H. (2003). “Educating Billy Wang for the World of 
Tomorrow.” Education Week 8:43, 34. October 22.

SUAREZ-OROZCO, M. AND QIN-HILLIARD, D. B. (2004). Globalization: Culture and Education 
in the New Millennium. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.

SUAREZ-OROZCO, M. AND SUAREZ-OROZCO, C. (2001). Children of Immigration. Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press.

VON DREHLE, R. O. (2008). “A New Line in the Sand.” Time17:28–35.
WILEY, T. G. (2007). “Accessing Language Rights in Education: A Brief History of the 

U.S. Context,” in Bilingual Education, ed. O.Garcia and C. Baker. Clevedon, England: 
Multilingual Matters.



229

  PA R T  T W O

What Should Be 
Taught? 

 Knowledge and Literacy 

   About Part Two:    School curricu-
lum battles are the outward sign of 
competing social forces. Curriculum 
control is the result of power and 
politics. Decisions on what should be 
taught are political decisions, involv-
ing questions about the definitions of 
knowledge, intelligence, literacy, and 
learning. These terms are complemen-
tary concepts—but they often have dif-
fering definitions and interpretations 
(Coiro, 2008). Schools are necessarily 
involved with definitions of these four 
terms and with disputes over them. 
Topics covered in Part Two include 
disparities in academic achievement, 
values and character development, 
multicultural education, technology, 
and testing. Each issue involves both 
theoretical and practical concerns; 
what does it mean to know something 
and how should schools undertake 
that activity? 

 This introductory essay examines the 
idea of knowledge and its corollar-
ies, political and philosophic contexts 
for school curriculum decisions, and 

ideological and practical contexts of 
curriculum control. School curriculum 
is controversial. Raskin (2004) points 
out: 

   Throughout the twentieth cen-
tury, brutal fights were waged 
about the content in education, 
what educators thought it proper 
to teach, analyze, and question. 
Hidden behind these struggles 
were issues of class, cultural 
homogenization, propaganda as 
knowledge, the abstract versus 
the concrete, and, of course, race, 
sex, and leisure. (p. 103)     

  INTRODUCTION 

  From the testing of selected knowl-
edge as mandated under the NCLB 
Act to school board arguments over 
evolution or intelligent design as 
appropriate content for science classes, 
curriculum debates abound. Whose 
history should be studied and tested, 
and which interpretations? Which lit-
erature should be required and which 
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censored? How important are the arts 
and humanities, physical education, 
home economics, commercial subjects, 
mathematics? Should all students take 
the same courses? 

 Teaching is, of course, more than tell-
ing or testing. And learning is more 
than listening and recalling. Good edu-
cation requires more thought about 
what should be taught and why, and 
consideration of what is to be learned 
and how. We may all think we are well 
educated, so it is easy to assume that 
what should be taught is what we were 
taught—and learned as we did. That 
self-congratulatory response answers a 
question about the central purpose for 
schools—what should be taught?—but 
not satisfactorily (Ippolito et al. 2008). 

 If the best education is simply what we 
learned and recall, then teaching could 
be only telling and testing of what we 
already think we know. There would 
be no sense trying to make changes in 
schools, curriculum, or teaching. Edu-
cation would be static. There would 
also be no reason for a book on edu-
cational issues—there would be no 
issues. But there are enormous and 
important issues about schooling, and 
what should be taught is one of the 
most enormous and important. What 
we were taught, or what our parents 
and grandparents were taught, rep-
resented ideas of important school 
knowledge in those times. But knowl-
edge changes—and so do our con-
ceptions of intelligence, literacy, and 
learning. Noble (2004) comments: “As 
fashionable as it is to decry the woe-
ful state of American schooling, and 
to mock students who can’t locate 
one or another country on a map, the 
great mass of American citizens are 

probably better informed than they 
were one hundred or even fifty years 
ago, when formal school stopped for 
most people at or before high school, 
and the curriculum was designed to 
teach the children of farmers and fac-
tory workers how to keep still and 
take orders” (p. 157). 

 Schools, from day care to graduate 
school, exist to determine, examine, 
convey, question, and modify knowl-
edge. That responsibility is the root 
of issues surrounding what should be 
taught. Communicating knowledge, 
most people agree, is the core purpose 
of schools. That interactive communi-
cation depends upon our definitions 
(Coiro, 2008).

Issues arise because of major disa-
greements over how knowledge is to 
be defined, whose ideas of knowledge 
should prevail in the schools, how to 
package that knowledge, and how to 
organize and teach knowledge (Rosen-
berg, 2002; Rose, 2008). In addition to 
disputes about the nature, value, and 
expression of knowledge, are disa-
greements about how to define and 
measure human intelligence and liter-
acy, and how to identify and stimulate 
the best kinds of learning. Disputes 
this complex are often at the center of 
various school wars, since the control 
of knowledge is the control of society. 

 • What knowledge should we teach, 
in what sequence, and who gets to 
decide?  

   • Which knowledge should be 
required study, which should 
be elective, and which should be 
censored?  

   • Who should get access to which 
kinds of knowledge?  
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   • How do we know if and when that 
or other knowledge is learned?    

 These are not only theoretical con-
cerns linked directly to decisions 
about school curriculum, they are also 
practical concerns basic to teaching 
and learning, success and failure. 

 Schools should provide teaching in 
the most valuable knowledge, but 
that begs the questions of who decides 
what is worth knowing and on what 
grounds. The struggle to control what 
is accepted as valued knowledge 
is inevitably a struggle for power 
(Cherryholmes, 1978; Popkewitz, 1987; 
Sizer, 2004; Moran, 2005). Control 
of people’s minds is control of their 
expectations, behavior, and allegiance. 
Deciding which students get access 
to which knowledge has a powerful 
impact on social policy and politics, 
with results that can lead in opposite 
directions: more social egalitarianism 
or more elitism, more social-class sepa-
ration or more social integration (Rose, 
2008). Such decisions can enable or 
restrict individual achievements and 
enhance or detract from democracy. 

 Should schools aim to produce broadly 
educated people, specialists in aca-
demic subjects, social critics, book 
learners, industrial workers, college 
material, athletes, consumers, patriots, 
or something else?

  NONSCHOOL KNOWLEDGE 
AND UNINTENDED 

SCHOOL LEARNINGS 

  School, of course, is not the only place 
where knowledge is gained, intelli-
gence developed, literacy honed, and 

learning produced. Glynda Hull and 
Katherine Schultz (2002) summarized 
the large volume of research on learn-
ing in and out of school, commenting: 

  During the last two decades 
researchers from a range of dis-
ciplines have documented the 
considerable intellectual accom-
plishments of children, adoles-
cents, and adults in out-of-school 
settings, accomplishments that 
often contrast with their poor 
school-based performances and 
suggest a different view of their 
potential as capable learners and 
doers in the world . . . school has 
come to be such a particular, spe-
cialized institution with its own 
particular brand of learning. . . . 
(pp. 575, 577)  

 All of us experience nonschool settings 
where we gain significant knowledge; 
families, friends, peers, work groups, 
and media are but a few examples. We 
learn from our earliest days to the last, 
and formal schooling accounts for less 
than 10 percent of that learning period 
for most people. 

Some wisdom we gain comes in school, 
but is not what the school intended for 
us to learn—this is the hidden curricu-
lum of schooling. Some students learn 
dishonesty and cheating as a result 
of experiences in school life, but the 
school did not intend that result. 

 Learning in nonschool settings and 
through the hidden curriculum in 
schools challenges many of our limited 
conceptions about school as the prime 
location for knowledge, intelligence, 
literacy, and learning. Schooling is but 
one dimension of this process of devel-
opment, but school is the organized 
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agency given responsibility for defin-
ing, transmitting, and changing knowl-
edge deemed important in a society. Our 
focus, in this section, will be on disputes 
over what should be taught in schools, 
but we must not mistake that for the 
whole of knowledge or intelligence. 

 Knowledge, of course, depends on 
intelligence since it is only through 
intelligence that we gain, interpret, 
and use knowledge. Yet, there are as 
many disputes about intelligence as 
there are about knowledge. As Ken 
Richardson (2000), notes: 

  There has probably been a con-
cept of intelligence, and a word 
for it, since people first started to 
compare themselves with other 
animals and with one another. We 
know this at least since thinkers 
first began to theorize about the 
nature of the mind. . . . the exist-
ing ground does not offer a firm 
foundation for anyone seeking 
to answer the question: “What is 
intelligence?” Indeed, it is a com-
plex confusion. (pp. 1, 20)  

 Psychologist Howard Gardner (1993, 
1999, 2000, 2003) argues that we really 
have multiple intelligences, not just 
a single form. He suggests that intel-
ligences are actually potentials for 
people to develop processes to solve 
problems or create things; they are not 
completed events, nor are they clearly 
observable or testable, and they are 
relatively independent of each other. 
Some kinds of intelligence (such as 
logical-mathematical and linguis-
tic) are especially useful in satisfying 
school academic requirements, and 
others (such as intra- and interper-
sonal, musical, and bodily-kinesthetic) 
are more useful in other settings in and 

out of school. This level of complexity 
makes “intelligence” testing and other 
efforts to standardize and measure 
schooling more difficult, if not impos-
sible. As Gardner puts it, “intelligence 
is too important to be left to the intel-
ligence testers” (1999, p. 3). 

 Similarly, we have multiple literacies 
and multiple learning processes (Hull 
and Schultz, 2002; Coiro, 2008). Lit-
eracy can be defined in many ways: 
as basic reading/writing skills, as 
computer skills, as economic ability, 
as cultural capabilities, as historical 
cognizance, or as artistic or critical lit-
eracy (Gee, 1996, 2000). Critical liter-
acy provides a way to use basic school 
knowledge to identify and correct 
significant power disparities between 
haves and have-nots (Freire, 1970; 
Freire and Macedo, 1987; Comber and 
Simpson, 2001).

Multiple learning processes are obvi-
ous to anyone who observes children 
acquire walking, speaking, reading, 
creative, and interpretive abilities. 
This sophisticated concept of multiple 
intelligences, literacies, and learning 
processes not only makes definitions 
of knowledge, intelligence, literacy, 
and learning very problematic, it 
also raises important questions about 
school curriculum, national and state 
standardized testing, and teaching.   

  THE SCHOOL CURRICULUM: 
KNOWLEDGE AND POLITICS 

  The school curriculum of each society 
reflects the definitions of formal knowl-
edge and literacy prevalent in that soci-
ety and in that time—and they reflect 
political decisions. These definitions 
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often conflict—arts versus sciences, 
practical versus theoretical, socializa-
tion versus individual independence. 
In an age of witchery, a literate, intel-
ligent person is one who shares the 
language and values of the sorcerer’s 
form of knowledge. In an age of tech-
nology, a literate and intelligent person 
may be defined as one who shares the 
language and values of technological 
knowledge. Thus, the term  literate  may 
be thought of as a verbal badge given to 
those who possess knowledge consid-
ered socially valuable. Schools provide 
literacy credentials in the form of diplo-
mas, degrees, and various types of pro-
fessional certificates. When magic and 
witchcraft were socially credible, sor-
cerers enjoyed great power and status 
(Moran, 2004). Their pronouncements 
often became laws and policies. Only a 
select few had the opportunity to learn 
their secret rites. When knowledge of 
witchcraft came to be viewed as evil, 
sorcerers were burned. In modern 
societies where scientific knowledge 
is prized, “sorcerers” are considered 
interesting eccentrics. The postmodern 
society suggests new definitions and 
a new school curriculum for meeting 
the needs of the twenty-first century 
(Stanley, 1992; Greene, 1994; Ippolito 
et al., 2008). 

 Typically, traditional school subjects 
coexist in the curriculum until new top-
ics or arguments arise challenging that 
emphasis. In our seventeenth-century 
secondary schools, classes were taught 
in Latin, and Greek was required along 
with moral philosophy. In the last dec-
ades of the twentieth century, when 
test scores revealed deficiencies in the 
basic skills of reading, writing, and 
arithmetic, most elementary schools 
decreased the curriculum time spent 

on science, social studies, and the arts 
and shifted it to reading and arithmetic. 
When computers became more socially 
valuable, schools made space to fit 
computer study into a crowded school 
curriculum. Other additions such as 
driver’s education, physical education, 
drug education, and character edu-
cation illustrate curriculum changes 
based on redefinitions of knowledge 
and the politics of schools. The specific 
mix of courses and emphasis within 
the curriculum depend on prevail-
ing visions of the “good” individual 
and the “good” society. In every age, 
people hold disparate views on what 
kinds of individuals and society are 
most desirable. Some want individu-
als to be free, independent, and critical; 
others advocate behavior modifica-
tion to control deviation and ensure 
social conformity. Some demand pre-
scribed moral values and beliefs; oth-
ers demand release from moralisms 
and prescriptions. Some desire respect 
for authority; others prefer challenges 
to authority.   

  PRACTICAL, THEORETICAL, 
AND MORAL SCHOOLING 

  The literature is filled with disputes 
over how school should develop the 
good individual and the good society. 
Aristotle considered the state the ful-
fillment of our social drives and saw 
education as a state activity designed 
to provide social unity. He said that 
“education is therefore the means of 
making it [the society] a community 
and giving it unity” (Aristotle, 1962, p. 
51). In  The Politics,  Aristotle discussed 
the controversy over whether schools 
should teach practical knowledge, 
moral character, or esoteric ideas.
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 Contemporary curriculum debate con-
tinues to focus on the relative empha-
sis schools should give to practical, 
theoretical, and moral schooling.

Contemporary comprehensive public 
schools offer some useful applied edu-
cational programs, such as reading, 
music, wood shop, home economics, 
computer operation, physical educa-
tion, and vocational training. They 
also offer the study of theoretical con-
cepts in English, math, social studies, 
the arts, and science. And schools pro-
vide various forms of moral education; 
students study materials conveying 
ideas of the good person and the good 
society, and learn from school rules 
and teachers to be respectful, patri-
otic, loyal, and honest. The exact mix 
of these forms of education varies as 
different reforms become popular and 
as local communities make changes. 

 Curricular reforms between 1980 and 
2010 are seen by many as essentially 
mechanistic and “top-down.” The 
president, governors, legislators, and 
national commissions tell the schools 
what and how to teach to correct edu-
cational ills. Their prescriptions—for 
increased course requirements, longer 
school days and school years, more 
homework, more testing, and force-
feeding knowledge to students in fac-
tory-like schools—do not prove their 
curative abilities. 

Most schools teach a relatively stand-
ard curriculum. States mandate certain 
courses, such as English, American his-
tory, and drug and alcohol education. 
Ac crediting agencies examine schools 
periodically, and review the curricu-
lum for conformity. Publishers, aiming 
at a national market, produce teaching 

materials for a national curriculum. 
And school district curriculum coor-
dinators and department heads attend 
national conferences and read journals 
that stress standard curricular struc-
tures. Thus, a broad outline exists for a 
general national curriculum based on 
common practices, even though spe-
cific curricula in each state differ. 

 In the twenty-first century, external 
forces still largely determine the for-
mal curriculum in American schools. 
We have national and state standards, 
increasing external accountability for 
student learning, and more complex 
ideas of socially expected literacy. 
Since colonial times, the curriculum 
has evolved from a narrow interest in 
teaching religious ideals to multiple, 
and often conflicting, interests in pro-
viding broad knowledge, skills, and 
values relevant to nearly every aspect 
of social life. In U.S. schools, the medie-
val curriculum of “seven liberal arts”—
rhetoric, grammar, logic, arithmetic, 
astronomy, geometry, and music—has 
given way to a list of subjects too long 
to enumerate. And the formal curricu-
lum is certainly not all that students 
are expected to learn in school.   

  THE HIDDEN CURRICULUM 

  The hidden curriculum of unexpressed 
and usually unexamined ideas, val-
ues, and behaviors conveys subtle, 
often unintended, things to students 
(and teachers). 

 A few brief examples illustrate the 
hidden curriculum at its simplest 
level. Teachers tell students to be inde-
pendent and express their own ideas, 
but they often chastise or punish the 
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student who actually exhibits inde-
pendence and expresses ideas the 
teacher doesn’t like. In history courses, 
students hear that justice and equality 
are basic American rights, yet they 
see that compliant and well-dressed 
students earn favored treatment. In 
school, students are told that plagia-
rism is an academic sin; then the news 
shows prominent and award-winning 
historians (probably quoted in the 
high school history textbook) who 
plagiarized from others. Students are 
told to not smoke, by teachers who do. 
The hidden curriculum is a vast, rela-
tively uncharted domain often much 
more effective than the formal curric-
ulum in shaping student learning and 
knowledge. 

 At a deeper level, discrepancies bet-
ween what schools say and what 
schools do may raise a more signifi-
cant concern about competing ideolo-
gies. The hidden curriculum conflicts 
with the stated purposes of the vis-
ible curriculum. The stated curricu-
lum may value diversity; the hidden 
curriculum expects conformity. The 
stated curriculum advocates critical 
thinking; the hidden curriculum sup-
ports docility. The visible curriculum 
emphasizes equal opportunity; the 
hidden curriculum separates students 
according to social-class background, 
gender, race, or other factors. 

 Critical literature examines the hid-
den curriculum and its ideological 
bases (see, for example, Young, 1970; 
Cherryholmes, 1978, 1988; Anyon, 
1979, 1980; Giroux and Purpel, 1983; 
Popkewitz, 1987; Giroux, 1988; Apple, 
2000; Aronowitz, 2008; Stanley, 1992, 
2004). From this critical view, the 
“great debates” about schooling 

extensively covered in the media and 
mainstream educational literature are 
actually narrowly constructed differ-
ences between liberals and conserva-
tives. At bottom, public debates do 
not raise ideological concerns about 
the control of knowledge and its social 
consequences. Tinkering with the 
stated curriculum leaves the powerful 
hidden curriculum intact. Superficial 
school reforms do very little to change 
schooling, and neither mainstream 
liberals nor conservatives really want 
much change. 

 At the surface level, where much 
school reform debate occurs, a dis-
cussion about whether to spend more 
school time on computers, math, and 
English and less on the arts and social 
studies is a comparatively trivial mat-
ter; it hides more fundamental dis-
putes about whose interests are served 
and whose are maligned. Shallow 
arguments about whether the curricu-
lum should stress the basics, provide 
vocational courses, allow electives, or 
emphasize American values should 
lead to deeper, more critical exami-
nations of who controls the school 
curriculum and consequences of that 
control. In mainstream discourse, 
those basic issues are hidden. 

 A central issue in the struggle for con-
trol of knowledge is whether tradi-
tional knowledge provides enduring 
wisdom or promotes social oppres-
sion. In opposition to the traditional 
use of literacy as a tool of the domi-
nant class to separate and control the 
masses is the idea of literacy as a tool 
for liberation, Paulo Freire’s revolu-
tionary concept (Freire and Berthoff, 
1987). Freire, born in one of the most 
impoverished areas of Brazil, came 
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to know the plight of the poor. He 
vowed to dedicate his life to the strug-
gle against misery and suffering, and 
his work led him to define the “cul-
ture of silence” he saw among the 
disadvantaged. 

 Freire realized the power of knowl-
edge and recognized that the dominant 
class used education to keep the cul-
ture of silence among the victims—the 
poor and illiterate. He taught adults 
to read in order to liberate them from 
their imposed silence. As a professor of 
education in Brazil, he experimented 
to erase illiteracy, and his ideas became 
widely used in private literacy cam-
paigns there. Freire became a threat to 
the government and was jailed after a 
military coup in 1964. Forced to leave 
his native country, he went to Chile to 
work with UNESCO, came to the United 
States, and then joined the World Coun-
cil of Churches in Geneva as head of its 
educational division. Freire’s program 
involves the development of critical 
consciousness, using communication 
to expose oppression. Teacher and 
student are “co-intentional,” sharing 
equally in dialogues on social reality 
and developing a critical understand-
ing that can liberate them from the 
culture of silence. 

 Henry Giroux, citing Freire, argues 
that we need a redefinition of literacy 
to focus on its critical dimensions. 
Mass culture via television and other 
electronic media is under the control 
of dominant economic interests, and 
offers only immediate images and 
unthoughtful information. This cre-
ates a “technocratic” illiteracy that 
is a threat to self-perception, criti-
cal thought, and democracy. Giroux 
(1988) states: 

  Instead of formulating literacy 
in terms of the mastery of tech-
niques, we must broaden its 
meaning to include the ability 
to read critically, both inside 
and outside one’s experiences, 
and with conceptual power. This 
means that literacy would enable 
people to decode critically their 
personal and social worlds and 
thereby further their ability to 
challenge the myths and beliefs 
that structure their perceptions 
and experiences. (p. 84)    

  CURRICULUM CONTROL 

  Control of knowledge, and the school 
curriculum, is a product of both pre-
vailing social goals and prevailing 
social structures. During the United 
States’ formative years, religion was 
the basis. Differences existed among 
the colonies, but most people expected 
all young children to be taught reli-
gious precepts at home or at dame or 
writing schools. The purpose was to 
thwart the efforts of “that ould deluder, 
Satan,” who sought to keep human 
beings from knowledge of the scrip-
tures. After learning to read and write, 
however, most girls were not permit-
ted further education. They returned 
home to learn the art of homemaking, 
while boys from more affluent homes 
continued their schooling at Latin 
grammar schools. African Americans 
and Native Americans were virtually 
excluded from schools. 

 Historically, the struggle for the control 
of knowledge has paralleled social-
class differences (Anyon, 1980, 2005; 
Spring, 1998). The assumption was 
that workers needed practical knowl-
edge, the privileged class needed 
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higher knowledge, and both needed 
moral knowledge, but with great dis-
parity in the kinds of moral knowledge 
they required. Craft apprenticeships 
to acquire practical knowledge were 
for the masses. Formal schooling to 
learn critical thinking and study phi-
losophy, science, and the arts was for 
the aristocratic class. In terms of moral 
instruction, the masses were to gain 
the moral character to obey, respect 
authority, work hard and be frugal, 
and suffer with little complaint. Mem-
bers of the privileged class were sup-
posed to gain the moral character to 
rule wisely, justly, and with civility. 

 One of the central purposes of school-
ing is to prepare future leaders of soci-
ety. When the powerful class controls 
education and decides what is to be 
taught, the essential curricular question 
is: What should members of the ruling 
class know? In more democratic socie-
ties, involved in mass education, the 
curricular questions revolve around 
what all members of the society need to 
know to participate fully and actively. 

 Even in democratic societies, however, 
curricular needs of those identified as 
potential leaders receive special atten-
tion. We can see this in the higher aca-
demic tracks and honors programs 
characterizing many modern high 
schools. The correlation between 
social expectations, social-class struc-
ture, and what schools teach deserves 
ongoing examination. 

 R. H. Tawney (1964), criticized the elite 
“public boarding-school” tradition 
of the wealthy in England, and advo-
cated improvements in the developing 
system of free schools for the working 
classes. The very nature of the elite 

system was a part of the hidden curric-
ulum, teaching the sons of the wealthy 
“not in words or of set purpose, but by 
the mere facts of their environment, 
that they are members . . . of a privi-
leged group, whose function it will be, 
on however humble a scale, to direct 
and command, and to which leader-
ship, influence, and the other prizes of 
life properly belong” (1964, p. 83). 

 Social class is not the only major fac-
tor lying behind curricular decisions. 
Race, gender, national origin, and reli-
gion are other conditions that influence 
decisions about which people receive 
what knowledge in a society. The con-
cept of privilege, and the education 
that privilege brings, has been linked 
to racism and sexism in American and 
other national histories. Educational 
discrimination against racial minori-
ties, women, Jews, Catholics, Native 
Americans, Eskimos, and others is a 
sorry tradition in a democratic society. 

 About half a century ago, psychologist 
Kenneth Clark, whose studies were a 
significant factor in the Supreme Court 
decision that found segregated schools 
unconstitutional ( Brown v. Board of 
Education,  1954), put the case clearly: 

  The public schools in America’s 
urban ghettos also reflect the 
oppressive damage of racial 
exclusion. . . . Segregation and 
inferior education reinforce each 
other. . . . Children themselves 
are not fooled by the various 
eu phemisms educators use to 
disguise educational snob-
bery. From the earliest grades a 
child knows when he has been 
assigned to a level that is con-
sidered less than adequate. . . . 
“The clash of cultures in the 
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classroom” is essentially a class 
war, a socioeconomic and racial 
warfare being waged on the bat-
tleground of our schools, with 
middle-class and middle-class-
aspiring teachers provided with 
a powerful arsenal of half-truths, 
prejudices, and rationalizations, 
arrayed against the hopelessly 
outclassed working-class young-
sters. (Clark, 1965, pp. 111–117)  

 Similar condemnations of educational 
discrimination based on religion, 
nationality, and gender are common in 
the critical literature (Hofstadter, 1944; 
Clark, 1965; Katz, 1971; Feldman, 1974; 
Spring, 1976, 1998; Apple, 1979, 1990; 
Sadker and Sadker, 1982; Walker and 
Barton, 1983; Grimshaw, 1986; Gir-
oux, 1991; Lather, 1991; Weiler, 1991). 
As Rosemary Deem (1983) comments: 
“Women have had to struggle hard 
against dominant patriarchal power 
relations, which try to confine women 
to the private sphere of the home and 
family, away from the public sphere 
of production and political power” (p. 
107). Weiler (1991) essentially agrees 
in a critique of the Western system 
of knowledge, arguing that feminist 
pedagogy is rooted in a critical, oppo-
sitional, and activist vision of social 
change. Schooling that provides dif-
ferent types of knowledge and skills 
to students who differ only in race, 
gender, class, religion, or nationality 
contributes to continued inequality of 
treatment and stereotypes.   

  SOCIAL EXPECTATIONS 

  Should schools concentrate on sub-
ject knowledge of historic and 
socially approved value, or on mate-
rial encouraging critical thinking and 

student interest? If individual students 
are expected to develop independ-
ent and critical judgment so they can 
participate actively in improving the 
democratic society, we should expect 
schooling that leads to that goal, and 
can expect educated individuals to 
have an impact on society. If society 
values a structure where only a few 
people have power and most people 
are expected to be docile and conform 
to social norms, we should expect 
schooling that leads to that end, and 
the resulting society. 

 Those two hypothetical statements 
seem to suggest the choice is simple; it 
is not. There are complex and chang-
ing relationships between the kinds 
of individuals we desire, the society 
we want to develop, and schooling 
we provide. These relationships often 
send conflicting signals to schools, 
and the conflicts become enshrined in 
the school curriculum. Society wants 
students to become self-sufficient indi-
viduals—but not too self-sufficient 
too early, so students have little lati-
tude in deciding what to study until 
they reach college. We desire a society 
that is democratic and inspires volun-
tary loyalty, but we do not trust open 
inquiry, so we require courses stress-
ing nationalistic patriotism. 

 Prior to the American Revolution, 
religion was waning as the primary 
social glue. National political interests 
emerged. After the Revolution, and 
into the nineteenth century, national-
ism replaced religion as an educational 
force. Literacy became important not for 
religious salvation, but for patriotism, 
preservation of liberty, and participa-
tion in democracy. The political-nation-
alistic tradition remains strong in U.S. 
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schools, with a call for renewed empha-
sis each time social values seem threat-
ened (Westheimer, 2007). The War on 
Terrorism is a prime contemporary 
example; there is a redoubled effort to 
require allegiance pledges, patriotic 
exercises, and U.S. history.

 There are many other examples of 
political uses of schools. During the 
period of overt racism in the United 
States, and as a reaction to the aboli-
tion of slavery, some regions used 
literacy tests to restrict voting rights. 
Since slaves had been prohibited, by 
law in some states, from receiving an 
education, these tests were intended to 
keep former slaves and the poor from 
voting. Their proponents also used 
them to limit participation of immi-
grants. David Tyack (1967) quotes an 
imperial wizard of the Ku Klux Klan 
as saying, “Ominous statistics pro-
claim the persistent development of a 
parasitic mass within our domain. . . . 
We have taken unto ourselves a Trojan 
horse crowded with ignorance, illit-
eracy, and envy” (p. 233). 

 The “Red Scare” of the 1920s, McCa-
rthyism in the 1950s, and anti-
communist political rhetoric in 
the 1980s were also periods when 
people perceived social threats; 
the effect was to strengthen a national-
ist viewpoint in history, government, 
literature, and economics curricula. 
International competition in tech-
nology and trade threatens Americans 
today and translates into an increased 
curricular emphasis on mathematics, 
science, technological subjects such as 
computers, and foreign languages. 

 The formal curriculum is one of the 
most visible parts of a school, indicating 

the relative value schools put on vari-
ous forms of knowledge, and defini-
tions of intelligence and literacy. There 
is far more to knowledge and literacy 
than what schools organize and teach, 
but schools provide legitimacy to the 
knowledge they select and teach, and 
credentials to those students who are 
successful in school.

 Some people enjoy mathematics. For 
others, reading history or literature is 
a great joy. Some like to dissect white 
rats in biology class, saw wood in 
shop, or exercise in gym. Others are 
completely baffled or utterly bored 
by textbooks and teachers. Different 
strokes, as they say, for different folks. 
But aren’t there some things that every-
one should know, whether they enjoy 
it or not? Is there a set of skills that 
all should master? Should we require 
that anyone who graduates from high 
school be literate? Who should decide 
the criteria for literacy? What does it 
take to be educated in this beginning 
decade of the twentieth-first century? 

 The chapters of Part Two examine some 
of the current curriculum disputes that 
have emerged as part of reform move-
ments in education. These disputes 
illustrate the question of what knowl-
edge is most valuable in our society, a 
question that, in turn, relates to our dif-
fering visions of what constitutes the 
good individual and the good society. 
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Are already existing policies and practices 
reducing the academic achievement gap 

or are new measures needed? 

   POSITION 1: FOR MAINTAINING EXISTING PROGRAMS 

    By passing this bill, we bridge the gap between helplessness and hope for 
more than 5 million educationally deprived children. We put into the hands 
of our youth more than 30 million new books, and into many of our schools 
their first libraries. We reduce the terrible time lag in bringing new teaching 
techniques into the nation’s classrooms. We strengthen State and local 
agencies which bear the burden and the challenge of better education. And 
we rekindle the revolution—the revolution of the spirit against the tyranny 
of ignorance.  

   —Johnson, 1996    

  The Academic Achievement Gap 

 If you were an African American or Latino teenager in the early 1960s, you 
probably were prevented from attending an integrated high school (Weinberg, 
1977). The laws of your state might have specifically mandated separate schools 
for black and white students. In other areas school districts enforced regulations 
prohibiting students from enrolling in schools outside their neighborhoods—
and those neighborhoods were segregated by race. There was only a fifty-fifty 
chance you would graduate from high school. Your chances of finishing college 
were about four in one hundred (Orfield and Eaton, 1996). 

 Tests designed to measure academic achievement also documented the gap 
between students of color and their white counterparts. The National Assess-
ment of Educational Progress (NAEP) testing program was established in 1969 
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“to monitor the academic achievement of nine-, thirteen-, and seventeen-year-
olds currently enrolled in school” (Jencks and Phillips, 1998, p. 152). NAEP 
annually tests 70,000 to 100,000 students in reading, math, science, and writing. 
It is influential and credible enough to be called “The Nation’s Report Card.” 
In the early 1970s the NAEP demonstrated dramatic differences between white 
students and those of color. In all subjects, across all grade levels, white stu-
dents outperformed African American and Latino students by 12 to 20 percent 
(Campbell, Hombo, and Mazzeo, 2000). 

 In the first half of the twentieth century, the common wisdom was that some 
students simply were incapable of mastering the standard curriculum. If most 
were students of color, that was to be expected; they simply were genetically or 
culturally inferior. Southerners justified segregated schools on that basis (Tyack, 
1974). In the North, school districts created vocational and in dustrial educa-
tional programs. Many students of color were automatically assigned to them—
and not to schools with college preparatory courses (Tyack, 1974; Angus and 
Mirel, 1999). Education reflected the reality that America was a racially segre-
gated society. In housing, employment, and social relations, people of color and 
whites lived separate, and definitely not equal, lives. For the most part, those 
racial arrangements were not challenged in American public schools (Tyack, 
1974; Anyon, 1997; Taylor, 1998; Angus and Mirel, 1999). Faint rumblings, how-
ever, could be heard heralding a revolution in American life (Tushnet, 1987). 

 After World War II, racial attitudes in America began at long last to change. 
Soldiers of African American and Latino descent had risked their lives for the 
United States and were unwilling to continue to accept second-class citizen-
ship. Civil rights organizations such as the NAACP and LULAC began to 
challenge segregation and inequality in the courts. Inevitably attention turned 
toward schools (Kluger, 1975; Tushnet, 1987; Taylor, 1998; Wilson, 2003). Mem-
bers of these groups “rejected earlier diagnoses of the problem of poor [school] 
performers, especially those that located the trouble in the defects of individuals 
(whether of character or chromosomes)” (Deschenes, Cuban, and Tyack, 2001, 
p. 533). Instead they believed discrimination prevented students of color from 
having access to the kind of schools, instructions, and resources white students 
had. And they had every intention of changing that situation. 

 Thanks to pressure from members of marginalized communities and their 
white allies, changes began that were nothing short of revolutionary. Over the last 
thirty-five years, we developed laws and programs designed to make equal educa-
tional opportunity a reality. The courts declared that laws mandating segregation 
in schools are illegal. Congress enacted legislation creating Head Start and Title 
I, which allocates funds to schools with high concentrations of low-performing 
students. The executive branch of government established affirmative action pro-
grams to remedy historic discrimination against people of color. Some of these 
programs faced tremendous opposition. It took many legal, political, and social 
struggles to put them into place. It was a fight well worth having; the combined 
consequences of these policies and programs have been revolutionary. 

While estimates vary, according to the most recent research, approximately 
74 percent of African American students and Latino adolescents receive “regular” 
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high school diplomas. An additional 10 to 12 percent of students of color who 
drop out go on to earn a GED (Roy and Mishel, 2008). Almost four times as many 
African American students and five times as many Latino American students take 
the SATs as did in 1996 (College Entrance Examination Board, 1996; 2008). In the 
last thirty years, the number of African American students attending college has 
doubled. In the same period, the number of Latino American students attending 
college has quadrupled. The gap between the scores of white and African American 
children on the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) in reading 
has decreased by almost half; the gap between white and Latino American stu-
dents, by 38 percent. The gap in NAEP scores in math has decreased by 45 percent 
for African Americans and by 40 percent for Latino Americans (Kewal Ramani, 
Gilbertson, Fox, and Provasnik, 2007). See Figures 10.1 and 10.2.

Societal gains in eliminating some of the harshest forms of racial and ethnic 
discrimination have resulted in increased economic possibilities for African and 
Latino Americans who complete college. Now, on average, men of color earn 
almost 80 percent as much as white men; women of color earnings equal those of 
their white counterparts (Kewal Ramani, Gilbertson, Fox, and Provasnik, 2007). 
However, between one quarter and one third of children of color live in poverty; 
only 10 percent of white children do. By the time children from low-income fami-
lies come to school, they already lag behind wealthier children socially, academ-
ically, and physically. Schools should close those gaps—and can, if all  levels of 
government provide appropriate resources and support. 
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of Educational Progress. (2004).  Long-Term Trend Assessment Data.  (Note: Data not available for Hispanic 

students until 1975.) 

   FIGURE 10.1 Long-Term Trend NAEP Reading. Differences between Average Test 
Scores of Whites, Black, and Hispanics (ages 17, 13, 9)  
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 If we want to eliminate poverty and the “underclass” in American soci-
ety, we need to ensure that every child has equal educational opportunity. The 
academic achievement gap is the most important civil rights issue of the new 
century. Integration, affirmative action, Title I, and Head Start are legacies from 
those who knew school achievement was key to creating a more just society. 
Maintaining, extending, and even expanding these programs and policies is the 
best way to close the gap that prevents people of color from taking their rightful 
place in the United States.  

  Integration 

 In 1954 the Supreme Court ruled in the landmark case,  Brown v. Board of Edu-
cation of Topeka, Kansas,  that laws assigning students to school based on their 
race were unconstitutional. Segregated schools could never be equal, the Court 
declared in its unanimous ruling. The laws violated the Fourteenth Amend-
ment’s guarantee that the rights of all Americans deserved equal protection. 
Being separated from white students engendered feelings of inferiority in stu-
dents of color and jeopardized their futures. The desegregation struggle for 
Hispanic Americans began differently. In many parts of the country, their seg-
regation from Anglo students was not based on their “race,” for the courts had 
declared them “white.” States passed laws requiring that all instruction be con-
ducted in English. Children of Spanish heritage were presumed to be “deficient” 
in English. So, without being evaluated, they were placed in separate classes or 

 Source:  U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Educational Statistics, National Assessment of 

Educational Progress. (2004).  Long-Term Trend Assessment Data. 

   FIGURE 10.2 Long-Term Trend NAEP Mathematics. Differences between Average 
Test Scores of Whites, Blacks, and Hispanics (ages 17, 13, 9)    
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schools. There were 28 lawsuits brought by Mexican Americans between 1925 
and 1985. One of them,  Mendez v. Westminster  (1946), used a framework that 
would later be articulated in  Brown  (Wilson, 2003). Mexican American lawyers 
came to understand that the power of  Brown  could be utilized for their own 
struggle. In  Cisneros v. Corpus Christi ISD  and in  Keyes v. School District Number 
One, Denver,  the courts ruled that Hispanics could suffer the same kind of dis-
crimination as blacks and were, therefore, eligible to receive the same kind of 
remedies—namely, desegregated schools (Wilson, 2003). 

 The struggle to carry out the Court’s ruling was difficult—at times even 
violent. Two centuries of belief in white superiority did not disappear overnight 
and could not be “court-ordered” away. In the South, governors turned students 
away from schools they attempted to integrate. State troopers protected crowds 
of angry whites while leaving black schoolchildren vulnerable to expressions of 
hatred. School districts closed down rather than integrate. Many whites attended 
newly created private schools exempt from desegregation orders. Children of 
color were completely shut out. It took almost two decades for every state in 
the South to begin to comply with court orders to desegregate. In the North, 
the problem was different, but equally difficult. There, most metropolitan areas 
were segregated by economics. Schools reflected housing patterns of communi-
ties and de facto segregation developed. Courts began to order school districts 
to assign students to schools outside their neighborhoods to desegregate them 
and transport them to their new schools. Many urban whites already felt “left 
behind” in the movement to the suburbs their wealthier neighbors began in the 
1930s and 1940s. Taking away their neighborhood schools was the last straw. 
In the 1970s, the “busing” issue heated up and sometimes violent protests took 
place in large cities outside the South. The federal courts’ uncompromising 
commitment in the early desegregation period meant, however, there was no 
turning back. All across the country school districts attempted to comply with 
desegregation orders. Creative opportunities for all students resulted includ-
ing magnet schools whose innovative programs were designed to attract white 
students to attend integrated schools (Lewis, 1965; Sarratt, 1966; Cecelski, 1994; 
Taylor, 1998; Orfield, 2001). 

 Even though it was a tremendous struggle, desegregation was worth the 
effort. The integration era was a period of dramatic changes in the academic 
achievement gap. The difference in standardized tests scores between stu-
dents of color and whites decreased dramatically in the years when integra-
tion plans were being implemented (National Center for Education Statistics, 
2005). Students of color who attended desegregated schools, especially if they 
began to do so in the early grades, had educational achievement levels one 
grade higher than they would have attained in a segregated school (Mahard 
and Crain, 1984). African American and Latino students who attended desegre-
gated schools were less likely to become teenage parents or delinquents. They 
also were more likely to graduate from high school, enroll in and be success-
ful in college (Liebman, 1990; Orfield and Eaton, 1996; Orfield, 2001). “Racially 
integrated schools prepare students to be effective citizens in our pluralistic 
society, further social cohesion, and reinforce democratic values. They promote 
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cross-racial understanding, reduce prejudice, improve critical thinking skills 
and academic achievement, and enhance life opportunities for students of all 
races. These benefits are maximized when schools are structured in ways that 
optimize intergroup contact. Communities also benefit from a potential work-
force that is better prepared for a global economy, reduced residential segrega-
tion, and increased parental involvement in schools—all of which increase the 
stability of communities” (Orfield, Frankenburg, and Garces, 2008).

 Despite its success, integration has become increasingly difficult to main-
tain. Relying only on the limited power of the courts to sustain this policy has 
had disastrous consequences. The Supreme Court has narrowly defined the role 
of the judicial branch in creating desegregated schools. The courts can intervene 
only in cases where segregation results from previous governmental policies. If, 
for example, a school district constructed schools in racially isolated neighbor-
hoods, then it can be held responsible for the resulting segregation. In such a case, 
the courts can order integration ( Keyes v. School District No. 1, Denver, Colorado,  
1973). If, however, the segregation is the result of individuals’ choices—such 
as living in a more expensive suburb rather than the city—school districts can-
not be forced to remedy the resulting segregation ( Milliken v. Bradley,  1974). In 
addition to these understandings of when the courts can order integration, the 
increasing absence of whites in urban public schools also has caused a decrease 
in integration efforts. Once a school district has demonstrated it has done eve-
rything to desegregate schools and programs, it can be declared “unitary” and 
released from desegregation orders. School districts then can return to neighbor-
hood school policies, even if they result in resegregation. The Supreme Court has 
even ruled that municipalities cannot protect the gains of the desegregation era 
by student assignment polices that maintain a racial balance comparable to that 
of the community—even when the voters and their elected officials deem those 
policies to be absolutely necessary to providing equal opportunity for every 
child in their school district (Parents Involved in Community Schools Inc. v. Seattle 
School District, 2007; Meredith v. Jefferson County (Ky.) Board of Education, 2007).

The combination of court rulings, school district decisions, and white 
flight does not mean the effort to integrate American schools has been lost. 
It does mean that a renewed commitment at the local level to create schools 
with diverse student populations is required. States could provide extra funds 
to urban and suburban municipalities that create consolidated, metropolitan 
school districts. Such systems could create extraordinary magnet schools that 
students of all races and ethnicities would be eager to attend. If communities 
became convinced once again of the value of integrated schools for all children, 
they could pressure legislatures to authorize and fund such efforts. They could 
use the political process and create constitutionally viable policies and practices 
that would support a new mandate for integration. 

  Head Start 

 In 1965, Congress funded an innovative program for preschoolers based on the 
belief that children born to poor families faced disadvantages that translated 
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into school difficulties. Head Start goes far beyond traditional preschool pro-
grams. It attempts to address a multitude of factors affecting poor children and 
their families. It offers opportunities for three- and four-year-old children to 
become “school-ready” through a variety of programs (U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services, 2008). The bill authorizing the program stated, “It 
is the purpose of this subchapter to promote school readiness by enhancing the 
social and cognitive development of low-income children through the provi-
sion, to low-income children and their families, of health, educational, nutri-
tional, social, and other services that are determined, based on family needs 
assessments, to be necessary” (Head Start Act, 2007). 

 Head Start is a remarkably effective program. It may well be the most 
researched social service program in our history, and the conclusions are 
impressive. Assessments show that Head Start children go to school more ready 
to learn, like school, try to do their best, and get along well with their teachers 
and peers (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2005). Unlike other 
poor children, Head Start graduates enter kindergarten meeting national norms 
in early reading and writing and close to those norms in math and vocabu-
lary. They are healthier in general and have fewer health-related absences from 
school. Even siblings of children who attend Head Start programs appear to 
benefit, even if they themselves do not participate in the program (Garces, 
Thomas, and Currie, 2002). 

For more than forty years, the Head Start program received bipartisan sup-
port in Congress and was a relatively uncontroversial program. It was under-
funded; only about half of the eligible children and families were enrolled. 
Because the income guidelines for eligibility were lower than any other federal 
program —including the Women, Infant, and Children (WIC) and the school 
lunch programs—one million of the poorest children in the country never 
received the proven benefits of Head Start. In 2003, however, when the Head 
Start law was due to be reauthorized by Congress, the Bush administration 
and Republican members of Congress were opposed unless burdensome new 
requirements were met. The political battle continued for four years. The agenda 
was clearly ideological. Advocates of privatization schemes such as vouchers 
and charter schools testified in favor of similar programs for preschoolers. The 
emphasis on testing that has characterized K–12 education under No Child 
Left Behind was proposed for two-, three-, and four-year-olds, as well (Klein, 
2007). As the battle continued, funding for Head Start was frozen for six years, 
and hours of operation, transportation services, and support staff were cut in 
centers across the country. By 2008, only 40 percent of eligible children were 
enrolled. A reauthorization bill was finally passed late in 2007, but although 
income eligibility requirements were raised making more children eligible, 
the funding for the program was cut by $10 million and no catch-up monies 
were allocated (Jacobson, 2008; National Head Start Association, 2008). Politi-
cians who are serious about closing the academic achievement gap need to stop 
 kidding themselves and the American people. They need to fund the program 
fully so that all eligible children can take part. Anything less is simply political 
smoke and mirrors, not good public policy. 
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  Title I 

 In 1965, as a follow-up to the Civil Rights Act of the previous year, Congress 
passed the Elementary and Secondary Education Act. The bill was based on the 
understanding that inequalities in educational opportunities were responsible 
for the academic achievement gap between poor and privileged children and 
between whites and students of color. The federal government, through this 
legislation, began to provide financial assistance to school districts with large 
numbers of low-income families. In addition, it provided money for library 
improvement, instructional materials, educational innovations, and research. 
It has been revised and reauthorized every five years since. Over time it has 
come to include funding for bilingual education, drug education, school lunch 
and breakfast programs. The federal government has also, through this law, 
increased resources for the education of Native Americans (Sadker and Sadker, 
2002). The aspect of this legislation that most directly affects students in schools 
where families have low incomes is usually referred to as Title I. 

 In the 1980s when Title I experienced high levels of growth in its funding, 
it enabled schools to address the needs of their students. The increase in Title 
I money occurred at the same time as the increase in the average test scores of 
children of color. The differences between white and both African American and 
Latino students narrowed steadily until 1988 (Campbell, Hombo, and Mazzeo, 
2000). Title I was an important factor in reducing the academic achievement gap 
in the 1970s and 1980s (Center on Educational Policy, 2005). 

 When progress made in closing the achievement gap stalled in the early 
1990s, Title I was revised to reflect increasing knowledge of what kinds of 
programs actually benefit children. We have moved, for example, away from 
“pull-out” programs in which disadvantaged students were taken from their 
classrooms and given extra help to whole school reform programs. Research 
had shown that the remedial instruction children received was not enough to 
close the achievement gap between students in high- and low-poverty schools. 
Studies have found that expectations were lower overall in high-poverty 
schools and that students who attended them achieved less than students in 
low-poverty schools, no matter what their own family income level might 
be (Chait et al., 2001). Now, efforts funded by Title I go toward setting high 
standards for all children in poor schools and for providing instruction that 
enables them to meet those goals. 

Title I has been critical in reforming high-poverty schools and promoting  
achievement. However, the No Child Left Behind Act has set the bar higher 
for students and school districts, and funding for Title I has not kept pace with 
those demands. In 2004, the Congress Research office reported appropriations 
for Title I provided only half the funds needed to serve all the children eligible 
for such help under NCLB (Center on Educational Policy, 2005). Approximately 
two-thirds of states reported the funding they received from the federal gov-
ernment was inadequate to pay for the services they were required to provide 
under the law (Center on Educational Policy, 2007). Federal district courts have 
ruled that states and district courts cannot be required to spend taxpayers’ 
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money to comply with a federal law. Yet, recent education appropriations bills 
have failed to provide the necessary funds. Over the life of the bill, No Child 
Left Behind has been underfunded by $70 million federal dollars—funding that 
state and local governments had been forced to attempt to provide (National 
Education Association, 2008). School districts are being forced to “earn” federal 
aid by increasing test scores, at the same time as funding for the programs 
that produce such results has become unreliable. Title I works—even in the 
highly politicized atmosphere created by No Child Left Behind. However, if 
the avowed aim is to close the academic achievement gap, mandating state and 
local government action without providing financial assistance is a recipe for 
failure.

  Affirmative Action 

 Closing the academic achievement gap also requires a commitment to remedy-
ing past discriminatory practices through affirmative action policies. They are 
the most controversial of all the political legacies of the civil rights era—perhaps 
because they have been so effective at disturbing structures of racial and ethnic 
privilege. They have not always been implemented perfectly and certainly have 
not ended prejudice and discrimination. 

 For forty years Americans have attempted to deal with the effects of 
discrimination—for almost two centuries people of color were denied employ-
ment and educational opportunities because of race or ethnicity while white males 
received preferential treatment. Before affirmative action, for example, it once 
was legal to pay white workers more than people of color for doing the same job 
and to have separate sections in the “want-ads” for each group. Employers could 
refuse to hire people because of the color of their skin or the place they or their 
parents were born. Even private schools, colleges, and universities could refuse 
to admit students based on race or ethnicity. Schools could set “quotas” limit-
ing their number of nonwhite students. Colleges and universities insisted stu-
dents abide by segregated housing policies or would transfer a roommate simply 
because of race or ethnicity. White Americans didn’t wake up one morning and 
decide such practices were unfair and had to be eliminated. It took a long, slow 
process in which people of color and their allies demanded everyone be given the 
equal protection the Fourteenth Amendment guaranteed (Tierney, 2007). 

 Even when it became illegal to continue such practices, their consequences 
lingered and adversely affected people of color. “The disadvantages to people of 
color and the benefits to white people are passed on to each succeeding genera-
tion unless remedial action is taken” (Kivel, 1996, p. 2). Discrimination people’s 
ancestors faced continues to affect them generations later. Because one family 
faced little prejudice, its members may have, through contacts with their friends, 
obtained well-paying jobs, purchased a home in a neighborhood with good 
schools, learned about cultural events and institutions, and gone to college. A 
family that faced more discrimination would have few of those advantages. 
Their friends would have been as shut out from information about jobs, culture, 
and education as they were. The cycle would perpetuate itself for many years. 
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 Affirmative action is meant to break this cycle by outlawing prejudice in favor 
of whites in hiring and admission policies, and starting a larger process of creat-
ing equal opportunity. If a person of color is qualified for a job or a school, neither 
an employer nor an admissions officer can turn them down simply because of 
race or ethnicity. If two equally qualified people seek the same benefit, affirma-
tive action requires the job or college placement be offered first to the person 
of color. The law also allows employers or schools to choose a person of color 
whose qualifications are roughly comparable, but not exactly equal, to those of a 
white person. By providing such opportunities for members of groups who expe-
rienced previous discrimination, we started to end the cycle described before. 
Now people of color have access to jobs or education, can begin to accumulate 
both material and cultural “wealth” to pass on to their descendants, and have a 
chance to experience the “rising tide that lifts all boats” in America. 

 Clearly, affirmative action policies have helped to narrow the academic 
achievement gap. Since discriminatory admission policies are illegal, qualified 
African American and Latino students now can seek admission to any college 
or university and entertain reasonable expectations of success. Young people 
condemned by society to attend inferior public schools but who demonstrate 
commitment and academic potential can be admitted to many schools, even if 
their test scores are lower than those of their white counterparts.

 Opponents of affirmative action protest that it’s not fair. The question is, not 
fair to whom? There are few, if any, complaints about higher education policies 
that are equally “unfair.” Colleges have preferential recruiting and admission 
policies for veterans, children of alumni, athletes, and students whose families 
are wealthy enough to afford the tuition with no financial help from the school. 
Members of these groups do not have to have exactly the same test scores as other 
applicants to be admitted. These policies represent honest attempts by colleges 
and universities to create winning teams, balance budgets, and reward school loy-
alty and patriotism. Many argue that these goals are no more morally acceptable 
than efforts to eliminate and compensate for institutional effects of racism and 
ethnic prejudice (American Association for Affirmative Action, 2008).

A compelling case can be made that affirmative action in educational set-
tings has benefits for all students, not just those of color. There is a growing 
body of evidence that students educated in universities, colleges, and gradu-
ate programs where there is a diverse population actually experience academic 
gains. They learn to think in more complex ways. Diversity on a college campus 
directly increases the numbers of interactions among members of racial and 
ethnic groups typically isolated from one another. These interactions indirectly 
lead to greater understanding of people whose backgrounds are different from 
students’ own (Pike, Kuh, and Gonyea, 2007). A recent survey of 1990–1994 
graduates of the University of Michigan showed that more than a decade after 
graduation, they still believed being a member of a diverse undergraduate stu-
dent body had helped them professionally and personally. Researchers found 
that alumni identified specific benefits such as being able to relate to diverse 
groups of patients, clients, and students as a result of being part of a heteroge-
neous student body (Pluviose, 2008). The Supreme Court recognized the need 
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for leaders who, through their educational experiences, are prepared to under-
stand the ideas and cultures of those whose backgrounds differ from their own. 
This interest is serious enough to justify the use of race as one of a range of fac-
tors a college or university can consider in admissions decisions, so long as the 
institution does not establish a quota system and does not make an applicant’s 
race or ethnicity the defining factor in the acceptance (Grutter v. Bollinger).

Those who attack affirmative action need to reflect carefully before using 
slogans such as “reverse discrimination.” Quite often what they describe is 
not discrimination but a loss of privilege. Saying you favor equal opportunity 
but opposing every effort society makes to ensure that equality is hypocritical. 
“Color-blind policies will treat individuals equitably when the community no 
longer has any vestiges of racism. Where race continues to play a major role 
in the ability of all citizens to participate fully in the public sphere, then color-
conscious policies need to remain in place” (Tierney, 2007). 

We must continue to work to eliminate the last effects of discrimination in 
elementary and high schools, so that race is no longer a factor in a young per-
son’s opportunity to become prepared for higher education. As we engage in 
that long struggle for a better future, however, we must keep faith in the present 
and maintain our commitment to providing short-term remedies through 
affirmative action policies. 

 Social change takes place slowly, and closing the academic achievement gap 
between students of color and their white counterparts constitutes a dramatic 
change in American society. Some advocates for reform argue that minimizing 
government’s role in schooling will produce better results than the programs 
described in this chapter. However, the results of their experiments are not con-
vincing. Students of color are isolated in schools with the least experienced and 
qualified teachers—and with the lowest test scores. Charter schools have been 
successful at controlling students but not in raising their academic achieve-
ment. The elimination of affirmative action programs has decreased the num-
bers of students of color in colleges and universities. Hesitancy about enforcing 
those programs has also resulted in fewer African American and Latino Ameri-
can faculty members. Linking Title I funds to results of high-stakes tests has 
caused large numbers of public schools to be ranked as “failing”—even though 
the funds needed to produce the required results have been absent. Making 
the reauthorization of Head Start into an ideological battle has caused the loss 
of staff and limited the number of children who can be served. Arguing that 
programs are not effective when they have been starved for funds, misrepre-
sented in the media, handcuffed by decisions made by right-wing activist dis-
trict judges and Supreme Court justices is disingenuous and deprives millions 
of American children of equal opportunity for academic achievement. Know-
ingly or unknowingly, these policies weaken Head Start, racial integration, Title 
I, and affirmative action and secure advantages for already privileged white 
children while limiting the prospects of students of color. The consequences of 
abandoning the remedies of the past will fall on all of us. Knowing the possi-
bilities for success are extremely limited, young people lose faith in education. 
Such hopelessness is a breeding ground for social alienation. Without a stake in 
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society, people have no reason to obey its laws or support it against its enemies. 
The nation’s security demands we maintain our commitment to providing pro-
grams that promote educational equality. Fully funding and supporting Head 
Start, Title I, desegregation, and affirmative action are the best ways to fulfill 
that obligation.

  POSITION 2: FOR INNOVATIVE SOLUTIONS 

On education, we must trust students to learn if given the chance, and 
empower parents to demand results from our schools. In neighborhoods across 
our country, there are boys and girls with dreams—and a decent education is 
their only hope of achieving them. Six years ago, we came together to pass the 
No Child Left Behind Act, and today no one can deny its results. Last year, 
fourth- and eighth-graders achieved the highest math scores on record. Read-
ing scores are on the rise. African American and Hispanic students posted 
all-time highs. Now we must work together to increase accountability, add 
flexibility for states and districts, reduce the number of high school dropouts, 
provide extra help for struggling schools. 

—Bush, 2008

   Reconsidering the Academic Achievement Gap 

 A decade of differences in academic achievement between young white 
Americans and their African American and Latino counterparts was a nagging, 
persistent reminder of just how ineffective large, bureaucratic governmental 
programs actually are. On the National Assessment of Educational Progress—
“The Nation’s Report Card”—students of color made progress in closing the 
gap between them and their white counterparts during the 1970s and 1980s. 
Then, for almost a decade, progress stalled. At all ages and in all subjects, the 
gap was larger in 2000 than it was in 1988—in some cases by as much as 50 per-
cent (Campbell, Hombo, and Mazzeo, 2000). The average SAT scores of African 
Americans were 195 points lower than the average scores of white test-takers; for 
Latinos, the difference was 100 points less. Although the gap narrowed, African 
American and Latino students still had lower rates of college entrance and 
completion and lower grades than did white students (Steele, 1992; Campbell, 
Hombo, and Mazzeo, 2000; Haycock, 2001). 

 These statistics painted a gloomy picture. Some gains made through older 
strategies were lost and others too small to be meaningful. The  remedies applied 
in the 1970s and 1980s suited the causes of the achievement gap as we then 
understood them; our national culture and the political climate has changed. 
There is great pessimism about government’s ability to solve problems and 
more irritation with the ways it interferes with individual freedom. These atti-
tudes are dramatically different from those of the 1960s and 1970s when a lib-
eral optimism pervaded the country, promising that with enough regulation 
and tax dollars we could fix anything that was wrong with America.  
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  Blaming the Victims 

 Clearly, there is no one easy answer to the question of why African American and 
Latino children continue to have lower scores on standardized tests and generally 
experience less academic success than white students. The reasons are complex and 
fluid and probably interact with one another in ways we have yet to understand. We 
can, however, think of them in two categories: sociocultural and school related. 

 For most of the last thirty years, we emphasized sociocultural causes, believ-
ing segregation, discrimination, and effects of poverty were mostly to blame 
for the low levels of achievement among students of color. Our thinking about 
these causes resulted in national soul-searching and in making necessary cor-
rections to laws and policies—for example, putting an end to racially separate 
and unequal schools. 

 We also focused on what we perceived to be “lacks” in the children and 
families we hoped to serve. We believed parents’ low level of educational 
achievement, lack of financial resources, and child-rearing practices all contrib-
uted to their children’s low levels of academic achievement. We thought by cre-
ating antipoverty programs such as Head Start, Food Stamps, Job Training, and 
Medicaid, and finding ways of connecting poor people to them, we’d improve 
children’s chances of succeeding in schools. 

 We thought children of color were themselves partly to blame for their edu-
cational difficulties. Linguistic differences between them and the school com-
munities created problems, but the young people were unwilling to give up 
their unique ways of speaking. They used drugs, became parents themselves 
in their teens, and appeared to prefer the culture of the streets to the promise of 
entrance into mainstream America. So we introduced drug and sex education 
into school curricula, introduced bilingual education, and attempted to teach 
the values of hard work and perseverance. 

 The solutions we created in response to our understandings, however, were 
only partially effective and, in some cases, actually have worsened the problems 
they were intended to correct. For example, thirty years ago, we believed the 
academic achievement gap was caused by segregation and discriminatory prac-
tices. Segregation isolated children of color and convinced them that they were 
inferior to whites ( Brown v. Board of Education,  1954). If we could only get them 
into integrated schools, then their success rates would soar. So the government 
mandated desegregation programs all across the country. Most of the policies 
involved busing children around cities, increasing their time away from home 
and their studies, removing many urban children from their neighborhoods. In 
many cases, such policies destroyed the work of generations of city-dwellers 
who had painstakingly built up connections between their schools and commu-
nities (Cecelski, 1994; Taylor, 1998). Parent involvement became more difficult 
and involved long treks to schools in unfamiliar areas of the city. Eventually, 
those who could—admittedly, most often whites—voted with their feet and left 
the cities and “integrated” public schools. As a result, in most cities the major-
ity of the population overwhelmingly consists of people of color. Suburbs are 
equally segregated; it’s just that whites are the majority there. 
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 Consequently, schools are becoming increasingly racially isolated (Orfield, 
Frankenburg, and Garces, 2008). There are many reasons for these changes in 
school populations. Some are relatively benign, such as people seeking the more 
relaxed lifestyle of the suburbs. Some are more troubling. Forced integration did 
not change people’s minds and hearts; racial prejudice still exists and some whites 
have expressed their preferences by moving away from neighborhoods with 
diverse populations. Court-ordered desegregation of schools did not prevent the 
continued residential isolation between white people and those of color. 

The end of Court-mandated integration actually may be a good thing. 
There was a kind of racial superiority implicit in the frantic efforts to get chil-
dren of color into “good” schools—schools whose populations historically 
had been white (Parents Involved in Community Schools Inc. v. Seattle School 
District, 2007). The same sense permeated attitudes toward African American 
and Latino American parents; middle-class European-American practices 
were set as the norm and the cultural differences among parenting styles 
were deemed “deficits” that had to be corrected (Gosa and Alexander, 2007; 
Guilamo-Ramos et al., 2007; Mandara, 2006). Similarly, affirmative action pro-
grams also contained a hidden belief in the inferiority of some groups of peo-
ple: they are simply less able and, without special treatment, cannot compete 
with those who are more competent (Townes, 2008). Even the way young peo-
ple of color dressed and talked, the music they liked, the foods they ate, and 
the recreational activities they enjoyed were seen as “improper” and as hin-
drances to their future success. They were placed on notice that were obliged 
to “act white” in order to be successful and, forced to choose between their 
identity and academic success, they often chose membership in their primary 
community over acceptance by teachers (Ford, Grantham, and Whiting, 2008; 
Freyer and Torelli, 2005). 

Analyses of the academic achievement gap between children of color and 
their white counterparts that focus on cultural differences between the groups 
but ignore socioeconomic ones are incomplete. Nearly 2 million of the 5.6 million 
American children living in extreme poverty are black; 1.6 million are Latino. In 
the first decade of the twenty-first century, government funding decreased for 
housing, health, and nutrition programs, while the number of children living 
in poverty rose dramatically (Children’s Defense Fund, 2008). The interaction 
between these background characteristics and school-related factors—such as 
the quality and experience of teachers, standards of instruction and account-
ability, and relations between family, community, and educational personnel—
are the most likely explanation for the academic achievement gap (Orfield and 
Lee, 2005; Rothstein, Jacobsen, and Wilder, 2008). Explanations that “blame the 
victim” of discriminatory policies and practices miss the mark. 

  School-Related Causes of the Academic Achievement Gap 

 In the past decade, researchers have identified several school-related causes 
of the academic achievement gap. In many public schools, children of color 
encountered teachers who had low expectations of them and viewed them 
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through a lens of prejudice. Teachers did not search aggressively for instruc-
tional strategies to help African American or Latino American students who 
were having difficulty, having already concluded that those children had lim-
ited potential. In turn, students of color internalized these low expectations and 
did not see themselves as capable of succeeding in school (Diamond, Randolph, 
and Spillane, 2004). Children of color were less likely than their white counter-
parts to attend schools with experienced teachers, more likely to have teach-
ers without college preparation in subjects they were teaching, and twice as 
likely to have teachers without state certification (Clotfelter, Ladd, Vigdor, and 
Wheeler, 2007; Peske and Haycock, 2006). All these factors negatively affected 
student performance.

In schools that served these students, policies and practices too often 
accepted and contributed to the achievement gap. Students of color were more 
likely than their white peers to attend schools that prepared them for indus-
trial jobs that no longer existed (Haycock, 2003). Students of color were less 
likely than their white peers to attend schools that offered advanced math and 
science or be prepared to take advantage of them if such opportunities were 
presented. They too often had been tracked into “general” or “basic” courses 
where the curriculum was simplified and teachers covered less material, gave 
less homework, and rewarded low-level performance with high grades. This 
failure to take high-level coursework resulted in lower scores on standardized 
tests and lower likelihood of college enrollment—and so, contributed greatly to 
the achievement gap (Tyson, Lee, Borman, and Hanson, 2007). By opting out or 
being forced out of the most challenging curriculum, the futures of students of 
color were being limited. 

Teachers and administrators complained that African American and Lat-
ino American parents were not involved enough in schools. Yet, most research 
showed that African American and Latino parents wanted to be involved in 
their children’s schooling but were often prevented from doing so by school 
policies and practices. School personnel often failed to take the most elementary 
steps to increase parent involvement. For example, when Latino parents came 
to school, they often encountered a staff that spoke only English and interpret-
ers were rare (Wong and Hughes, 2006). 

School districts that serve students of color have high mobility rates. 
Children routinely move from one to school to another in the district within a 
school year. Yet urban districts did little to respond to that reality. They did not 
standardize curriculum, textbooks, or instruction. Students who moved found 
themselves repeating material they already had learned or being challenged 
to do work for which they had not been prepared. They often lost heart and 
stopped trying (Smith, Fien, and Paine, 2008). 

Policies and practices that ignored or disparaged children’s cultural lives also 
contributed to low academic achievement. Students who believed their teachers 
did not value their communities or background felt alienated from school. They 
found it difficult to respect the requests or suggestions of such adults—even 
when they were well-intentioned and, if taken, might have led to improvements 
in the students’ life chances. Instead, the students resisted, rebelled, were often 
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disciplined and suspended. Their performance on high-stakes tests suffered and 
perpetuated the academic achievement gap (Fenning and Rose, 2007).

  Closing the Academic Achievement Gap: New Solutions 

 Studying and coming to understand the socioeconomic and school-related 
causes of the academic achievement gap and the intersection between them 
has resulted in new solutions, which, although relatively recent, have already 
proven to be effective. 

In 2002, Congress reauthorized federal assistance to elementary and sec-
ondary schools in the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB). The descendant of 
the original Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) passed in 1965 
during the heyday of the War of Poverty, NCLB has a dramatically different 
approach to the academic achievement gap. It is true that some teachers and 
administrators accomplished a great deal with the funding ESEA provided. The 
drill and practice approach to remediation most often subsidized by the legisla-
tion did improve basic skills of many students of color. Test scores rose in the 
1970s and 1980s but then stalled as the solutions of the 1960s proved insufficient 
to help students master higher level skills such as analyzing, not merely decod-
ing, what they were reading and using critical-thinking skills to solve complex 
mathematical problems. No Child Left Behind was an attempt to use the influ-
ence of the federal government to help all students meet the more challenging 
standards of a new century. 

One of the most significant aspects of NCLB with regard to closing the 
achievement gap is the emphasis on state and local accountability for the 
progress of all students. Each state must specify what children are to learn, when 
they are to learn it, and how their learning will be assessed. Teachers, admin-
istrators, and school districts are held accountable for their students’ progress 
through an in-depth, appropriate, and on-going testing system developed by 
each state for students in grades three to eight. In addition, a group of fourth- 
and eighth-graders in each state must participate in the National Assessment 
of Educational Progress (NAEP) each year. In reporting the results of both the 
state tests and the NAEP, states must disaggregate the scores. That is, they must 
be reported by students’ race, ethnicity, and poverty status. If a school fails  to 
make “Adequate Yearly Progress” toward the goal of having 100 percent of 
students meet state standards in literacy and math by 2014, it suffers serious 
consequences. Students immediately must be allowed to transfer to a school 
within the district that has made progress; after three years without satisfactory 
improvement, districts must provide supplementary tutoring options for all 
students; if in five years, the goals are not met, the school can be closed, reor-
ganized, and reopened with new administrators, faculty, and staff (U.S. Depart-
ment of Education, 2002).

The accountability provisions in NCLB was accompanied by greater free-
dom for innovation. The bill has promoted the creation of educational settings 
where students can receive the instruction, attention, and support they need 
to meet high standards, score well on standardized tests, and graduate from 
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high school prepared to attend college. These include “small schools” and 
“charter schools.” Both types of schools serve around 400 students, allow-
ing a personal setting where every student is known by several adults who 
serve as advisers and confidants. Families are seen as members of the school 
community—teachers, administrators, and family members work together to 
ensure student success. They are relatively autonomous, even though they 
are still part of the school district; the school community is able to make deci-
sions about its direction. They have a distinctive and focused curriculum and 
use multiple types of assessments (Center for Education Reform, 2008; Small 
Schools Project, 2008). 

NCLB also requires that each child has a “highly qualified” teacher in every 
class and every grade, one who has a bachelor’s degree, state certification, and 
knowledge of the discipline in which he or she teaches. Recruiting and retain-
ing such teachers in urban and rural areas has been historically difficult. Now, 
states have been forced to utilize every effective strategy to attract good teachers 
in order to meet NCLB requirements. Teacher education programs have been 
strengthened and streamlined. Alternative routes to teacher certification have 
been established. Notable among these are “Fellows” programs in major cities 
that have in the past had chronic shortages of qualified teachers (Chicago Teach-
ing Fellows, 2008; D.C. Teaching Fellows, 2008; New York Teaching Fellows, 
2008; Philadelphia Teaching Fellows, 2008). These programs recruit people with 
experience in business, research, engineering, and other professions to become 
teachers. In addition, privately funded programs such as Teach For America 
(TFA) have enticed graduates from elite colleges and universities to work for 
several years in high needs schools. TFA “corps members” and Fellows receive 
a seven-week-long summer training before becoming classroom teachers. Gen-
erally, they make a two-year commitment, during which time they receive the 
same salary as other beginning teachers in the district and complete a certifica-
tion or graduate degree program at a deeply discounted price. Although most 
TFA corps members generally leave teaching after two years, some continue 
to work for educational equity in other ways. Districts tend to have somewhat 
better retention with Teaching Fellows. 

The connection between families and schools is another area in which 
new responses to the academic achievement gap have been developed. NCLB 
allows federal funds to be used to improve communications with parents, make 
child care available at school events, and provide literacy instruction to family 
members. It even respects parents’ rights to use funds designated for supple-
mental tutoring services in faith-based and other community organizations 
whose values and cultures match the family’s own. Instead of viewing parents 
as impediments to improving student performance, this new generation of rem-
edies sees parents as full partners in the reform effort (Small Schools Project, 
2008; Center for Education Reform, 2008). 

These new approaches to closing the academic achievement gap are produc-
ing promising results. More students in low-poverty schools are being taught 
by highly qualified teachers (U.S. Department of Education, 2008b). Parents 
are reporting high levels of satisfaction with their children’s schooling even in 
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urban areas where problems were rampant in the past (New York City Depart-
ment of Education, 2008). Graduation rates are improving (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2008a). 

The achievement gap, as measured on the long-term trend National Assess-
ment of Education Progress (NAEP), is closing. “The average reading and math-
ematics scores of Black and Hispanic nine-year-olds in 2004 were the highest 
of any assessment year. For Black thirteen-year-olds, reading and mathematics 
scores were higher in 2004 than the scores in the early 1970s, and the 2004 math-
ematics score was higher than in any previous assessment year. For Hispanic 
thirteen-year-olds, mathematics scores were higher in 2004 than in any previous 
assessment year. In contrast to the overall national results, the average scores of 
Black and Hispanic seventeen-year-olds were higher in 2004 than in the early 
1970s. Black seventeen-year-olds improved 25 points in reading between 1971 
and 2004, and 15 points in mathematics between 1973 and 2004 on a 0–500 point 
scale. Hispanic seventeen-year-olds improved 12 points in reading between 
1975 (the first year the reading achievement of Hispanics was specifically meas-
ured) and 2004, and 12 points in mathematics between 1973 and 2004 (26 vs. 
32 points)” (U.S. Department of Education, 2008a, Indicators 16 and 17). 

We have entered a new era in American public education. The remedies of 
the past are no longer suitable. While government programs and attempts at 
social engineering reaped some benefits, their usefulness is over. There is no 
longer any room for promises without proof. The new solutions for the aca-
demic achievement gap more effective because they are data-driven, rely on 
market forces, and provide teachers, students, and parents with choices—not 
mandates. These fresh remedies focus attention where it belongs—on schools 
and what happens in classrooms. Time and lives would be wasted by perpetu-
ating inadequate ideas from the past. We cannot champion the cause of equal 
opportunity by spending large sums of money without holding anyone account-
able for results, by forcing families to send their children to schools they do not 
choose, or by making unjust allowances for past discrimination. We must con-
tinue to experiment with solutions—keeping those that work, discarding those 
that do not—until we have achieved a new kind of justice—good schooling for 
all children, regardless of their race or ethnicity. 

From that perspective, researchers have begun to show that school reform 
alone is not sufficient. The “equity gap” between white students and those of 
color encompasses not only differences on test scores; it also includes “basic aca-
demic skills, critical thinking and problem solving skills, social skills and work 
ethic, readiness for citizenship and community responsibility, a foundation for 
lifelong physical health, foundation for lifelong emotional health, appreciation of 
the arts and literature, and preparation for skilled work for those youths not des-
tined for academic college” (Rothstein, Jacobson, and Wilder, 2008, p. 12). With 
regard to these outcomes, white students’ average rating exceeds that of their Afri-
can American counterparts by almost 20 percent. It would appear that Systemic 
Standards Based Reform (SSBR) must be supplemented with other resources in 
order to secure educational equality. “Achieving this goal may require an inter-
vention strategy that acknowledges and addresses out-of-school factors that 
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significantly influence student performance. School-linked services and the more 
extensive full-service community schools provide a wide range of services to stu-
dents and their families through partnerships with local organizations, thereby 
attempting to mitigate the numerous pathologies that undermine good outcomes 
for poor and minority children. The services, which include parent education, 
after school programs, health services, mental health services, preschool, and on-
site assistance from social welfare services, are funded by reallocating resources 
from various child and family programs. We posit that the combination of fully 
funded SSBR and school-linked services/community schools would improve 
student performance and reduce the achievement gap to a greater extent than 
either of these strategies could alone.” (Kirst and Rhodes, 2007). 

For Discussion 

   1. We might assume Latino children would face many academic challenges due to lim-
ited English language proficiency. However, the gap between their test scores and 
those of white students usually is less than the difference between black students’ 
scores and those of whites. (See  Figures 9.1  and  9.2 .) How would you account for 
these findings? What factors might account for the differences?  

  2. The No Child Left Behind Act of 2002 requires states to report on student perform-
ance on standardized tests and to disaggregate that data by “race, gender, and other 
criteria to demonstrate not only how well students are achieving overall but also 
progress in closing the achievement gap between disadvantaged students and other 
groups of students” (U.S. Department of Education, 2002). Will the requirement to 
provide such data pressure school districts to improve instruction for children of 
color? Discuss why or why not.  

  3. Talk to an admissions counselor in your college or university about the institution’s 
policy regarding affirmative action and admissions. Critique the policy from the point 
of view of its effectiveness in closing the academic achievement gap.  

  4. Using the NAEP database ( http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/naepdata/search.
asp ), research the achievement gap in your state. Speculate on factors that may influ-
ence conditions in your state. Using databases and other sources of information, 
research and evaluate your state’s efforts to close the gap.     
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  C H A P T E R  1 1

Values/Character Education: 
Traditional or Liberational 

Which and whose values should public 
schools teach, and why? 

   POSITION 1: TEACH TRADITIONAL VALUES 

    There is no more destructive force in your children’s lives than American 
popular culture. It promotes the worst values in people and disguises them all 
as entertainment . . . Additionally, popular culture is pervasive, dominating 
virtually every part of our lives.  

   —Taylor, 2005, p. 4    

Throughout history, and in cultures around the world, education rightly 
conceived has had two great goals: to help students become smart and to help 
them become good.

—Character Education Partnership, 2008, p. 8

American public schools, echoing the moral defects in American popular culture, 
commonly operate without an ethical compass. Schools should provide a firm edu-
cation in ethical principles that help youth sort, analyze, and evaluate behaviors 
and values expressed in popular culture. This is character education, designed to 
instill and inspire good character—morally grounded behaviors and attitudes. 

 Unfortunately, schools are subject to the relativism that underlies much of 
life today. Relativism in schools reflects the ideas that (1) all values are relative, 
with none superior; (2) there is no enduring set of ethical standards; and (3) 
personal character is a matter of individual choice and particular situations. It 
incorporates situational ethics and egotistical rationalization to justify any val-
ues or actions. Relativism keeps such schools and their students adrift in a sea 
of personal and social temptations. 

 Sommers (1998) summarizes this position: “The last few decades of the 
twentieth century have seen a steady erosion of knowledge and a steady 
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increase in moral relativism” (p. 33). She demonstrates the link betwen a host 
of other school problems and the fact that Johnny can’t read, write, or count; 
continuing: “it is also true that Johnny is having difficulty distinguishing right 
from wrong. . . . Along with illiteracy and innumeracy, we must add deep 
moral confusion to the list of educational problems” (p. 31). This is a very seri-
ous problem that will continue to haunt American society until it is adequately 
addressed. Hansen (2001) notes, “Studies suggest that teaching is inherently a 
moral endeavor” (p. 826). Morality cannot be escaped by pretending schools 
are outside its sphere. 

We are not born with a set of values, they are all—good and bad—learned. 
Although we learn values in many places, from many people, and through 
many media, schools form a particularly significant institution for imparting 
values. Blackburn (2001) points out, Aristotle “emphasized that it takes educa-
tion and practice in order to become virtuous” (p. 113). Former Secretary of 
Education William Bennett (1992) highlights the tradition of common schools 
as the basis of common values, with leaders of the common school movement 
coming mainly from people who “saw the schools as upholders of standards 
of individual morality and small incubators of civic and personal virtue; the 
founders of the public schools had faith that public education could teach good 
moral and civic character from a common ground of American values” (p. 58). 

 Yet, as Bennett documents, schools lost this central purpose in a contempo-
rary welter of value-neutral, value-relative, and anything-goes approaches to 
values education. The former position of schools was to be stalwart conveyors 
of good values and sound character, with exemplary moral and ethical model-
ling by school teachers and administrators. That has been replaced by an insti-
tutional blind eye to values and educator disinterest in, or fear of, maintaining 
high standards of morality and ethics for themselves and their students. Far too 
many public schools lack a central core of fundamental morals and give students 
no ethical basis for guidance through life. Instead, secular domination of educa-
tion mistakenly keeps religious values at bay, while self-absorption becomes a 
primary focus for students. Is it any wonder that society is crumbling, violence 
is increasing, families are in disarray, and civility has disappeared? 

 Education emphasizing selfishness, personal freedom, and permissive-
ness is a major contributor to the significant decline in social and family values 
(Sowell, 1992; Shapiro, 2005). Increased crime and abuse is a natural outcome 
of schooling that preaches self-indulgence. Where can one gain a deep respect 
for other people, property, and social traditions if schools assume the relativist 
stance that these things do not matter? 

  Liberalism and Moral Decline 

 The liberal view of education—that traditional values don’t matter and students 
should decide basic value questions for themselves without guidance from edu-
cators, religious leaders, or parents—has an eroding effect on the cornerstones 
of American society. Liberalism itself is a culprit; in education it does signifi-
cant damage to American morality (Falwell, 1980; Bennett, 1993; Bork, 1996; 
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Himmelfarb, 1999; Charen, 2004; Coulter, 2004, 2007; Sowell, 2007; Hannity, 
2004; Frank, 2005; Savage, 2005). It does not take a rocket scientist to recognize 
that common values undergirding civility, manners, and courtesies once dom-
inant in the United States have given way to self-indulgent values of greed, 
destruction, consumption, and distrust of authority. This erosion has been the 
companion of permissive attitudes fostered in schools since progressive educa-
tion concepts enveloped schools in the 1930s. 

Family values have declined in the face of a long-term educational philoso-
phy based on individualism and libertine lifestyles (Rafferty, 1968; Anderson, 
1994; Roberts, 1994; Gallagher, 2005; Shapiro, 2005). Evidence of moral disaster 
surrounds us: extraordinarily high divorce rates, child and spouse abuse, lack of 
ethics in business and government, drug and alcohol addiction, out-of-control 
teenage pregnancy rates, excessive reliance on child care outside the home, 
acceptance of immorality on television and in the arts, cheating scandals and 
explosive violence in schools (Colson, 1994; Bouza, 1996; Jacobs, 2004).

 Schools have lost their moral focus and, thus, their ability to educate youth 
in the most important of areas—morality. Without a moral focus, other learn-
ings are shallow.

 Christensen (1991) raises important questions about teachers who 
presume to supersede parents in implanting moral values in children. Further, 
he cites the work of Vitz and Levin, who document an aggressive feminist 
bias in school texts and teachings—a feminist bias in opposition to traditional 
American family values. Traditional parenthood and family life are virtually 
censored from school materials, while available teaching materials convey 
romantic images of adventurous single women. Similarly, reports Christensen, 
traditionalist parents have good reason to worry about amoral messages in lit-
erature, music, and arts that denounce religion and espouse adultery or other 
antifamily values. 

 Radical feminism is not the only culprit in the theft of morality from schools; 
it is just one of several modern amoral attitudes. Similar attacks on American 
family values have appeared under the banners of “diversity,” “multicultural-
ism,” and “sexual orientation.” These banners share the root idea of moral rela-
tivism, the idea that all views are equally valid in the classroom—from killing 
by euthanasia or abortion to gay and lesbian advocacy. As it destroys traditional 
values, moral relativism substitutes amorality or immorality as a guide to life. 
Even in this, there is rank logical inconsistency in the advocacy of value neu-
trality by many liberals. While claiming that no values are more important than 
any others, liberal advocates still propose a set of special interests they claim 
deserve special treatment in classrooms and textbooks: minorities, women, 
disabled, gay and lesbian (Charen, 2004; Gallagher, 2005; Savage, 2005). This 
special treatment constitutes a set of values they consider more valuable. Fur-
ther, they accept mercy killings, abortions, and homosexuality as examples of 
perfectly acceptable topics of study and conduct, while praying in school is not. 
This is hypocrisy. 

Lickona (1991, 1993, 2004, 2005) outlined the kinds of problems that dem-
onstrate a decline in values among youth. He includes violence, vandalism, bad 
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language, sexual promiscuity, peer cruelty, stealing, and cheating. He linked 
this decline to a series of factors, including: 

    Darwinism and the relativistic view that springs from it,  

  A philosophy of pseudo-scientific logical positivism that separates “facts” 
from “values,”  

  Personalism, emphasizing individual rights over social responsibilities 
and moral authority,  

  Pluralism, suggesting multiple values and raising a question of which ones 
we should teach, and  

  Secularization, which falsely separates church and state and offers no reli-
gious guidance.    

  Traditional Values Can Be Restored to Schools 

 There is a tight relationship between good families and good schools in a soci-
ety based on common values. Efforts to bring schools and society back to their 
moral base can yield positive results (Institute of Education Sciences, 2007). 
Although we can differentiate among definitions of values, ethics, morals, and 
character, school programs bearing labels such as “values education,” “ethics 
education,” “moral education,” and “character education” often use the same 
principles, purposes, and general practices. We will treat them equally unless the 
terms are used as covers for value-free or value-neutral programs. The best of 
the good programs restore traditional values to schools and students; and these 
good programs work. The Center for the 4th and 5th Rs (respect and responsi-
bility) shows much promise in restoring “good” character to its historic place 
at the center of schooling.   Leming and Silva (2001) report excellent results from 
a five-year study on teaching a special Heartwood Foundation ethics curricu-
lum to fifth-graders; the program produced more caring and respectful actions 
and fewer disciplinary referrals, and the teachers’ approach to ethics teaching 
changed in a positive way. 

Other indicators of success include the increasing number and quality of 
educational materials available for teachers and parents. Teaching materials 
are aimed at instilling universal values in students: honor, honesty, truthful-
ness, kindness, generosity, helpfulness, courage, convictions, justice, respect, 
freedom, and equality. 

Internet sites offer assistance (see  www.goodcharacter.com ;  www.character
.org ;  www.aimcenter.com ;  www.ethicusa.com ). The Character Education 
Partner ship, developed and maintains a database at  www.character.org , which 
includes ideas, materials, and descriptions and analyses of various instruments 
that can be used to assess character education. 

 Among the agenda items in the new movement for family values is the resto-
ration of religion and patriotism to U.S. schools. (see  www.freedomalliance.com ).

Model centers and special programs for character education are under way 
in a number of states, including North Carolina, California, Iowa, New Mexico, 
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Utah, Connecticut, Maryland, Washington, Missouri, Kentucky, New Jersey, 
and South Carolina. The centers sponsor such activities as programs devoted 
to creating safe and orderly school environments, encouraging students to take 
responsibility for their conduct and for others, preventing violence, and rein-
forcing efforts to curb drug abuse and weapons in school. Character education 
is developing quickly into one of the most important new projects in the schools 
(Thorkildsen and Wallberg, 2004; Nucci and Narvaez, 2008).  

  What Should Be Taught: Traditional Values as the Focus 

 Clearly, schools need to rediscover their proper role and function in a moral 
society. The United States was founded on Judeo-Christian ideals. They form 
the basis of our concepts of justice and democracy. Schools were established 
to transmit those values to the young to preserve values and society. Support 
for traditional values gave early American schools a clarity of purpose and a 
solid direction. Children did not receive mixed messages about morality and 
behavior, and did not get the impression they could make up and change their 
values on a whim. 

 Renewing character education should include a prominent focus on tra-
ditional values at all levels. In elementary school, reading material should 
emphasize ideals (Anderson, 1994; O’Sullivan, 2002; Bennett, 2008). Stories of 
great heroes, personal integrity, resoluteness, loyalty, and productivity should 
dominate. The main emphasis should be on the positive aspects of U.S. history 
and literature, showing how individuals working together toward a suitable 
goal can succeed. Teachers should stress and expect ethical behavior, respect, 
and consideration (Lickona, 1991, 2004). Classes should study various religions 
with the purpose of understanding their common values and how those values 
apply to life. Providing time in school for children to reflect on personal reli-
gious beliefs would be appropriate. 

 Signs and symbols in school should reinforce American values. Pictures, 
displays, and assemblies on morality offer students a chance to see how impor-
tant those values are to society and school. Inviting speakers into classes, show-
ing films, and taking students to see significant monuments to American values 
are techniques that can help. Teachers can emphasize good values by pro-
viding direct instruction on moral precepts and rewarding students for good 
citizenship. 

 At the secondary level, emphasis on traditional values should continue with 
more sophisticated materials and concepts. There is no need for a special course 
on sex education if family values are covered in other courses and at home. A 
student honor roll, citing acts of outstanding school citizenship, might be as 
prominently displayed as athletic trophies. Libraries are good places for displays 
of books featuring the kinds of thoughts and behaviors we seek to encourage. 

 Literature classes should teach U.S. and foreign literature portraying 
rewards of moral behavior and negative consequences of immorality. American 
history classes should express ideals for which we stand and our extraordinary 
historical achievements. Science courses should feature stories of hard work 
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and perseverance in making scientific discoveries, as well as stories of how 
basic values and religious views have guided many scientists in their work. 

 The arts are a rich place to show values through study of paintings, composi-
tions, sculptures, and other art forms that express the positive aspects of human 
life under a set of everlasting ideals. Religious music and art can be a part of the 
curriculum, as can nonreligious art idealizing such values as the golden rule and 
personal virtue. Vocational subjects afford numerous ways to present good atti-
tudes toward work, family, responsibility, loyalty, decency, and respect. Sports 
are an especially important place in which to reaffirm these same values; numer-
ous professional and college teams pray together before matches, and many 
players are leading figures in setting high standards of moral conduct.

We need teachers who demonstrate a strong personal commitment to tra-
ditional values and whose behaviors and lives exhibit that commitment. Obvi-
ously, determining a teacher’s moral beliefs goes beyond examining his or her 
college transcripts, since the subjects a person studies bear little relation to his or 
her moral conduct. 

States have a right to require high moral standards from those who obtain 
state licenses to teach in public schools. Colleges preparing teachers should exam-
ine potential students’ records and deny entry to those with criminal or morally 
objectionable backgrounds (for example, a history of cheating, dishonesty, or 
sexual misconduct). Applicants for teaching credentials should be expected to 
submit references that speak to their moral character. Since we ask this of lawyers 
who take state bar exams, why shouldn’t we expect it of people going into teach-
ing? Schools should require applicants to prepare essays discussing their values. 
Clearly, student teaching and the first few years of full-time teaching provide 
opportunity to screen young teachers to ensure they uphold moral standards. 
If these criteria are clearly and publicly stated, they have fair warning. Teachers 
found wanting should find employment in some other occupation. They should 
not be retained in positions where they can influence young people’s ideals. 

How Schools Destroy Values: Values Clarification 
and Moral Obfuscation 

 In many schools, children are taught that values they learn at home or church 
are a matter of choice. Through teachings such as “values clarification,” chil-
dren are led to believe that right and wrong are purely matters of individual 
opinion. There is no moral guideline for conduct or thought. In values clarifica-
tion, teachers may ask children to publicly identify situations when their father 
or mother was wrong and to present their own view of what the parent should 
have done. Teachers ask children personal questions about their family lives 
and private thoughts. There are no criteria children can use to weigh right and 
wrong. Instead, teachers encourage children to determine their own set of val-
ues. Bennett (1992), describes values clarification: 

  Schools were not to take part in their time-honored task of transmitting sound 
moral values; rather, they were to allow the child to “clarify” his own values 
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(which adults, including parents, had no right to criticize). The “values clarifica-
tion” movement didn’t clarify values, it clarified wants and desires. This form of 
moral relativism said, in effect, that no set of values was right or wrong. (p. 56)  

 In class discussions on values, children who present their personal opinions 
with conviction can influence other children, and the teacher is not to intercede 
for fear of impeding the “clarification” of values. An entire class can agree that 
tying cans to a cat’s tail, euthanizing people who are old or ill, or remaining 
seated during the salute to the flag may be acceptable behavior. Children also 
learn to report on their parents and to ridicule those who support traditional 
values concerning discretion and privacy. Obviously, without clear and consist-
ent standards of acceptable behavior and belief, our society is doomed to ethical 
destruction. Can one argue seriously that a life of dishonesty and cheating is 
morally equal to a life of honesty and integrity? How can schools adopt a posi-
tion of neutrality regarding values and character development? Yet that absurd 
view is behind values clarification and other relativistic approaches to dealing 
with values in schools. 

  Confusing Values in the Current Curriculum 

 School curriculum and textbooks currently present a wide array of relativistic 
values that only confuse children. Secular humanism, relativism, and liberalism 
are not defined as school subjects, and schools offer no courses with those titles. 
Instead, these insidious ideas filter into nearly all courses and often go unrec-
ognized, even by teachers. Because no specific curriculum stresses traditional 
morals and values, teachers and courses easily present differing views, leading 
students to believe there are no eternal or universal values, only personal ones. 
If courses and teachers do not attest to a common core of morality, students are 
left morally rudderless. This spawns confusion or self-indulgence at best, and 
scorn for morality at worst. 

 Teaching materials children learn from often are either vapid, without any 
connection to moral thought and behavior, or confusing, displaying multiple 
values of supposedly equal weight. Current school reading materials include 
trash directing attention to the values of the worst elements of society, and adult 
stories well beyond children’s moral development. In civics and history, the 
focus is on political power, not virtue. Children are taught how to manipulate 
others and how interest groups get their way. History texts are bland and non-
committal concerning basic values and treat religion with disdain. Sex educa-
tion instruction tends toward the belief that students will engage in promiscuity 
and sexual freedom, not exercise abstinence and responsibility (Shapiro, 2005). 
Science ignores religious views and substitutes the “value-free” ideas; any sci-
entific experiment is okay. Instead of protecting and encouraging innocence, 
schools savage and debase it. 

 Results of this permissive and selfish education are apparent. We are sub-
ject to increasing abuse in contemporary life. We have seen a startling increase 
in child abuse, so prevalent we now have twenty-four-hour telephone hotlines 
to report it. Spousal abuse is another item featured almost daily in newspapers. 
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Animal abuse is so common it no longer makes news. And sex and drug abuse 
have become epidemic. 

 Other abuses currently abound. We abuse our ideals, respect, heroes, 
national honor, and religious base. Political and business leaders abuse the 
public trust through cheating and corruption. Young people no longer under-
stand why we fought wars to protect our liberties. Some children refuse to recite 
the Pledge of Allegiance or to sing the “Star-Spangled Banner.” Graffiti covers 
many of our national monuments and our statues of heroes. Children no longer 
honor their parents or respect their elders.  

  Schools Are Rooted in Moral Values 

 Schools in America were founded to provide a moral foundation, and they were 
effective. Colonial schools had as their core a firm commitment to morality, eth-
ics, and traditional values. The first school laws, passed in Massachusetts in 
1642 and 1647, mandated that communities provide schooling for young people 
and that those schools preserve religious and social values. The  New England 
Primer,  the colonial schoolbook used to teach the alphabet and reading, incor-
porated moral virtues in its teaching of basic skills. All schoolbooks followed 
this pattern for many generations. Early Americans clearly recognized the link 
between a good society and solid religious, family, and school values. Religion 
continues to be a firm foundation for teaching traditional values, and should 
not be kept out of public school classrooms. 

 From the  New England Primer  through McGuffy’s  Readers,  the content studied 
in school was consistent with America’s traditional values. We can learn much 
from the moral stories these old works present. Children learned it was wrong 
to misbehave at home, in the community, and at school. They learned the con-
sequences of affronting the common morality, reading about what happened to 
those who did. They gained respect for proper authority in families, churches, 
society, and school. We need to reject permissiveness and valuelessness of cur-
rent schools and return to emphasizing moral precepts and proper behavior. The 
crisis in education has the same origin as the crisis in society: a decline in basic 
values. Correction in schools is the main avenue to correction in society. 

 Religion affords a good moral base for young people, but isn’t the only 
source of traditional values. Ethical personal behavior also derives from deep-
rooted family and social values. The good society depends on citizens who have 
developed keen concern for others, awareness of personal responsibility, and 
habits of moderation. Etzioni (1998) argues that values education has broad and 
deep support among the American public, and he proposes “we just teach the 
values that most Americans agree upon” (p. 448). Sommers (1998) presents a 
clear case for classical moral education for students, the “core of noncontrover-
sial ethical issues that were settled long ago. . . . We need to bring back the great 
books and the great ideas” (pp. 33, 34). 

 The obvious decline in values among the young results from a number of 
factors. Foremost is that schools have forsaken the responsibility to teach solid 
values, instead, substituting highly relativistic opinions that undermine parental 
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and religious authority. Children are taught all values are equal, so whatever 
they value is fine. We can’t hold children responsible for this rejection of com-
mon morality because their natural tendency is to be selfish. Parents must teach 
children to share and to respect traditional social values. Historically, we relied 
on schools to reinforce and extend the basic ethical code families, churches, and 
other religious institutions teach. When parents are unable, or refuse, to teach 
children right from wrong, schools usually have supplied this important func-
tion. Those who now run the schools have forgotten their history, and people 
who forget will repeat mistakes of the past. 

 With current high divorce rates and parental lack of attention to their chil-
dren’s moral development, schools should play an even more significant role 
in conveying American values to children. In times of family and social stress, 
schools should exert expanded influence to ensure continuation of our heritage. 
Many of our young parents grew up during the 1960s and 1970s, when there was 
a sharp decline in religious participation and a significant increase in immoral-
ity. Without the value base provided by strong religious and national traditions, 
the United States will be in trouble. Schools must assume an increased respon-
sibility for training students in traditional values.

 We must restore basic American values to schools and to our young people, 
and it is possible. But a potential opportunity is not enough. It is crucial that we 
move quickly to reinvigorate our school leaders with the resolve to do it. We are 
facing a crisis of values in society, and the crisis is reflected in our schools. Our 
society is extremely vulnerable. Schools must reassume their original responsi-
bility for moral teachings.    

  POSITION 2: LIBERATION THROUGH 

ACTIVE VALUE INQUIRY     The great majority of character education programs consist largely of exhor-
tation and directed recitation . . . Most character education programs also 
deliver homilies by way of posters, banners, and murals throughout the 
school . . . The children are passive receptacles to be filled—objects to be 
manipulated rather than learners to be engaged.  

   —Kohn, 1997, p. 158    

   . . . “character” is an archaic, quasi-metaphysical term, more related to horo-
scopes than any scientific concept. It is a term with no agreed upon defini-
tion, even among proponents of character education . . . character education 
is part of an agenda to introduce conservative ideology, alone, into the minds 
of . . . students. 

 —Cornwall, 2005, p. 1

 School is not a neutral activity. Decisions to provide and to participate in 
education are based on a set of values. Everything schools do and decide not to 
do reflects a set of values. We educate and are educated for some purpose we 
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consider good (Purpel, 2003; Spring, 2008). We teach what we think is a valu-
able set of ideas. How else could we construct education? It would be absurd 
to have schools without goals, teaching without purpose, curriculum without 
objectives. 

 Schools, then, are heavily involved in a series of value-based decisions. 
Schools provide values and character education through a variety of forms, 
whether intended and thoughtful or not. Thoughtful education about values 
incorporates society’s primary ideals expressed and examined by students in a 
rational, respectful approach. That requires teachers to encourage intelligent and 
critical examination that reflects the ethical dimensions of education (Giroux, 
2004; Kohn, 2008). It respects student learning and maturity, as well as disagree-
ments. Rather than preach morality and goodness, it expects students to develop 
reasoned appreciation of core civilizing values and correlated ethical behavior. 

 Students come to school with a collection of values and opinions on good 
and bad; these have been acquired from family, TV, friends, and other experi-
ences (Aronowitz, 2008). Students do not come to school as empty moral ves-
sels, waiting for proper values to be poured in. Even primary-grade children 
have a pretty clear sense of right and wrong; in fact, they are almost too clear 
in their determination of what is fair and what is not and who should get pun-
ished and for what infractions. There are few gray areas. Try playing a game 
with young children and see how rules are interpreted. Maturity brings a more 
sophisticated sense of justice, morality, ethics, and values—much of which is 
honed among families, friends, media, and such institutions as formal religion 
and schools. 

 Good character is a work in progress, exhibited in actions in situations 
where morals, values, and ethics are tested. Values education should critically 
examine traditional and contemporary moral ideas, and test and refine a set of 
personal beliefs about ethical conduct. Attempted indoctrination by slogans, 
moralisms, and dogmatic piety does not meet that high standard and can result 
in nonthinking knee-jerk reactions. Examples of unethical and immoral actions 
by some clergy and corporate executives over the recent past show that moral 
righteousness can be spoken by everyone, but moral action requires a higher 
level of principles and fortitude. There are no guarantees, but more likely good 
results from value inquiry than from programs of moralisms and authoritarian 
pronouncements. Sociologist J. S. Victor (2002) points out that “It is much more 
useful to offer our children a path to follow than a battery of abstract values . . . 
a way of thinking rather than a code of rules to follow” (p. 31). 

  Liberation = Education 

 Education’s primary purpose is liberation. Liberation from ignorance is the 
foundation beneath freedoms from slavery, dictatorship, and domination. Free-
dom to know underlies the freedom to participate fully in a democracy, enjoy 
and extend justice and equality, live a healthy and satisfying life, and provide 
the same opportunities to others. These are all solid values students can exam-
ine and relate to their own lives. But that inquiry requires freedom. Freedom to 
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think and freedom to act are based on freedom to know. Any society intending 
to be free and democratic must recognize an elemental equation: liberation = 
education. Schools that restrict and contort the minds of the young oppose that 
principle, and democratic civilization is the victim. Since students learn a lot 
about values by observing the operation of values in the world about them, 
unreasonably authoritarian schools convey antidemocratic values inconsistent 
with many basic moral principles, in addition to being disrespectful of student 
intelligence (Kessler, 2000; Kincheloe, 2004). 

 Clearly, this is not an essay in favor of abandoning the civilizing character-
istics of human society, including decency, respect, responsibility, courage, and 
magnanimity. Indeed, it is the opposite—a plea in favor of values inquiry that 
offers to empower students to develop and enhance civilization without hypoc-
risy. We cannot impose traditional values on schoolchildren and not allow criti-
cism of those values. Students, in traditional values indoctrination courses, learn 
conformity to authority, not thinking. Value inquiry into basic values of civiliza-
tion will yield stronger, more realistic convictions among students than mere 
sloganeering and student conformity. Often, as a result of student passivity and 
obedience, such moral problems as social injustice and inequality are ignored. 
Instead of questioning and acting to improve society, students are expected to 
sponge up moralisms and be quiet. Greene (1990) argued moral choice and ethi-
cal action should be products of careful and critical thought. That occurs when 
the community provides freedom and encouragement for individual students 
and teachers to engage in such thinking. 

Limits and Conditions

 There are, of course, reasonable limits and conditions to this concept of freedom, 
as there are to all freedoms. Very young children require guidance and direc-
tion in basic good habits. And the small number of people whose development 
has been arrested at an equivalent level of infancy or young childhood may 
require some caring control for their own safety and well-being over much of 
their lives. We should expect the vast majority of children and school students, 
however, to mature in terms of intellect and values, progressing beyond fixed 
habits and adopting a reasoned understanding and independent judgment of 
suitable values and ethical conduct. 

 That maturing requires the opportunity to question, challenge, and critically 
examine moral pronouncements within the context of a considered view of right 
and wrong. Does that mean we support a school approach to values as anything 
goes? Absolutely not. It means students need to fully comprehend social mores 
and values and recognize and take responsibility for the consequences of their 
actions. It also means they must understand and reason through moral princi-
ples undergirding adequate ethical conduct and values.

Such principles as humanity and human rights, justice, equality, freedom, 
and civilization deserve considerable and rational deliberation in terms of how 
they can be used as standards against which to weigh ethical conduct and val-
ues in given situations. Confronted with a choice between rational deliberation 
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and emotional outburst, few thinking students will pick emotion. They want 
to reason, even as emotion plays some role in their decisions. Given a choice 
between freedom and slavery, most will pick freedom—and for good reasons. 
Value inquiry involves the thinking through of fundamental moral principles, 
testing those principles in the cauldron of value conflicts in society and daily 
life, providing opportunity to rationally criticize, and developing a more con-
sistent set of values and operational ethics (Singer, 2002). This is not license to 
do whatever one wants, and it is clearly not blind obedience to authority. 

Wolfe (2001) found in interviews across the United States that a concept of 
moral freedom is evolving. Moral freedom draws from ideas similar to those 
political, economic, and religious freedom ideas flowing from the revolutionary 
ideas in the founding of this society—a recognition that freedom and democ-
racy are necessary cohabitants. Wolfe notes that previous ideas of character for-
mation required unthinking obedience to institutional authoritarianism, based 
on the idea that individuals were basically evil and needed correction: 

  “. . . character formation involved the alchemist task of making something good 
(virtue) out of something bad (human nature) . . . the process of character forma-
tion, premised on individual weakness, always sits uncomfortably in a liberal 
democratic society. . . . Highly structured systems of moral authority require that 
we repress our instincts and needs for the sake of authority. But if we believe 
ourselves to be inherently good people—or at the least neither good nor bad—
why can’t we trust ourselves more and learn to trust institutions, which are 
capable of abusing the power they have, less?” (Wolfe, 2001, pp. 179, 180)  

 We have certainly seen enough authoritarian institutions who have abused 
their power in the past decades. From churches to government to corporations, 
there are plenty of examples of abuse. Some who preach morality, ethics, and 
responsibility have been found to be wanting in exactly those areas. But this new 
moral freedom from such authoritarianism does not lead to personal anarchy 
or irresponsibility, with no central values. Many key traditional moral precepts 
remain, but, as Wolfe points out for those he interviewed: “In an age of moral 
freedom, moral authority has to justify its claims to special insight” (p. 226). 
Legitimacy and credibility are necessary conditions for sound moral authority. 
Wolf found respondents had strong feelings supporting such traditional values 
as loyalty, self-discipline, honesty, and forgiveness. They had consulted authori-
ties and institutions, but did not simply obey them, in arriving at these values. 
They were struggling with how to apply them to everyday life in a variety of 
situations, but felt free to do that and question them at the same time. This is 
a form of value inquiry based on the concept of liberation, consistent with the 
research of Coles (1997) and Piaget (1997) on how moral reasoning develops. 
Eisgruber (2002) comments, 

  One of the defining characteristics of liberal democracy is that persons must 
give reasoned justification for the power they seek to exercise; they behave 
undemocratically insofar as they rely only on personal status or authority . . . 
the liberal democratic state teaches most powerfully by example, not by ser-
monizing. (pp. 72, 83)  
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 Principles of liberation and education operate whether students are learning 
basic skills and knowledge, or values, ethical conduct, morality, and character devel-
opment. While it may be possible to develop basic skills and rote information in 
dogmatic and dictatorial schools, that denies the concept of independent thinking 
necessary to a democracy. It is, therefore, undemocratic to teach academic subjects 
in that system. Similarly, it is possible to indoctrinate students with values and ethi-
cal standards, but that approach is inconsistent with democracy and independent 
thinking. In addition to being undemocratic, teaching values and ethics in authori-
tarian settings also is counterproductive. The purpose of values education is to get 
students to understand, examine, derive, and thoughtfully adopt a set of socially 
positive values that can be translated into ethical behavior. Authoritarianism is in 
opposition to that purpose; it requires only obedience, blindly. 

  School Decisions about Values Education 

 The issue is not whether schools should be engaged in values education, since 
all are by their very nature. Rather, the issues are what kinds of values should be 
central to schoolwork, and how should they best be taught and learned. Teachers, 
textbooks, and schools in general all teach some set of values to young people. 
Schools can be organized and operate in ways that develop conformity, obedi-
ence to external authorities, and passive, docile behavior. Schools also can work 
to develop thoughtful critics of society’s problems, students who are willing to 
challenge social norms and pursue continued improvement of humankind into 
the future (Kidder, 1994; Haydon, 1995; Kohn, 1997, 2008; Purpel, 2003; Anyon, 
2008). There are many variations on these purposes of either socializing students 
to conform to social values or liberating them to engage in social improvement. 

 Unfortunately for those who believe schools have more significant social 
purposes, much contemporary school activity is devoted to producing docile, 
passive students who will be unlikely to challenge the status quo or raise ques-
tions even in the face of unreasoned authoritarianism. Current materials for 
teaching values and character in schools often are intended to protect the status 
quo, make students vessels for conformist behavior, and offer a noncritical per-
spective on religious views. Kohn (1998), for example, provides ample evidence 
that “conventional character education rests upon behaviorism, conservatism, 
and religious dogma” (p. 455). Even more unfortunately for students and soci-
ety, schools often are successful in this purpose. School life focuses far too much 
on conformity, placing extreme pressure on all students to think, behave, and 
view life in the same way. This not only is hypocritical, since many adult citi-
zens and educators do not adhere to the moralistic standards prescribed, but it 
destroys our young people’s creativity and energy. It also leads to passivity in 
civic life—a serious malady in a democracy. 

 John Stuart Mill (1859/1956) defines the commonplace conformist educa-
tion of his time: 

  A general State education is a mere contrivance for moulding people to be 
exactly like one another; and as the mould in which it casts them is that which 
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pleases the predominant power in the government—whether this be a mon-
arch, a priesthood, an aristocracy, or the majority of the existing generation—in 
proportion as it is efficient and successful, it establishes a despotism over the 
mind, leading by natural tendency to one over the body. (p. 129)  

 Mill’s comments still are appropriate today. Sadly, many schools aim to pro-
duce obedient citizens to assure social control, not critical thinking to enhance 
the society. 

 In traditional schools, students are force-fed moralisms and value precepts 
inconsistent with what they see in society. Poorly paid teachers preach honesty 
while wealthy financiers, bankers, and politicians loot the public. Well-heeled 
or well-connected people who commit so-called white-collar crimes seldom 
are punished, although a few may be sent to luxurious detainment centers for 
brief stays. However, people from lower-social-class backgrounds who commit 
nonviolent crimes often receive long and debilitating sentences in standard 
prisons, where they learn more criminal behavior. Even recent U.S. presidents 
who engage in questionable ethical behavior are given credibility, as though 
the behavior is acceptable. These obvious disparities in our concept of justice, 
and in our other values, is evident to students. Similar examples of disparity in 
equality, justice, honesty, and citizenship abound in our national life. Students 
are well aware of these inequities. A moralistic slogan or required reading in 
school does not hide the defect.  

  Liberation Education and Critical Pedagogy: 
Values Inquiry 

 Liberation education offers an opportunity to examine social problems and 
conflicting values. It is linked well with ideas of critical pedagogy, a program to 
assist teachers to engage students in this examination (Shor, 1987; Burbules and 
Berk, 1999; Kincheloe, 2004, 2008; see  www.perfectfit.org ;  www.csd.uma.org ). 
Liberation education is not a prescribed set of teacher techniques, a specific 
lesson plan, or a textbook series for schools to adopt. There is no mechanis-
tic or teacher-proof approach that will produce liberation. Critical pedagogy is 
anything but mechanical and teacher-proof; it is dynamic and teacher-oriented. 
Liberation is the emancipation of students and teachers from the blinders of 
class-dominated ignorance, conformity, and thought control (Shor, 1987; Clark, 
1990; Ahlquist, 1991). Its dynamic quality views students and teachers as active 
participants in opposing oppression and improving democracy (Giroux, 1991, 
2004, 2008). Applied to values, it proposes students inquire into basic moral 
concepts, apply them to disparities in society’s values, examine alternative 
views, and arrive at a valid and usable set of ethical guidelines. It is grounded 
in reason, based on well-examined beliefs. A very popular ethics course at 
Harvard appropriately includes work on liberation education ( www.ethics.
harvard.edu ). 

 Liberation education is complex, because the social forces it addresses are 
complex. The central purpose is to liberate the individual and society and to 
broadly distribute liberating power (Freire, 1970; Glass, 2001). It requires a set of 
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values, including justice and equality, to serve as ideals in opposition to oppres-
sion and authoritarianism, and a critical understanding of the many cultural 
cross-currents in contemporary society and mechanisms of manipulation that 
hide ideological purposes. Liberation education and critical pedagogy uncover 
myths and injustices evident in the dominant culture. They also embrace the 
expectation that the powerless can, through education, develop power. This 
requires us to recognize that forms of knowledge and schooling are not neutral, 
but are utilized by the dominant culture to secure its power. 

 Schools must become sites where we examine conflicts of humankind in 
increasing depth to understand ideological and cultural bases on which socie-
ties operate. The purpose is not merely to recognize those conflicts or ideolo-
gies, but to engage in actions that constrain oppression and expand personal 
power. This profound, revolutionary educational concept goes to the heart of 
what education should be. Schools themselves need to undergo this liberation, 
and we should take actions to make them more truly democratic. Other social 
institutions also merit examination and action. Obviously, liberation education, 
a redundant term, is controversial in contemporary society. Liberated people 
threaten the traditional docility and passivity schools now impose.  

  What Should Be Taught 

 Liberation education for values inquiry requires us to blend curriculum content 
with critical pedagogy. We cannot separate what students study from how they 
study it. The basis of this approach to schooling is to engage students in criti-
cal study of the society and its institutions with the dual purpose of liberating 
themselves from blinders that simply reproduce old values that continue such 
ethical blights as greed, corruption, and inhumanity; and liberating society from 
oppressive manipulation of people by government, corporate, and institutional 
propaganda (Yu, 2004; Baker and Heyning, 2004; Blau, 2005). 

 Critical study involves both method and content. It expects an open exami-
nation and critique of diverse ideas and sees the human condition as problem-
atic. That places all human activity within the scope of potential curriculum 
content and makes all activity subject to critical scrutiny through a dynamic 
form of dialectic reasoning. 

 Obviously, students cannot examine all things at all times. Thus, selection 
of topics for study depends on several factors, including what students previ-
ously have studied, and the depth of those investigations; which contempo-
rary social issues are significant; students’ interests and maturity level; and the 
teacher’s knowledge. There is no neatly structured sequence of information 
all students must pass through and then forget. Students should examine the 
nature of knowledge itself. That can lead to liberation. And liberation develops 
strong character. 

 Among topics of early and continuing study should be ideologies. Stu-
dents need to learn how to strip away layers of propaganda and rationaliza-
tion to examine root causes. Ideology, in its most literal sense, is the study of 
ideas. Those ideas may be phrased in a language intended for mystification, or 
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designed to persuade people. Racism and sexism are not considered acceptable 
public views in the United States, and yet they often lie behind high-sounding 
pronouncements and policies. Test scores from culturally biased tests are ration-
alized to segregate students for favored treatment in neutral-sounding nonra-
cist and nonsexist terms, but basic causes and consequences are still racist or 
sexist. Imperialism is not considered proper in current international relations, 
but powerful nations do attempt to control others through physical or political-
economic means while labeling their actions defensive or even “freedom fight-
ing.” Ideological study can help students situate events in historic, economic, 
and political settings deeper and richer than surface explanations.  

  Mainstream Mystification 

 Too little in popular educational literature speaks to liberation, opposition to 
oppressive forces, and improvement of democracy. Most mainstream educa-
tional writing raises no questions about the context schools sit within; the writ-
ers seem to accept the conservative purposes of schools and merely urge us 
to “fine-tune” them a bit. Standard educational writing does not examine our 
schooling system to the depth of its roots, ideologies, and complexities. Instead, 
teachers and teachers-in-training read articles on implementing teaching tech-
niques and making slight modifications in curriculum. There is nothing criti-
cal in these pieces, and no liberation of the mind from strictures of a narrow 
culture. The dominant concern is to make schools more efficient, mechanical, 
factory-like, and conformist. 

 Mainstream educational literature rests on a mainstream of thought in 
American society. This thought is bound by a narrow band between standard 
conservative and liberal ideas. Those who go outside this band are labeled radi-
cal or “un-American” and viewed with suspicion. Outside ideas and criticisms 
have no public credibility. Neither conservatives nor liberals are pleased to see 
schools critically examine American democracy. 

 Conservatives and liberals do seem to agree that U.S. schools should sup-
port democracy. Numerous platitudes about schools preparing citizens for 
democracy, or about schools as a minidemocracy, fill mainstream literature. 
This literature can be classified as mystification because it uses high-sounding 
phrases to cover its ideology, a continuation of status quo and power of the 
already dominant class. It is not active democracy, with its liberation values, 
that this literature commends. The real purpose of this line of thought is to keep 
the masses content as uncritical workers who believe themselves to be free but 
actually are bound and powerless. The function of mainstream writing, in other 
words, is to mystify readers with a rhetoric of freedom while maintaining domi-
nation of the powerful. 

 Current educational terms, such as  excellence, standards, humanistic,  and 
 progressive,  fill mainstream periodicals. Although the terms may be useful in 
discussing education, they often serve as camouflage. Conservatives use the 
terms excellence and standards to mask the interests of the dominant classes in 
justifying their advantages and the interests of business in production of skilled 
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but docile workers. Liberals use the terms humanistic and progressive to hide a 
soft, comfortable individualism that ignores society’s basic problems and con-
flicts (Giroux, 2008). Together, the terms combine the business ideology domi-
nating schools and society and narcissism preventing groups from recognizing 
defects in that ideology. That is  mystification —an effort to mystify the public 
and hide the real school agenda. 

 That agenda is to maintain what Joel Spring (1976) calls a “sorting machine,” 
sorting different social classes into various categories of citizenship. Raymond 
Callahan (1962) documents this agenda as a business orientation in schools, 
designed to prepare the masses to do efficient work and the elite to manage. 
Jean Anyon (1980) exposes the actual curriculum of docility and obedience 
taught to the lower classes. Henry Giroux (1988) describes the hidden curricu-
lum imposing dominant class values, attitudes, and norms on all students. And 
Aronowitz and Giroux (1991) identify the need for a strong schooling in criti-
cism to buttress students against crippling effects of traditional values society 
imposes. 

 The mass media amplify conservative and liberal arguments about school-
ing, but, in fact, little separates them. Schools can and do, by making slight 
modifications every few years, accommodate each side for a while. The pen-
dulum swings in a narrow arc from the center, but schools remain pretty much 
the same, with only cosmetic changes. When conservatives are in power, peo-
ple express more concern about competition, grading, passing tests, and know-
ing specific bits of information. Liberals try to make students feel happy, allow 
more freedom in the curriculum, and offer more student activities. 

 With regard to democracy and schooling, differences between conserva-
tive and liberal views lie in how narrowly democracy is defined and at what 
age students are to begin practicing democracy. Conservative rhetoric calls for 
a narrower definition and inculcation of good habits and values among stu-
dents at an early age. Liberals call for a somewhat broader definition and for 
establishment of schools as places where students pretend to practice a form of 
democracy. 

 Neither conservative nor liberal mainstream views raise questions about 
democracy’s basic nature or the means we use to achieve it. Neither view is 
critical of existing class domination over knowledge and schools. Neither 
sees democracy as problematic, deserving continuing critical examination to 
improve it. Both views assume there is a basic consensus on what democracy 
is, and that schools are an agency for achieving it. As a result, conservative and 
liberal views about schooling in a democracy differ very little. The two groups 
express only shallow differences over what subjects schools should emphasize 
and how much freedom students should have. Those may sound like impor-
tant differences, but debates over such matters as how tough grading practices 
should be or whether students need extra time for reading drill do not address 
serious, significant issues of democratic life. Ideologically, conservatives and 
liberals share basic beliefs. Their form of values education is devoted to the 
status quo to avoid confronting more serious social problems of injustice and 
inequality.  
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  Reactionary Indoctrination and Cultural Reproduction 

Right-wingers are open advocates of indoctrination and censorship. If you 
know the truth, why would you present other ideas? Dissent, of course, should 
be stifled because it confuses children of all ages, and deviation cannot be toler-
ated. This view has potentially disastrous consequences for any democracy and 
its schools (Yu, 2004; Noddings, 2003). 

 Interestingly, both conservatives and liberals expect indoctrination, but are 
loath to tell anyone because it sounds undemocratic. Instead, since they con-
trol schools and society, they can impose their dominant views by more subtle 
means. Through state laws, this coalition controls school curriculum, textbook 
selection, school operation, and teacher licensing. State agencies monitor schools 
and prescribe limits. The news media, which also are dominated by mainstream 
conservative and liberal forces, persuade the public that democracy is working 
relatively well. Basic ideological disputes on social values are not confronted 
because no real disputes arise between standard conservative and liberal views 
(Chambers and Kymlicka, 2002; Giroux, 2008). 

 So schools are expected to indoctrinate students into mainstream culture, 
and the mainstream has the power to require conformity. “Cultural reproduc-
tion” means each generation passes on to the next the dominant cultural ide-
ology that was imposed on it. In the United States, this cultural reproduction 
takes two forms: (1) a set of positive beliefs that the United States is a chosen 
country, with justice and equality for all and the best of economic systems; and 
(2) a set of negative beliefs that any views raising troubling questions about 
American values are automatically anti-American. This twofold reproduction 
ensures teachers and students will not engage in serious critical thinking, but 
will merely accept dominant ideologies. Thus, the very nature of democracy, 
and means for improving it, are perceived as naturally existing and beyond the 
school’s scope of inquiry. 

 In school, students read mainstream literature, hear mainstream views from 
teachers and peers, see mainstream films, listen to mainstream speakers, and 
engage in mainstream extracurricular activities. The school library carries only 
mainstream periodicals and books. Finding an examination of highly divergent 
ideas is virtually impossible. When students are not in school, they read the 
mainstream press, watch mainstream TV, and live in families of people who 
were educated in the same manner. Teachers prepare in colleges where they 
study mainstream views of their subjects and the profession of teaching. No 
wonder schools are prime locations for cultural reproduction; they contain no 
other sources of ideas. To have mainstream ideas broadly represented in schools 
is certainly not improper, but to suppress critical examination of those ideas, 
and limit students to such a narrow band of ideas, is not liberating. 

 Students often are surprised to stumble on a radical journal or book legiti-
mately challenging basic assumptions about capitalism and U.S. politics and 
their impact on justice and equality. Those students rightfully are concerned 
about an education that did not permit them to consider opposing values and 
ideologies. Unfortunately, the vast majority of students never come across 
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radical materials, or they automatically and unthoughtfully reject any diver-
gent views because schools have effectively sealed their minds—hardly char-
acter building.  

  Mainstream Control of Knowledge 

 Not only do schools sort and label students and limit the range of views that 
undergo examination, but they also provide class-biased knowledge to differ-
ing groups of students. Michael F. D. Young (1971), a British sociologist, has 
argued that “those in positions of power will attempt to define what is taken as 
knowledge, [and] how accessible to different groups knowledge is. . . .” 

 Essentially, those in power in schools guard knowledge they consider 
high status and use it to retain power and differentiate themselves from the 
masses. Although some auto mechanics, for example, must use complex skills 
and knowledge, it is not considered high-status knowledge. Law and medicine, 
which also utilize complex skills and knowledge, are considered high status. 
Apple (1990) notes a relationship between economic structure and high-status 
knowledge. A capitalist, industrial, technological society values knowledge that 
most contributes to its continuing development. Math, science, and computer 
study have demonstrably more financial support than do the arts and humani-
ties. A master’s degree in business administration, especially if from a “pres-
tigious” institution, is more valuable than a degree in humanities. Technical 
subjects, such as math and the sciences, are more easily broken into discrete bits 
of information, and are more easily testable than are the arts and humanities. 
This leads to easy stratification of students, often along social class lines. The 
idea of school achievement is to compete well in the “hard” technical subjects 
where differentiation is easiest to measure. Upper-class students, however, are 
not in the competition, since they are protected and usually do not attend pub-
lic schools. The upper middle class provides advantages for its children; the 
working-class child struggles to overcome disadvantage. 

 Separation of subjects in the discipline-centered curriculum serves to legiti-
mize the high status of hard subjects and academic preparatory sequence. Few 
critically examine the organization of knowledge or understand it as class-based 
or problematic. Instead, schools present information in segments and spurts, 
testing on detail and ranking students on how well they accept the school’s defi-
nitions. We pretend that knowledge is neutral, that numerous subject categories 
and titles are merely logical structures to assist understanding. This separates 
school learning from social problems, reinforces the existing authority’s domi-
nation over what is important to know, and maintains students as dependent 
and uncritical thinkers.  

  The Dynamic Dialectic 

 Liberation education requires teachers and students to engage in a dynamic 
form of dialectic reasoning to uncover ideological roots of significant values. 
A dynamic dialectic opens topics to examination. It does not impose a set of 
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absolutes with a known truth, but operates more like a spiral, digging deep into 
rationales. It examines the topic in its total social context, not in segments as in 
the discipline-centered curriculum. And it requires a vision of liberation allow-
ing students to dig beneath the topic’s surface to uncover its basic relationships 
to society’s structure and to dominant interests. The purpose of the dialectic is 
to encourage students to transcend their traditional nonactive, sterile roles and 
accept active roles as knowledgeable participants in the improvement of civili-
zation. In theory, the dialectic is never-ending, since civilization is in continual 
need of improvement. In practice in the schools, the dialectic is limited by time, 
energy, interest, and topics under study. 

These divergent ideas must be examined in a setting where they can be 
fully developed and are perceived as legitimate, rather than strange or quaint. 
Adequate time and resources must be available, and censorship and authori-
tarianism kept at bay. 

 To ensure a truly liberated society, one cannot expect less of schools than 
education for liberation. Critical pedagogy offers a major opportunity to move 
in that direction. An emancipatory climate in schools will regenerate students 
and teachers to fully use their intellects and creativity. Those are fitting and 
proper goals for schools, unachievable under restricted mainstream forms of 
schooling our society now practices. This is values inquiry for liberation.    

  For Discussion 

   1. Values and character are two very important dimensions of education. If indoctrina-
tion is one view of how values should be imparted—a thesis—and relativistic open 
inquiry is another—an antithesis—what are some possible school approaches that 
could represent a synthesis view? How do you justify your proposal?  

  2. You have been asked to recommend ten members to a local advisory council on Val-
ues and Character Education. The council’s charge is to identify how schools should 
approach teaching values and character development. 

   a. What process would you go through to find the best people?  
  b. What kinds of people would you select, and how many of each? Why?  
  c. What educational background should be required?  
  d. What occupations should be represented, and in what proportions?  
  e. What groups or agencies should be represented, and in what proportions?  
  f. What age, gender, or ethnic categories should be represented, and in what 

proportions?  
  g. What other characteristics would you look for?  
  h. What kinds of people would you want to exclude? Why?    

  3. Paulo Freire, a major advocate of liberation education, claims that traditional teach-
ing is fundamentally “narrative,” leaving the subject matter “lifeless and petrified.” 
Freire writes: 

 The teacher talks about reality as if it were motionless, static, compartmental-
ized, and predictable. Or else he expounds on a topic completely alien to the 
existential experience of the students. His task is to “fill” the students with the 
contents of his narration—contents which are detached from reality. . . . The 
more completely he fills the receptacles, the better a teacher he is. The more 
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meekly the receptacles permit themselves to be filled, the better students they 
are. (1970, pp. 57, 58) 

   Does this description fit your experience in schools? What evidence can you pro-
vide? Criticize Freire’s view of this “banking” form of education. Has he properly 
characterized what happens in schools? Should it happen? What are the social costs 
of changing to liberation education? What are the costs of not changing? What would 
be an example of an antithetical position to Freire’s?  

  4. Many agree we should teach values in school, but disagree about which values and 
who makes that choice. Some propose everlasting universal values; others propose 
utilitarian short-term values; some propose general and vague social values; and still 
others propose values based on individual or immediate circumstances. What is a 
reasonable way to determine what kind of values education we should teach in U.S. 
schools? What possible social consequences can you foresee for the various forms of 
values education? Who should decide on which values should be taught?      
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  C H A P T E R  1 2

Multicultural Education: 
Democratic or Divisive 

Should schools emphasize America’s 
cultural diversity or the shared aspects 

of American culture? 

   POSITION 1: MULTICULTURALISM: 

CENTRAL TO A DEMOCRATIC EDUCATION 

One of the guiding questions within the field of education is a deceptively 
simple one: What knowledge is of most worth? Over the past four decades, an 
extensive tradition has grown around a restatement of that question. Rather 
than “What knowledge is of most worth?” the question has been reframed. It 
has become “Whose knowledge is of most worth?”

—Michael W. Apple’s introduction in Buras, 2008, p. ix

The population of the United States is expected to rise from 296 million in 2005 
to 438 million by 2050, and most of the increase will come from new immigrants 
and their descendants. According to the Pew Research Center, nearly one in five 
Americans will be an immigrant in 2050; the Latino population will triple in size; 
the Asian population will continue to grow; and the non-Hispanic white popula-
tion will increase more slowly than other groups, becoming a minority by 2050 
(Passel and Cohn, 2008). The waves of “old immigrants” from Europe have been 
replaced by the arrival of “new immigrants” from Asia, India, Somalia, Mexico, 
and Central America.

Consider Figure 12.1. The foreign-born population of the United States is 
expected to swell every year, and the nation is becoming more racially and ethni-
cally diverse. The census data paint a vivid picture of an increasingly multicul-
tural nation. Not only will there be more Americans in the future, they will differ 
from one another more than ever before in history. The United States already 
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is multicultural, and it will become even more so. Multicultural approaches to 
education are not an option; the only question concerns the form they will take. 

 Multicultural education can take many forms. Some scholars in the field, for 
example, believe multicultural education should focus mainly on the concept of 
culture and problems resulting from the clash of cultures. They believe students 
should examine the conflicting demands of home versus school culture, as well 
as the conflict between cultures of the powerful and the powerless, and unequal 
treatment afforded certain groups because of race, gender, and sexual preference 
(Spring, 2000). For other scholars, multiculturalism is less about the study of 
culture than a vehicle for change. It is the method for critiquing and reforming 
society that includes political and moral correctives to assist working-class and 
nonwhite students in attaining social and economic advancement (Sleeter, 1996; 
Giroux, 1997; Willett, 1998; Steinberg and Kincheloe, 2001; McLaren, 2006).

Some critical multiculturalists consider their approach as a way to challenge 
“Eurocentric” ways of thinking and as a means to question the taken-for-granted 
assumptions about “meritocracy, objectivity, knowledge construction and individ-
ualism” (Sleeter and Delgado Bernal, 2004, p. 246). Other critical multiculturalists 
see multiculturalism as a remedy for the ills of “global capitalism” and “state repres-
sion” (McLaren and Farahmandpur, 2005, p. 117). The National Association for 
Multicultural Education website (2008) defined multicultural education as a “proc-
ess that permeates all aspects of school practices, policies, and organizations. . . . 
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It prepares all students to work actively toward structural equality in organiza-
tions and institutions by providing the knowledge, dispositions, and skills for the 
redistribution of power and income among diverse groups. Thus, school curricu-
lum must directly address issues of racism, classism, linguicism, ablism, ageism, 
heteroism, religious intolerance, and xenophobia” ( www.name.org ). Nieto and 
Bode view multiculturalism as a strategy to confront educational inequality and 
advance social justice. It is not enough, they argue, that multiculturalism seeks to 
help students get along, feel better about themselves, and to be more sensitive to 
one another. “If multicultural education does not tackle the far more thorny ques-
tions of [social] stratification and inequity . . . these goals can turn into superficial 
strategies that only scratch the surface of educational failure” (2008, p. 10).

Taking a conservative approach to multiculturalism, Glazer (1997) argues 
that “we are all multiculturalists,” because whether you may favor or oppose 
it, multiculturalism is here, necessary, and unavoidable. All groups—ethnic, 
religious, racial—belong in any study of American culture because of their 
unique contributions and perspectives. Glazer argues that some groups have 
been denied appropriate recognition. “Multiculturalism,” Glazer writes, “is the 
price America is paying for its inability or unwillingness to incorporate into 
its society African Americans, in the same way and to the same degree it has 
incorporated so many groups” (p. 147). Multiculturalism is a complex field, 
with multiple definitions and varied teaching approaches reflecting the many 
definitions. As one educator notes, even “Crayola crayons offer what it calls a 
‘multicultural’ crayon set purportedly with hues that represent various skin 
colors” (Ladson-Billings, 2004, p. 52). 

Although there are many approaches to multicultural instruction in schools, 
this section draws upon Professor James Banks’s definition, who writes

[Multiculturalism is a] reform movement designed to change the total educational 
environment so that students from diverse racial and ethnic groups, both gender 
groups, exceptional students, and students from social-class groups will expe-
rience equal educational opportunities in schools, colleges, and universities. 
(Banks and Banks, 2007, p. 474)

Professor Banks argues that the successful implementation of multicultural 
curricula requires schools to recognize the multiple dimensions of multicultural 
education (see Figure 12.2). Schools should not assume that multicultural edu-
cation is the responsibility only of social studies and language arts teachers. 
Multiculturalism has to be defined broadly so everyone in every school disci-
pline can embrace it appropriately. 

  The Best That Is Thought and Known? 

 Multiculturalists agree that people construct knowledge from slightly different 
perspectives. Everyone brings understandings to events based on their personal 
and academic experiences and on other interpretive lenses through which they 
view the world. Women, minorities, and new immigrants, for example, may see 
the world from a different vantage point than men, majority-group members, and 
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long-established American families. Everyone develops separate frames of refer-
ence and different perspectives for interpreting the social and political world. No 
one frame of reference is more “true” than others, and all deserve to be heard and 
understood. Multiculturalism may be considered as part of the struggle to incorpo-
rate a wider range of perspectives into the way we make meanings in school (Takaki, 
1993; Gordon, 1995). As Banks notes, “Individuals who know the world only from 
their own cultural and ethnic perspectives are denied important parts of the human 
experience and are culturally and ethnically encapsulated” (Banks, 2002, p. 1). 

 Multicultural education provides appropriate representation in the school 
curriculum to groups previously marginalized or excluded because of gender, 
class, race, or sexual orientation. Public schools should be places where students 
hear the stories of many different groups. The curriculum should present the 
perspectives of women as well as men, the poor as well as rich, and should cele-
brate the heroism not only of conquering generals but of those who are victorious 
in the struggles of everyday life. In a multiculturally reconfigured curriculum, 
the voices of all Americans would find legitimacy and academic consideration 
(Spring, 2000; Banks and Banks, 2007). Multiculturalism is not about pitting one 
group against others or claiming that any one perspective is more valid or more 
valued. Multicultural education is about fairness and justice. In the past, schools 
have done a disservice to students by assuming a single view of truth and ignor-
ing students’ need to create their knowledge of the world by considering mul-
tiple truths and multiple perspectives. A multicultural society will inevitably 
have competing views of truth and multiple sources of knowledge.  

  Different Voices 

 If you were to believe the critics of multiculturalism, you might conclude that 
multiculturalists are bent on destroying not only the schools but the whole 

  * Banks, 2007, pp. 20–22.

   FIGURE 12.2 Dimensions of Multicultural Education *   

Content Integration:
Teachers use examples from many cultures and groups in their teaching. 

Equity Pedagogy:
Teachers organize their teaching to encourage the academic success of students from 
diverse racial, cultural, and social-class groups.

The Knowledge Construction Process:
Teachers help students understand how knowledge is constructed as part of cultural 
processes.

Prejudice Reduction:
Teachers use materials and methods to modify students’ racial attitudes.

An Empowering School Culture and Social Structure:
The school culture is examined and analyzed to empower students from diverse 
racial, ethnic, and cultural groups.
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of Western civilization. Samuel P. Huntington castigates multiculturalism as 
an immediate and dangerous challenge to America’s sense of itself. Multi-
culturalists, he writes, have “denied the existence of a common American 
culture and promoted racial, ethnic, and other subnational identities and group-
ings” (1996, p. 305). 

 Huntington is not alone. Other traditionalists see multiculturalism as a 
threat to national identity, one that will divide the nation. E. D. Hirsch (1987, 
1996), for example, tried to convince his readers that the nation would disinte-
grate unless schools required all students to study a common curriculum. Allan 
Bloom (1987) warned that multiculturalism poses the threat of cultural relativ-
ism, a disease, he says, that regards all values as equally valid, and that would 
likely cause the decline of the West. Another critic of multiculturalism, Diane 
Ravitch, argues that multiculturalism would lead to the death of education 
and fragmentation of American society. Professor Ravitch touts the elementary 
school curriculum of what she believes was a better time, the first decade of the 
twentieth century, when children were exposed to a common culture and high 
expectations: 

  Most children read (or listened to) the Greek and Roman myths and folklore 
from the “oriental nations.” . . . The third grade in the public schools of Phila-
delphia studied “heroes of legend and history,” including “Joseph; Moses; 
David; Ulysses; Alexander; Roland; Alfred the Great; Richard the Lion Hearted; 
Robert Bruce; William Tell; Joan of Arc; Peter the Great; Florence Nightingale.” 
(Ravitch, 1987, p. 8)  

 This represents a rich literature, to be sure, but, like the canon champi-
oned by Huntington, Hirsch, and Bloom, it is skewed toward a white, Western, 
male orientation. No people of other races were represented in classroom read-
ings during the “good old days,” and for women to find their way into the 
curriculum, they either had to be burned at the stake or to pioneer as nurses! 
Multiculturalists find little that was good in the so-called “good old days” of 
schooling. Very few students experienced schools that had high standards and 
excellent teachers. The old days were good for only a privileged handful—the 
high-achieving children of English-speaking families of means. For most others 
it was a time of alienation caused by a denial of their ethnic heritages. Henry 
Louis Gates Jr. refers to the nostalgic celebration of the good old days as the 
antebellum aesthetic position, “when men were men, and men were white . . . 
when women and persons of color were voiceless, faceless servants and labor-
ers, pouring tea and filling brandy snifters in the boardrooms in the old boys’ 
clubs” (Gates, 1992, p. 17).  

  Multicultural Perspectives 

 What do the multiculturalists want? Are they a threat to schools and the social 
cohesion of the country? Are they trying to impose political correctness on all 
Americans? Take a look at some of the multiculturalist arguments for curricu-
lum change in the schools and decide for yourself. 
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 As noted earlier, multiculturalists are a diverse group that includes femi-
nists, Afrocentrists, social critics, and many people who defy labels but who 
simply want to transmit the variety of American culture more faithfully to their 
children. The charge that multiculturalists want to purge the school curriculum 
of Western culture is simply false. Multiculturalism, as the term is used here, 
does not require schools rid the curriculum of stories of white males and sub-
stitute the experiences of women, gays, African Americans, and other exploited 
and disadvantaged persons (Sobol, 1993). Multiculturalism is not a euphemism 
for white-male bashing or an anti-Western movement. Multiculturalists ask 
only for a fair share of curricular attention, an honest representation of the poor 
as well as the powerful, and reasonable treatment of minority as well as major-
ity culture perspectives. Whatever the outcome of the current struggle over 
cultural representation in the curriculum, the world American students know 
already is multicultural (Gates, 1992, p. xvi). The curriculum must change to 
reflect this society, or it becomes irrelevant to students’ lives. 

 You might think of the multiculturalist reaction against the traditional curric-
ulum as a “victims’ revolution,” a repudiation of the top-down approach to litera-
ture, art, music, and history. It demands change by those discounted and otherwise 
harmed by traditional approaches to schooling. Multiculturalists ask schools to 
tell the cultural tale in a way that weaves experiences of the disadvantaged and 
marginalized into the tapestry of the U.S. rise to prominence. Multiculturalism is 
a call for fairness and a better representation of the contributions of all Americans. 
Multiculturalists do not disparage the school’s role in developing a cohesive, 
national identity. At the same time, however, they recognize schools must ensure 
 all  students preserve, as well, their individual ethnic, cultural, and economic iden-
tities (Banks, 2004; Nieto, 2004; Pang, Kiang, and Pak, 2004). 

 Schools are obligated to teach multiple perspectives in the name of aca-
demic fairness and historical accuracy. Few events of significance can be 
understood considering only one perspective, and viewing any event from 
diverse, competing viewpoints leads to a fuller, more complete representa-
tion of truth. For example, school textbooks typically emphasize the role nine-
teenth-century white abolitionists played and discuss how whites struggled 
to achieve integration in the twentieth century. This is, of course, appropriate; 
many whites have played and continue to play vital and significant roles in 
the struggle for social justice. But these same textbooks typically minimize 
the stories of African American resistance to slavery, as well as their efforts 
to achieve integration and equality (Asante, 1991). These omissions alienate 
young African American students and present an inaccurate picture to their 
white peers. The story of slavery must be told from many sides, including 
the perspective of African Americans as agents in their own history and not 
simply as people who were colonized, enslaved, and freed by others (Asante, 
1995). A multiculturally educated person would be able to see the slave trade 
from the view of the white slave trader as well as from the perspective of the 
enslaved people. The point is not to replace one group’s story with another, 
but to tell the whole story more fully. To include women, the poor, and minor-
ities is simply a way to make history richer and more complete. Including 
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reports of the powerless as well as the powerful allows students to examine 
the historic relationship among race, class, gender, and political power (Sleeter 
and Delgado-Bernal, 2004).  

Multiculturalism Is Basic Education

Critics of multicultural education . . . define the interests of dominant groups 
as the “public” interest and those of people of color such as African Americans 
and  Latinos as “special” interests that endanger the polity. (Banks, 2008, p.132  )

 Curriculum change may come from the top down or from the bottom up, but 
it never comes easily. The goal of multiculturalists is to bend education around 
the lives of students so all students can experience a real chance at school success. 
Today’s multiculturalism has been influenced by earlier ethnic studies and black 
studies movements (Banks, 2007), and the logic of those reforms continues to be 
convincing. Anyone familiar with schools knows the most effective way to teach is 
to make the curriculum relevant to students. Curricula have more meaning when 
students find characters like themselves in the books they read, and instruction 
has a better chance of engaging students when the subject matter speaks to their 
experiences. Exclusion of particular groups of students and their history from 
the literature alienates students and diminishes academic achievement. Children 
who find themselves and their culture underrepresented in the school curriculum 
cannot help but feel lost and resentful (Assante, 1991; Au, 2006 ).

Everyone benefits from multicultural education. Descendants of immigrants 
from northern and western Europe need to read stories and listen to tales that 
resonate with their experiences. They also need to learn about the narrative 
experiences and cultural perspectives of children and families different from 
their own (Phillion, He, and Connelly, 2005; Banks and Banks, 2007). Children 
of new immigrants from Asia and Latin America need to learn about the lands 
they left, their new home, and varied neighbors. They must examine their cul-
tural histories and perspectives so they can better understand how they and 
their families fit into their new society. The stories told and read in schools 
must become richer and broader, reflecting the traditions of African Americans, 
Native Americans, as well as Europeans. Multicultural education reflects the 
multicultural realities of school children. Multicultural education is an essential 
component to a sound basic education, as indispensible as reading, arithmetic, 
writing, and computer literacy (Nieto and Bode, 2008). Students cannot be con-
sidered well-educated unless they are able to consider broadly inclusive con-
tent and multiple interpretations of events.  

  A Responsible Multicultural Curriculum 

 Multicultural education reform has spread to many states (Banks and McGee-
Banks, 1995) and nations (Cornwell and Stoddard, 2001). The experience of 
New York State is an interesting example because of the state’s ethnic com-
plexity and its combination of urban, suburban, and rural school districts. In 
the late 1980s, the New York State Commissioner of Education invited scholars 
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and curriculum writers to review the appropriateness of the state’s K–12 social 
studies curriculum and recommend any needed changes. 1   

 The report,  A Curriculum of Inclusion, 1989,  recognized New York’s curricu-
lum was not fairly representing minorities. Although the state had opened its 
doors to millions of new immigrants, their ways of life, foods, religions, and 
histories were not found in the curriculum. Instead, the new immigrants were 
socialized along an “Anglo-American model” (New York State Social Studies 
Syllabus Review and Development Committee, 1991). New York was asking 
new immigrants to exchange their families’ habits and rituals for a homogenized 
American culture. The unstated curricular message asked new immigrants to 
abandon their forebears’ cultures and learn to prize the literature, history, tradi-
tions, and holidays of the Anglo-American Founding Fathers. 

 This is a familiar model of cultural assimilation. Proponents of state-funded 
education in the nineteenth century encouraged schools to teach immigrants 
social behaviors and patriotic rituals designed to encourage “Americanization.” 
Such assimilation worked reasonably well for white Europeans who came to 
this country in the nineteenth century, but it did not work for other immigrants. 
Now, in the face of new immigration patterns, it seems to be an untenable ideal. 
A significant demographic difference distinguishes today’s immigrants from 
those of the past. In the nineteenth century, most of the nation’s voluntary 
immigrants came from Europe, and socialization toward an Anglo-American 
model of behavior may not have been terribly discontinuous with their heritage. 
Now, the majority of immigrants are from Asia and South America. People 
newly arrived from Korea and Colombia are less likely to find resonance in the 
Anglo-American cultural ideal than those who came to the United States from 
Ireland, Germany, and Italy. 

 New York State curriculum planners and teachers debated the design and 
implementation of a multicultural approach for the better part of twenty years. 
The new curriculum acknowledges the importance of socialization and nation 
building for an increasingly diverse population, but also fosters respect for 
cultural diversity. The New York State curriculum recognizes that to teach the 
nation’s history appropriately requires teaching from multiple perspectives. 
Classroom attention must be focused on a wide range of people, their culture, 
and perspectives that make up the nation. The website describing “multicultural-
ism and multicultural perspectives” recommends that the social studies, K–12,

  should go beyond the addition of long lists of ethnic groups, heroes, and con-
tributions to the infusion of various perspectives, frame of reference, and con-
tent from various groups. . . . Effective multicultural approaches look beyond 

   1 Task Force members were asked to examine the curriculum and address questions about its 
fairness and balance. Did this curriculum speak to the varied needs of female as well as male 
students, African Americans and Asian Americans as well as European Americans, the disad-
vantaged as well as the advantaged? On the basis of the reviewers’ recommendations, New York 
developed a new curriculum promising a fresh focus on the treatment of all students in the state. 
To compare New York’s approach with that of a more rural state, see the “Nebraska Multicul tural 
Education Bill” (Banks, 2002, pp. 128–130).  
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ethnic particularism, examine differences in light of universal human charac-
teristics, focus on multiple perspectives, and attend to the mutual influences 
among groups within and across national boundaries. (New York State Educa-
tion Department, 2008, p. 5)  

 The multiculturalist argument is not that Eurocentric views are wrong or 
evil or that children of Asian or African descent should not learn about the 
European cultural legacy. Multiculturalism asks schools to subscribe to one 
simple educational truth: Tolerance cannot come without respect, and respect 
cannot come without knowledge of others and their point of view (Gates, 1992, 
p. xv). Multiculturalism begins by recognizing the cultural diversity of the 
United States, and asks that the school curriculum explore that diversity. To be 
well educated in a multicultural sense means to learn about the histories, litera-
ture, and contributions of the varied people who have fashioned the complex 
tapestry of American life. All students should sample broadly from all of the 
cultures and all of the ideas that have contributed to the making of the United 
States.    

  POSITION 2: MULTICULTURALISM IS DIVISIVE 
AND DESTRUCTIVE 

The “Core Knowledge” movement is an educational reform based on the 
premise that a grade-by-grade core of common learning is necessary to 
ensure a sound and fair elementary education. The movement was started 
by Professor E.D. Hirsch, Jr., author of Cultural Literacy and the Schools 
We Need, and is based on a large body of research in cognitive psychology 
as well as a careful examination of several of the world’s fairest and most 
effective school systems. Professor Hirsch has argued that, for the sake of aca-
demic excellence, greater fairness, and higher literacy, early schooling should 
provide a solid, specific shared curriculum in order to help children establish 
strong foundations of knowledge.

—Core Knowledge, 2008

  Schools and the Cultural Heritage 

 For the past 150 years, public schools have had three broad objectives: to educate 
individual citizens for democratic participation; encourage individual achieve-
ment through academic competition; and promote, encourage, and teach the 
values and traditions of the American cultural heritage. The United States has 
been enriched by every ethnic and racial group to land on these shores, and the 
immigrants, in turn, have been well served by the nation and the nation’s schools. 
The public schools have their share of detractors, to be sure, but the multicultur-
alists’ attack on the schools’ curriculum seems misguided. Any fair assessment 
would find it difficult to fault the success schools have had in passing the com-
mon culture of the United States to new generations of Americans—immigrants 
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and native-born citizens alike. No mean accomplishment, the transmission of 
the cultural heritage requires an appreciation for the complex aspects of U.S. his-
tory, literature, and political traditions (Ravitch, 1990; Schlesinger, 1992; Ravitch 
and Viteritti, 2001). American culture is, after all, a hybrid—a mix of European, 
Asian, and African cultures—and the school’s job is to transmit this cultural 
legacy faithfully in all its complexity. The school’s role in cultural transmission 
has been one of brilliant success for well over a century. 

 Nineteenth-century proponents of public education recognized the United 
States was a dynamic nation, with succeeding waves of immigrants changing 
and invigorating American culture. The new arrivals came from every corner of 
the world, and brought energy, talent, and cultural variation never before gath-
ered in one nation. When they arrived in the United States, they spoke different 
languages, were of many races, and practiced many religions. What they shared 
was an eagerness to succeed economically and politically, and to learn how to 
become “American,” to fit into a unique, unprecedented cultural amalgam. 

 Nineteenth-century common schools, influenced by Western ideas of philo-
sophic rationalism and humanism, were an expression of optimism about 
human progress and democratic potential. Advocates of mass public education 
saw schools as a vehicle of social progress, and shared a common belief in edu-
cation, “an education, moreover, which was neither a privilege of a fortunate 
few nor a crumb tossed to the poor and lowly, but one which was to be a right of 
every child in the land” (Meyer, 1957, p. 143). The common schools succeeded 
beyond anyone’s expectations. Children of the poor as well as the rich received 
a public education; children of immigrants read the same texts and learned the 
same lore as the children of native-born Americans. The mix of immigrants now 
coming to the United States is far richer and more diverse than the founders of 
the common schools could ever have envisioned. The need for schools to trans-
mit the common culture has never been greater; the preservation of democratic 
tradition has never been more difficult. 

 The United States always has been a haven for those seeking political free-
dom and political expression. In the nineteenth century, millions of immigrants 
came to this country, in large measure, to enjoy the fruits and accept the bur-
dens of participating in a democratic society. This still is true today, but unlike 
the immigrants of former times, today’s new arrivals typically have had little 
or no direct experience with democratic traditions. For example, in the 1840s, 
after the collapse of the Frankfurt diet, immigrants from Germany flocked to 
America seeking the democratic political expression they had been denied in 
their homeland. Today’s immigrants may want democracy, but when they come 
from autocratic regimes in Asia and South America, they have had no experi-
ence with the responsibilities of democratic living. They are less prepared for 
assuming a role in a democratic society than any previous generation of immi-
grants. Clearly, it is up to schools to induct the children of the new immigrants 
into the complexities of a democratic society. 

 Although schools should expose children to the common culture, they need 
not pretend to a cultural homogeneity or deny individual students’ ethnic expe-
riences. Schools are obligated to represent the range of cultural voices—male 
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and female, African American, Asian American, and European American—but 
these voices must be trained not for solo performances but to be part of a cho-
rus. Schools must encourage individual identification with one central cultural 
tradition, or the United States might fall prey to the same ethnic tensions under-
mining the sovereignty of Afghanistan and the nations of Eastern Europe and 
Africa. Students should learn about the common Western ideals that shaped 
the United States and bind us together as a nation: democracy, capitalism, and 
monotheism.  

  Particularism 

  What happens when people of different ethnic origins, speaking different lan-
guages and professing different religions, settle in the same geographical local-
ity and live under the same political sovereignty? Unless a common purpose 
binds them together, tribal hostilities will drive them apart. Ethnic and racial 
conflict, it seems evident, will now replace the conflict of ideologies as the 
explosive issues of our times. (Schlesinger, 1992, p. 10)  

 The United States stands to benefit—economically, politically, and socially—
from the infusion of talent brought by new immigrants, as it has in the past. 
Assimilated new immigrants pose no threat to U.S. growth or nationhood. 
Instead, the United States faces a threat from those who deny that schools 
should teach a common American tradition or that a common culture even 
exists! Diane Ravitch calls these people particularists; they argue that teaching a 
common culture is a disservice to ethnic and racial minorities. “Particularism,” 
writes Ravitch, “is a bad idea whose time has come” (Ravitch, 1990, p. 346). 

 Particularists demand public schools give up trying to teach the commo-
nalities of cultural heritage in favor of teaching a curriculum centering on the 
specific ethnic mix represented in a given school or community. Students in 
predominantly white schools would have one focus, children in predominantly 
African American schools another, and so on. It is not at all clear where the par-
ticularists would stop in the Balkanization of the curriculum. Would a school 
with a predominantly Asian population have an Asian-focused curriculum, or 
would they further divide the curriculum into separate strands of Korean, Chi-
nese, Vietnamese, Filipino, and Cambodian culture (Fox-Genovese, 1991)? 

 The extreme arguments of the particularists do not lend support to the 
unifying and democratic ends that the founders of the common schools envi-
sioned. Asante, for example, advocates an Afrocentrist curriculum that would 
teach young African American children about their African cultural roots at 
the expense of teaching them about Western traditions. He denounces those 
African Americans who prefer Bach and Beethoven to Ellington and Coltrane. 
African Americans, he believes, should center on their cultural experience; any 
other preference is an aberration. Asante argues majority as well as minority 
students are disadvantaged by the “monoculturally diseased curriculum.” He 
writes that few Americans of any color “have heard the names of Cheikh Anta 
Diop, Anna Julia Cooper, C. L. R. James, or J. A. Rogers,” historians who con-
tributed to an understanding of the African world (Asante, 1991, p. 175). He is 
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probably right, but for better or worse, the most enduring mainstream white 
historians—for example, Spengler, Gibbon, Macaulay, Carlyle, and Trevelyan—
are not likely to enjoy greater recognition. 

 The cultural focus of the curriculum is a serious matter, and although petty 
and irrational arguments exist on all sides, the real issue is the role schools must 
play in transmitting the common cultural heritage. Schools must teach children 
that regardless of race, gender, or ethnicity, one can achieve great feats. This is the 
record of the past and promise of the future. The public school curriculum should 
allow all children to believe they are part of a society that welcomes their partici-
pation and encourages their achievements. As Ravitch (1990) writes, “In their cur-
riculum, their hiring practices, and their general philosophy, the public schools 
must not discriminate against or give preference to any racial or ethnic group. . . . 
They should not be expected to teach children to view the world through an eth-
nocentric perspective that rejects or ignores the common culture” (p. 352). 

 Schools cannot fulfill their central mission to transmit the common cul-
ture if they cater to particularist demands for teaching the perspective of every 
minority group. Ravitch argues that in the past, generation upon generation of 
minorities—Jews, Catholics, Greeks, Poles, and Japanese—have used private 
lessons, after school or on weekends, to instill ethnic pride and ethnic continu-
ity in their children. These may be valuable goals, but they have never been the 
public schools’ province, nor should they be. Public schools must develop a 
common culture, “a definition of citizenship and culture that is both expansive 
and  inclusive, ” one that speaks to our commonalities and not our differences 
(Ravitch, 1990, p. 352). The public school curriculum must not succumb to par-
ticularists’ demands to prize our differences rather than celebrate our common 
good.  

  Anticanonical Assaults 

 When multiculturalism was first promoted as an educational philosophy, its stress 
seemed to be on the positive contributions of minority groups in this country and 
on a balanced portrayal of a variety of cultures around the world. But over the 
years, multiculturalism acquired an additional meaning. Instead of emphasizing 
the positive contributions of America’s minority groups and a balanced range 
of social groups from around the world, the version of multiculturalism now 
promoted . . . posits an animus against what are perceived as Western values, 
particularly the value placed on acquiring knowledge, or analytical thinking, and 
on academic achievement itself (Stotsky, 1999, p. xi). 

 Among the greatest absurdities the particularists have produced is their 
attack on the canon, denouncing it as racist, sexist, Eurocentric, logocentric, and 
politically incorrect. Before we put these distortions to rest, a few words about 
the nature of the canon: The term  canon  (from the Greek word  kanon,  meaning 
a measuring rod), which originally referred to the books of the Hebrew and 
Christian Bibles, meant Holy Scripture as officially recognized by the ecclesias-
tic authority. Today, it has taken on secular and political meanings. The canon 
represents, first of all, the major monuments to Western civilization, great ideas 
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embodied in books forming the foundation of our democratic traditions. The 
“great books” of the Western tradition (for example, the writings of Plato, Aris-
totle, Machiavelli, and Marx, to name but a few) have shaped our political think-
ing, whether we trace our origins to Europe, Africa, or Asia; Homer, Sophocles, 
George Eliot, and Virginia Woolf inform our sense of literature whether we are 
male or female. Every major university offers courses in the Western canon, and 
as the late Alan Bloom notes, generations of students have enjoyed these works. 
He writes, “wherever the Great Books make up a central part of the curriculum, 
the students are excited and satisfied, feel they are doing something that is inde-
pendent and fulfilling, getting something from the university they cannot get 
elsewhere. . . . Their gratitude at learning of Achilles or the categorical impera-
tive is boundless” (Bloom, 1987, p. 344). 

The particularists’ attack on the canon is new and somewhat surprising. The 
value of the canon has long been taken for granted as the cornerstone of qual-
ity education. As the philosopher John Searle writes, educated circles ac cepted, 
almost to the point of cliche, that there is a certain Western intellectual tradition 
that goes from, say, Socrates to Wittgenstein in philosophy, and from Homer 
to James Joyce in literature, and it is essential to the liberal education of young 
men and women in the United States that they receive some exposure to at least 
some of the great works in this intellectual tradition; they should, in Matthew 
Arnold’s overquoted words, know the best that is thought and known in the 
world (Searle, 1990 p. 34) .

In the past, support for the canon was an article of faith, not belabored or 
examined at length. People considered these works and the ideas they con-
tained to be of enduring worth, part of a timeless literary judgment—as Samuel 
Johnson spoke of it—and quite apart from the hurly-burly of politics. Canonical 
authors were acknowledged representatives of the evolution in the thought of 
ideas shaping Western civilization. No longer. Particularists and multicultural-
ists attack the canon at every turn. Searle writes that the cant of the anticanoni-
cals runs something like this: 

  Western civilization is in large part a history of oppression. Internally, Western 
civilization oppressed women, various slave and serf populations, and ethnic 
and cultural minorities, generally. In foreign affairs, the history of Western civi-
lization is one of imperialism and colonialism. The so-called canon of Western 
civilization consists of the official publications of the system of oppression, and 
it is no accident that the authors in the “canon” are almost exclusively Western 
white males. . . . [The canon] has to be abolished in favor of something that is 
“multicultural” and “nonhierarchical.” (Searle, 1990, p. 35)  

 The particularists and multiculturalists are trying to do to the public school 
curriculum what they tried unsuccessfully to accomplish at universities: to 
politicize and bias the curriculum. In the name of justice and equity, they encour-
aged universities to broaden the curriculum and include non-Western as well as 
Western authors. This might not be so offensive if school  could teach everything , 
but curriculum is a zero sum game; that is, if a school adds something, it also 
must take something else out. 
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 The case of Stanford University is instructive. In the late 1980s, Stanford 
proposed adding authors from developing countries and both women’s and 
minority perspectives into the curriculum of the Western Culture course. These 
changes would come at considerable cost. Plato’s  Republic  and Machiavelli’s 
 Prince  would be replaced by works such as  I, Rigoberta Menchu,  the story of the 
political coming-of-age of a Guatemalan peasant woman, and Franz Fanon’s 
 Wretched of the Earth,  a book that encouraged violent and revolutionary acts 
among citizens of third world countries (D’Souza, 1991). Although campus 
radicals demonstrated in support of the proposal, chanting, “Hey, hey, ho, ho, 
Western Culture’s got to go,” cooler heads won the day. The required course in 
Western Culture retained its reading list but added some optional assignments 
that provided a non-Western focus. 

 Stanford’s approach to curriculum reform underestimated the value of 
Western literature, the ability of great books to capture the imaginations of maj-
ority as well as minority students, and the ability minority students have to 
appreciate Western classics. Sachs and Thiel, Stanford students during the time 
of the “great curriculum wars,” argue that Stanford multiculturalists rejected 
the universalism of Western culture and the power of ideas. They write: 

  There exist truths that transcend the accidents of one’s birth, and these objec-
tive truths are in principle available to everyone—whether young or old, rich 
or poor, male or female, white or black; individual (and humanity as a whole) 
are not trapped within a closed cultural space that predetermines what they 
may know. (1995, p. 3)   

  Misguided Curriculum Change in the Name 
of Multicultural Reform 

 Stanford successfully resisted the multiculturalists’ social engineering, as have 
most universities; public schools have been less successful. New York State 
barely survived an attempt to radicalize its schools. The curriculum was headed 
in a strident multicultural direction when reason prevailed and the radicals lost. 
New York State had plunged headlong into the maelstrom of multiculturalism in 
reaction to a report critical of the state’s social studies curriculum. The New York 
proposal was filled with problems. Consider a few: One of the guiding princi-
ples of the report is that “[t]he subject matter content should be  treated as socially 
constructed  and therefore tentative—as is all knowledge.” The document had 
gone on to assert: “Knowledge is the product of human beings located in specific 
times and places; consequently, much of our subject matter must be understood 
as tentative” (New York State Social Studies Syllabus Review and Development 
Committee, 1991, p. 29). Supporters of this view believe we should teach stu-
dents all knowledge is socially constructed—made up, fabricated—and that 
there is no overarching and agreed-upon sense of truth or right moral action. 

 This is distressing. What are we passing on to succeeding generations if not 
the fruits of our culture’s pursuit of truth? According to social constructionists, 
all concepts of “truth and falsehood,” “right and wrong,” and “good and bad” 
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are products of the human mind, as varied as human experience, and equally 
valid. As Glazer (2001) notes, “As the absolute ground of truth and morality 
weaken, one will find students (and teachers) who will question the automatic 
disapproval of practices once considered abhorrent (human sacrifice among the 
Aztecs?) because they have been taught that every culture has its own standard, 
and that there are no absolute grounds for judgment (p. 174). The New York 
State curriculum proposal ( One Nation, Many Peoples: A Declaration of Cultural 
Independence,  New York State Social Studies Syllabus Review and Development 
Committee, 1991) would have taken the state in inappropriate directions. Its 
most extreme positions were beaten down by critics, and the current (2008) cur-
riculum contains less of the inflammatory language and ratiocinations of pre-
vious drafts. Many educators joined together and successfully denounced the 
earlier plan for its intellectual dishonesty and potential for divisiveness. 

Albert Shanker, the late president of the American Federation of Teachers, 
argued that “multiculturalism” is an appealing idea but is likely to degenerate 
into stereotyping about minority views when applied in the classroom: 

  For a teacher presenting a historical event to elementary school children, using 
multiple perspectives probably means that the teacher turns to each child and 
asks the point of view about the event. To the African American child this would 
mean, “What is the African American point of view?” To a Jewish child, “What 
is the Jewish point of view?” And to the Irish child, “What is the Irish point of 
view?” (Shanker, 1991, p. E7)  

 Shanker pointed out that multiculturalism is, in practice, a racist approach: 
It assumes that every single African American child shares the same perspective, 
as do all members of any religious and/or ethnic group. The rhetoric of cultural 
relevance and a curriculum centered on the child’s sociocultural experience is, 
on the surface, attractive. Such an approach, however, treats culture as a herit-
able or biological characteristic that lumps individuals together inappropriately 
and without their permission. As Welsh notes, “Americans now speak of the 
‘African American community,’ the ‘Asian American community,’ the ‘Latino 
community,’ and the ‘Native American community’ as though these constitute 
fully integrated, fully homogenous whole that are fully distinctive from each 
other (Welsh, 2008, p.2).

* * *

Multicultural education serves to undermine the school’s commitment to 
forging a single national identify. “Mexican children newly arrived in American 
public schools now frequently find themselves in classrooms where they are 
taught part of the day in Spanish, where they learn more about the achieve-
ments of Mayans and Aztecs than about the Puritans, where they are taught 
to revere Miguel Hidalgo and Emiliano Zapata on the same plane as George 
Washington or Thomas Jefferson, and to celebrate Cinco de Mayo with more 
fanfare than the Fourth of July” (Chavez, 2002, p. 387). The historian Arthur 
Schlesinger Jr. argues that the defining experience for Americans has not been 
ethnicity or sanctification of old cultures, “but the creation of a new national 
culture and a  new  national identity.” It is foolish, he argues, to look backward in 
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empty celebration of what we once were. Instead, schools need to look forward 
and blend the disparate experiences of immigrants into one American culture 
(New York State Social Studies Syllabus Review and Development Commit-
tee, 1991, p. 89). Schools should continue to serve the nation by passing on to 
children elements of the common culture that define the United States and bind 
its people together. This is not to say schools should be asked to portray the 
culture as unchangeable or force students to accept it without question. The cul-
ture of a nation changes as a reflection of its citizens; U.S. culture will continue 
to change. School curricula will of necessity expand and sample more broadly 
from the various influences that have shaped our culture. However, to turn the 
schools away from Western ideals of democracy, justice, freedom, equality, and 
opportunity is to renounce the greatest legacy one generation ever bequeathed 
to the next. No matter who sits in American classrooms—African Americans, 
Asian Americans, Latin Americans, or European Americans—and no matter 
what their religion or creed, those students and their nation have been shaped 
by democratic and intellectual traditions of the Western world, and they had 
better learn those traditions or risk losing them.    

  For Discussion 

   1. According to John Searle (1990), the following characteristics define a well-educated 
person:
   a. The person should know enough of his or her cultural traditions to know how 

they evolved.  
  b. The person should know enough of the natural sciences that he or she is not a 

stranger in that world.  
  c. The person should know enough of how society works to understand the trade 

cycle, interest, unemployment, and other elements of the political and economic 
world.  

  d. The person should know at least one language well enough to read the best litera-
ture that culture offers in the original language.  

  e. The person needs to know enough philosophy to be able to use the tools of logical 
analysis.  

  f. The person must be able to write and speak clearly and with candor and rigor.   
 Do you agree or disagree with Searle’s characteristics of a well-educated person? Do 

you like Searle’s approach to defining a well-educated person or do you prefer the 
approach of those who assemble long lists of supposedly significant dates, names, 
and events, such as Cultural Literacy: What Every American Needs to Know (Hirsch, 
1987), or Critical Literacy; What Literate Americans Ought to Know (Provenzo, 2005)? 
Are there other ways to define a well-educated person?  

  2. Steinberg and Kincheloe identify five positions in the public discourse about multi-
cultural education (2001, pp. 3–5). From these following excerpts, do you find your-
self more comfortable with one or more of these positions than others? Does your 
teacher-education program adhere more closely to one or more of them? 
    a. Conservative multiculturalism or monoculturalism position: 

   believes in the superiority of Western patriarchal culture  
  promotes the Western canon as a universal civilizing influence  
  targets multiculturalism as the enemy of Western progress     
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   b. Liberal multiculturalism position: 
   emphasizes the natural equality and common humanity of individuals from 

diverse race, class, and gender groups  
  argues that inequality results from lack of opportunity  
  maintains that problems individuals from divergent backgrounds face are indi-

vidual difficulties, not socially structured adversities     
   c. Pluralist multiculturalism position: 

   exoticizes difference and positions it as necessary knowledge for those who 
compete in globalized economy  

  contends the curriculum should consist of studies of various divergent groups  
  avoids the concept of oppression     

   d. Leftist-essential multiculturalism position: 
   maintains that race, class, and gender categories consist of a set of unchanging 

priorities (essences)  
  assumes that only authentically oppressed people can speak about particular 

issues concerning a specific group     
   e. Critical multiculturalism position: 

   grounds a critical pedagogy that promotes an understanding of how schools/
education works by the exposé of student sorting processes and power’s com-
plicity with the curriculum  

  makes no pretense of neutrality, as it honors the notion of egalitarianism and 
elimination of human suffering  

  analyzes the way power shapes consciousness       
  3. Diane Ravitch argues that pressure groups from both the left and the right have 

persuaded textbook publishers to censor the words and ideas children are allowed to 
read. Ravitch compiled “A Glossary of Banned Words, Usages, Stereotypes, and Topics” 
to illustrate some of the “words, usages, stereotypes, and topics banned by major 
publishers of educational materials and state agencies” (Ravitch, 2003, pp. 171–202). 

   Consider some examples of banned terms Ravitch uncovered. Does the conscious 
omission of these terms from textbooks constitute a reasonable or an unreasonable 
censorship of ideas? Are the terms so offensive that students should be protected 
from reading them or is this, as Ravitch claims, a form of censorship and little more 
than an exercise in “political correctness”? 

   Able-bodies (banned as offensive, replace with  person who is nondisabled )  
  Black (banned as adjective meaning evil)  
  Cowboy, cowgirl (banned as sexist, replace with  cowhand )  
  Dwarf (banned as offensive, replace with  person of short stature )  
  Eskimo (banned as inauthentic, replace with  Inupiat, Inuit, Yupik, Yuit, or Native 

Arctic peoples or Innuvialuit;  note:  Yupik  and  Yuit  are “not interchangeable.”  
  Fat (banned, replace with  heavy, obese )  
  Indian giver (banned as offensive)  
  Slave (replace whenever possible with  enslaved person, worker,  or  laborer )  
  West, Western (banned as Eurocentric when discussing world geography, replace 

with reference to specific continent or region)  
  White (banned as adjective meaning pure)        
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Technology and Learning: 
Enabling or Subverting 

What technology deserves significant school 
attention and who should decide? 

   POSITION 1: TECHNOLOGY ENABLES LEARNING 

    The technology that has so dramatically changed the world outside our 
schools is now changing the learning and teaching environment within 
them. This change is driven by an increasingly competitive global economy 
and the students themselves, who are “born and comfortable in the age of the 
Internet.”  

   —U.S. Department of Education, 2005    

. . . when computers are integrated into the flow of classroom action, a quali-
tative transformation occurs regarding the ways teachers teach and students 
learn.

—Angeli, 2008

 Technology is transformative. It changes as it is used and it changes those who 
use it. Ideas to improve technology arise from its use—and new technology 
leads further, spiraling in speed and complexity. As we employ new tools, like 
laser surgery or satellite communications, we alter our perceptions of technol-
ogy and our environments—and we are changed. Changes occur in other areas 
of life with the advances in such areas as solar energy, radio, TV, microwave, 
medical imaging, satellite and telecommunication, and other modern conven-
iences. Romano (2003) writes, “At the beginning of the twenty-first century, 
how we live, work and recreate are being transformed by a powerful, pervasive, 
global force—technology” (p. 2). 

 Teaching and learning are also changing as a result of technology (ISTE, 
2008b). Spiro (2006) argues that a revolution is happening but the pace in schools 
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is too slow, that incremental school thinking should be replaced by “principled 
leaps” (p. 4). He identifies several themes emerging:

   increasing complexity with cognitive understanding;  

  speeding up the acquisition of experiences;  

  newer ways to comprehend knowledge structures without traditional 
pedagogy;  

  changing the way people think and getting them to think for themselves.    

 Technology in schools is changing from relatively simple devices to more 
complicated, sophisticated, and engaging environments. Technology has 
moved from chalkboards and textbooks to complex interactive media, complete 
systems of distance learning, e-learning, and virtual schools with customized 
pacing for individual students (Rotherham, 2006; Livingston, 2008). Technol-
ogy demonstrates daily its practical value in classroom instruction, teacher and 
student research, improved school design and operation, increasing student 
interest and teacher scope, and interlinking the school and the globe. Inherent 
in these illustrations is technology’s obvious importance to education and to 
society. In education, technology has the potential to completely reconstruct 
what we normally think of as schooling, learning, and teaching. 

 Rainie (2006) reports data collected by the Pew Research Center about 
teenagers and technology. He finds that current teenagers, identified as 
“Millenials,” have a unique relation with technology, are immersed in media 
and gadgets, adapt easily to highly mobile technology, have become multi-
taskers, and are unknowing or indifferent to the consequences of their use 
of technology for recording, altering, and sharing music, videos, and various 
forms of entertainment. Pew data show that 99 percent of teenagers have a TV 
in the home, 98 percent have CD or tape players, 86 percent have computers, 
and 82 percent have Internet access. Rainie makes the point that, compared 
with older generations, teenagers are “digital natives in a land of digital 
immigrants” (p. 3). 

 The special role that the Internet plays for teenagers is demonstrated in the 
following Pew data:

   89 percent use email  

  84 percent get information on movies and TV shows  

  81 percent play games  

  76 percent get news  

  57 percent hunt for schools  

  51 percent download music  

  43 percent buy products  

  31 percent download videos    

 Rainie comments that, despite the significant changes already evident in 
the world of technology, “radical change will occur in the next decade” (p. 14). 
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The implications for schools are enormous, as “learning and research tasks will 
be shaped by their new techno-world” (p. 15). 

  More Than Just Teacher Gimmicks 

 We can no longer treat technology in school as just a collection of devices occa-
sionally used by teachers to illustrate a lesson. Educational technology and 
technological education are no longer merely peripheral to the basic knowledge 
students must have to survive and thrive in our society. Technological knowl-
edge itself is fundamental and should be deeply incorporated into the main 
courses of study in schools (Edutopia, 2008; Smith and Throne, 2008). Writing is 
so important to individuals and society that it should not be limited to English 
courses, but should be emphasized in all areas studied by students. Likewise, 
technology has become so important that we must fully integrate it into the 
central purposes of schooling. Students rate technological knowledge and use 
as necessary (Oblinger and Oblinger, 2005). 

Technology is knowledge, but it is also a major means to learning and 
to developing improved knowledge. Technology is one of the knowledge 
products of human minds; it is useful in conveying that knowledge to oth-
ers, and it is used in conducting research to improve knowledge. Learning, as 
well as teaching, is enabled by technology (Bransford, Brown, and Cockling, 
2000).  

New Media Consortium (NMC), a group of major corporations, over 200 
colleges, museums, and other orga nizations, is “transforming the way people 
teach, learn, and create” ( http://nmc.org ).  The NMC Horizon Project (2008) is 
a research effort to identify emerging technologies likely to have a large impact 
on teaching, learning, and creative expression. Although it is pointed at higher 
education, much can be used in considering K–12 education. NMC advocates 
developmental work on six technologies:

Emerging Technology

User-created content

Social networking

Mobile phones

Virtual worlds

New scholarship and forms of publication

Multiplayer educational games

Many elementary and secondary schools are engaged in similar frontier 
efforts using technology to change learning and teaching, like the Virtual 
Learning Reso urces Center and 21st Century Connections (McKenzie, 2000, 
2001; McCain, 2000; Kirsner, 2002; O’Neil and Perez, 2003;  www.virtuallrc.com ; 
Borja, 2005; Armstrong, 2007; Livingston, 2008).  
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  Evidence That Learning from and with Technology Is Beneficial 

Reeves (1998) finds that “50 years of educational research indicates that media 
and technology are effective in schools as phenomena to learn  from  and  with ” 
(italics in original, p. 1).  Others are consistent in demonstrating the educa-
tional value of technology in schools, and of students learning from and with 
it (Prensky, 2006). Johnson and Barker (2002), examining studies of about 100 
government-funded educational technology projects, show the positive results 
from using technology, including improved student outcomes in cognitive 
knowledge and information access, and improved teaching. Ringstaff and 
Kelley (2002) analyzed findings from a large variety of research studies on the 
use of technology in learning and teaching, finding substantial improvements 
in most subjects. 

 The Apple Classrooms of Tomorrow (ACOT) study concludes that “intro-
duction of technology into classrooms can significantly increase the potential 
for learning—especially in collaboration, information access, and expression 
and representation of students’ thoughts and ideas” (Apple Classrooms of 
Tomorrow Study, 2000; Sandholtz, Ringstaff, and Dwyer, 1997). Technology 
contributed to teacher improvement in classroom organization, increased level 
of teacher use of technology, and positive differences in personal philosophy 
toward teaching—more excitement, feelings of capability, and accomplishment. 
Increased student achievement, improved teaching, and more efficient and 
effective use of schools result from the integration of technology into schools.  

  The Importance of Technology in Schools 

 The relation between technology and learning is not lost on policymakers. 
Lemke (2005) writes: 

  Today’s education policymakers are seeing technology through the lens of the 
No Child left Behind (NCLB) Act, which is creating expectations for a “learning 
return” on all technology investments. (p. 1) 

  Local, state, and federal governments spend billions to place new technol-
ogy in schools, and private support adds considerable amounts. The results are 
remarkable: In 1994 about 35 percent of public schools had Internet access; by 
2005 at least 99 percent of public schools had access. And the ratio of students 
to computer has decreased, from 12 to 1 in 1998 to 5 to 1 (U.S. Department of 
Education, National Education Technology Plan 2004, 2005).

 Gallup’s national surveys for the International Technology Education 
Association (ITEA) find that 98 percent of respondents stated that technology 
should be in the school curriculum and identified topics for inclusion as shown 
in  Table 13.1. 

 Not only is study from and with technology of great benefit to students, 
teachers, and the school curriculum, it also has benefits for the society. The eco-
nomics and politics of international competition demand that the United States 
remain in the forefront of technological innovation and development. Through 
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technological innovation, we can put the best schooling in the hands of all 
children—rural, suburban, or urban. Children can have access to fine teach-
ers, excellent culture, significant science, and interesting learning ( Toward a New 
Golden Age in American Education,  2005; Salpeter, 2008).  

  Developing Technological Knowledge, Skills, and Attitudes 

 Technological  knowledge  involves a working understanding of technical and 
operational language, an understanding of common technological equipment 
and related software, a grasp of basic scientific and mathematical principles on 
which technology rests, and an understanding of the history of technology and 
its impacts on society. It also includes the use of technology to learn: to discover, 
analyze, test, and comprehend ideas. 

 Technological  skills  are the techniques useful in efficient and effective 
operation of various technical devices, from computers and telecommunication 
equipment to image reproduction and robotics, and the techniques useful in 
dealing with the results of that work. This incorporates skills used in learning, 
evaluating, reporting on, and correcting or repairing technological, academic, 
and creative material. 

 Technological  attitudes  include a curiosity about ideas and knowledge, an 
awareness of the need for continued technological innovation, an openness to 
change, a desire to improve technology, and an optimistic sense that recognizes 
the value of technology to social and individual lives. This functional set of 
knowledge, skills, and attitudes should be included in the basic education for 
all students.

 The United States requires a populace well informed about new technologies, 
their use, and social value (Braun, 2007). Technological literacy is the beginning 

Table 13.1 Gallup Survey on Important Technology Topics for Schools to Teach 

         Topic   Not Important    Important    Very Important    

Relation among math,   
science, technology

 2 %   19 %  79 %

   Skills for using
technologies

 1 %  22 %  76 %

   Effects of technology
on society

 2 %  27 %  71 %

Technology and   
the environment

 2 %  29 % 68 %

   Pros and cons of each   
technology

 2 %  29 %  58 %

   How technology products
are designed

12 %  45 %  41 %

Source: Rose, L., Gallup, A. M., et al. (2004). A Report on the Second Survey Conducted by the Gallup 

Organization for the International Technology Education Association.  www.iteaconnect.org .
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point and schools are the obvious place to start (Salpeter, 2008). No other institu-
tion in society has taken such broad responsibilities for the development of various 
literacies—the ability to read, write, speak, understand, and apply information—
among the young. Schools have a long, proud tradition of providing a common 
curriculum in necessary and important learnings: language use, civic responsibil-
ity, computation skill, scientific and economic understanding, and appreciation 
of the arts. Each involves forms of literacy, with schools offering the means to 
student comprehension and use. Because of technology’s obvious and increasing 
significance to human life and societal well-being, schools must assure basic edu-
cation from and with technology (Edutopia, 2008; Prensky, 2008).

 In addition to Internet connections, schools with state-of-the-art equipment 
and teaching materials, a suitable technology curriculum, and teachers well pre-
pared in the use and value of various technologies are a necessity. Schools play 
a particularly important role in diagnosis, delivery, and development of tech-
nological learning. Qualified teachers diagnose the students’ technical knowl-
edge and skill in reference to national standards, deliver appropriate learning 
to improve student mastery, and develop innovative and interesting teaching 
materials and techniques for continuing improvement. Further, schools must 
provide a supportive, sustaining environment for technology, assisting teachers 
and other staff to acquire and improve their skills. 

Papert (2002) thinks technology can:

    1. Change the whole system of schooling to improve learning and teaching 
(e.g., show that knowledge is interdisciplinary with no need for separate, 
compartmentalized subjects; that the learning process has continuity with-
out age segregation).  

   2. “Mobilize powerful ideas” (e.g., use virtual reality to try things out, offer 
immediate feedback from multiple sources).  

   3. Encourage “children to become a driving force for educational change 
instead of passive recipients” (e.g., students teach along with teachers, chil-
dren’s curiosity stimulates innovative uses for technology).    

Technological knowledge goes beyond basic operations and information 
to expand and engage students and teachers in redesigning the very nature of 
schooling and learning. It is transformative.

  Setting Standards for Technological Learning 

 National education standards have a major impact on schools, providing focus 
for curriculum and instruction and offering accountability to society. Any sub-
ject not included in approved national standards is destined to be marginalized 
in schools. The NCLB Act requires schools to meet standards. 

 The International Society for Technological Education (ISTE) established 
the National Educational Technology Standards (NETS) for schools. These now 
provide the basis for nearly every state’s standards documents ( www.cnets. 
iste.org ). General standards for technology education are to enable students to 
become capable users, information seekers, problem solvers, communicators, 
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analyzers, evaluators, and decision makers—thus, informed, responsible, and 
productive citizens (National Educational Technology Standards, 2002, 2008). 

There are some problems. For many schools and teachers, after “50 years 
of costly trial and error, technology is still not an integral, routine part of what 
happens in the classroom . . . there is still no common, coherent vision of how 
technology is to be used in the classroom; there are only unrealized expecta-
tions” (Romano, 2003, pp. 2, 23). 

 Within the framework of the NCLB Act, the U.S. Department of Education 
presented its National Education Technology Plan 2004 ( Toward a New Golden 
Age in American Education , 2005). The plan identifies the problem: “Over the 
past 10 years, 99 percent of our schools have been connected to the Internet 
with a 5:1 student to computer ratio. Yet, we have not realized the promise of 
technology in schools” (p. 5). The action steps proposed are:

    1. Strengthen leadership on integrating technology in schools.  
   2. Do innovative school budgeting to be sure technology gets an adequate 

share.  
   3. Improve teacher education.  
   4. Support e-learning (online and multimedia) and virtual schooling.  
   5. Encourage broadband access.  
   6. Move toward more digital content—away from cumbersome textbooks.  
   7. Integrate data systems.     

  Obstacles to Technological Education 

 Some obstacles to adequate technological education are evident, including 
financing, adequate staffing, suitable curriculum, technological fear, and the 
traditional slow speed of educational change. Financing is an important issue, 
but must be weighed against the social costs of not preparing students for 
twenty-first century technical life. If funds are not provided, we expand the 
digital divide between the well-to-do and the poor. A ten-year national invest-
ment in wiring schools helps to close that divide (Edutopia, 2002), and Internet 
access in public schools increases each year, moving from less than one-third 
of all schools in the mid-1990s to virtually all schools now. Community Tech 
Centers offer a national network of over 600 affiliates and more than 4,000 loca-
tions. The National Urban League, Boys and Girls Clubs, YMCA and YWCA 
groups, and others, with help from the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, will 
technologically link over 7,000 libraries (Edutopia, 2002). 

 Internationally, only a handful of nations, such as Canada, Finland, and 
Slovenia, have arranged to have all schools connected to the Internet (Pelgrum, 
2001); the most significant obstacles were the lack of computers (identified by 
70 percent) and teachers’ lack of knowledge or skills (66 percent).  Table 13.2  
shows the highest-ranking obstacles identified by school principals and school 
experts in technology in twenty-four nations surveyed. 

 Some teachers fear, or are reluctant about, technology, and are not 
prepared to properly educate students. This fear can prevent them from 
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exploring its uses and benefits as instructional tools (Wise, 2005). Some teach-
ers disparage new computer or telecommunications devices as useful only 
for “entertainment” or “self-indulgence.” A sizable number of teachers see 
laptop computers merely as a “presentation” tool and “marginalize every 
aspect of the laptop” in their classrooms (Windschitl and Sahl, 2002, p. 197). 
Teacher-imposed classroom rules often prohibit students from bringing in 
technological equipment; school rules may limit use of such equipment in 
the building. McKenzie (1999) points out that “except for a hardy group of 
pioneers who have shown what is possible, the bulk of our teachers lack the 
support, the resources, or the motivation to bring these intruders [new tech-
nologies] into the classroom core” (p. 1). McKenzie’s (1999, 2000, 2001) books 
are designed to assist schools and teachers in overcoming this obstacle with 
practical ideas. 

 Some schools make it difficult for students to get access to various devices, 
and experimentation is not permitted. School computer rooms are often sepa-
rated from classwork areas, are limited to select students or times, are heavily 
controlled and monitored, and have too few computers that are often poorly 
maintained older models with creaky programs. Only certain students get 
special training on computers. Teachers and administrators often perceive 
technical equipment as expensive and separate from standard schoolwork. 
They don’t trust the students, and they may be uncomfortable around the 
equipment themselves. Sometimes they suspect students are using computers 
and other equipment inappropriately, as in “surfing” the Internet and find-
ing something interesting. That hardly ties them into the ongoing educational 
activity in classrooms. This is not a setting that encourages learning from or 
with technology.  

Table 13.2 Obstacles to Information and Communication Technology 
Improvement* 

       Rank    Obstacle    

 1  Insufficient computers available   
 2  Teachers lack knowledge or skills   
 3  Problems integrating into curriculum
 4 Getting computer time into schedule
 5  Insufficient equipment or software
 6  Insufficient teacher time available
 7  Lack of supervisory staff and technical assistance
 8  Outdated network
 9  Insufficient training opportunities
10 Lack of adequate school space

*    Identified by school principals and school technology experts in 24 nations.

Source: Pelgrum, W. J. (2001). “Obstacles to the Integration of ICT in Education.”  Computers and Education  

37(2):173. 
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  Academic Problems 

 We need constantly improving math, science, and technology education. This 
is not only for students who want to go into careers in math, science, and 
technology; technological knowledge is needed in virtually all contemporary 
oc cupations. Long-distance truck drivers, building contractors, salespeople, 
government employees, lawyers, doctors, travel agents, and farmers use and 
rely on technological equipment for their work. Homeowners, renters, taxpay-
ers, parents, and voters need technological knowledge. 

 Technological change happens faster and faster, but not school change 
(Prensky, 2008). The time gap between discoveries in science and their appli-
cation in technology has been shortening at an increasing rate. While it took 
more than one hundred years to transform scientific discoveries about light in 
the eighteenth century into technology for photography, it took only sixty-five 
years between the science behind electric motors and the technology that pro-
vided them. For radios, the gap between discovery and technology was about 
thirty-five years. From disoveries in atomic theory to technology for atomic 
weapons was only six years, and from science to technology on transistors was 
only three years (Gleick, 1999).

 But we have a continuing deficiency in U.S. scientific and technological 
education. Comparative tests of math and science achievement show Ameri-
can students well behind some European countries and Japan. Math, science, 
and technology are very significant subjects; the United States should not be 
behind in these areas. Friedman (2005) noted that one U.S. university tied for 
seventeenth place, the lowest ranking ever in the twenty-nine-year history of an 
international programming competition, and that no U.S. school had won since 
1997. American colleges dominated this competition for years, but have been 
falling behind. He attributes it to a serious lack in math and science education 
in precollegiate schools. 

  Developing Technological Proficiency 

 Education occurs in a variety of locations, under a number of circumstances, at 
any time, and through uncountable individual interests. Technology not only 
is a necessary subject to be taught, it offers the means and variety to improve 
and expand all learning for twenty-first-century schools. Student research is 
incredibly enhanced via Internet, satellite telecommunications, laser, and other 
resources. Virtual situations and simulations approximate real life and provide 
extraordinary learning experiences not available from books and teachers. Dis-
tance learning programs allow students to stay at home, sit on a beach, wait in 
a line, sip some milk and eat cookies, or be anywhere and still connected for 
learning. Computer programs exist in all subjects: English literature and gram-
mar, histories of all types, math beyond belief, philosophy, multiple combina-
tions of sciences, any of the arts, foreign language and culture, homemaking 
and home construction, and any other topic deemed important or interesting. 
Appreciation for and participation in creative arts is stimulated through use of 
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technologies. Health and physical education can be better designed to suit indi-
vidual needs and monitored more effectively by teachers with technology. 

 Not only are available technological options for education more interest-
ing and involving, they are lower in cost and time than many equivalent edu-
cational activities. A trip to Italy to use Italian and see art can be simulated 
by computer at far less than by plane and guide. Designing a building or city 
is more efficient by computer. Reconstructing historical events is possible and 
educationally entertaining by computer. Obviously, technology can’t fully sub-
stitute for real experience, but it is far better than the unreality that typifies 
standard schooling, and is safer and more open to multiple tries and modifica-
tion than real experience. It allows rapid rethinking with “what-if” possibilities, 
stretching student thinking and creativity. 

 Available technology in schooling also is intellectually stimulating, interac-
tive, visually stunning, pleasing in sound, and engaging of mind. It is tuned to 
individual student interests, tastes, and levels of knowledge—it is customized 
education that can be reorganized and resorted to fit changes in interests or 
level of understanding. Such education can occur at various times in libraries, 
on laptops, in centers, at home, by handheld device, and multiple other means, 
locations, and times (O’Neil and Perez, 2003). In addition, there is evidence that 
introduction of technology into classrooms has many other educational ben-
efits, including a significant increase in the potential for learning (Apple Class-
rooms of Tomorrow Study, 2000; Armstrong, 2008). 

 Some progressive schools try to provide a laptop computer for each stu-
dent from the fourth to seventh grade, a move that will significantly alter how 
classrooms operate, if we can find able teachers (Windschitl and Sahl, 2002). 
Students can gain understanding, via technology, of the most theoretical and 
most applied knowledge. And that knowledge can be rerun as often as students 
desire until it is mastered or revised. 

 Good examples of school-related programs aimed at improving technologi-
cal knowledge and skills include FIRST (For Inspiration and Recognition of Sci-
ence and Technology), a national championship robotics competition among 
school students. Over 1,130 teams made up of almost 30,000 students from North 
and South America and Europe compete. Students design, build, and operate 
robotic devices of all types (FIRST, 2006). Virtual schooling is a real possibility; 
some twenty-two states have established virtual schools now, and more are on 
the way. Thousands of students are in virtual education with good results and 
lower costs; Florida has over 22,000 virtual schools already (Winograd, 2002; 
Borja, 2005; Rotherham, 2006; U.S. Department of Education, 2007). 

 Technological progress requires talented people, with solid educations, 
and substantial resources in funds, facilities, and encouragement. Schooling 
is the key to continuing scientific achievements. In the past century, expan-
sion of public schooling, a shift toward science and technology, new attitudes 
among workers and management about technology in the workplace, govern-
ment encouragement of research and development, improved patent systems, 
and incentives for innovation helped make America powerful. Bromley (2002) 
points out how we overtook European nations in new knowledge in science 
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and technological innovation after World War II by effective use of technology, 
giving us a jump start on the emerging global economy. 

 There is no better way to assess the future development of American sci-
ence and technology than by examining our educational system. The future of 
American enterprise exists in the schools. We can tinker with current technol-
ogy for short-term improvements, but long-lasting development depends on 
new generations of scientists, inventors, business leaders, skilled workers, and 
knowledgeable consumers. If schools falter, we are likely to continue declining 
in society and in world leadership.    

  POSITION 2: TECHNOLOGY CAN SUBVERT LEARNING 

    . . . without a broader vision of the social and civic role that schools perform 
in a democratic society, our current excessive focus on technology use in 
schools runs the danger of trivializing our nation’s core ideals.  

   —Cuban, 2001, p. 197    

    At a certain point, everyone—teachers and taxpayers, parents and 
policymakers—has the right to stop and invoke the famous ad line “Where’s 
the Beef?” If computers are so great, why aren’t we seeing great things by 
now in our schools?  

   —Oppenheimer, 2003, p. 346    

 Technology is the application of science for some practical purpose. Decisions 
about suitable applications of science and the evaluation of practical purposes, 
however, require serious scrutiny. Some technologies seem to be just good 
sense. Safety goggles for welders, testing equipment used to assure safe blood 
supplies, staplers, and gummed stamps are examples. But some technologies 
bring serious problems; technologies are also responsible for supplies of crack 
cocaine, torture machinery, surveillance systems that abrogate civil liberties, 
and pollution of air and water. We can use weapons technology to protect our-
selves and maintain peace or to threaten others in belligerence. Lasers can be 
used to save lives or to take them.  

Personal experiences in technology may also fuel belligerence. Fox (2004) 
states:

One-third of computer users admit to physically attacking a computer. More than 
70 percent confess they swear at them. Frustration, anger, and exasperation—
minus the swearing and hitting—affect 67 percent. (p. ix)

Fox notes that this behavior is variously called tech rage, web rage, or CRAP 
(Computer Rage, Anxiety, and Phobia). The commonly identified remedy is 
that “people must, in other words, adapt to the machine” (p. x). But that is 
not the only answer, probably not even the best answer. Neither is the extreme 
Luddite response, nor are head-in-the-sand attitudes about all new technology. 
Technology does not automatically or inevitably help learning. In some cases it 
can be a detriment.
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We need reasoned criteria, solid evidence, and critical skepticism to make 
adequate judgments about the relative value of technologies. Com mercialism, 
politics, and ideology are commonly the pressures for or against certain tech-
nological uses—these forces are not consistent with the reasoned judgment 
needed. You don’t have to be a knee-jerk advocate of technology to show you 
are modern, and you don’t have to be Neanderthal in views against technology 
to show you resist being dragooned. Good critical judgment based on evid ence 
and logic, along with some healthy skepticism, is pertinent. But that critical judg-
ment is what is often lacking in discussions about technology in education. 

 Some advocates of technology in schools want students trained to use and 
love the latest device, and do not enjoy it when students or teachers use criti-
cal judgment to question the value or use. Bromley and Apple (1998), note that 
most writing in this area “implicitly assumes that technology is beneficient, sure 
to bring us a better tomorrow if we simply attend to a little fine-tuning now and 
then” (p. 3). Technology, in the form of more computer activity, is often treated 
as an inevitable happening in schools, a type of determinism that leads us to 
feel helpless to stop or modify expansion.  

Pflaum (2004) states:

Test scores would soar, or tests would disappear altogether, as newly engaged, 
motivated students acquired skills, problem-solving abilities and a newfound 
thirst for knowledge. That was technology’s promise. The reality, so far, has 
fallen short. (p. 4)

Jamie McKenzie (2008), editor of From Now On, the online journal of 
educational technology, makes the point:

Technology vendors and cheerleaders would have you believe this is a digital 
age, but. . . . shall we walk through a virtual rainforest or a real one? Hardly a 
choice unless you are addicted to the couch, the tube, and your headphones. . . . 
To accept the digital label uncritically is a form of surrender to cultural trends 
that should inspire dissent and apprehension. (p. 1) 

  Old and New Technologies: Teachers Find the Good Ones 

Teachers have used technologies in schools for centuries, and schools are often 
the key location for inventing and developing new technologies. Elementary 
school teachers are well-known for inventing creative ways to improve their 
classrooms and their practice, and technologies are often a key ingredient. Uni-
versities house research centers and individual faculty members devoted to 
innovations in technology. So education is already well suited to technologies 
that can improve schooling; education is also the most suitable location to raise 
questions and challenge the use and value of various technologies. 

 Teachers have a long history of using technologies that they find useful in 
their work, and ignoring those that aren’t. As Tyack and Cuban (2000) note: 

  Many Americans relish technological solutions to the problems of learning. It 
has long been so . . . advocates of educational radio, film, television, and pro-
grammed learning predicted pedagogical Nirvanas that never materialized. 
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Reformers have turned to machines when they were concerned about the com-
petence of teachers, or the high cost of schooling, or some external threat to 
American security or prosperity that gave special urgency to education. . . . 
Teachers have regularly used technologies to enhance their regular instruction 
but rarely to transform their teaching. (pp. 247, 248)  

 Teachers use, and alter, technologies that show value in assisting learn-
ing—but there is no good reason to “transform” or “revolutionize” teaching by 
replacing solid teaching practices. Good teachers, and not machines or devices, 
are the key to good education. Students recognize the value of teacher-mitigated 
technology: “Teachers are vital to the learning process. Technology is good, but 
it is not a perfect substitute” (Oblinger and Oblinger, 2005). 

 Teachers already help students learn how to use writing instruments, 
printed material, graphics, art and craft and physical education equipment, and 
myriad other technological means to help learning. Most of the pleas made for 
significant expansion of technology in schools are about computers—that com-
puters improve the quality of learning, lower costs, and improve teaching—so 
those arguments should be addressed.  

  Raising Questions: Do Computers Improve Learning? 

 In terms of academic learning, there is little evidence that computers add much. 
Cuban (2001) studied classroom use of computers in the place most likely to be 
in the forefront of educational technology: Silicon Valley in Northern California. 
He found no strong, consistent evidence that students increased academic 
achievement by using information technologies. Computers did not become the 
classroom’s central learning feature. 

An Alliance for Childhood (2004) analysis found that “there is scant evidence 
of long-term benefits—and growing indicators of harm—from the high tech life-
style and education aggressively promoted by government and business” (p. 4).

MacDonald (2004) reports on a mammoth research project at the University 
of Munich, sampling computer usage among 175,000 fifteen-year-old students 
in  thirty-one countries. Findings are that “performance in math and reading 
had suffered significantly,” that students seemed to benefit from limited com-
puter use at school, and that academic performance fell significantly among 
students who used computers several times a week. A lead researcher noted 
that if computers are overused and substituted for other types of teaching, it 
actually “harms the student.” This large study controlled for variables of paren-
tal education and economic position.

Landry (2002) notes, “Yet, after hundreds of exhaustive studies, there remains 
no conclusive proof that technology in the classroom actually helps to teach stu-
dents. In fact, in some cases it hinders learning” (pp. 37, 38). When students are 
distracted from schoolwork by machines or programs, their academic learning 
suffers. There is more to good education than mechanical presentation, even when 
that presentation uses all kinds of eye-and-ear-catching accompaniments. 

Economists Angrist and Lavy (2002) studied computer use in Israeli schools: 
“There is no evidence, however, that increased educational use of computers 



322  PART TWO: What Should Be Taught?

actually raised pupil test scores” (p. 3). Indeed, there was surprising evidence 
of negative effects from computer use regarding math scores at the fourth- and 
eighth-grade levels, more surprising since the fourth grade was where the 
computers were reported to have the largest impact on teaching methods. An 
explanation offered was that computer-assisted instruction (CAI) “may have 
consumed school resources or displaced educational activities, which, had they 
been maintained, would have prevented a decline in achievement” (p. 23). In 
contrast, the authors note that research has shown that reductions in class size 
and more teacher training do benefit student learning. 

 Healy (1998), in a work summarizing much of the research on computers 
and learning, says: 

  It is less amusing to realize that research to be cited throughout this book dem-
onstrates how computer “learning” for young children is far less brain-building 
than even such simple activities as spontaneous play or playing board games 
with an adult or older child. “Connecting” alone has yet to demonstrate aca-
demic value, and some of the most popular “educational” software may even 
be damaging to creativity, attention, and motivation. . . . Even for older children 
and teens, research has yet to confirm substantial benefits from most computer-
related products at school or at home. (pp. 20, 21)  

 Reports of studies that seem to show there is some educational improvement 
by use of computers need to be examined carefully (McKenzie, 2007). Most are 
very short-term studies that rely heavily on specific test scores that don’t represent 
comprehensive learning; many are sponsored by corporations with special inter-
ests in computer sales; some are by government agencies previously committed to 
expanding computer usage. All studies should be analyzed to see if they are nar-
rowly structured and controlled to show computer advantages without adequate 
study of comparable noncomputer settings (Wenglinsky, 1998; Cordes and Miller, 
2000; Oppenheimer 2003; Alliance for Childhood, 2004; McKenzie, 2007).  

  Raising Questions: Do Computers Expand 
the Quality of Learning? 

 Broad integrative learning, beyond acquiring bits of information, can be even 
less satisfying via computer. Learning involves much more than test-item infor-
mation easily presented in workbook form, but educational computer programs 
often follow that format, wherein students try to find answers to posed ques-
tions by using signals in the computer program. Visuals, narratives, and data 
may be impressive, but most students realize that the whole of the material is 
contained in the program, and their work is not to think outside that box. A 
curriculum based on computers suffers a decline in time for critical thinking, 
humanities, arts, health, and exercise.

Computer technology conveys information to students very quickly, develops 
skills of machine and program usage, and has excellent visual and auditory features. 
But it does not encourage questioning or critical examination; certainly not exami-
nation of the technology itself. Papert (1993) has reservations about noncritical true 
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believers, “Across the world children have entered a passionate and enduring love 
affair with the computer. . . . In many cases their zeal has such force that it brings to 
mind the word  addiction  to the minds of concerned parents” (p. ix). 

 Significant expansion of computers in schools often is accompanied by a 
blind and mistaken belief in technology and collateral decline in support for 
the academic work of schools. Stoll (1999) argues that computers do not even 
belong in schools for a number of reasons, including:

   They distract from the more important thinking goals of education;  

  They have limited use in learning and excessive use in simple entertain-
ment; and  

  They require only low-level skills of transitory value to operate them.    

 Students develop an inclination to get the quickest, most efficient right 
answer that they know is hidden in the program. Speed, not thought, becomes 
more important. This translates into a distaste for intellectual work that requires 
struggle or time, uses resources outside of the classroom, and may have no right 
answer. They lose the richer context of human issues not mathematically com-
putable. It becomes easy just to let machines take over, giving instant gratifica-
tion and demanding little in response. 

 School computer use is usually individual and lacks social involvement 
or ethical considerations (Healy, 1998; Alliance for Childhood, 2004). So-called 
interactive educational programs are actually highly programmed and provide 
a limited set of responses to predictable keyboard or mouse entries, with an air 
of unreality and superficiality. Imagine learning to play tennis using only the 
computer and not going outdoors to swing a racquet. The same occurs in learn-
ing chemistry, biology, physics, and many more subjects by computer without 
labs or outdoors for real experience. Learning by machine does not provide the 
quality of educational experience that a classroom or lab of live students offers 
in the various questions and interchanges and experiments.

The accumulation of memorization and simplistic, often useless informa-
tion is anti-intellectualism dressed up in technology and corporate language 
(Siegel, 2008). A school curriculum heavily dependent on technology is unlikely 
to offer questioning or critical evaluation. Having individual students at sepa-
rate machines for long hours of lesson-learning or surfing is not a prescription 
for an education in critical judgment. The educational needs of students and 
society are not met in such an environment. The strong commercial interest 
in having schools adopt a technology-heavy and noncritical school program 
is evident in the corporation support for technology in schools (Giroux, 2001; 
Bromley and Apple, 1998; Oppenheimer, 2003).

  Raising Questions: Do Computers Cut Costs? 

 Distance learning is one example of a claim that technology lowers educa-
tional costs. Would you want to be educated like that over the course of several 
years? 
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 Where students live vast distances from schools, as in Australia’s outback or 
sparsely settled parts of the United States, there is a good reason to provide the 
highest-quality TV and computer courses that can be arranged. Similarly, con-
tinuing education for professionals and preliminary classes for students who just 
want to try out a subject for interest may be good places for electronic schooling. 
But for mass public education, it often is touted as a way to save money and stand-
ardize education. Neither of these is an adequate reason to limit our students by 
massive distance learning. School, of course, is more than a set of taped lectures, 
an interesting keyboard or mouse activity, some “interactive” homework, and 
answering questions on a keypad. This trade-off is not worth it. 

 Distance learning and other forms of technological replacement of schools 
will be shown, in the long run, to be neither efficient nor effective. Temple Uni-
versity started a prototype virtual college, but closed it after determining it 
would not make a profit (Ohman, 2002). At the precollegiate or collegiate level, 
well-done distance education takes more resources and money—not less. Large 
volume and cheaper distance learning may mean that only the rich can afford 
real schools and real teacher contact; the rest get terminals. 

 In their economic studies of computers placed in Israeli schools, Angrist 
and Lavy (2002) found that the cost of the computers was about $120,000 per 
school, equivalent to four teacher salaries. The annual depreciation rate of the 
computers and software was calculated at 25 percent; thus, Angrist and Lavy 
summarize, the flow cost of these computers is about one teacher per year. They 
conclude, “. . . the question of future impacts remains open, but this significant 
and ongoing expenditure on education technology does not appear to be justi-
fied by pupil performance results to date” (p. 27). 

 Further problems occur in the corporatization of schooling, technology 
providing an easy means to make corporations more influential in education 
by control over machines, software, faculty, and intellectual property (Giroux, 
2001; Werry, 2002). Corporate control is not likely to lead to critical education. 
Who benefits? Those already in power gain more and the rest lose more. More 
than $5 billion per year is spent for computer technology in classrooms, pro-
viding great benefits to tech companies (Landry, 2002). Expensive equipment, 
programs, and maintenance divert scarce resources from other educational 
activities. Corporate intrusions into education are abundant, but few have been 
so successful and so generally supported by government and school officials as 
the effort to computerize all schools (Leistnya, 2008). Sofia (2002) states: “The 
computer is an educational technology that did not arise within the classroom, 
but was imported into it as a result of vigorous corporate and government 
efforts to commercialize and eventually domesticate a tool initially developed 
within military-industrial complexes” (p. 29). 

 The current expensive effort to wire all schools for the Internet and pro-
vide massive numbers of computers, supported by corporations and govern-
ment, will cost much more in maintenance, updating, facilities, software, new 
equipment, staff and student time, and related expenses than most schools and 
taxpayers realize. Wiring of all schools costs billions, and school districts take 
on the burden of paying maintenance and improvement costs. The Northwest 
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Education Technology Consortium (“Equity Gap in Technology Access,” 2002), 
noted that only 6 percent of all wired schools have trained personnel to put in 
the available curricular material.  

  Raising Questions: Do Computers Improve Teaching? 

 A significant problem resulting from the overselling of technology in schools is 
the deprofessionalization of teachers, a decline in respect for teachers, teaching 
skill, and the value of academic/professional judgment. This problem is exac-
erbated by the too-easy manipulation of students, teachers, and curriculum as a 
result of corporate pressures and institutional control of electronic educational 
sources and testing. If operation of a machine is all there is to good education, 
where does that leave teachers at any level? Academic knowledge, teaching 
experience, instructional theory and practice will come to mean less, leading 
to no need for credentialed teachers, no respect for the position, no tenure to 
protect academic freedom, and no security (Bromley and Apple, 1998; Oppen-
heimer, 2003). 

 Erosion of intellectual freedom for teachers and students is a very serious 
possibility, denying the open pursuit of knowledge because technology substi-
tutes sterilized and canned material that is easily controlled and censorable. A 
related problem is the question of intellectual property: Who has economic and 
editorial rights to material produced for technology and who can change it? 
With increasing technological incursions into schools, administrators are more 
likely to become like corporate vendors and teachers will be less likely to make 
academic decisions about their courses or their students. Teachers will lose 
instructional freedom and responsibilities for actual education, but are likely to 
remain accountable for any test results and school failures. 

 Are teachers the problem? Technology advocates in earlier times proposed 
to “revolutionize” classrooms and eliminate teachers by the use of such new 
technologies as (1) printed textbooks, (2) educational films and filmstrips, (3) 
school-based radio, (4) classroom television, (5) programmed learning, and (6) 
computers and online learning. (Tyack and Cuban, 2000; Monke, 2001; Oppen-
heimer, 2003). Thomas Edison predicted in 1922 that “the motion picture is des-
tined to revolutionize our educational system and that in a few years it will 
supplant largely, if not entirely, the use of textbooks” (Lee, 2000, p. 48). Movies 
have changed much of American life and influenced teaching, but they have not 
replaced books, libraries, or reading. Other “seers” have predicted at one time 
or another that radios, phonographs, audiotapes, television, video courses, pro-
grammed textbooks, teaching machines, and/or computers would each replace 
teachers and classrooms (Cuban, 1986; Light, 2001, Oppenheimer, 2003). 

These devices help schools and teachers in their work, but have not replaced 
them. It is presumed that technological devices offer more variety and consistent 
quality, and are more efficient, cheaper, controllable, and generally better than 
teachers. Had those characteristics actually been demonstrated in use, teacher 
replacement would have occurred long ago with movies, radio, or TV. Most of 
these innovations have evolved into forms of entertainment, useful in, but not 
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central to, education. Many of these former wonder devices now sit unused in 
school storage closets or have been tossed onto trash dumps. 

Oppenheimer (2003) states: 

  The message here is pretty plain. Education’s opportunities lie primarily in the 
teacher’s hands, not in technology. . . . It’s a lethal combination, this alliance 
between education and technology, because it joins two domains in which peo-
ple are particularly gullible. . . . American people are especially susceptible to 
idealistic pitches. (pp. 399, 402)  

 There is another, perhaps more important, toll on the teaching profession 
and on educational policy when public perception of good schools focuses more 
on technology than learning. Even some supporters of technology in education 
agree the focus should not be on technology; as McKenzie (2001) notes, “. . . it is 
wrong-minded and shortsighted to make technology, networking, and connec-
tivity the goal” (p. i). This problem is illustrated by the current craze to get more 
computers into schools, without providing the well-prepared teachers, effective 
educational programs, and critical literacy elements that McKenzie and others 
advocate (Leistnya, 2008). 

  Technology and the Schools: The Digital Divide 

 Uncritical expansion of computer technology in schools spawns social and per-
sonal problems. One widely held assumption is that more computers means 
more democratic technological development. The digital divide, however, has 
not diminished. It separates high-income people from low, those living in urban 
or suburban locations from the rural, the young from the old, and the otherwise 
privileged from those who are not. It is sometimes hidden by the veneer of 
corporate advertising that implies their products are necessary for all people 
for a better life. Bill Gates predicted in 1995 that the Internet would assist rural 
people to stay in small communities, since they would have equal advantage 
with city dwellers in terms of their access; his foundation provided substantial 
support to wire and equip many small-town libraries. But recent evidence sug-
gests new computers may aid the exodus from rural areas as people go online 
to find jobs in other locations (Egan, 2002). 

 Schools that can afford it add more technology and frills, and those that 
can’t are separated even further. Another divide in the technological workforce 
also has an educational component. Most jobs created by technology actually 
will be low-paid and boring work in such areas as maintenance; fewer jobs will 
occur in well-paid high-tech positions, and these will require more-advanced 
education. Should schools be responsible for training workers for low-paid, 
boring corporate jobs and not provide all students with critical-thinking skills 
challenging that system? Education should work to provide equity by enhanc-
ing equality of opportunity. The digital divide seems to move schools in the 
opposite direction. It separates races and classes even more—producing a new 
class of poor, the technologically illiterate, with increased disparity between 
managers and workers.  
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  Personal and Social Costs of Excessive Reliance on Technology 

 Schools are social institutions; they cannot ignore how technologies influence 
personal and social life. A dependence on technology contains the seeds of 
narcissism, with individuals losing connections to others’ political, economic, 
social, and personal problems. Social responsibility is ignored in the rush 
for self-satisfaction. Technology can separate people and soften the reality of 
human suffering.

 Technologies can threaten society and human decency, and contain threats 
to individual freedoms and privacy. Secret surveillance and invisible recording 
of personal information, buying habits, interests, and contacts with others now 
are easily possible. This capacity is more than just annoying; it abrogates basic 
rights to personal privacy and against illegal search and places an unneces-
sary caution on your exercise of rights to free speech, assembly, and association. 
Technology is used to steal your personal identity, alter your records, confound 
your credit, and cause you substantial misery and trouble. Further, censorship 
by electronic screening of material restricts your access to ideas. Whether by 
commercial, criminal, or governmental action, technological intervention has 
multiple implications for personal and, thus, school life. 

 In addition to the costs of technology in personal loss of independence, 
ingenuity, and intellectual stimulation, there are various social costs. When 
individualism overcomes social responsibility, we lose the contribution many 
people could have made to improve society. Much new technology fragments 
people’s lives and adds to isolation and alienation. We expect increased speed 
in everyday life, have lost the patience and focused attention that thoughtful 
reflection or social interaction require, and have seen dissolution of the fam-
ily and home setting for maintaining social values and attitudes. Social bonds 
have deteriorated and there are increases in violent and technology-based 
crime, technologically produced drug abuse, and noninvolvement in commu-
nity affairs. Technology saps the core of culture, too great a loss for the limited 
benefits (Postman, 1992). 

 Technology has been used to monitor and help clean the environment, but 
has also created significant threats to the environment and ecosystem, includ-
ing ozone depletion, various pollutions, and health hazards. Other threats 
include the possibility of inappropriate cloning and inadequate ethics for tech-
nological medical research; insufficient regulation of gene research; racist, sex-
ist, or humanly degrading content on the Internet; and military development 
of laser, nuclear, or biological weapons making mass destruction simple and 
distant (Talbott, 2008). Other social costs from technology include the multiple 
health problems associated with it and related costs in life quality, time, energy, 
and money. For the users of computers and other equipment, we now have 
unusual muscle and eyestrain problems, headache, fatigue, crippling hand and 
arm pain, and the potential of other long-term problems from monitor radia-
tion. Cell phones are being investigated for causing some new health problems. 
Workers in high-tech manufacturing are subject to safety problems from chemi-
cal and radiological materials along with many ailments related to that work. 
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In many industries, workers must have protective gear—but we don’t know the 
longer-term results of that protection. Gleick (1999) points out, “Modern times 
have brought certain maladies that might be thought of as diseases of technol-
ogy: radiation poisoning (Marie Curie’s truest legacy); carpal tunnel syndrome 
(descendant of Scrivener’s palsy) . . .” (p. 102). Beyond the examples suggested, 
there are many other personal and social costs to technology; school offers 
opportunity to consider them in critical examination of technology in society.  

  The Need for Critical Technological Education 

 We need  critical  technological education, where serious questions are raised 
about technologies and their multiple impacts on individuals, society, and 
schools. The addition of the word critical to the idea of technological educa-
tion changes the concept in basic ways. This phrase connotes an analysis of 
technology that does not varnish over or ignore important negative implica-
tions. It does not simply accept excessive claims made for technical improve-
ments, as though there were only benefits and no social, human, or educational 
costs. Critical technological education is the full examination of issues involv-
ing the use and value of technology in schools, and the many issues that arise 
in considering technology in the larger society. Critical technological education 
expects students to fully examine claims and evidence provided by advocates 
and opponents of more technology, measured in terms of supportable criteria 
derived from civilizing individual and social values (Leistnya, 2008). 

 A good life is far more than the ability to read manuals and operate new 
devices, and technological education is more than just recreational or vocational 
training to use machines. Education is rich and intellectually rewarding, entail-
ing the posing of questions, examination of issues, and search for adequate 
evidence (Dewey, 1933). These are elements of critical thinking, needed in the 
study of technology in society and school. Technological issues, both social and 
educational, are suited to examination in classes because schools exist to help 
students comprehend and deal with aspects of their environment, and technol-
ogy has certainly become a major player in all of our environments. 

 This position does not oppose all technologies; it is against the overselling 
of certain technologies with little critical examination. It also is against devel-
opment of a school curriculum or school system where technology supplants 
teachers as a main ingredient. The headlong and uncritical plunge into electronic 
technology over the past decades has had mixed results. The deprofessionaliz-
ing of teachers and runaway computer budgets are examples in schools (Brom-
ley and Apple, 1998; McKenzie, 2005). Has the wonder of technology caused 
our enchantment with it, or is it just extraordinarily good salesmanship?

 Schools should be the best places for students to evaluate these kinds of 
questions without commercial or ideological interference or influence. The 
mass media, corporations, and those with strong linkage to technological 
development cannot be expected to provide both sides of this argument fairly; 
forces related to the marketplace and ideology limit media and business pres-
entation of negative ideas about technology they like or in which they have 



CHAPTER 13: Technology and Learning: Enabling or Subverting  329

huge investments. Current and future social impact of technology is directly 
related to the kind of instruction and questioning that goes on in technological 
education. 

 Good educators want good schools with students evaluating important 
ideas. Such teachers also want students to learn, use, and improve their criti-
cal thinking. Whether working with students on the study of technology or 
using technologies in the classroom to explore another topic, responsible teach-
ers recognize the importance of critical thinking on significant ideas and issues. 
Where technological innovation serves those ends in classrooms, teachers will 
pursue technologies with relish. But educators realize educational technologies 
are not a panacea, and do not exist in a social vacuum. There are large-scale 
issues beyond the classroom use of machines, issues involving the use, value, 
and impact of technologies in society. Critical examination of the social context 
of technological innovation and the instructional use of technologies are both 
topics of importance to educators. 

We should subject technologies to critical examination in terms of educa-
tion and society. The essential question is this: Does a new technology improve 
or diminish the quality of life for most people? If it does, then we need to ask 
whether or not the technology is worth its various costs. Answering those 
questions involves dealing with many other questions about technology, his-
tory, social values, and making choices. We cannot expect students to use and 
improve their critical thinking if teachers don’t think critically themselves about 
such issues as the role and impact of technologies. 

 The overpromise and underachievement of computer technology in 
schools represents a major concern for education, one that goes far beyond 
financing problems. It includes questions about the nature and quality of 
learning that results, unfortunate alterations in the culture of schools that 
deprofessionalize teachers and restrict intellectual freedom, and the corpo-
ratization of schools and increases in the digital divide. Critical technological 
education also provides for full study of multiple personal and social costs of 
technology. 

  For Discussion 

    1. In the following paragraph, substitute terms for those underlined, then follow the dis-
cussion points. For example, you can substitute “radio” or “microfilm” for the under-
lined term “chalkboard” and see how this may change the rest of the paragraph. 

 “The use of new technologies now available in  chalkboards  will  revolutionize  educa-
tion. It will  replace teachers  and make schools  more efficient.  This new innovation 
will permit students to just  read material from the chalkboard  in order to become 
educated.”

—Millard P. Smedley (1831) 

   Discuss the impact on education of any of the various technologies you have identified. 
  As a result of this technology, have schools been:
   a. revolutionized?  
  b. permanently changed?  
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  c. altered in important ways?  
  d. only fleetingly influenced?  
  e. not changed at all?    

   Provide justification for your opinion by citing references in educational history, 
personal experience in schools, or current commentary in books, periodicals, and 
on the Internet.  

 2. Dialogue Ideas: The essays in this chapter propose distinctly different projections 
about the possible social and educational consequences of a school curriculum heav-
ily weighted toward technology. Select some examples of technology in schools, 
either from the essays or from your own experience, and present a discussion of 
your views of the projections. How likely are any of them to occur? Are the potential 
consequences mostly positive or negative? On what grounds do you determine they 
are positive or negative? Do you have some suggestions for enhancing the positives 
and diminishing negatives?  

   3. Technology, some argue, is neutral—it simply exists. The real question revolves 
around how the technology is used. From that perspective, draft a short statement 
that addresses these questions:
   a. How should schools organize their use of technology?  
  b. What are the best criteria for judging the most educational use of technology?  
  c. Should technological innovators be free to develop any technology?  
  d. Should technology advertising be regulated to prohibit misleading or incomplete 

information?  
  e. Should education about technology be changed? How?    

   Now, draft a short statement of opposite positions, based on the perspective that 
technology is not neutral. This view would hold that every technology has some 
value orientation, from potato peelers to hydrogen bombs. For example, hydrogen 
bombs have a political purpose; new potato peelers involve value assumptions 
about the market, the users, and how time should be used. Contrast the two state-
ments to see if you can find a workable synthesis.  

 4. Is there a digital divide? What evidence can you find that supports your contention? 
How do you define it? 

  If you find a divide:
   a. What are its characteristics—those identifying elements like social class, race, 

gender, age?  
b. What would you propose doing about a divide?    
  If you do not find a digital divide:
   c. What criteria and what resources did you use to get evidence?  
  d. What policies would you propose to prevent a divide?  

 5.  What would you think if a local school offered programs for students to:
   stay away from school for all courses and all years, with school-provided 

 technology?  
  have an implant to permit instant information transfer to the brain?  
  get full school credit for Internet game scores?  
  graduate only if they invent one important technological innovation?    

    Using your sense of the development of technological education over the next 
thirty to fifty years, present your view of a school of the future. Include physical 
features and curriculum.  

   6. How would you define technological literacy? Interview several friends to see 
how they define it. Compare the definitions according to such criteria about the 
interviewees as:
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   a. age and gender  
  b. relative amount of technological expertise  
  c. any other obvious differences    

    Given the comparison of views, what tentative conclusions can you draw about 
the definition that schools should use in preparing students in this area?     
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  C H A P T E R  1 4

Standardized Testing: 
Restrict or Expand 

Should the use of standardized school tests 
be increased or decreased? 

   POSITION 1: FOR RESTRICTING TESTING 

America’s public schools administer more than 100 million standardized 
exams each year, including IQ, achievement, screening, and readiness tests. 
Much of the time and money devoted to testing is misspent. Multiple-choice 
questions cannot measure thinking skills, creativity, the ability to solve real 
problems, or the social skills we want our children to have. Moreover, many 
exams are biased racially, culturally, linguistically, and by class and gender. 

—FairTest, 2007a 

  Vexing Tests 

 In a witty attack on standardized testing, Banesh Hoffmann (1962) recounted a 
debate played out on the pages of the London  Times.  A letter to the newspaper’s 
editor asked for help in solving a multiple-choice problem from a battery of school 
tests the letter-writer’s son had taken. At first glance, the question seemed to be 
straightforward and not surprising to anyone who has taken school tests. It asked, 
“Which is the odd one out among cricket, football, billiards, and hockey”? 

 The letter-writer believed the answer must be billiards because it is the only 
one of the four games played indoors. He admitted to being less than sure of 
his answer, and reported there was no agreement among his acquaintances. 
One of his neighbors argued the correct choice was cricket, because in all of the 
other games the object was to put a ball in a net. The writer’s son had selected 
hockey because it was the only one that was a “girls’ game.” The letter writer 
asked readers of the  Times  for help. Ensuing letters and arguments succeeded 
only in muddying the waters, since the logic supporting one choice was no 
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more compelling than the logic supporting any other. For example, billiards 
could be considered the odd one out because it is the only one of the four games 
listed that is not ordinarily a team game. It is the only one in which the color of 
the ball matters. It is the only one in which more than one ball is in play, and it 
is the only one played on a green cloth rather than a grass field. Unfortunately, 
equally convincing briefs could be submitted in behalf of the other choices. 

 Hoffmann fumed about the inherent bias in the question. He assumed the 
test was designed to measure reasoning ability and not sports knowledge, but he 
argued that the test-taker might be disadvantaged by too little experience with 
athletics; for example, not all students with good reasoning skills may know how 
cricket is played. Test-takers who know too much about sports also might be 
disadvantaged; they might choose hockey as the odd one out because it is really 
two different games that share the same name—in England and in several other 
countries, hockey is a game typically played on grass by players who receive no 
salary; elsewhere it is a game played on ice, often by professional athletes. 

 The language of this test item also may trip up students, preventing it from 
measuring reasoning ability. For example, many working-class students may not 
be familiar with either cricket or billiards. Items of this sort favor the language 
and culture of the middle and upper-middle classes, and low scores may reflect 
measures of social standing more than achievement or ability (Neill and Medina, 
1989). Americans also could be disadvantaged by the test item wording, which 
asks test-takers to select the “odd one out.” A similar test item in the United 
States probably would read, “Which of the following does not belong?” 

 Test questions of this sort seem silly. There is no readily discernible “right” 
answer, and test-takers have no opportunity to demonstrate the thought processes 
that led to their decisions. As Hoffmann noted, “What sense is there in giving tests 
in which the candidate just picks answers, and is not allowed to give the reasons 
for his choice?” (Hoffmann, 1962, p. 20). Multiple-choice questions are an unnatu-
ral problem-solving format incongruous with solving real-life problems. Rarely 
are life’s dilemmas delineated by four answers, one of which is guaranteed to be 
correct. Good problem solvers in the real world seldom are locked away, deprived 
of books, computers, and human contact; they seldom are told to respond to a set 
of timed, multiple-choice questions with no practical meaning. 

 If multiple-choice questions, such as the one that vexed  Times  readers, were 
nothing more than a parlor game, a form of Trivial Pursuit played for amuse-
ment, few would object to them. Standardized testing, however, has serious 
consequences, and for public school students, the stakes are particularly high. 
Standardized test results help determine placement in reading groups, admis-
sion to the college-track programs in public high schools, entrance into selec-
tive colleges, scholarship awards, admission into medical and law schools, and 
licensing to practice a profession or trade.  

  If Testing Is the Answer, What Was the Question? 

 In the early twentieth century, defining “native intelligence” and attempting 
to measure it “scientifically” through standardized examinations instigated 
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one of the most controversial legacies of the testing movement (Gould, 
1981). Sir Francis Galton in England and Alfred Binet in France attempted 
to measure mental capacities through standardized tests (Cremin, 1961). 
Binet developed his test, at the request of the French government, to iden-
tify those children who were “mentally subnormal” and not able to function 
adequately in regular classrooms. Louis Terman translated Binet’s tests into 
English for American students, and he and his colleagues adjusted the tests 
to comport with their own sense of how intelligence was distributed. For 
example, Terman believed men are more intelligent than women and rural 
people are less intelligent than urban dwellers. Therefore, when girls out-
scored boys, Terman changed the test items on which girls scored unusually 
well. He made no changes on items where urban children outscored rural 
children (Garcia and Pearson, 1994). Terman argued that intelligence tests 
make schools more efficient. He claimed the tests could be used to sort chil-
dren into differentiated curricula designed to prepare them for their appro-
priate lot in life: 

  Preliminary investigations indicate that an IQ below 70 rarely permits anything 
better than unskilled labor; the range of 70–80 is preeminently that of semi-
skilled labor; from 80–100 that of skilled or ordinary clerical labor; from 100–110 
or 115 that of semiprofessional pursuits; and that above all of these are grades 
of intelligence which permit one to enter the professions or other large fields of 
business. (Terman, 1922, in Wolf et al., 1991)  

 Psychologists working for the United States government during World War 
I introduced the first wide-scale use of standardized intelligence tests. The army 
was interested in classifying all new recruits, giving special attention to two 
groups: those of exceptional ability and those unfit for military service. Binet 
and Terman had used individual IQ tests that were not well suited to large-scale 
testing; under the direction of American psychologists, the army developed the 
first mass-testing program in history (Gumbert and Spring, 1974, pp. 87–112). 
The army test came in two forms: The Army Alpha was a written, objective 
exam; the Army Beta was a pictorial exam designed for illiterate recruits and 
non-English speakers. 

 The army used the tests to answer questions about the placement of sol-
diers: Who would best fit where? Who should be discharged on the grounds 
of mental incompetence? How could the army best use the varied talents and 
abilities recruits brought with them? The results helped determine who should 
be in the infantry and who should go to the army language school. 

  It is unclear to what extent the army actually acted on such recommendation. 
Nevertheless, some disturbing conclusions emerged from the army testing pro-
gram. The average mental age of white Americans turned out to be 13 (barely 
above the level of morons). Test results revealed immigrants to be duller still 
(the average age of Russians being 11.34, Italians 11.01, and Poles 10.74), and 
Negroes came in last with an average mental age of 10.41. These findings fueled 
debates about immigration quotas, segregation, eugenics, and miscegenation 
for years to come. (Hanson, 1993, p. 212)  
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 After the war, colleges and universities bought the surplus exams, and 
found the language of the army tests required only slight modification for use 
in schools. The original instructions given to soldiers read: 

  Attention! The purpose of this examination is to see how well you can remem-
ber, think and carry out what you are told to do in the army. . . . Now in the 
army a man often has to listen to commands and carry them out exactly. I am 
going to give you these commands to see how well you carry them out. . . .  

 In schools, these instructions were changed to read: 

  Part of being a good student is your ability to follow directions. . . . When I call 
“Attention,” stop instantly what you are doing and hold your pencil up—so. 
Don’t put your pencil down on the paper until I say “Go.” . . . Listen carefully 
to what I say. Do just as you are told to do. As soon as you are through, pencils 
up. Remember, wait for the word “Go.” (Gumbert and Spring, 1974, p. 94)  

 For many years, schools used IQ tests to track children based on their test 
 performance. Intelligence was viewed as the “raw material” required for school-
ing, and students judged to have less intelligence received less education. This 
reliance on IQ tests was designed to make education more objective and more effi-
cient; it produced the unintended result of limiting students’ educational access 
(Darling-Hammond, 1994). Students performing at the lowest levels on IQ tests 
received an education designed to prepare them to be tractable, unskilled labor-
ers. Only the highest-achieving students would be introduced to the most com-
plex skills. Intellect was viewed as a biological trait much like height or eye color: 
It was thought to be inherited, measurable, and fixed. IQ tests allowed schools to 
sort students into appropriate curricula and thus into their later place in society 
(Callahan, 1962; Wolf et al., 1991). Too frequently, these tests excluded the major-
ity of students from the best opportunities the school offered. More often than 
not, the best education and the most promising futures were reserved for those 
who performed well on high-stakes standardized tests, and standardized testing 
typically has worked to the disadvantage of most minority groups. 

 In the United States, African Americans score below 75 percent of 
 Americans of European descent on most standardized tests, IQ tests, and 
achievement tests alike (Jencks and Phillips, 1998, p. 1). There also are signifi-
cant gaps between standardized test scores of European Americans, Mexican 
Americans, and Native Americans. Some researchers claim the tests themselves 
are biased, arguing the tests “reflect the language, culture, or learning style of 
middle- to upper-class whites. Thus scores on these tests are as much measures 
of race or ethnicity and income as they are measures of achievement, ability, or 
skill” (Neill and Medina, 1989, p. 691). Furthermore, psychologists do not agree 
about the thing we call “intelligence”—whether it is fixed or changeable, meas-
urable or only describable, singular or plural. For example, Gardner (1983, 1999) 
argues that children have multiple forms of “intelligence,” and schools typically 
ignore all but two of these. To date, no single explanation successfully accounts 
for the gap between white and black scores on standardized exams. There are 
as many explanations as there are disciplinary orientations of the researchers 
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(Lee, 2002). Educators know one thing for certain: No matter how good their 
grades, students are at a disadvantage in school if they do not score well on 
standardized tests. And the higher the stakes, the greater the disadvantage. The 
negative consequences of testing are likely to fall hardest on the economically 
disadvantaged. The legacy of poor test performance is enduring, serving as 
painful memories of humiliation and a sense of inadequacy (Hanson, 1993). 

 Teachers of poor and minority children report they spend more time teach-
ing to the test and are more likely to rely on data from standardized tests than 
do teachers of students from moderate- and high-income families (Garcia and 
Pearson, 1994). Poor and minority children spend more time on workbook exer-
cises and busywork assignments. They are less likely than middle-class stu-
dents to have access to classes where they can discuss what they know, read 
real books, write, or solve problems in mathematics, science, or other school 
subjects (Darling-Hammond, 1994). Students from poor families and children 
of minorities have been awarded an education of less substance because of their 
poor performance on standardized tests. As Madaus (1994) points out, “Clearly, 
the unintended negative outcomes brought about by the widespread policy use 
of IQ tests disproportionately disadvantaged minority populations. Despite 
Binet’s original purpose to identify children in need of instructional assistance, 
the IQ test in this country led to blacks and Hispanics being disproportionately 
placed in dead-end classes for the ‘educable mentally retarded’” (p. 86).  

  Misleading Test Results 

 Until the last few years, despite questions about the validity of individual items 
on standardized tests (Crouse and Trusheim, 1988; Hoffmann, 1962; Nairn 
and Associates, 1980; Owen, 1985), test-takers never were able to see a list of 
the “right” answers after they had taken the exams. The Educational Testing 
 Service (ETS)1 of Princeton, New Jersey, and other test developers published 
only a few sample questions, claiming full disclosure would compromise the 
tests. To make the tests reliable,2 they argued, many items had to be repeated 

  1 The Educational Testing Service of Princeton, New Jersey, is world’s largest testing  company. 
Formed in 1947 to develop and administer college entrance exams for returning World War II 
 veterans, the company now administers more than 50 million assessments annually in over 
180  countries. The ETS website reports company revenues in 2006 of $836 million (www.ets.org). 
For a critical view of standardized testing, consider the website of the National Center for Fair 
and Open Testing (FairTest) at www.fairtest.org. FairTest describes itself as an organization that 
“advances quality education and equal opportunity by promoting fair, valid, and educationally 
beneficial evaluation of students, teachers, and schools. FairTest also works to end the misuses 
and flaws of testing practices that impede those goals.”     
2 Reliability in testing can be thought of as a synonym for stability, consistency, or dependability. 
Kerlinger’s simile might be useful in understanding this concept. He writes: “A test is like a gun 
in its purpose. When we measure human attributes and abilities and achievements, we want to 
measure ‘true’ amounts of attributes that individuals possess. This is like hitting a target with a 
gun. With a test we want to hit the attribute. If a gun consistently hits a target—the shots cluster 
close together at or near the center of the target . . . we say it is reliable. Similarly with psychologi-
cal and sociological measures. If they hit the target, they are reliable.” (Kerlinger, 1979, p. 133)
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from year to year, and the answers therefore must be held back from public 
scrutiny. The ETS acknowledged it was possible to construct new equivalent 
exams every year; however, it would be an expensive process, and test-takers 
ultimately would bear the costs. 

Recognizing the power standardized exams have on the lives of individual 
test-takers, and failing to be persuaded by ETS’s arguments, New York and Cal-
ifornia enacted legislation allowing test-takers to see the answers after they had 
taken the exams. These truth-in-testing laws revealed ambiguity in test items. 
In some instances, more than one answer was correct. The ETS and other test-
makers took the issue to court, and in 1990 a federal district court judge in New 
York set aside the requirements of the test disclosure law on the grounds that 
it interfered with copyright laws. The truth-in-testing laws have cast doubt on 
the ability of tests to measure what they claim to measure, and have opened the 
issue of validity3 to public examination. 

There is good reason for public suspicion. Some people have intentionally 
used results of standardized tests to mislead the public. Take the case of the 
“magic mean,” uncovered by a physician in West Virginia. Local newspapers 
reported students in his state were performing above the national average on 
standardized tests. This intrigued him, considering that West Virginia had one 
of the highest rates of illiteracy in the nation. Further checking revealed that no 
state using the test was reported to be below the mean. The tests compared stu-
dent achievement with outdated and very low national norms. Therefore, the 
test results made even the worst test-taker (and the school systems that bought 
the tests) appear to be above average. As one testing critic notes, “standardized, 
nationally normed achievement tests give children, parents, school systems, 
legislatures, and the press inflated and misleading reports on achievement lev-
els” (Cannell, 1987, p. 3). 

Indeed, by the late 1990s, it was hard to find any school districts or states 
scoring below the mean on nationally normed standardized tests. These data 
have contributed to what has been termed the Lake Wobegon Effect, after the 
mythical Minnesota town created by Garrison Keillor in which “the women 
are strong, the men are good looking, and all the children are above average” 
(Fiske, 1988; Mehrens and Kaminski, 1989; Phillips, 1990). Testing designs of this 
type are not uncommon, and educators need to exercise caution before making 
inferences about quality of education based on data from standardized testing 
(Linn, 1993; Judson, 1996). For the past fifty years, psychometricians and com-
panies that market tests have convinced the public that short-answer tests are 
objective, scientific measures deserving of public confidence and faith, when 
in fact these tests suffer from vagueness, ambiguity, imprecision, and bias. In 

3 Validity refers to the ability of a test to measure what the test-maker wants to measure. Kerlinger 
uses the following example: “Suppose a group of teachers of social studies writes a test to measure 
students’ understanding of certain social concepts: justice, equality, and cooperation, for instance. 
The teachers want to know whether their students understand and can apply the ideas. But they 
write a test of only factual items about contemporary institutions. The test is then not valid for the 
purpose they had in mind.” (Kerlinger, 1979, p. 138)    
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truth, there is nothing scientific or objective about these items; highly subjective 
human beings write, test, compile, and interpret each item (Owen, 1985).  

  Bias and Irrelevance

Standardized tests have long been part of the college admissions process. 
 Testing held out the promise, now widely under attack, that admission to elite 
schools could be determined by achievement and merit rather than wealth or 
other factors. The now-familiar SAT exam was first developed in the late 1940s. 
Originally, the letters stood for Scholastic Aptitude Test, a form of intelligence 
test designed to sort students into various schools based on inherent ability. The 
name was changed to Scholastic Assessment Test, and today SAT is no longer 
considered an acronym but the name of the test itself. Make no mistake; the 
original SAT was designed by ETS (Educational Testing Service) to be a pure 
intelligence test, and it still is (Lemann, 2004).

Standardized testing programs discriminate against women, minorities, the 
poor, and English-language learners while failing to deliver on the promise of sci-
entific measurement and prediction. Although class rank and high school grades 
are far better predictors of college success, testing advocates argue that exam scores 
are very useful in estimating first-year college grades. Consequently, SAT and 
ACT scores are often part of the data colleges use in making admission and schol-
arship decisions. According to test-preparation companies, students with higher 
standardized test scores earn higher grade point averages during their first year 
in college. In fact, SAT and ACT scores accurately measure how well a student is 
likely to do only about half of the time (Chenoweth, 1997; FairTest, 2007b). 

 For women, the SAT  underpredicts  their first-year grades. In one study, the 
gap between average male and female scores on the test is 61 points. Female 
test-takers scored 50 points lower on the math section and 11 points lower on the 
verbal section of the exam. If the SAT accurately predicted grade point average, 
males would have higher first-year grade point averages than female students. 
But this is not the case. Despite lower scores on the SAT, women earned higher 
grades than men (Rosser, 1987; Perez, 2004). The SAT does not predict what it is 
supposed to predict: success in college. The scores students get on SAT exams 
have less meaning than ETS has promised. Rosser concluded that because of sex 
bias on the SAT exam, women have less chance of receiving financial aid, being 
accepted to college, and being invited to join programs for the gifted. Because of 
an invalid exam, women are likely to earn less money and lose out on appoint-
ments to positions of leadership. In 1989, a federal district court ruled that New 
York State’s Regents Scholarship, based on a student’s performance on the SAT 
exam, discriminated against women. Women had previously won only 43 per-
cent of the scholarships. After the decision, which required the State of New 
York to consider high school grades as well as standardized test scores, women 
won 51 percent of the awards (Arenson, 1996). 

 The problem of discrimination is made worse by “coaching”—the process 
of improving individual scores through test-preparation programs, some cost-
ing nearly $1,000. Unfortunately, college admissions officers cannot separate 
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applicants who were coached from those who were not. It is not possible to 
know if an individual’s test score was the product of his or her own effort or 
the work of one or more professional coaching companies. Coaching may raise 
a student’s score by 150 points or more on the SAT (FairTest, 2007a), creating a 
clear but unfair advantage in admissions for those who can afford to pay.  

  Tests, Curricula, and Learning 

 Despite their problems, standardized tests continue to exert great influence on 
schools. Every teacher knows that testing drives the curriculum: What is tested 
is taught. No teacher wants his or her students to perform poorly on standard-
ized achievement tests, and no school administrator wants his or her school to 
rank below others in the state or district. Everyone in education knows that, too 
often, newspapers report results of statewide testing in much the same way they 
report basketball standings. “We’re Number One” or “County Schools Lowest 
in State” are not uncommon headlines in many local newspapers. To avoid such 
invidious comparisons, schools gear instruction to the test. Over time, material 
not tested tends not to be taught. If only math and language arts are tested, 
other subjects, such as art and music, science and social studies, are likely to 
be deemphasized or eliminated. Teachers and administrators fall victim to test-
makers’ promises and the public’s misplaced faith in testing. In truth, there is 
no compelling reason to subject students to large-scale multiple-choice exams. 

National testing has become a national obsession. In the 1990s, President 
George Bush encouraged the education community to develop “New World 
Standards” in each of five core subject areas. President Clinton, in his 1997 State 
of the Union address, urged states to adopt higher standards and implement test-
ing programs to ensure the standards were met. The Elementary and Second-
ary Education Act passed in December 2001, during the presidency of George 
W. Bush, and referred to as the No Child Left Behind Act, requires each state to 
establish standards for all students in math and language arts. To measure the 
extent to which students are making “adequate yearly progress” toward meeting 
the standards, states must conduct academic assessments in grades three to eight 
and once in high school. The results of this legislation have been a bonanza for 
test-makers who have fallen over themselves in a mad scramble to rush standard-
ized tests to market. Many believe few outside of test-makers benefit from this 
legislation. FairTest argues that states are destroying local curricula and individu-
ally crafted assessment through the implementation of mandated standardized 
tests. The results have sorted students into winners and losers rather than help all 
children get a high-quality education (FairTest, 2008a). Recent polls by the Gallup 
Organization suggest that the public has become disenchanted with increased 
reliance on standardized testing. Asked about the value of teaching to the test, 
79 percent reported that it is a “bad thing” (Rose and Gallup, 2007, p. 37).   

There is an antidote to standardized testing that does not sacrifice account-
ability. In every community, teachers, parents, and administrators should select 
appropriate content based on students’ interests, experiences, goals, and needs. 
Teachers should teach that content with all the skill at their command, and 
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evaluate the extent of student learning with a wide variety of instruments. Stu-
dents should be encouraged to demonstrate their ability to think through written 
exercises, verbal expression, and informal papers, and should be given ample 
opportunity to demonstrate the reasons for their choices. Assessment of stu-
dent learning requires educators to develop a broader, richer array of measures 
(Ardovino, Hollingsworth, and Ybarra, 2000; Janesick, 2001; FairTest, 2008b). State 
and federal legislation should not try to reduce student achievement to a single 
numerical score. Multiple-choice tests cannot tell the story of academic success. 
Many students simply do not test well, and all students should be given multiple 
ways to demonstrate what they have learned. Assessment programs should be 
designed to improve student learning, not measure one student against another 
or measure a student’s progress against some arbitrary standard. 

 Assessment programs should focus on the individual student and examples 
of what they actually have produced. A student’s record of school achievement 
should include a rich portfolio of papers, essays, videos, poems, photographs, 
drawings, and tape-recorded answers, not a series of test scores. When parents 
want to know how well their child is doing in school, they should be able to 
review a portfolio of their child’s work with the teacher or at least receive a 
written narrative from the teacher. Good assessment requires schools to use 
multiple forms of evidence, both quantitative and qualitative, that is, numbers 
and human judgment. No important academic decision should be made on the 
basis of only one piece of information, such as a standardized test score, and 
scores from many standardized tests do not equal multiple forms of evidence 
( FairTest, 2008b). Parents should be suspicious of schools that confuse the scores 
on a norm-referenced examination with a child’s progress in the classroom. 
 Parents should not worry about a teacher who does not rely on standardized 
tests; they should worry more about teachers who believe standardized tests 
measure the ways in which a child’s mind works (Kohn, 2000). Educational 
decisions should not be based solely on test scores. Testing alone cannot con-
vey to students, parents, college admissions officers, or anyone else adequate 
information about individual achievement and ability. Standardized testing is a 
threat to educational improvement, and its use should be restricted.    

  POSITION 2: FOR EXPANDING TESTING 

Reform in elementary and secondary education remains in the forefront of 
the public’s mind . . . Most of these reforms rely on testing—testing to show 
increased rigor of school curricula, testing to determine if students advance 
and graduate, testing to judge the effectiveness of schools and teachers, and 
testing to compare districts, states, and nations. 

—P. E. Barton, director of ETS Policy Information 

Center, quoted in Bennett, 1998/2008, p. iii 

Americans support public education, but they are not satisfied with the cur-
rent quality of schooling. Only 11 percent of Americans say that their schools are 
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working well today, and a solid majority supports reforms that include develop-
ing higher standards for student achievement and holding students accountable 
for learning through regular, objective assessments (Hart and  Winston, 2005). 
Standardized tests may not be popular among everyone, but several decades 
of opinion research indicates that the public is quite comfortable with the con-
tributions standardized tests make to the quality of education. As one testing 
expert notes, “The American people have consistently advocated greater use 
of standardized testing, preferably with consequences for failure (i.e., ‘stakes’). 
The margins in favor have been huge. . . . Testing’s strong popularity extends 
across most stakeholder groups, including parents, students, employers and 
teachers” (Phelps, 2003, p. 15; 2005). 

Previous generations of education reformers concerned themselves with 
making education available to children of all classes and races, and to a large 
extent they were successful. By the 1990s, a higher percentage of students were 
completing high school than ever before. The issue is no longer  availability;  the 
current generation of reformers now is forced to consider the  quality  of school 
experiences. As Mortimer Adler (1982) argues, we cannot satisfy the legal 
 mandates for education simply by guaranteeing all children access to educa-
tion. In order to satisfy the educational responsibilities of a democratic soci-
ety, public education must demonstrate that each student is acquiring requisite 
skills and knowledge. Schools must guarantee the education they offer has a 
demonstrably positive effect on a student’s ability to read, write, and do math-
ematics, and that moving up the academic ladder from grade to grade is based 
on merit rather than social promotion. The issue of educational quality raises a 
broad range of questions about performance and accountability.

Answers to these questions must be based on high-quality hard data. 
Schools need quantifiable measures of student performance and docu-
mentation of teacher effectiveness if they hope to maintain public support. 
Policymakers must have objective information in order to make intelligent 
decisions. Although no single means of data collection is sufficient, data 
from well-designed standardized tests are crucial to an understanding 
of school outcomes. Good tests and good testing programs permit schools to 
gather information about curricula and students not available to them through 
other means. Without these data, schools cannot make appropriate decisions 
about curriculum quality or power of specific programs to enhance learning. 

Standardized testing is part of the scientific base that supports the art of 
teaching. Scientific testing permits measurement of the teacher’s art, comple-
menting as well as assessing classroom practice. Standardized testing sometimes 
has a negative connotation. You no doubt have heard that the tests are biased or 
unfair or worse. The truth is that standardized tests are designed to promote 
fairness and ensure a level playing field.  Standardized  refers to the fact that the 
test content and the conditions for test-takers are always and everywhere the 
same. When students take the ACT or the SAT, for example, they are all taking 
the same tests under the same testing conditions, and they will be compared 
with students of similar age and years of schooling (Sireci, 2005). Formal test-
ing programs were introduced into schools in the nineteenth century to counter 
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charges of examiner bias and subjectivity.4 Today, standardized testing programs 
also provide the yardstick society uses to chart the progress and shortcomings 
of education, and their results allow schools to report the status of education 
to public officials and parents. Test and measurement experts are often at odds 
with others in education, and have suffered abuse from critics skeptical about 
the power of testing and fearful of the testing agencies’ power to influence public 
policy. The purpose here is not to answer the critics or submit a brief in support 
of the Educational Testing Service or the National Assessment of Educational 
Progress. Instead, we will argue that (1) standardized testing is an essential 
tool for examining the measurable dimensions of education; and (2) education 
has entered an era of accountability. School officials must demonstrate that the 
money taxpayers spend for education is paying dividends in quality. 

  Testing for the Good of Schools and Students 

 Standardized testing is an essential element of rational curriculum work. The 
data testing programs generate help curriculum planners determine whether 
the measured outcomes of a given set of instructional inputs match the intended 
goals. In other words, tests can help educators find out if a specific program is 
working the way it was designed to work. When taxpayers are asked to foot 
the bill for a new science program in high schools or a new math program in 
elementary schools, they should be informed of the anticipated effects of these 
programs and how the results will be measured. The public demands account-
ability. The public views education reform proposals as incomplete without 
the means to hold teachers and administrators accountable (Hart and Winston, 
2005). This is a simple matter of cost accounting and fiscal responsibility. 

 Effective change does not occur by chance. Educational decisions must be 
made about student progress, rate of achievement of proximate goals, and the 
best choice among competing paths to the next objective. Educational planners 
need to choose appropriate measures of student attainment. Impressionistic 
data are not sufficient; anecdotal evidence is not scientific. It is not enough that 
a program “seems to be working” or teachers “claim to like” this method or 
that approach. Schools need to have better answers to direct questions about 
the curriculum and student learning. At what grade level are students read-
ing? What do diagnostic and prescriptive tests tell us about a child’s perform-
ance in academic skill areas? How much of the required curricula have students 
mastered? 

4 Nineteenth-century Britain, in the throes of an expanding domestic economy and of becoming 
an international empire, found it could not satisfy the demand for large numbers of middle-
class managers through the traditional patronage appointments. There simply were not enough 
privileged males—the sons of civil servants, members of Parliament, or others of wealth and 
connections—to fill the vacancies worldwide. Competitive exams were introduced to open the 
civil service to a broader range of male applicants. 
 The United States also used testing to democratize the selection of government workers. Political 
abuse, through patronage, was rampant in the nineteenth century. Civil Service reform began with the 
Pendleton Act of 1883, which established competitive exams for prospective government employees.  
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Standardized testing should not be viewed only as a report card but as part of 
an assessment system that permits schools to make decisions about curriculum and 
instruction. Standardized achievement tests are objective measures of performance. 
Standardized tests are designed to measure the extent to which the nation is meet-
ing its goals and responsibilities to provide educational quality to all children.  

  Shooting the Messenger 

 Since 1969, the federal government has financed an assessment program known 
as the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). Administered since 
1983, by the Educational Testing Service of Princeton, New Jersey, NAEP’s web-
site (www.nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard) describes the organization as “the 
only nationally representative and continuing assessment of what  America’s 
students need to know and can do in various subject areas”—mathematics, 
reading, science, writing, the arts, civics, economics, geography, and U.S. his-
tory. Among its other assessments, NAEP reports national test results for stu-
dents in grades four, eight, and twelve, in both public and private schools. The 
data from the NAEP national assessments are reported for individual states, as 
well as the national averages and for specific student groups in the population; 
for example, reports are grouped by race, ethnicity, and gender.

Consider Figure 14.1. It contains a sample of the NAEP questions used in 
the mathematics assessment of 2007.

Much of what NAEP reported in 2007 is very quite positive. For example:

 • The average mathematics score for eighth-graders was higher in 2007 than 
in any previous assessment year.

 • In 2007, white, black, and Hispanic students scored higher in mathematics 
than they did in 2005.

 • The white-black achievement score gap at grade 8 narrowed between 2005 
and 2007.

Some of the data from the 2007 Mathematics Assessment is quite troubling. 
For example:

 • In 2007, 30 percent of all eighth-graders were below the “basic” level of 
proficiency; 39 percent were at the basic level; only 31 percent were at the 
“proficient” level or above.

 • The average scores for black students in the eighth grade trailed the aver-
age scores for Hispanic and white students in the same grade level.

 • The average scores for eighth-grade public school students eligible for free 
or reduced price school lunch trailed behind classmates not eligible (Lee, 
Griggs, and Dion, 2007).

Reporting valid test results, good and bad, NAEP provides the nation 
with fair and accurate measures of achievement in important subject areas. It is 
perhaps the best national achievement program in the nation (Haladyna, 2002, 
p. 101). NAEP also collects significant demographic data from test-takers—such 
as race, gender, and the level of parental education—and these data permit an 
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   FIGURE 14.1 2007 Mathematics Assessment. Sample Question (Grade 8). 

 1.  Mr. Hardt bought a square piece of carpet with an area of 39 square yards. 
The length of each side of this carpet is between which of the following?

  A) 4 yards and 5 yards 
   B) 5 yards and 6 yards  
   C) 6 yards and 7 yards  
   D) 7 yards and 8 yards
   E) 9 yards and 10 yards   
    Content Area: Measurement (Low complexity)
     National Results: 49 percent correct

BA
E

D

C

43⬚ 57⬚

  2. In the figure above, what is the measure of angle DAC? 
  A) 47°
   B) 57°  
   C) 80°  
   D) 90°  
   D) 137°   
    Content Area: Geometry (Low complexity)
    National Results: 54 percent correct  

  3.  How many 200-milliliter servings can be poured from a pitcher 
that contains 2 liters of juice? 

  A)   20  
   B) 15  
   C) 10  
   D) 5  
   E) 1   
    Content Area: Number Properties and Operations (Moderate complexity)
    National Results: 37 percent correct  

Mon. Tues. Wed. Thurs. Fri. Sat.

Number Sold, n 4 0 5 2 3 6

Profit, p $2.00 $0.00 $2.50 $1.00 $1.50 $3.00

4.  Angela makes and sells special-occasion greeting cards. The table above shows 
the relationship between the number of cards sold and her profit. Based on the 
data in the table, which of the following equations shows how the number of 
cards sold and profit (in dollars) are related?

  A) p = 2n
   B) p = 0.5n
   C) p = n – 2
   D) p = 6 – n 
   E) p = n + 1 

   Content Area: Algebra (Moderate complexity)
   National Results: 54 percent correct  
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examination of student scores in the context of the student’s learning and home 
environments. For example, a long-term trand assessment asked students about 
the time they spent on homework and about computer access and use. The 
assessment also found that, “At age 13, the percentage of students spending less 
than 1 hour on homework increased from 36 percent in 1984 to 40 percent in 
2004,” and “The percentage of 13-year-olds with access to computers in school 
increased from 12 percent in 1978 to 57 percent in 2004” (Perie and Moran, 2005, 
pp. 1–5). 

 The point here is not to champion NAEP but to celebrate the contributions 
that standardized testing programs make to our understanding of educational 
outcomes, and to argue that without high-quality data from standardized tests, 
we would not be able to assess and understand the level of students’ subject 
matter knowledge. What other measures are available? For example, would a 
comparison of students’ grades over time tell us very much about achievement? 
Of course not. Research indicates the persistence of grade inflation, defying 
easy understanding of what an “A” means now and what it did 20 years ago 
(Woodruff and Ziomek, 2004a). Research also confirms another commonsense 
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5.  For a science project, Marsha made the scatterplot above that gives the test scores 
for the students in her math class and the corresponding average number of fish 
meals per month. According to the scatterplot, what is the relationship between 
test scores and the average number of fish meals per month?

  A) There appears to be no relationship.
   B) Students who eat fish more often score higher on tests.
   C) Students who eat fish more often score lower on tests.
   D)  Students who eat fish 4–6 times per month score higher on tests than those 

who do not eat fish that often.
   E)  Students who eat fish 7 times per month score lower on tests than those who 

do not eat fish that often.   
    Content Area: Data Analysis and Probability (Low complexity)
    National Results: 62% correct   

  Source:   http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/itmrls/itemdisplay.   
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notion: the poor reliability of grades as a measure of student achievement. As 
everyone knows, a student’s grades reflect not only the student’s achievements, 
but also the grading climate of the school the student attended and whether 
the student’s teachers were “tough” or “easy” graders (Woodruff and Ziomek, 
2004b). By contrast, standardized test scores have the same meaning in all 
schools. No other forms of assessment can compete with standardized tests for 
gathering valid, reliable, and economical data about student performance.  

  Limits to Alternate Assessments

 Most of us are familiar with tests that indirectly measure what we know. For 
example, a test-maker who wanted to determine students’ woodworking abil-
ity might devise a test composed of a series of multiple-choice items. Students 
might be asked which of the following tools would be needed to make a wooden 
bowl: (a) a ball peen hammer, (b) a lathe chisel, (c) a screwdriver, or (d) a wrench? 
Other questions might probe the students’ knowledge of various types of wood, 
appropriate procedures for using power tools, types of finishing materials, and 
safety procedures. These items taken together might indicate a student’s knowl-
edge of bowl making, but the student’s score would tell the test-maker very little 
about the student’s actual ability to fashion a wooden bowl. A more direct meas-
ure of that ability would entail taking students into a fully equipped woodwork-
ing shop to watch them set about making a bowl from a block of wood. This 
authentic measure of performance would allow the test-taker to demonstrate 
actual ability in a real-life situation, and would allow the test-giver to ask why 
students followed certain procedures or omitted others (Cizek, 1991). 

However, authentic assessment is expensive, time-consuming, and impos-
sible to implement on a large scale (Phelps, 2003). Standardized tests have 
unrivaled ability to deliver objective data that allow test-takers to know where 
they stand in relation to others and that permit policy-makers to gauge the 
progress of educational change. As the CEO of ETS notes, “When it comes to 
promoting standards, accountability, and student achievement, well-designed 
research-based assessments are fundamental. That’s true whether they’re meas-
uring student learning at the end of a course of study or during a classroom 
lesson . . . [They] help identify a school’s strength and weakness and point the 
way to improvement. They can ensure that higher standards mean something” 
(Landgraff, 2007).

Assessment of student learning always entails problems. Although 
 policy-makers would prefer easy, accurate, and inexpensive assessments, their 
designs must be complex to account for variations among students, teachers, 
and curricula (Linn, 1993; Koretz et al., 1994). Charges that well-constructed, 
appropriately-standardized exams are guilty of ethnic and gender bias cannot 
be substantiated by the evidence of the research literature (Reynolds, Living-
ston, and Wilson, 2006). Psychometric test designers continue to produce better, 
more reliable testing instruments. Everyone interested in improving education 
would benefit from expanded use of standardized tests. They are both neces-
sary and beneficial for schools and students.    
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  For Discussion 

   1. Everyone agrees that good teachers are central to improving student learning. 
However, identifying good teachers has never been easy. In 2008, New York City 
Public Schools examined whether good teachers could be identified through the per-
formance of their students on standardized tests. The teachers were to be judged by 
how much progress their students made in the course of a year and how the students’ 
progress compared with similar populations of students taught by other teachers. 

  Should teachers be evaluated by the performance of their students on standard-
ized exams? Are there other/better ways to identify good teachers? Should the teach-
ers of the highest performing students be paid more than other teachers?   

  2. Some research indicates parents want tests that produce information about how well 
their children are performing, how well they can solve problems, and where they 
need additional help. In one example, parents were asked to compare two sample 
items from a standardized test:

 a.  How much change will you get if you have $6.55 and spend $4.32? (1) $2.23, 
(2) $2.43, (3) $3.23, (4) $10.87, and  

  b. Suppose you couldn’t remember what 8 × 7 is. How could you figure it out?    
  Parents preferred the second question because they believed it to be more chal-

lenging and would likely lead teachers to a better understanding of children’s think-
ing about mathematics (Kohn, 2000, p. 45). 

  As a student do you prefer question a or b? Which is more common? Are both 
necessary?

  3. Charles Murray of the American Enterprise Institute writes: “For most high school stu-
dents who want to attend an elite college, the SAT is more than a test. It is one of life’s 
landmarks” (2007, p.1). Once a supporter of the exam, Murray now believes that the exam 
should be abolished. Citing research evidence, he argues that the SAT does not predict 
college success any better than high school grades and it has become a negative force in 
American life. In 2008, FairTest reported that 755 four-year colleges did not use the SAT-1 
or the ACT to admit a substantial number of undergraduates (www.fairtest.org) .

  If you were designing the admission process for your college or university, what 
standardized tests, if any, would you use? In place of, or in addition to, standard-
ized tests, how would you decide which students get the opportunity to attend your 
school? Would you use class rank, high school grades, interviews, records of extracur-
ricular activities, or the academic rigor of the student’s high school classes? Would 
you include the applicant’s history of service or athletics, whether or not the applicant 
was first-generation college, or the socioeconomic status of the applicant’s family?     
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  PA R T  T H R E E

How Should Schools 
Be Organized and 

Operated? 
 School Environment 

   About Part Three:    In  Chapter 1 , we 
argue that educational issues can be 
fully understood only by examining 
them against a larger social backdrop. 
Schooling and school policy are part 
of the political and economic context 
of society, and while issues in educa-
tion may at first glance seem to concern 
only matters of instruction and learning 
and assessment, we believe schools are 
influenced by the social values of the 
communities in which they are located 
and the political systems that sustain 
them. Schools and society cannot be 
separated, and the influence flows in 
both directions. Schools influence soci-
ety by how young children are educated 
and the values and content that are 
prized and passed on to them. Schools 
and society form a mutually-sustaining 
environment with obvious tensions. 

 Discipline and justice, unions and 
school leadership, academic freedom, 
inclusion and mainstreaming, and 

violence in schools are issues about the 
school environment you will be asked 
to consider here. The five chapters in 
this section focus on questions about 
the ways in which schools are organ-
ized and operated, and their relation-
ship to justice and the just society.

  PUBLIC EDUCATION AND 
PUBLIC PURPOSE 

  The link between society and the kinds 
of schools necessary to support it was 
described by Plato (427–347  B.C.E ). 
Although Plato often is referred to as the 
“first philosopher of education,” he was 
less interested in schools than their role 
in supporting the state. Plato’s views of 
education came directly from his ideas 
about justice and the just society. For 
Plato, justice is so great a good that it is 
worth any cost, even the sacrifice of indi-
vidual liberty. Plato believed democracy 
was dangerous and unnecessary, and 



354  PART THREE: How Should Schools Be Organized and Operated?

be yond the intellectual grasp of most 
citizens. He argued that the great mass 
of people were not able to move beyond 
the enjoyment of bodily pleasure to the 
pleasure of honor, and only a few of the 
latter group were capable of enjoying 
the truest pleasure, that of the intellect 
(Curren, 2000, p. 51). For Plato, justice 
is the harmony achieved by everyone 
doing the work for which they were 
best suited and trained. Farmers farm; 
craftsmen build; philoso  phers rule. 
Democracy is dangerous to Plato’s way 
of thinking; it could produce injustice 
and chaos by allowing people without 
good reasoning powers the freedom 
to choose their own direction in life as 
well as their own leaders. 

 Most contemporary definitions of jus -
tice involve the equal treatment of 
individuals and relationship among 
individuals within a fair and democratic 
system. That is, justice is related to the 
principle of each person getting what 
he or she is due—no more, no less—of 
all things, good and bad. Most modern 
writers try to situate justice in an indi-
vidual context. They ask, what should 
the state do (or refrain from doing) to 
determine who should enjoy the bene-
fits and shoulder the burdens of society 
when other citizens have equally good 
claims to them (Rawls, 1971; Nozick, 
1974)? In America, we often think of 
justice both as a right of citizens and an 
obligation of the state. Justice demands 
certain actions by the state to ensure 

fairness. By law, American citizens are 
to be treated equally. Their behavior, 
right or wrong, is to be judged inde-
pendent of gender or race or social class. 
The just society treats everyone fairly. 
Of course we can all think of exceptions 
to this principle of justice. It is a safe bet 
there are always more paupers than 
millionaires on death row, and we can 
all name individuals who have escaped 
minor infractions of the law because of 
who they are or who they know. Our 
notion of modern justice, however, is 
rooted in the principle of fair treatment 
by the state for all individuals, and we 
are taught to accept no less. 

 In Part One, we argue that school is 
both the source of public disputes and 
a logical place for their thoughtful reso-
lution. We encouraged you to consider 
the logic and evidence of competing 
views on six specific issues. We ask, 
whose interests should schools serve 
based on what is just and equitable. In 
Part Two, we ask you to consider what 
knowledge is of most value and what 
should be taught. The organization of 
this book reflects our belief that schools 
are social institutions and any notion of 
schooling begins with questions focus-
ing on the expectations society has for 
student achievement and behavior and 
social justice. Plato’s view of schools 
is similarly linked to social ends, but 
because we might not share his view of 
justice, we might not share his vision of 
the ideal school. 1  Of particular interest 

   1 Karl Popper, the late British philosopher (1902–1994), argues Plato’s sense of justice is not based 
on fairness for the individual or right action by the state to protect the individual, but is instead a 
justification for what is good for the state and the ruling aristocracy. Plato’s justice, according to 
Popper, is designed to protect the state from any change and to hold firm the rigid class structure 
of Craftsmen, Guardians, and Rulers. Plato’s justice is a property of the state necessary to ensure its 
own best functioning and ultimate survival. Citizens of Plato’s state fall into social classes because 
of their natural talents and abilities, and are all expected to serve the state in different, fixed, and 
predetermined ways. Some men will naturally be weavers; others will be warriors; and a few will 
be selected to lead. Craftsmen will never become warriors; leadership will be left to the leaders. 
Justice is the harmonious and selfless toil of individuals in support of the state (Popper, 1966).  



PART THREE: How Should Schools Be Organized and Operated?  355

in Part Three is the job of teaching. One 
set of questions running through  Chap-
ters 15  through  19  asks you to consider 
the role teachers should play in schools. 
How is school discipline related to and 
affected by notions of justice? What 
should be the nature of teachers’ work? 
How much decision-making author-
ity should teachers have? How should 
the work of teachers be organized and 
managed to maximize student learn-
ing? How free should teachers be to 
select content and teaching methods? 

 Consider Plato’s recommendations for 
teaching subject matter. In Book II of 
the  Republic,  Plato argues, “we must set 
up a censorship over the fable-makers, 
and approve any good fable they 
make, and disapprove the bad; those 
which are approved we will persuade 
the mothers and nurses to tell the chil-
dren, and to mould the souls of the 
children by the fables even more care-
fully than the bodies by their hands. 
Most of those they tell now must be 
thrown away” (Plato, 1984, p. 174). 
Plato recognizes that stories have great 
influence on children’s behaviors, and 
many childhood behaviors carry into 
adulthood. Plato advocates censorship 
of all stories that are either (a) false, or 
(b) true, if the truth of the story is not 
in harmony with the needs of the state. 
The poets and other storytellers, Plato 
tells us, are dangerous because their 
writ ing is so beautiful and engaging. 
The charm of their words, when false, 
could lead children to adopt the wrong 
attitudes, but even when they speak 
the truth, they could lead children 
astray (Copleston, 1993). 

 Plato argues public education “is 
necessary to a just city because it is 
essential to good order, consensual 
rule and human virtue, happiness and 

rationality” (Curren, 2000, p. 53). For 
Plato, exercising censorship over what 
is taught helps to create a positive 
educational environment. It protects a 
vulnerable class of young citizens from 
dangerous effects of an inappropriate 
body of literature: stories that harm 
the individual and myths that under-
mine the state. Children are sheltered 
from stories in which the gods are 
portrayed as deceivers or dissemblers, 
changeable or fickle. In school, the 
gods always are represented as eter-
nal simplicity and truth. To portray 
the gods in a bad light would harm 
the child and ultimately the state. It is 
nothing less than the duty of schools to 
prevent damage, as long as the meth-
ods of prevention are no more harmful 
than the evils they are to guard against 
(Copleston, 1993). Platonic education 
is to form character and judgments 
about good and evil in harmony with 
virtues of both the individual and the 
state. Education, according to Plato, 
is designed to “induce an admiration 
for what is admirable and hatred for 
what is shameful, and by means of 
this harmony with reason, as receptiv-
ity to reason which will mature into a 
capacity to grasp why some things are 
to be admired and others condemned” 
(Curren, 2000, p. 52). 

 Plato represents the authoritarian 
school tradition in which, a) society 
has an obligation to exclude from con-
sideration in schools anything that 
may harm its interests, and b) teachers 
have no inherent right to teach; they 
are to be the obedient servants of the 
state. Plato prized tradition and rec-
ommended censorship of new ideas: 
“When the poet says that men care 
most for ‘the newest air that hovers on 
the singer’s lips,’ they will be afraid lest 
he be taken not merely to mean new 
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songs, but to commending a new style 
of music. Such innovation is not to be 
commended, nor should the poet be so 
understood. The introduction of novel 
fashions in music is a thing to beware 
of as endangering the whole fabric of 
society” (Cornford, 1968, p. 115). 

 Unlike Plato, most people today believe 
in the potential of progress and value 
of change. Few people would deny 
teachers the right to select appropriate 
teaching methods and be innovative in 
the classroom. Many believe, however, 
that control of the curriculum’s sub-
ject matter remains the rightful prov-
ince of the state or community and not 
the teacher. To empower teachers with 
authority over the curriculum is to 
disempower taxpayers, their elected 
community representatives (boards of 
education), and school administrators. 
Consider yourselves, for a moment, 
not as teachers or prospective teach-
ers, but as taxpayers with children in 
public schools. Would you be comfort-
able paying school taxes while hav-
ing little or no say in the education of 
your children? Would you be willing 
to leave decisions about curriculum, 
textbooks, teaching methodology, and 
evaluation to teachers who are not 
directly accountable to you? Or would 
you prefer to have these policy matters 
rest in the hands of school administra-
tors and elected school boards who 
are responsible to you as a citizen and 
community resident? Clearly, a strong 
case can be made for community con-
trol of schools. 

 Others will argue with equal conviction 
that school reform has failed in the past 
largely because reformers have ignored 
the role teachers play. For today’s 
schools to become more satisfying and 

more thought-provoking for children, 
they must first become better work 
places for teachers. Teachers must be 
allowed to assume their rightful place 
as professionals with genuine author-
ity in schools; they should control 
matters of curriculum, instruction, 
and policy. Teachers should be able to 
assume a responsible role in shaping 
the purposes of schooling (Aronowitz 
and Giroux, 1985). How many thought-
ful, creative people would teach in 
a school district that refused to listen to 
them about matters of curriculum and 
instruction? 

 Arguments about the organization 
and management of schools lie along 
a continuum of political thought. The 
left or liberal end of the continuum 
includes those who tend to be sym-
pathetic toward the rights of workers 
and toward teacher empowerment. 
It also includes those with positive 
views of unions and union involve-
ment in school policy matters, as well 
as those who champion academic 
freedom for public school teachers. 
The left also tends to be critical of dis-
cipline policies that fall most heavily 
on minorities and the poor. Instead 
of developing increasingly draconian 
punishments, they argue, schools 
should work to reduce the causes 
of disorder in schools. The right or 
conservative end of the continuum 
includes those more comfortable with 
the traditional exercise of authority 
in the schools. They tend to oppose 
any attempt to weaken community 
control of schools, such as granting 
greater power to teachers. Those on 
the right tend to be less sympathetic 
toward unions, often viewing them as 
the protectors of incompetent teach-
ers and as unwise meddlers in local 
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school management. Conservatives 
typically share a less than generous 
view toward extending academic 
freedom to public school teachers, 
regarding it as an overused shield 
for spreading ill-founded and even 
dangerous ideas in the classroom. 
Conservatives tend to support strict 
school disciplinary practices to main-
tain an orderly learning environment 
and zero-tolerance policies to punish 
those who cross the line from order to 
disobedience and dangerous behav-
ior. Of course, we need to be cautious 
about painting with too broad a brush. 
Our goal is not to label school critics, 
but to make you more aware of com-
peting perspectives in education. As 
you think about what teaching should 
be, look to the arguments of both left 
and right. Where do you find yourself 
along the spectrum of opinion on each 
issue? What evidence do you find most 
convincing? Is there a middle ground 
between any or all of the issues?   

  THE ISSUES OF 
INSTRUCTIONAL 
LEADERSHIP AND 

ACADEMIC FREEDOM 

  The public views teachers positively. A 
poll by Phi Delta Kappa and the Gal-
lup Organization asked parents if they 
would like to see their child pursue a 
career as a teacher. Sixty-two percent 
of the parents said yes, the fourth 
highest total in the nine times the 
same question has been asked (Rose 
and Gallup, 2005, p. 19). This is not to 
say that all is well with the teaching 
profession. Teaching continues to be 
described as a “careerless profession,” 
a good entry-level job that offers only 

limited opportunity for promotion 
or increases in authority and salary 
(Etzioni, 1969; Lortie, 1975). Upon 
graduation from college, most people 
pursue a series of work experiences 
and job-related career moves that 
bring them additional responsibili-
ties and greater compensation. A few 
teachers—mainly those who move 
from classroom teaching through the 
principalship to central office admin-
istration—follow a similar ascent. 
However, most teachers typically do 
not have access to a promotion path 
that includes a series of increasingly 
rewarding positions. 

 Beginning in the 1980s, researchers 
uncovered a variety of problems with 
public schooling. Educational expen-
ditures had never been higher, but 
scores on standardized achievement 
tests were hitting all-time lows. Restive 
teachers demanded higher salaries, 
while the popular press delighted in 
printing stories of increases in school 
violence, crime, and the numbers of 
poorly educated students. Studies crit-
icized everything from student learn-
ing to teacher preparation (Boyer, 1983; 
National Commission on Excellence in 
Education, 1983; Goodlad, 1984; Sizer, 
1984; Goodlad, 1990; Archibold, 1998; 
Levine, 2006). Schools were said to be 
in crisis, and the nation was declared 
at risk because of the poor quality 
of teaching and learning. Teachers 
were held up to public scrutiny, and 
their work was weighed, measured, 
and assessed. Everywhere, research-
ers found dull, lifeless teaching; an 
absence of academic focus; bored, 
unchallenged students; and teachers 
mired in routine and paperwork. An 
inescapable conclusion of the 1980s 
research was that teachers were not 
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doing, or were not able to do, the job 
expected of them. While some advo-
cates of change seized on standards-
based reform and championed NCLB 
legislation, others focused on teachers 
and teaching. The conditions of teach-
ing were revisited as objects of policy 
reform, and teachers’ work has been 
reopened for debate (Tye and O’Brien, 
2002; Ingersoll, 2003; Smylie and 
Miretzky, 2004). Would student learn-
ing improve though a restructuring 
of teachers’ work? Is there something 
wrong with the model of schools that 
separates teaching from school man-
agement? Would teaching be a more 
attractive career choice if teachers were 
allowed to play larger roles in school 
management and school reform? In 
short, should schools be organized to 
include classroom teachers as school 
leaders and managers, or are schools 
and students better off when leader-
ship is left to others? Conservatives 
cite research evidence that finds little 
or no relationship between teacher 
leadership and student achievement. 
Liberals, on the other hand, argue that 
unions have had a positive effect on 
education, and collective bargaining 
and union influence should extend 
beyond wages and hours to include 
matters of school policy and reform. 
For those on the left, the success of 
school reform is directly linked to 
teachers, and they see no better way 
to involve teachers in school reform 
than guaranteeing them a formal role 
in running the schools. 

 Plato introduced the topic of censor-
ship in education: Modern democ-
racies pay less attention to school 
censorship than they do to the other 
side of the coin—-the right to inquire 
freely in schools. What place should 

academic freedom play in defining 
the teacher’s role? If you view teach-
ers as the leaders in education, then 
you are likely to believe they have a 
“right to teach,” based on their special 
skills and knowledge, and this right 
should be supported and protected. 
If, instead, you see teachers as crafts-
men or practitioners who merit little 
authority over the curriculum, then 
you may be less willing to grant them 
the same freedoms enjoyed by those 
who teach in colleges and universities. 
“Academic freedom,” as commonly 
applied to higher education, is a con-
temporary term for the classical ideal 
of the right to teach and learn (Hofs-
tadter and Metzger, 1955). Socrates, 
Plato’s teacher, charged with impiety 
and the corruption of Athenian youth, 
defended himself by arguing that all 
wickedness is due to ignorance and 
that he and his students had the free-
dom to pursue truth. Socrates argued 
the freedom to teach and learn is 
essential to uncover knowledge and 
improve society. His fellow citizens 
were not persuaded and sentenced 
Socrates to death. Academic freedom 
has fared better; though regularly 
attacked and battered, it has sur-
vived. Academic freedom, as applied 
to American higher education today, 
typically refers to several related 
freedoms: (1) the freedom of profes-
sors to write, research, and teach in 
their field of special competence; (2) 
the freedom of universities to deter-
mine policies and practices unfettered 
by political restraints or other outside 
pressures; and (3) the freedom of stu-
dents to learn. 

 Advocates argue that academic free-
dom ensures freedom of the mind 
for both students and scholars and 



PART THREE: How Should Schools Be Organized and Operated?  359

therefore is essential to the pursuit of 
truth, the primary mission of higher 
edu cation (Kirk, 1955; MacIver, 1955). 
The American Civil Liberties Union 
(ACLU) objects to limiting academic 
freedom to university settings. The 
ACLU claims academic freedom 
should extend to public schools, which 
they describe as the “authentic aca-
demic community” for young people. 
“If each new generation is to acquire 
a feeling for civil liberties,” the ACLU 
argues, “it can do so only by having a 
chance to live in the midst of a commu-
nity where the principles are continu-
ally exemplified” (ACLU, 1968, p. 4). 
The issue of academic freedom raises 
a series of difficult questions about the 
organization of the school environ-
ment: What is academic freedom and 
whom should it protect? Is it a right 
that can be extended to teachers at all 
grade levels? Does academic freedom 
clash with the community’s right to 
determine what to teach its children? 
Can higher education continue to 
claim academic freedom as a special 
right reserved for university experts 
(Hook, 1953)? Or is this an essential 
right in all learning environments?   

  ORGANIZING SCHOOL 
ENVIRONMENTS FOR 
STUDENTS WHO ARE 

“HARD TO TEACH” 
AND MANAGE 

  Among the great debates about 
schooling is one that asks what schools 
should do with students who are hard 
to teach. Those on one side in the 
debate argue that schools are designed 
and organized to teach subject matter, 
and may weed out or exclude those 

students who do not show sufficient 
compliance or the ability to learn. 
The other side counters that schools 
are student-centered institutions, and 
there  fore must bend subject matter 
and programs around all the students. 
The argument has been going on for 
over 100 years. It was central in the 
discussions about schools through-
out the twentieth century, and so far 
has resisted resolution in the early 
twenty-first century. In 1902, John 
Dewey characterized the dispute as 
argument between two “sects.” The 
subject-matter sect wanted to organize 
schools by academic topics, subdivided 
into separate lessons, with each lesson 
having its own set of facts for students 
to learn. Children were to proceed step 
by step in the mastery of individual 
facts until they had covered the pre-
scribed academic terrain. The other 
sect, Dewey argued, focused on the 
individual child as the starting point, 
middle, and end of education. The aca-
demic terrain was irrelevant compared 
to the needs and interests of individual 
learners (Loveless, 2001, p. 1). 

 Among other things, we ask that you 
consider how school should provide 
the most appropriate education for 
students who have “special needs.” 
Children with particular mental or 
physical disabilities, who are emo-
tionally disturbed, or who have other 
specific needs fall into this category. 
Sometimes the term  exceptional  is 
applied to this group of children in 
educational literature; usually, this 
term also includes children identified 
as gifted and talented. The main reason 
for trying to identify and evaluate chil-
dren with special or exceptional needs 
is to provide them with appropriate 
educational assistance. For children 
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with physical disabilities, that may 
mean special equipment such as mag-
nification devices for the children with 
visual impairment. For children with 
learning disabilities, it may mean spe-
cially prepared teaching materials. For 
gifted and talented children, it may 
mean artistic tutoring or advanced 
academic work. The fundamental 
question is one of degree: How much 
should school environments be modi-
fied to accommodate learners? When 
schools try to meet the needs of all stu-
dents, do they run the risk of serving 
no student very well?  

In the twenty-first century, public 
schools are asked to do more with 
a wider range of students than ever 
before. In the heavy-handed state ide-
alized by Plato, citizens received an 
education limited by social class. In 
the  Republic,  justice was served when 
every citizen and every class of citizens 
functioned harmoniously, each being 
educated and performing accord-
ing to his or her abilities and inclina-
tions for the harmonious good of the 
state. Athenian education was not to 
produce citizens who were “to go their 
own way,” as Plato put it. American 
society and its schools, along with oth-
ers in the West, have adopted a different 
understanding of justice and relation-
ships between the individual and the 
state. Influenced by philosophers who 
followed Plato (in particular, his stu-
dent, Aristotle, and later, Immanuel 
Kant) justice has been identified less 
frequently as something that exists in 
the state and more often as something 
that resides within the individual. 
Education in democracies requires 
individuals make their own decisions 
about vocation and training and type 
of schooling to be received. Interests 

of the individual are considered para-
mount, and the state is thought to be 
just only when the majority of citi-
zens are served well. Public schools 
are designed to serve all students. 
Clearly, problems arise at the margins. 
How should schools tend to children 
with special needs, the unusually 
disaffected, the gifted as well as the 
troubled? We know students are at a 
terrible disadvantage if they are not 
graduated from high school, but what 
should be done with students whose 
very presence in school works to the 
academic detriment of others?  Chap-
ter 19  will ask you to look at the issue 
of school violence. 

 As you are no doubt aware, violence 
has become one of the most troubling 
problems facing American educa-
tors. Schools, once safe havens from 
the outside world, now must contend 
with acts of bullying and violence at 
every grade level. With school vio-
lence on the increase, experts continue 
to debate its causes and how schools 
should handle violent students. Many 
teachers and criminologists argue the 
time has come to crack down on the 
most violent offenders and expel 
them from school. They argue that 
the school’s job is to teach academic 
subject matter to those who are at least 
minimally willing to cooperate. Others 
argue that educators are responsible 
for helping students with whatever 
problems they bring to school, even 
if this means expand ing the role of 
schools into nonacademic areas. 

 Although this book is divided into 
three parts, we believe the parts are 
related to one another in important 
ways, and also believe you are better 
able to understand schools and issues 
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surrounding education by consider-
ing the interrelationships. Part One 
focuses on the interests schools should 
serve; the chapters ask you to consider 
the nature of justice and equity and 
what they mean for people interested 
in public education. Justice is one of 
the oldest of the social virtues. If jus-
tice is about social fairness, with each 
getting what he or she is due, how is 
this related to the practical matters of 
education? The chapters in Part One 
ask you to examine competing per-
spectives about the interests schools 
should serve, and ask you to decide 
which positions seem to you to be the 
more just and offer greater equity. 

 Part Two asks what knowledge 
schools should teach. Those on one 
side of the debate argue that knowl-
edge is neutral and American society 
in the early twenty-first century has 
an agreed-upon body of knowledge 
important for all citizens and should 
be taught in all schools. Not every-
one believes there is or should be one 
uniform body of knowledge. Pick-
ing up a philosophic argument as 
old as Heraclitus, a pre-Socratic phi-
losopher, and amplified by Friedrich 
Nietzsche and more contemporary 
philosophers, those on the other side 
of the argument claim that all truth 
is perspectival. For them, a single or 
absolute truth does not exist; what 
we call knowledge is the perspective 
or interpretations made by various 
groups and classes of people. There is 
no single truth but many truths based 
on individual factors such as age, race, 
nationality, religion, and gender. Men 
and women see the world differently; 
the young and the old rarely agree. 
No one perspective is considered to 
be more true than others. All have 

an equal right to be heard. Schools, 
for those who subscribe to this view, 
should not pretend to teach knowl-
edge as if it were an agreed-upon, 
objective, and neutral representation 
of reality. There are many competing 
realities, and schools must teach mul-
tiple perspectives of what is true. Joel 
Spring (2002a, 2002b), for one, argues 
that schools will always be places of 
conflict among those who hold com-
peting notions of justice, equity, and 
forms of knowledge flowing from var-
ied perspectives. 

 Part Three asks you to consider the 
human environment of schools, spe-
cifically the rights and roles of teach-
ers and whether or not we can teach 
all students in public schools. These 
issues are likely to be related to your 
positions on the nature of knowledge, 
the content you believe schools should 
teach, and ultimately your views of 
justice and equity. We hope you will 
find the arguments on both sides con-
vincing and engaging, and encourage 
your thoughtful deliberations and 
disagreements. Our goal is to present 
for your consideration competing 
perspectives on important issues. We 
again invite your understanding and 
encourage well-reasoned dialogues. 
As we wrote in  Chapter 1 , if you like 
arguments, you’ll love the study of 
education. 
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  C H A P T E R  1 5

Discipline and Justice: 
Zero Tolerance or Discretion 

What concept of justice should govern school 
and classroom discipline? 

   POSITION 1: ZERO-TOLERANCE DISCIPLINARY POLICIES 
PROVIDE JUSTICE IN PUBLIC SCHOOLS 

    In the end, those kids who receive less than firm, fair, and consistent disci-
pline end up being taught that there are no consequences for inappropriate—
and sometimes illegal—behavior as long as it occurs within the grounds of 
those schools having administrators who are often more worried about keep-
ing their disciplinary and criminal incident reports down for the sake of their 
own career advancement.

—National School Safety and Security Services, 2008

Why We Need Zero-Tolerance Policies 

 Every day in American public schools, students and adults face disrespect, dis-
ruption, and disorder. Countless minutes and hours, which could be used for 
teaching and learning, are lost in classrooms each year as teachers struggle to 
control unruly students. Zero-tolerance policies assure that such students can 
and will be removed from the school setting. They protect the educational rights 
of the majority of students from being violated by undisciplined classmates. 
While these policies may at first appear harsh, in fact, they are an important tool 
for school personnel who seek to carry out their mandate to educate the next 
generation of responsible American citizens. 

Discipline problems in public schools receive substantial attention when 
the rare, but devastating, acts of violence take place. However, once the media 
spotlight dims, the significant difficulties faced by teachers and students in 
thousands of schools continue. In the most recent government report regarding 
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school safety, 28 percent of students reported being bullied at school (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2007, Figure 11.3); 37 percent saw hate-related graf-
fiti in school (U.S. Department of Education, 2007, Figure 10.1); and 11 percent 
were the targets of hate-related comments (U.S. Department of Education, 2007, 
Figure 10.1). Twenty-four percent said there were gangs at their school (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2007, Figure 8.1). A quarter reported that drugs were 
available to them on campus (U.S. Department of Education, 2007, Figure 9.1). 
Almost 14 percent were involved in a physical fight (U.S. Department of Educa-
tion, 2007, Figure 13.1). Seven percent reported carrying a gun to school (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2007, Figure 14.1). 

School safety is an issue for teachers as well. A quarter of a million were 
threatened with injury by a student during the previous 12 months (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2007, Figure 5.1). Some students made good on 
their threats—127,500 teachers were physically attacked by a student (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2007, Figure 5.2). In all, there were 1.5 million violent 
incidents—rapes, sexual assaults, physical attacks, and robberies in American 
schools (U.S. Department of Education, 2007, Figure 6.2). A recent study indi-
cated that almost half of teachers leaving the profession cited student discipline 
issues as one of the causes (Mississippi Youth Justice Project, 2008). 

 Removing disruptive students from class has become a Herculean task in 
some school districts. For example the discipline code for New York City schools 
is over 27 pages long. It includes a “range of possible disciplinary options” that 
leaves students and, to a large extent, teachers and administrators confused 
about what happens when a child or adolescent violates an element of the code. 
The infractions are categorized in five levels, with a set of possible consequences 
for each level. (See  Table 15.1. ) 

 There are thirteen possible consequences running the gamut from admon-
ishment by school staff to expulsion. Each consequence can only be meted 
out by the appropriate bureaucrat. As the severity of the infraction increases, 
the authority to apply any consequence is reserved for personnel farther and 
farther removed from the student’s action—and its impact on the learning 
environment. For example, a teacher can remove a student from her class-
room for disruptive behavior, but only a regional superintendent can sus-
pend a student for longer than five days. Principals who want to suspend a 
disruptive general education student must follow most of the following steps 
 every  time. 

    • Confirm that the teacher who originally removed the student from class has 
followed the applicable regulations.  

   • Determine that the student’s behavior is so disruptive as to prevent the 
orderly operation of the school or represents a clear and present danger to 
the student, other students, or school personnel.  

   • Inform the student of the charges and evidence against him/her and listen 
to student’s side of the story.  

   • Inform the student that he/she is suspended and for how long.  
   • Notify the parent or guardian to come and pick up the child.  
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   • Reach the parent within twenty-four hours with a written notice that 
describes the event and the time and place of the suspension conference 
(which must be held within five days of the written notice).  

   • Write a second letter to parents explaining that the student is going to have 
a suspension conference, describing the alternative instruction arrange-
ments and the hearing process, notifying them that they may bring a trans-
lator, and listing the parents’ and student’s rights to question witnesses at 
the hearing, be accompanied by advisors (including a lawyer), be returned 
to school at the end of the suspension, and appeal the process.  

   • Hold the suspension conference at a time convenient for the parents.  
   • Reschedule the conference if the parents cancel.  
   • Prepare and maintain a record of the conference.  
   • Notify the parents within ten days whether the suspension was ruled 

justifiable.  
   • Notify the parents within ten days of additional recommendations.  
   • Respond to the regional superintendent in writing within five days if stu-

dent appeals the suspension.  
   • Respond to the chancellor if the student appeals to him.  

 (Common Good, 2008)  

 Dismissing a student with disabilities is even more complicated and time con-
suming. In that case, a hearing must be held to determine whether or not the 
behavior is a “manifestation of the student’s disabilities” and if the school some-
how failed to provide “appropriate” (and usually very costly) services. If such a 
determination is made, the administrator’s options become even more limited. 

 Regulations like these limit administrators’ effectiveness in almost every 
school district in the United States. Given these cumbersome processes, many 
principals simply do not have the time to suspend disruptive students. Instead, 
the youngsters are returned to classrooms and the cycle of disrespect and dis-
order continues. Without zero-tolerance policies that clearly spell out the inevi-
table consequences for inappropriate school behaviors and give administrators 
the freedom they need to apply them swiftly and consistently, students who 
wish to learn and teachers who want to teach are the ones being punished. 

   Emergence of Zero-Tolerance Policies 

 “From its inception in federal drug policy of the 1980s, zero tolerance has been 
intended primarily as a method of sending a message that certain behaviors 
will not be tolerated, by punishing all offenses severely, no matter how minor” 
(Skiba, 2000, p. 2). In the late 1980s, school districts across the country enacted 
disciplinary policies that promised “zero tolerance” for the possession of 
weapons in schools. At the federal level, the concept inspired the 1994 Gun-
Free Schools Act (PL 103-227), which mandated a minimum one-year expul-
sion for a student who brought a gun (and later other weapons) to school. An 
amendment to the Elementary and Secondary School Act required that school 
districts or states develop disciplinary policies that conformed to the law or 
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lose federal funding. Over time, the term has come not only to be applied to 
those infractions for which the consequence is expulsion or suspension. “Zero 
tolerance generally is defined as a school district policy that mandates prede-
termined consequences of punishment for specific offenses, regardless of the 
circumstances, disciplinary history, or age of the student involved” (Stader, 
2004, p. 62). 

States have taken advantage of the opportunity to create clear and defini-
tive behavioral codes and initiated expulsion for possessing, selling, or using 
drugs or alcohol, fighting, and threatening students or staff (Skiba, 2000; 
Casella, 2003). They also created zero-tolerance policies to actions that, while 
ostensibly less dangerous, create an atmosphere that is not conducive to learn-
ing. These actions include open defiance of authority, disruptive or disorderly 
behavior, deliberate disobedience, sexual harassment, theft, threats, extortion, 
membership in a gang, the use of profane language, and defacing school prop-
erty (Brady, Balman, and Phenix, 2007). 

There is a clear and present danger in America’s schools; children live in 
a society where the media creates “heroes” who are disdainful of legitimate 
authority and pursue their own interests at the expense of other people’s safety. 
For those characters, revenge and retaliation for real or imagined injuries are 
justified. When young people accept the values of such role models, there 
are several results. At worst, they put the lives of others at risk. In less severe 
cases, they jeopardize the learning process. Since education leads to individual 
success and provides society with competent citizens and leaders, anything that 
interferes with schooling puts all of us at risk. Zero-tolerance policies are effi-
cient responses to this crisis, and, by definition, they are fair—applied in the 
same way to each student. On the other hand, discretionary discipline policies 
have “great potential for idiosyncrasies” in the consequences students receive 
(Brown, 2007). 

  Zero Tolerance and Rational Choice 

 Zero-tolerance policies do allow schools to remove students who endanger the 
safety and well-being of others, but they are even more important as deterrents. 
They are designed to persuade young people not to engage in dangerous, dis-
ruptive, or disrespectful behaviors. Like other crime-prevention policies, they are 
meant to “head off trouble” before it begins (Casella, 2003b, p. 875). These policies 
are based on the theory of “rational choice,” which is rooted in understandings of 
human behavior developed by classical economists, including Jeremy Bentham. 
These theorists assume that humans act in their own best interests, based on cal-
culations they make about the costs and benefits inherent in a particular choice. 
People always choose the action that they believe will maximize their pleasure—
and minimize their pain. Since punishment will result in increased pain, the 
perception that swift, severe consequences are inevitable deter individuals from 
choosing to behave in ways that violate the common good. If people do not fear 
being caught or punished for an act, there is little to deter them from engaging in 
whatever behavior enhances their own pleasure. 
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 Zero-tolerance policies provide exactly the kind of punishment that acts as 
a deterrent. Young people are impetuous and often ill-equipped to judge the 
potential of their actions to cause serious harm to themselves or others. Indeed, 
if causing such injury interferes with the pursuit of their own pleasure, it may 
not even reach their “radar screen.” They need the external, counterbalancing 
forces of swift, severe, and certain punishment to rein in their impulsiveness. 
Zero-tolerance policies provide that counterweight. They “heighten the conse-
quence side of the crime and punishment balance, attempting to convince indi-
viduals that the consequences are not worth the risks” (Casella, 2003b, p. 877). 
When the policies are followed consistently, students calculate their choices dif-
ferently. When they perceive school authorities as serious about discipline—
and when they understand that no one is exempt from taking responsibility 
for their actions—they make choices that better contribute to the order of the 
schools, and ultimately to their own education. 

 The key component of zero-tolerance policies  is  the consistency with which 
the consequences are applied. Young people recognize that the only rules that 
really count are ones that apply equally to everyone. Many students regularly 
experience this kind of discipline outside of school. Children who play Little 
League baseball, for example, recognize that batters who swing and miss the 
ball three times are “out”—no matter whether they are the best or worst player 
on the team. The “punishment” is immediate, can have serious implications for 
the outcome of the game, and is absolute. Consequently, players practice bat-
ting for hours, learning how to make good choices about when to swing and 
when not to do so. Although parents and coaches may protest a strike-out call, 
they never bring lawyers into the argument and rarely hold up the game for 
very long. The rules are the rules; the umpire is the interpreter of the rules; and, 
if you want to play baseball, you abide by them. 

Similar consistency in schools provides students with the “certainty” 
that they will not be able to escape punishment for inappropriate behavior. 
Giving administrators or school boards discretion in applying consequences 
dilutes the power of zero-tolerance policies. “Many educators tend to bend 
over backwards to give students more breaks than they will ever receive out 
on the streets of our society and in the workplace where we are supposed to 
be preparing them to function” (National School Safety and Security Services, 
2008). Punishment is no longer “swift, severe, and certain,” and, therefore, it 
loses its efficacy in controlling students’ choices. Such an atmosphere does not 
encourage young people to set aside their own interests. The consistent appli-
cation of consequences for actions that jeopardize the safety and freedom of 
others does.

  Benefits of Zero-Tolerance Policies 

 Zero-tolerance school disciplinary policies are beneficial to students, teachers, 
parents, administrators, and taxpayers in several important ways. They are fair, 
position public schools to compete effectively with private schools, turn the job 
of law enforcement over to professionals, minimize time spent on discipline, 
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and—most importantly—are effective at creating and maintaining orderly 
learning environments. 

The orderliness of a school has a tremendous impact on whether or not 
parents allow their children to attend it. In the past, parents believed they were 
faced with choices between public schools that tolerate disruptive or disrespect-
ful behavior and private schools that remove students whose actions endan-
gers others’ ability to learn. The ability of private school administrators to expel 
misbehaving students has been seen as one of their primary strengths (Casella, 
2003a). Zero-tolerance policies provide administrators of public schools with 
that same freedom and reassure taxpayers their money is being well spent. The 
fact that disciplinary policies of charter schools more closely resemble those of 
private schools is a factor that parents cite as a reason for choosing those schools 
and for their high degree of satisfaction with them (Lips, 2008).

 Disciplinary policies that mandate specific punishments can also preserve 
diversity in public schools. As mentioned previously, parents are unwilling to 
place their children in situations they perceive to be unsafe. When they became 
fearful of public schools, middle-class parents attempted to achieve “safety” 
by moving out of urban areas and into suburban school districts. The sub-
urbs, however, provided “security by separation—the roomier house, fence, 
lawn, and distinct property lines” (Casella, 2003a, p. 132). The creation of the 
suburbs—and their accompanying school districts—resulted in a re-creation 
of cities (Anyon, 1997). What were once vibrant centers of life and hope for 
Americans became filled with run-down buildings and broken dreams. They 
were filled with people who were poorer and more hopeless. Drug trafficking 
and violence increased in the cities. “In circular fashion, what suburbanization 
helped to create in the form of desperation in cities became further evidence for 
the need of the middle classes to leave the city for safety’s sake” (Casella, 2003a, 
p. 142). As a result of white flight, education in America has become increas-
ingly isolated by race, ethnicity, and class. Students go to school with people 
who look like them and whose families have approximately the same income 
(Orfield and Lee, 2007). While it would be overly optimistic to suggest that 
confidence in schools could revitalize urban neighborhoods, it is reasonable to 
assume that it could make an important contribution to doing so. 

 In most states, zero-tolerance policies have resulted in the increased pres-
ence of law enforcement officers in school. The COPS in Schools program has 
awarded approximately $748 million in grants to provide funding for over 
6,500 “school resource officers” (SROs)—trained, sworn in law enforcement 
officers (U.S. Department of Justice, 2004). Generally, when a student’s behavior 
requires arrest, the on-site SRO is able to act quickly. Because they are known to 
students, their presence as the arresting officer minimizes any danger or disrup-
tion inherent to the process. The presence of School Resource Officers is also a 
strong deterrent to inappropriate or dangerous student behaviors. A great deal 
of their time is spent on preventative duties such as one-on-one counseling with 
students and coordinating extracurricular activities. They teach crime preven-
tion in classes, help students deal with the presence of gangs in schools and 
neighborhoods, and help administrators develop policies and procedures that 
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increase school safety. In addition, many SROs have developed expertise in 
dealing with bullying and internet related crime and harassment (U.S. Depart-
ment of Justice, 2008; National Association of School Resource Officers, 2005).

Zero-tolerance policies are effective—they remove the troublemakers and 
deter impetuous students from becoming problems. Many of the indicators 
of order in schools—including the percentage of students who were bullied, 
involved in a fight, or reported being afraid, and the number of teachers who 
were threatened, have shown improvement in the last ten years (U.S. Depart-
ment of Education, 2004, Figure 3.1, Table 5.1, Figure 6.1, Table 9.1, Table 11.1, 
Table 12.1). Zero tolerance has also been effective in achieving its primary goal—
decreasing the number of weapons in schools by almost half (U.S. Department 
of Education, 2007, Table 14.1).

  Civil Rights Protections under Zero-Tolerance Policies 

 Critics of zero-tolerance policies are quick to point out applications of the policy 
that they believe are fundamentally unfair. They argue that discipline codes 
conforming to the Gun-Free Schools Act and No Child Left Behind result in 
punishment of “good” kids who made one “mistake.” They also suggest that 
students with disabilities forfeit some of their rights, as protected by the Indi-
viduals with Disabilities Acts (IDEA). However, such claims ignore the law’s 
language, “The provisions of this bill shall be construed in a manner consist-
ent with the Individuals with Disabilities Acts” and “State law shall allow the 
chief administering officer of a local educational agency to modify such expul-
sion requirement for a student on a case-by-case basis if such modification is in 
writing” (U.S. Department of Education, 2001, Sec. 4141 b, c). The Department 
of Education reports that such modifications have been utilized in an average 
of 35 percent of expulsions since the school year 1997–1998. Students with dis-
abilities received almost 30 percent of those adaptations. In those rare instances 
where real miscarriages of justice have taken place, students have been suc-
cessful in using the courts for recourse ( Seal v. Morgan,  2000;  Butler v. Rio Ran-
cho Public School Board,  2002). Critics also argue that a disproportionate number 
of students of color are suspended or expelled under zero-tolerance policies. 
However, since the policies are designed to treat all students who misbehave 
without bias, the cause of the discrepancy between exclusionary discipline rates 
and racial or ethnic representation in a school community cannot be blamed on 
zero tolerance. In fact, such policies were designed to address earlier findings of 
discretionary applications of discipline policies that were skewed by the biases 
of those administering them (Billitteri, 2008). Worries that racial or class preju-
dices affect disciplinary actions can be addressed by carefully defining misbe-
havior and crafting a set of consequences that result for each and every student, 
regardless of ethnicity or socioeconomic status. 

 Providing such protection with regard to the application of the most seri-
ous consequences makes good sense. Insisting on complex and time-consuming 
procedures that ostensibly protect students’ rights to “due process” for minor 
infractions with less serious consequences do not. When justice is invoked only 
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for those members of society who fail to carry out their obligations and the 
rights of the majority of students to attend safe and orderly schools are violated, 
something is seriously wrong. When making “exceptions” becomes discipline 
policy, rules become meaningless to students. Then, learning does not happen 
and tax-payers’ hard-earned money is wasted. Justice for all demands the better 
solution offered by zero-tolerance policies.    

  POSITION 2: ZERO-TOLERANCE DISCIPLINE 
POLICIES ARE FUNDAMENTALLY UNJUST 

The zero-tolerance mania, which disproportionately affects students of color, 
is part of the pervasive punitive ideology and social policy that also includes 
trying minors as adults, deterrence theories, and mandatory sentencing.  

    —Stein, 2007, p. 31     

  The Social Context of Zero-Tolerance Policies 

 Fear and love do strange things to people. When Americans became frightened 
by drug related violent crime in the late 1980s, severe and non-negotiable pen-
alties for illegal acts seemed to make sense. The passage of the Violent Crime 
Control and Law Enforcement Act of 1994 was evidence of these concerns. The 
bill made it possible to invoke the death penalty for large-scale drug trafficking, 
provided new and stiffer penalties for gang members found guilty of violent or 
drug-related crimes, and imposed mandatory life sentences without possibil-
ity of parole for those convicted of a third federal felony. Since approximately 
6 percent of criminals are responsible for 70 to 80 percent of the illegal acts in this 
country, the provision was meant to “provide a method for society to attempt 
to capture this highly active and dangerous group of career criminal, thus 
reducing crime level substantially” (Jones, Connelly, and Wagner, 2001, p. 1). 
Since 1993, thirty-seven states have adopted similar laws. Studies about the 
laws’ effectiveness have brought surprising results. Early research indicated lit-
tle deterrent effect (Turner, 2000); more recent ones report that the laws have 
deterred some criminals but have the unintended consequences of increasing 
the violence of crimes that are committed—especially by offenders with “two 
strikes” (Shepherd, 2001; Iyengar, 2008). Three strike laws also exacerbate racial 
discrimination in the justice system. African Americans are thirteen times more 
likely to be incarcerated than whites for drug-related crime and almost twice as 
likely to be sentenced to life imprisonment (Beatty, Petteruti, and Ziedenberg, 
2007). The laws have also increased the cost of imprisonment and clogged the 
courts and overcrowded prisons. They take away the discretionary power of 
judges—who, after all, are meant to weigh the circumstances of a case, the age, 
intellectual capabilities, and emotional state of the accused and to measure the 
impact of the crime and the victim and society when deciding guilt and impos-
ing sentences (Jones, Connelly, and Wagner, 2001). 
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 Despite evidence that mandatory sentencing policies are ineffective deter-
rents to crime, are racially discriminatory, and limit the decision-making author-
ity of those closest to a situation, they have been adopted in the disciplinary 
policies of almost all school districts in the United States. They found their way 
into schools for seemingly valid reasons. Although incidents of gun violence 
in schools were relatively small in number, they prompted a desire to protect 
young people. The original “zero-tolerance” policy, the Gun-Free Schools Act 
was clear-cut—if you brought a  gun  to school, you were expelled. Over time, 
however, the concept was applied to more and more infractions that were less 
and less serious. Harsh discipline codes tied the hands of caring school profes-
sionals as surely as mandatory sentences limited options for judges and resulted 
in serious consequences for students who had no intention of causing harm to 
anyone. They have disproportionate impact on students of color and those with 
disabilities. They are costly in terms of money and time, taking both away from 
more pressing educational issues. They provide little return in deterring disrup-
tive, disorderly, or disrespectful behavior in schools. In addition, they violate a 
basic democratic norm—that punishment should fit the crime.  

  Concern Run Amok 

 “While zero tolerance once required suspension or expulsion for a specified 
list of serious offenses, it is now an overarching approach toward discipline” 
(Advancement Project and The Civil Rights Project, 2005, p. 15). It is certainly 
true that students are suspended for the possession of potential, perceived, 
or imagined weapons and for fighting. However, they are also removed from 
school for behavior that is “subjectively labeled ‘disrespect,’ ‘disobedience,’ and 
‘disruption’” (Advancement Project and the Civil Rights Project, 2005, p. 15). 

 There are numerous reports of incidents in which zero-tolerance policies in 
schools have resulted in unfair—and sometimes bizarre, consequences. 

 • A thirteen-year-old boy in Arizona was suspended for three to five days for 
drawing a gun—on a piece of paper (KOLD News, 2007). 

 • A sixth-grader in Katy, Texas, was suspended for four months for writing 
“I love Alex” on a locker (Eriksen, 2007). 

 • Two students in Minnesota were expelled for buying replicas of swords 
as souvenirs on a school trip to England. The swords were never taken to 
school. They were never used to threaten anyone. Trip chaperones found 
them wrapped and secured with tape for shipping back to the United States 
(Lemagie, 2008). 

 • Three preschoolers, sixteen kindergartners, and twenty-two first-graders 
were among the 166 elementary students in Maryland who were suspended 
in 2007 for sexual harassment (Schulte, 2008). 

Situations like these are the result of the “demonization” of young people 
(Giroux, 2003, p. 554). Children and adolescents are perceived as dangerous, 
requiring constant surveillance. Some are tested for drugs if they want to partic-
ipate in extracurricular activities. Others submit daily to metal detector searches 
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and the presence of armed guards and surveillance cameras in their schools. In 
the name of protecting them, young people have been unfairly singled out for 
societal sanctions. “Even harmless acts are now subject to citations (tickets) or 
arrests and referrals to juvenile or criminal courts. In fact, in many instances the 
charges (e.g. ‘terroristic threatening’ for playing cops and robbers, or assault for 
throwing a snowball) would never constitute a crime if an adult were involved” 
(Advancement Project and The Civil Rights Project, 2005, p. 15). A five-year-
old boy in Queens, New York, was handcuffed and sent to a psychiatric ward 
after a temper tantrum in the principal’s office (Sullivan, 2008). The number of 
police officers in schools has increased dramatically. In New York City, there are 
more than 4,600 School Safety Agents and 200 armed police officers in school. 
They are the tenth largest “police force” in the country, bigger than those in 
Washington, D.C., Detroit, or Boston (New York Civil Liberties Union, 2007).

 In addition, students are being expelled under zero-tolerance policies that 
are overreactions and profoundly anti-democratic. In Pittsburgh, a fourteen-
year-old boy was expelled for writing rap songs that described violent acts even 
though his songs were written at home and never brought to school. Students 
in California were suspended for organizing an anti-war rally at a school where 
military recruiters make announcements over the public address system. Young 
people around the country have faced similar punishments for wearing t-shirts 
with messages that school officials have deemed “dangerous” or anti-American 
(American Civil Liberties Union, 2005).  

  Disproportionate Impact on Students of Color 

 Zero tolerance proponents argue that such policies are just. However, nothing 
demonstrates their fundamental unfairness so much as the way they, like the 
mandatory sentencing policies from which they descend, are racially discrimi-
natory. Such policies affect students of color in dramatically different ways from 
their white counterparts. 

For the last thirty years, researchers have consistently shown that students 
of color are suspended at double to triple the rate of other students. In South 
Carolina, African American students are suspended five times more often than 
white children. In Minnesota, the rate is six to one; and in New Jersey, African 
Americans were sixty times more likely to be suspended than whites (Billeteri, 
2008). Boys especially are at risk—usually twice as likely as girls to be excluded 
from school. Children of color are also overrepresented in lesser school discipli-
nary practices, such as referrals to the principal and reprimands by the teacher. 
If such disparities could be explained because children from minority groups 
actually were more violent or had higher rates of misbehavior, then the zero-
tolerance policies themselves could not be faulted. However, that is simply not 
the case. Students of color receive harsher penalties than their white counter-
parts for the same offense (Fenning and Rose, 2007). In many schools, African 
American and Latino students are suspended most often for being “disrespect-
ful,” “defiant,” or “loud” (Walsh, 2008). These terms are clearly subjective—and 
culturally specific. Teachers and administrators are as susceptible as the rest 
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of the population to stereotypes about people of color. These stereotypes can 
affect educators’ perceptions of students, causing them to see children of color 
as more threatening or dangerous than their white counterparts. When disrup-
tive events occur in a classroom, for example, teachers become fearful that they 
will not be able to manage the event. When that fear intersects with racial stere-
otypes, that concern often results in a student of color being identified, removed 
from class, and suspended. Studies reveal “those singled out tended to be the 
‘spokespersons’ for the class, and these interactions occurred in the midst of 
the teacher perceiving lack of control rather than an actual violent offense 
occurring”(Fenning and Rose, 2007). Students of color report feeling as though 
they are expected to act badly (New York Civil Liberties Union, 2007). So some 
young people respond by acting out in inappropriate ways, while teachers and 
administrators fail to reflect on their contributions to students’ behaviors. Zero-
tolerance policies do not require such introspection. In fact, they cloak preju-
dice with the mantle of impartiality and contribute to its perpetuation (Brady, 
Balmer, and Phenix, 2007; Fenning and Rose, 2007).

 Discipline and Students with Disabilities 

 Most students come to school able to understand the rules and how to follow 
them. For students with disabilities, however, especially students with “behav-
ioral disorders,” coming to understand and being able to conform to expecta-
tions is a much more difficult task. The result is that students with disabilities 
are more likely to be excluded from schools. Approximately 20 percent of stu-
dents with disabilities are suspended or expelled each year, compared with only 
10 percent of their non-classified counterparts. The rate is higher for students 
with particular disabilities. Forty-four percent of students with emotional or 
behavioral disorders and 21 percent of students with other health impair-
ments (usually Attention Deficit Disorder) are suspended each year (Achilles, 
McLaughlin, and Croninger, 2007). Students with conduct disorders “. . . come 
into the classroom with perceptions and beliefs . . . that may leave them less 
capable of recognizing and responding to the typical social curriculum of 
schools” (Skiba and Peterson, 2003, p. 3). They may have come from homes in 
which the most effective way to avoid being abused is to become aggressive 
themselves. Others, whose parents are inconsistent in their expectations, learn 
to behave inappropriately to find out what the limits truly are. Some students 
whose disabilities make the academic tasks of school extremely difficult become 
disruptive or disorderly in order to avoid doing work that is too hard. All these 
behaviors make sense to children in light of what they “know” and feel about 
the world and their place within it. Since teachers and administrators do not 
perceive the world in the same way, the students are viewed as disrespectful, 
disorderly, disobedient, defiant, and disruptive. Their behaviors simply make 
no sense to adults who do not share their experiences and disabilities. 

 Students with disabilities often have trouble making sense of peer relation-
ships as well. Interactions with their school mates become difficult. Disagree-
ments break out over misunderstandings resulting from the “failure”—that is, 
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the inability—of students with disabilities to pick up on verbal and non-verbal 
cues. They continue talking when their classmates want to say something. They 
refuse to share toys, supplies, and materials they have taken without asking 
and are surprised by other children’s anger. They fail to respect personal space 
and physically crowd, jostle, or bump others who resent the intrusion. Conse-
quently, they are involved in more verbal and physical altercations with other 
students. 

It is true that the original Individuals with Disabilities Act (1997) provided 
extensive procedure protection for students with disabilities with regard to 
school discipline.  For example, if a student’s actions were found to be the result 
of their disabilities, they could receive “lighter sentences” than nondisabled 
students would. Objections to these protections were so strong, however, that 
when the bill was amended in 2004, the number of available modifications were 
reduced. This change was particularly true for behavior that fell into the “zero 
tolerance” category for students without disabilities. In the revised bill, students 
with disabilities may be removed to on interim alternative educational setting 
for up to forty-five school days not only for weapon- or drug-related viola-
tions but also if they have inflicted serious bodily injury upon another person 
at school or at a school function (IDEA, 2004). The revised bill also eliminates 
the right of students with disabilities to remain in their current educational 
placements while they appeal a disciplinary decision if their violation of the 
school code would usually result in removal for more than ten days (IDEA, 
2004). What is problematic about such provisions is that they undo decades of 
work to prevent students with disabilities from being excluded from schools. 
These policies allow school administrators to remove students with disabili-
ties from classrooms, and even schools, for behavior that is a result of their 
disabling condition—that is, students are removed  because  they are disabled. 
A recent study revealed that, although administrators said they were aware 
of their responsibility to protect the rights of students with disabilities, most 
were more likely to give priority to what they perceived as the safety of the 
larger school community. They argued that their primary responsibility was to 
preserve order for the good of the entire school and “most, but not all, viewed 
their obligation to implement IDEA’s disciplinary regulations as a deterrent to 
that goal” (McCarthy and Soodak, 2007, p. 463). Instead of providing students 
with disabilities with the needed supports to behave appropriately in the least 
restricted setting possible, it appears that the “safety” of some schools may be 
achieved through the sacrifice of those students’ civil rights.  

  Effects of Zero-Tolerance Policies 

 Despite the highly publicized support for zero-tolerance policies, there is little 
proof that they actually make schools safer and some evidence that schools with 
such policies actually have more problems with discipline, a more negative 
school climate, and lower academic achievement (Billeteri, 2008; Brady, Balmer, 
and Phenix, 2007). In addition, there is a great deal of evidence that the conse-
quences they mandate have highly negative impacts on young people.
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 What  has  been studied is the impact on students of consequences mandated 
by zero-tolerance policies. Despite arguments that applying one-size-fits-all 
consequences are fair, it is clear that the effects of the policies are not the same 
for all students. “. . . for some, zero tolerance adds another risk factor to lives 
that are already overburdened with risk factors. Although some students may 
have the support and know-how to wrangle and maneuver their way back to 
success after an expulsion or suspension, other students cannot. Applying the 
policy consistently does not mean that all students receive the same punish-
ment. For example, there are great differences in expulsions when one student 
is expelled but can afford tutoring and another is expelled but cannot afford to 
be tutored” (Casella, 2003b, p. 881). 

 Researchers demonstrate that out-of-school suspension, the most com-
monly applied zero-tolerance consequence, is linked to continued academic 
failure, grade retention, negative school attitudes, less participation in extracur-
ricular activities, higher placement in special education programs, lower grades, 
poorer attendance, and continued disciplinary problems (Nichols, 2004). Most 
serious of all, being involved with school disciplinary practices is a strong pre-
dictor of dropping out.

These consequences should come as no surprise. When students are sus-
pended, they obviously lose instructional time. They are usually at home and 
most are provided with no access to their teachers or to the assignments on which 
their classmates are working. There are very few publicly funded alternatives 
to schools, and most places in those settings are reserved for students with dis-
abilities. Delays in getting back into school are common even when students have 
“served their time” or been found “not guilty.” In addition, they often feel ostra-
cized and rejected by the adults to whom they had previously looked for help. 
They often believe—sometimes correctly—that they have been unfairly singled 
out and lose faith in the integrity of teachers and administrators. Excluded stu-
dents often become “transients,” moving in and out of various educational set-
tings, never feeling quite at home and never being able to establish the kind of 
relationships with other students that lead to academic success (Brown, 2007). 

In fact, the increase in dropouts that is connected to mandatory suspensions 
and expulsions may not be accidental at all. Students whose behavior is inap-
propriate are often young people who are struggling with academic tasks. They 
“act out” their frustration with schools’ inability to meet their needs. In an era 
of high-stakes testing, poor performance on standardized assessments nega-
tively impacts the school’s “report card.” It is plausible that administrators may 
use zero-tolerance policies to raise test scores by “pushing out” low perform-
ing students. Certainly that remedy is more affordable than providing students 
with small classes, tutoring, mentoring, and after-school programs that might 
actually help improve their academic performance and, in turn, decrease their 
inappropriate behavior. 

In addition to increasing the number of students who drop out of school—or 
perhaps more precisely, as a result of doing so—zero tolerance has also created 
a “school to prison pipeline.” Many schools have increased the deployment of 
police officers in schools. In New York City, these “school safety officers” often 
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take upon themselves authority that goes beyond violence prevention. “They 
enforce school rules relating to dress and appearance. They make up their own 
rules regarding food or other objects that have nothing whatsoever to do with 
school safety. On occasion they subject educators who question the NYPD’s treat-
ment of students to retaliatory arrests” (New York Civil Liberties Union, 2007, 
p. 4). More than 400,000 arrests are made in schools each year, the vast majority for 
nonviolent offenses. Misbehaviors that would have been taken care of by school 
administrators in the past have been criminalized. The “over-policing” of schools 
interferes with instructional time, subjects students to intrusive searches with sex-
ual overtones, and provides them with evidence of society’s disregard for their 
rights. The schools become “drop-out” factories, where fewer than 30 percent of 
ninth-graders make it to senior year (New York Civil Liberties Union, 2007).

Changes in the juvenile justice system have been taking place simultane-
ously. “Since 1992, 45 states have passed laws making it easier to try juveniles as 
adults, 31 have stiffened sanctions against youths for a variety of offenses and 
47 loosened confidentiality provisions for juveniles. Despite a precipitous drop 
in juvenile crime during the last half of the 1990s, the number of formally proc-
essed cases involving juveniles—mostly non-violent—increased, along with the 
number of youths held in secure facilities for non-violent offenses” (Wald and 
Losen, 2004, p. 3). 

 Statistics also provide insight into the connection between school failure 
and incarceration. “Drop-outs are eight times more likely to be in jail or in 
prison as are high school graduates” (Bridgeland, DiIulio, and Morrison, 2006). 
“Approximately 68 percent of state prison inmates in 1997 had not completed 
high school. 75 percent of youths under age 18 who have been sentenced to 
adult prisons have not successfully passed tenth grade. An estimated 70 percent 
of the juvenile justice population suffers from learning disabilities and 33 per-
cent read below the fourth grade level. The “single largest predictor” of later 
arrest among adolescent females is having been suspended, expelled, or held 
back during the middle school years” (Wald and Losen, 2004, p. 4).

 The school-to-prison pipeline is self-perpetuating. Zero-tolerance policies 
have a chilling affect on relationships between adults and young people. Those 
most in need of assistance, including the mentally ill, are discouraged by such 
policies from seeking it, for fear that their concerns will be misinterpreted or 
misunderstood and will result in punishment in school or in prisons (Skiba 
et al., 2006). Consequently, they receive no assistance in changing or dealing 
with the underlying causes of their behaviors. The acting out continues, harsh 
school penalties follow, suspension leads to referrals to the criminal justice sys-
tem or to behavior “on the street” that results in arrest and time in jail. The 
viciousness of this systemic connection led one scholar to declare it an example 
of how “America still eats her young” (Ladson-Billings, 2001, p. 84).  

  Democratic Discipline 

 Admittedly, it is challenging to create disciplinary policies that exemplify the 
American ideal—protection of both individual rights and the common good. It 
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is also necessary if young people are to believe that democratic values like fair-
ness and justice are more than mere words. 

 School disciplinary policies can be crafted to incorporate the best charac-
teristics of the U.S. justice system. For example, schools could act under the 
assumption that students are presumed innocent until their guilt is proven. 
Administrators could have the right to consider the facts of each case—including 
the student’s intent, the circumstances surrounding an incident—before apply-
ing consequences. School districts could establish disciplinary codes that clearly 
spell out due process procedures. 

 In addition, violations of school disciplinary codes could be seen as “teachable 
moments.” Instead of meting out punishments that do little, democratic discipli-
nary policies could provide students with instruction in acceptable behavior or 
problem solving (Skiba and Peterson, 2003). Ronnie Casella argues alternatives 
like “restorative justice”—community service that replaces suspension—do just 
that. Instead of sitting at home watching TV or in an in-school suspension room 
doing meaningless busy work, students provide academic tutoring for younger 
children, work in community agencies, or even improve the school building or 
campus through physical work. Schools establish peer mediation teams that 
work to resolve conflicts among students and recommend consequences for 
inappropriate behaviors. Such teams involve victims of students’ aggression 
in deciding what would constitute appropriate restitution. The offenders also 
are required to take responsibility for ways to restore order and to remedy any 
damage their actions have caused (Skiba et al., 2006). 

 Involving adults in meaningful ways is another important aspect of demo-
cratic disciplinary policies. Bringing school officials and parents together first 
to work out acceptable consequences means that the students are faced with a 
united front of adults who are working in the students’ best interest and that of 
the community. In such cases, contracts are created that spell out the responsi-
bilities all parties will take on in order to avoid future problems. Students create 
problem-solving plans that require them to describe what they need in order 
to change their behaviors, and are provided with mentors—older students or 
adults—with whom they check-in weekly to report progress or seek advice 
(Casella, 2003b). 

 These models not only address problems that have already taken place; 
they also go a long way in preventing future ones. They also send students the 
message that public authority in the United States is fair and operates in the best 
interest of all its citizens. By creating and sustaining such beliefs, disciplinary 
policies that allow administrators discretion in determining consequences and 
involve students, families, and communities in implementing them, provide 
greater assurance than do policies that prescribe one-size-fits-all remedies. 

 With the evidence mounting that the benefits of zero-tolerance policies are 
negligible, why do we not to have the political will to demand that they be 
abandoned? Perhaps because the real purpose of such laws is actually not to 
help young people change their behaviors but to give adults reassurance that 
they are still “in charge.” It turns out that the benefits of zero-tolerance policies 
are illusory and merely the stuff of good public relations campaigns. 
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 Society can do better for young people. The original message for zero-
tolerance policies—concern for their well-being—can be communicated in more 
effective ways by creating schools that attend to students’ real needs. There 
are models for doing so. Schools in which disorder, disrespect, and disruption 
are minimized are small enough to reduce anonymity, alienation, and isolation, 
and attend to minor infractions quickly and use them as an opportunity to teach 
students how to manage their behavior more effectively (Bridgeland, DiIulio, 
and Morrison, 2006). Even at our most idealistic, however, we must acknowl-
edge that some students will need to leave or be removed from an educational 
setting in which their needs can not be adequately served and in which they 
can not manage their behavior. However, this should be our last resort, a result 
agreed upon by caring adults—parents, administrators, teachers, psychologists, 
and, when necessary, police officers and the courts. “The accumulated evidence 
points to a clear need for change in how zero-tolerance policies are applied, and 
toward the need for a set of alternative practices. These alternatives rely upon a 
more flexible and common-sense application of school discipline, and on a set 
of prevention practices that have been validated in ten years of school violence 
research. It is time to make the shifts in policy, practice, and research to imple-
ment policies that can keep schools safe and preserve the opportunity to learn 
for all students (Skiba et al., 2006). 

  For Discussion 

   1. Opponents of zero tolerance argue that it is particularly harmful to students of color 
and that by giving administrators more discretion in disciplinary matters, the effects 
of prejudice could be lessened. However, administrators, like teachers have biases. 
How can a district’s disciplinary procedures protect students of color from racial 
prejudice without resorting to mandated consequences?  

  2. Are there some situations where zero tolerance is the correct or the only option? Discuss 
what they might be and why you think discretion is inappropriate in those cases.  

  3. Felons are allowed “three strikes” before mandatory life sentences are imposed. 
Would it be appropriate for schools to allow a similar “three offense” policy before 
suspension or expulsion were imposed?  

  4. Interview a school administrator about his/her experiences with disciplining stu-
dents with disabilities. Ask about the hardest situation he/she has faced. Ask whether 
the administrator believes making allowances for students with disabilities is appro-
priate. Discuss your findings in class. Drawing on class discussions and interviews, 
write an essay arguing for or against IDEA regulations regarding discipline.  
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  C H A P T E R  1 6

Teacher Unions and School 
Leadership: Detrimental 

or Beneficial 

 Should teachers and their unions be given a 
larger role in running public schools? 

   POSITION 1: TEACHERS AND TEACHER UNIONS SHOULD 
PLAY A MAJOR ROLE IN SCHOOL LEADERSHIP 

It is as much the duty of the union to preserve public education as it is to 
negotiate a good contract.

—Shanker, AFT, 2008

  Forcing Teachers to Unionize 

 In the early part of the twentieth century, teachers were trained to believe that 
sacrifice was the essence of their profession. Teachers worked long hours; their 
classes often numbered fifty or more students; their salaries were low; and 
schools were at times poorly heated, poorly ventilated, and unsanitary. Women 
teachers were not allowed to go out unescorted (except to attend church) or 
frequent places where liquor was served; and in many communities, when 
women teachers married, they were forced to resign from their jobs. In addition 
to living truncated social lives, teachers served at the whim of school boards, 
without any promise of tenure or health or retirement benefits. They were not 
considered worthy of participating in the book selection process and were 
excluded from the more substantive deliberations about curriculum. As school 
systems developed into large bureaucratic organizations, teacher powerless-
ness became institutionalized. School principals became part of management 
and separated themselves from the teachers. Once referred to as the “princi-
pal teacher” or the “main teacher,” the head of a school stopped teaching and 
became a manager who shared few of the problems of teachers and little of 
their perspective. 
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 Most of the new school principals were male; most of the classroom teach-
ers were female. Throughout the history of public education, most teachers 
have been women—especially in the lower grades—and principals and super-
intendents have been primarily men. As one historian notes, in the mid-1850s, 
the sanctioned occupations for women were limited to teaching, printmaking, 
and dressmaking (Kessler-Harris, 2007). Education was traditionally thought of 
as “women’s work.” Women were considered more nurturing and better suited 
to be moral guides for children. In the early days of public schools, with few 
other work opportunities open to them, women were ready recruits. Educated 
only slightly better than the students they would eventually teach, women were 
hired to work for very low wages and expected to serve in schools without ten-
ure or any promise that they could assume positions of leadership.

 During the nineteenth century, it was assumed that those who taught school 
would do so for only a short time. Women typically chose marriage and home-
making after a few years in the classroom. Ambitious men were expected to 
move from teaching to loftier, better-paying occupations. Classroom teaching 
was seldom the chosen lifetime work of the more able. Teaching was considered 
as employment for workers who were “passing through” on their way to more 
serious pursuits (Holmes Group, 1986). At best, teaching was seen as a good 
short-term job, but most people disparaged it as a career choice, and those who 
chose to stay in the classroom for more than a few years often encountered social 
derision. In 1932, the sociologist Willard Waller observed that teachers were not 
treated like other workers, and certainly not like professionals. He noted that 
in small towns, unmarried teachers were expected to live in a teacherage—a 
special boardinghouse—apart from other single adults who held nonteaching 
jobs. Waller also noted the popular prejudice against teachers commonly held 
by wealthier and better-educated members of the community. “Teaching,” he 
wrote, “is quite generally regarded as a failure belt . . . the refuge of unmarriage-
able women and unsaleable men” (Waller, 1932, p. 61). 

 Administrators treated teachers as low-skilled temporary workers who 
needed to be told what to do. The authority to run schools was vested in men in 
administrative offices, and teachers were not to challenge their authority. Over 
time, teachers realized what they were being asked to give up in the name of 
professionalism was not good for them or their students, and through organ-
ized and collective action, schools could be improved for everyone. 

 Teachers have been joining together for well over one hundred years, but 
their earliest organizations were not really unions. The National Education 
Association (NEA), for example, was established in 1857, to represent the views 
of “practical” classroom teachers and administrators. Annual NEA conventions 
were not union meetings but settings for the exchange of ideas about teach-
ing. Members typically avoided discussing labor issues or how teachers could 
influence decisions about their work or wages. The NEA was less concerned 
with the personal welfare of classroom teachers than it was with advancing 
the profession of education. In its early years, the NEA was a male-dominated 
organization for teachers that was led by school superintendents, professors of 
education, and school principals (Wesley, 1957). As one critic of the old NEA 
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notes, the role of classroom teachers, especially women teachers, was “limited 
to listening” (Eaton, 1975, p. 10). 

 Teacher unionism dates to the early twentieth century, when Chicago teach-
ers organized to fight for better working conditions. In 1916, the American Fed-
eration of Teachers (AFT) was formed as an affiliate of the American Fede ration 
of Labor. Initially, the older NEA and the upstart AFT cooperated. The NEA 
focused on professional and practical sides of teaching; the AFT concentrated 
on improving economic aspects of teachers’ lives (Engel, 1976). Over the years, 
local affiliates of the NEA and the AFT have become rivals in their efforts to 
become the teachers’ bargaining agents. More than 80 percent of U.S. teachers 
belong to either the NEA or the AFT, and more than 60 percent work under a 
formal collective bargaining agreement. 

 Teachers were never eager to join unions; they were forced to because 
the culture of administrative managers was at odds with the culture of work-
ing teachers (Jessup, 1978; Urban, 1982; Murphy, 1990). Teachers urged their 
colleagues to use unions and collective bargaining to improve their working 
conditions and gain a voice in improving education. Today, teacher organiza-
tions often bear a greater resemblance to professional associations (for exam-
ple, the American Bar Association or the American Medical Associa tion) than 
to labor organizations (the International Ladies Garment Workers Union or 
the United Automobile Workers). Leaders of the old AFT, however, identified 
with unionized workers in other industries. They believed problems com-
mon to all workers could be solved through cooperation and collective action. 
They wanted teacher organizations to provide economic benefits for their 
members, and argued that teacher unions also could assist labor by improv-
ing the education offered to working-class children. Despite numerous efforts 
to organize teachers and revitalize education, including development of a 
workers’ college and special public schools for workers’ children, AFT mem-
bership declined in the 1920s and remained flat throughout most of the 1930s. 
Teachers were reluctant to join unions, and most school administrators were 
openly hostile to organized labor. In the 1920s, fearing worker radicalism and 
union activity, many school superintendents demanded teachers, as a condi-
tion of employment, sign “yellow dog contracts,” agreements they would not 
join a union. 

 The National Labor Relations Act (NLRA) of 1935 changed the status of 
unions by recognizing workers in private industry had the right to bargain collec-
tively. Employees are at a disadvantage when they bargain singly with employers, 
working alone against the power and resources at management’s hand. Under 
collective bargaining agreements, employees, as a group, and their employers 
negotiate about wages and employment conditions. Collective bargaining laws 
recognize workers have the right to join together and elect a bargaining agent 
(a union) to negotiate with management on their behalf. The NLRA required 
employers and unions to “meet at reasonable times and confer in good faith with 
respect to wages, hours, and other terms and conditions of employment.” 

 Questions about its constitutionality clouded the NLRA’s early history. 
The Supreme Court eventually decided the issue, judging the act constitutional 
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( NLRB v. Jones and Laughlin Steel Company,  1937). This was a major victory for 
organized labor, and represented a great change in the thinking of the courts. In 
earlier cases the courts had ruled unions were illegal and workers who joined 
unions were guilty of entering into an illegal “conspiracy” to improve their 
wages. By the mid-nineteenth century, courts no longer held that those who 
advocated collective bargaining were involved in criminal conspiracies ( Com-
monwealth v. Hunt,  1842), but unions and collective negotiations did not earn 
full legitimacy until the Supreme Court’s 1937 decision. 

 The NLRA affects only workers in the private sector. It does not cover 
employees of federal, state, or local government, so this law did not guarantee 
collective bargaining for public school teachers. Teachers could still be fired 
by school boards simply for joining a union (Kahlenberg, 2007, p. 41). Public 
schools are considered extensions of the state. School boards are, in a sense, 
state employers, and thus they are excluded from federal labor legislation. 
It has been left up to the states to regulate employment relations in public 
education. Following Congress’s lead, the majority of state legislatures have 
taken action to recognize the rights of workers to organize and negotiate with 
employers.

 The organization of teachers in New York City in 1960 is considered a 
watershed for public school unions (Lieberman and Moscow, 1966, p. 35). The 
United Federation of Teachers (UFT), a local affiliate of the AFT, was made up 
of several New York City teacher organizations. The UFT asked the Board of 
Education to recognize the teachers’ rights to bargain collectively and con-
duct an election to determine which organization should represent them. The 
board was unsure how to implement collective bargaining, and it did not move 
swiftly. The unions accused the board of stalling, and on November 7, 1960, the 
UFT declared the first strike in the history of New York City education. 

 It was a brief but effective job action. The teachers were back in the class-
rooms the next day and the board agreed to hold elections and not to take repris-
als against striking teachers. Union estimates put pickets at about 7,500, and it 
was claimed that another 15,000 teachers stayed home (Eaton, 1975, p. 165). The 
strike alerted the nation to the power of unions, and teachers began to recog-
nize the advantages of collective negotiation as well as the power potential of 
the strike. Collective bargaining changed the relationship between classroom 
teachers and administrators. It promised teachers more pay, better job security, 
and an audible voice in education. As one labor historian puts it, “It essentially 
refined and broadened the concept of professionalism by assuring [teachers] 
more autonomy and less supervisory control” (Murphy, 1990, p. 209). 

 The New York City strike reverberated nationally. The results encouraged 
teachers, and sent the two largest unions, the NEA and the AFT, scrambling for 
members. The NEA represents about 3.2 million teachers, more than twice the 
number represented by the AFT. These organizations differ on specific issues. 
(You can examine the views of the AFT at  www.aft.org and the NEA’s views at 
www.nea.org .) 

 The decision to join the labor movement no doubt came hard to many 
teachers. Teachers tended to be politically conservative, first-generation college 
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graduates who identified with management more than with labor (Rosenthal, 
1969; Aronowitz, 1973). They belonged (and still belong) to a special category 
of white-collar employees called “knowledge workers.” Paid for what they 
know and how they use their knowledge to produce value, these workers, as 
a group, are highly individualistic, and difficult to unionize and organize into 
collective action (Kerchner, Koppich, and Weeres, 1997, p. 34). Strikes are anath-
ema to most members of teacher unions (Rauth, 1990). The fact that the union 
movement has succeeded in recruiting teachers speaks well for unions; teachers 
believe unions are necessary and useful. Most teachers now belong to some sort 
of union, despite a decline in union membership in other fields and continued 
middle-class antipathy toward unions. Today, surveys find teachers support-
ive of unions, professional organizations they regard as a necessary protective 
shield in a workplace too eager to ignore them (Galley, 2003).  

  Protecting Teachers’ Rights 

 Unions have been good for classroom teachers. The research literature indi-
cates unions have had a positive effect on teachers’ working conditions. As a 
result of collective bargaining, teachers’ salaries have increased,  1   and teachers 
have gained protection against unreasonable treatment. Unlike the pre-union 
days, teachers cannot be dismissed simply because they consume alcohol, 
change their marital status, or express unpopular political views. The philos-
opher John Dewey, described as the “intellectual guru” of the AFT, believed 
a union was necessary to protect teachers’ intellectual and academic freedom 
(Kahlenberg, 2007, p. 35). Unions also have been good for students. They have 
put the faculty squarely in the front ranks of the battle for better schools and 
better education for children. Unions have given faculty a collective voice in 
matters of curriculum and school improvement. 

 Teacher unions have always attracted some bad press. Some of it is tradi-
tional antilabor rhetoric, and some is simply misinformed. No doubt you have 
heard unions are to blame for declining student performance and that unions 
have hurt education by protecting weak teachers who deserve to be fired. This 
is not the case. In fact, it is mystifying when unions are blamed for protecting 
weak teachers. Before teachers are awarded tenure, they must be graduated 
from state-approved teacher education programs, convince administrators to 
hire them, and survive an extended probationary period, typically from three 
to five years. Unions currently play virtually no part in any of these processes. 
Weak teachers may make it through this system, but they do so with no help 
from organized labor. Teacher unions are embarrassed by poor teachers, just as 
the American Bar Association and the American Medical Association are dis-
comfited by ineffective, corrupt, or lazy members in their ranks. No responsible 
union wants to protect incompetent workers.  

1In the 2004–05 school year, the average teacher salary was $47,602, up 2.2 percent from the 
previous year, and the average beginning salary was $31,753. For the most current state-by-state 
listings, see the “Salary Survey” of the American Federation of Teachers at www.aft.org.
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  Unions’ Stake in Education Reform 

 By the late twentieth century, a growing number of educational theorists and 
researchers had come to realize that tapping classroom teachers’ intellectual 
understandings and creative energies would lead to improved education (Barth, 
1990; Schlechty, 1990; Smylie, 1994). The traditional top-down, male-dominated 
leadership model of public schools had outlived its usefulness. Schools faced a 
wider array of vexing issues than ever before. The problems of education had 
become far too complex for one or two “leaders” to manage, no matter how 
skilled and able they might be. In addition, most people recognized that teach-
ers too had changed: Not only were they invested in teaching as a career, they 
were well educated and possessed curricular expertise and immediate class-
room experiences essential to school improvement. School administrators may 
have been good teachers at one time, but removed from the day-to-day life of 
instruction, their knowledge of what works and what needs to be done pales 
in comparison to what teachers know. Above all, experience has shown that for 
reforms to be successful, the reform agenda must be widely shared by everyone 
in the school. The best ideas and most worthwhile proposals for change are 
doomed to failure if viewed as the “principal’s plan” rather than a plan shaped 
and shared by everyone. No single person—no matter how thoughtful and 
creative that person may be—has a vision that can measure up to the teachers’ 
collective visions of how to help students learn. School leadership is the work of 
everyone in the schools (Lambert, 2002; Spillane, 2006; Gaffney, 2007). 

 Most school boards now accept that teachers have the right to bargain over 
working conditions, but many remain unconvinced of the legitimacy of labor’s 
voice in policy issues and matters of school leadership.  2   Unions have always rec-
ognized their role in school reform, and continue to insist teachers have a collective 
voice in bringing about better schooling. Teachers know what needs to be done to 
improve schools (Rauth, 1990; Watts and McClure, 1990; Kerchner and Koppich, 
1993). Today’s unions understand that teacher leadership is central to improving 
student learning. If you look at countries with high-achieving school systems, you 
will find that beginning teachers not only have solid academic backgrounds, sub-
ject matter expertise, and a reasonable command of education in pedagogy, but 
they also are inducted into their profession through a clinical, real-world training 
process that is organized and managed by practicing teachers (AFT, 2003). 

 Today’s teacher unions are as dedicated to school improvement as they 
are to serving teachers. In fact, they realize the best way to serve teachers is 
to improve schools. The relationship between schools and unionized teachers 
is not unlike the new relationship forged between the United Auto Workers 
(UAW) and the General Motors (GM) Saturn assembly plant.  3   Both GM and 
2    Teacher leadership refers to the use of teacher expertise to organize and improve student learn-
ing, on both the classroom and school levels, through involvement in curriculum decision making, 
personnel matters, and financial and resource allocation (York-Barr and Duke, 2004, p. 261).  
   3 The AFT recognizes union-management cooperation through its Saturn-UAW Partnership 
Award. The award celebrates “exemplary models of union-management collaboration that dem-
onstrate trust, teamwork, shared decision making, training accountability, a focus on quality and 
the ability to survive conflict and change.” For more information, go to  www.saturnuaw.com .  
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the UAW recognized that to compete against foreign and domestic automakers 
in a fiercely competitive market, both sides needed to develop a new labor-
management relationship (Kerchner, Koppich, and Weeres, 1997, p. 113). The 
old us-versus-them antagonism has given way to a new and cooperative part-
nership. The goal is to make a better product. For teacher unions, the goal is to 
build better schools though the development of a high-quality teaching force. 
As the AFT notes, to develop and sustain good teachers, “union[s] must play 
a role in developing and/or implementing quality preservice teacher educa-
tion, effective recruiting and hiring practices, strong induction and mentor-
ing programs, high-quality professional development, meaningful evaluation, 
and when necessary, fair, timely intervention and dismissal procedures” (AFT, 
2003, p. 5). 

   What Do Teacher Unions Really Want? 

 Parents, legislators, and unions agree: The ultimate goal of schools is to 
help every student succeed. Unions want to use their collective strength to 
improve schools through appropriate policies and practices. Unionized teach-
ers would like to add their collective voice to the debates about accountabil-
ity and school assessment programs, teacher education and development, 
school administration, and policy issues such as “No Child Left Behind” leg-
islation, vouchers, merit pay, as well as salaries and working conditions of 
teachers. 

 Nowhere is the union voice more necessary than in the support of teach-
ers. What do classroom teachers need and how can unions help? While salaries 
have always been a major issue for teachers, teachers typically indicate that a 
“lack of support” is their top concern (NEA, 2005). Teachers need real-world 
mentors who have mastered the practical skills necessary to help children learn. 
Teacher unions want a voice in recruiting and sustaining a high-quality teach-
ing force. Unions want to play a significant role in everything to do with teach-
ing, from participation in preservice teacher education to the development of 
strong induction programs and meaningful evaluation of teachers. The unions 
know that to improve schools, they have to support everything necessary and 
central to the preparation, recruitment, and work of good teachers. 

 Everyone supports good schools. Too many schools are failing, and most are 
not doing well enough. Unions are supportive of many school reform proposals 
and suspicious of others. (See the NEA and AFT websites for their positions on 
specific policy issues, from testing to school discipline, as well as the teaching of 
specific subject areas and the No Child Left Behind legislation.) Unions are par-
ticularly wary of policies and procedures that are imposed on schools without 
the consultation of teachers and that exclude the teaching staff from the decision-
making process. Since it is largely up to the teachers to make schools successful, 
unions believe that the teachers should have a strong voice in all school deci-
sions. As the AFT notes, by guaranteeing that the teachers play a formal role in 
school leadership, the school not only benefits from their expertise but also pro-
vides teachers with a greater stake in making the program work (AFT, 2006).
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  POSITION 2: TEACHERS AND TEACHER UNIONS SHOULD 
NOT PLAY A ROLE IN SCHOOL LEADERSHIP 

The simple fact is that the NEA and other belligerent teacher unions are with-
out par as school reform barriers. School reform initiatives are almost always 
doomed when the NEA chooses to oppose them, as they usually do.

—Rod Paige, former U.S. Secretary of Education, 2001–2005

 (2006, p. 191)

  A History of Self-Serving and Unsupported Union Claims 

 Teacher union officials say that when public monies are spent to improve work-
ing conditions for teachers, children are the ultimate beneficiaries. Their argu-
ments are, no doubt, familiar: Public school students suffer because teachers 
are underpaid. Hardworking, devoted teachers deserve greater compensation. 
Unless teachers earn higher salaries, not only will the current crop of teachers 
become discouraged, but the most able college graduates will not consider a 
teaching career. Union leaders further argue that teachers need a stronger voice 
in school affairs. They claim teachers will be more effective if allowed to join 
administrators in all areas of school leadership, including school improvement 
and supervision and evaluation of teaching. 

 The logic in these examples is simple: What is good for teachers is good for 
children. If the public wants better education for its children, the public should 
support union efforts to improve education through increased remuneration 
and greater authority for teachers. Collective bargaining practices, picket lines, 
work stoppages (strikes), and expansion of union control over schools should be 
considered beneficial to the community, parents, and students. Convincing? Not 
really. Making schools better places for teachers does not necessarily serve the 
public interest. The public’s interest is not measured in teachers’ job satisfaction 
but in the quality of learning provided to students. Despite the rhetoric of organ-
ized labor, teacher unions do not have a positive effect on student achievement. 
Researchers find negligible differences in achievement between public school 
students in union and nonunion schools. While research indicates evidence that 
collective bargaining improves teachers’ salaries, benefits, and working condi-
tions, it is more difficult to find a consistently positive influence of unions on 
student learning (Goldhaber, 2006; Stone, 2000). Unions cannot claim to make a 
difference where it counts most: students’ academic performance. Despite fail-
ures of teacher unions to prove their worth in student achievement, the positive 
wage effect of unions—that is, their power to improve teachers’ pay—clearly 
ensures unions will remain players in education. Less clear is whether or not 
unions are good for schools, a hindrance to school reform, or merely irrelevant 
(Finn, 1985).  A review of the available research indicates

There are many well-reasoned assertions and even some data-based inferences 
about the effects of teacher leadership on student learning, but little evidence 
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exists to support these claims . . . What is known about teacher leadership? . . . 
The collective literature still is more robust with argument and rationale than 
with the evidence of effects of teacher leadership. (York-Barr and Duke, 2004, 
pp. 285–287)

 Although only about 15 percent of American workers belong to labor 
unions, most teachers in America’s schools are unionized. Over 80 percent of 
teachers belong to an affiliate of the National Education Association (NEA) or 
the American Federation of Teachers (AFT), and with millions of dues-paying 
members, unions have great resources and great power. Not only can teacher 
unions exert influence on the day-to-day workings of schools, their political 
activities have given them unrivaled influence in the local, state, and federal 
governments. As Terry Moe points out, “The key to the unions’ preeminence 
in American education is that they are able to combine collective bargaining 
and politics into an integrated strategy for promoting union objectives” (Moe, 
2001, p. 166). Moe goes on to note that “On education issues, the teacher unions 
are the 500-pound gorillas of legislative politics, and especially in legislatures 
where the Democrats are in control, they are in a better position than any other 
interest group to get what they want from government” (Moe, 2001, p. 175). 

 Teacher unions work for the benefit of teachers. Please, do not be misled 
when unions call for more rigorous training of teachers or stricter licensing stand-
ards. While there is little evidence such changes would result in better educa-
tion or improved student learning, there is abundant evidence to indicate these 
policies would make good economic sense for teachers. Stricter standards for 
teacher certification, whether academic (requiring all teachers to have master’s 
degrees) or arbitrary (requiring all teachers to be over 6’5” tall), would result in a 
diminished supply of teachers at a time when demand is increasing. Obviously, 
unions are hopeful that market forces will result in improved salaries. It is hard 
for the public to trust unions. Who can say with certainty that union advocacy 
of smaller class size represents a desire to help children or if it is simply a way 
to make teachers’ work easier and, concurrently, increase the demand for teach-
ers? Consider another union recommendation: mentorship programs through 
which experienced classroom teachers help new teachers learn the ropes. When 
teachers serve as mentors for other teachers, does it benefit students or is this 
simply driving up the cost of education through featherbedding—the addition 
of unnecessary workers? (Ballou and Podgursky, 2000)  

  From Bread and Butter to Policy Issues 

  While the evidence shows small but significant effects of leadership actions on 
student learning across the spectrum of schools, existing research also shows 
that demonstrated effects of successful leadership are considerably greater in 
schools that are in more difficult circumstances. Indeed, there are virtually no 
documented instances of troubled schools being turned around without the 
intervention of a powerful leader. (Leithwood et al., 2004, p. 3)  

 Encourged by their ability to improve teachers’ salaries—the union-wage 
effect is in the neighborhood of 5 to 10 percent—unions have extended their 
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influence beyond bread-and-butter work issues. Past union efforts typically 
were limited to traditional labor concerns: wages and hours, working condi-
tions, fringe benefits, grievance procedures, organization rights, and such 
specific work-related issues as extra pay for extra duty (athletic coaching or 
directing school plays, for example). Over time, teacher unions began to 
demand a voice in policy issues, including curriculum reform, class size, dis-
ciplinary practices, textbook selection procedures, in-service training, teacher 
transfer policies, and personnel matters—including hiring and awarding tenure 
(Kerchner, 1986; Kerchner and Koppich, 1993). Today, affiliates of both the NEA 
and the AFT want teachers to expand their activities and participate in discus-
sions about school improvement, staff development, and student assessment. 
These demands go well beyond the traditional bargaining issues of salaries and 
working conditions. Some union contracts give teachers the right to make deci-
sions about how schools spend money, how teachers teach, and how students 
are to learn. In strongly unionized urban districts, union contracts can be hun-
dreds of pages long (Moe, 2001). Under the familiar argument that collective 
negotiations will create a better education for children, union leaders now claim 
that increased teacher participation in all the decision-making and managerial 
aspects of education also will improve schools. The public has greeted the new 
union arguments with a healthy skepticism. Unions grew up on industrial prin-
ciples. They have used organizing and negotiating techniques borrowed from 
industrial unions in mining and manufacturing—collective bargaining and the 
threat of strikes—to improve their members’ working conditions. There is every 
reason to be suspicious that unions can use the same tactics to improve the qual-
ity of student learning. 

 Turning schools over to unions would distort the authority structure of 
public education. No matter how it is packaged, capitulating to demands for 
teacher empowerment destroys community control of education. The unions 
were not hired by the community, and they may not represent the most effec-
tive classroom teachers. Over the years, teacher unions have become stronger, 
and teachers have increased their political power. While teachers were winning, 
parents and the community were losing (Friedman and Friedman, 1979; Moe, 
2006; Moo, 1999). If unions are allowed to bargain collectively about school 
policy and curriculum issues, schools will become less responsive to the com-
munity and more an agency of the unions. Responsibility for running schools 
should be entrusted only to those the voters have chosen. Collective bargaining 
should not be allowed to erode the community’s control over the education of 
its children.  

  Apologizing for Bad Teachers 

 Unions have become apologists for poor teaching and an obstacle to school 
reform. On the one hand, unions heap praise on the magical effect good teach-
ers have on children’s lives. On the other hand, they fail to admit weak teachers 
may be a cause of many of education’s problems. Everyone familiar with public 
schools knows the quality of classroom instruction varies tremendously. Nestled 
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among the great teachers, the good teachers, and the marginally adequate teach-
ers are those who fail to convey enthusiasm for learning and, unfortunately, more 
than a few who have neither the personal qualities nor the skills and knowledge 
necessary to teach children. While the good teachers whet students’ appetites for 
academic achievement, bad teachers kill interest, leave students with enormous 
gaps of information, and tarnish the reputation of the profession. 

 Unions talk about boosting teacher morale and teacher self-esteem, but they 
regularly oppose merit pay for good teachers. Some districts have proposed 
pay-for-performance plans that would reward unusually successful teachers—
those who produce above-average learning gains in students—with higher 
raises, whereas those who evidence less success would earn lower-than-normal 
raises. Typically, teacher unions reject these plans, claiming the plans are “sub-
ject to administrator bias” (Lieberman, 1997; Harshbarger, 2000) or that the con-
cept of a “highly qualified teacher” is subjective, “unworkable,” or “unfair” 
to otherwise qualified teachers who might not be able to pass subject matter 
tests in the areas they are teaching (American Federation of Teachers, 2004). 
The inability to reward good teachers upsets the public more than the inability 
to rid the schools of bad teachers (Brimelow, 2003, p. 184). The public believes 
schools are designed to treat each child individually and to make judgments 
about those who should be rewarded and those who deserve to be dismissed. 
It suspects schools would benefit if teachers were subject to similar judgments. 
Good teachers should reap the fruits of their individual talent; bad teachers 
should be dismissed. As one advocate of performance pay notes: 

  And people wonder why public education is going down the tubes. . . . The 
Union leadership and the dolts who follow the leader seem to think that teach-
ing is the only profession in the world that shouldn’t be subject to performance-
based pay or goals-based bonus systems. We have teachers who are teaching 
solely because of the pay, and no matter how good or poor that teacher is, he/
she will get the same pay as everyone around him/her. No wonder there’s been 
no true innovation in education in the last 100 years, there’s no incentive to 
do so. When pay is based solely on number of years in the profession, there’s 
no reason to do a good job. It’s akin to socialism, and we’ve seen what that does 
to economies. (Dwyer, 2001)  

 The public is generally sympathetic to teachers, but not to teacher unions, and 
it is not hard to understand why. The sad fact remains that too many schools have 
teachers who are not able to do the work expected of them. Unfortunately, because 
of unions and tenure laws, even the poorest teachers will probably stay on the job 
until retirement. Union opposition to culling ineffective teachers from classrooms 
has forced school districts to decide whether to spend money on new books and 
programs or on litigation. In many states, union rules have brought administra-
tive actions against ineffective teachers to an absolute halt  4   (VanSciver, 1990). The 

   4 In New York, it takes well over a year’s time and costs the schools almost $195,000 to prosecute a 
single teacher accused of misconduct. It is not surprising that although the New York City Board 
of Education employs over 172,000 teachers, it sought to dismiss only three of them over a recent 
two-year period (Brimelow, 2003, p. 41).  
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unions cry for greater involvement in managing schools, but their opposition to 
pay-for-performance plans and refusal to allow dismissal of incompetent teach-
ers cast great doubt on their potential contribution to school improvement. The 
public would be more supportive of unions if unions were as concerned about the 
quality of teaching as they are about protecting individual teachers. 

   Schools Must Be Led by Administrators, Not Unions 

[E]ducation leadership has been called the “bridge” that can bring together the 
many different reform efforts in ways that practically nothing else can. Teachers 
are on the front lines of learning. But principals at the school level, and super-
intendents at the district level, are uniquely positioned to provide a climate 
of high expectations, a clear vision for better teaching and learning, and the 
means for everyone in the system—adults and children—to realize that vision. 
(Wallace Foundation, 2007, p. 2) 

 Public schools are hierarchical by design. They were not structured to be 
workplace democracies that function to serve teachers or their union represent-
atives. It is not within the role of teachers to shape policy or control schools. 
Teachers are not entitled to vote on decisions about school procedures, cur-
riculum issues, or the vacation schedule (Owens, 2001). No reasonable school 
administrator would ignore teachers or deny them a voice in school matters, but 
to extend leadership authority to teachers would be to distort school authority 
and the ends for which schools were established. 

 School “authority” refers to the legally-designated exercise of responsibility 
over education. In public education, the state has given school administrators 
the authority to run schools and provide constitutionally mandated instruction. 
Good management principles demand that, in large organizations, one person 
or one small group of people can be expected to have the responsibility to direct 
corporate outcomes and to be accountable. Leading schools is a daunting, full-
time set of tasks. One recent report, while highly critical of the education of 
school administrators, recognizes the complexity of the task assigned to school 
superintendents and other school administrators. Arthur Levine, the president 
of Teachers College, Columbia University, writes, 

  [School administrators] no longer serve as supervisors. They are being called 
on to lead in redesign of their schools and systems. In an outcome-based and 
accountability-driven era, administrators have to lead their schools in rethinking 
goals, priorities, finances, staffing, curriculum, pedagogies, learning resources 
assessment methods, technology, and the use of time and space. They have to 
recruit and retain top staff members and educate newcomers and veterans alike 
to understand and become comfortable with an education system undergoing 
dramatic and continuing change. (Levine, 2005, p. 13)  

 Levine, a recognized scholar of higher education, urges broad changes 
in the preparation of school administrators, but he does not argue that teach-
ers should have expanded roles in school leadership. Administrators need to 
lead schools. It is part of the culture of American life to view management as 
accountable for an organization’s success or failure. Parents know that this is the 
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pattern in government and industry, and they expect the same rules to apply to 
education. In schools, authority and responsibility rest with the administration. 
When parents have questions about school policy or curriculum, they call the 
administrators. Parents expect school administrators to manage teachers and 
conduct the educational process for the good of the children. 

 One of the key roles for any administrator is to transform and inspire the 
efforts of teachers (Hoy and Hoy, 2006). Good schools could not exist without 
good teachers, but excellent teachers alone are not sufficient to provide good 
education. Good teachers have a demonstrated impact on the learning that takes 
place in their classrooms, but at the school level, the evidence is convincing that 
student learning is strongly influenced by administrators. As researchers note, 
“There seems to be little doubt that both district and school leadership provides 
a critical bridge between most educational reform initiatives, and having those 
reforms make a genuine difference for all students. Such leadership comes from 
many sources . . . but those in formal positions of authority in school systems 
are likely still the most influential” (Leithwood et al., 2004, p. 12.) 

 The problem with schools is not that principals control them, and it is not 
likely schools would improve if we handed control over to teachers or the unions. 
In the final analysis, administrators are responsible for schools, and must exert 
leadership and accept consequences for educational outcomes. Schools need 
effective leaders who can encourage learning, support and reward good teach-
ing, and ensure schools serve the community (Smylie and Hart, 1999; Blase and 
Blase, 2001; Fullan, 2001; Creighton, 2005). The conflicting expectations that the 
state, community, teachers, and students exert on schools demand a specially 
trained group of managers. Without intelligent leadership from educational 
administrators, schools would be unlikely to meet any of their academic and 
social goals. Without skilled, carefully selected administrators to lead educa-
tional reform, positive change becomes less likely. School improvement is a 
very complex process, and it depends largely on the principal’s ability to cre-
ate and manage the conditions necessary for sustained improvement (Fullan, 
2002). Teachers may determine the success or failure of any education reform 
or change in school policy, but the burden of leadership falls mainly on admin-
istrators. “Above all, the principal must communicate a clear vision of instruc-
tional excellence and continuous professional development consistent with the 
goal of improvement of teaching and learning” (Hoy and Hoy, 2006, pp. 2–3). 
School administrators play a complex, demanding role in learning and instruc-
tion. It is a role that requires special skills and talents. 

 As a matter of practicality, administrators, not the teachers, need to run 
schools. As one school administrator argues, “Democratic decision making 
doesn’t work! I can’t hold a meeting and call a vote every time we need to 
make a decision; [teachers] haven’t got time for that either” (Owens, 2001, 
p. 287). Most teachers would agree. They neither want to nor have time to be 
involved in every aspect of school leadership. Most faculty do not want to be 
involved in decisions not affecting them, such as the technicalities of tasks only 
remotely related to the classroom or the teacher’s welfare (Drake and Roe, 1999, 
pp. 122–123). Even in schools that have tried to empower teachers and enlist 
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their aid in decision making, most new ideas still come from administrators. 
The research shows that shared decision making does not improve teacher 
morale, nor does it necessarily lead to school reform or improved learning 
(Weiss, 1993; Smylie, 1994). It is still up to administrators to lead schools and 
school improvement. Practicing teachers gladly give their support to adminis-
trators who assume the role of instructional leader (Fullan, 2001). Teachers want 
to be consulted, but they do not want to abandon teaching to run the schools. 

 The call for increased teacher leadership is nothing new. For decades, 
schools have experimented with extending greater leadership authority to 
teachers, and the results have been disappointing. First of all, research indicates 
that the current system of school management—one led by highly qualified 
school superintendents and building principals—does not need to be changed. 
The current leadership arrangement of schools produces significant positive 
effects on student learning across a wide spectrum of schools (Leithwood et al., 
2004). Furthermore, research fails to document the benefits of teacher leadership 
for student achievement on a school-wide basis (York-Barr and Duke, 2004). 
The rhetoric is more glowing than the reality; teacher leadership may sound 
like a good idea, but there is little evidence of its value. Furthermore, we won-
der why, for all the talk of unions reforming schools and improving learning, 
researchers find that most union officials spend most of their time “attending to 
the nuts and bolts of conventional unionism: representing teachers in grievance 
processes, negotiating contracts, training teachers for union leadership posts, 
and attending to the union organization itself” (Kerchner and Koppich, 2007, 
p. 354). Where is the evidence that union leadership improves student learn-
ing? Where are the union voices demanding that they be held accountable for 
student achievement? As one scholar notes, so-called reform unionism is “an 
exercise in wishful thinking” (Moe, 2006, p. 252). Until union behavior matches 
union rhetoric, it is unwarranted and not in the best interests of students to sup-
port union demands for increased teacher leadership in public schools.

For Discussion

1. Fourteen states* and the District of Columbia require candidates for school principal 
and school superintendent to pass a standardized examination as part of the licen-
sure process. The School Leaders Licensure Assessment “consists of twenty-five con-
structed response questions ranging from short vignettes requiring brief responses to 
much longer case study exercises” (Educational Testing Service, 2008). Consider one 
of the sample exercises and the exam scoring rubric used to evaluate the candidate’s 
response:

Read this vignette and briefly and specifically answer the question that follows:  
 It is early December and the students in an elementary school are practicing for the 
annual holiday concert. A parent phones the school to insist that her child not be 
required to sing any of the Christmas songs. The principal excuses the child from 
participation in music practice. 

*The states include Arkansas, California, Connecticut, Indiana, Kentucky, Maine, Maryland, Mississippi, 

 Missouri, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, South Carolina, Tennessee, and Virginia. 
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Do you agree with the principal’s action? Give a rationale, citing factors that are relevant 
to a principal’s decisions in such situations . 
Scoring Guide  

  Score 2:  Response specifically cites the civil and/or religious rights of the parent/ 
student, and includes at least one of these:

  • meeting with the parent and student to discuss the objections  
 • suggesting some alternative activity for the student  
  • examining the content of the concert to determine its appropriateness for all 

students     
  Score 1: Response specifically cites one of these:

   • the civil and/or religious rights of the parent/student  
  • meeting with the parent and student to discuss the objections  
  • suggesting some alternative activity for the student  
  • examining the content of the concert to determine its appropriateness for all students     

  Score 0: Response is vague or omits reference to any of the essential factors.   

  What do you think principals should know and be expected to do? Can the knowledge 
and skills necessary to be a good administrator be measured by standardized exams? 
Does the sample exercise tap the abilities you consider important for a school leader? If 
teachers themselves want to be involved in school leadership, should they be required 
to take and pass exams required of school principals and other administrators?  

  2. The next generation of teachers is likely to hold views about their work differ-
ently from the views of the teachers they will replace. Susan Moore Johnson (2004) 
argues that the new generation is “less accepting of top-down hierarchy and fixed 
channels of communication, less respectful of conventional organizations, and 
generally more entrepreneurial than their predecessors.” Johnson also notes that 
the new teachers—whether they are first-career or mid-career entrants—do not 
seek uniform treatment, do not expect to or want to work alone, and do not want to 
be isolated in the classroom without feedback about their performance. They also 
expect their salaries to reflect their success as teachers (p. 252).

  Do these values of the next generation of teachers match your own? Do you enjoy 
teamwork over the autonomy of a single-teacher classroom? Do you enjoy risk-taking 
entrepreneurial opportunities that could affect your salary?

  Looking at Johnson’s findings, another researcher argues that the values of previ-
ous generations of teachers—job security and single-teacher classes with little com-
petition among teachers—are a better fit for collective bargaining and teacher unions 
than are the values of the new teachers (Koppich, 2005, p. 108). Do you agree? Can 
teacher unions be attractive to a new generation of teachers?

   3. Unions typically support a uniform salary structure, a pay scale based on years of 
service and additional increments for post-baccalaureate college work. Since the mid-
nineteenth century, school officials have proposed various payment-for-results plans, 
whereby teachers would be rewarded for the performance of their students. Today, 
pay-for-performance plans and similar merit pay plans are typically tied to how well 
or how poorly students perform on standardized tests. One opponent of these plans, 
Alfie Kohn, writes, “The premise of merit pay, and indeed of all rewards is that people, 
 could  be doing a better job but for some reason have decided to wait until it’s bribed 
out of them. This is as insulting as it is inaccurate” (Kohn, 2003, p. 1). Do you agree 
with Kohn’s argument? Do you favor a uniform salary structure for teachers based 
on experience and education or would you prefer a performance-based salary system 
based on criteria that could change year by year based on student performance?   
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  C H A P T E R  1 7

Academic Freedom: Teacher 
Rights or Responsibilities

How should the proper balance between teacher 
freedom and responsibility be determined? 

POSITION 1: FOR INCREASED ACADEMIC FREEDOM

In short, discussing controversy in the classroom is an imperative in a democracy.

—Misco and Patterson, 2007

Intellectual freedom is the belief in the fundamental dignity of individual inquiry 
and the right to exercise it.

—LaRue, 2007

  Sex, Politics, and Religion: A Few Cases

A parent in Olathe, Kansas, demanded that John Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men be 
banned from the school curriculum and classroom because the book is “worth-
less” and “profanity-filled.” Two school board members actually voted to have 
the classic banned, but the majority rejected the effort.

In Oakley, California, some parents wanted the same Steinbeck book banned 
for racial epithets.

School use of the popular Philip Pullman book, The Golden Compass, was 
protested by a group of parents and Christian leaders in Winchester, Kentucky, 
because Pullman was called “an atheist” and the book “anti-Christian.”

A tenured teacher in Colorado was dismissed for showing the publicly 
available Bertold Bertolucci film, 1900, as part of a class discussion about fas-
cism. The teacher appealed, the teachers’ association provided an attorney for a 
hearing, and the teacher was reinstated. 

Some years earlier, a well-respected high school history teacher in the Denver 
Public Schools was dismissed because the city newspaper published his and 
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other candidates’ views as they ran for a Congressional seat; the district thought 
his views were too controversial. He appealed and won reinstatement, but the 
district limited him to teaching basic English and forbade his teaching history.

A high school student paper in Bakersfield, California, was prohibited from 
publishing a story with interviews about gender identity; but a county judge 
ruled that students have the right to exercise freedom of speech and press with-
out prior restraint. 

In Metuchen, New Jersey, the high school principal threatened a student-
financed and -edited paper that included some material from national news 
magazines (like Time and Newsweek), with the magazines’ permission, because 
he considered it too controversial. The Board refused to back the principal. 

Words about puberty and homosexuality were cut by school administrators 
at the last minute from a New York high school production of A Chorus Line; one 
student danced a part in silence.

Field trips at a Pennsylvania high school to see MacBeth and Schindler’s List 
were cancelled after some citizen complaints. 

Efforts to restrict or ban books, films, speakers, topics of study, magazines, 
speech, press, dress, art, drama, field trips, and other student and teacher activi-
ties have permeated and undercut school life for generations. Most of these 
efforts involve controversies surrounding sex, politics, or religion, though other 
issues, like race and economics, sometimes arise. 

Over the past two decades, the most frequently banned books include: 
Harry Potter, Diary of Anne Frank, Catch-22, Farewell to Arms, Deliverance, The 
Great Gatsby, Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, To Kill a Mockingbird, The Chocolate 
War, and Slaughterhouse Five.

Among the most censored authors are Judy Blume, Mark Twain, Maya 
Angelou, John Steinbeck, J. D. Salinger, Toni Morrison, R. L. Stine, Maurice 
Sendak, William Golding, and Robert Cormier.

(Sources: Newsletter on Intellectual Freedom, 1996–2009; Sherrow, 1996; author; Foerstel, 2002) 

A Climate of Fear

This is a small sample of incidents of censorship and politically-based restric-
tions of ideas in schools. Many more incidents are recorded each year across the 
United States, and many do not get recorded. Restrictions on inquiry, knowledge, 
and education, unfortunately, are commonplace. They are also responsible for a 
climate of fear in schools that causes cautious teachers to self-censor or severely 
limit controversial topics in order to avoid similar situations. School administra-
tors often fear parental or citizen complaints, and take preemptive action to try 
to limit teachers and students by cumbersome, and sometimes illegal, school 
policies and practices that encroach on the rights of teacher and student. 

 Teachers may think they have academic freedom, but they sometimes 
engage in self-censorship to avoid threats or uncomfortable situations. Admin-
istrators may impose questionable restrictions but encounter no protest by 
teachers who fear problems. Parents may threaten teachers and cause them to 
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limit inquiry. In good school districts, however, the legitimate rights of teach-
ers and students, as well as the rights of parents and the public to raise ques-
tions about what is taught and how, are protected by well-prepared policies and 
practices on academic freedom. 

Although some censorship and political restriction stories show a positive 
result, where teacher and student academic freedom is protected, many inci-
dents do not end so well. Teachers lose jobs, students are suspended, students 
and teachers avoid controversy, education suffers. Furthermore, the long and 
continuing history of efforts to control, censor, and restrict teachers and stu-
dents shows that the idea of academic freedom is not so well established in soci-
ety that it is no longer an issue. There is a need for constant vigilance to retain 
the intellectual freedom that education in a democracy requires. That freedom, 
academic and intellectual, is the central purpose for education.

  A Necessity, Not a Frill 

 A society cannot be free when its schools are not. The need to provide strong 
support to academic freedom for teachers and their students should seem obvi-
ous to anyone who supports a free society. Ideas are the primary ingredients 
of democracy and education, and the realm of ideas is protected by academic 
freedom. This simple, elegant concept is not well enough understood by some 
of the public, and even by some teachers. Academic freedom requires diligent 
effort, exercise, and expansion in schools. It is under constant threat (American 
Association of University Professors, 1986; American Library Association, 1996; 
Newsletter on Intellectual Freedom, 1986–current; Nelson, 1990, 2003; McNeil, 
2002; Stone, 2004; Lindorff, 2005; LaRue, 2007; Wilson, 2008). 

The continuing development of American democracy requires that aca-
demic freedom be further expanded in schools for both students and teach-
ers. Noddings (1999) points out that democratic education requires debate and 
discourse—only with teacher freedom can this happen. The basic principles 
are clear—enlightened self-governance is basic to democracy and academic 
freedom is basic to enlightened self-governance. Freedom to teach and learn is 
basic to good education. 

Historic arguments against academic freedom for teachers were based on 
a mix of traditional ideas such as: teachers were not “scholars,” they have a 
captive audience, they can influence impressionable minds, and they are public 
employees subject to the will of boards and administrators. These arguments 
falter against the more important necessity for teacher freedom to educate in 
a democracy. Teachers are now required to have scholarly qualities; students 
are expected to inquire and challenge rather than be captive receptacles; teach-
ers’ professional ethics do not countenance brainwashing; and to fulfill their 
pro fessional and contractual responsibilities to educate, teachers must have the 
freedom to examine and present topics. 

We are well beyond the period when teachers were prohibited from mar-
rying, dancing, or participating in politics. In contemporary schools, teachers 
are expected to do more than force-feed students memorized material; we have 
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come to expect education and critical thinking. Yet there remain strong efforts to 
censor and restrain educators in performance of their profession. 

Pat Scales (2001), a school librarian honored by the American Library Asso-
ciation’s (ALA) Intellectual Freedom Award, writes: 

The problem is obvious. Censors want to control the minds of the young. 
They are fearful of the educational system, because students who read learn to 
think. . . . As educators, we cannot for the sake of the students, allow ourselves 
to be bullied into diluting the curriculum into superficial facts. We must talk 
about the principles of intellectual freedom. We must challenge students to think 
about the intent of our forefathers when they wrote the Bill of Rights. (p. 2)   

Unfortunately, some people and groups with strong moralistic or other nar-
row agendas have increased their efforts to restrict schools and impose censor-
ship on students and teachers (Newsletter on Intellectual Freedom; Nakaya, 
2005; Seesholtz, 2005). They hope to advance their own political, religious, or 
economic views and to deny the views of others. They see education as a way to 
indoctrinate the young to become noncritical believers or as a way to inoculate 
and insulate students from controversial ideas. They see evil or controversy in 
anything that differs from their own beliefs. 

Zealots on different sides of political, economic, and religious fences have 
tried to use schools as agents to impose their views and values on the young. 
They don’t want schools to present opposing views or conflicting evidence and 
are against real critical thinking. That zealotry has increased the vulnerability of 
teachers who realize good education requires dealing with controversial issues 
(Thelin, 1997; Pipkin and Lent, 2002).

Now we are seeing efforts to change the argument against teacher freedom 
by changing the definition of academic freedom to suit a political agenda. The 
“Academic Bill of Rights” (Students for Academic Freedom, 2003; Dogan, 2006) 
is touted as a protection for academic freedom, demanding neutrality for insti-
tutions and requiring a “diverse” faculty along political lines. this proposed Bill 
of Rights is for colleges, but has obvious implications for precollegiate schools. 
It claims support of academic freedom, but some think it is a cover to require 
the hiring of more conservative faculty members and to impose new restrictions 
on teachers in schools and colleges (American Association of University Profes-
sors, 2003; Wilson, 2006). While the neutrality of schools and the impartiality of 
teachers are good educational concepts, the proposed Academic Bill of Rights 
implies political litmus tests for teachers and contains the seeds of censorship 
and self-censorship to avoid controversial subjects. 

The good teacher, willing to examine controversial topics, runs risks far 
beyond those who are fearful, docile, and self-censoring. Teachers who ful-
fill the basic educational responsibility to provide intellectual freedom may 
encounter threats, ostracism, or ridicule. Ominous overt threats and subtle 
pressure from administrators, school boards, parents, special interest groups, 
and even peer teachers can cool a teacher’s ardor for freedom of ideas. Teacher 
self-censorship—where fearful teachers screen ideas from classroom use in order 
to avoid controversy—is a common but hidden threat to academic freedom. 
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Teachers hear about others being fired or threatened and often try to avoid any 
topic that could have similar repercussions for them. It is true that a few teach-
ers have been fired for doing what our society should expect all good teachers 
to do. It is also true that many times these firings are reversed when the teacher 
is given due process and facts become known. Still, such events produce a chill-
ing effect on other teachers, restricting academic freedom for themselves and 
their students. It takes courage to remain professional in the pursuit of educa-
tion, but it is necessary. When the censors win, education and democracy lose 
(McNeil, 2002; Stone, 2004; Fuentes, 2005).  

The Essential Relationship of Academic Freedom
to Democracy 

 One inescapable premise in a democracy is that the people are capable of gov-
erning themselves. That premise assumes people can make knowledgeable 
decisions and select intelligently from among alternative proposals. Education 
and free exchange of ideas are fundamental to the premise. To think otherwise 
is to insult the essential condition of democracy. 

 Academic freedom is the freedom of teachers to teach, of schools to deter-
mine educational policies and practices unfettered by political restraints or cen-
sorship, and the freedom of students to engage in study of ideas. It is essential 
to democracy. A society that professes freedom should demand no less freedom 
for its schools (Rorty, 1994; Wilson, 2008). 

The U.S. Supreme Court demonstrated its commitment to the principle of 
academic freedom in a 1967 decision, finding that a state law that demanded 
teachers take a loyalty oath was unconstitutional. The Court noted that aca-
demic freedom is a “transcendent value”: 

  Our nation is deeply committed to safeguarding academic freedom, which is of 
transcendent value to all of us and not merely to the teachers concerned. That 
freedom is, therefore, a special concern of the First Amendment, which does not 
tolerate laws that cast a pall of orthodoxy over the classroom. . . . The classroom 
is peculiarly the “marketplace of ideas.” ( Keyishian v. Board of Regents,  1967)  

Propaganda and public deceit are practiced in all countries, including 
democracies, but citizens of a democracy are expected to have the right and the 
ability to question and examine propaganda and expose those deceits. Dictato-
rial regimes do not need, and do not desire, the masses to have an education 
enabling them to question information the government presents. Totalitarian 
states maintain their existence by using raw power and threats, utilizing censor-
ship and restriction, and keeping the public ignorant. Governments in democ-
racies can attempt the same maneuvers, but they run the risk of exposure and 
replacement. The more totalitarian the government, the more it uses threats, 
censorship, and denial of freedom in education. The more democratic the soci-
ety, the less it employs threats, censorship, and restriction of education. This 
litmus test of a democracy is also a significant measure of the level of academic 
freedom.  
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The Evolution and Expansion of Academic Freedom 

Academic freedom has evolved and expanded from early American education 
when a narrow definition limited it to a few scholars in colleges, and even there 
it was not well practiced. It has since become a fundamental educational concept 
embracing both the general framework of schooling and work of teachers at all 
levels. We are closer now to the historic dual German intellectual freedoms— -
lehrfreiheit  and  lernfreiheit —the freedom of teachers to teach and of learners 
to learn without institutional restriction (Hofstadter and Metzger, 1968). The 
American concept of academic freedom evolved from this dual and mutually 
supportive freedom for teachers and students (Daly, Schall, and Skeele, 2001). It 
still has not evolved sufficiently to assure educators and the public that schools 
are places of real and critical education, but it is significantly more embedded 
in the culture of schools and educated society than it was. 

Socrates, charged with impiety and corruption of youth, defended himself 
by claiming that he and his students had the freedom to pursue truth. All wick-
edness, he argued, was due to ignorance; freedom to teach and learn would 
uncover knowledge, eliminate ignorance, and improve society. The judges did 
not agree and Socrates was sentenced to death. Academic freedom, over time, 
has fared better. Though it is regularly battered, it has survived and expanded. 

 Unfortunately, differences in state laws and confusing court opinions have 
produced a mixed view of what specific actions are legally protected under 
the idea of academic freedom in the United States (O’Neil, 1981;  Newsletter on 
Intellectual Freedom,  2000–2009). The broad concept of academic freedom is gen-
erally understood, but practical application of that freedom in classrooms and 
schools often is contested and local and state court decisions often are murky. 
While some courts have supported school board discretion over curricular and 
student newspaper matters, in general, courts have exhibited an expanding 
awareness of the need for academic freedom in schools and have provided pro-
tection for teachers. If this good trend continues, and educators remain vigilant, 
this foretells a proper expansion of the concept to cover the work of competent 
teachers across the nation. 

Courts often have been highly supportive of academic freedom for public 
school teachers. Justices Frankfurter and Douglas ( Wieman v. Updegraff,  1952) 
argued that all teachers from primary grades to the university share a special 
role in developing good citizens, and all teachers should have the academic 
freedom necessary to be exemplars of open-mindedness and free inquiry. In 
 Cary v. Board of Education  (quoted in Rubin and Greenhouse, 1983), the decision 
included: 

To restrict the opportunity for involvement in an open forum for the free exchange 
of ideas to higher education would not only foster an unacceptable elitism, it 
would fail to complete the development of those not going to college, contrary 
to our constitutional commitment to equal opportunity. Effective citizenship in 
a participatory democracy must not be dependent upon advancement toward 
college degrees. Consequently, it would be inappropriate to conclude that aca-
demic freedom is required only in colleges and universities. (p. 116)  
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At the global level, a statement adopted by the International Federation of 
Library Associations and Institutions (IFLAI) holds that: “Human beings have a 
fundamental right to access to expressions of knowledge, creative thought, and 
intellectual activity, and to express their views publicly” (IFLAI Statement, 1999). 
Academic freedom for all teachers is consistent with this position. It needs con-
tinual nurturing, expansion, and vigilance in support of global democratization.  

Educational Grounds for Academic Freedom 

Where, if not in schools, will new generations be able to explore and test diver-
gent ideas, new concepts, and challenges to propaganda? Students should be able 
to pursue intriguing possibilities under the guidance of free and knowledgeable 
teachers (First Amendment Schools, 2008). Students can test ideas in schools with 
less serious risks of social condemnation or ostracism. In a setting where critical 
thinking is prized and nurtured, students and teachers can engage more fully in 
intellectual development. This is in society’s best interests for two fundamental 
reasons: (1) new ideas from new generations are the basis of social progress, and 
(2) students who are not permitted to explore divergent ideas in school can be 
blinded to society’s defects and imperfections and will be ill-equipped to partici-
pate as citizens in improving democracy (Puddington, et al., 2008). 

Although teaching can be conducted easily as simple indoctrination, with 
teachers presenting material and students memorizing it without thought or 
criticism, that leads to an incomplete and defective education. Teaching also can 
be chaotic, with no sense of organization or purpose—this, too, is incomplete 
and defective education. Neither of these approaches to teaching offers educa-
tion. Education consists of ideas and challenges, increasingly sophisticated and 
complex. Indoctrination stunts the educational process, shrinking knowledge 
and constricting critical thinking. Chaotic schools confuse the educational proc-
ess, mix important and trivial ideas, and muddle critical thinking. A sound edu-
cation provides solid grounding in current knowledge and teaches students to 
challenge ideas as a part of the process of critical thinking. 

 The defining quality of academic freedom is freedom in the search for 
knowledge. This freedom extends to all students and teachers engaged in the 
quest for knowledge. The search for knowledge is not limited to experts, but is 
the primary purpose of schooling. Learning best occurs as people test new ideas 
against their own experiences and knowledge—that testing requires academic 
freedom. This active learning does more than just help clear up student confu-
sion. It offers intellectual involvement and ownership. In addition, it is often 
students who recognize flaws in existing knowledge or who find new ways to 
understand. When only experts control knowledge or when censors limit ideas, 
we risk conformity without challenges or conflicting opinions. We may not like 
challenges to ideas we find comfortable, but those challenges are the stuff of 
progress. Limiting the search for knowledge to a cadre of established experts is 
not in the interest of student learning, human progress, or social development. 

Most young people encounter radical ideas in conversations with friends 
or in films, TV, and other media. In an educational setting, students can more 
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fully consider controversial ideas, and they have the opportunity to criticize 
each view. The real threat to society is that students will not examine controver-
sial material in schools, and that students will come to distrust education and 
society as places for free exchange of ideas (Evans, 2007). Daly and Roach (1990) 
call for a renewed commitment to academic freedom to pursue these social and 
educational ends.  

The Center of the Profession

Academic freedom is at the heart of the teaching profession (Nelson, 1990, 
2003). Professions are identified by the complex, purposeful nature of the work, 
educational requirements for admission, and commonly held ethics and values. 
Medical professionals, for example, work to protect and improve health, have 
a specialized education in medical practice, and share a commitment to life. 
Attorneys work in the realm of law, have specialized training in the practice 
of law, and are dedicated to the value of justice. Teachers work to educate chil-
dren, have subject knowledge and specialized education in teaching practice, 
and share a devotion to enlightenment. 

The nature of teachers’ work and their shared devotion to enlightenment 
require a special freedom to explore new ideas in the quest for knowledge. This 
freedom deserves protection beyond that provided to all citizens under the 
constitutional guarantee of free speech. Unlike other citizens, teachers have a 
professional obligation to search for truth and assist students in their search for 
truth (Zirkel, 1993; Nelson, 2003). The National Science Teachers Association 
(NSTA) states: “As professionals, teachers must be free to examine controver-
sial issues openly in the classroom” ( www.nsta.org ). The National Council for 
Social Studies (2007) policy supports freedoms of teachers to teach and of stu-
dents to learn. Similar statements advocating academic freedom for classroom 
teachers appear in the major documents of most national teacher associations. 
The Foundation for Individual Rights in Education (FIRE) maintains a website 
that archives such academic freedom statements from all over the world ( www
.thefire.org ). Teachers’ jobs must not be at risk because they explore controver-
sial material or consider ideas outside the mainstream. 

A general misunderstanding of the central role schools play in a free soci-
ety causes teachers and students to live a peripheral existence in the United 
States. Teaching has been viewed as less than professional; oftentimes teachers 
are considered low-level employees, hired to do what managers ask. Excessive 
restrictions are sometimes imposed on what teachers can teach and methods of 
instruction they can use. School boards and administrators try to censor teach-
ers and teaching materials. And students are virtually ignored, are treated as 
nonpersons, or are expected to exhibit blind obedience. There may have been 
some historic reason to treat teachers as mere functionaries; some came as inden-
tured servants and others had inadequate academic preparation. Now all states 
require undergraduate degrees and a majority of teachers have graduate degrees. 
Increasingly rigorous teacher credential regulations and improved professional 
study and practice offer no grounds for demeaning restrictions on a teacher’s 
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work. Academic freedom, the essence of the teaching profession, has been insuf-
ficiently developed as a necessary idea in our society and in teacher education. A 
dual educational effort would increase public awareness of the need for academic 
freedom and inform and inspire the people who go into teaching.  

Academic Freedom and Teacher Competency: The Tenure Process 

Provision of academic freedom for teachers is not, however, without limits or 
conditions. Not all persons certified to teach nor every action they take deserve 
the protection of academic freedom. The basic condition for academic freedom 
is teacher competence. Incompetent teachers do not deserve and should not 
receive that extra protection; they should be dismissed if a fair and evidential 
evaluation finds them incompetent. A license to teach is not a license to practice 
incompetence (Bernard, 2008).

Teacher competence is a mix of knowledge, skill, and judgment. It includes 
knowledge of the material and of the students in class, professional skill in 
teaching, and considered professional judgment. Competence depends on more 
than just accumulation of college credits; it includes a practical demonstration 
that teachers can teach with knowledge, skill, and judgment. As in other profes-
sions, competence is measured by peers and supervisors, and continues to be 
refined as teachers gain experience. In teaching, initial competence is expected 
as the new teacher completes the teaching credential program. That program 
of four or more years includes subject field and professional study and practice 
teaching under supervision. Then, according to the laws of various states, teach-
ers serve full-time for several years under school supervision and are granted 
tenure only if they are successful. This long test of actual teaching should be 
sufficient to establish competence. Incompetent teachers should not get tenure. 

The main legal protection for academic freedom in schools is state tenure 
law. Under tenure laws, teachers cannot be fired without due process and legiti-
mate cause. The tenured teacher who is threatened with firing has a right to 
know specific allegations, a fair hearing, and an evidentially based decision. 
This protects tenured teachers from improper dismissal as a result of person-
ality conflicts or local politics. Grounds for dismissal, identified in state law, 
usually include moral turpitude, professional misconduct, and incompetence. 
The allegation must be clearly demonstrated and documented for the dismissal 
to be upheld. There should be a high standard for becoming a teacher and for 
obtaining tenure; there also should be a high standard for dismissing a teacher. 
Teachers should not be dismissed on the basis of personal or political disagree-
ments with administrators or others. 

Nontenured probationary teachers also deserve the general protection of 
academic freedom because they, too, are expected to engage in enlightening 
education. However, they do not have the same legal claims as tenured teachers 
(Standler, 2000). Tenured teachers serve on “indefinite” contracts that schools 
need not renew formally each year. Dismissal or nonrenewal of the probationary 
teacher’s one-year contract can occur at the end of any given school term, often 
without specifying cause for dismissal. Dismissal for dealing with controversial 
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topics in a competent manner should, however, be prohibited by school policy 
as a condition for all teachers. Many excellent school districts honor this con-
cept. Tenured faculty, protected from improper interference, need to assure that 
nontenured teachers are not subjected to dismissal for performing their proper 
teaching function. It is a professional responsibility.  

Obstacles to Academic Freedom

Notwithstanding the compelling reasons that support academic freedom, there 
are historical, political, and economic pressures that can be overwhelming (Wilson, 
2008). Sadly, censorship, political restraint, anti-intellectualism, and illegitimate 
restrictions on teacher and student freedom have a long and sordid history in 
the United States. Early schools, under religious domination, imposed moralis-
tic requirements on teachers, firing them for impiety, for not attending religious 
services, or for not exhibiting sufficient religious zeal. In the nineteenth century, 
many contracts required teachers to remain single, avoid drinking and smoking, 
attend church each Sunday, substitute for the minister on occasion, not associate 
with “bad elements,” and avoid controversy. Communities required strict con-
formity to social norms, and teachers could be dismissed for dating, visiting pool 
halls, or simply disagreeing with local officials. Teachers whose political views 
differed from those with power in the community were summarily fired. No 
recourse was available to stop vigilante school boards or administrators. 

In the first half of the twentieth century, political restraint and censorship 
replaced religious and moralistic restrictions on teachers (Pierce, 1933; Beale, 
1936; Gellerman, 1938). College teachers often fared no better, and many suf-
fered great indignities at the hands of college officials (Veblen, 1918/1957; 
Sinclair, 1922; Hofstadter and Metzger, 1955). Academic freedom was an ideal, 
not a common practice. John Dewey and a few other widely known scholars 
founded the American Association of University Professors in 1915 for the 
primary purpose of organizing to protect the academic freedom of college 
teachers. Dewey recognized even then that all teachers, not just those in 
colleges, needed academic freedom. 

In the twenty-first century, teachers clearly have gained much in professional 
preparation and stature, but they are not yet free. Significant threats to academic 
freedom continue to limit education and place blinders on students. Censorship 
attempts have been launched in virtually every state. Some states have numer-
ous censorship attempts each year, and thousands of teachers and students are
restricted by actions of vigilante groups, school boards, and school administrators.  

Figure 17.1  shows institutions receiving the most complaints and challenges 
to materials being available between 1990 and 2000; schools are the leading 
institutions for efforts to censor. 

Textbook publishers shy away from controversial content to avoid censors. 
Texas censors forced a major American history textbook by highly respected 
historians to be stricken from Texas high schools because of two paragraphs 
(out of 1,000 pages) suggesting prostitution was rampant in the West in the late 
nineteenth century (Stille, 2002).
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The Internet is the most recent focus of censors, with scare tactics used to 
block access to many legitimate Internet sites (O’Neil, 2008). A 1999 report of 
the Censorware Project shows that Utah blocks access for all public schools and 
some libraries to such material as: The Declaration of Independence, The U.S. 
Constitution, the Bible, the Koran, all of Shakespeare’s plays, and Sherlock Hol-
mes (“Censored Internet Access in Utah Schools and Libraries,” 1999). Websites 
that protest such censor intrusion into libraries include the Electronic Frontier 
Foundation ( www.eff.org ), the Foundation for Individual Rights in Education 
(www.thefire.org), and Peacefire (www.peacefire.org). 

Topics that arouse the censors vary over time and across locations, and span 
both ends of the political spectrum. Socialism and communism were visible tar-
gets in the 1920s and again in the 1960s, surfacing again in the Reagan admin-
istration. Sexual topics and profanity are constant targets of school censors. A 
more recent issue is the charge that schools teach secular humanism—teachers 
and materials are anti-God, immoral, antifamily, and anti-American. Among 
other current topics stimulating people who want to stifle academic freedom 
are drugs, evolution, values clarification, economics, environmental issues, 
social activism, and the use of African American, feminist, or other minority 
literature (Jenkinson, 1990; Waldron, 1993; Japenga, 1994; Sipe, 1999; Horowitz, 
2005; Seesholtz, 2005; Lindorff, 2005.) 

Publicized censorship and restraint activities have a chilling effect on school 
boards, administrators, and even many teachers (Whitson, 1993; Ross, 2004). The 
possibility of complaints on a controversial topic leads to fear. Daly (1991) found 
that few school districts had policies to protect teacher and student rights to aca-
demic freedom. As a result, teacher self-censorship denies students and society 
the full exploration of ideas. Many teachers avoid significant topics, or they neu-
tralize and sterilize them to the point of student boredom.  Table 17.1  indicates 
that parents are the people most likely to initiate censorship efforts in schools and 
libraries.

A statement by the American Association of University Professors (AAUP, 
1986) in support of academic freedom for precollege-level teachers identified a 

  Source: Office of Intellectual Freedom, American Library Association. In Foerstel, 

H. N. (2002).  Banned in the USA.  Westport, CT: Greenwood Press. Data from 

1990–2000.  

   FIGURE 17.1 Which Institutions are Targets of Censorship?  

Schools 2,328 

School Libraries 
2,227

Public Libraries 1,561

Museums/Galleries 49
College Theaters 45

Academic Libraries 30
Others 125
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variety of political restraints imposed on such teachers. The American Civil Liber-
ties Union ( www.aclu.org ) has a long tradition of support for academic freedom 
for teachers and students, and assists in court proceedings to redress censorship 
and political restriction. Since 1970, the frequency of reported censorship incidents 
has tripled. Moreover, estimates suggest that for each incident formally reported, 
about fifty other censoring activities go unreported (Jenkinson, 1985). The National 
Coalition Against Censorship ( www.ncas.org ), affiliated with dozens of profes-
sional and scholarly associations, formed because of this increase in censorship. 

  A Free Society Requires Academic Freedom 

 Despite the often weak protection of academic freedom and often powerful 
political pressures brought to bear to stifle it, attaining freedom for teachers and 
students is worth the strenuous effort it demands. There are compelling demo-
cratic, educational, and professional grounds for expanding the protection of 
academic freedom to competent teachers and all students. And there are impor-
tant social reasons why the public should support academic freedom in public 
education. Academic freedom is more than a set of platitudes, state regulations, 
and court decisions. It should be a fundamental expectation of schools in a free 
society. Academic freedom is a central truth for the profession of teaching.    

POSITION 2: FOR TEACHER RESPONSIBILITY 

Freedom of speech does not imply a right to an audience. . . . Unfortunately, 
many of those who talk the loudest and longest about “freedom of speech” and 
“academic freedom” are in fact trying to justify the imposition of propaganda 
on a captive audience in our schools and colleges.  

—Sowell, 2005, p. 1

Table 17.1 Who Initiates Challenges to School and Library Materials?

        Rank    Initiator    Number of Challenges over Ten Years    

 1  Parents   3,891   
 2  Patrons      936   
 3  Administrator      596   
 4  Board Member    232   
 5  Teacher      176   
 6  Pressure Group    175   
 7  Other Group      162   
 8  Religious Organization     108
 9  Clergy     92
10  Government     53

Source: Office of Intellectual Freedom, American Library Association. In Foerstel, H. N. (2002).  Banned in the 

USA.  Westport, CT: Greenwood Press. Data from 1990–2000.
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. . . the K–12 public school establishment has adopted a quasi-official pedagogy 
that encourages the classroom teacher to shape students’ beliefs on contempo-
rary issues like race, gender, sexual preference, and American foreign policy. 

—Stern, 2006

Freedom from Indoctrination 

 Academic freedom involves more than unbridled indoctrination to one view. 
Yet, some college professors and the K –12 teachers’ unions have asserted a right 
to academic freedom of that type. Stern (2006a) notes that “leftist political indoc-
trination in the classroom is now even more pernicious in K–12 education than 
it is on the university campus” (p. 1). Kline (2008) reports on a survey showing 
that about 40 percent of Americans said professors often use their classroom for 
political platforms. This is not academic freedom and teachers at any level who 
engage in it should not be protected. 

 Academic freedom consists of the presentation of balanced views, with the 
teacher as a neutral to be sure there is fairness. This can’t be done if schools 
continue to hire teachers who think indoctrination is their right, and if teacher 
education programs continue to emphasize political goals like “teaching for 
social justice” or progressivism. We need a professional code of ethics for teach-
ers that emphasizes the teaching of basic skills to help students do schoolwork, 
not to turn them into activists. “If educators won’t do this voluntarily, then let 
the legislators do it for them” (Stern, 2006a, p. 1). Freedom for teachers is directly 
linked to their responsibilities; a suitable code of ethics makes that clear.  

  Power and Responsibility in Teaching 

 All rights and freedoms are connected to responsibilities. Teachers’ freedoms 
must be tied to their responsibilities, and their rights and freedoms are condi-
tioned on their acceptance of those responsibilities. Teachers’ freedoms are sup-
ported and limited by their responsibilities to parents, society, the child, and to 
the profession. 

Society gives teachers authority to develop sound knowledge and values in 
children; school is compulsory for that purpose. The child, weaned from paren-
tal influence, looks to teachers for guidance. This is a particularly important 
responsibility. Teachers bear duties to parents, society, and the child to provide 
a suitable education. They also have ethical duties to the profession of teach-
ing. These multiple responsibilities require accountability from teachers and 
schools. 

Teaching is among the most influential positions in society. Teaching is next 
to parenting in its power to carry values and ideas from generation to genera-
tion. In some respects, teachers exert more influence on children’s views and 
values than do parents. Parents have great control over what their children see, 
hear, and do during the earliest years, but after the child starts school, par-
ents relinquish increasing amounts of that influence to teachers. That should 
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be a good thing, with children becoming more mature and independent while 
studying under responsible, committed teachers. Parents retain strong interests 
in what their children see, hear, and do long after primary school, and good 
schools and teachers give them nothing to fear. The influence of teachers goes 
well beyond the classroom doors, school grounds, and school term; teachers 
exert influence that can last for years, even lifetimes. This capacity to influence 
the young carries heavy responsibilities. 

Parental Rights

 Parents have general, moral, and legal rights and obligations to and for their 
children, rights and obligations that teachers and schools must not undermine. 
Parents are expected to provide for the child’s safety and welfare—physical, 
emotional, spiritual, and moral. Provision of food, clothing, and shelter is a 
parental obligation given up only when parents are incapable. Parents have 
moral obligations and rights, including instructing their children in determin-
ing right from wrong, good from bad. Parents instruct their children in ethical 
conduct by providing them with a set of socially acceptable behaviors, includ-
ing integrity, honesty, courtesy, and respect. Under the law, parents can be held 
accountable for lack of adequate and appropriate care of their children; they can 
even be held legally responsible for their children’s acts. 

Because parents are presumed to have the child’s interests at heart, they are 
given great latitude in providing care and upbringing. Parents are even permit-
ted to exercise appropriate corporal punishment, more than any other person 
would be permitted to inflict upon a child, under the legal idea that the par-
ent has broad responsibilities and rights. At the root of laws regarding parents’ 
rights and obligations is the idea that they are responsible for their children’s 
upbringing, morality, and behaviors. Teachers, however, act as surrogate par-
ents only in certain situations, with a number of limitations, and should not 
deviate from the norms of the good parent in the good society.  

Children are not put in schools as punishment, or as a way to make up for 
family irresponsibility. Schools, therefore, must continue the cultural heritage 
by inculcating positive and supportive social and family values in the young. 

The comparative youthfulness of students, influential role of teachers, and 
authoritative nature of instruction make schools and teachers even more respon-
sible to social and parental values and interests. Especially in public schools, 
where attendance is mandatory, schools and teachers need a greater sensitivity 
to the role of positive parental surrogate. Thus, public school teachers are even 
more accountable than private ones to the community and to parents for what 
they teach and how.  

Teacher Responsibilities to Parents 

 Schools, then, have a special obligation to be responsive to parents’ concerns for 
their children. This reasoning lies behind the legal concept that teachers act in 
loco parentis, or in place of the parent. That concept, with deep social and legal 
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roots, protects teachers in handling student discipline and evaluation. It also 
requires teachers to remain sensitive to parental interests.

Teachers, standing in place of the parents, take on similar responsibilities 
for children’s development and protection. Teachers have responsibilities for 
providing a safe, healthy classroom environment, and they assume protective 
moral, ethical, and legal duties. In addition, they have educational responsi-
bilities: They must teach children necessary knowledge and skills. Discharging 
these responsibilities demands responsiveness to parental concerns about the 
kinds of knowledge and values taught. 

Teachers cannot have license to do anything to students, physically or men-
tally. No one today would argue that teachers should be permitted to abuse 
children physically. Teachers can require students to be attentive to lessons, be 
orderly, and be civil, but they are prohibited from abusive activities, such as 
striking students. Malevolent teacher behavior is outside the standards of pro-
fessional conduct. 

Mental abuse of students is equally abhorrent, but is less easy to detect. 
Mental abuse is no less harmful, however, to students, parents, or society. It can 
consist of vicious verbal personal attacks, indoctrination in antisocial values 
or behaviors, or manipulation of children’s minds against parents or morality 
(Sowell, 2005; Stern, 2006b). Parents have a right to insist teachers not subject 
their children to these tactics, but often are unaware of them until after the dam-
age has been done.

Parents have a right to monitor what schools are teaching their children, 
hold the school accountable for it, and limit potential for damage to their chil-
dren. Beyond necessary limits on teachers, schools also must be subject to lim-
its that conform to social mores. For example, book, video, and film purchases 
for school libraries should be continuously and vigilantly screened so only 
proper material is made available to our children. A parent review committee 
can be used to determine which books are suitable, with opportunity for any 
parent to complain about library materials and have that complaint acted on 
effectively. 

We need not only worry about what teaching materials are used in class-
rooms, we also must be vigilant about other areas of schools where underage 
students have access. In school media centers, there is an increasing problem 
with Internet access. The Internet can be a valuable resource for children. There 
are many excellent websites for adding educational quality in such areas as sci-
ence, history, the arts, literature, math, and other subjects. The opportunity to 
observe geographic locations, ancient art and culture, current news, scientific 
experiments and achievements, and to engage in available educational work 
via the Internet is exceptional and otherwise not available. However, there 
exists a serious problem in Internet usage when websites containing inhumane, 
anti-American, racist, antiauthority, sexual, antireligious, or other inappropri-
ate material are available in schools. Parents can exert control in their children’s 
computer use at home to screen out undesirable sites; schools have a greater 
responsibility in screening out any such sites from their computers since schools 
serve a broad cross section of children.  
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Teacher Responsibilities to Children 

 The paramount responsibility of teachers is to their students. Because students 
are immature and unformed, teachers must carefully exercise their influence and 
temper freedom with responsibility. Teachers hold great potential power over 
children’s lives, and teacher authority needs to be weighed heavily in teacher 
decisions as to what to teach and how. Teachers derive power from maturity, 
physical size, and position. Children are vulnerable. 

In forming and testing ideas, attitudes, and behaviors, children look to 
teachers for direction. Children naturally are curious and positive, but cannot 
yet fully discern between good and bad, proper and improper. Teachers have 
a responsibility to continue the moral and ethical education that parents have 
begun.  

  Teacher Responsibilities to Society 

 Society, as well as parents, has a significant interest in children’s education. 
Schools were established to pass on the cultural heritage; to provide the skills, 
attitudes, and knowledge needed to produce good citizens; and to prepare 
children to meet their responsibilities in family, work, and social roles. Schools 
are social institutions, financed and regulated to fulfill social purposes. Society 
has values, standards of behavior, and attitudes that schools must convey to 
children. These standards have evolved over a long period, and they represent 
our common culture. Society charges schools and teachers to ensure that social 
standards, and ideals these standards represent, are taught by example and by 
word. 

 Schools do not exist as entities separate from society, able to chart their own 
courses as though they had no social responsibilities. They were not intended 
to instruct students in antisocial, anti-American, or immoral ideas or behav-
iors, nor will society allow them to continue to do so. Society trusts teachers to 
develop the young into positive, productive citizens. Those few teachers who 
use their position to attempt to destroy social values or create social dissension 
are violating that trust. Those who sow the seeds of negativism, nihilism, or 
cynicism also are violating that trust. Society has the right to restrict, condemn, 
or exclude from teaching those who harm its interests.  

Teacher Responsibilities to Their Profession 

 The teaching profession has an extensive and illustrious history. It is based on 
the idea of service to children and society. The teachers’ code of ethics recog-
nizes teacher responsibilities as singularly important. Teachers want to con-
vey the cultural heritage to their students, along with a strong sense of social 
responsibility. Teachers can ask no less of themselves. 

A basic responsibility of the teaching profession is to prepare young people 
for life in society. That includes teaching students social values and knowledge, 
and teachers’ personal conduct should exemplify society’s ideals. The teaching 



416  PART THREE: How Should Schools Be Organized and Operated?

profession recognizes both children’s needs and society’s needs. Teachers have 
an obligation not to go beyond professional bounds, and to reject those who 
would tarnish the profession’s reputation. 

Teachers are the key to good education. They are also the key to poor educa-
tion. When teachers are excellent, a school is excellent. But, as is widely known, 
many schools are not excellent, and many teachers are weak and ineffective. In 
fact, much of the great problem in U.S. education is due to teachers who should 
not be in classrooms. These teachers should be weeded out, but tenure laws 
and teacher unions protect the weakest and ensure poor educations for many 
of our children. These protections not only burden students, parents, and citi-
zens, they pose a more serious threat to decency, patriotism, and social values 
(Limbaugh, 2005; Sowell, 2005).  

Zealotry and Teacher Irresponsibility 

Pied Piper teachers are not weak in their beliefs and sales techniques, but 
often are weak in their intellectual capabilities and acceptance of fundamen-
tal responsibility to society and its values. These teachers fail to recognize the 
proper role of a teacher. Not only does tenure cover up poor teaching, it also 
protects socially dangerous teachers. They use the hollow claim of academic 
freedom to camouflage their attempts to distort the minds of the young. Weak 
teachers who actually believe they have a special freedom to do as they wish in 
the classroom are a major threat to our culture. 

 Teachers can be captured by radical ideas, and have a captive audience of 
immature minds. Oftentimes the academically weak teacher misunderstands 
the threats of anarchism, atheism, satanism, socialism, communism, and other 
extreme positions. They often have a simplistic utopian view and want their 
students to adopt the same, so impose their radical views on vulnerable young 
people. They may advocate extreme views of politics, economics, religion, 
family relations, drug use, sexual preferences, and other controversial topics. 
Students are expected to recognize the teacher’s authority and may not be in a 
position to challenge the teacher’s opinions. This denies the concept of educa-
tion and threatens society. Nevertheless, state laws and unions protect teachers, 
no matter how radical and socially detrimental their concepts are. This protec-
tion, under tenure laws and the false cloak of academic freedom, allows mis-
education in schools. Tenure laws make it almost impossible to rid schools of 
poor teachers or those who are zealots. 

The false claim that academic freedom gives teachers the right to do what 
they wish does not take into account the real history of academic freedom. The 
historic idea of academic freedom protects scientists and university scholars 
in pursuing and publishing their research. Even in this restricted setting, there 
are some limits for researchers; they cannot do any research they might want, 
certainly none that knowingly harms people. Academic freedom in its original 
conception has little to do with schoolteachers and their work. Nor does the 
historic sense of academic freedom reflect social responsibilities attendant on 
teaching in public elementary and high schools. Because young, impressionable 
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children must attend school by law, we demand greater accountability from 
public school teachers than we do from teachers in colleges, where students 
may be old enough to resist brainwashing. Students are a captive audience of 
relatively unsophisticated children; they are the ones who need protection. The 
historic definition of academic freedom applies solely to the protection of uni-
versity scholars as they research their specialties. It was not intended to cover 
schoolteachers and their students. 

Where current applications of academic freedom involve schoolteachers 
and their students is in assuring that no indoctrination or politicization takes 
place in classrooms of our schools (Stern, 2006a, b). The National Academic 
Freedom Conference provided significant evidence of the problems created 
when teachers attempt to impose their views without challenge (Dogan, 2006). 
Students subjected to teacher rants against the president or in support of for-
eign governments or ideologies make sad stories in the report.  

  Academic Freedom as License 

 A license to teach is not a license to impose one’s views on others. Corruption of 
the young is at the least a moral crime; it is ethically reprehensible. The major-
ity of teachers accept this and discharge their duties with integrity and care. 
For them, teaching is a calling to instruct the young in society’s knowledge and 
values. This represents the best in the profession and is a great support to the 
well-being of the community and nation. Unfortunately, some teachers do not 
subscribe to the values of their profession. 

There are teachers who are caught in drug raids, who have cheated on their 
income tax returns, and who have committed robbery—but these are exceptions 
(O’Connor, 2005). Most teachers are not criminals. When teachers do engage 
in criminal conduct, they are subject to criminal penalties and possible loss of 
employment. They do not receive special treatment. However, there is another 
form of crime, intellectual crime, that teachers may engage in under the guise 
of academic freedom.

Intellectual crimes include ridiculing student or family values, advocating 
antisocial attitudes, indoctrinating children in secular humanism, and influ-
encing students to think or act in opposition to parent and community norms. 
These crimes may have an even greater, more devastating, effect on children 
and society than legal transgressions because they tear at the nation’s moral 
fiber. Perpetrators should not have special protection. There is nothing aca-
demic about confusing and confounding children about their families and 
society; teachers who commit such crimes deserve no consideration under the 
rubric of academic freedom. Distorting the minds of the young is misteaching 
and should be penalized. 

A child brought up to revere the family, believe in traditional marriage, 
support the United States, and respect people in authority may find it traumatic 
when a teacher expresses approval of such activities as participating in homo-
sexual acts, supporting abortion rights, espousing anti-Americanism, engag-
ing in civil disobedience, or sexually using children. Teachers should not have 
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the right to damage children in this manner. Stretching the idea of academic 
freedom to protect such teachers is an affront to the true meaning of academic 
freedom. 

 Some schoolteachers and their unions want to open a large umbrella of aca-
demic freedom to cover anything a teacher does or says. Their claims to protec-
tion are not justified, but make school administrators wary. Administrators do 
not want the American Civil Liberties Union or other local vigilante groups 
interfering in school affairs. Thus, radical teachers often get away with their 
preaching and mind-bending for years because the administration is afraid 
to reprimand them. Instead, the problem is hidden. Parents who protest are 
allowed to have their children transferred to other classes, but unsuspecting 
parents fall prey to these unprofessional classroom Fagins. It takes a coura-
geous, persistent parent to thwart such a teacher. Often, public disclosure of the 
teacher’s actions will arouse the community and force school officials to take 
action. 

Radical teachers also have misused state tenure laws, which typically place 
excessive impediments to obstruct efforts to dismiss a teacher. As a result, very 
few school districts find it worthwhile to try to fire even the most incompetent 
teachers, and radical teachers recognize this. Tenured teacher firings are very 
rare; the radical teacher merely has to sit tight until tenure, and then anything 
is permissible. Tenure laws create burdensome requirements that save teachers’ 
jobs even when those teachers have demonstrated a lack of respect for parents, 
students, and community values. We need to make it easier to dismiss teachers 
who behave irresponsibly. 

Teachers may have views that differ from community norms, but the class-
room is not the place in which to express them. Teachers should not have the 
freedom to preach radical ideas in schools. Schools are not meant to be forums 
for teachers whose viewpoints differ sharply from those of the community. 
Instead, schools are intended to express and affirm community values. Malle-
able students are a captive audience; teachers must not have the right to impose 
contrary views on the young (Sowell, 2005).  

 Academic Freedom and Teacher Freedom 

 We must bear two important considerations in mind in any discussion of aca-
demic and teacher freedom in the schools. First, academic freedom provides 
limited protection to university-level scholars who are experts in their special-
ized fields, and the concept is more limited when applied to teachers below 
the college level. Second, other freedom for teachers below the college level 
is not unlimited or unrestrained; it is necessarily related to traditional teacher 
responsibilities. 

There is no doubt that, within the limits of responsibility, teachers deserve 
respect and some freedom to determine how to teach. That is, teacher free-
dom can be separated from academic freedom, which is intended to protect 
the rights of experts to present their research results. This separation does not 
denigrate teachers any more than it denigrates lawyers, doctors, and ministers 
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as respected people with no claim to special freedom in their work. Teacher 
freedom is protected by community traditions and the constitutional protection 
of free speech. Teachers do not need additional protections. 

The U.S. Constitution’s protections of free speech for all citizens are more 
than sufficient for teachers. Under the Constitution, any of us can say what we 
wish to say about the government, our employers, or the state of the world, 
provided it is not slanderous, imminently dangerous, or obscene. Obviously, 
we cannot say false things about someone without risking a libel suit, and we 
cannot yell “Fire!” in a crowded theater or “Bomb!” in an airport without risk-
ing arrest. Though we have the freedom to say them, we also must accept the 
consequences for our statements (Standler, 2000). 

Public expression of controversial views, as in letters to a newspaper editor, 
is a right of all people in the United States. Teachers, of course, have the same 
right. But that does not mean that teachers are any different from other citi-
zens or more deserving of job security no matter how inane or anti-American 
their public statements. Teachers’ jobs are not safe regardless, any more than are 
jobs of those employed by private firms who make controversial public state-
ments. Anyone who wishes to make public statements must recognize the risks 
involved. Teachers, more than most citizens, should be aware of the responsi-
bilities surrounding public discourse. A teacher’s inflammatory comments can 
lead to public outrage. For public school teachers, the public is the employer. 

Schoolteachers should not expect job guarantees when they make negative 
comments about schools, the community, or the nation, or when they teach chil-
dren by using propaganda or inaccurate or provocative material. Classroom 
statements by teachers are actually public statements, subject to the same con-
ditions as letters to the editor or public speaking. There is no special privilege 
granted to teachers merely because they close the classroom door.

Private schools can expect their teachers to uphold school and parent val-
ues because private school administrators and boards have more latitude in dis-
missing teachers they consider unsatisfactory in teaching or in judgment. State 
tenure laws do not apply to them. Public school boards and administrators are 
under some constraints because of those tenure laws and active teacher unions, 
but they should be more aggressive in weeding out poor teachers and those 
who engage in controversial acts. Each board of education has a responsibility 
to provide children with information, skills, a set of social values, and a moral 
code that strengthen society. Teachers cannot abrogate that responsibility.  

  Academic Freedom as a Function of Academic Position 

 Academic freedom protects scholars who recognize the academic responsibili-
ties inherent in it. Scholars who have developed expert knowledge in a sub-
ject field may conduct research challenging accepted views—this is how we 
continue to refine knowledge. Academic freedom allows such scholars to pub-
lish or present their research without fear of losing their positions, but only in 
those areas in which they have demonstrated expert knowledge. They have 
no greater freedom than any other citizen in areas outside their own expertise. 
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The Constitution protects everyone’s speech, but does not and should not pro-
tect a faculty job. There is a difference between academic freedom and license, 
and no academic freedom should exist for those who indoctrinate others. Kirk 
(1955), Hook (1953), and Buckley (1951) provide philosophic grounds for limit-
ing teacher freedom to expert scholars engaged in publication of their research. 
They would deny scholars or any other educators the right to proselytize or 
indoctrinate students under special protection of academic freedom (Limbaugh, 
2005). 

Unfortunately for teachers and scholars, the idea of academic freedom has 
been abused in current times. Teacher unions and lawyers, attempting to save 
the jobs of teachers who are incompetent or who espouse antisocial propa-
ganda, have clouded the positive idea of academic freedom. Academic freedom 
should not become a shield for incompetent, antisocial, or un-American teach-
ing. Rather, academic freedom should offer protection for expert scholars in the 
search for truth, and provide a rationale for teachers to subscribe to a code of 
ethics that assures a balanced presentation of views in precollegiate classrooms. 
Linking teacher responsibility and accountability to teacher freedom is a much 
sounder approach to the protection of teachers and integrity of society. 

Goldstein (1976) argues that academic freedom is unsuited to elementary 
and secondary schools because of the age and immaturity of the students, the 
teacher’s position of authority, the necessarily more highly structured curricu-
lum, and the dominant role of schools in imparting social values. These factors 
cannot be easily dismissed. Elementary and secondary school teachers are dif-
ferent from university scholars in their training, functions, employment status, 
and responsibilities. Elementary and secondary schools have broad responsi-
bilities to parents, community, and state that do not permit license. Schools and 
teachers serve in capacities that require support for and advocacy of social and 
family values. Rhetoric about academic freedom does not diminish that signifi-
cant responsibility. 

Teachers deserve respect and appreciation for their contributions to society, 
decent salaries, and comfortable working conditions. They deserve the protec-
tion the Bill of Rights gives to all U.S. citizens: freedom of speech, association, 
and assembly. For all of us, including teachers, these freedoms entail responsi-
bilities. Teacher responsibilities to students, parents, school officials, the teaching 
profession, and to society make classroom teachers one of our most treasured 
resources. Teachers do not, however, merit special treatment in regard to their 
freedom. Tenure should not protect them from losing their jobs for subverting 
students, advocating radical ideas, insubordination, or proselytizing.

For Discussion 

1. Dialectic exercise: The idea that academic freedom is limited to university researchers 
in their field of study only can be considered a thesis. What would be an antithesis? 
What evidence exists on each side? What philosophic grounds and logic support each 
position? What would be a suitable synthesis? How would your synthesis affect the 
current situation for K–12 teachers in regard to the exercise of academic freedom?
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2. If you were asked by a local school board to be on a committee to prepare school dis-
trict policies related to:

Teacher freedom,
Student freedom,
Dealing with controversial material,
and handling parental or citizen complaints about teaching material, methods, 

or school curriculum,
  What policies would you recommend? Draft an example set of policies to govern 

how a school district should handle such matters. 
3. Dialogue ideas: Should there be any restrictions on what a teacher can discuss in 

class? What set of principles should govern establishment of those limits? Should 
students have the same freedoms and limits? Is student age or teacher experience a 
significant factor in this determination? How should schools handle questions that 
arise about how a teacher handles controversy?  

  4. Which, if any, of these topics should be banned from schoolbooks or class discussion? 
   Explicit sexual material Violence  
  Sexism Anti-American views  
  Racism Antireligious ideas  
  Fascism Socialism  
  Inhuman treatment of people Animal, child, or spouse abuse   

  What are the grounds for justifying censorship of any of these? Who should decide? 
What are some good examples of thesis and antithesis statements about censorship? 
How would you construct a dialect on this topic?  

  5. What role should teachers play in learning about and responding to efforts at censor-
ship? Should censors be censored? How should a teacher be prepared to deal with 
censors and political restraint?     
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  C H A P T E R  1 8

Inclusion and Mainstreaming: 
Common or Special Education 

When and why should selected children 
be provided inclusive or special 

treatment in schools? 

   POSITION 1: FOR FULL INCLUSION 

    Implementing inclusion effectively requires schools to make adjustments in 
order to fully accommodate students with disabilities. Unfortunately, many 
schools failed to make these changes.  

   —Ferri and Connor, Teachers College Record, 2005, p. 467    

. . . the sad irony has been that minorities have been disproportionately per-
ceived as needing to be served in separate programs that have increased their 
isolation from the educational mainstream and limited their access to the kind 
of education valued by that mainstream.

—Harry et al., 2008

 Full inclusion of all children into school life is a fundamental principle in a free, 
democratic society. Full inclusion means that students classified “special” or 
“exceptional” because of individual physical or mental characteristics would 
not be isolated into separate schools, separate classes, or pull-out sessions. They 
would be full citizens and members of the school community, not only in reg-
ular classes but also as legitimate participants in schools’ multiple activities. 
Inclusion is consistent with fundamental principles of our society and with the 
law (Vargas, 1999; Kluth et al., 2002; Ferri and Connor, 2005; Oakes, 2005). The 
United States should do no less than provide full inclusion (Grossman, 1998; 
Koenig and Bachman, 2004; Wolbrecht and Hero, 2005; Cameron, 2008). 

 As a matter of human concern and fairness, we should not separate those 
who differ from the rest. Inclusive schools recognize the richness in human 
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diversity. Cushner, McClelland, and Safford (2000) offer a philosophic and his-
toric case for the inclusion of exceptional children: 

  From its inception, a fundamental characteristic of American schooling has 
been its intended inclusiveness, across social boundaries, of gender, class, 
and—belatedly—race. Today, the term inclusion refers to the practice of includ-
ing another group of students in regular classrooms, those with problems of 
health and/or physical, developmental, and emotional problems. . . . Like soci-
etal inclusion, inclusive education implies fully shared participation of diverse 
individuals in common experiences. (pp. 161, 163)  

 Not only is inclusion a matter of fundamental principles and law, it is better 
educationally—for students and teachers. 

  Exclusion and Segregation: Racism and Ableism 

 The long and strong effort to exclude some special needs students from regular 
school classes and activities has remarkable parallels with the racial segregation 
efforts of times past, as Ferri and Connor (2005) suggest: 

  As in the case of school desegregation, the movement from segregated place-
ments toward more inclusive ones for students with disabilities has involved a 
long and often difficult struggle. . . . Yet even when school systems have shifted 
to more inclusive practices because of legal requirements, the results were often 
characterized as cosmetic or shallow. . . .  

 There are many parallels between how our society has treated minority 
children and how it has treated disabled children in schools. One is a func-
tion of forms of racism, the other a function of forms of ableism. Where they 
coincide is corrosive of our democracy and social values. One of the striking 
things about school-based classification of children into special education 
classes, programs, or schools is that students placed in the special category 
come disproportionately from minority ethnic and social class groups of 
society (Educational Testing Service, 1980; Heller, Holtzman, and Messick, 
1982; Anderson and Anderson, 1983; Brantlinger and Guskin, 1987; Ferri and 
Connor, 2005; Artiles and Bal, 2008). Obviously, this combination of class, 
race, and classification as disabled becomes a recipe for discrimination. This 
parallel discrimination should be addressed as a civil rights issue on principle 
and a political issue in practice. Class and ethnicity have been used politically 
to limit the full participation of groups without wealth and power. Children 
with special needs have been subject to a similar political agenda restrict-
ing access, opportunity, and fulfillment of the democratic ideal ( Barton, 1988; 
Harry et al., 2008). 

 Meier (2005), studying school board actions and educational politics, argues: 

  At the extremes this [grouping and sorting children] includes sorting students 
into a variety of special education classifications or into various honors or 
college prep options. . . . Studies consistently find that minorities are assigned 
in disproportionate numbers to special education, lower ability groups, 
and vocational tracks and at the same time are less likely to gain access to 
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advanced classes, advanced placement classes, gifted programs, and college 
prep tracks. (p. 239)  

 Oakes (2005), following up on her famous study of inequality in schools, 
notes, “Thus, through tracking, schools continue to replicate existing inequality 
along lines of race and social class and contribute to the intergenerational trans-
mission of social and economic inequality” (p. xi). 

 Exceptionality among individuals is a constant in human history. This con-
dition of “abnormality” has historically been the basis for a variety of destruc-
tive actions by those in power, from infanticide to institutionalization. Winzer’s 
(1993) comprehensive history of special education is based on a pertinent prin-
ciple: “A society’s treatment of those who are weak and dependent is one criti-
cal indicator of its social progress. Social attitudes concerning the education 
and care of exceptional individuals reflect general cultural attitudes concerning 
the obligations of a society to its individual citizens” (p. 3). This, in the United 
States and in the civilized world, is a civil rights issue based on the most funda-
mental documents and foundational moral principles. 

  Inclusion Is More Than Mere Addition 

 Full inclusion expects far more of good education than merely adding classi-
fied students to general classes or mandating all students to run, climb, read, 
write, draw, or compute in only one way and at the same speed. Full inclusion 
assumes schools will provide high-quality, individualized instruction, with 
well-prepared teachers, suitable and varied teaching materials, and appropri-
ate schedules to support the idea that all students are capable of success. The 
principle of full inclusion merely extends the democratic principle of quality 
education for all to include children with special needs (Skiba et al., 2008).

 Kluth and colleagues (2001) note that the 1994 policy guidelines estab-
lished by the U.S. Department of Education specify schools may not use lack 
of resources or personnel as an excuse for not providing free and appropriate 
education—in the least restrictive environments—to students with disabilities 
(p. 24). But school districts have been very slow to follow the law and the poli-
cies. During the twelve-year period, 1977 to 1990, there was an actual decline of 
only 1.2 percent in the number of students with disabilities who were moved 
from separate to regular classrooms. A National Council on Disability study 
reported in 2000 that “every state was out of compliance with the requirements 
of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act and that U.S. officials were 
not enforcing compliance” (reported in Kluth et al., 2001). The common excuses 
of schools simply do not meet the standards set by the law: “we don’t pro-
vide inclusion”; “this child is too disabled to be in a regular classroom”; “we 
give them special programs.” The law, and supporting court decisions, requires 
inclusion unless the severity of the disability precludes satisfactory education in 
regular classes. This high standard does not allow schools to ignore or dismiss 
the requirement to provide inclusion for the vast majority of students with dis-
abilities (Kluth et al., 2001; Cigman, 2007). 
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 The concept of inclusion involves a set of school practices that Stainback, 
Stainback, and Jackson (1992) describe:

    1. All children are to be included in the educational and social lives of their 
schools and classrooms.  

   2. The basic goal is to not leave anyone out of school and classroom communi-
ties (thus, integration can be abandoned since no one has to go back to the 
mainstream).  

   3. The focus is on the support needs of all students and personnel.    

 Full inclusion does not mean schools should bring in students with special 
needs only to insist on blind conformity to a single standard for all students; 
nor does it mean nonconforming students should be ignored or mistreated in 
“regular” schools. Rather, the concept of inclusion assumes that the individual 
needs of every student, whether classified “special” or not, seriously must be 
considered to provide a quality education. This assumption undergirds the idea 
of full inclusion for students who are “special” or “exceptional.”  

  The Legal Basis for Full Inclusion 

 Over the past quarter-century, the U.S. Congress clearly has shown its intent that 
all children with disabilities be provided a free and appropriate education in pub-
lic schools. A series of modifications in supportive legislation, from 1975 to the 
present, have improved the educational rights of children with disabilities and 
their families. Full inclusion is the next logical step. Turnbull and Turnbull (1998) 
defined this evolving policy as “Zero Reject” and noted an important effect was 
“to redefine the doctrine of equal educational opportunity as it applies to chil-
dren with disabilities and to establish different meanings of equality as it applies 
to people with and without disabilities” (p. 92). Earlier laws relied on a concept 
of equality that meant equal access to different resources; children attended sepa-
rate special education classes and schools. The newer laws assume equal access 
means full access to regular resources—regular classes and schools, but with 
special support, to help students “more like than different from people without 
disabilities” (Turnbull and Turnbull, 1998, p. 93). 

 The principle of inclusion goes well beyond the mainstreaming that has 
developed since the 1975 landmark federal legislation, the Education of All 
Handicapped Children Act (Public Law 94–142). At the time Congress was con-
sidering this law, 1 million out of 8 million disabled children under age 21 were 
completely excluded from the U.S. public school system. They were “outcast 
children” (Dickman, 1985, p. 181). Mainstreaming grew out of an important 
clause of the law, offering the concept of the “least restrictive environment”—
meaning students with special needs who “demonstrate appropriate behavior 
and skills” should be in general classrooms rather than segregated programs. 
The law gave some children with special needs the educational, emotional, and 
social advantages offered to other students. It also gave parents the right to 
be advocates in fashioning an appropriate education for their differently abled 
children. 
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 Amendments and modifications to the 1975 law have included changes in the 
language—for example, replacing handicapped with disabled and renaming the 
law, calling it the 1990 Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). Other 
important changes in the law have increased the expectations for mainstreaming 
and led toward full inclusion. The 1990 IDEA law, and its 2004 renewal, requires 
schools to offer a set of placement options to meet the needs of students with dis-
abilities, and that to the maximum extent appropriate, children with disabilities 
are to be educated with other children. Further, the law expects schools to pro-
vide supplementary aids and services for disabled children when needed; and it 
requires that any separate schooling or other removal of children with disabilities 
from the regular environment occur only when the child cannot learn in regular 
classes even with supplementary aids and services. This sets a high standard for 
schools to meet in order to exclude disabled students from regular classes. 

 Laws and court decisions are becoming more expansive in their recognition 
of individual and social benefits of inclusion.  Mills v. Board of Education of the 
District of Columbia  (1972) produced a judgment in class-action litigation based on 
the foundational arguments of equal opportunity and due process. The judge in 
the Mills case decreed that children with physical or mental disabilities had a right 
to a suitable and free public education, and lack of funds was not a defense for 
exclusion. Mainstreaming offered an interim process toward inclusion.   Parents 
have pursued full inclusion and drawn increasing support from the courts ( Oberti 
v. Board of Education of the Borough of Clementon School District,  1993).

  Democratic Purposes for Inclusion 

 At the center of education in a democracy are the concepts of equal opportu-
nity and justice. Democracy, by its very nature, requires all citizens to have the 
opportunity to be fully educated. Equal opportunity and fairness underscore 
the idea of inclusion. There are many other important reasons for inclusion of 
special students in regular school classes and activities, but the fundamental 
premise of democracy expects no less (Burrello et al., 2001). 

Education is the primary means for realizing the goals of the Declaration of 
Independence and the Constitution. Isolating special education students not only 
labels and stigmatizes them, it limits their full interaction with others during their 
most formative years. This is detrimental to these students, and also is detrimen-
tal to the perceptions of nonexceptional students about life in the full society. 

 In addition to the obvious educational value of allowing all students to par-
ticipate fully in the schools, inclusion is also a civil rights issue. Discrimination 
against persons with disabilities has been legally outlawed in the United States. 
The 1990 Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) barred such discrimination, 
just as other laws barred discrimination based on race, gender, or age. 

 Some institutions meet the access requirements of ADA on purely physical 
grounds, providing ramps and elevators as well as stairs and modifying doors 
and bathrooms. This minimal approach would be the equivalent of simply remov-
ing “White Only” signs after racial discrimination was ruled illegal and doing 
nothing more; it still would not deal with underlying, more pervasive instances 
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of institutional discrimination restricting access and opportunity. In a larger con-
text, education is a primary means of access to all of society’s opportunities. Sep-
arate-but-equal education for African Americans was actually separate but not 
equal; similarly, separate special education is also separate but not equal.  

  Social Policy Considerations 

 Beyond the obvious democratic and civil rights concerns raised by separating 
special needs children from their peers in schools, there are other defects in this 
policy. As a matter of social policy, separation is inconsistent with the larger-
scale interests of the United States (Sailor, Gerry, and Wilson, 1991).

Broad social policy goals underlie the tenets of inclusion for special needs 
youth in all society’s activities and institutions. Full participation in the soci-
ety requires full inclusion in the schools. Denying those rights to the disabled 
denies society the skills, the economic productivity, and the social and political 
values inherent in full participation of individuals with disabilities. 

 In the period before 1910, the United States had a pattern of institutional-
izing children with disabilities in isolation from society. Families of these chil-
dren hid them, provided private care, or sent them to institutions where they 
would live out their lives away from public view or participation. Changing 
public attitudes regarding our social responsibility for persons with disabilities, 
as well as a recognition of the general economic value in providing training for 
disadvantaged people, led to a variety of alterations in social policies and edu-
cational practices. This occurred at the same time as public schooling expanded 
in the early twentieth century. For the disabled, this meant segregation in sepa-
rate schools and/or separate classes, teachers, and programs. The intent may 
have been benign, but segregation is inadequate as a social policy.

  Social and Psychological Arguments for Inclusion 

 In addition to persuasive arguments based on fundamental democratic prin-
ciples and on fair social policy in favor of full inclusion, social and personal 
psychology offer other important arguments. Separation of exceptional children 
from the mainstream of children in schools has been recognized as traumatic for 
those separated, whether by race, gender, or abilities. In the landmark Supreme 
Court decision that declared racially segregated schools and the concept of 
“separate but equal” unconstitutional ( Brown v. Board of Education,  1954), Chief 
Justice Earl Warren argued that separation in schools can cause children to “gen-
erate a feeling of inferiority as to . . . status in the community that may affect their 
hearts and minds in a way unlikely ever to be undone” (p. 493). Senator Lowell 
Weicker stated: “As a society, we have treated people with disabilities as inferi-
ors and made them unwelcome in many activities and opportunities available to 
other Americans” (quoted in Stainback and Stainback, 1990, p. 7). 

 Obviously, perceptions of special needs children are strongly influenced by 
their separation. It goes beyond individual feelings of insecurity to the concept 
that society values them less and prefers them out of sight.
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Research confirms children with special needs do better in both academic 
work and social adjustment in mainstreamed schools and in regular classes. 
Semmel, Gottlieb, and Robinson (1979) report results from several studies 
showed regular class placement was a factor in superior academic achieve-
ment among special students, and special needs students did at least as well 
in academic work in regular classes as they had in special classes. In addition, 
Carlberg and Kavale (1980) found social adjustment of special needs youth was 
improved by mainstreaming into the school’s life. If social interaction improves 
for these students, while academic achievement improves or remains at least as 
high, then inclusion is a positive school practice. Wang, Reynolds, and Walberg 
(1990) report multiple studies supporting inclusion.  

  Avoiding Foreseeable Failures in Inclusive Practices 

 Positive inclusion in schools depends on collaborative efforts by regular and spe-
cial education teachers, parents, and administrators. Ill-prepared, poorly organized 
past efforts at mainstreaming must be avoided in inclusion. Teacher preparation 
and in-service programs should integrate the most useful knowledge from special 
education research and practice and should emphasize special methods for deal-
ing with a wide range of students and for individualizing lessons (Cooley, 2008). 

 Not only are there serious detrimental consequences for the individual 
exceptional children who are placed in isolated or separated situations, but 
“average” children are likewise deprived of realistic social interaction and a 
more compassionate understanding of others’ lives. Additionally, the commu-
nity as a whole suffers from the suspicion, distrust, and misunderstanding cre-
ated by separation (Risko and Bromley, 2001).  

  The “Exceptional” and the “Average” 

 Identification and measurement of exceptionality is a tradition in modern society, 
though it varies to some extent by nation and time period (Taylor, 2003). Currently, 
in the United States,  exceptionality  usually refers to observable or measurable dif-
ferences in physical, mental, emotional, or other abilities. In school terms, excep-
tional children differ from nonexceptional ones based on school achievement, for 
example, in reading, writing, listening, sitting attentively, seeing and hearing, and 
so on. Exceptionality in the United States has included both extremes of mental 
ability—the severely mentally or learning impaired and the gifted and talented. 
Both get special treatment and school support. The category of exceptional chil-
dren also includes those with a variety of measured physical differences from 
“average” children, including differences in sight, hearing, and use of limbs, but 
does not include those with extraordinary physical abilities. Similarly, only one 
end of the potential spectrum of emotional abilities is included in the exceptional 
category; only those labeled emotionally impaired. There are some problems, 
then, with consistency in the way we apply the definition of “exceptional.” 

 Causes of exceptionality include genetics, at-birth disabilities, improper 
medical practice, disease, parental irresponsibility, accidents, and inadequate 
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health care. These exceptionalities are not self-inflicted; they are often chance 
happenings, as in afflictions caused by accidents, birth defects, or childhood 
disease. Although exceptionality, in these terms, is relatively rare, it should not 
create a wall of separation from the rest of society; human variety is extraordi-
narily complex and incredibly wide ranging. We have improved our measures, 
but the extent of human variability remains unknown. Further, the classifica-
tions themselves reflect cultural norms and prejudices. 

 The category of “disabled,” “exceptional,” or “handicapped” depends on the 
society, time period, and societal norms.  Disability,  according to Dickman (1985), is 
a deficit that occurs at birth or through disease or some other event, while handicaps 
are the secondary problems that occur because of discrimination, mistreatment, 
or help that is denied or delayed. The term  handicapped,  by this definition, repre-
sents a social problem of bias and discrimination, while disability is an individual 
problem. For another example, the category of “learning disabled,” used widely in 
U.S. schools, varies significantly in the measures used to define it. The term is not 
used in developing nations, where certain forms of technological literacy are not as 
important, nor is it used much in the corporate world to define categories of people 
(Cushner, McClelland, and Safford, 2000; Cameron, 2008). 

 Much of the history of prejudice and discrimination against exceptional 
children has been based on a false sense of the meaning of “average,” and on 
people’s insecurities about their own abilities and talents. Those who differ 
often are labeled negatively to maintain the status of the favored. Although we 
often refer to an average, there may be no actual “average” person, in genetic 
traits, social characteristics, or preferred individual behavior. Who among us 
come from a family of 2.3 children, are exactly average in height, weight, IQ, 
and shoe size, earn average grades or average test scores, and desire an average 
marriage when over 50 percent end in divorce? Each of us does many things 
far better or far worse than the average. Average also suggests dullness and 
conformity; richness comes from diversity. Average is suitable as a broad guide 
for making tentative comparative judgments about many conditions such as 
income tax deductions or sleep time needed each day, but should not be mind-
lessly used as a criterion to rank human qualities against. Exceptional children 
are exceptional when compared with certain measures of average, but every 
child differs from average in some respect.  

  Meeting Potential Problems in Full Inclusion 

 Full inclusion of all children into the lives of schools is not an easy task. As is clear 
from the history of special education, many problems are associated with imple-
menting full inclusion. Schools must address the fears of some parents, teach-
ers, administrators, and community members by developing strong programs 
of information, discussion, preparation, and positive interaction. Special educa-
tion teachers may fear losing their expert status and, perhaps, their jobs; regular 
teachers are concerned about their lack of preparation and about no longer being 
able to send annoying students to special education classes. Thousand and Villa 
(1995) identify frequently cited causes of school intractability as: “(1) inadequate 
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teacher preparation; (2) inappropriate organizational structures, policies, and 
procedures; (3) lack of attention to the cultural aspects of schooling; and (4) poor 
leadership” (p. 53). 

 These factors have a detrimental impact on efforts to develop full inclu-
sion programs in schools. We need improved teacher education to better pre-
pare teachers for educating diverse students and meeting individual student 
needs. Regular education teachers also need assistance in changing their teach-
ing practices and working with special education teachers and parents on 
well-designed and well-implemented plans for individual students. We need 
to shake the lockstep curriculum, tracking, and teacher isolation common in the 
current school structure. We must seek involvement and support, provide high-
quality assistance and incentives for improvement, and enlist school faculty and 
administrators in the process of full inclusion to implement the best forms.

 We can learn from some of the mistakes made in trying to implement main-
streaming without thorough preparation. Mainstreaming has been a success in 
many schools and in the lives of many individual students who had previously 
been shunted to separate schools or classes. It also has been especially successful 
in alleviating the separation and isolation of special education students and in 
bringing their situation to light. The needs of these students, and previous inad-
equacies of schools in meeting their needs, now are part of the public discourse. 

 Mainstreaming failures in some schools usually occurred where students 
with special needs were dumped into existing classes without adequate sup-
port, without preparing school staff or community or considering students’ 
individual needs. Some special needs students were unable to demonstrate 
“appropriate behavior and skills” under school guidelines, and these schools 
made little effort to change programs or personnel to ensure students’ success 
(Lombardi and Ludlow, 1996; Low, 2007). Mainstreaming became popular in 
the 1980s, but many schools and teachers were unprepared to handle special 
needs and faltered, or were unnecessarily limited in their vision and operation. 
The most severely disabled students still are mainstreamed in only a few classes 
each day, usually classes such as art and physical education. 

The Individualized Education Plan (IEP) increases participation of general 
education teachers in planning for special needs students through membership 
on IEP teams and the development of a student’s IEP. In addition, schools must 
consider how the student’s disability affects involvement and performance in 
the school’s general curriculum.

 Inclusion, beyond mainstreaming, offers children with special needs the oppor-
tunity to be educated to “the maximum extent appropriate” (Public Law 94–142) 
in “the school or classroom he or she would otherwise have attended if he or she 
did not have a disability” (Rogers, 1993). Inclusion offers a broad educational pro-
gram even more consistent with a society based on democracy and ethics.  

  Global Needs for Inclusive Education 

 Full inclusion is not a topic limited to the United States. Moderate to severe dis-
abilities affect about 5.2 percent of the world population. This figure includes 



434  PART THREE: How Should Schools Be Organized and Operated?

7.7 percent of populations of developed countries and 4.5 percent of populations 
of less developed regions. The total number of disabled persons is estimated to 
reach over 300 million in the early twenty-first century. Disparity between pro-
portions of disabled persons in developed and less developed areas of the world 
reflects differences in the definitions of disabled, in health practices, and in gov-
ernmental policies on reporting disabilities in different nations. Improvements 
in health practices throughout the world are expected to cause an increased 
proportion of disabled persons, since children who previously might have died 
at birth or in infancy will survive, but may have serious impairments (Mittler, 
Brouillette, and Harris, 1993; UNESCO, 2008). 

 In many nations, integration of children with special needs into regular 
schools is a contemporary movement. For example, Italy has developed national 
policies for integration, the United Kingdom has established legislative policies 
encouraging local schools to integrate, and Austria provides model experimen-
tal projects to demonstrate the value of integration (Wedell, 1993; Sefa Dei et al., 
2000). The United Nations has a history of concern for children, including chil-
dren with disabilities; the 1959 Declaration of the Rights of the Child recognized 
the right of every child to develop to his or her full capacity. The United Nations 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) affirmed the right to an education 
and, for disabled children, services that “shall be designed to ensure that the 
disabled child has effective access to and receives education, training, health 
care services, rehabilitation services, preparation for employment, and recrea-
tional opportunities in a manner conducive to the child’s achieving the fullest 
possible social integration and individual development . . .” (article 23, 3). The 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2007) is 
a current international document recognizing global dimensions of disability 
issues. UNESCO (2008) sponsors a major program, Education for All, having 
a focus on quality inclusive education. The United States has, over the past 
several decades, met or surpassed the legislative expectations of international 
human rights documents regarding disabled children.

 A sense of justice in society requires that all citizens have equal opportu-
nity to build fulfilling lives in the society and the economy.  We don’t need, as 
individuals or as a society, forced separation and the stigmatizing that results. 
It is ethically and practically inconsistent to continue separating children with 
special needs from other children in our schools.    

  POSITION 2: SPECIAL PROGRAMS 
HELP SPECIAL STUDENTS 

 I have heard stories from high school friends of mine who used to go to regu-
lar schools about what it was like to be “mainstreamed.” They didn’t get all 
the attention they needed, which is why they made a change and came to my 
school.”

—Charlotte Farber, in Buchman, 2006, p. 194
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   General-education teachers are the primary caregivers in these full-inclusion 
classrooms, but their load and the classroom responsibilities have already 
increased with the additional number of classified special education students, 
not to mention the additional crowding in already crowded regular-education 
classrooms!  

   —Callard-Szulgit, 2005, p. xii    

 A central point of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) is that 
“to the maximum extent appropriate,” disabled children will be educated with 
those who are not. Claims that this requires schools to place all disabled chil-
dren in regular classrooms are faulty. Full inclusion advocates ignore the signifi-
cance of the term  maximum extent appropriate  in the law. 

 For many disabled children, placement into regular classrooms is a physi-
cal, mental, and emotional challenge that should not be mandated, and is not 
“appropriate.” Inclusion as an idea can mislead regular teachers into inappro-
priate treatment of special students in their classes. Special needs of individual 
students come in many varieties and regular teachers are often unprepared for 
all of them. Teacher actions may be well-intentioned but inappropriate. School 
conditions may also be inappropriate.

Academic requirements of the No Child Left Behind Act, overcrowding, dis-
trict curricular or testing requirements, and financing problems cause schools and 
teachers to standardize classroom work and limit individualization (Kabzems, 
2003; Taylor, 2003; Koenig and Bachman, 2004). That is detrimental to students 
with special needs. Inclusion may not be the best choice for all (Cromwell, 2004). 
But full inclusion advocates seem to ignore significant distinctions among chil-
dren and the pressures on teachers and schools. With misdiagnosis and inappro-
priate treatment, inadequate preparation of regular teachers, and the increasing 
standardization in regular classes, full inclusion means that special children are 
not treated specially (Kauffman, 2002; Buchman, 2006) .

 Disabled youngsters have a particularly difficult situation, one that requires 
special treatment by special people. There was a time when disabled children 
were considered less than human, and were sacrificed, shunned, ignored, and 
institutionalized. Thankfully, that bleak period passed long ago. In the United 
States, recognition of the special educational and emotional needs of disabled 
children is one of our finest traditions over the last half-century. These children 
need more than what we provide in regular classrooms; they deserve special 
care. That special care does not include poor-quality education, improperly pre-
pared teachers, misdiagnosis of disabilities, prejudiced classmates and school 
staff, unsuitable curriculums, or dumping in regular classrooms to satisfy the 
unthoughtful do-gooders. We need only read the papers and reports to recog-
nize regular schools leave much to be desired in the education of regular stu-
dents; how can they be expected to educate special students? 

 Humane and thinking people would not require a truly disabled child to 
undergo even more traumatic experiences to satisfy a stark, inflexible, and ill-
informed interpretation of a law. But that is the apparent position of those who 
press for full inclusion of children into standard classroom settings. Certainly, 
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for some mildly disabled children, placement in regular classes, along with 
specially trained teachers, special programs, and appropriate instruction and 
standards, will help and should be provided. Inflexible interpretation of laws 
adds further to potential damages to children and to schools. 

  For Careful Inclusion of Individuals 

 Full inclusion is not necessary in schools. Thoughtfully involving certain chil-
dren with special needs in regular school classes and activities, on an individual 
basis and in suitable situations, offers benefits to schools and to children. Careful 
inclusion of many students, offered by a well-prepared school district to parents 
of children whose academic work is likely to be enhanced and whose behavior 
is not likely to disrupt the education of others, is a positive step. But careful 
inclusion is not full inclusion. Some describe the difference as “hard versus soft” 
inclusion, the radical universalists versus the moderates (Low, 2007).

 Obviously, we already have careful inclusion in many good schools. Expert 
diagnosis, classification, parental involvement, individually developed special 
education programs, close evaluation of progress, and, for some, graduated 
access to regular classes have provided inclusion for individual students in 
many schools. These schools provide disabled children and their families with 
excellent resources, fine-tuned to the child’s specific needs and carefully crafted 
to support the child’s development. A focus on the child’s highly individual 
needs and development is fundamental to this process. 

 Fads and schools go hand in hand. The best place to find the newest fads 
in young people’s language, music, dress, and manners is in schools. Not only 
are fads in popular culture highly noticeable, but schools are the birthplace 
of many other types of fads, often as a response to calls for school or social 
reform. Unfortunately, many of these educational fads are poorly thought out 
and counterproductive. 

 Full inclusion appears to be one of the latest examples of education’s sus-
ceptibility to fads and slogans. The damage that full inclusion policies and prac-
tices may create for the very children they claim to help can be significant. Full 
inclusion carries negative implications for schools, teachers, parents, children, 
and the community. Worse, the “pro-inclusionists” hide the inherent defects 
of inclusion behind noble-sounding slogans; they label opponents who speak 
against full inclusion as insensitive, inhumane, or undemocratic (Petch-Hogan 
and Haggard, 1999; Cromwell, 2004). 

 The mainstreaming movement, which thrust many disabled children into 
regular classrooms without adequate preparation for them and their new 
teachers, and with excessive expectations, elicited the same type of defensive 
rhetoric. Reasonable people who argued against large-scale mainstreaming 
have been chastised, pilloried, or ignored. Full inclusion has become another 
politically correct view, even though it would damage effective special assist-
ance programs our schools have spent years to develop and improve. As many 
experts (Kauffman and Hallahan, 1995; Kauffman, 2002) suggest, full inclusion 
is an illusion because general classrooms and schools will never be capable of 
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meeting the needs of all special or exceptional students. These children require 
separate assistance and facilities to meet their needs. Children with special 
needs suffer most from full inclusion. Kennedy and Fisher (2001) point out that 
“After almost 20 years of specific federal support through the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) of 1990, Public Law 101–476, [and other leg-
islation], fewer than half of the students who receive special education services 
graduate with a diploma.” 

 Regular classrooms and schools are designed to have nearly all students 
complete a diploma; they are not appropriate places to have the necessary 
interest, capabilities, and support for the special needs child. It will not be long 
before the early blush of full inclusion wears off for those teachers, students, 
and school staff—leaving the special needs child and family without proper 
attention and education. This is the fallout from the uncritical rush toward full 
inclusion. 

 Typical special education programs provide specially trained teachers and 
paraprofessionals, smaller class sizes, adjusted curricula, and fairer competi-
tion. Such programs allow parents and teachers to jointly fashion an individu-
alized program that maximizes the child’s strengths and remediates areas of 
need. They are also able to access experts outside the school to assist children 
with special needs in preparing for the transition from school to work life.  

  Full Inclusion and Common Classroom Limits 

 Full inclusion limits regular classroom teachers by requiring them to allot 
extra time, materials, and energy to children who need extra support, as well 
as requiring them to prepare and monitor individual education plans for each 
of these children. Full inclusion also limits nondisabled children by diverting 
time and energy from teachers to meet the special needs of a few students and 
by sometimes disrupting their schoolwork when the behaviors of a child with 
special needs are inappropriate in a general classroom. Finally, full inclusion 
limits the school’s ability to make educational decisions in the best interests of 
individual students. Full inclusion is a form of social engineering that cannot 
fulfill what it promises without serious repercussions for children and schools. 
Disruption and discipline problems can occur when some disabled students are 
mainstreamed or fully included in regular classes. 

 A study by the General Accounting Office (“Student Discipline: Individuals 
with Disabilities Act,” 2001), noted that 81 percent of public middle and high 
schools surveyed responded that they had one or more incidents of “serious 
misconduct” during 1999–2000. Further, when the study accounted for the rela-
tively small numbers of specially classified students in schools, the rate of seri-
ous misconduct for special education students in regular schooling was over 
three times as high as for regular students (15 per 1,000 regular students, and 
50 per 1,000 of special students). Misconduct, of course, can be by regular or 
special students, but a situation of taunting or disrespect against the special 
student in regular classes offers good reason for a special student’s misbehav-
ior. Such situations are not always controllable by teachers and school staff, and 
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clearly do not provide the proper setting and special treatment special young-
sters deserve. 

 In addition, one in five principals reported that protective disciplinary 
procedures required for special students under the IDEA regulations are “bur-
densome and time-consuming.” Many students with behavioral problems are 
mistakenly classified as special for a number of reasons, including the addi-
tional school income from state and federal sources. As Navarrette (2002) indi-
cates, “Thus the mischievous and the misdiagnosed are mixed with those who 
really need special education, those with mental retardation and other disabili-
ties.” Full inclusion needs full examination before implementation.  

  Full Inclusion and School Reality 

 Theoretically, inclusion could provide all the good things special education now 
provides—special teachers, individualization, more self-esteem, but with the 
added benefit of allowing exceptional children to participate fully in the school 
program. Long-term experience with school reforms suggests that any imme-
diate, positive effects of inclusion are likely to be overcome by long-standing 
conformist standardization, bureaucracy, and funding requirements that make 
most schools dull and ineffective even for many regular students. The special 
needs child will be overlooked in these schools. 

The focus will shift from giving special attention to individual children’s 
strengths and disabilities toward conforming to group standards imposed by 
federal or state officials, meeting community expectations in test scores, or fac-
ing other accountability measures of group success. Large class size will make 
it difficult for regular teachers to provide special assistance to exceptional chil-
dren. Schools will not be able to fully control other students’ disparaging or 
hurtful comments, and exceptional children again will suffer. School funds will 
decrease to a common standard, without special funds for special children. 
Exceptional students require exceptional effort, but schools will be stretched 
and unable to provide it (Noonan, 2008). 

 In addition, advocates of full inclusion are wrong when they argue that 
interaction with regular students in a regular program will benefit those who 
are disabled. A sorry history of taunting, labeling, ridicule, and exclusion by 
regular students is not likely to disappear because of some legislated program 
of interaction. There is no evidence that nondisabled children will suddenly 
develop appropriate classroom behavior when full inclusion takes place. Lec-
tures and admonitions by school officials, no matter how well-intentioned, are 
not likely to make a dent in the problem. Even if the majority of children are 
well behaved and nonprejudiced, it takes only a few to spoil the school setting 
for children with disabilities who already have been subjected to frequent stares 
and slights. School is tough enough for many regular students who happen to 
be different from the group. Life in many schools is not pleasant for children 
from poor families, children who stutter, are noticeably shorter or taller or more 
plump, are slower in speed or intellect, are from certain cultural backgrounds, 
or are not as gregarious or athletic or pretty as others. School subcultures create 
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cauldrons of despair for many students who are not accepted because of minor 
differences (Palonsky, 1975); consider the problem those with significant disa-
bilities would face in regular schools.   Buchman (2007) describes the benefits of a 
special education for her daughter; her daughter agrees and wishes all children 
with learning disabilities could have that special treatment (Farber, 2007).

  Laudable But Unrealistic Goals 

 The goal of inclusion may be laudable under some conditions and for some 
individuals. However, full inclusion for all students represents an ideal that 
does not mesh with day-to-day reality for large numbers of students. Many 
children now are participating successfully in effective special education classes 
and schools. Zigler and Hall (1986) noted a problem regarding excesses in the 
1980s mainstreaming movement. This movement was based on the “normaliza-
tion” principle, an idea that we should provide more “normal” school settings 
to socialize disabled children: 

  Ironically, the very law that was designed to safeguard the options of handi-
capped children and their parents (the 1975 Education for all Handicapped Chil-
dren Act) may, in the end, act to constrict their choices and result in disservice to 
the very children the legislators sought to help, by forcing schools to place them 
in programs that are not equipped to meet their needs. The normalization prin-
ciple and the practice of mainstreaming may have deleterious effects on some 
children by denying them their right to be different. . . . Underlying the very 
idea of normalization is a push toward homogeneity, which is unfair to those 
children whose special needs may come to be viewed as unacceptable. (p. 2)  

 Full inclusion goes well beyond mainstreaming (Ryndak and Alper, 2003). 
As a result, it runs even greater risks of homogenizing our educational approach 
and causing a decline in special care and attention for children with exceptional 
needs. The political support for special programs and funds, support that took 
years to develop, will atrophy. Special education budgets will diminish. School 
administrators, with declining special education budgets, will be unlikely to 
champion the needs of this small and expensive proportion of their student 
populations. Regular class teachers, already overworked in large classes, will 
be unable to extend themselves even further for children who need more indi-
vidualized help. Parents of nondisabled children may be sympathetic, but are 
unlikely to support the diversion of general education funds, resources, and 
teacher time from the education of their own children. 

 McKleskey and Waldron (2000) may advocate inclusive education, but they 
point out that studies have shown regular school staff continue to hold several 
unfortunate assumptions that undermine inclusion practices in schools. These 
include the significant assumption that “inclusion” students should still be per-
ceived as “irregular” even when they are in regular classes, and the assumption 
that inclusion students require specialized material and support that “could not 
be provided by the classroom teacher,” depending instead on a special educator 
(p. 70). These assumptions are understandable, but they portend major prob-
lems in large-scale inclusion practices in school districts. 
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 We want as many disabled children as possible to be self-reliant, equipped 
for successful and productive lives, participate constructively in the larger soci-
ety, and develop feelings of personal worth. We want no less for any child, but 
the child who is disabled needs special attention and support to reach these 
goals. One of the primary purposes of special education programs is to provide 
the setting and individualized attention these children need to develop self-
reliance, success, productivity, and feelings of personal worth. These programs 
are jeopardized by the steamroller tactics of the full inclusionists.  

  Well-Deserved Special Treatment 

 It is easy to fling out high-sounding phrases about full inclusion and democ-
racy, but more difficult to critically examine potential consequences of a major 
change in the way we treat exceptional children in our schools. Inclusion of 
special needs children into regular schools and classes is an educational policy 
needing critical assessment. Waving the flag of democracy may stir the faddists 
in education, but will not hide the serious problems inherent in full inclusion. 

 Over history, children with disabilities have suffered; they have been 
reviled, ostracized, ridiculed, ignored, and destroyed. Some became members 
of circuses; some were hidden by their families; others were placed in ill-funded 
and ill-supervised institutions with no chance for improvement. The families of 
disabled children also suffered social maligning. And society lost the contribu-
tions it could have had from the many talents of people with disabilities. 

 Fortunately, society has made dramatic changes in the way it views the 
disabled. We now recognize that the special needs of these children require spe-
cial treatment. Exceptional children can find success and develop on their own 
terms in school and life. Special programs offer a ray of hope to children who 
were ostracized and ignored in the past. Many special education schools and 
programs have been successful in preparing students to contribute to society.

Extra funding for special education provides more individualistic educa-
tion, better-prepared teachers, more appropriate teaching materials, superior 
facilities, and a setting better organized to help these children. Full inclusion 
could be used to control school budgets by decreasing current special funding 
for special education and gifted and talented programs. Of course, it is cheaper 
to educate children with special needs in regular classes, an unwise and, in 
the long run, economically foolish move. The actual proportion of exceptional 
children is very small, in the range of 5 percent nationally. That small number 
deserves special financing, special treatment, special teachers, and special pro-
grams to ensure they will become productive members of society, with the nec-
essary self-respect. 

 Special education and exceptional programs offer important benefits to 
the child: a low student-teacher ratio for increased individualized instruction 
and attention; teachers especially trained to educate and develop the skills of 
exceptional students; experts organized into study teams to provide diagnosis, 
treatment, and evaluation of student development; homogeneous grouping to 
permit the teacher to concentrate on common needs and characteristics; more 
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opportunity for student success among peers and more realistic competition 
in academics and/or athletics; funds for facilities, special equipment, and spe-
cially designed student learning materials; and increased student self-esteem 
from individual attention and by limiting negative interaction with nondisa-
bled students. In addition, special education programs offer opportunity for 
remedial education that could return mildly disabled children to the regular 
program. These benefits continue to accrue to special education programs; they 
will be reduced with the advent of inclusion. Regular schools are unprepared 
to offer them in addition to their usual efforts, and initial extra funding will dry 
up or be absorbed into the ongoing operation of the schools.  

  Treating Other Exceptional Children: The Gifted 

 Presumably, full inclusion would require schools to eliminate separate, spe-
cial programs, forcing all exceptional students into regular classes in regular 
schools. Deviation from this would occur when parents and school agree that 
a child cannot be educated in a regular class. But special school programs for 
exceptional children come in many varieties. Among them are programs for 
gifted and talented children, honors programs, and tracking. 

 Gifted and talented programs, for example, often are separately organized, 
taught, and evaluated. As Clark (1996) notes in a comprehensive analysis of 
such programs: “Gifted and talented students have more complex needs than 
average and below average learners . . . if these needs are not met we now know 
that ability cannot be maintained; indeed, brain research tells us that ability will 
be lost. . . . When no programs are available to this group of learners a disserv-
ice is done, not only to these students but to all of society, as our finest minds 
not only lack nurture, they are wasted” (p. 60). This is special education also; 
should these students be fully included in regular classes and activities to meet 
the law as seen by inclusionists? 

Political realities surround efforts to end special programs for gifted, hon-
ors, or high-achieving students. These programs usually include children from 
the more powerful families in a community, demonstrate how special treatment 
makes a difference in student achievement, and enhance the school’s academic 
reputation. Under full inclusion, gifted and talented children would be moved 
back into regular classes. Similarly, honors and remedial classes and tracking 
would be doomed. One-size-fits-all schooling, as full inclusion ideology pro-
poses, is a prescription for mediocrity.  

  Classification and Myths 

 Many myths exist about the classification of children into separate special edu-
cation programs. One myth is that classified students are unhappy or ill served 
by programs and they drop out. In fact, the national dropout rate for all students 
over age 14 is about 50 percent, but for students with disabilities the rate is only 
about 4 percent (Carlson and Parshall, 1996; Heckman and LaFontaine, 2008). 
Another myth is that classification into special education is a one-way street, 
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that those selected for special education never return to the regular program. In 
fact, the declassification rate of special education students is higher than their 
dropout rate, running from about 4 to 9 percent annually (Carlson and Par-
shall, 1996). A third, and most deleterious myth, is that classified children who 
are placed into separate special education programs are not challenged and are 
never able to make the school, social, and behavioral adjustments needed to fit 
into regular school or society. A significant study by Carlson and Parshall (1996) 
analyzed data about the approximately 7 percent of special education students 
who were declassified annually and placed into regular classes in Michigan 
over a five-year period. This study revealed two important arguments against a 
one-size-fits-all full inclusion program:

    1. Special education programs work, and students can achieve successful 
declassification; the vast majority of declassified children were well adjusted 
in academic, social, and behavioral categories.  

   2. There is a continuing need for special attention for a minority of declas-
sified children; about 11 percent of the declassified students needed extra 
care, and about 4 percent returned to special education classes.    

 On the one hand, it is remarkable that a sizable proportion of students in 
special education programs are able to join regular classes and be successful 
in terms of school, social, and behavioral criteria. On the other hand, the very 
small proportion of those who still need special care suggests we should keep 
separate programs available for those who, for whatever reasons, are better 
served in classified programs or are unable to make necessary adjustments to 
the regular school. Carlson and Parshall’s study noted the poorest results from 
declassification efforts occurred for students with emotional impairments. For 
those whose declassification was successful, Carlson and Parshall state: “Pre-
sumably, without special education services, these students would not have 
done as well in school as they did” (p. 98).  

  Slogans and Myths: Equal Education 

 There are many slogans in our society: save the whales, do your duty, and 
keep a stiff upper lip. Each of these ideas is significantly more complicated 
than putting a bumper sticker on a car, boycotting, or voting. Unfortunately, 
the simplicity and moral righteousness of such slogans can be deceptive. Life’s 
problems are complex; slogans ignore the complexity and offer a tantalizingly 
singular answer. Simplistic answers may make problems worse. Making edu-
cation a cornerstone of democracy is an excellent idea, but to make it work 
requires more than unsubstantiated claims and moral posturing (Meier, 2005). 

 Free and open education, equally available to all with no differences in 
treatment or result, is an interesting utopian idea so far from reality it is pain-
ful. Yet this basic concept underlies the current interest in inclusion. We don’t 
yet have free and equal education, equal treatment, or equal results for the 
wide variety of students who attend “regular” public schools. It is unrealistic 
to believe students shifted to meet inclusion goals actually will obtain equal 
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access, treatment, or results. The “regular” classroom is a figment of ideological 
imagination; schools do not offer equality now. 

 Currently, even outside of separate special education classes, access to edu-
cation differs along several dimensions. Tracking or ability-grouping students 
based on how they score on tests and how teachers evaluate them separates stu-
dents for most of their school careers (Oakes, 1985, 2005; Urban and Waggoner, 
1996; Spring, 1998; Meier, 2005). Schools in different communities offer differ-
ing advantages to their students as a result of funding differences citizens vote 
on (Kozol, 1991). High school athletes are more costly to a school district than 
humanities students, and only the best athletes are selected for team mem-
bership. Good readers are placed in one group and poor readers in another 
in elementary school classes. Not all students are admitted to college prepara-
tory or honors classes. Advanced woodshop is limited to select students, as are 
advanced Latin and chemistry. Students who misbehave and disrupt others are 
separated in schools, and may be denied access by suspension or expulsion. 
Special education costs are about 2.3 times the cost of regular classrooms, most 
of which is covered outside of district funds. This funding, even with recent siz-
able increases in numbers of students classified as special, remains a relatively 
small proportion of school expenditures (Moe, 2002). 

 Where students live is related to how well they will do in school and in 
gaining access to further education; higher-income communities have schools 
where students obtain higher standardized test scores and higher rates of col-
lege admission. Female students have less access to higher-level math and sci-
ence classes than males. Generally, minority students have less access to highly 
ranked colleges than majority students. When viewed on the basis of equality, 
these circumstances may not be ideal or even always supportable, but are the 
reality of schooling. Democracy does not require exact equality of condition. 
The economic ideas behind capitalism, which have made this nation so suc-
cessful, are inconsistent with mandated egalitarianism; capitalism requires we 
reward competition and entrepreneurship.  

  On the Fairness of Life 

 Life, as we know, is unfair. We see unfairness in human relations of all kinds, 
including those in schools. We can’t fix all unfairness, but need to limit inappro-
priate discrimination and prejudice. Discrimination is inappropriate if based 
on criteria that are illogical, unethical, or lack a scientific basis. Discrimination 
is appropriate if it means separating existing individual differences to treat, 
protect, or nurture them. We discriminate among people by granting academic 
awards, among people with certain illnesses by treating them and protecting the 
society, and among animals by determining which are endangered and there-
fore deserving special treatment. Prejudice means that we “prejudge” without 
knowledge; but making a judgment based on an understanding of available 
information is not prejudice. It is prejudice to claim, before ever tasting it, that 
broccoli tastes bad—but not to make the statement after tasting. Throughout 
life, we make judgments. Some may turn out to be wrong, but we can only try 
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to use the best, most complete available information and reasoning to inform a 
judgment. 

 Fairness sometimes may mean providing different strokes for different folks 
if the criteria are sensible and consistent with social goals and individual interests. 
Putting all students into advanced Latin or into woodshop does not make sense; 
keeping disruptive or violent children in regular classes regardless of their behav-
ior does not make sense; admitting all students to any college they desire does not 
make sense. We use criteria to limit those who can drive cars, handle food, practice 
medicine, cut and style hair, be convicted of a crime, or run for president. These 
limits are unfair only if they are abused, prejudicially applied, or not sensible. 

 One of the interesting ironies of the effort to establish full inclusion of 
exceptional children into regular schools is that many of its strongest advocates 
come from the special education network, and they do not want, themselves, to 
be integrated into “regular” departments or schools of teacher education. Sur-
veys of leaders of schools of education across the United States in 1989 and 1994 
found that almost three-fourths believed special education is best served by sep-
arating teacher education into general education and special education depart-
ments (Heller, 1996). One of the most frequent reasons given for the desirability 
of separation is the need to “identify with persons of equal interest, expertise, 
and common purpose” (p. 258). Another major reason was the increased status 
of or attention paid to special educators as a result of separation. Special educa-
tion specialists do not want to be fully included in higher education for good 
reasons. Separate special education programs in the schools, when constructed 
properly, offer the same advantages to children with different needs. 

  Affirmative action programs, when they use quota systems and remove 
merit considerations, have engendered strong criticism from all parts of the 
political spectrum. They are defended now mainly by a hard core of disciples. 
The main purpose of affirmative action, to assure equal opportunity under the 
Constitution, has been subverted by legislative zealotry and bureaucratic mani-
pulation. Reasonable people from all sides decry prejudice, bias, hate crimes, 
and discrimination based on stereotypes—but they do not want government to 
mandate actions on matters best left to individual choice. That is a difficult line 
to draw, but it is important to do so in a democracy.  

  Legislation, Courts, and Problems Caused by Full Inclusion 

 Full inclusion of children with disabilities into regular classes runs some of the 
same risks of arousing overzealous legislation and activist court interpreta-
tion. Legislated mainstreaming has created significant problems—for schools, 
teachers, communities, and for both disabled and nondisabled children. Court 
interpretations of laws threaten to leave mainstreaming in another social engi-
neering predicament akin to those of affirmative action. Extending mainstream-
ing to full inclusion promises to cause even more complicated problems and 
more bureaucratic, bungling answers. A court case,  Oberti v. Board of Educa-
tion of Clementon (NJ) School District  (1993), illustrates problems associated with 
mainstreaming, the laws governing it, and court interpretations. 
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 The case involves an eight-year-old Down’s syndrome child with impaired 
intellectual functioning and ability to communicate. The school district, after 
testing and review by specialists, determined his educational interests would 
best be served by placing him in a developmental kindergarten class in the 
morning to observe and socialize with peer children, but his academic work 
would be done in a separate special class in the afternoon. During the morning 
class, the child exhibited serious behavioral problems, including repeated toilet 
accidents, temper tantrums, crawling and hiding under furniture, and hitting 
and spitting on other children. Also, the child repeatedly hit the teacher and 
teacher’s aide. 

 Obviously, he was disruptive and the frustrated teacher sought help from 
the district Child Study Team. The Individual Education Plan required under 
the IDEA law and used for the original placement did not cover ways to han-
dle his behavioral problems. Interestingly, the child did not exhibit disruptive 
behavior in the separate afternoon special education class. After study, the dis-
trict wanted to place the child in a completely separate program, but the parents 
refused. After a hearing, there was an agreement that he would be placed in a 
separate program for one year. In that year, his behavior improved and he made 
academic progress. When the parents found, however, that the district did not 
plan to place him back into “regular” classes the following year, they objected 
and another hearing occurred before an administrative law judge. The judge 
agreed with the district that the separate special education class was the “least 
restrictive environment” under the IDEA law, the child’s misbehavior in the 
developmental kindergarten class was extensive, and there was no meaningful 
educational benefit from that class. Unsatisfied, the parents went to court, get-
ting an expert witness professor from Wisconsin who claimed the child could 
be in regular classes, provided there were supplementary aids and special sup-
port, such as:

    1. Modifying the existing regular curriculum for this student;  
   2. Modifying this child’s program to provide for meeting a different set of 

criteria for performance;  
   3. Using “parallel” instruction—the child would be in the classroom, but 

would have separate activities; and  
   4. Removing the child for instruction in certain special areas.    

 The district’s expert witness claimed the child could not benefit from place-
ment in a regular class, his behavior could not be managed, the teacher could 
not communicate with him because of his communication problems, and the 
curriculum could not be modified enough to meet this child’s needs without 
compromising its integrity. Other witnesses, including people who had worked 
with the child in other public school and Catholic school settings, testified that 
he had very disruptive behavior, including hitting, throwing things, and run-
ning away. 

 This judge, citing the IDEA law, held that the district had the burden of 
proof and they had failed to meet the law’s requirement for mainstreaming 
( Oberti v. Board of Education,  1993). 
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 This case suggests a series of problems for schools, parents, communities, 
and children under full inclusion. The court directed that a disruptive and 
misbehaving child is to attend regular classes, where his actions are likely to 
be detrimental to other students’ academic work and to the teacher’s ongoing 
work. The disabled child’s schoolwork, apparently satisfactory in separate spe-
cial education classes, suffered significantly in the regular placement, even on a 
part-time basis; yet under the court’s order, he now would be in regular classes 
full time. The child’s parents may feel better that their child is in regular classes, 
but how will he progress? Parents of the nondisabled children do not have the 
same right to refuse placement, require formal hearings on details they don’t 
like, or protest in court when their children are subjected to a significantly mod-
ified curriculum or class disruption. School rules established for all children to 
provide order and safety are placed in jeopardy by a court order that makes the 
school ultrasensitive to the parents of a single student. 

 A number of classroom issues are raised by the suggestion of the expert 
witness from Wisconsin to mainstream with supplementary activities and sup-
port. Teachers work hard on a school curriculum and finding ways to teach it; 
how are they to modify that curriculum adequately for one severely disabled 
student without compromising the integrity of the curriculum as a whole? Is 
it equal and fair treatment if the teacher gives very special treatment to one 
disabled child, designing different activities and individual levels of perform-
ance, but does not do so for each of the other children? If the special needs child 
has “parallel” instruction provided in class and is removed from the class for 
certain special instruction, how does that differ in substance from a separate 
special education program? Although the child is in a regular class, he is to be 
separated for much of his work, and he may even become more of a target for 
other children because of his differential treatment. 

 Excessive mainstreaming caught schools unprepared, frustrated good 
teachers, diminished special services provided to individual children, and cre-
ated confusion in schools. Well-prepared schools, specially trained teachers, 
clear guidelines for diagnosis and education, smaller classes, special materials 
to enhance learning, and a setting conducive to the best education now exist in 
many places: special education and gifted and talented programs offer these 
advantages. Full inclusion would overturn these in favor of a mandate for 
standardization and chaos beyond what occurred in excessive mainstreaming 
programs. 

 Schools vary significantly: It is impossible to define a “regular” school or 
classroom. Is a one-room school in rural Nevada “regular”? What about an 
urban school in Manhattan, or a suburban school in Beverly Hills? Schools have 
some common patterns, but much schooling occurs with separate groups of 
students. The Bronx High School of Science, vocational-technical high schools, 
tracking programs, honors programs, remedial courses, basic and advanced 
courses, reading groups, and selection for music and athletic programs illus-
trate the common practice of educating certain students separately for particu-
lar reasons. Full inclusion threatens these efforts to provide the best individual 
education for different students.    
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  For Discussion 

   1. Dialectic exercise: Identify the best arguments for and against full inclusion. Do they 
provide a thesis and antithesis? Analyze the evidence presented for each. What kinds 
of research would be needed to provide that evidence? Where would you go to find 
that kind of research? What research is currently available on these matters? What 
is your current view and what would be the most convincing evidence for you to 
change your mind on full inclusion? Is there a synthesis for this argument that serves 
social policy, educational interests, and individual students and parents?  

  2. Discussion: How should the movement toward full inclusion influence teacher edu-
cation programs? What would you propose for teacher preparation in this area? What 
should teachers know about and be able to do for special students included in general 
classrooms?  

  3. Data from the U.S. Department of Education show the annual growth rate in children 
ages 3 to 21 who receive special education (over 3 percent) continues to exceed the 
annual growth rate in the general population between ages 3 and 21 (about 1 percent). 
The proportion of children evaluated as gifted and talented is about 3 percent of the 
student population. What reasons would explain an increase in proportion of chil-
dren needing special education? What difference should this annual increase mean 
for school decisions on full inclusion? To critically examine this topic, what evidence 
would you need, and where would you expect to find that evidence?  

4. How should gifted and talented programs be treated in terms of full inclusion poli-
cies? Should they be abolished, separated, enhanced, diminshed, or . . . ? On what 
grounds do you argue? Who should decide and on what criteria? Are separate pro-
grams appropriate in public schools in a democracy? How is this issue similar to and 
different from treatment of special education students under IDEA law?   
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Violence in Schools: 
School Treatable or Beyond 

School Control 

Can schools deal effectively with violent 
or potentially violent students? 

   POSITION 1: SCHOOLS CAN 
AND SHOULD CURB VIOLENCE 

    I believe that school is primarily a social institution. Education being a social 
process, the school is simply that form of community life in which all of those 
agencies are concentrated that will be most effective in bringing the child to 
share in the inherited resources of the race, and to use his own powers for 
social ends. . . . I believe that education, therefore, is a process of living and 
not a preparation for future living.  

   —D ewey , 1897, “M y  P edagogic  C reed ,” R eprinted in  D workin , 1959, p. 22    

 John Dewey helped define the relationship between Americans and their public 
schools. Schools are extensions of the community in this country, he argued. Schools 
share in the burden of caring for the community’s children and for equipping them 
with skills and habits necessary to survive and succeed. Schools take the commu-
nity’s highest ideals and translate them into academic and social programs for all 
children. Everyone is responsible for the  education of the  community’s children. As 
Dewey wrote, “What the best and wisest  parent wants for his own child, that must 
the community want for all its children” (Dworkin, 1959, p. 54). 

 Dewey recognized social conditions constantly change and schools always 
have to adjust to new demands placed on communities. When social problems 
overwhelm community resources, schools are expected to lend strength and 
assistance. In a speech delivered in 1899, he said, “It is useless to bemoan the 
departure of the good old days of children’s modesty, reverence, and implicit 
obedience, if we expect merely by bemoaning and by exhortation to bring them 
back. It is radical conditions which have changed, and only an equally radical 
change in education suffices” (Dworkin, 1959, p. 37). 
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 In the late nineteenth century, the Industrial Revolution had upset the com-
munity’s traditional structure and nature of work. Parents were working long 
hours, away from home, separated from their children. Many children also 
worked, at hard and often dangerous jobs. As a result, families had changed, 
and were not able to carry out the full range of their former functions. Schools 
were pressed to expand their role, to go beyond providing instruction in reading 
and arithmetic and help children adjust to the “radical conditions” of the day. 
Helping children adjust to the problems of a new industrial economy imposed 
a great burden on public education. Helping children understand and over-
come the radical conditions of the twenty-first century may require even greater 
effort, but it is not a problem schools can shirk. The community’s problems are 
always the school’s problems. We are concerned with violence here, a social 
problem with a long history and many causes. 

  The Violent Community 

 Violence is among the most “radical conditions” now confronting the nation 
and its school-age children. Violence increasingly affects the daily lives of chil-
dren, and violence-prevention and aggression-management programs have 
become part of the common curriculum in schools. Society has changed in the 
past decades, and students’ lives are filled with problems never before the con-
cern of schools. 

In some ways school violence is a new American problem; in other ways, it is 
as old as the nation. American society is violent, and has been so for a long time. 
You may recall that Andrew Jackson shot and killed a man who made insult-
ing comments about his wife,     and Aaron Burr killed political rival Alexander 
Hamilton in a New Jersey gun duel. The United States was born of revolu-
tion. It has made heroes of gunfighters and warriors. Americans have witnessed 
assassinations of national figures, racial lynchings, and riots by organized labor, 
farmers, and students. Violence is said to be as American as apple pie (Alvarez 
and Bachman, 2008). Until the 1930s it was not possible to quantify the rate of 
violence, but since that time, the FBI’s  Uniform Crime Reports  document a dra-
matic increase in violent crime, including murder, forcible rape, robbery, and 
aggravated assault over time. The U.S. murder rate is the highest in the indus-
trialized world, and we remain a leader in school violence. 

   Violence and the Media 

 Violence currently presents unprecedented dangers to school-age children. U.S. 
films, music videos, and television are the most violent in the world. Messages 
about aggressive behavior enter the world of children no matter how hard fami-
lies work to screen them out. These messages flow not only from children’s 
direct experiences, but also from news reports, film, music, and advertising. 
War toys line store shelves; cartoon heroes destroy villains on television and in 
films; music videos play darkly on themes of anger and destruction; and com-
puter games encourage interactive simulations of murder and mayhem. Many 
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children suffer nightmares stemming from the violence in their lives (Jordan, 
2002). 

 Television brings a steady volume of vicarious violence into living rooms. 
Over 97 percent of U.S. households have at least one television set, and young 
children watch about four hours of television daily. They likely watch passively—
typically without adults present—acts of violence at unprecedented levels. The 
typical child in the United States views an estimated 8,000 murders and 100,000 
acts of televised violence before the end of elementary school (Galezewski, 2005) 
and another 100,000 hours before the end of high school. Among other things, 
researchers have found that viewing portrayals of violence leads to aggressive 
behavior, and media violence is a significant correlate of real-world violence 
(Kunkel and Zwarun, 2006). Some researchers note the absence of a causal 
relationship between children viewing media violence and subsequent violent 
behavior (Trend, 2007; Grimes, Anderson, and Bergen, 2008). However, other 
researchers find that viewing media violence can desensitize viewers to real 
violence, as well as make them excessively fearful of the potential for violence 
in their own lives (Galezewski, 2005).

Violence is an increasingly familiar aspect of students’ lives (see Figure 19.1), 
and bullying1 has become an all too common experience for school-age children. 
In the most recent report of school crime and safety, 78 percent of schools report 
one or more incidents of violent crime during the previous school year, and 28 
percent of students between the ages of twelve and eighteen report that they 
had been victims of bullying during the previous six months (U.S. Department 
of Justice, 2007). Students report incidents of bullying beginning as early as pre-
school. Almost half of all middle and high school students avoid school bath-
rooms for fear of being assaulted or harassed (Smith-Heavenrich, 2005). It may 
be naïve for us to think we are not vulnerable to violence. Although violence is 
more prevalent in urban areas and among poor and minorities, no one in any 
neighborhood is immune. School violence affects the suburbs and rural areas as 
well as cities. In fact, the number of students reporting the presence of gangs, 
one indicator of school violence, increased more for rural and suburban stu-
dents than in it did for urban students (U.S. Department of Justice, 2007).

Recent reports of school crime contain both bad and good news. The bad 
news is that in 2005, students between the ages and twelve and eighteen were 
victims of 1.5 million crimes in school. Ten percent of the male students and 
6 percent of the female students were threatened or injured with a weapon. The 

1  Bullying has no standard definition (Zins, Elias, and Maher, 2007). According to the National Conference of 

State Legislatures, bullying is pattern of behavior over time designed to cause injury or discomfort. Bullying 

includes “harassment, intimidation to varying degrees, taunting and ridicule. Sometimes bullies are motivated 

by hate and bias, sometimes by cultural norms, peer pressure or the desire to retaliate . . . Sometimes there is 

no readily identifiable reason for bullying; when kids are asked who school bullies target, their answers can be 

disturbing precisely because they are not extraordinary: bullies pick on kids who are ‘weaker,’ ‘smaller,’ ‘funny 

looking,’ or ‘dumb’” (National Council of State Legislatures, 2008). (www.ncsl.org/programs/educ/schbullying

.html). Bullying and violence are not limited to acts that cause bodily harm; they include actions that deny oth-

ers the ability to be effective actors in their world. Bullies trade in threats and intimidations as often as they 

deliver physical blows. The victims of bullying suffer more embarrassment, rejection, and anxiety than cuts and 

bruises, but their pain is real and lasting (MacNeil, 2002).
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good news is that the percentage of schools reporting crimes in 2005–2006 was 
lower than the previous year and similar to the percentage of schools experi-
encing crime in 1999–2000 (U.S. Department of Education, 2007). The bad news 
may not be getting worse, but it is disturbing nonetheless. From the standpoint 
of any victim of school violence or the parents whose children have been victim-
ized, there are no levels of acceptable violent behavior in schools.

Violence-Prevention Curricula 

 The bad news is easy to tabulate. The statistics are alarming: Violence is com-
mon in schools; too many children feel unsafe in schools; many schools have to 

   1 Violent crimes include rape, attempted rape, sexual battery, physical attack, and threat of physical attack or 

fight with or without a weapon, threat of physical attack and robbery with or without a weapon.
2 Serious violent crimes include rape or attempted rape, sexual battery, physical attack or fight with a weapon, 

and robbery with or without a weapon.
3 Theft includes incidents of takings worth over $10 without physical confrontation.

Source:  U.S. Department of Education, National Center of Education Statistics, Indicators of School Crime and 

Safety, December 2007. http://nces.ed.gov/programs/crimeindicators2007.

   FIGURE 19.1 Percentage of Public Schools Experiencing and Reporting Incidents of 
Crime That Occurred at School, By Various Type of Crime  
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invest in metal detectors and guards instead of books and field trips. The good 
news is harder to quantify, but it should be reassuring: School programs can 
make a difference in preventing childhood aggressive behavior and future adult 
violence ( Recess from Violence,  1993; Astor et al., 2002; Bowen et al., 2002; Zins, 
Elias, and Maher, 2007). While schools alone cannot overcome the problem of 
violence, they are central in the struggle to protect children from violence and 
teach them physical aggression is never the preferred solution to problems. The 
problem of violence is complex, and there are no simple solutions. It is not the 
sort of problem, however, likely to be solved by applying zero-tolerance policies 
and simple punitive measures. To solve the problem of school violence, children 
must learn how to understand and control their anger and practice using non-
violent problem-solving techniques. Schools can help students manage their 
aggression by teaching alternatives to violence through violence-prevention 
curricula. 

 Consider a few violence-prevention strategies. We present them as illus-
trative examples rather than prescriptive remedies. Many schools now are 
using schooltime conflict-resolution approaches, teaching children to handle 
their own disputes and assume responsibility for helping other children find 
peaceful resolutions to their disagreements. These programs are disarmingly 
simple and effective. First, children are taught conflicts are inevitable, and 
in most disputes, both sides are apt to believe they and they alone are in 
the right. Conflict resolution approaches encourage students to listen to each 
other and take responsibility for ensuring they resolve conflicts by conversa-
tion and negotiation rather than by physical means. The process is similar 
for younger children and students in secondary schools. What varies is the 
nature and complexity of the problems. Consider this example for resolv-
ing a classroom conflict in elementary school: The teacher begins the activity 
by distributing an “activity card” to the class with a conflict that might be 
familiar to them. 

  Mariah is riding the bus to school. Kateesha, another girl on the bus, is having 
a bad day, and she calls Mariah a bad name. Mariah is very upset and mad at 
Kateesha. When they get off the bus, they start yelling at each other and shov-
ing each other until a teacher breaks up the fight. Both children are taken to 
the office for fighting, and both children are still mad at each other. What is the 
solution to their problem? (Osier and Fox, 2001, p. 10)  

 The teacher reads the card to the class and asks students to identify the 
problem. When the class agrees about the nature of the problem, the teacher 
asks students to recommend actions they could take to solve it. Younger chil-
dren may draw a picture of the solution; older children write one. The teacher 
then asks the class to share their solutions and identifies those supported by 
students in the class. Students are asked to save the favored solutions and apply 
them when a new conflict arises in or outside of class. 

 Secondary school students are encouraged to use similar role-playing strat-
egies to examine critical incidents in their lives. The goal is to have students see 
how simple, commonplace events can escalate into violence. In this example, 
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taken from a videotape transcript written by eighth-grade students, one young 
woman taunts another: 

  “I heard that she was at the movies with your boyfriend last night. All over him.” 
 “I wouldn’t take it,” adds another girl. 
 “She doesn’t need your boyfriend. What was she doing with him anyhow?”  

 The young women simulate pushing and shoving. They break off from 
the simulation with self-conscious laughter, recognizing, perhaps, that in real 
life the angry words they scripted all too often escalate into real acts of vio-
lence. On the videotape, the classroom teacher applauds the students’ effort, 
and the class examines what has taken place. A rumor was spread; it led to an 
exchange of words; verbal accusations threatened to become physical. In real 
life, it could easily have resulted in injury. The teacher asks, how could this have 
been avoided? What did others do to make the situation worse? What could 
they have done to help ( Violence in the Schools,  1993)? 

 Many schools have adopted schoolwide prevention programs that teach 
students a series of consistent, reasonable approaches to contend with conflict. 
Students learn to view conflict situations as constructive rather than destruc-
tive experiences (Smith and Daunic, 2005). In these schools, when a playground 
dispute occurs, an older child, trained by the teachers, asks both parties to tell 
their sides of the story. Certain ground rules are agreed to beforehand: no yell-
ing, no cursing, no interrupting, no put-downs of the other person. The older 
student, acting as a conflict manager, seeks to guide the disputants to solutions 
of their problems. If they cannot, the conflict manager tries to help. A teacher or 
administrator always is available. The goal is to provide a caring community in 
which all children feel safe, where they can resolve their problems, and where 
everyone is responsible for others’ well-being. Caring communities teach chil-
dren to handle problems without resorting to violence, and violence prevention 
is promoted by student vigilance and an increased sense of shared responsibil-
ity (Davies, 2004). 

 School programs can help students find alternatives to violence. Nonviolence 
can be an important curriculum strand running through social studies, language 
arts, and other subject areas. Violence is a learned response, and because it is 
learned, it can be unlearned (Noguera, 1995). Schools, working with social serv-
ice agencies and psychologists, can replace antisocial behaviors with prosocial 
behaviors and provide positive role models for children. Violence-prevention 
curricula are new and their successes have not been carefully evaluated or sci-
entifically assessed (Devine and Lawson, 2003). The evidence collected thus far, 
however, supports the effectiveness of conflict resolution programs and other 
violence-prevention interventions (such as anger management and anger-coping 
programs and antibullying strategies) in teaching students to manage conflicts 
through nonviolent means (Bowen et al., 2002; Devine and Cohen, 2007). Even 
more convincing is the observable difference these curricula bring to schools. As 
one school administrator notes, “It makes a difference in my school, and I have 
a reduction of 10 percent in some problems. These materials are OK by me, and 
I don’t need researchers to say it works” (Lawton, 1994, p. 10). 
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 College and university students can help through mentorship programs. 
The absence of appropriate parental supervision is a strong predictor of trouble 
complying with school discipline. Once thought of as a problem confined to the 
poor, lack of supervision and absence of positive role models now are recog-
nized as much broader problems. Students from all social classes need sources 
of support other than the family. Many undergraduate programs now match 
volunteer mentors with at-risk students. The mentors act as role models, older 
brothers or sisters, and surrogate parents. They help with homework and teach 
study skills. They are models of problem solvers who do not resort to violence 
and examples of succesful adults who have not succumbed to the temptations 
of crime. Above all, they offer at-risk children a caring, thoughtful person in 
their lives. Their presence cannot be underestimated. Children at risk for vio-
lence have had too few positive role models in their lives. Schools and teachers 
can help. Research indicates that “the involvement of just one caring adult can 
make all the difference in the life of an at-risk youth” (Sautter, 1995, p. K8). 

 Viewed simply, violence is irrational destruction, an explosion of sponta-
neous rage. But violence doesn’t just happen. It is not an act without cause or 
one that defies understanding. To prevent violence, schools and society should 
examine how history, economics, and culture find an outlet in violent behav-
ior. Violent acts cannot be prevented unless schools and communities attend to 
social and political forces producing them. Violent behavior is one of the most 
frequently studied social phenomena of our day. The social and behavioral sci-
ences have learned a lot about violence, and we have every reason to assume 
schools can successfully stem the tide of violent behavior and protect children 
and society from the violent among us. We are ultimately very optimistic about 
schools and the ability of school personnel to make schools more just and more 
satisfying places for all students. Teachers and principals can extend the power 
of schooling into students’ daily lives. Schools can help to reduce social con-
flicts and individual violence. The process likely will be slow and expensive, 
but if not begun in schools, future social and personal costs will be more costly. 
Potentially violent children and their problems will not go away by themselves. 
To paraphrase John Dewey, what the best and wisest parents in the community 
want for their children should be made available to all children through the 
agency of the schools.    

  POSITION 2: THE PROBLEM OF SCHOOL 
VIOLENCE IS BEYOND SCHOOL CONTROL 

   Social scientists and educators have developed school-based antibullying 
programs in an effort to combat the perceived problem of school violence. 
These programs are unnecessary because, contrary to public belief, school 
violence is decreasing rather than increasing. They are also ineffective because 
they do not impart useful tools for responding to bullying but simply teach 
children how to identify and express their feelings. Several rigorous studies 
have failed to prove such programs actually reduce bullying. Antibullying 
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programs may do more harm than good by leaving children even less 
prepared for the interpersonal conflicts that have always been a normal, albeit 
unpleasant, part of school life. 

   —Labash, 2005, p. 13    

 U.S. schools began with modest academic goals: teach children to read and write. 
Over the years, schools enhanced their curricula to include academic instruction 
in content as well as skills, subject matter from art to social studies. The argu-
ment in this section is simple, direct, and straightforward: Schools should teach 
academic content in the most compelling and academically legitimate ways pos-
sible. This is the job schools are entrusted with, and is what teachers are trained 
to do. Without academic skills, students are at a disadvantage, will be unable 
to compete for places in the best colleges, earn scholarships, land good jobs, 
or launch satisfying careers. Schooling is primarily about teaching and learn-
ing academic subject matter and mastery of skills necessary for success in life. 
When society asks schools to engage in social engineering programs—such as 
preventing violence or solving the problems of crime and delinquency—it blurs 
the focus on cognitive learning, and spreads their efforts across too many areas 
(Finn, 1993). Schools must teach about our history and literature and instill in 
students a sense of civic responsibility, if we are to survive as a nation. School 
must equip students with intellectual skills necessary to understand science, 
math, the arts, and humanities, if they are to succeed individually. School focus 
should not be on social reform, but academic achievement. A school’s success 
is measured by the rigor and quality of teaching, not by the extent to which it 
confronts social problems (Ravitch, 2001). 

 We will further argue that (1) violence in schools is an overstated prob-
lem; (2) violence-prevention curricula are of questionable value; and (3) schools 
should not try to do the job of welfare agencies, police, or social psychologists. 

  Decline of Family Values 

 To spend much energy arguing that these are not normal times is to belabor the 
obvious. Everyone knows that the family is in disarray, and family values are all 
but lost to many Americans. Thirty percent of all children are born to single moth-
ers, and the problem is even greater in some minority populations. Too many 
youngsters have no one to teach them basic skills, socially appropriate behavior, 
and other family values. Too many children show up at the doors of the nation’s 
schools with only a vague sense of right and wrong, no self-discipline, and a 
limited ability to get along with other children. Increasing numbers of today’s 
youth claim that the counterculture or gang life offers the sense of belonging, 
worth, and purpose they fail to find within their families. Too many students 
refuse to accept responsibility for their actions, and teachers commonly report 
hearing excuses such as, “It’s not my fault; other kids were doing it,” and, “I 
wasn’t late; the bell just rang before I got there” (Conrath, 2001, p. 586). 

 Children do not show up for the first day of kindergarten as blank slates: 
The experiences of their early lives have etched upon them many complex 
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impressions, both good and bad. Most children are ready to begin school; their 
parents have invested tremendous amounts of time and energy in them. These 
children are self-controlled. They demonstrate mastery over their emotions, 
enthusiasm for learning, and respect for the teacher’s authority. Others are not 
ready for school. Victims of poor parenting or no parenting at all, they come to 
school with insufficient preparation for the academic side of school and inad-
equate control over their own behavior to get along with classmates. Teachers 
spot these students quickly. They are overly impulsive, physically aggressive, 
and uncooperative. Psychologists have developed profiles of school bullies and 
other potentially violent youth. Among other things, they tend to be loners 
who lack empathy for others; frequently are victims of violence at home; have a 
great deal of pent-up anger, a low frustration tolerance, a record of involvement 
in substance abuse and other risky behavior, and a lack of moral conscience 
(MacNeil, 2002). These troubled youth likely have average or above-average 
intelligence, but are not likely to do well in school, and threaten the educational 
quality and physical well-being of other children and themselves. 

Only a small fraction of students, however, exhibit aggressive behaviors or 
other traits that predict violence. In fact, school violence is an overstated prob-
lem. Potentially violent students represent only 1 percent of children who enter 
school, and the rate of violence in school has not increased in twenty years. In 
2008, the National Center for Education Statistics website ( http://nces. ed.gov ) 
reported data indicating a general decline in the victimization rate for violent 
crime between 1992 and 2005. The declining pattern holds true for the total 
crime rate reported by students ages twelve to eighteen. In 2005, the crime vic-
timization rate for this population of students was 57 crimes per 1,000 students 
while at school, and 47 crimes per 1,000 students while away from school (see 
Figure 19.2). 

 Despite widespread publicity depicting schools as dangerous places, rife 
with crime and violence, the conclusion drawn from student reports of violence 
seems to say school violence may be more of a media creation than a serious 
school problem. For the moment, at least, it seems fair to argue that schools 
are probably less dangerous for students than they have been in the past two 
decades. Every year since 1969, Phi Delta Kappa and the Gallup Organization 
conduct a poll of the public’s attitude toward the public schools. For the first 
sixteen years of the poll, when asked to identify the biggest problem the schools 
in their communities faced, most of those polled put “discipline” at the top of 
the list. “The use of drugs” replaced discipline in the top spot until 1991, when it 
was tied with “lack of financial support.” Since 2000, “lack of financial support” 
has been unchallenged in the public’s view as the major problem facing pub-
lic schools. In 2007, “lack of discipline” was in second place among perceived 
school problems, identified by only 10 percent of the public as the major prob-
lem faced by the schools in their communities (Rose and Gallup, 2007, p. 44).

Teaching is among the nation’s safest professions. According to statistics 
compiled by the Department of Education, and similar to the data for crimes 
against students, reported crimes against teachers continue to decline in both 
private and public schools. Compared with a decade earlier, 7 percent fewer 
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teachers report being physically threatened by students. Male teachers are more 
likely than female teachers to be the victims of violent crimes. Secondary school 
teachers are at greater risk than elementary teachers, and urban teachers experi-
ence more violent crimes committed against them than reported by their rural 
and suburban colleagues, but the rate of crime committed against all categories 
of teachers is on the decline (U.S. Department of Education, 2007). 

 Schools are generally safe places, but disruptive students do exist. What 
responsibilities do schools have to teach the distracting handful of children who 
are unable to control their aggression? This is a difficult question. None of us 
wants to appear callous or indifferent to children, but schools are not social 
welfare agencies. Teachers are not social workers or psychiatrists. Educators 
are trained to teach children reading, math, social studies, and other impor-
tant content and skills. We cannot reasonably expect schools and teachers 

1Serious violent crimes also include violent crimes.

  Note: Serious violent crimes include rape, sexual assault, robbery, and aggravated assault. Violent crimes include 

serious violent crimes and simple assault. Total crimes include violent crimes and theft.

 Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center of Education Statistics, Indicators of School Crime and 

Safety, December 2007. http://nces.ed.gov/programs/crimeindicators2007. 

   FIGURE 19.2 Rate of Student-Reported Nonfatal Crimes Against Students Ages 12–18 
per 1,000 Students, By Type of Crime and Location: 1992–2005.  
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to function as anger-management therapists or violence-control specialists. 
Violence-prevention curricula sound noble and high-minded, but they are a 
diversion from the schools’ academic mission and are of doubtful benefit. After 
reviewing 70 federally funded programs with a total of $2.4 billion in funds 
aimed at reducing school violence and substance abuse, the General Account-
ing Office concluded these programs had not demonstrated their worth (U.S. 
General Accounting Office, 1997). 

Similarly, a survey of nearly 400 schools in Ontario, Canada, indicated that 
“schools are investing significant resources into antibullying programs, despite 
scant evidence of program effectiveness . . . Few schools evaluated their antibul-
lying programs and the rigour of these evaluations was generally low.” (Smith, 
Ryan, and Cousins, 2007, p. 120)

 In other words, a great deal of money is being spent on a small minority of 
children with little to show for the expenditure. Today a small group of problem 
students is attracting a disproportionate share of curriculum attention as well as 
federal and state dollars. The education of the majority of cooperative students 
is being held ransom by an unruly minority.  

  Who Are the Potentially Violent? 

 We know who is likely to commit crimes, the early experiences that lead to 
violent behavior, and the personal and family traits that tend to protect chil-
dren from becoming violent adults. We know behaviors that alert teachers and 
administrators to the potentially troublesome. (See  Table 19.1 .) Unfortunately, 
beyond identifying troubled students, research has not yet developed a strong 
knowledge base about the causes of violent behavior or the ways it can be 
prevented. No one knows how to prevent potentially violent children from 
becoming violent adults. Schools now embracing one violence-management 
curriculum or another are doing so without adequate evidence of its effective-
ness. Many causes of violence are not within the schools’ control (Weishew and 
Peng, 1993). Violent children become violent adults, and if children have not 
learned to control their aggression by the time they come to school, it may not 
be possible for them to disentangle the patterns of violence that took shape in 
their early years. 

 In a perfect world, all children would come to school with no violent incli-
nations. All children would be raised in loving, drug-free, nurturing homes. 
They would all bond with an adult who dispenses love freely and teaches them 
they belong to someone and someone belongs to them. Children’s earliest expe-
riences would have shown them that disagreements are part of life, but dis-
cord can be settled through calm discussions rather than rancor or violence. We 
would like all children to have high IQs, to have parents who are literate adults, 
free from alcohol and drug addiction, who study books about child rearing, 
read stories to their children, and place limits on television viewing. We would 
like all these things and more, but social policies cannot create them. Too many 
children are born to single mothers unprepared for the task or unable to give 
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them what they need to be successful in life. Drug addiction, crime, and poverty 
are beyond school control. Schools cannot redistribute wealth or solve social 
problems. For better or worse, schools reflect society; they are not now nor have 
they ever been agents of social change. They have a mission to educate students 
and have little power and no authority to do anything else. 

 Although public schools must work with all students, they do not have 
to mix the disruptive and the potentially violent with the well behaved; nor 
do they have to encourage violent students to stay in school until graduation. 
Students who arrive at school ready to learn should be introduced to a rigorous, 
sound academic education. The academic side of school will matter to them in 
life. Children come to school to improve their academic skills and increase their 
store of intellectual capital—the knowledge needed for success in life. As Hirsch 
notes, “Sociologists have shown that intellectual capital (i.e., school knowledge) 
operates in almost every sphere of modern society to determine social class, 
success or failure in school, and even psychological and physical health” (1996, 
p. 19). Students are disadvantaged by too small a share of intellectual capital, 
and need to start early and move quickly in securing as much of it as they 
can. The vast majority of students do not need special curriculum treatments 
to teach them how to get along with others, settle disputes without violence, or 

Table 19.1 Characteristics of Troubled Students *

 1.   Has a history of tantrums and uncontrollable angry outbursts.
 2.   Characteristically resorts to name calling, cursing, or abusive language.
 3.  Habitually makes violent threats when angry.   
 4.  Has previously brought a weapon to school.
 5.   Has a background of serious disciplinary problems at school and in the 

community.
 6.   Has a background of drug, alcohol, or substance abuse or dependency.
 7.   Is on the fringe of his or her peer group with few or no close friends.   
 8. Is preoccupied with weapons, explosives, or other incendiary devices.   
 9.   Has previously been truant, suspended, or expelled from school.   
10.  Displays cruelty to animals.
11.   Has little or no supervision and support from parents or a caring adult.
12.   Has witnessed or been a victim of abuse or neglect in the home.   
13.   Has been bullied and/or bullies or intimidates peers or younger children.
14.   Tends to blame others for difficulties and problems she/he causes her/himself.   
15.  Consistently prefers TV shows, movies, or music expressing violent themes or acts.
16.   Prefers reading material dealing with violent themes, rituals, and abuse.
17.   Reflects anger, frustration, and the dark side of life in school essays or writing 

projects.   
18.  Is involved with a gang or an antisocial group on the fringe of peer acceptance.   
19.  Is often depressed and/or has significant mood swings.
20.  Has threatened or attempted suicide.      

     *  The National School Safety Center tracks school-associated violent deaths in the United States and has 

developed a checklist of behaviors to alert teachers and administrators to troubled students.    

  Source:   www.nssc1.org/reporter/checklist.htm.  
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manage aggression. They need academic content to succeed in life, and that’s 
what schools should deliver. 

 Conflict-resolution curricula distract students from academic pursuits and 
send students an undesirable, if unintended, message: “We expect school to be 
violent, so let’s talk about it” (Devine, 1996, p. 165). Violence is not a way of 
life for most children. Directing conflict-management programs to all students, 
rather than at the violent minority, sends a negative message that violence is 
a normal part of life and everyone must learn to manage it or otherwise cope 
with it.  

  Schools and Violence 

 Let’s look at what we know about potentially violent children and what schools 
can reasonably do about them: Overly aggressive children should be identi-
fied in kindergarten and trained to work on anger management. Although a 
school cannot replace the family, it can provide some supports found in homes 
of self-controlled, high-achieving students. For example, school discipline poli-
cies should incorporate the reward-and-punishment systems successfully used 
by middle-class parents. Students should learn that appropriate behavior earns 
teacher praise and special privileges, while inappropriate behavior results in 
loss of praise and privilege. This would be reasonable, inexpensive, and not 
too intrusive on the privacy rights of students or their parents. Working indi-
vidually with counselors—and not consuming instructional time—violent and 
potentially violent students should be the focus of appropriate intervention and 
prevention strategies (Bemak and Keys, 2000). 

 Schools alone cannot solve problems of violence (Casella, 2001; Bowen 
et al., 2002). Influences of early family experiences and the greater society are 
pervasive. Research provides little encouragement that school interventions 
successfully prevent violence, and the research may simply be confirming 
public knowledge. Of course, schools should try to help all students, but not 
impede the progress of the well behaved. Schools should try every measure to 
help young children adapt to school and school discipline. But some children 
never will adjust to academic demands and self-discipline required for success. 
According to one analysis of U.S. Justice Department statistics, about 6 percent 
of adolescents are responsible for two-thirds of violent crimes committed by 
juveniles (Bodine and Crawford, 1998, p. 6). This tiny percentage of students 
should not be a major focus of school attention and a constant drain on school 
budgets. If these students have not learned to control themselves by early ado-
lescence, schools should waste no more time or money on them.  

  Alternative Schools 

When Cesar was in the ninth grade, his career ambition was to become an 
assassin. His credentials were impressive, urban gang member, hardened street 
fighter, handgun aficionado. . . Three years later [as a student in a public alter-
native high school] he was a captivating poet with a scholarship to a private 
college. (Leiding, 2008, p. 29)
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 Educators have long recognized that alternatives in public education are 
sometimes necessary to serve special populations of students—teenage moth-
ers, for example, or the physically disabled. The one-size-fits-all model of the 
comprehensive public high school does not serve everyone equally well, and 
some students rebel against the competition, perceived conformity, and order 
of traditional education. Many educators now recognize the academic de mands 
and social structure of traditional high schools may contribute to school vio-
lence. Students unaccustomed to impersonal rules governing school behavior 
and emphasis schools place on quiet compliance may lash out at teachers and 
other students (Epp and Watkinson, 1997; Brown and Beckett, 2007). By the 
time they reach middle school, students learn the focus of schooling is on aca-
demic achievement, and unfortunately students who do not achieve well often 
develop indifferent or hostile attitudes. As one supporter of alternative schools 
notes, “Their behavior is not irrational. Just as it is rational to embrace the rep-
etition of successful experiences, it is equally rational to avoid repetitions of 
unsuccessful experiences” (Conrath, 2001, p. 587). 

 Alternative schools can siphon off the troubled, disaffected, potentially vio-
lent, and others for whom traditional schooling is not a good fit. Alternative 
schools often are better able to serve nonacademic students while allowing tra-
ditional schools to focus on the majority’s academic needs. Sometimes housed 
within the regular school building, and sometimes in separate facilities of their 
own, alternative schools are designed for students who, because of any number 
of problems—academic but more often behavioral or social—are not able to learn 
well in a traditional school environment. Today, 40 percent of all public school 
districts have some form of alternative school program, sometimes as part of the 
school, other times as separate buildings with their own faculty and administra-
tors. Alternative schools and programs serve students who are at risk of dropping 
out of school for any number of reasons. About 6 percent of elementary and sec-
ondary schools are alternative schools (U.S. Department of Education, 2007). 

 Alternative schools are likely to be less formal than traditional schools, 
and typically offer a lower student-to-teacher ratio. The record indicates these 
schools can go a long way toward ameliorating the anonymity and isolation 
some students experience in traditional schools (Dunbar, 2001; Brown and 
Beckett, 2007). Many formerly disruptive students behave better when they 
work in a small, supportive setting. They are able to find a niche that eluded 
them in traditional schools and teachers willing to focus on personal and social 
problems they bring with them to school (Conchas and Rodriguez, 2008). 

Alternative schools can be very effective and should be viewed as appro-
priate educational options for disruptive students who have not responded 
to special curricular treatment and counseling in regular schools and classes. 
Unfortunately, although alternative schools try to accommodate students with 
a wide range of problems, they do not work for everyone. In fact, they may 
not work well for many of the most disruptive students. The same students 
that caused problems in traditional schools often continue to present problems 
when they transfer to alternative schools. For these students, more dramatic 
action is likely to be in order. 
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 Schools should embrace all students equally when they first begin school. 
Special curriculum interventions—the so-called conflict- and dispute-resolution 
curricula—should be reserved exclusively for students who demonstrate behav-
iors associated with violence in adults (for example, physical aggression and 
lack of self-control). Schools should use every technique at their disposal to curb 
disruptive behavior and bring the unruly child back into the fold. However, by 
middle school, students who impede the learning process of their classmates or 
threaten the welfare of other children should be considered as candidates for 
alternative schools. Students who are not likely to succeed in one kind of school 
should be given another chance in a different kind of school. These alternative 
schools have amassed a sound, though not perfect, record for educating the 
disaffected. For the small handful of very disruptive students who are unable to 
cooperate in an alternative school, expulsion is a harsh but sensible last resort. 

 Will expelling problem students from the public school system be likely to 
increase their inclination toward further violence and criminality? Will these 
students inevitably wind up in the criminal justice system? It is hard to know. 
Research indicates future dropouts have high levels of criminal behavior while 
in school, but some evidence indicates that after these students drop out of 
school, they may have less trouble with the law (Herrnstein and Murray, 1994). 
Schools often add to the problems of young people. Many students who do not 
succeed academically feel frustrated. Others feel confined by alienating school 
rules and the abrasiveness of school crowding (Noguera, 1995; Neumann, 2003; 
Leiding, 2008). Some students may learn better in another environment, and 
schools should find places for such students. Schools are ultimately academic 
institutions designed to teach cognitive skills. Students who cannot learn to 
play by the rules of civilized behavior—to exercise self-discipline, order, and 
respect for others—ultimately have no place in school.    

  For Discussion 

   1. Teenage boys are the most frequent perpetrators as well as the most common vic-
tims of school violence. One researcher argues that young males suffer from the Boy 
Code: “Violence committed by and acted upon boys seems to be, more often than not, 
from what we teach (or do not teach) boys about the behavior we expect from them. 
It comes from society’s set of rules about masculinity, the Boy Code that says, ‘To 
become a man, you must hold your own if challenged by another male. You can show 
your rage, but you must not show any other emotions. You must protect your honor 
and fight off shame at all costs’” (Pollack, 2005, p. 64). 

  Is violence in boys an inevitable consequence of what our society expects of males 
and male behavior? Can schools discourage or modify the Boy Code without running 
afoul of established, social expectations?  

  2. Researchers find that students and other youth express bullying in different ways 
according to gender. Boys tend to be physically aggressive, while girls are “rela-
tionally aggressive,” that is, harming others through gossip, spreading rumors, and 
excluding them from social contact (Leff et al., 2007). Does this finding reflect your 
experiences with bullying and violence in elementary and secondary school? In your 
experience, did the schools handle bullying appropriately for both victim and bully? 
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Did the schools respond differently to incidents involving the physical violence of 
boys and the relational violence of girls? Should they?  

  3. In Scandinavian countries, corporal punishment is prohibited by law in schools and 
in homes. Minnesota is the only state in the United States to prohibit corporal pun-
ishment of any sort, even by parents (Smith, 2003). The 2006 Program Accreditation 
Criteria of the National Association for the Education of Young Children include 
the following statement about the interactions among teachers and children in pre-
schools, kindergarten, and childcare centers: “Teachers [should] abstain from corpo-
ral punishment or humiliating or frightening discipline techniques.” 

   Is this a reasonable standard? Should parents have the right to determine whether 
or not corporal punishment can be used as a form of discipline on their own children 
at home or in the public schools they attend?     
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