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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

LMOST TWO DECADES AGO, Jennifer Hochschild published a book on

race in public education, and since then she has worked on several court

cases involving school desegregation. Almost twenty years ago, Nate
Scovronick was policy director of the New Jersey General Assembly, and later
he worked on education issues for the state’s governor. Both of us have taught
university courses on schooling and have consulted and worked with public
school educators. Both of us have children who have been entirely educated in
public school systems. We have discussed the issues in this book with each
other, with students, and with other colleagues for years.

So when we decided to write this book, we thought that we saw things the
same way and that we knew most of what we needed to know in order to write
it—it was to be the product of hard but pleasant labor over a few summers and
Christmas vacations. Seven years, many arguments, and innumerable drafts
later, we have learned our lesson the hard way. This book proved more
difficult—and rewarding—to write than we anticipated, for reasons that are di-
rectly relevant to the actual making of education policy.

We began with some general but very important questions. Why is edu-
cation policy so contentious? Why are there so many arenas of contention?
Does the array of seemingly disparate issues have something in common that
might help explain the level of controversy and lead us to some overall policy
conclusions? We quickly discovered that we did agree on almost everything
but also differed on a few important points. We agreed, and we hope that the
book makes this case strongly, that public education is a unique treasure in the
array of American public policies and that it deserves to be maintained and
cherished, though not everywhere in its present form. We agreed that the great
flaw in the American public school system is its systematic and pervasive de-
nial to poor (and disproportionately nonwhite) children of the chance to get a
good education. We agreed that much can be done within the contours of pub-
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lic schooling to overturn this egregious inequity and that such a change can
also foster other goals of public education—eliminating racial discrimination,
training children to be democratic citizens, promoting respect for difference
along with appreciation of commonality, opening up an array of new dreams
for children to consider, seeking to ensure that all children are taught as much
as they can learn. And we agreed that the coming demographic transformation
will change much of what we think we know about schooling, among many
other things.

Our differences were limited, but real. One of us, for example, saw track-
ing and almost all forms of ability grouping as powerful engines of unequal op-
portunity; the other believed grouping could be reformed to contribute to the
learning of all students. One of us had more sympathy with racial, religious,
and linguistic identity politics; the other was more concerned with its poten-
tial to fragment the schools and divide the country. One of us was more will-
ing to experiment with carefully designed forms of private and parochial school
vouchers than the other. In retrospect it was not surprising that we had some
disagreements. Most people who write about education policy focus on one or
two contentious issues, but our questions required us to consider a broad range
of issues—just as educators must do every day. It was inevitable that we would
differ on some. Moreover, it was not surprising that we had these particular
disagreements; these issues are among the most difficult for Americans to re-
solve. We hope that the resolution of our differences, and the effort to bring
our policy recommendations together within one framework, will help people
to understand the issues, see how they are linked, and work together on pro-
ductive reforms.

To come to our resolution, we had to go back to fundamental questions
about the purposes of education in this country and its connection with our
dominant national ideology (or the closest thing we have to one), the Ameri-
can dream. There is plenty wrong with the American dream. It has justified
the narrow pursuit of material gain and encouraged a national obsession with
competition rather than cooperation; it has allowed too many people to believe
that the wealth of the advantaged is evidence of virtue and the poverty of the
disadvantaged evidence of sin; it has made it difficult for most people to un-
derstand stasis and change as the product of social structures and processes
rather than individual choices and actions. But there is also a lot that is right
with the dream—its egalitarian premise, its open definition of success, its op-
timism, and its mandate to the government to assure fair play and the contin-
ued vitality of democratic institutions. Good or bad, however, there is no
denying the power of the dream for most Americans; reformers must work with
it rather than against it if they hope to be any more successful than King Canute
trying to stop the incoming tide. In the end we could resolve our differences
and reach coherent policy recommendations only by considering all education
issues in the context of the common goals and widely shared beliefs captured
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by the idea of the American dream, as well as by reviewing the willingness of
Americans to act on behalf of them. With this approach we could aim for a
consistent viewpoint, tethered strongly to political reality, and identify reason-
able policy directions even when empirical research could not point the way.

Despite the recent explosion of writing about education policy, research is
simply not definitive on many important educational issues. This occurs partly
because research is distorted by political motives, has flaws in its design, or is
simply unable to capture the complexity of the teaching and learning process.
The paucity of clear research results also occurs because of the nature of aca-
demic debate itself, a process of analysis and conclusion, criticism and reeval-
uation, that can leave policymakers in the lurch and educators looking for a
framework to guide their actions. Nevertheless, recent research has dramati-
cally improved what we know about how children learn, how schools can help
children disadvantaged by poverty or racial discrimination, and how commu-
nities can promote inclusion and equality without jeopardizing the pursuit of
individual success. We have done our best to point to the newest research of
the highest quality and to use it when possible as a basis for our conclusions;
we also have tried to provide a framework to make decisions when public of-
ficials and citizens still do not know enough about issues on which crucial pol-
icy choices must be made. We hope that our approach helps people to determine
policy based on knowledge and principle rather than on fear, ambition, or pi-
ous hope.

Education is a deeply political enterprise, regardless of how much people
try to hide that point behind professionalism, nonpartisanship, or abdication
to the market. How could it be otherwise? One of our nation’s most impor-
tant tasks is to teach the members of the next generation how to maintain a
democracy while pursuing their own life goals, and the schools are our only
collective way of doing it. This book was written in the hope of helping peo-
ple to understand how important and exciting that political enterprise is, and
also to see how they can help to push it in the right direction—toward mak-
ing the practice of the American dream come a little closer to its promise, for
all Americans.

We could not have written this book without the help and advice of many peo-
ple. First and foremost is Smriti Belbase, who worked with us through one of
the most intense and tortuous periods of composition and whose calm, humor,
insights, information, and dedication to the task were invaluable in keeping the
project moving. Scott Abernathy, Elaine Bonner-Tompkins, Jennifer Chen,
Michael Fortner, Christopher Mackie, Bryan Shelly, and especially Francesca
Petrosino were also invaluable research assistants and sounding boards. Linda
Taylor and Jayne Bialkowski did heroic work keeping us, and the growing man-
uscript, reasonably on track.

Other colleagues read most or all of various drafts and gave terrifically
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helpful suggestions. We took that advice very seriously, even if we did not al-
ways do what they recommended, and we trust that the book is much improved
as a result. Above all, we appreciate their willingness to give us their time—the
one resource that cannot be increased. These colleagues include Rainer
Baubock, Thomas Corcoran, Steven Elkin, Patricia Graham, Jeffrey Henig,
Christopher Jencks, Richard Kahlenberg, David Kirp, Ellen Lagemann,
Kathryn McDermott, Lorraine McDonnell, Jal Mehta, Kristen Monroe,
Richard Murnane, Marion Orr, David Paris, Harry Stein, Clarence Stone, and
Michael Timpane. Participants in seminars at Princeton University, Harvard
University, the Cambridge Forum, the Russell Sage Foundation, and the In-
stitute for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences made clear to us what
was controversial, contradictory, underdeveloped, and even—on occasion—
persuasive about our particular arguments and general framework.

Tim Bartlett at Oxford University Press gave excellent editorial advice that
nudged us out of our tendencies to be excessively academic or excessively curt.
He was the paradigmatic reader—smart, thoughtful, open-minded about the
issues, and without the burden of an expert’s knowledge of their details. If we
could make him understand and agree with the way we looked at the issues,
we believed that others would do the same. Jim Erdman was a solicitous copy-
editor, and Catherine Humphries a wonderfully helpful and adept production
editor. Anonymous readers for several presses made very useful suggestions; we
thank them for the care and attention that keeps the business of academia flow-
ing reasonably smoothly and raises the quality of the discourse.

Finally, our families. Jennifer Hochschild dedicates this book to her hus-
band and children, in the faith that they share her values and know how she
feels about them. Nate Scovronick wants to thank his wife and children for
their remarkable patience, and to dedicate this book to his mother, who taught
in a poor urban high school with enthusiasm and dignity.
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INTRODUCTION

We have a great national opportunity—to ensure that every child, in every
school, is challenged by high standards, . . . to build a culture of achievement
that matches the optimism and aspirations of our country.

—President George W. Bush, 2000

There is nothing wrong with America that cannot be cured by what is right
with America.
—President Bill Clinton, 1993

HE AMERICAN DREAM IS A POWERFUL CONCEPT. It encourages each

person who lives in the United States to pursue success, and it cre-

ates the framework within which everyone can do it. It holds each
person responsible for achieving his or her own dreams, while generating shared
values and behaviors needed to persuade Americans that they have a real chance
to achieve them. It holds out a vision of both individual success and the col-
lective good of all.

From the perspective of the individual, the ideology is as compelling as it
is simple. “I am an American, so I have the freedom and opportunity to make
whatever I want of my life. I can succeed by working hard and using my tal-
ents; if I fail, it will be my own fault. Success is honorable, and failure is not.
In order to make sure that my children and grandchildren have the same free-
dom and opportunities that I do, I have a responsibility to be a good citizen—
to respect those whose vision of success is different from my own, to help make
sure that everyone has an equal chance to succeed, to participate in the dem-
ocratic process, and to teach my children to be proud of this country.”

Not all residents of the United States believe all of those things, of course,
and some believe none of them. Nevertheless, this American dream is surpris-
ingly close to what most Americans have believed through most of recent Amer-
ican history.

Public schools are where it is all supposed to start—they are the central
institutions for bringing both parts of the dream into practice. Americans ex-
pect schools not only to help students reach their potential as individuals but
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also to make them good citizens who will maintain the nation’s values and in-
stitutions, help them flourish, and pass them on to the next generation. The
American public widely endorses both of these broad goals, values public ed-
ucation, and supports it with an extraordinary level of resources.

Despite this consensus Americans disagree intensely about the education
policies that will best help us achieve this dual goal. In recent years disputes
over educational issues have involved all the branches and levels of government
and have affected millions of students. The controversies—over matters like
school funding, vouchers, bilingual education, high-stakes testing, desegrega-
tion, and creationism—seem, at first glance, to be separate problems. In im-
portant ways, however, they all reflect contention over the goals of the American
dream. At the core of debates over one policy or another has often been a con-
flict between what is (or seems to be) good for the individual and what is good
for the whole; sometimes the conflict revolves around an assault on the valid-
ity of the dream itself by certain groups of people. Because education is so im-
portant to the way the American dream works, people care about it intensely
and can strongly disagree about definitions, methods, and priorities.

Sustained and serious disagreements over education policy can never be
completely resolved because they spring from a fundamental paradox at the
heart of the American dream. Most Americans believe that everyone has the
right to pursue success but that only some deserve to win, based on their tal-
ent, effort, or ambition. The American dream is egalitarian at the starting point
in the “race of life,” but not at the end. That is not the paradox; it is simply
an ideological choice. The paradox stems from the fact that the success of one
generation depends at least partly on the success of their parents or guardians.
People who succeed get to keep the fruits of their labor and use them as they
see fit; if they buy a home in a place where the schools are better, or use their
superior resources to make the schools in their neighborhood better, their chil-
dren will have a head start and other children will fall behind through no fault
of their own. The paradox lies in the fact that schools are supposed to equal-
ize opportunities across generations and to create democratic citizens out of
each generation, but people naturally wish to give their own children an ad-
vantage in attaining wealth or power, and some can do it. When they do, every-
one does not start equally, politically or economically. This circle cannot be
squared.

Many issues in education policy have therefore come down to an apparent
choice between the individual success of comparatively privileged students and
the collective good of all students or the nation as a whole. Efforts to promote
the collective goals of the American dream through public schooling have run
up against almost insurmountable barriers when enough people believe (rightly
or wrongly, with evidence or without) that those efforts will endanger the com-
parative advantage of their children or children like them. At that point a gap



Introduction 3

arises between their belief that every child deserves a quality education and
their actions to benefit their own children over the long run.

Because most Americans now believe that the American dream should be
available to all American citizens, public schools in the United States have made
real progress toward enabling everyone to pursue success as they understand
it. Compared with a few decades ago, dropout rates have fallen, achievement
scores have risen, resources are more equally distributed, children with dis-
abilities have the right to an appropriate education, and black children are not
required by law to attend separate and patently inferior schools.

Yet this progress has met limits. Hispanics and inner city residents still
drop out much more frequently than others, the gap between black and white
achievement rose during the 1990s after declining in the previous decade, the
achievement gap between students from lower- and higher-class families has
barely budged, and poor students in poor urban schools have dramatically lower
rates of literacy and arithmetic or scientific competence. Most importantly, life
chances depend increasingly on attaining higher education, but class back-
ground is as important as ever in determining who attends and finishes a four-
year college.

The gap between belief and action has emerged in different school
districts at different times over different issues; education policy has therefore
been not only contentious but confusing. Policymakers have pursued, with con-
siderable support, one goal or set of goals for a while and then stopped or
shifted emphasis; some policymakers have pursued a direction in one jurisdic-
tion while their counterparts elsewhere have moved strongly in another. Some
schools and districts seized upon orders to desegregate as an opportunity to in-
stitute desired reforms; others fought all efforts at desegregation and sought to
minimize the changes it entailed. Some districts and states embrace public
school choice and charter schools; others (or the same ones under different
leadership) resist or ignore them. Some districts focus on basic skills while
neighboring districts emphasize the teaching of higher-order thinking.

The gap between beliefs and actions not only leads to contention and con-
fusion, it also generates policies that are irrational in the sense that they are
inconsistent with evidence of what works or are not based on any evidence at
all. At times policymakers have abandoned proven reforms or have promoted
them only over stff opposition. Desegregation enhanced the long-term life
chances of many African American students and rarely hurt white students, but
the movement to complete or maintain it has largely been over for 25 years.
School finance reform broadens schooling opportunities for poor children with-
out harming those who are better off, but equity in funding has depended mostly
on the intervention of the courts. At other times policymakers have adopted
reforms for which there is no empirical support or on the basis of conflicting
assessments. There is at best mixed evidence of the benefits of separating stu-
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dents according to academic achievement or language ability, but the former
is almost universal and the latter is widespread. And charter schools or private
school choice programs have been widely advocated without convincing evi-
dence that they make any difference at all.

Irrational policymaking can be explained by the fact that public officials
have made their choices at least partly on the basis of claims that pursuing col-
lective goals of the American dream could endanger or has endangered the in-
dividual achievement of privileged children. Under pressure they have been
willing to sacrifice the wider objectives or put them at risk for the sake of the
narrower ones, whether or not there was good evidence that the objectives re-
ally were in conflict.

"This irrationality is most apparent when it comes to reforms that could
have the greatest impact and that have the soundest research support. Where
it has been tried, educating poor children with students who are more privi-
leged, or educating them /ike students who are more privileged, has improved
their performance and long-term chance of success. Quality preschool, indi-
vidual reading instruction, small classes in the early grades, and consistently
challenging academic courses have been demonstrated to help disadvantaged
children achieve, just as they enable middle-class children to achieve. Similarly,
it helps all children to have peers who take school seriously, behave in ways
that help them learn, and are backed by parents who have the resources to en-
sure that schools satisfactorily educate their children. Most importantly, qual-
ified, knowledgeable teachers make a difference. Well-off children almost
always attend schools that have most of these features; poor children too fre-
quently do not.

An honest attempt to secure a good education for poor children therefore
leaves policymakers with two difficult choices. They can send them to schools
with wealthier children, or they can, as a reasonable second best, seek to give
them an education in their own neighborhood that has the features of school-
ing for well-off students. The former has proved so far to be too expensive po-
litically, and the latter has often been too expensive financially. Americans want
all children to have a real chance to learn, and they want all schools to foster
democracy and promote the common good, but they do not want those things
enough to make them actually happen.

Decisions about schooling also take place in a context that makes it hard
to change anything and especially difficult to alter the structure of privilege.
Unlike schooling in every other major industrialized country, public education
in this country is democratic and deeply local. Despite the rhetoric of presi-
dential candidates, it is not the federal government but states and localities that
carry most of the burden of public education. Until recently local property
taxes provided the bulk of the financing for public schools, and local officials
still make most decisions about personnel and pedagogy. School assignments
for students are based on local district or community residence; when com-
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munities are divided not only by geography but also by race and class, as they
are in much of the United States, the schools will mirror these divisions.

Americans want neighborhood schools, decentralized decision making, and
democratic control. They see these devices in part as ways to ensure that schools
can accommodate distinctive community desires, and to give parents a greater
say about what goes on in them. Despite the fact that participation in school
elections is very low and information on which to base a vote is often scarce,
Americans will not surrender local control without a fight. They simply will
not permit distant politicians or experts in a centralized civil service to make
educational decisions. The reasons for this preference are complicated, in-
cluding the incredible diversity of the population and the huge size of the coun-
try. Not least important, however, is the fact that local districts mirror and
reinforce separation by class and race. Democratic control, therefore, not only
provides support for public education but also creates a forum for the occa-
sional exercise of bigotry and xenophobia; localism not only accommodates
community idiosyncrasies but also serves as a barrier to changes in the distri-
bution of students and resources.

As these observations about localism suggest, the gap between belief in the
American dream and its practice has demographic and historical as well as in-
dividual and structural causes. In the United States, class is connected with race
and immigration; the poor are disproportionately African Americans or recent
immigrants, especially from Latin America. Legal racial discrimination was
abolished in American schooling during the last half century (an amazing ac-
complishment in itself), but prejudice and racial hierarchy remain, and racial
or ethnic inequities reinforce class disparities. This overlap adds more diffi-
culties to the already difficult relationship between individual and collective
goals of the American dream, in large part because it adds anxieties about di-
versity and citizenship to concerns about opportunity and competition. The
fact that class and race or ethnicity are so intertwined and so embedded in the
structure of schooling may provide the greatest barrier of all to the achieve-
ment of the dream for all Americans, and helps explain much of the contention,
confusion, and irrationality in public education.

Public schools are essential to make the American dream work, but schools
are also the arena in which many Americans first fail. Failure there almost cer-
tainly guarantees failure from then on. In the dream, failure results from lack
of individual merit and effort; in reality, failure in school too closely tracks
structures of racial and class inequality. Schools too often reinforce rather than
contend against the intergenerational paradox at the heart of the American
dream. That is understandable but not acceptable.

The first chapter of this book expands on the themes we have introduced here;
it more closely examines the dilemmas created by the American dream, the ed-
ucation system in which those dilemmas must be addressed, and the structures
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of inequality that make their amelioration so difficult and contentious. After
that, the organization follows a rough chronology of major educational con-
troversies over the last half century: we discuss school desegregation in chap-
ter 2, school funding in chapter 3, school reform in chapter 4, school choice
in chapter 5, the separation of students with distinctive characteristics in chap-
ter 6, and challenges to the American dream by particular groups in chapter 7.

As we will see, some controversies such as those over racial integration and
ability grouping show these goals in conflict; others, like those over creation-
ism or Afrocentrism, can raise questions about the very legitimacy of the ide-
ology itself. In this limited space, we cannot discuss any of these issues
comprehensively. Instead we provide a brief history of each, analyze current
controversies in light of the goals of the American dream, and evaluate evi-
dence about the likely impact of particular changes in education policy. Each
of the substantive chapters looks at how the tensions and paradox within the
American dream affect not only the way people think about educational dis-
putes but also the way they act on them, which is often very different. In the
final chapter, we draw together our recommendations and assess the impact of
the changing racial and ethnic makeup of the United States on the future of
these issues.

"This is not the usual approach to considering education policy in this coun-
try. Most books on education are written about one subject considered in iso-
lation. Most politicians focus on one or two issues that rise to the top of the
polls, have some kind of symbolic value, or reinforce the overall image they
wish to convey. The education debate in recent years has mostly focused on
two such issues, first vouchers and then standards and accountability. The first
is largely a false and marginal issue, involving very few students and not fully
embraced even by many of its advocates, who do not really want city children
to be able to attend suburban schools. The push for vouchers is mainly part of
a broader attempt to redefine the relationship between individuals and the state,
to make people think more like consumers in a market than citizens in a democ-
racy. We seek here to bring the emphasis back to the role of public schools in
creating both good citizens and successful people.

The second recent debate, about standards and accountability, is central to
the concern of most people for the quality of their schools and the progress of
their children. The standards movement is a reasonable attempt to bring co-
herence to a system shaken by the substantive and financial reforms of the 1970s
and 1980s; the creation of standards in all states but one has enabled a much
higher level of accountability throughout the system. It has also, however, cre-
ated the temptation for politicians to talk tough and test incessantly, sometimes
with high stakes for the students who are least responsible for their poor edu-
cation. So far the debate has too often ignored the hard issues raised when
equal demands are made on students who have unequal chances to meet them.
Those issues require serious consideration of the structure and purposes of ed-
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ucation in this country, and the consequences of wealth inequality as well as
ethnic and racial inequality. This book tries to bring those issues back to the
table.

Like everyone who writes about schooling in the United States, we start from
a set of beliefs. American educators should promote both core values—success
for each one and the collective good of all. (In any case, the goals are so deeply
embedded in American beliefs and practices that it does not make sense to try
to contest them.) We do not believe that either core value should be completely
dominant: too much attention to individual success leads to atomistic selfish-
ness, and too much attention to the collective good can lead to populist des-
potism. We share some of the concerns of those who seek distinctive group
treatment or who reject the American dream, but we find their alternatives to
be deeply problematic; too much attention to group identity can lead to frag-
mentation, harm to the groups most in need of help, and mutual antagonism.

We also start from a conviction that the public nature of public education
needs to be protected and strengthened. With a few tragic exceptions, parents
can be trusted to promote the interests of their children. Some will succeed
more than others, fairly or not, but the value of individual success will not lose
its motivating force. Similarly, advocates can be trusted to work energetically
on behalf of their group, whether they seek fuller inclusion of “their” students
in, or treatment separate from, the mainstream. They too will enjoy varying
degrees of success, but their commitment and pressure will persist. In contrast,
there are by definition few whose principal concern is to promote the collec-
tive good. Fostering the community aspects of the American dream is the job
of policymakers and public officials, despite the fact that they too have mixed
incentives and competing values. Representatives of the government have a spe-
cial duty to cultivate community goals, both to preserve the ability of govern-
ment to act and to keep the good of the nation as a whole from being submerged
by self-interest and unfairly distributed power.

In short, even if one supports the two core values equally or supports group
values as well, we believe that public officials and public-spirited citizens should
work to improve the quality of education for everyone while placing priority
on the collective aspects of public education—on policies that promote mutual
respect and interaction among students from different backgrounds, provide
for greater inclusion, allocate resources more fairly in order to overcome dis-
advantage, and train students for democratic citizenship. We recognize that
there are severe political limitations on some initiatives along these lines; de-
spite those limitations, this is the right direction.

Though predictions are risky, we have a sense that coming demographic
transformations may make policies to promote the collective good not only
more urgent but also more feasible. As the much larger number of recent im-
migrants join African Americans in a slow move up economic and political lad-
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ders, they are likely to remain more connected to the disadvantaged in our so-
ciety and to strengthen the movement for greater opportunity. As Americans
see the possibility of real social fragmentation, many may become convinced
of the need for education policies that help unite people and strengthen dem-
ocratic values and practices. Americans have always asked public schools to be
the main institution bringing together all the goals of their dream; the schools
can never fully succeed in doing this, but they can do much better. In the new
America, they can do more to help the dream function not at its mean-spirited
worst but at its open-hearted best.

We do not expect to persuade every reader of our views or to settle all the
controversial issues in education policy. Our central argument, after all, is that
the widely accepted but conflicting goals of education are all legitimate, and
that placing a priority on one or another is a matter of interest, conviction, and
public position rather than truth. More than anything else, we seek to estab-
lish a framework that makes sense of the debate on these issues; in the end the
relevant policy decisions can and should be made only through democratic
deliberation.



I

WHAT AMERICANS WANT
FROM PuUBLIC SCHOOLS

Nothing can more effectually contribute to the Cultivation and Improvement
of a Country, the Wisdom, Riches, and Strength, Virtue and Piety, the Wel-
fare and Happiness of a People, than a proper Education of youth, by form-
ing their Manners, imbuing their tender Minds with Principles of Rectitude
and Morality, [and] instructing them in . . . all useful Branches of liberal Arts
and Science.

—DBenjamin Franklin, 1749

I do not see any way to achieve a good future for our children more effec-
tively than debating together and working together on how we educate the
next generation. Children may be about 20 percent of the population, but they

are 100 percent of the future.

—David Tyack, educational historian, 2001

MERICANS CONTINUE TO FOLLOW the advice of Benjamin Franklin in

making “the proper education of youth” the most important Ameri-

can social policy. Public education uses more resources and involves

more people than any other government program for social welfare. It is the

main activity of local governments and the largest single expenditure of almost

all state governments. Education is the American answer to the European wel-

fare state, to massive waves of immigration, and to demands for the abolition
of subordination based on race, class, or gender.

Although public schools in the United States are expected to accomplish

a lot for their students, underlying all of these tasks is the goal of creating the

conditions needed for people to believe in and pursue the ideology of the Amer-

ican dream. Our understanding of the American dream is the common one,’

described by President Clinton this way: “The American dream that we were

all raised on is a simple but powerful one—if you work hard and play by the

rules you should be given a chance to go as far as your God-given ability will

take you.” The dream is the unwritten promise that all residents of the United
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States have a reasonable chance to achieve success through their own efforts,
talents, and hard work. Success is most often defined in material terms, but
everyone gets to decide what it is for himself or herself. The first man to walk
across Antarctica talks about this idea in the same way as people who make
their first million: “The only limit to achievement,” he said, “is the limit you
place on your own dreams. Let your vision be guided by hope, your path be
adventurous, and the power of your thoughts be directed toward the better-
ment of tomorrow.”?

The American dream is a brilliant ideological invention, although, as we
shall see, in practice it leaves much to be desired. Its power depends partly on
the way it balances individual and collective responsibilities. The role of the
government is to make the pursuit of success possible for everyone. This im-
plies strict and complete nondiscrimination, universal education to provide the
means for pursuing success, and protection for virtually all views of success, re-
gardless of how many people endorse them. The state also has to create and
preserve democratic institutions, including schools. Public schools must teach
in ways that are broad enough to enable children to choose among alternative
definitions of success, thorough enough to provide the skills they need to pur-
sue their goals, and democratic enough to give them the habits and values
needed to maintain the institutions and sustain the ideology of the dream. The
polity, in short, has to create the conditions that make the dream appealing,
possible, and viable for future generations.

Once the government provides this framework, individuals are on their
own, according to the ideology. If schools teach the basics well, then there is
no excuse for illiteracy; if schools provide civic education and democratic train-
ing, there is no excuse for bad citizenship. Put more positively, once the polity
ensures a chance for everyone, it is up to individuals to go as far and fast as
they can in whatever direction they choose. As President Clinton continued in
the speech quoted above, “Most of all, we believe in individual responsibility
and mutual obligation; that government must offer opportunity to all and ex-
pect something from all, and that whether we like it or not, we are all in this
battle for the future together.”

The direct question “Do you believe in the American dream?” elicits a pos-
itive response from at least three-fourths of the population.* People define the
fruits of the dream in various ways, but almost all include enough money to
care for themselves and their family, freedom and opportunity to choose their
life course, good family relationships and friends, a meaningful job, and the
feeling that they are “making or doing things that are useful to society.” In-
dividual goals predominate in these surveys, but collective goals have strong
support. Ninety percent of Americans agree that “equal opportunity for peo-
ple regardless of their race, religion, or sex” is “absolutely essential” as an Amer-
ican ideal, and the same huge proportion agree that “our society should do
what is necessary to make sure that everyone has an equal opportunity to suc-
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ceed.”® Questions measuring belief in democracy, diversity, and citizenship
training also elicit strong support. Just as many young as old claim to “believe
in the American dream,” and those under 50 agree slightly more than those
over 5o that our society should ensure everyone an equal opportunity to
succeed.

Americans want the educational system to help translate the American
dream from vision to practice. Campaign rhetoric, results from public opinion
polls, and advertisements constantly make the connection. A recent ad for
Amway Corporation, for example, featured a photogenic 13-year-old immi-
grant declaring that the American dream is “starting over, a new life. Explor-
ing. And enjoying it!” To get there, he said, “you need hope. You have to know
how to learn.” President George W. Bush made the same point, less succinctly:
“The quality of our public schools directly affects us all—as parents, as stu-
dents, and as citizens. . . . If our country fails in its responsibility to educate
every child, we’re likely to fail in many other areas. But if we succeed in edu-
cating our youth, many other successes will follow throughout our country and
in the lives of our citizens.” Americans rank “prepar[ing] people to become
responsible citizens” and “help[ing] people to become economically self-
sufficient” highest among various possible purposes of public schooling.”

Schools are intended to benefit each person—as Benjamin Franklin put it,
to provide “wisdom, riches, and strength, virtue and piety, welfare and happi-
ness”—as well as to foster the “cultivation and improvement of a country.” But
even this is not all that Americans expect. At various points in American his-
tory and especially during the past decade, some people have also demanded
that schools fulfill a third goal, satistying the distinctive needs of particular
groups. The desire to help some, even at the expense of one or all, rests on the
belief that members of certain racial, ethnic, religious, or gender groups can-
not be full participants in American society unless their group identity is pub-
licly recognized and they are treated differently from other citizens. Sometimes
members of a group believe that they cannot pursue their dreams unless they
are separated from others profoundly different from themselves, and in a few
cases group members reject the American dream altogether. For these reasons,
for example, African American citizens obtained Afrocentric schools for black
students in cities such as Milwaukee and Detroit, and the Plymouth Brethren
Church in Michigan sought separate public school entrances, classrooms, and
lunchrooms in order “to provide for the instruction and well-being of our chil-
dren in the face of the continuing decline in moral judgment and values.”® Most
Americans, however, show little support for this goal, and it is the most con-
troversial in practice. (Afrocentric schools have been picketed and threatened,
and the Plymouth Brethren were denied their request.) Nevertheless, the goal
of fostering the good of a particular group affects public schools out of pro-
portion to its support because of the passion of its advocates and broader sym-
pathy for their grievances.



12 THE AMERICAN DREAM AND THE PUBLIC SCHOOLS

For the last half century, controversies over education policy have largely
resulted from the efforts of Americans to put all three goals into educational
practice.” Most people believe in the two core goals and seek to balance or rec-
oncile them, but different people place priority on one or the other. A few peo-
ple place priority on helping a particular group that resists the American dream,
and then citizens must weigh the dream against some other set of ideals. Some
conflicts created by these multiple goals may reflect the contradictory or hyp-
ocritical views of individual Americans, but those are beyond our focus here.
There is more than enough to concern us if we treat these disagreements as
honest attempts to deal with competing values, as we will see when we look
more closely at the goals themselves.

The Success of Individuals

Good schools should and can help individuals attain success. Virtually all Amer-
icans share that belief. Almost everyone sees the mastery of basic skills as the
core of schooling, endorses teachers and principals who will “push students to

. excel,” and wants every student to be given a chance to complete high
school.10

Beyond that, however, “success” has several meanings. It may be absolute—
reaching some level of well-being higher than where one started. Absolute
success is, in principle, available to everyone. In schooling it would consist in
teaching all students some of the skills they need to live satisfactory adult lives,
such as literacy and numeracy, the ability to find and use information, the abil-
ity to plan and discipline oneself, and the pleasure of exercising one’s mind.
For all individuals to achieve absolute success would be a triumph indeed; no
society has attained it. Pursuing this goal can be controversial because it can
require providing more educational resources to some students than others so
that all may succeed regardless of initial talent or family resources.

For most people, however, absolute success is not enough. They seek
relative success—attaining more than someone else such as one’s parents or
classmates. Relative success is egalitarian if it applies an equal standard of
measurement to all, but it is not egalitarian in the sense that some individuals
will do better than others. Most Americans assume that if schools are doing
their job, their children will end up better off than their parents or most class-
mates. (They seldom consider the possibility of ending up worse off.)

Some parents go even farther and expect schools to provide their children
with an advantage over other children. As one parent argued during a dispute
in Boulder, Colorado, “No one active in his or her child’s education . . . needs
to apologize for trying to get what they want for their kid. . . . If the school
district has a problem with that, so be it.”!! School district boundaries help to
provide such an advantage when they follow neighborhood lines that separate
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wealthy children from those who are poor and often nonwhite; school financ-
ing schemes have this effect when they are based on local property value and
thereby create or maintain a privileged competitive position for wealthier chil-
dren at the expense of the others. Tracking provides advantages when the best
teachers or the most resources are devoted to a high track disproportionately
filled with wealthier students. Such practices produce comspetitive success, in
which the success of some implies the failure of the others. Competitive suc-
cess may include an initially equal chance to seek victory, but beyond that start-
ing point, opportunities are taken and advantages used, not redistributed to
those with fewer.

Americans also disagree on what counts as success, and thus on what cur-
ricula and other school activities will help their students achieve it. In the view
of some people, schools are supposed to nurture the thirst for knowledge while
teaching students how to slake it. They share the Puritans’ view that “the mind
of man is a vast thing, it can take in, and swallow down Heaps of Knowledge,
and yet is greedy after more; it can grasp the World in its conception.” In a
recent survey, three in five Americans in fact agreed that schools must seek “to
increase people’s happiness and enrich their lives culturally and intellectually.”
In the same survey, however, fully four out of five also agreed that “help[ing]
people to become economically self-sufficient” was a very important purpose
of public schools. In this view schools are supposed to give students the tools
they need to improve their status. This is more in tune with Benjamin Franklin,
for whom “the Encouragements to Learning are . . . great . . . [because] a poor
Man’s Son has a chance, if he studies hard, to rise . . . to gainful Offices or
Benefices . . . and even to mix his Blood with Princes.”!?> Most schools try to
satisfy both views, to fulfill both purposes of education, but must constantly
balance their competing demands. The ideology of the American dream is ag-
nostic on what counts as success, but this very neutrality leads to controversy
over appropriate policy choices.

The Collective Good

Achieving one’s dream would not be possible past one generation, or for many
even within the first generation, if the ideology of the American dream did not
include prescriptions for pursuing collective goals.!* Creating and maintaining
even a flawed democracy is hard work. The framework of the American dream
depends on more than transmitting knowledge and skills; it depends on teach-
ing students how to be good citizens and to work together for the common
good.

One collective goal holds that schools must help to provide equal opportu-
nity for all children. As we show in later chapters, surveys and budget decisions
alike show that most Americans now agree, at least in principle, that schools
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should help offset the unfair disadvantages caused by disability, and should pro-
vide at least equal treatment to those with other difficulties such as those oc-
casioned by poverty, lack of facility in English, or membership in a disfavored
racial group. For some people this is a matter of simple justice and should not
be controversial: “You’d be hard-pressed to find a single member of Congress
who doesn’t believe in full funding of IDEA [the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act],” says the Republican spokesman for the education committee
of the House of Representatives. Others calculate that they do not want their
children to have to confront the specter of second-class citizens and be asked
to compensate for their social, economic, and political liabilities. A mother of
an autistic child in California warns, “For the people who think, “This is not
my problem’: it is. . . . We should spend our tax dollars in helping these fam-
ilies, not hindering their needs, so these children one day can be responsible
tax-paying citizens, not burdens to our communities.” '#

To ensure that all can pursue their dreams, schools also have to help stu-
dents acquire the ability to deal with diverse others in the public arena. Individual
dreams and actions always vary and may conflict; schools need to teach people
to respect the way other people view success. When our nation was founded,
the most volatile dimensions of diversity were different Christian faiths and
varying views of monarchical government. Since then, we have come to expect
students to learn to cope with and even show consideration for visions of suc-
cess affected by political views, class, region, race, ethnicity, gender, sexual ori-
entation, and disability. Most people now agree with George Washington, who
“greatly wished to see a plan adopted . . . [which], by assembling the youth . . .
Will contributfe] . . . from their intercourse and interchange of information to
the removal of prejudices”—in modern language, to teach mutual respect by
having students learn in the same classroom with others unlike themselves.!
That is why public schools have always been under great pressure to admit all
students within their designated districts; private schools were permitted to be
parochial and selective, but public schools were not. (The greatest exception
to this pattern, as we will see, was racial segregation.) Many schools are now
expected to teach through a multicultural curriculum so that children will not
merely tolerate each other, but also understand and appreciate varying back-
grounds and aspirations.

Americans also want schools to turn individuals into democratic citizens
who will act so that the necessary political, social, and economic conditions
persist for future generations to pursue their dreams.'® “Sadly,” wrote one
columnist, “most American young people know little about their heritage of
freedom, and have little grasp of the responsibilities of citizenship.” At least 70
percent of Americans agree that schools must “teach such values as honesty,
respect, and civility,” that “the percentage of high school graduates who prac-
tice good citizenship” is a very important measure of schools’ success, and that
schools should teach that “democracy is the best form of government.” Seven
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out of ten endorse “requiring democracy education in Service and Civics as a
graduation requirement” for all high school students.!”

To turn students into democratic citizens, educators must provide students
with @ common core of knowledge. Americans abhor the (apocryphal?) boast of the
French administrator that at 10:00 A.M. he could know just which page of Vir-
gil all students of a certain age were construing throughout the nation. But
they do generally agree that all students in the United States should end their
schooling with some shared learning; almost all Americans agree that high
school graduates must be able “to show they understand the common history
and ideas that tie all Americans together.”!® Educators concur that graduates
should not only know the outlines of American history, but also be able to com-
municate in English, be literate and arithmetically competent, and understand
basic rules of politics and society, such as the purpose of elections and the mean-
ing of the rule of law.

Closely allied with a common core of knowledge is the desire for students
to graduate with a common set of democratic values and practices. After all, as the
great sociologist Emil Durkheim put it, “School is the only moral agent through
which the child is able systematically to learn to know and love his country. It
is precisely this fact that lends pre-eminent significance to the part played by
the school . . . in the shaping of national morality.” The idea of common val-
ues can be controversial; nevertheless, almost two-thirds of people in the United
States think schools must “promote cultural unity among all Americans” (and
most of the rest think they should do so). More tellingly, studies of commu-
nity meetings consistently find that “discussion of citizenship values . . . —the
values and behaviors which are at the very core of the practice of democracy—
. .. have the greatest potential for creating common ground” even among peo-
ple bitterly divided over policy goals, according to a scholar at Northeastern
University in Boston.!” Americans typically want students to acquire political
values such as loyalty to the nation, a belief in the rule of law and the Consti-
tution, and an appreciation that rights sometimes trump majority rule and
majority rule sometimes overrules intense desire. They want students to ac-
quire social values such as the work ethic, self-reliance, and trustworthiness,
and they want them also to acquire democratic habits like following fair rules,
negotiating rather than using violence to secure their desires, respecting those
who disagree, taking turns, expressing their views persuasively, organizing with
others for change, competing fairly, and winning (or losing) gracefully. They
also want students to incorporate, and practice, the tenets of the American
dream itself.?°

As with the pursuit of all three forms of individual success, these collec-
tive commitments have never been fully achieved for all students. Strong ef-
forts to promote one or several of the community-oriented goals are likely to
conflict with strong efforts to promote others of them; schools that focus on
teaching all students a core curriculum, for example, may not be very adept at
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teaching students how to be active democratic citizens, and vice versa. But the
deepest dilemmas for public schools lie not within but between the individual
and collective goals for the schools, despite the fact that the goals for one and
all are paired elements of the ideology of the American dream. And both core
goals can conflict with a third, more contentious, demand focused on the spe-
cial conditions of some.

The Welfare of Groups

Particular groups make claims to distinctive treatment in schools for two rea-
sons. First, those acting on behalf of children who were treated unfairly be-
cause of some shared characteristic have demanded the right to have the group
recognized and treated differently, so that in the end all groups will end up
with equal opportunity for schooling. In the nineteenth century, reformers
made the radical claim that girls deserved access to public schooling as much
as boys did, and a few even asserted that African Americans or Native Ameri-
cans had the same right. In the mid-twentieth century, Brown v. Board of Edu-
cation held that black children in a public education system had a constitutional
right to participate on the same terms as white children. This demand for equal
opportunity, inclusion, and respect fits squarely within the American dream.

At other times, however, people have insisted that a particular group must
be treated differently if it is to get an equal education. In some cases this has
meant separate schooling within the public system to fit the group’s perspec-
tives, in others changing the practices of existing schools in deference to the
group. In the nineteenth century, Catholic leaders protested the Protestant
pedagogy of the new “public” schools; if schools would not be religiously neu-
tral, they should teach Catholic doctrine to Catholic children or provide funds
for a parallel system of Catholic schools. A century later, some people call for
separate, extended bilingual education to help immigrant children maintain
their native culture. Some African Americans argue that only if members of
their race run their schools or only if curricula are designed specifically for
their children will blacks enjoy the same autonomy, respect, and cultural self-
definition that whites have always had.

Whether claims for differential treatment fit comfortably within the ide-
ology of the American dream depends on the specific views of the claimants.
To the degree, for example, that Afrocentrists are motivated by a rejection of
European-American values, their separatism will be in opposition to the ide-
ology of the dream. To the degree, conversely, that proponents believe that
immigrant children will best achieve their dreams as Americans by learning in
their native language, they may fit within the flexible boundaries of the ideol-
ogy. But a strong demand that one group’s identity be respected is highly
volatile. Sooner or later (probably sooner), it is likely to be discordant with the
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demands of other groups; it is certain to conflict at some point with the pri-
orities of the majority who remain focused on the core collective and individ-
ual goals.

The Goals in Practice

Americans who have thought most carefully about the purposes of public ed-
ucation have generally believed, in accord with the American dream, that nei-
ther core goal should supersede the other. Thomas Jefferson offered six “objects
of primary education” that included both goals in order “to instruct the mass
of our citizens in these, their rights, interests, and duties, as men and citizens.”
The first three objects identify types of individual success: “to give to every cit-
izen the information he needs for the transaction of his own business”; “to en-
able him to calculate for himself, and to express and preserve his ideas, his
contracts and accounts, in writing”; and “to improve, by reading, his morals
and faculties.” Two focus on participation in the public arena: “to understand
his duties to his neighbors and country, and to discharge with competence the
functions confided to him by either”; and “to observe with intelligence and
faithfulness all the social relations under which he shall be placed.” The final
one combines both goals: “to know his rights; to exercise with order and jus-
tice those he retains; to choose with discretion the fiduciary of those he dele-
gates; and to notice their conduct with diligence, with candor, and judgment.”!
Jefferson used these principles to design an elaborate system of public ele-
mentary and secondary education for all (white, male) children of Virginia. It
was to be publicly subsidized for those who could not afford it.

Almost 200 years later, the Supreme Court echoed Jefferson in a court case
called Plyler v. Doe: the American people “have recognized ‘the public schools
as a most vital civic institution for the preservation of a democratic system of
government,” and as the primary vehicle for transmitting ‘the values on which
our society rests.” . . . In addition, education provides the basic tools by which
individuals might lead economically productive lives.” More recent court cases
use similar language. “[A] thorough and efficient [education] means more than
teaching the skills needed in the labor market,” said the New Jersey supreme
court in a landmark 19g9o decision on school finance. “It means being able to
fulfill one’s role as a citizen, a role that encompasses far more than merely reg-
istering to vote.”??

Some school practices can in fact foster the two basic values, or even all
three, simultaneously. Helping students to learn as much as they can both en-
ables them to pursue their dreams and increases the chance that the brightest
will benefit the nation through discoveries, insights, or leadership. Ensuring
that all students are verbally and mathematically competent helps them to live
satisfying lives at the same time that it makes them better democratic citizens.
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Teaching immigrant students to speak English makes them more likely to suc-
ceed in mainstream society and reinforces the cultural core so essential to a
huge and diverse democracy. Showing respect for those outside the racial or
cultural mainstream encourages them to pursue their own distinctive dreams
while broadening the sensibilities of all students. Providing resources to in-
corporate children with disabilities in regular classrooms might be the best way
to offset their disadvantages as well as to teach other students to accommodate
difference.

In the day-to-day practice of schooling, however, fostering what is good
for all may divert resources from one or some; what shows respect for the iden-
tity of some may violate the convictions of others or reduce the commitment
of students to the common core; what encourages success for the brightest or
luckiest may deny opportunity for the slowest or unluckiest. When priorities
must be determined—under pressure from demographic change, political de-
mands, fiscal limits, global competition, competing values, or fear—one goal
or another is likely to win out.

Previous trade-offs themselves shape the context within which new choices
must be made. In the first decades of the last century, many citizens saw im-
migration as a frightening challenge to the American way of life and demanded
that schools be transformed in order to “Americanize” these future citizens. In
the 1950s anxieties about the Soviet Union led to a focus on enhancing achieve-
ment for the apparently brightest students. By the 1960s emphasis shifted to
creating equality of opportunity. In the 198os, with many people fearing eco-
nomic challenges from abroad and reduced opportunities for success at home,
attention shifted again to individual achievement and parents engaged in ever
more intense competition for advantage in educational or fiscal resources. Most
recently demands for group respect that started as a drive for integration in the
1960s have sometimes been transformed into advocacy for separate schools or
distinct treatment within common schools.

Regardless of the motivations behind each movement, the combination of
multiple goals, competing interests, and a fragmented governance structure has
often made policies incoherent and decisions unstable. As one goal takes pre-
cedence and then is replaced by another, some policies, institutions, and
practices continue to function well in the new environment. Others, however,
become relics that create an inappropriate policy emphasis, use a dispropor-
tionate amount of resources, or otherwise distort the system. Too much
bureaucracy may remain from Progressive era attempts to deal with demo-
graphic change; too much willingness to accept inequality, or to jettison pub-
lic schooling entirely, may be the legacy of fear of international competition
from the 1980s; too much separatism may be the consequence of the newest
demand for group rights and respect. Each particular goal fits within, or at least
need not contradict, the overall ideology of the American dream. But they can
get in each other’s way and generate intense conflict when priorities have to
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be set. In particular, the individual goals too often take precedence over the
collective goals, as we shall demonstrate over the next five chapters.

The Centrality of Public Education

The intensity of conflicts over how to balance shared but competing goals is a
good barometer of how much Americans care about public education. They
care so much, as we have said, because education is at the core of the domi-
nant American ideology; it is essential both to create the democratic structure
of which Americans are so proud and to provide the tools for the success that
Americans seek so passionately. By no coincidence education is also a huge
public undertaking, and the size of the enterprise itself increases the opportu-
nities for disagreement, raises the stakes, and heightens the level of concern.

Because the United States does not provide the kind of family support, em-
ployment assistance, health insurance, or public child care available in France
or Germany or Sweden, social scientists often describe America as a welfare
laggard. In those countries these services were established sooner, encompass
more of the population, and absorb more of the national wealth than in the
United States. But the United States is a welfare leader with regard to school-
ing; here public schools started earlier and have always included more people
and taken a larger share of resources. This difference in approach reflects a
crucial difference in ideology. Europeans believe more strongly that the state
should ensure a decent standard of living for all its citizens; Americans believe
more strongly that it is the duty of the state to provide opportunity and then
the job of each citizen to earn an appropriate standard of living.??

In the middle of the nineteenth century, the United States’ elementary
school enrollment rate was roughly double that of every European country ex-
cept Germany. By the turn of the twentieth century, when the largest Euro-
pean nations had caught up to the United States in early schooling, the United
States began to move ahead on high schools. As two Harvard economists point
out, “When, during World War II, President Roosevelt formulated the GI Bill
of Rights to fund college for millions of Americans, his counterpart in Great
Britain, Prime Minister Churchill, was given a bill that granted youth the right
to free secondary school education.”?* By now virtually all developed nations
have caught up to or even passed the United States in secondary schooling, but
Americans are still more likely to attain higher education than are residents of
most other countries. Just over a quarter of adult Americans have completed
college, compared with only 14 percent of Germans, g percent of Italians, and
19 percent of Canadians.?

The United States remains one of the highest spenders on education even
as its rank in spending on other social welfare policies has slipped over the past
few decades. In fact, the United States ranks higher than all but three nations
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(Denmark, Switzerland, and Austria) in annual expenditures per K-12 student.
In choosing to spend so much on schooling, American policymakers are act-
ing exactly in accord with public preferences; education is the only issue in the
arena of social welfare policies for which Americans are much more support-
ive than residents of other welfare states.?® Americans are also much more likely
than Europeans to rank as “essential” almost any school subject that they are
asked to evaluate. They are especially focused on skills needed for individual
achievement, but they also want schools to teach citizenship skills more than
do Europeans.?’” Americans pay a lot for education, and they expect a lot.

Schools in the United States absorb a huge share of the nation’s public
outlay of funding, employment, and contracting. In 1999, almost seven million
people held full- or part-time jobs in public elementary and secondary schools;
they constitute more than half of all local governmental employees.?® This also
represents a large share of all the jobs in many cities; public schools are the
second-largest employment sector in Los Angeles County and Gary, Indiana,
and the largest employer in Baltimore.?® Since most public school employees
are highly organized, and since policy choices have high stakes for them, school-
ing can involve all of the special-interest advocacy, all the lobbying, and all the
political maneuvering of any other big business.

And schooling is big business. Fortune magazine publishes an annual list of
the largest companies in the United States; if the public school system of Cal-
ifornia alone were one of those companies, it would rank twenty-second. That
is slightly higher than Metropolitan Life Insurance and slightly lower than
Hewlett-Packard. About 47 million children are in public K-12 schools, almost
go percent of the school-age children in the United States. In 2001, it cost
about $390 billion a year from all sources to educate them—more than defense
and not too much less than social security.’” Almost a quarter of all state ex-
penditures go to K-12 schools.’!

Unlike in other comparable nations, education in the United States is in-
tensely local. There are over 92,000 public schools, located in almost 15,000
school districts in every community in the country. Districts are governed by
local board members who are either elected or appointed by elected officials.
America’s geographic and demographic diversity, its citizens’ distrust of cen-
tral government, its preference for local democracy, and the grassroots origin
and development of its public schools have led to this fragmented and decen-
tralized educational governance system. The Supreme Court has provided its
most elegant justification: “The public educator’s task is weighty and delicate
indeed. It demands particularized and supremely subjective choices among di-
verse curricula, moral values, and political stances to teach or inculcate in stu-
dents, and among various methodologies for doing so. Accordingly, we have
traditionally reserved the ‘daily operation of school systems’ to the states and
their local school boards.” *? In the early 199os, 60 percent of Americans agreed
that it is “very important for educational decisions to be made by the schools
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themselves”; in the other member nations of the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD, the most developed nations), compa-
rable percentages ran from 17 in Spain to 49 in France and Portugal.’?

Local districts raise almost half the money used to support schools, and
most of the rest comes from state revenues. In contrast to most other nations,
unlike most other social policies in the United States, and despite the claims
of presidents and presidential candidates, the federal government is not a ma-
jor actor here; it provides only 8 percent of the money spent on schools and
dedicates barely 2 percent of its budget to schooling. At this level it can issue
mandates for change and provide some help, but it cannot implement programs
or provide services that make a difference to a large number of students; states
and local districts have to do those things.

In this context conflicts over educational policies, priorities, and practice
are inevitable. Because schooling is so central to cherished values in this coun-
try, people care intensely about the outcome of educational disputes; because
it is so expensive, powerful interest groups have high stakes in the way disputes
are resolved. Public officials at three or four levels of government often have
different views of the same policy problem; school officials in thousands of dis-
tricts are affected differently by the solutions. Since school district boundaries
are so deeply entangled in patterns of race and class, issues of educational in-
equality and separation are volatile and sometimes intractable. It is, however,
the structure of inequality in the United States that presents the most direct
educational challenge to the American dream.

The Structure of Inequality in Education

Some schools provide a first-rate education. But some are terrible: “For years,
it was like storming the Bastille every day,” says one urban teacher.’* Some
schools are blessed with well-fed children; others struggle to teach children
who lack the basic amenities. In some districts virtually all students are at least
second-generation Americans; in others many of the students have recently im-
migrated from dozens of nations. Some districts have their pick of the best
teachers; others count themselves lucky to have any warm body in front of the
classrooms come September. Huge disparities in education spending persist,
and some states or districts spend twice as much as others.

In Newton North High School in Massachusetts, the students are mostly
affluent and white. Ninety-nine percent graduate, 88 percent take the SATS,
8o percent plan to attend a four-year college, 32 students were National Merit
finalists or semifinalists in one year, and an additional 45 won National Merit
letters of commendation. The school offers courses in 5 languages (as well as
English as a second language), 14 Advanced Placement or college credit courses,
and 34 fine arts courses. It has 3 student-run publications, 26 sports teams, and
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a wide variety of other extracurricular programs ranging from Amnesty Inter-
national to a ski club and ROTC. Students at Newton North have the oppor-
tunity to pursue their dreams.

On the other side of the country, a school in San Diego presents a differ-
ent picture. Ninety percent of the children in this school are poor, 40 percent
have limited English proficiency, many move frequently. A third of the teach-
ers are brand new, and two of the twenty are out on “stress disability” leave.
A recent evaluation of the school found that it needed a nurse, a counselor, fa-
cilities for parents and preschool children, and an adult literacy program. The
principal claims that “we’ve pulled together, and we’re going to do the best we
can,”’ but her chances of success seem slim. The children in her school will
probably have little chance to pursue their dreams.

This kind of variation across students and districts is not random; students
live in a system of nested inequalities. The first level is statewide. Students’ ed-
ucational outcomes depend a lot on which state they are born in. Children in
Massachusetts, like those in Iowa, New Jersey, or North Dakota, have more
than a 50 percent likelihood of enrolling in college by age 19, but children in
Florida, Arizona, Alaska, and Nevada have less than a 30 percent chance. The
discrepancy in college attendance by state is even greater for children from
low-income families.*® In 1998-1999, schools in Massachusetts spent an aver-
age of $8,750 per student, schools in New Jersey over $10,700. But schools in
California spent only $6,050 per student, and those in Utah just under $4,500.
Fewer than 3 percent of students in Iowa, North Dakota, and Wisconsin drop
out of school; more than 7 percent do in Louisiana, Arizona, Georgia, New
Mexico, and Nevada. Overall, in fact, at least 30 percent of the variation in stu-
dents’ achievement is related to the state in which they live.?”

Inequalities within a state can be just as great as those between the states.
Newton is a high-spending district even for Massachusetts. In neighboring
Connecticut the school district that spends the most per pupil provides almost
twice as much funding as the district that spends the least. Districts vary a lot
both in available resources and student needs; the poorest town in Connecti-
cut has 150 times as many poor students as the wealthiest town. These differ-
ences have consequences for schooling outcomes. The district with the highest
scores on the Connecticut Mastery Test does almost three times as well as the
district with the lowest scores. In one district 40 percent of high school stu-
dents drop out before graduating, but in others none do. In some districts al-
most all students continue their education beyond high school, but in others
fewer than half do.?®

In Connecticut as in other states, many, although not all, of these indica-
tors of advantage or disadvantage are highly correlated. Districts with a lot of
poor students have lower average test scores and higher dropout rates; districts
with a lot of minority students, or a lot whose native language is not English,
also have lower average test scores. (These districts are often the same.) The
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highest-spending districts report high test scores, and some of the lowest-
spending districts report the lowest test scores, although the pattern in the
middle-wealth districts is less clear.’”

Schools vary greatly even within districts. In California in 1990, schools
varied more within a given district than they did across districts as a whole. In
Yonkers, New York, the subject of an important lawsuit over school and hous-
ing desegregation, schools in the city’s northern and eastern section were built
relatively recently and have beautiful grounds and excellent facilities; some
schools in its southwestern section were built a century ago and have tiny play-
grounds of cracked and slanted cement (or none at all) and dismal laboratories
and libraries. In New York City, funding for regular students in elementary
and middle schools varied by several thousand dollars per student in the late
199os; per capita operating funds were particularly low in schools with many
poor or immigrant students. In some New York grade schools, almost all of
the teachers are certified, and in a few the pupil/teacher ratio is well below ten;
in others only two out of five teachers are certified, or the ratio of students to
teachers is close to 20. Schools with a lot of poor students or limited English
speakers had significantly fewer certified teachers and higher student/teacher
ratios. In some New York schools, most students perform at least at the fifti-
eth percentile in reading tests, but in others barely one-seventh do.*

Finally, the classes taken within a school matter a lot. Most high schools
sort students by perceived or measured ability, and well-off children almost al-
ways dominate the high groups. Children with disabilities or students with lim-
ited English proficiency are not likely to be in high-ability groups regardless
of their actual abilities. Typically the best teachers, the smallest classes, and the
most resources go to the high groups, and to mainstream or English-speaking
classes.

Students therefore sit at the center of four or more nested structures of in-
equality and separation—states, districts, schools, classes, and special needs.
Well-off or white parents usually manage to ensure that their children obtain
the benefits of this structure; poor and non-Anglo parents have a much harder
time doing so.

Inequalities in family wealth are a major cause of inequalities in school-
ing, and inequalities of schooling do much to reinforce inequalities of wealth
among families in the next generation—that is the intergenerational paradox
described in the introduction. The effects are far-reaching; by the 1980s eco-
nomic class mattered as much as race or ethnicity in determining who attended
a four-year college, and who was admitted to the most selective among them.*!
The effects may even be increasing. Parents’ income became less important in
determining how much schooling a child received until roughly 1980, but its
impact has grown since then. For example, 29 percent of the poorest quarter
of high school graduates enrolled in a four-year college in the early 198os, com-
pared with 55 percent of the richest quarter. By a decade later, however, the
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proportion of poor students who enrolled in college had declined marginally
while the proportion of the well-off who enrolled had increased considerably,
to 66 percent.*?

Class differences affect not only college attendance but also basic reading
ability. A recent literacy test in OECD nations revealed that the gap between
the best and worst readers was wider in the United States than anywhere else;
the bottom fifth in America read more poorly than the bottom fifth in every
other nation except Canada.®3

Outcomes of schooling increasingly matter because they are becoming
linked more closely to a person’s financial and political success. In 1979
college-educated men who worked full time earned 29 percent more than
tull-time workers with only a high school diploma; by 1998 that gap had in-
creased to 68 percent. (Among women the comparable wage gap increased
from 43 percent to 79 percent.) Over this period men who graduated from
college enjoyed real wage gains of 8 percent, but men who only graduated
from high school Josr 18 percent of what they would have earned formerly.
The wage gap is growing in most nations, but in almost all cases at a lower
rate than in the United States. In the late 199os, only Portugal, Hungary,
and the Czech Republic among OECD nations showed greater inequality
than the United States between earnings of high school dropouts and earn-
ings of college graduates.**

California provides a good example of how much more schooling matters
now than it used to. In 1969 dropouts earned about $31,000; by 1996 their
wages had dropped to $17,000—a loss of almost half their yearly earnings. But
workers with a postgraduate degree saw their incomes rise from about $58,000
in 1969 to about $73,000 27 years later—a gain of about a quarter.* That is
a big difference in both directions.

Education also powerfully affects people’s involvement with politics and
their community, thereby creating another link between the nested structure
of inequalities in schooling and the American dream. As one of our nation’s
foremost scholars of political participation concludes, “The best predictor of
political activity is education. . . . Education fosters activity through its effect
on information, skills, values, resources, networks, and more. No wonder it is
so potent. Furthermore, the potency grows after education ends.” Well-
educated citizens, not surprisingly, show greater understanding of the princi-
ples of democratic government than others. They are better able to identify
local and national leaders and more likely to know current political facts. They
pay much closer attention to political life and are more tolerant of those with
unpopular political views. They are also much more likely to vote than those
with little education; the disparity in voting between high school dropouts and
graduates has widened since the 1960s.% The relationship between education
and the likelihood of engaging in political activity is, in fact, closer in the United
States than in almost all other industrialized democracies.*’
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Education, then, makes a difference in realizing both core goals of the
American dream, in some ways more than ever. The deep and growing struc-
tural inequalities embedded in the system represent a powerful challenge to its
realization.

The Biggest Challenge

Not surprisingly, the structure of nested inequalities creates the worst prob-
lems in the schools in large, poor central cities (and in some small rural schools
as well). In the 100 largest school districts, almost 70 percent of the students
are non-Anglo (compared with 40 percent of students nationally), and over half
are poor or near-poor (compared with fewer than 4o percent nationally).*
Cities often have fewer resources to help those students than do wealthier sub-
urbs. They have larger schools and larger classes, as well as less adequate build-
ings, classrooms, and technology. Compared with suburban districts, teachers
in city schools are less likely to be certified or to have studied in the areas that
they teach, have less experience, and are more likely to leave before the end of
the school year. These schools suffer from much more administrative and be-
havioral turmoil and have a higher level of disruption, violence, and anxiety
about safety. All of the districts with high dropout rates are in large cities. Ur-
ban children have much lower test scores than nonurban children, and they
perform less well on measures of civic training.*” For young non-Anglo men
in Philadelphia in the 1990s, attending a neighborhood public high school
rather than a magnet school had a “devastating effect” on their incomes as
adults, according to two urban sociologists. It is not hard to see why when we

listen to the ruling of the trial court in the ongoing school finance case in New
York City:

City public school students’ graduation/dropout rates and performance on
standardized tests demonstrate that they are not receiving a minimally ade-
quate education. This evidence becomes overwhelming when coupled with the
extensive evidence, discussed above, of the inadequate resources provided the
City’s public schools. The majority of the City’s public school students leave
high school unprepared for more than low-paying work, unprepared for col-
lege, and unprepared for the duties placed upon them by a democratic soci-
ety. The schools have broken a covenant with students and with society.*°

In short, the worst-off students and schools have a completely different ed-
ucational experience from the best-off, and the outcomes are predictably very
different. Those differences are growing, and racial and class inequalities re-
main intertwined. During the 1970s and 1980s, the gap in the quality of schools
attended by blacks and whites worsened, entirely because poor inner-city
schools and schools with fewer than 20 percent of whites deteriorated so much.
In fact, black students in nonurban schools actually did better during this
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period, even while black students in urban schools were doing worse. Similarly,
during the 1990s, the most accomplished quarter of fourth grade readers im-
proved their test scores on the National Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP), while the least accomplished quarter lost even more ground. The top
scorers were mostly white, the low scorers were disproportionately black and
Latino boys in poor urban schools.’!

Class disparities among school districts are growing as communities and
even whole regions become more economically homogeneous. In 1970 the typ-
ical affluent American lived in a neighborhood where two-fifths of the resi-
dents were also affluent; 20 years later that figure had climbed to over half.
Conversely, the proportion of poor people living in poor neighborhoods in in-
ner cities has increased. In the two decades after 1970, in every one of 48 cities
in the largest metropolitan areas, from the poorest in comparison to its sub-
urbs (Hartford, Connecticut) to the wealthiest (Greensboro, North Carolina),
the disparity in wealth between city and suburbs grew worse.’? Most impor-
tantly here, in the decade after 1982 economic disparities between school dis-
tricts rose, whether measured by household income, poverty rates, or rates of
housing vacancy. There remains a close relationship between the number of
poor people and the number of African Americans and Hispanics in a com-
munity. Nevertheless, separation by income has grown substantially in Amer-
ican communities during the same decades that separation by race and ethnicity
has declined, at about the same rate.’3

High and growing economic similarity within communities undermines
the collective goals of the American dream for all students as well as individ-
ual goals for students in poor districts. It makes it much more difficult, in many
cases impossible given district boundaries, for poor students to be educated
with middle-class students. They therefore miss out on the good facilities and
high-quality teachers that students in middle-class districts are more likely to
enjoy, and they are denied the benefits of middle-class peers. That is a severe
loss; one of the few things we know for certain about schooling is that the class
background of a student’s classmates has a dramatic effect on that student’s
level of success. The sociologist James Coleman said it first and best almost 40
years ago: “A pupil’s achievement is strongly related to the educational back-
grounds and aspirations of the other students in the school. . . . [Clhildren from
a given family background, when put in schools of different social composi-
tions, will achieve at quite different levels.” This finding has been documented
over and over in various countries and schools and with different methodolo-
gies and sets of data. In one dramatic example, well-off students in mostly poor
schools performed worse on reading tests than did poor students in mostly
middle-class schools.’* Direct efforts to integrate poor and better-off students,
nevertheless, have been few and far between and have proven very difficult to
accomplish.®
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It is the schools attended mostly by poor, disproportionately black and
Latino, urban children that provide the evidence for those who see an educa-
tional crisis in the United States, and the schools of the more affluent, mostly
white, children that provide most of the success stories. Despite Americans’ be-
lief in the collective goals of public education, and despite the importance of
those goals to maintaining the American dream, disparities in outcomes among
schools may have worsened in recent years even as absolute levels of educational
attainment and achievement have improved. In the words of one careful urban
sociologist, “Whether intentional or not, the process [of class concentration]
represents a retreat from the concept of community and has very serious long-
run implications for American society.”*® Those implications begin in school.



2

SCHOOL DESEGREGATION

[In America,] nature and liberty affords us that freely, which in England we
want. . . . Every man may be master and owner of his owne labour and land.
[Colonists] thinke it but reason, . . . [that] no Lawes . . . should bee inacted
here without their consents, because they onely feele them, and must live un-
der them. [Here, a man] out of every extremity, . . . found himselfe now borne
to a new life.

—Captain fobn Smith, 1616

We didn’t land on Plymouth Rock, my brothers and sisters—Plymouth Rock
landed on us.
—Malcolm X, 1965!

ACIAL DOMINATION WAS, FROM THE OUTSET, the most glaring flaw in

the ideology of the American dream. It began when the dream began,

with Captain John Smith’s move to the “New World” in 1607. In his
comments are all the elements of the American dream: equal opportunity for
all, a chance of success for each, control over our nation’s political and eco-
nomic future, and virtue, since America was “as God made it when hee created
the world.” But enslaved Africans, who arrived in Virginia soon after Smith
did, were not “borne to a new life”—or at least not one that allowed partici-
pation in the American dream. They were brought into, not out of, “every ex-
tremity.” And that terrible irony, the simultaneous invention of American
slavery and American freedom,? has shaped American society ever since. It has
shaped its public schools as well.

Desegregation has been our nation’s most direct effort since Reconstruc-
tion to come to grips with the evils of racial domination in public schooling.
Beginning in the mid-1960s, it was the first as well as one of the largest post-
war efforts to make America’s schooling practices fit its ideals. Many of the is-
sues that we discuss in later chapters, such as funding equalization, school
reform, the separation of children, and distinctive group treatment, are in part
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extensions of the successes of school desegregation or reactions to its perceived
failures. Controversy over desegregation showed the difficulty in trying to sat-
isfy both the individual and collective goals of the American dream; the expe-
rience demonstrated both the power of the ideology and the intractability of
its internal conflicts. It continues to reverberate throughout American school-
ing and society.

School desegregation was, on balance, an educational success. Its accom-
plishments were smaller than its advocates promised and less than they hoped
for, but except when done irresponsibly or very unwisely, it improved the
chances for black children to attain their dreams and did not diminish the
chances for white children. Members of both races usually gained socially from
the interaction. If it were politically feasible, a continued effort along these lines
would be educationally beneficial. Ending legal segregation in schools and other
public facilities, fostering real, not just legal, desegregation, did more to move
the American dream from ideology to practice than has any other public pol-
icy or private effort.

Nevertheless, the effort to desegregate schools is largely over; mandatory
desegregation was a political failure. A member of the education committee for
the Minnesota senate speaks for many when he says, “I don’t think it’s worked
anywhere that it’s been tried.”® The evidence clearly shows that he is wrong;
the social and educational benefits were real. The serious efforts to desegre-
gate the schools that began in the mid-1960s, however, ended barely a decade
later, and many school districts are now undoing the changes they made then.

Arguments about the virtues and flaws of desegregation have revolved
around the two basic goals of the American dream in public schooling. Advo-
cates argued that denying the opportunity for integration to African Americans
harmed their individual chances for success. The Supreme Court in the 1954
decision of Brown v. Board of Education made the most famous observation on
the individual costs of segregation: “To separate [children in schools] from oth-
ers of a similar age and qualifications solely because of their race generates a
feeling of inferiority as to their status in the community that may affect their
hearts and minds in a way unlikely ever to be undone.” The Court held, there-
fore, that separate education was “inherently unequal.” Later proponents fo-
cused on the fact that separate education was not only inherently unequal, but
also inevitably worse for those in the minority: “No matter what people say,
when schools are one race, blacks get the bottom of the barrel. That cannot
be acceptable,” as a black resident of Richmond, Indiana, points out.*

Supporters of desegregation have also consistently argued that it was es-
sential to the realization of the collective goals of the American dream, that it
would benefit all of us, that it would remove an unforgivable barrier to equal
opportunity and full participatory citizenship for all Americans. Recently the
changing demography of this country has added additional force to these clas-
sic claims. “It’s critical that we continue our desegregation effort,” said a school
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official in Montclair, New Jersey. “The world is becoming a blacker, browner,
poorer place where people speak more languages. It’s important to prepare our
kids to get along with people who are not like them.” A recent graduate of the
St. Louis schools makes the same point: “I hope in my heart that it [the inter-
district transfer program] continues. If not, you're going to have kids who are
all the same going to certain schools, and they’re not going to be ready to go
out into the world.” A white investment banker concurs: “I didn’t want our
kids to grow up thinking their biggest decisions are whether to go to Bermuda
or Cancun for Easter break. [In a desegregated school,] my kids have seen both
sides.”

Opponents of desegregation have focused mostly on the individual harm
that could be done to those forced to mix with black children, or poor black
children, or urban black children. Most desegregation occurred within urban
or suburban districts and was volatile enough; some occurred across district
lines and was particularly explosive because it involved a threat to the local
structure of privilege as well as long-standing practice. “I don’t know how many
kids could leave [urban schools] without compromising [our] suburban schools.
How far am I willing to go [on desegregation]? Not real far,” says one unusu-
ally frank parent. Other critics have argued that it would undermine the col-
lective goals of the American dream as well. David Armor, a sociologist who is
a prominent opponent of mandatory desegregation, concludes that “while vir-
tually all social scientists would agree that forced racial segregation is both un-
constitutional and immoral, it has not been demonstrated that . . . desegregated
schools by themselves produce consistent social and educational benefits; in
some cases the consequences of desegregation may be harmful to race relations
and black self-esteem.”®

Some opponents believe that desegregation has centered on the wrong
problem: “My issue is focusing on how to improve education for all children
in this city,” said the Boston school superintendent recently, “and not be dis-
tracted or have a lot of energy and resources going into debates around stu-
dent assignment.” And finally, some still cherish the old ideal of the
neighborhood school. “I'd love to have my child able to walk to school,” says
a mother in Boston. “I think it’s important that you have that sense of com-
munity. I’d have more involvement with the school if it’s close to home.”” Most
poignantly, a man in Oklahoma City who has watched several generations of
his family attend various kinds of schools, reflects that

we have happier children in this neighborhood without busing. If people are
honest, they’ll say there was some good to busing—the children got to meet
other people. But in the educational arena, well, I think we had more prob-
lems. Black teachers who nurtured the children, who put the emphasis on good
behavior, discipline and doing schoolwork were gone. There was not training
to show white teachers how to handle black kids. We integrated but there was
no change in the hearts and minds of Caucasians.?
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In short, to many Americans, desegregation was a failed social experiment.
“No one who lived through the 1970s can forget the busing wars: the irate
mothers, the innocent-looking black children, the bitter white teenagers throw-
ing bottles and screaming, ‘Niggers, go home,”” wrote journalist Tamar Jacoby
recently. “Looking back a quarter century later, we’d like to think it was some-
how worth it—or, at the very least, that busing’s failure taught us something.
But the tragic irony is that busing turns out to have been largely irrelevant, a
monumental distraction from the real progress we’ve made on race and from
the task, as daunting as ever, of improving the school performance of impov-
erished black children.” Even Supreme Court Justice Anthony Kennedy ob-
served during oral arguments in an important case that he saw “no advantages
to have been brought about by busing.”

In fact, desegregation was not a failure, but it was hugely controversial. It
challenged prejudice and racial hierarchies as old as the country. It required
change in the way education had always been organized, particularly in the
South. It threatened the preferences of whites to attend school with people like
themselves, and sometimes the preferences of members of both races to attend
particular schools. It also helped millions of students to pursue their dreams,
and enhanced citizens’ ability to participate in shared democratic governance.

Most centrally, it was a moral fight made for the sake of social justice; on
that level it was necessary, long overdue, and a real victory. Listen to President
Kennedy, after officials in Alabama unleashed the dogs and turned the fire hoses
on the protesters in Birmingham demanding desegregation:

We are confronted primarily with a moral issue. It is as old as the scriptures
and as clear as the American Constitution. The heart of the question is whether
all Americans are to be afforded equal rights and equal opportunities. . . . We
face, therefore, a moral crisis as a country and as a people.

“If we want a segregated society,” reflected Christopher Jencks, the preemi-
nent academic analyst of these issues, soon thereafter, “we should have segre-
gated schools. If we want a desegregated society, we should have desegregated
schools.”1?

Desegregation created a high level of discord in society because it brought
the values of the American dream into conflict. If Americans had not sincerely
believed in the collective goals of the American dream, if they were not will-
ing to make sacrifices for them, there would have been no victories. If the ma-
jority of Americans did not eventually come to believe that the risks to their
individual goals were too high, the fight would not be over.

De fure and De Facto Segregation

T'o understand how and why things developed in this way, we have to look first
at the complicated evolution of the law on desegregation. This evolution
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profoundly affected how desegregation was implemented and therefore how
well it satisfied the individual and collective goals of the American dream. To-
gether federal courts and executive branch created the possibility of desegre-
gated schools; at the same time, however, they constrained its impact and
framed a volatile controversy over it.

Federal judicial decisions revolved around the legal distinction between
schools segregated by law or government action (de jure) and those segregated
by individual choices or social practices (de facto). Throughout the first half of
the twentieth century, segregation was explicit in the constitutions of southern
and some border states, and in the ordinances of some northern and western
school districts or communities; these places were ultimately the subject of court
orders to desegregate. Although segregation by individual decision and social
practice was widespread, including in the North, the courts never assumed re-
sponsibility to remedy it, despite arguments before them that it too was ulti-
mately the result of state action intended to separate the races. By the end of
the process of judicial and executive decision making on this issue, two rules
had emerged: the Constitution required schools to be desegregated where the
law had previously required racial separation, and it did not require de-
segregation where it had not. By creating and maintaining this distinction, the
courts made it possible for many black children to be treated fairly and gain
educationally—and also restricted the places where that change was likely to
occur.

It took a long series of court decisions and regulations for this distinction
to be put firmly in place and for its implications for schooling to become clear.
Attorneys for the National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People (NAACP) began in the 1930s to try to persuade the Supreme Court to
overturn Plessy v. Ferguson, the 1896 case that permitted “equal but separate
accommodations” in transportation (and by extension in schools and other pub-
lic facilities). In 1954, in Brown v. Board of Education, the Supreme Court
finally and unanimously repudiated Plessy and made its bold assertion that “sep-
arate educational facilities are inherently unequal.” A year later, in Brown II,
the Court held that school systems must admit blacks “on a nondiscriminatory
basis, . . . with all deliberate speed.”!!

In a moment of elation, attorney Thurgood Marshall predicted the next
day that it might take “up to five years” for all schools to be integrated, and
nine years for all of American society. The Cincinnati Enquirer opined that
“what the Justices have done is simply to act as the conscience of the Ameri-
can nation.”!? To supporters of Brown, it looked like the American dream might
soon be more than a cruel taunt to African Americans.

Desegregation, however, took place with a great deal of deliberation and
very little speed, and the dream was delayed once again. The rest of the 1950s
and early 1960s saw responses ranging from substantial desegregation in some
border states to massive resistance in Virginia and elsewhere. Most states with
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de jure segregation found ways to avoid anything beyond trivial compliance.
In 1957 President Eisenhower sent national troops to ensure token desegrega-
tion in Little Rock, Arkansas, but undermined that message with his statement
that “no single event has so disturbed the domestic scene in many years as did
the Supreme Court’s decision of 1954.” He urged the Attorney General to
“avoid predictions that the law [of integration] will necessarily be permanent.”!3

The 1960s were different; they made the American dream appear increas-
ingly accessible to blacks. Civil rights marches caught the attention of the na-
tion, and television forced people to confront the horrors of black children
being bombed in church. Under great pressure from President Lyndon John-
son and demonstrators, Congress passed three civil rights laws (two with real
enforcement powers) and two substantial school laws between 1964 and 1971.
The 1964 Civil Rights Act permitted the federal government to cut off funds
from school districts that discriminated and enabled the attorney general to sue
districts on behalf of individual students. The 1965 Elementary and Secondary
Education Act (ESEA) provided federal funds (over $1 billion a year initially—
then a huge amount) for schools with many poor children. The executive branch
began writing regulations for schools seeking ESEA support and soon pro-
gressed to requiring school districts to submit plans for complete desegrega-
tion. The Voting Rights Act (1965) and, to a lesser extent, the Housing Rights
Act (1968) extended the breadth of civil rights legislation.

In 1968, with enforcement of their decisions now much more likely, the
Supreme Court reentered the fray, declaring that the time for “deliberate speed
was over.” It began to order more serious and immediate remedies for deseg-
regation, culminating in a 1971 decision that permitted mandatory busing to
achieve desegregation on the grounds that “desegregation plans cannot be lim-
ited to the walk-in school.”'* Congress responded with the 1972 Emergency
School Aid Act (ESAA), which provided federal aid to school districts em-
barking on desegregation. In 1973 the Court began to require mandatory reme-
dies in northern cities that had taken official actions to segregate.!> This was
the high-water mark in attempts by the federal government to secure the Amer-
ican dream for black Americans through desegregation.

By then, however, resistance to “forced busing,” was fierce, for compli-
cated reasons we will explain later on. White parents stoned school buses
carrying black children in Boston and bombed buses carrying black children in
Pontiac, Michigan. “I’ll never forget the hatred I saw in those faces in Boston,”
the psychologist Kenneth Clark recalled later. Many whites who could afford
to do so fled cities that had desegregative court orders, or were likely to have
them, or were rumored to be likely to have them. Local officials sometimes
called on people to obey the law, but mostly said little and did less. Opponents
attacked the Supreme Court for exceeding its legitimate authority. The new
president, Richard Nixon, elected with southern support largely because of his
stated opposition to broad interpretations of civil rights laws, began criticizing
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what he called “extreme” court orders that “have raised widespread fears that
the nation might face a massive disruption of public education, that wholesale
compulsory busing may be ordered and the neighborhood school virtually
doomed.”'® He also began appointing much more conservative justices to the
Supreme Court.

Until 1973 the courts had focused on the first rule—where students were
separated by law, the schools had to be desegregated. Afterward the Supreme
Court focused on articulating the second rule—where there was only de facto
school segregation, no action needed to be taken to change racial separation.
In 1974, in the most important decision since Brown, a deeply divided Court
decided the case of Milliken v. Bradley I, which was brought to remedy segre-
gation in the overwhelmingly black school district of Detroit. A lower court
had attempted to frame a solution that would mix children in the city with
those in the largely white suburbs, but the Supreme Court declared that sub-
urbs could not be required to participate unless plaintiffs could show that
“racially discriminatory acts of the state or local school districts . . . have been
a substantial cause of interdistrict segregation.”” If the city were segregated
by action of its board, as Detroit was, the city would have to do the best it
could to fix the problem within its own borders.

Milliken shut off effective school desegregation for most northern cities,
where more and more African Americans and Latinos were living. Except in
southern states where segregation was written into law, it was very hard to
prove that city or district boundaries were drawn purposely to separate the
races; courts could therefore rarely impose cross-district remedies. Only in two
border cities, Indianapolis and Wilmington, Delaware, were the Milliken cri-
teria satisfied.!® By this ruling the Supreme Court set almost insuperable lim-
its on the extent to which schooling policies could promote the American dream
by challenging racial hierarchy and separation in northern metropolitan areas.
Soon after Milliken the other branches of the federal government moved in the
same direction. Even some liberal representatives and senators began to op-
pose busing, and in 1974 Congress prohibited the use of federal funds for it.

Although judicial decisions to end de jure segregation gave an enormous
boost to the chances of southern (and some northern) black children to achieve
their dreams, the limits set by Milliken made things worse in much of the coun-
try. It prohibited movement of students, teachers, and resources across district
lines unless state governments intervened, and it reinforced the effects of racial
and class isolation in housing. The possibility that cities might be desegregated
under Brown and its successors helped send whites to suburbs that Milliken then
absolved from any role in a solution. At the same time, economic trends sent
poor blacks (and later, immigrants) into the cities. As industries then moved
out, cities became much poorer, resources for city schools became more lim-
ited as their need became more urgent, and urban schools got much worse.
Their decline further justified whites’ (and middle-class blacks’) retreat into
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suburbia or private schools. By 1992 even the liberal Democratic president was
sending his daughter to a private school.

In this way the same Court and political processes that enabled progress also
restricted the potential gains from desegregation and limited its possible success.
Substantial desegregation in many northern metropolitan areas did not fail: it
was never tried. Under these circumstances it could never live up to the educa-
tional expectations of its advocates nor to their promises of real integration.

By the 1980s desegregation orders had largely addressed instances of de
jure segregation, and the Supreme Court began to develop guidelines to re-
lease districts from court supervision. The increasingly conservative Court fol-
lowed the principle that a court’s oversight of local school districts “[f]rom the
very first . . . was intended as a temporary measure to remedy past discrimi-
nation.” While the Court of 1968 had declared that segregation must be “elim-
inated root and branch,” the Court by 1991 announced that discrimination
must only be “eliminated to the extent practicable.” A year later it held that a
district could be released from judicial oversight “in incremental stages, before
full compliance ha[d] been achieved in every area of school operations” in or-
der to promote the “ultimate objective” of returning “schools to the control of
local authorities at the earliest practicable date.” Again the Court relied on the
distinction between de jure and de facto segregation, reiterating that “[o]nce
the racial imbalance due to the de jure violation has been remedied, the school
district is under no duty to remedy imbalance that is caused by demographic
factors.” Finally, in 1995 the Court ruled that states have no federal constitu-
tional requirement to fund efforts to promote students’ achievement once de
jure segregation has been remedied.!” It has not spoken on the question of
school desegregation since then.

A number of districts, especially large ones, successfully appealed during
the 199os to be released from judicial oversight. Most have returned to neigh-
borhood school assignments, often at the cost of predicted increases in racial
imbalance among schools. These districts include Wilmington, Miami, Jack-
sonville, Denver, Buffalo, Mobile, Cleveland, Las Vegas, Nashville, Min-
neapolis, San Jose, San Francisco, Boston, and Seattle.?? Segregation between
blacks and whites in schools increased slightly in the 199os, and the relation-
ship between housing and school segregation increased dramatically over the
decade. That increase occurred, argues David Rusk of the Urban Institute, be-
cause “federal courts dismantled school busing programs in many metro
areas and black children reverted to (black) neighborhood schools.”?!

In districts still under desegregation orders, courts are largely inactive. But
in the past few years, some courts have followed a line of legal argument
descending from debates over affirmative action and ruled that school districts
may not, even if they want to, require racial balance among students in mag-
net and other selective schools. A Massachusetts judge held that a program to
balance admissions by race in the prestigious Boston Latin School “offends the
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Constitution’s guarantee of equal protection.” The legal debates are complex
and the legal issues differ from other desegregation cases, but the political and
psychological implications of these new cases are clear: the movement toward
racial mixing in schools has not only been halted but partly reversed. “Thirty
years ago, school districts were getting sued for not promoting diverse learn-
ing environments,” says an attorney at a prominent law firm. “Now they’re get-
ting sued for actually doing [it]. "2

Although some existing mechanisms for desegregation will remain in place
and a couple of new initiatives have begun, mainly at the state level, it is very
unlikely that there will be any new wave of litigation or new desegregative laws.
This effort is largely over; black children must pursue the American dream by
a different route.

The Impact of Desegregation

Students in Schools. The first half of this history, the effort to abolish de jure seg-
regation, was a stunning success. It started slowly but eventually transformed ed-
ucation throughout the South and in northern districts that had clearly
violated the Constitution. Although in the first decade after Brown, with little sup-
port from any level or branch of government, virtually no black children attended
school with whites in the South (where three-fifths of African Americans lived),
attendance patterns changed dramatically during the next few decades. Federal
courts and agencies squeezed legal segregation, federal funds provided induce-
ments to school districts, and civil rights activists heightened the moral sensitiv-
ity and prudential anxiety of white Americans. By 1968 fewer than two-thirds of
black children attended all-black schools, and by the end of the 198os, fewer than
one-third did. Conversely, the proportion of black students in majority white
schools in the South rose from zero to 44 percent over the same period.??

As a matter of routine, many white children began to go to school with
classmates of a different race (and therefore usually class). Some of their par-
ents accepted this eagerly, some fearfully, some furiously—but they did it. Over
about a decade, the average black student shifted from learning in an all-black
environment to learning in a racially mixed environment, and that change has
remained in place. There can be no better evidence that Americans are capa-
ble of putting into practice their shared belief in the collective values of the
ideology of the American dream.

Mandatory desegregation—“forced busing”—largely succeeded in the
South because school districts typically encompassed city, suburban, and rural
communities. Before 1954 children had been required to attend segregated
schools within a single district, in some cases riding past the neighborhood
school to another, of the “right” race, a good deal farther from their home. (In
at least four southern states, busing for desegregation reduced the time, mileage,
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or transportation costs required by segregation.)?* Thus the abolition of de jure
segregation in the South usually took place within the boundaries of a single
school district but across class lines and urban borders.

The North was different. School districts were typically smaller and
followed—or created—neighborhoods that were fairly homogeneous by race
and class. Since federal law did not permit mandatory reassignment across dis-
trict lines, and separation across districts was assumed to be de facto, racial
transformation halted and has even partly reversed, as we noted above. By 1999
the proportion of black students in almost all-minority schools had slid back
up to 37 percent across the nation from a low of 33 percent in the 198os, while
the proportion of black students in majority white schools in the South de-
clined from a high of 44 percent a decade ago to 33 percent.?’

Most racial and ethnic separation is now berween, not within, districts;
except in very unusual situations, it is beyond challenge in federal courts or any
agency that follows the lead of federal courts. Over a third of African Ameri-
can children live in very large cities. Schools in Chicago, Philadelphia, Detroit,
Prince Georges County, Baltimore, Milwaukee, New Orleans, Washington,
Columbus, Atlanta, and Cleveland all have more than 50 percent black
students (and many of the rest are Hispanic). In contrast, most of the 5,300
communities with populations under 100,000 are at least go percent white, and
almost half are at least 98 percent white.?¢ Metropolitan areas with a lot of
relatively small school districts have especially high levels of racial separation
between districts since it is relatively easy in such circumstances to work in one
district and move your family to another. While racial separation within cities
declined during the 199os, racial separation in the suburbs increased, especially
though not only across district lines.?’

The distinction between de jure and de facto segregation is actually much
less clear than the courts have made it seem. Segregation resulted in part from
political choices such as zoning rules, public agency mortgage guidelines, high-
way location decisions, mass transit access, and above all from school district
boundaries and the placement of schools. As the pre-Milliken Supreme Court
pointed out, “People gravitate toward school facilities. . . . The location of
schools may thus influence the patterns of residential development of a met-
ropolitan area and have important impact on composition of inner-city [and
other] neighborhoods.”?®

State legislatures could change most of these decisions: they could consol-
idate school districts, alter boundaries, provide transportation, and create
financial or other incentives to encourage greater integration across district
lines. But they will not.?? The courts have deemed the location of boundaries
and other such policies to be beyond their jurisdiction on this issue, and most
legislators and governors do not want to touch it. Since Milliken, probably no
white elected official has promoted vigorous efforts to desegregate the schools;
it is politically too dangerous.
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Pursuing Individual Success. Schools were desegregated in part for moral rea-
sons and with very broad social objectives, but also in order to give individual
black students, who had been receiving a second-class education by law, the
chance to learn more and thereby pursue success. In general, they did. Some
people opposed desegregation because they thought it would mean that white
students would learn less. With few exceptions, they did not. So far as one can
tell from the evidence,’® desegregation succeeded not only in moving children
into integrated settings but also benefited them educationally.

In some school districts, white hostility and resistance made school deseg-
regation disruptive and frightening for a while. In Boston, for example, in a
public meeting held to discuss specific problems in implementing an early de-
segregation plan, parents who sought to testify “time and again . . . were in-
terrupted by jeers and yells from the group of ROAR [Restore Our Alienated
Rights, a white antibusing group] supporters. . . . Printed material that had
been distributed was shredded with Afro combs and thrown around the audi-
torium. Signs protesting ‘Communist busing’ were paraded in front of ever-
present TV cameras.” Within a short time, however, protests like these ceased;
from that point on, there is no convincing evidence that most white students
were harmed academically by desegregation. Twenty of 23 studies conducted
through the mid-198os of white achievement after desegregation showed im-
provement or no effect.*! Harm occurred only when, atypically and irrespon-
sibly, a desegregation plan sent a few white students to a predominantly black
school with a high concentration of children who were poor and from single-
parent families (these schools were also often harmful to their black attendees,
but few had worried about that).

Across the nation whites gained years of schooling during and after the pe-
riod of most desegregative activity. The proportion of white adults with at least
a high school education doubled from 1960 to 2000 (from 43 to 88 percent),
and the proportion with at least a college degree more than tripled, from 8 to
28 percent. Whites” NAEP scores generally rose in the 1970s and 198os and
were flat in the 19gos. This rise is particularly notable since more white
students were staying in high school during this period (and thus more of the
generally less able students were available for testing), and an increasing pro-
portion of students categorized as white on these assessments were immigrat-
ing from nations where they did not speak English or where schooling was
poorer.’? The proportion of white students taking the SAT and ACT has
almost doubled since the early 1970s, at the same time that the average white’s
score on both tests also rose—suggesting both that more whites were aspiring
to college and that whites were learning more material appropriate for college
aspirants.>’ Although the reasons for these improvements were complex,
nothing here suggests that desegregation inhibited the pursuit of individual suc-
cess by white students.

African Americans also made clear gains during the period after schools
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were desegregated. In 1960 fewer than one-fourth of black adults had at least
a high school education; by 2000 more than three-fourths did. At the same
time, the proportion of blacks with college degrees quadrupled, from 4 to 17
percent. Black students are still more likely than white students to drop out,
but the rate is only half that of 1970. Blacks living in less segregated cities are
much more likely to graduate from high school than blacks in more segregated
cities. The racial gap in college attendance, although not college graduation,
has also narrowed.’*

Black students not only are remaining in school longer than did their par-
ents and grandparents, they are also learning more. Their test scores improved
steadily in reading, math, and science during the 1970s and 1980s, the two
decades that blacks and whites increasingly attended school together—and did
not improve during the 199os, when school desegregration stopped and was
even partly reversed. African Americans’ SAT and ACT scores, like whites’,
have increased over the past 30 years even though almost twice as many black
students take the tests now—again demonstrating both higher schooling aspi-
rations and better preparation for college.’® Because so much else was chang-
ing at the same time, scholars do not agree on the extent of the impact on
achievement of desegregation alone,*® although almost all agree that it did not
hurt.?” The most recent study, the only one with nationwide data on achieve-
ment in the 199os, found that, even controlling for family background and prior
achievement, blacks’ and Latinos’ reading scores are substantially closer to those
of whites in integrated elementary schools than in segregated ones.*® In short,
school desegregation helped black children to acquire the tools they need to
pursue their dreams.

Desegregation, of course, was done differently in different places, and the
way it was handled affected its impact. Blacks gained most when they partici-
pated in metropolitan plans that involved a city and its surrounding suburbs;
examples include Charlotte-Mecklenburg, North Carolina, and Louisville,
Kentucky. They also gained most when they were desegregated in the early
grades, and when they formed about a quarter to a third of a school’s enroll-
ment. Black students who attended school in wealthier districts did better than
those who moved within their own or similarly poor districts; as we will see in
the next chapter, wealthier districts, not surprisingly, have more of the ele-
ments that enhance achievement. In St. Louis, the subject of one of the best
studies, black students who transferred to white suburban high schools during
the early 199os learned more, compared with their own starting points, than
did black students who transferred into specialized, well-funded, and predom-
inantly black city magnet schools. They were also more likely to graduate from
high school. Indianapolis and San Francisco found similar results: black high
school students bused to the suburbs attained higher test scores than their peers
remaining in city schools. Parents in the Gautreaux program, which moves poor,
inner city black families into middle-class, predominantly white suburbs around
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Chicago, consistently prefer their children’s new schools despite concerns about
occasional racist treatment. Their children have done better on all measures of
educational and job outcomes than a comparison group of children in families
who moved within the city to predominantly black and fairly poor neighbor-
hoods. As one Gautreaux mother reflected, “They go to school with all na-
tionalities—it’s like the UN out here in DuPage [a suburban county]. They got

to learn different lifestyles and it makes them want a better lifestyle. . . .” An-
other mother reports simply, “The level of everything is so much higher than
it was in the city. . . . Everything is just more advanced.””

The American military provides a striking illustration of how effective in-
tegrated schools can be. The Army is the most integrated institution in Amer-
ican society, and the Department of Defense runs over 150 schools in 15
overseas nations for 75,000 children of military personnel. About 16 percent
of these students are African Americans. White students in these schools score
about the same on the SAT as whites in all public and private schools in the
United States. But even controlling for family characteristics, poverty, mobil-
ity among schools, and other variables that affect test scores, black students
consistently show higher achievement than their counterparts in American
schools. Almost the same percentage of black as white graduates of overseas
military schools go directly to college.*

Schools that changed their teaching techniques to include cooperative
learning in heterogeneous classrooms, higher standards, and more rigorous
evaluations also showed good results from desegregation. A student in
Hoagland, Indiana, who experienced a change in teaching techniques at the
same time as desegregation, for example, called cooperative learning “one of
the funnest things we have. When you’re just sitting in a classroom, they try
to put a label on you like you’re smart or not, but everybody is good at some-
thing. It kind of brings that out. And believe me, the spelling grades have gone
way, way up since we started.” Schools that included black students in accel-
erated classes and did not put them disproportionately in special education or
low-track classes produced—no surprise here—the best results. Magnet schools
with the highest level of integration are also the most likely to offer the
highest-quality education.*!

Black students, like white ones, need more than good test scores to be able
to pursue success. And desegregation has helped them to do well in the racially
mixed adult world. Compared with racially isolated black students, those from
desegregated schools have higher job aspirations, hold job goals more realisti-
cally related to their schooling, usually do better in college, have more racially
mixed social and professional networks in adult life, and are somewhat more
likely to hold white-collar and professional jobs in the private sector.

There is no mystery about these results. Children who have had racially
integrated experiences when young are likely to continue to do so as they get
older. And once black teens get access to social and informational networks
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that expand their horizons beyond their own neighborhoods, they use them
just as whites do—to get better jobs, find out about higher education, meet
new people, and otherwise get on in the world. Almost the only way for dis-
proportionately poor urban African Americans in particular to meet typically
more affluent whites and blacks from the suburbs is to go to school, and into
classes, with them.*?

School desegregation, in short, made black students better able to pursue
and attain their dreams—and possibly even to seek competitive success against
whites. Except in unusual circumstances, it did not harm the ability of whites
to pursue their dreams. With successful desegregation, of course, whites are
more likely to face the kind of competition from blacks that they face from
everyone else. But if they believe in the American dream, they cannot legiti-
mately complain about that.

Fostering Community Goals. Desegregation has almost always promoted the col-
lective goals of the American dream in education. Reformers initially hoped
that simply putting black and white students into the same schools or classes
would lead to more interracial friendship and respect—that other children
would follow the lead of the white student in Columbus, Ohio, who said, “When
you first go into school you're easily influenced by what you’re told about black
people, but after you get to know some of them, you’re influenced by their
niceness.” An array of systematic studies, however, shows that simply mixing
students of different races can increase rather than decrease tension. One of
the nine students who desegregated Central High School in Little Rock,
Arkansas, looked back on her experience 4o years later with no illusions: “We
thought that once the [whites] saw that black people are not devils, we don’t
carry knives or guns, we can read and write, they would accept us. But after
they knew us, they still didn’t like us.”*

But some practices do help children to become friends. These include
school policies that promote equal status for all students, principals and teach-
ers who signal the importance of interracial tolerance and respect for clear rules
and practices, and classrooms and extracurricular activities that encourage
cooperative interaction. On balance these practices work: over the long run,
desegregated children are more likely than others to become desegregated
adults. Both black and white adults from integrated schools have more close
friends and casual acquaintances of the other race than do adults from racially
isolated schools. They are more likely to attend desegregated colleges, live in
(or at least accept) integrated neighborhoods, hold jobs in integrated work set-
tings, and be comfortable with racially mixed work groups.** As one young
political activist put it, “We are the generation of integration and desegrega-
tion, and we have friends that are Jewish, Asian, Irish. We really do understand
the power of collaboration.” African Americans do not always feel as comfort-
able as that comment suggests, but the experience of desegregation teaches
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them that “you went into this new place and you made it okay and, you fig-
ure, it’ll be okay next time, too.” White Americans are now more likely to tell
pollsters that they have black friends and coworkers, to abjure prejudice and
racial discrimination, and to endorse measures to enhance racial equality than
their counterparts were before schools were desegregated.* Again, many other
things besides school desegregation were happening at the same time, so it is
hard to make a direct connection. From the evidence, however, it would be
impossible to claim that desegregation worsened American race relations.

School desegregation may also make communities better off. Successfully
desegregated schools contributed to greater economic success, social integra-
tion, and the building of political coalitions in the metropolitan areas of Wil-
mington, Delaware, and Charlotte, North Carolina. In Charlotte even the man
who had chaired the school board in its unsuccessful appeal against the first
desegregation orders, back in the late 1960s, recently declared that the way
people came together to implement desegregation “generated an era of racial
good will in this community. . . . Our compliance with court orders . . . and
the general positive attitude of people here in race relations has contributed
tremendously to the economics of the community.” Desegregation efforts can
also lead to increases in residential integration. In Jefferson County (Louisville),
the Kentucky Human Rights Commission published the location of neighbor-
hoods that blacks could move into so that neighborhood could avoid busing;
white suburbanites began recruiting black families, and the number of natu-
rally desegregated schools increased.*

Most importantly, the commitment to desegregate schools is the visible
center of Americans’ expressed commitment to abolish racial hierarchy and pro-
mote equal rights. As President Lyndon Johnson put it, “All our citizens must
have . . . not just legal equity but human ability, not just equality as a right and
a theory but equality as a fact and equality as a result.”” Americans who seek
to make the American dream more than a fraud have been able to point to
school desegregation as the best evidence that others share their views.

Across the board, then, school desegregation has harmed no group, and it has
helped African Americans to pursue their dreams. It has fostered the collective
goals of equal opportunity, interracial engagement, and equal rights. It has only
rarely created a legitimate direct conflict between success for some and that of
others, or between the individual and collective goals of schooling. In fact, when
properly implemented, desegregation has enabled the core goals of schooling to
be mutually reinforcing. School desegregation, in short, worked pretty well.

The Politics of School Desegregation

Experience and Values. 1f we can believe polls on the subject of race, most Amer-
icans also believe that school desegregation has on balance worked. To begin
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with the individual goals, up to two-thirds agree that integration has “improved
the quality of education received by black students.” The younger the respon-
dents, the more likely they are to have had experience with desegregation and
the more likely they are to agree. By 1999 fully 8o percent of young adults,
compared with 63 percent of the elderly, thought desegregation had helped
blacks’ education. Just as many whites as blacks concur. This marks a big shift:
in 1971 only 42 percent of all Americans thought desegregation helped black
students.*®

Furthermore, up to half of Americans agree that integration “improved the
quality of education received by white students,” and that number too has slowly
but steadily risen through the 199os. Here too the younger the respondents,
the more positive they were; by 1999, 70 percent of young adults, compared
with 45 percent of the elderly, believed that whites’ education had improved
as a result of school desegregation. On this question, however, unlike the pre-
vious one, the races split; a majority of blacks but a minority of whites agreed
throughout the 19gos that desegregation improved the education of whites.*

Americans mostly believe that school desegregation has fostered the col-
lective goals of schooling. By the mid-199os two-thirds agreed that it has “im-
proved relations between blacks and whites.” A principal in Charlotte, North
Carolina, put it this way: “It’s hard to remember the pain and agony of those
first few years because we’ve now replaced it with something else. . . . We don’t
have a perfect society here. But we’ve come a long way.” More blacks than
whites—74 to 62 percent—hold this view, but that is still a solid majority of
whites. Americans under age 50 are more likely to agree than those over s5o.
These results also mark a big shift; in 1971 only two-fifths of all Americans
thought desegregation had improved race relations, and almost as many thought
it had “worked against better relations.”?

Most Americans not only believe that desegregation works, but also claim
to believe in the principle behind it. By 1995 fully 96 percent of whites agreed
that black and white children should attend the same rather than separate
schools (up from half in 1956). Only 12 percent of whites claimed in 1997 that
they would object if half of the children in their own child’s school were black
(down from 47 percent in 1958). As one white mother in Charlotte put it, de-
segregation “hasn’t upset my child like I expected. And though I'm surprised
to hear myself saying this, I think in years to come, we’ll see that it’s some-
thing that had to be done.” Blacks began and remain virtually unanimous on
the principle.’!

Principles and Practices among Whites. If Americans generally agree that deseg-
regating schools is better for individuals, good for the nation, and the right
thing to do, are they committed to actually doing it? For most, the answer is
no. On this issue a lot of Americans change their views when it comes to put-
ting principles into practice. Whites’ support for federal government inter-
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vention to “see to it that black and white children are allowed to go to the same
schools” peaked at only 48 percent in 1966 and declined to 31 percent by 2000.
At most a third of whites support busing to achieve racial balance, up from
roughly a tenth in the early 1970s. Even questions stipulating that the amount
of busing would not increase with mandatory desegregation attain support from
fewer than a fifth of white Americans.’?

Opposition to mandatory busing does not necessarily imply opposition to
desegregation. Busing sometimes frightened children or disrupted families who
had chosen to live in a particular neighborhood because of the local school.
The mayor of the small town of Leonia, New Jersey, which faced district con-
solidation and busing, expressed it this way: “I moved to a school district I am
happy with. Why does the state have to come in and change it? . . . Leonia
wants to be left alone. If Englewood and Englewood Cliffs [the nearby towns]
have problems, let them fix them themselves.”>* People sometimes object to
long bus rides or believe that buses are more dangerous than walking or rid-
ing in private vehicles. Many people value local neighborhood attachments and
see busing as intrusive or too expensive.

These are reasonable concerns, but they were not at the core of many ob-
jections to “forced busing.” Desegregation sometimes reduced the amount or
cost of busing and increased white students’ average transportation time only
marginally.’* Buses are safer than cars or walking.”> And Americans have no
problem in general with putting their children on a bus to go to school, as
waves of district consolidation in the decades after World War II demon-
strated. Only 15 percent of children rode school buses in 1940, when there
were 117,000 school districts, but 43 percent did by 1970, when there were
only 18,000 districts. In 1972, on survey questions that had nothing to do with
school desegregation, almost go percent of respondents found it “convenient”
for their children to ride a school bus or were “satisfied” with the school’s bus
system.’® But at the same time, almost no whites endorsed busing to deseg-
regate schools, and few supported any other mandatory state interventions to
accomplish it. Only 20 percent were willing to “create more housing for low-
income people in middle-income neighborhoods,” and only about 30 percent
were willing to consider changing school district boundaries. (The rest were
roughly evenly split among those who favored “do[ing] something other than”
those proposals, those opposed to school desegregation, and those with no
answer.)®’

It is unlikely that these solutions are any more popular today. White
Americans endorse school desegregation in principle, and believe that it has
benefited blacks, the nation as a whole, and arguably whites. They support
voluntary measures to achieve it but are not willing to take the necessary
actions to make it happen. As one schooling expert put it recently, “T'oday a
bipartisan consensus holds that integrated schools are a good thing but we
shouldn’t do much of anything to promote them.”’8
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Whites in fact sometimes take fairly drastic steps to avoid putting their
children in racially mixed schools. Many have moved or changed schools to
avoid it, and white parents consistently choose schools with very few non-
Anglo students, even in cases in which the quality of more racially mixed schools
is demonstrably higher. Whites who lack other public school choices are more
likely to send their children to private school as the proportion of blacks in
their schools increases. Whites who move out of cities usually choose suburbs
whose schools are “whiter”; these results hold firm even when studies control
for family characteristics, school quality, and the economic status of classmates.
It is no longer laws, restrictive covenants, or violence that explains the contin-
uing high level of segregation in the United States,’® but rather the fact that
many whites are willing and able to pay more to live in a predominantly white
neighborhood or send their children to a predominantly white school.

This issue has not lost its volatility, despite the dramatic change in per-
ceptions and principles. In 199o in the small, 85 percent white, suburban school
district of East Allen County, Indiana, the superintendent transferred a few
grade school classes of black students to a white school. He also planned a more
extensive program that would move children of both races and close two un-
derpopulated schools. After protests and petitions, the school board approved
a softer proposal in a public meeting at which people in the audience called the
swing voter a “traitor” and shouted that “we’ve got to take . . . [him] out.” Po-
lice escorted him home through a hostile crowd. The superintendent was ad-
vised to get police protection, and his seventh-grade son “revealed that boys at
school wanted to smash a truck into the superintendent’s house.” The super-
intendent resigned and moved.%°

Whites avoid racially mixed schools for various reasons, all focused on con-
cerns about the individual goals of education. Despite decades of evidence to
the contrary, some worry that their children will suffer educational harm from
mixing with even some students from central cities or other districts. As one
parent put it in a recent focus group, “This is the fear: you want to lower the
quality of my child’s education to raise the quality of the inner-city education.”
Some whites fear losing their advantage in the competition for success: as an-
other parent put it in a similar group, when it comes to schooling, changes are
all right “as long as our kids get to go first.” Some may simply be hypocrites
who never really believed in desegregation, or racists despite their statements
to pollsters and others. Others may genuinely endorse the idea of desegrega-
tion but, despite greater societal understanding of how it is best implemented,
they find its personal costs to be unacceptable. Finally, some may believe in
desegregation but think it too marginal to distract from a focus on individual
achievement. As the educational critic Chester Finn put it, “[My opponent in
a debate over desegregation] must be the only American who still thinks that
integration for its own sake is an important societal goal. Almost everybody
else is interested in whether kids are going to good schools where they are safe
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and learning to read. The price of forced busing and other forms of social
engineering is too high to pay when there are more urgent crises facing this
country’s schools.”¢!

Any of these reasons may hold. From the politician’s viewpoint, the ex-
planation matters much less than the fact that most white Americans are not
willing to risk desegregating their schools, and they will punish at the next
election anyone who tries to do so.

Recent Court Action. 'The most important recent case on desegregation, Sheff v.
O’Neill, shows all of these dynamics at work. Unlike most earlier cases, its
setting was a state court rather than the federal judicial system. Plaintiffs
brought the case in Connecticut, focusing on the city of Hartford and its sub-
urbs. Economic, racial, and ethnic differences between city and suburbs were
greater than in almost any metropolitan area in the country, and the schools
in Hartford had performed terribly for years. In 1994, for example, 1,500 fourth
graders in Hartford attended schools where fewer than 1 percent of the chil-
dren met the state math and reading goals.%?

Several years before the case was filed, Connecticut’s commissioner of
education had issued an “impassioned report” calling school segregation
“educationally, morally, and legally wrong.” He called for “collective respon-
sibility” in planning a remedy but also suggested that the state board of edu-
cation “be empowered to impose a mandatory desegregation plan” should
voluntary planning fail. As the commissioner later reported, “All hell broke
loose.” One legislator called for his resignation; another deemed him “despicable”;
the governor abjured mandatory solutions; and the next year’s report did not
mention desegregation.®?

Nevertheless, a few years later, with a lawsuit threatened, the state legis-
lature set up regional planning groups to propose voluntary desegregative meas-
ures for the area around Hartford—although the mandate neither set numerical
goals nor mentioned the word “desegregation.” After six months of delibera-
tion, regions proposed such changes as interactive videos, “ ‘non-face-to-face
interaction’ via distance learning, cooperative projects, and visits involving
urban and suburban schools.” None came close to proposing an extensive de-
segregation plan. As the chair of Glastonbury’s town council pointed out,
“Towns are willing to put up a certain amount, but we still have our taxpayers
to account to, and our kids.” In 1993, by a margin of two to one, residents of
Connecticut reported that they would vote against a legislator who supported
“regional school districts.”®* Plaintiffs representing poor minority children in
Hartford went to court.

In 1996 the state supreme court responded by requiring the state to end
the racial and ethnic isolation of the schoolchildren in Hartford and required
desegregation in some form between the city and its suburbs. “When children
attend racially and ethnically isolated schools,” said the court, these “ ‘shared
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values’ . . . through which social order and stability are maintained . . . are jeop-
ardized.” Current school assignments violated “the legislature’s affirmative con-
stitutional obligation to provide a substantially equal educational opportunity
to all of the state’s schoolchildren.”®® The court left it to the governor and leg-
islature to design an appropriate plan to change the situation.

Initial public response was heartening. Half of the respondents to a state
poll agreed that “more should be done to integrate schools throughout . . .
Connecticut”; three-fifths agreed that racial imbalance is a serious problem,
and three-fifths agreed that public officials should “do their best to improve
racial integration even if that means doing more than the Court requires,”
rather than “try[ing] to figure out the smallest change the Court will accept.”
But within four days of the Sheff decision, the governor ruled out mandatory
transportation: “The Supreme Court did not say they wanted forced busing,
and we know that forced busing is not an alternative. It’s not acceptable to the
legislature, it’s not acceptable to the people.” Asked for an alternative proposal,
he responded,

We have got to be creative and thoughtful and compassionate in figuring out
other ways to try to resolve the issue. . . . Just because the solution is not be-
fore us at this very moment, doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist. . . . But I thought
it was important to put a line in the sand and say we’re not going to do forced
busing because that’s the issue that will ignite the emotions.

The signal was clear, and a year later the state legislature responded in
kind. It reorganized the management structure of the Hartford district, ex-
panded early childhood education and reading programs for poor children, in-
stituted a few voluntary or symbolic programs for desegregation, and stopped.
The most substantive of its actions was to provide financial support for mag-
net schools across district lines and a small program of interdistrict choice for
students from the biggest cities. The focus of legislators on school reform rather
than integration was responsive to their constituents, at least those outside
Hartford. Few members of the public saw racial isolation as the main cause of
Hartford students’ poor performance, and citizens urged a focus on educational
quality and better parenting rather than on busing or redistricting.%” At least
one critic called the legislature’s actions “dismal,” but a newly configured court
supported the legislature’s actions. The judge to whom the plaintiffs turned
said that the legislature’s plan must be given more time to work and that the
only alternative would have been mandatory reassignment, which would have
generated even more white flight.®

Hartford’s schools are now more racially and ethnically segregated than
they were before the lawsuit began a decade ago. As of 2000, about 1,400 stu-
dents participated in the interdistrict choice program—no more than 3 percent
of the students in Hartford, New Haven, or Bridgeport. Several suburban dis-
tricts that accepted students during the first year of the program no longer do.
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Combined with the new interdistrict magnet program and a few charter schools,
perhaps 2 percent of students in Connecticut move across district lines for
schooling (and some of them are white students transferring out of cities or
minority students transferring in).%” A few students have benefited from these
reforms; the rest are left without a serious program for desegregation.

Consistent with public opinion, the legislature has focused instead on a
new round of ambitious reforms for Hartford, including curricular changes,
teacher training, computer access, health clinics, new accountability systems for
administrators, and an end to social promotion. Hartford’s superintendent is
ambitious and energetic, and the powerful teachers’ union is newly focused on
student learning. These are hopeful developments, but there is nothing realis-
tically on the table that would desegregate the schools, and the courts have up
to this point declined further intervention.”® In this matter, despite the elo-
quent language in the Sheff decision about “shared values . . . through which
social order and stability are maintained,” the individual goals of the American
dream have swamped the collective ones.

Principles and Practices among Blacks. Like the plaintiffs in Sheff, most African
Americans have strongly supported school desegregation during the last 4o
years. Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, over 95 percent agreed that blacks and
whites should attend the same schools. More blacks than whites agree that
“black children do better if they go to schools which are racially mixed,” and
at least 85 percent (compared with about half of whites) agree that “more should
be done to integrate schools throughout the nation.” About two-thirds of
African Americans, compared with about two-fifths of whites in this survey,
endorse racially mixed student bodies “even if it involves some school busing.””!

But the intensity of African Americans’ support for school desegregation
is waning. More than four out of five supported federal intervention in the
schools until the early 1970s, but by 1994 fewer than three in five did. In 1995
barely half of African Americans agreed that racial integration in schools,
homes, and work was important; to the rest integration mattered little so long
as all races received equal opportunities and fair treatment. (Whites and Asian
Americans held the same views; slightly more Latinos endorsed integration.)
On all recent surveys, blacks rank greater funding for minority schools over
desegregation when asked to choose.”> Among African Americans, slightly more
prefer allowing students to attend local schools, even at the cost of greater racial
separation, than prefer transferring students to other schools to promote inte-
gration. African Americans are still twice as likely as whites (6o to 34 percent)
to agree that a racially diverse student body is “absolutely essential” for a good
school, but, like whites, they rank racial diversity eleventh out of twelve prof-
fered characteristics of a good school.”?

Blacks’ political activity has tracked these survey responses. From the 1930s
through the 1980s, the NAACP fought intensely to desegregate schools
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throughout the nation. In the mid-199os, however, local chapter heads in
Yonkers, New York, and Bergen County, New Jersey, publicly declared that
busing for desegregative purposes had “outlived its usefulness.” They were
deposed, but their position has gained strength within the organization; Pres-
ident Kweisi Mfume has observed that while “the NAACP stands by its found-
ing proposition of a single, fully integrated society,” it must “at the same time
[be] fighting to guarantee educational equality for students within our existing
public schools.” In that context “busing is but one of several tools that can be
used to achieve the goal of desegregation of our public schools.””*

African American elected officials increasingly opt for a black-controlled
neighborhood school system that they believe will bring funds and positions of
authority into their community. “In Cleveland,” according to Emerge maga-
zine, “an initiative by Mayor Michael White helped to convince a federal judge
to minimize crosstown busing and allow the city to focus on retooling its own
schools. In Seattle, Mayor Norman B. Rice has led the charge to replace bus-
ing with school choice and magnet school programs. Meanwhile, Mayor
Wellington Webb has tried to end busing in Denver. So has St. Louis Mayor
Freeman R. Bosley, Jr. He favors pouring more resources into programs to
boost the quality of city schools.” Mayor Rice is quoted in the same article to
say that “we had better turn off the racial issues and begin talking about qual-
ity education.””?

African Americans are ambivalent about school desegregation for as many
reasons as whites are. To some, desegregation is not necessary to increase the
chances for individual black students to achieve success. In the words of one
African American mother in Denver, “You don’t have to send a child across
town to teach them to read a book.” To others desegregation has not suffi-
ciently advanced the collective goals of schooling. Robert Carter, one of the
chief litigators in the original Brown v. Board, put it this way:

We believed that the surest way for minority children to obtain their consti-
tutional right to equal educational opportunity was to require the removal of
all racial barriers in the public school system, with black and white children
. .. together exposed to the same educational offerings. Integration was viewed
as the means to our ultimate objective, not the objective itself.

Others believe that African Americans as a group will gain benefits from schools
within their own neighborhoods. An official in the Denver public schools argues
that keeping children close to home “will give students a sense of community at
their school. We lost that when we were busing students. And . . . it will let par-
ents and adults in the community reconnect with the schools. . . . This is an ex-
cellent opportunity for the Latino [or black] community to refocus and set a new
agenda and promote the concept of community at our schools.””¢

A few African Americans express ideological objections to integration in
favor of a racially separate community, which they believe will be morally or
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emotionally preferable or politically more powerful. The most famous, although
not the most vehement, defender of racially separate schools is Justice Clarence
Thomas. In the Supreme Court’s decision in Missouri v. Fenkins, he complained
that many plaintiffs in school desegregation cases “assume that anything that
is predominantly black must be inferior, [that] segregation injures blacks be-
cause blacks, when left on their own, cannot achieve.” That view produces “a
jurisprudence based upon a theory of black inferiority. . . . [B]lack schools can
function as the center and symbol of black communities, and provide examples
of independent black leadership, success, and achievement.” Finally, others have
simply lost patience with whites” anxieties and defensiveness. A young veteran
of New York City’s public schools puts it this way: “White people are still pro-
tecting their babies, because these are going to be the power people in the
future. . . . I cannot ever see them bringing white kids and putting them into
what they call danger zones, with the ‘dangerous, inferior people.”” A senior
litigator in the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) concludes simply, “In
school desegregation, it’s not that people disagree with the goals or objectives.
It’s just that ‘I'm tired. Enough. I give up.””””

Among African Americans as among whites, politicians care less about the
explanations than the fact itself. Black constituents are not demanding school
desegregation anywhere nearly as much as they used to; many support the de-
segregative practices now in place, but that is all. Some of the most energetic
black political activists have abjured it. Most black and white elected officials
concur on this point if on nothing else about school desegregation: at the be-
ginning of the new millenium, in the political arena, this game is over.

“It should go without saying,” said the Supreme Court in Brown II, “that the
vitality of these constitutional principles [mandating desegregation] cannot be
allowed to yield simply because of disagreement with them.” But that is pre-
cisely what happened. T'wenty years later a disillusioned Justice Thurgood Mar-
shall, in dissent, declared that the Milliken decision was “more a reflection of
the perceived public mood that we have gone far enough in enforcing the Con-
stitution’s guarantee of equal justice than it is the product of neutral principles
of law.” By 1999, with the courts removing themselves and school districts from
involvement on this issue and political leaders abandoning it, the president of
the Association of American Medical Colleges described our society as “being
hammered by a mean-spirited backlash.” “Race,” he said, “has once again be-
come a wedge issue that is being very cynically exploited by politicians argu-
ing that our ugly legacy of racial discrimination is behind us.””® Backlash or
not, concerns about the effects of school desegregation on individuals and
groups have taken precedence over America’s commitment to the collective
goal of integrated education. That has resulted partly from the mistaken view
that there had to be a tradeoff, that equality for and incorporation of the mi-
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nority could only be accomplished by sacrificing individual achievement of the
majority. That false presumption led to an unwarranted retreat from our na-
tion’s most impressive effort in the past half century to bring the practice of
the American dream closer to the ideal.

Winston Churchill once described democracy as the worst system of gov-
ernance except for all of the others. School desegregation was like that. Few
people outside the black community wanted it badly and districts sometimes
did it poorly, but done well desegregation was always and still is the policy best
suited to help all students pursue success and learn how to live in the multira-
cial and multiethnic future that will be theirs. Integration is not guaranteed to
follow desegregation, but it is impossible without it.

Most racially isolated black students are now in school districts deemed by
the courts to be segregated by (legal) practice rather than by (illegal) mandate,
and many of them suffer from the worst schools anywhere. Although academic
achievement for poor urban children was never certain to follow desegrega-
tion, it has proved very difficult to achieve without it. For these children the
connection between education and the American dream remains very weak and
must be strengthened some other way. We turn therefore to school funding
and then to school reform—efforts to make more equal education that will re-
main separate.
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ScHoOL FINANCE REFORM

The State’s constitutional duty . . . embraces broad educational opportunities
.. . to equip our children for their role as citizens and as potential competi-
tors in today’s market as well as in the marketplace of ideas. Education . . .
must prepare our children to participate intelligently and effectively in our
open political system to ensure that system’s survival, . . . and it must prepare
them to be able to inquire, to study, to evaluate and to gain maturity and un-
derstanding. . . . The mandate of the Constitution . . . is addressed to the State
and requires, as a first priority, fully sufficient funds.

—Seattle v. State of Washington, 1978

If the educational fare of the seriously disadvantaged student is the same as
the “regular education” given to the advantaged student, . . . the students in
the poor urban districts will simply not be able to compete. A thorough and
efficient education requires such level of education as will enable all students
to function as citizens and workers in the same society, and that necessarily
means that in poor urban districts something more must be added.

—Abbott v. Burke (New Jersey), 1990

We’ve never aspired to be average here. If our costs are a little high, it reflects
the fact that we want our children to be able to compete.
—Parent from a wealthy school district, 1999*

N A WEALTHY NORTHEASTERN STATE, two schools are near each other ge-

ographically but far apart in every other way. The school in the city sits be-

side an abandoned lot in a community that has lost most of its industrial
jobs. “The physical appearance of the school is bleak, depressing. The hall is
dark and dingy. . . . The playground outside is all brown wood and it is com-
pletely surrounded by hard pavement.” The library has not been used for 13
years; even the faculty bathrooms have no toilet paper or soap. The gym leaks.
There is one computer for every 35 students, and none of the classrooms is
wired for the Internet. The principal has trouble attracting qualified teachers in
many fields and has none trained in computer instruction; according to the
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scholar who looked at these schools, teachers mainly use the computers to keep
the students busy playing games when they have completed their worksheets.
In this school 98 percent of the students are non-Anglo, more than two-thirds
are eligible for free or reduced-price school lunches, almost three in ten are in
special education. The residents of the district have a per capita income of
$17,000 a year.

In the suburb nearby, the school is “housed in a modern building and sur-
rounded by large, well-maintained athletic fields. [It] boasts such amenities as
a spacious school library furnished with rows upon rows of book stacks, and a
high-ceilinged auditorium with theater-style seating and a grand piano on stage.
Not only does the school have computers in every classroom, it also has a fully
equipped computer lab, staffed by an instructor.” There is one computer for
every four students, all wired for Internet use. Teachers have aides as well as
access to “resource teachers” who specialize in various academic fields, help
with curricula, and give “guest lectures” in classrooms. Most students partici-
pate in the orchestra, chorus, or specialized bands (or perhaps all three). One
fourth-grade teacher, a graduate of Vassar College, was chosen over more than
200 competitors for her job, and along with the others in the school is paid
considerably more than the state average. In this school 95 percent of the stu-
dents are Anglo, fewer than one percent are eligible for free or reduced-price
lunches, and only 5 percent are in special education. Residents of the district
have a per capita income of $70,000.

Despite the fact that it receives much less financial aid from the state, the
suburban school spends $1,200 a year more on each of its students than the
one in the city. The urban students receive 1o percent less instructional time
each year, including less time for science, social studies, and language arts, and
no time for computer instruction. Test scores in the city school, especially in
reading, are dramatically lower than in the suburban school, and many more
city students repeat a grade. In most years none of the fourth-graders in the
city school pass all three components (reading, writing, and mathematics) on
the state standardized test; typically, more than half of the students in the sub-
urban school pass all three.

These are not extreme examples. This urban school is not at the bottom
of its state in achievement scores, and the suburban school is not at the top;
these schools are in neither the lowest-spending city district nor the highest-
spending suburb.? More money is not the only thing that urban students need
to be able to compete, but it is surely one thing. Money pays for the people
who educate, it pays for the things they need to do their job, and it pays for
decent, safe facilities in which they can do it. For every child, more money can
buy things that really matter, like better teaching. For poor children it can pay
for preschool programs, smaller classes, and tutoring that can improve their
performance. Poor children need money, and it cannot come from the poor
residents of the community.
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Inequalities in funding result from a school district arrangement with a
longer history even than residential racial separation. Because education in this
country is delivered through school districts based on residence, and residence
is based largely on wealth, the structure of schooling in America is inseparable
from the structure of class. Local taxes fund almost half of school district ex-
penditures. Districts with expensive houses and correspondingly high rates of
return from taxation can raise money relatively easily, while property-poor dis-
tricts, with children who need more help, have trouble raising the money to
provide it. As a result, children in affluent (predominantly white) districts
receive a better education than do children in poor (disproportionately minor-
ity) districts, and children in this country do not approach adulthood with any-
thing like an equal chance to pursue their dreams.

In this way, the egalitarian side of the American dream is betrayed. Class,
often closely connected with race, matters at the beginning, in the middle, and
at the end of primary and secondary education. Average SAT scores exactly
track income, and well-off children are seven times more likely to complete
four years of college than are their poor peers.® For class to affect so strongly
both the quality and quantity of education, despite the promise of the Ameri-
can dream, is not acceptable.

At the same time that the Supreme Court in Milliken I was upholding the
boundaries between districts segregated by race, reform-minded lawyers there-
fore began another round of litigation to make districts that were to remain
racially separate at least equal in resources. They took a financial rather than
a racial approach to securing the equality of opportunity promised by the Amer-
ican dream, giving up, at least for a while, the collective goals of integration
and training for democratic citizenship. This reform movement continues.
“This is like the South in the 1950s,” says one advocate. “This is our desegre-
gation battle. Economic issues are the race issues of the 199os”*—and of
today.

The Impact of More Money

Some Americans argue that more money will not improve students’ outcomes.
They point out that spending on education has increased threefold since the
1960s, but that test scores only inched upward in the 1970s and 198os and
stalled during the 1990s. As educational economist Eric Hanushek puts it, “It
takes very little effort to see the contrast between the growing resources . . .
and the flat student performance.” He argues that instead of pouring more
money into schools, policymakers should focus on “radically different incen-
tives for students and for school personnel” involving “more extensive experi-
mentation with alternative practices and incentive schemes.” In several recent
surveys, about three in ten Americans also had questions about the impact of
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money, believing that the amount spent on public education affects its quality
“not too much” or “not at all.” A representative of the Education Commis-
sion of the States observes that “we’re hearing a drumbeat of voters saying that
just putting more money into the problem is not the solution”; the conserva-
tive magazine the Weekly Standard casually comments that “everyone who cares
to know has known for years that money spent on education does not corre-
late with results.”6

Opponents of increasing or equalizing funding provide examples to show
how resources spent on schools are often wasted. Their most frequently cited
evidence includes the facts that four of the five states with the highest increases
in expenditures in recent decades have shown below-average increases on SAT
scores, and that the number of guidance counselors, support staff, and other
jobs they label “administrative bloat” has increased much more than the num-
ber of teachers over the past few decades.”

These critics can be answered. Although some education spending has in-
deed been wasteful or misguided, and some has been used for reforms not based
on research, or for initiatives based on research but implemented poorly, much
of it has had a real and positive impact.® Average SAT scores have in fact been
rising within each racial group even as more students—and therefore lower-
achieving students—have chosen to take it. And a large percentage of increased
expenditures on education have been for special education, including funds for
aides and support staff whose assistance is far from administrative bloat.”

The evidence that money well spent improves educational outcomes is
broad and clear. A comprehensive study of NAEP scores concluded that, “other
things being equal, higher per pupil expenditures, lower pupil ratios in lower
grades, higher reported adequacy of teacher reported resources, higher levels
of participation in public prekindergarten, and lower teacher turnover all show
positive, statistically significant effects on achievement.” Investments in educa-
tion also generate higher earnings.!® A school district in Wisconsin, for exam-
ple, that kept unusually careful records found that a small increase in teacher
salaries was associated with an increase in student earnings decades later. The
analysts calculated that the impact was over 8o times greater than would have
occurred with a comparable increase in those students’ family income.!!

Investing in the education of poor children is especially likely to make a
difference. This is hardly surprising; as one experienced analyst points out, “To
reduce . . . inequalities [that students bring to the classroom] . . . requires the
active intervention of the school; when the school lacks adequate funds, its abil-
ity to intervene is compromised.” With those funds it can intervene. A district
in eastern Kentucky, for example, used an influx of state money to reduce class
size, improve reading programs, employ master teachers, hire art teachers and
tutors, and simply feed the children who “show up on Monday mornings with
voracious appetites” after a weekend of too little food at home. Their achieve-
ment gains were among the largest in the state. “If it could have been fixed by
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throwing money at it, we did that,” says a school board member. “I think the
success we’ve had is the result of having more resources now and perhaps hav-
ing better strategies than we’ve had in the past.” More generally, when con-
centrated in poor districts, increasing school spending is associated with higher
test scores.!?

Ciritics are mistaken when they assert that average test scores have remained
flat during the several decades that expenditures on schools have risen. Results
on not only NAEP but also commercial tests such as the California Achieve-
ment Test (CAT) improved during the 1980s, especially among black stu-
dents.!3 But even test scores that simply stay the same may reflect real progress
because more students are staying in school, including poor children and those
with family problems, students at the bottom of the distribution of measured
ability, and English learners—all of whom on average have lower test scores
than better-off children.

Critics are also mistaken if they assume that rising test scores are the only
valid measure of improved schooling: a substantial part of the increases in school
funding have gone into needed expenditures that do not directly affect student
achievement scores. Again, special education for children with disabilities has
absorbed a large share, between a fifth and a half, of newly available funds.
Public schools previously excluded those children or ignored and punished
them; providing each with what he or she needs is required by federal law (as
well as plain decency), but their inclusion does not boost average test scores.
Rises in school spending also coincided with urgent needs for physical con-
struction, abatement of environmental toxins, retrofitting schools to make them
accessible to those with physical disabilities, new technology, and other changes
often paid from operating expenses. Increased rates of immigration call for
expenditures to improve students’ proficiency in English. Schools have set up
expensive programs to retain would-be dropouts and children of migrant
workers, care for their students’ babies, and otherwise help to alleviate dys-
functional family situations. In the 199os, by one calculation, increasing en-
rollments combined with rising costs in special education, bilingual education,
and nutritional programs absorbed almost all of the additional school spend-
ing.!* And in any case, much of the increased funding in recent years has been
spent outside of poor districts, where it could have had the most impact.

Parents of school-age children intuitively understand that money matters
and have largely supported spending increases at the polls and with their feet.
School boards and superintendents believe that money matters when they put
their budgets together: “If money doesn’t make any difference,” asked the su-
perintendent of one poor district, “how come the rich spend so much on their
schools?” A superintendent of a rich district answered this way, after showing
off his television production equipment: “Can you offer a student a good ed-
ucation without [such extraordinary facilities]? You can. Does this make it eas-
ier? Yes. Does this better prepare students for entering the world? We think
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it does.” Governors and legislators also believe that money matters, or they
would not spend so much on state education aid. The courts have largely ac-
cepted the proposition, whatever their final disposition of school finance cases.
And almost two-thirds of Americans agree that “the amount of money
spent on a public school student’s education affect[s] the quality of his or her
education.”’?

“Disparities not only look bad on paper, they feel bad in life.”!® Framing
the crucial issue in terms of whether money matters, rather than whether funds
are spent as effectively as possible and enough are provided, makes it too easy
for schools and citizens to write off poor children before they have a chance
to pursue success.

Rising above the noise about the effectiveness of funding is a basic ques-
tion of justice. To quote the New Jersey supreme court:

Poorer urban districts . . . are entitled to pass or fail with at least the same
amount of money as their competitors. If the claim is that these students sim-
ply cannot make it, the constitutional answer is: give them a chance. The Con-
stitution does not tell them that since more money will not help, we will give
them less; that because their needs cannot be fully met, they will not be met
at all.l”

Poor children have many problems outside the arena of the schools, prob-
lems of nutrition, health and safety, inadequate care, and insufficient guidance
that education alone can never overcome. But this only makes it more impor-
tant for schools to do everything they can to give poor children a better chance.
Unless they do, not everyone will have the opportunity to participate fully in
the American dream.

The Politics of School Funding

The stakes on this issue are high, as are the costs. Americans spend about $390
billion a year on public primary and secondary education, up from about half
that amount 30 years ago. Aside from social security, education is the highest
budget priority for most people in the country. In every survey since 1980, a
majority of Americans have reported willingness to spend more on education,
even when told that their taxes would increase as a result or when the survey
question set education against other possible priorities such as defense spend-
ing. In some surveys a plurality or majority of respondents endorse the view
that “the best way to improve the local public schools” is “to give them more
money,” rather than doing such things as raising standards or tightening
discipline.!®

Sensibly, Americans prefer expenditures for specific programs over undif-
ferentiated spending increases, and a majority—sometimes large majorities—
of Americans report a sense of obligation to invest in them. When asked to set



58 THE AMERICAN DREAM AND THE PUBLIC SCHOOLS

priorities, clear majorities support reductions in class size, improvements in
school buildings, more preschools, increases in salaries for all or for meritori-
ous teachers, and enhancements of technology. Blacks and whites, rich and
poor, north and south, east and west, everyone agrees. A majority, sometimes
large majorities, of Americans also agree that the nation should invest in pre-
school programs for the poor, programs for students with physical, emotional,
or learning disabilities, or programs for English language learners. When asked
to set priorities for reduced expenditures, majorities are unwilling even to con-
sider actions to add more children to classes, freeze salaries, eliminate ex-
tracurricular activities, reduce special services, or do anything else except reduce
the number of administrators and sometimes the support staff.!?

Americans also consistently agree that students should be treated fairly,
whoever they are and wherever they reside. Large majorities endorse an equal
allocation of funds to all students “even if it means taking funding from some
wealthy school districts and giving it to poor districts,” as one question put it.
As one resident of Vermont put it, “The point . . . is that all of us are respon-
sible for educating all the students in the state. Not just for educating the stu-
dents in Stowe or Manchester, but everywhere.” Large majorities also endorse
extra funding for poor or predominantly black schools; majorities even claim
that they would pay more taxes to improve inner-city schools. Occasionally
African Americans and Hispanics are more likely to favor redistribution, but
most surveys find no variation across race, class, or region in this support. Res-
idents of high-spending states are just as likely as those in low-spending states
to endorse general increases in school funding or particular means of securing
equity. Over half of American adults even claimed in the fall of 2000 that “how
to reduce the gap between rich and poor school districts in a fair way” is a “very
important” policy issue on which they would like to hear the views of presi-
dential candidates.’® They heard little, if anything, on this subject.

Despite this high level of apparent consensus, the underlying issues in
school funding have proved to be too difficult politically for national candi-
dates to touch, and the federal government has avoided them for years. State
officials, who have the responsibility for providing education, also rarely take
on equity issues unless forced to by the courts. None of this is surprising. On
this issue, in the same way but not to the same extent as desegregation, Amer-
icans’ powerful support for the principle of higher and more equal funding be-
comes weaker when it comes time to pay and other concerns take priority. In
one survey half or more of the respondents identified uninvolved parents, drug
use, and lack of discipline as “major problems” facing public schools; barely a
third chose “inequality in school funding” (it came in just above last place,
which was held by “inadequate academic standards”). In another survey only a
quarter of respondents chose unequal opportunity as one of their deepest con-
cerns about schooling, and only four in ten saw unequal opportunity as a seri-
ous problem at all.?!
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"This discrepancy between principle and practice is not simply hypocrisy or
confusion; it is evidence of the potential conflict between the individual and
collective values implicit in the American dream. School finance policy raises
two central political issues: the quality of education to which each student is
entitled, and the level of obligation of each citizen to pay for it. At almost any
acceptable standard of educational quality, students in poor districts require
some support from taxpayers outside their district. If the collective goals are
given priority, reformers succeed in getting more affluent citizens to use their
resources for broader purposes than securing an advantage for their own chil-
dren. “We have to talk about the rights of children in this state to equal access
to educational opportunity instead of the claims of some towns to advantages
to which they’ve become accustomed,” insisted one Vermonter in the throes
of that state’s funding controversy. If, however, the individual goals of educa-
tion swamp the collective goals, or if individual success is defined competitively,
then citizens resist contributing more. Like the mother quoted at the begin-
ning of this chapter, wealthier parents are tempted to focus on their own chil-
dren, and that can submerge the promise of the American dream of equal
opportunity from one generation to the next. And no parents, wealthy or not,
want their children to lose ground so others may gain. Even a political activist
who worked for Jesse Jackson’s presidential campaigns finds that “when some-
one tells me, ‘Now it’s your turn to feel the pain’—these are my kids! . . . I do
sympathize with parents of kids in other towns. But I don’t think we should
ruin the school system in the process.”??

School finance reform has rarely been achieved by punishing one district
in order to reward another. Because the problems of poor children are so deep,
reform also does not really threaten the continued competitive advantage of
the well-off, although it will narrow the gap. Nevertheless, this issue can eas-
ily be transformed into a fear that the progress of other children will come at
the expense of one’s own, and when it does, it becomes extremely volatile.

Issues of class in school finance are also not sharply distinguishable from
those of race and ethnicity. As we have seen, African American and Latino stu-
dents disproportionately reside in the poorest, mostly urban, school districts;
in all of the school districts in which three-quarters of the students are poor,
at least three-quarters of the students are African American, and many of the
rest are Hispanic.?? The resources, in contrast, are disproportionately available
in the suburbs, where most residents are white. Thus for a community of in-
terest to develop on matters of education funding, not only class and district
lines, but often racial or ethnic lines as well, have to be crossed. Politically that
can be hard to do.

But even without complications of race and class, arguments against in-
creased taxation for schools, or any other purpose, can be politically powerful.
Beyond general resistance to increased taxes, a majority of adults do not have
children in the public schools and often do not share parents’ urgency for



60 THE AMERICAN DREAM AND THE PUBLIC SCHOOLS

increased funding. (As one supporter of reform put it, sharply and not alto-
gether accurately, “The opponents are almost all rich people without kids who
are upset because they face tax increases on seven-zillion-dollar houses.”) Se-
niors are also a growing share of the American population, they vote more than
young people, and they can get angry. A 73-year-old Democratic Party chair
in one community facing reform decided to vote Republican for the first time
in his life because of his fear that “we’re getting taxed out” of town.?* With
other factors held constant, the higher the proportion of elderly voters in a dis-
trict, the less that district spends on public schools.?” Young people support
expenditures for schools more than senior citizens: on surveys the youngest re-
spondents are most likely to endorse spending budgetary surpluses on educa-
tion, whereas older respondents most support spending on Social Security.
Similarly, parents of children in public schools are more likely, and parents of
children in private or parochial schools less likely, than the median voter to
support tax increases or bond issues for education.?¢

Raising property taxes to support schools within a district often proves
very difficult, and raising state sales or income taxes to support schools across
the state spurs even fiercer debates. These problems are compounded if a siz-
able portion of the state funds is intended for poor urban districts; control-
ling for a state’s wealth and age structure, the greater the proportion of its
population that lives in urban areas, the less it spends on public education
per child.?” Management and bureaucratic problems that have plagued urban
districts, family and neighborhood problems that burden urban children, and
public assertions that money will not matter for them, all make people in
wealthier districts question the value of increased educational spending for
others. When explicit or implicit messages about racial inferiority are added,
they create a volatile mix. Although problems of bad or corrupt management
have to be addressed at any level of funding (and are not limited to cities),
despite the fact that theories of racial inferiority are nonsense, and even
though poor children need and can benefit from the money, school finance
reform remains a tough sell.

Raising state income or sales taxes and spending the new funds for poor
or urban children has therefore proven to be politically very difficult. In the
course of heated debate, redistribution of public revenues can sound like the
loss of local control of the schools, an unpopular idea to say the least, and can
lead otherwise sensible citizens to call school finance reform laws “horrendous”
or “a great rape.” Americans remain deeply committed to localism as a politi-
cal principle. Even more than a citizen’s race, class, or residence in a city or a
suburb, the (often mistaken) belief that local control will be threatened is usu-
ally the best predictor of opposition to school finance reform. As the governor
of Maine pointed out, “We’re the land of the town meeting and direct democ-
racy. People in Brunswick don’t want people in Topsham telling them how to
run their schools.”?8
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In short, debates over school finance reform are difficult. They involve
class differentiation and racial or ethnic divisions; they become entangled with
issues of local control and state prerogatives; they are concerned with tax bur-
dens and effective use of resources; they raise the specter of generational
conflict; and they revolve around ideological tensions between the pursuit of
individual success and the collective goals of equal opportunity and social
justice. It is not surprising, therefore, that in the middle of school funding
controversies the governor of New Jersey was pictured on the cover of the New
York Times Magazine as Robin Hood or that the state commissioner of educa-
tion in Vermont was labeled a “Communist Dictator.”?” These debates involve
all citizens and affect the distribution of billions of dollars. There are good rea-
sons why they have dominated the political life of many state capitals for years.

The Educational Context for Reform

School finance, like most educational policy issues, is fundamentally a matter
for states to decide. They are responsible for choosing the form of taxation,
setting the process to determine budgets, and allocating responsibilities be-
tween the capital and the districts. More generally, states set most education
policy, raise the necessary state revenue, determine the powers of school boards,
draw district boundaries, create statewide standards, and do statewide assess-
ments. They have, however, turned much of the authority for actually provid-
ing and administering education over to local districts and have given them the
right and responsibility to raise property taxes to support their schools. Local
districts therefore hire and fire, set budget figures, determine curricular details,
and most importantly for school finance, secure local revenue.

There are almost 15,000 school districts in this country, with no consis-
tent relationship between the size of a state and the number of its districts. Cal-
ifornia has almost a thousand districts, but the even larger state of Alaska has
only 53. Some small states have 75 or fewer districts, and Hawaii has only one,
but New Jersey, a small state, has 608. Nationwide, districts pay about 44 per-
cent of the total cost of primary and secondary education, most commonly
through property taxes. States currently pay another 48 percent, a share that
has risen about ten percentage points over the past three decades. The federal
government contributes most of the remaining 8 percent (down from a high
of almost 12 percent two decades ago), with the largest amounts of federal
money going for special education (almost nine billion dollars in 2002) and aid
to low-income schools (over 12 billion dollars).?? The mix between local and
state taxes differs considerably from state to state, and surprisingly few states
mirror the national percentage. State revenues pay 73 percent of the costs of
education in New Mexico, 69 percent in North Carolina, and 64 percent in
Delaware, but less than 10 percent in New Hampshire.?!
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Local districts, of course, vary greatly in their ability to pay their required
share. In Connecticut, for example, the town with the most taxable property
per student has nearly 15 times as much as the town with the least. As a result
property-poor districts must tax themselves at a higher rate than property-rich
districts to provide anything like a comparable level of per-pupil funding; in
Connecticut the highest effective tax rate for education (in very poor towns) is
three times greater than the lowest (in wealthy towns). Similarly, of the 238
municipalities in the Philadelphia metropolitan area, 25 (including Philadel-
phia) had a tax base per household of under $78,000 in 1995. But 39 enjoyed
a household tax base of over $230,000; in three of them the base was $350,000
or more. (Not surprisingly the tax base map can be overlaid almost perfectly
on a map showing the proportion of non-Anglo students in these districts.)*?

The need for noneducational services can also vary greatly across districts.
Urban areas, in particular, face an especially high municipal overburden; that
is, they have a high demand for police and fire services, sanitation, and emer-
gency health facilities typically funded from the same insufficient property tax
essential to fund the schools. The highest effective tax rate for noneducational
services in poor Connecticut towns is almost 19 times greater than the lowest
rate for the same kinds of services in wealthy towns. The level of municipal
overburden is highly correlated with scores on the Connecticut Mastery Test
and with dropout rates.??

Like the city and suburb described at the beginning of this chapter, dis-
tricts within the same state can spend very different amounts on education.
Variation around average-spending districts is sometimes low (less than 8 per-
cent in Delaware, West Virginia, Florida, and North Carolina) but sometimes
very high (close to 20 percent in Illinois, Missouri, and New York). The na-
tion as a whole spent an average of $7,080 per student in 2001, controlling for
regional cost differences, but some districts spent much more and some much
less; between the highest-spending 5 percent of the districts and the lowest-
spending 5 percent, there can be a variation of $5,000.3*

These disparities occur within absolute funding levels that themselves can
vary enormously from state to state. Again controlling for regional cost differ-
ences, the average amount spent on each child in 2001 ranged from $9,360 in
New Jersey and $8,860 in New York to $4,580 in Utah and $5,600 in Cali-
fornia.’> These differences reflect variations in wealth and population, but also
in local political traditions and policy decisions.

Many central city school districts have substantially lower expenditures per
student than in most surrounding suburbs, although average expenditures across
the nation are slightly higher in urban districts than in suburban ones, and
much higher than in rural districts. These averages can present a misleading
picture, however, for several reasons. Poor urban areas usually have a higher
percentage of children with disabilities; their education is more costly. Oper-
ating costs are also higher in many cities, and not just for schools. Finally, poor
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urban districts have higher maintenance costs because their buildings are older
and their equipment is replaced less frequently.’® Thus spending for regular
education programs in many poor cities ends up substantially lower than such
spending in surrounding suburbs.

Districts with large poor populations have a great need for services to over-
come educational disadvantage, social trauma, or health-related disabilities.
Districts in California and New York, with huge populations of recent immi-
grants, must fund almost half of the English language instruction of the whole
nation. Transportation costs can be very high in large rural districts, as one be-
leaguered school board member points out: “West Virginia allocates most re-

sources based on the number of students. . . . [But] it costs more money . . .
to bus students on mountain roads where the population density is one student
9”37

per square mile.
This great variation in the range of educational needs and resources to meet
them provides the context for school funding reform. State and local
policymakers are not responsible for differences in demography or wealth—but
they do determine the amount and distribution of money to be spent on school-
ing. Citizens claim to support the public schools and to believe in equality of op-
portunity, but funding decisions take place within a structure of education based
on residence and largely dependent on local taxation. This structure inhibits re-
form and makes it hard to create funding policies that fairly promote either the
individual or collective goals of the American dream for all Americans.

School Funding in the Courts

With racial desegregation stalled and the worst educational problems concen-
trated in a minority of school districts unlikely to find relief in a legislature,
advocates for reform went to court in the 1970s. In 1973 the Supreme Court
decided a case on the issue of interdistrict financial equity. San Antonio v. Ro-
driguez was brought on behalf on Mexican American students seeking more
funds for schools in their poor urban district in Texas. It sought to extend the
equal protection clause of the Constitution to school funding and to build on
the language in Brown v. Board of Education that established education as the
most important function of state and local government.

The Court split acrimoniously in Rodriguez, with a 5-4 vote and five sep-
arate opinions. In the end the majority left it to states to deal with the issues
of overall funding levels and interdistrict equity. The federal Constitution does
not mention education at all; largely on these grounds, the Court ruled that
school district boundaries and state financial policies were not a matter for fed-
eral intervention and funding standards were not a matter of federal constitu-
tional concern, at least if the education provided was minimally adequate, as it
was in Texas.
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The funding method under review in Rodriguez relied on state money to
support about half of all educational expenditures in Texas, and on property
taxes for most of the rest. The Court did not dispute that the formula created
substantial disparities between poor and wealthy districts in the state. Instead
it articulated the tension at the heart of this book: “The Texas system of school
finance is responsive to ‘a continual struggle between two forces: the desire by
members of society to have educational opportunity for all, and the desire of
each family to provide the best education it can provide for its own children.””38

Since Rodriguez, state policymakers have been entirely responsible for deal-
ing with the issue of equity in school funding. The federal court had the dis-
cretion to decide not to act in this area, but states have no choice; the
constitution of every state requires the legislature to educate its children.
Although language differs somewhat in each document, the responsibility to
provide education is clear in all. The obligation to provide an equal education,
or an education adequate to meet different student needs, is much less clear.
Variations in constitutional language are partly responsible for different out-
comes in different states,*” but legal and political traditions of the state and its
policy environment matter a great deal. Courts are always sensitive to poten-
tial political reactions to their decisions and to problems that will be raised by
nonenforcement; they know that reform can engender tremendous resistance
from the legislature and executive. After a school finance decision in New
Hampshire, for example, legislators introduced 20 bills as well as a few consti-
tutional amendments to limit judicial independence; these were followed by
impeachment proceedings against four of the five supreme court justices. The
state bar association described the situation as a “classic confrontation between
the branches of government over a difficult issue, namely the Claremont [school
funding] lawsuit.”** The situation there has not been resolved, several years af-
ter the decision. The Weekly Standard characterized the justices in another state
as “career government lawyers who couldn’t get elected dogcatcher at most
town meetings. To get even, they issue arrogant decisions. . . . They emascu-
lated town meeting and local control. Ruined public education, raised taxes,
and created antagonisms and resentments all over the state. Not a bad day’s
work.”H

School finance is, in short, political dynamite. Left on their own, elected
officials will rarely touch it, or will handle it only in controlled and limited
circumstances, such as good economic times when high revenues permit gen-
erally increased funding. Asked just how difficult it would be to build a con-
sensus on school finance issues, the Speaker of Ohio’s house of representatives
responded, “On a scale of 1 to 10, I'd say it’s a 12.” Existing school funding
formulas almost always developed over a long period of time and after consid-
erable political bargaining; by definition a majority stands behind them. There
is a great deal of money at stake in any reform and a high level of political risk;
these formulas provide a lot of money to every locality represented by every
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legislator in every state. In the context of a school funding controversy in Mass-
achusetts, the secretary for administration and finance pointed out that the state
had “328 local and regional school districts operating, each with its own griev-
ances over perceived historical inequities, spread over 351 towns and cities of
varying wealth and demographics, represented by 160 representatives and 4o
senators, courted by an array of organized interest groups, in an intensely po-
litical state. These are not the conditions for a smooth road to reform.” School
finance reform, said one educational consultant, “is always, everywhere, an ex-
traordinarily powerful political issue. Not every legislator has a hospital or in-
dustry in his district, but everyone has a school district, and so everyone fights
endlessly about how much of the pie they should get.”*? No wonder that courts
are reluctant to order a substantial increase in funding or a dramatic redistri-
bution among districts.

Nevertheless, real reform, when it has come, has almost always been ini-
tiated and sustained by the courts. Over the years there has been an enormous
variation in the disposition of school funding cases. A few general trends
emerge, although no clear patterns.®? First, the equal protection clauses in most
state constitutions provided the basis for the initial cases brought on behalf of
poor students or poor districts during the 1970s; by the end of the 199os, plain-
tiffs had largely shifted to constitutional provisions requiring the legislature to
provide an adequate education for the state’s children. Second, many cases in
the 1970s sought mainly to equalize the impact of differential property value
among the districts; later, in part because the increase in suburban property
values during the 198os made this strategy so difficult, lawsuits were instead
designed to equalize spending in the districts. Since about 1990, plaintiffs have
aimed for both financial and program adequacy in order to meet the educa-
tional needs of poor children. Finally, across the nation, plaintiffs won a higher
percentage of cases in the second major wave during the 19gos than in the first
wave of the 1970s.**

Throughout these decades, much of the testimony has remained consis-
tent with the language of the American dream. As the former commissioner of
education for New York State insisted, the claim to fair funding is a claim to
the rights of all Americans:

If you ask the children to attend school in conditions where plaster is crum-
bling, the roof is leaking and classes are being held in unlikely places because
of overcrowded conditions, that says something to the child about how you
diminish the value of the activity and of the child’s participation in it and per-
haps of the child himself. If, on the other hand, you send a child to a school
in well-appointed or [adequate facilities] that sends the opposite message. That
says, “This counts. You count. Do well.”#

Some courts have found this kind of claim persuasive. In those cases they ini-
tially established either an adequacy standard that guaranteed a higher level of
funding for poor students or poor districts, or an equality standard that
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required funding for them at the same level as that of wealthier districts. More
recently some state courts have begun to require spending for poor children
beyond adequacy or equality of this kind. They are demanding new legislation
with specific programs to meet the needs of children who require more help.*¢
The focus on individual student needs is a response to the fact that educational
failure continues to be concentrated among the poorest students. “We've
dragged out our focus on equity long enough and are now shifting to some-
thing more substantive,” says Allen Odden, an expert on school finance reform.
This is “part of a seismic shift of power,” says attorney and journalist David
Kirp, from local school boards that “zealously kept control over policy” to an
“insist[ence] that states deliver an adequate education” to everyone.*’

Forty-three states have had litigation on this issue; in 20 existing funding
laws that permitted (or even created) unequal funding across districts have been
declared unconstitutional. In the first state case on this issue, Serrano v. Priest,
the California supreme court came down in favor of poor students and estab-
lished an equality standard, but without setting any required level of funding.
Its language was stirring:

The California public school financing system . . . obviously touches upon a
fundamental interest. . . . This system conditions the full entitlement to such
interest on wealth, classifies its recipients on the basis of their collective af-
fluence, and makes the quality of a child’s education depend upon the resources
of his school district and ultimately upon the pocketbook of his parents. We
find that such financing system . . . denies to the plaintiffs and others simi-
larly situated the equal protection of the laws.

But the decision was ineffective. Soon after the Serrano decision, tax-cutting
fever spread across the state, culminating in a referendum that limited school
revenue. It was followed by a recession and a huge influx of Latino students to
whom many Anglos were hostile. The unintended combined effect of these de-
velopments was a leveling downward in funding for public schools.*® The court
decision, which had failed to set a spending level to accompany its equality
standard, could not prevent it. In 1975 California ranked in the top twenty
among states on spending; by 1995 it ranked in the bottom five. Spending per
pupil declined over 15 percent during those two decades when compared with
spending in other states.

Most other courts have avoided California’s mistake. A recent case, Cam-
paign for Fiscal Equity v. New York, illustrates the more usual issues raised in
this kind of litigation. The trial court decided in favor of children—this time
in the huge New York City district, which has 1.1 million students and 1,200
schools.*” The plaintiffs claimed that New York State failed to provide suffi-
cient funding to enable New York City to give the level of education required
by the constitution. There were, they claimed, too many teachers of relatively
low quality, especially in the lowest-performing schools, and too few certified
teachers, especially in math and science, largely because salaries were too low
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to attract good new teachers. They also cited evidence from a state evaluation
that school buildings in New York City were in “deplorable physical condi-
tion.” (A commission in 1995, headed by the man who became chancellor of
schools in New York City, found “collapsing building facades, thoroughly
rusted structural beams, falling masonry, precariously hung windows, and roof
gables held together with wire.”)’° Plaintiffs pointed out that the physical plant
affects students’ ability to learn; one cannot learn science in labs with obsolete
equipment or none. Finally, they claimed that the state’s funding mechanism
violated the U.S. Civil Rights Act because it especially harmed the city’s non-
Anglo students, who constituted 73 percent of all the minority students in the
state and 84 percent of the city’s enrollment.’!

The defendants “vigorously dispute[d] these claims,” arguing that the state
“spends more per student on education than all but three other states, that New
York City spends more per student than any other large school district in the
nation, and that this provision of funds is more than is necessary to provide a
sound basic education.” They pointed to agreements between the City board
and the teachers’ union that determined the distribution of teachers across
schools, to the nationwide shortage in math and science teachers, and to “poor
outreach [that] is in part to blame for any shortage of qualified teachers.” They
had their own board of education evaluations to show that “the vast majority
of New York City public school buildings are in fair condition, requiring at
most only preventive maintenance,” and argued that in any case there is “no
link between a school’s disrepair and the test score performance of its students.”
They insisted, in short, that “any failure” in the schools is the fault of the city
and the city’s board of education. Finally, they denied any charges of racial or
ethnic discrimination.

Both sides agreed that test scores are too low and dropout rates too high,
but they differed on who was to blame for this sorry state and who was re-
sponsible for fixing it. Plaintiffs blamed the city’s failures and inefficiencies on
lack of state funding for everything from computers to classrooms. The state
countered by claiming, as the judge’s decision summarized, that it “is required
only to provide the opportunity for a sound basic education, that it has done so,
and that students’ failure to seize this opportunity is a product of various
socio-economic deficits experienced by the large number of at risk students in
the New York City public schools.” At one point the chancellor of the city
schools left the courtroom in a fury.

Lawyers for each side, as is typical, made all possible arguments, consis-
tent or not, in hope of finding something that would appeal to the judge. In
addition to the civil rights argument, the plaintiffs asserted that the New York
City school system was as efficient as it could be, that inefficiencies resulted
from a lack of funds, and that regardless of how efficient it was, it had too lit-
tle money to solve the severe problems of the system and its students. The state,
in turn, insisted that money did not affect student outcomes because children
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brought such severe problems into the schools, that there would be enough
money if it were used less corruptly and more wisely, and that any insufficiency
in funding was the fault of the city, not the state.

The trial court found the plaintiffs’ evidence more compelling, the school
system so “abysmal” that something had to be done, and the racial impact of
abysmal schooling completely unacceptable. In its words, “The education pro-
vided New York City students is so deficient that it falls below the constitu-
tional floor set by the Education Article of the New York State Constitution.
.. . In addition, the State’s public school financing system has also had an un-
justified disparate impact on minority students in violation of federal law.” Af-
ter all the dust settles, the trial court held, “The State Constitution reposes
responsibility to provide a sound basic education with the State, and if the
State’s subdivisions act to impede the delivery of a sound basic education it is
the State’s responsibility under the constitution to remove such impediments.”

The appeals court disagreed, overturning the decision of the trial court. It
set the constitutional floor for a sound basic education at a much lower level
than the trial court had, and found that the state had met its only obligation—
to establish a funding system that “offer[s] all children the opportunity of a
sound basic education, not [to] ensure that they actually receive it.” In any case,
“society needs workers in all levels of jobs, the majority of which may very well
be low-level,” wrote the appeals court. “The evidence at trial established that
the skills required to enable a person to obtain employment, vote, and serve
on a jury are imparted between grades 8 and 9.”°2 They court also rejected the
discrimination argument. It is impossible to know how the state’s highest court
will resolve the issues in this particular case.

The overall national impact of court decisions on school finance reform,
however, has been very positive. In general, in states where courts have
demanded action for greater equity or a higher level of adequacy, spending
levels have increased and disparities between rich and poor districts have been
reduced. In states without such decisions, the pattern in overall spending
levels has varied, but disparities have stayed the same or gotten worse. Over-
all, when a court has declared a state’s school finance system unconstitutional,
there has been a 23 percent increase in school spending, and a decrease in in-
equality among districts of between 16 and 38 percent (depending on how it
is measured). In most cases inequality declined because spending rose most in
the poorest districts (11 percent on average), rose somewhat in the districts in
the middle (7 percent on average), and did not change in the wealthiest dis-
tricts. In general, without a court decision, little happens; the most systematic
research finds that “legislative reforms that were not in response to successful
litigation had no perceptible impact on the level of distribution of spending.
Reform without successful litigation is typically ineffective.”?

Median funding per pupil at least doubled in four of the five states where
lawsuits succeeded during the 19gos (Texas, Kentucky, New Jersey, and
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Connecticut) and almost doubled in the fifth state (Tennessee). Funding per
pupil increased five times in Connecticut. In all five of these states, inequality
in spending among districts declined, usually dramatically. Conversely, in two
of the three states in which lawsuits failed during the decade, overall spending
also rose, but in all three inequality in spending among districts did not change
or even increased considerably.’* Successful court action on school funding has
clearly made a huge difference in promoting the collective goals of public
schooling, but not without a struggle.

Responses to the Courts

When courts establish a new standard, governors and legislatures are obliged
to respond. Their response has depended on the local political culture, the de-
cisions of key policymakers, and the election cycle.”® It has been influenced
strongly by the state’s school finance history, tax structure, and resources. In
states where collective bargaining is permitted, teachers’ unions have often had
substantial impact; in states where economic development is seen as depend-
ent on education reform, the business community has sometimes played an im-
portant role. The demographics of the state, its wealth structure, and its racial
and ethnic composition can be crucial. The court decision requires a response,
the context frames it, and elected officials (and sometimes the public through
referendum) decide it.

Whether elected officials decide to redistribute or to raise entirely new rev-
enue, they, like the court, face difficult choices between individual and collec-
tive goals. The first alternative can be viewed as helping some children at the
direct expense of others, and the second can be seen as taking personal re-
sources, otherwise available to the more privileged to use however they wish,
and using them to educate other people’s children. In reality children in wealth-
ier districts have continued to receive the best available public schooling; there
is no evidence that children in affluent districts in any state have been harmed
educationally when the finance system has been reformed. But their parents
nevertheless resist.

Because strong opposition can be expected whenever it is tried, only a few
states have sought to redistribute local revenue to achieve reform. After 20 years
of struggle over school finance, Texas in 1993 passed a law capping the amount
of wealth that a district could tax for its own schools. Above that cap property
tax receipts were to be transferred from one district to another. Residents of
wealthy districts, many parents of children in public schools (even in receiving
districts), ideological opponents of egalitarianism, and Anglos with hostility
against African Americans have opposed this “Robin Hood” policy, making this
part of the law difficult to implement, to put it mildly.*® The courts extended
the original three-year transition period for the transfer provision to seven
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years; poor districts have in return accused the state of finding loopholes for
rich districts and claim that they have lost hundreds of millions of dollars in
the meantime.’’

Vermont’s school finance reform law of 1997 is also an anomaly, by far the
most dependent on redistribution and therefore extremely controversial. It sub-
stitutes a statewide property tax for local property taxes and distributes the
funds to all students equally, regardless of district. If districts want to tax them-
selves to increase per-pupil spending, as most do, they must contribute a por-
tion of those additional funds to a statewide “sharing pool.” The wealthier the
town, the more it must contribute to the pool—relabeled the “shark pool” by
the disgruntled affluent. In the richest towns, therefore, property taxes have
risen a lot, leading people like the author John Irving, who describes himself
as a “notorious” liberal, to call the new law “Marxism, not democracy.” A for-
mer state legislator similarly called it “the politics of envy. It’s divisive. It’s
mean. The politics of going after other people is not what my state has ever
been about.” One teenager described the new law as “crazy. What’s going on
in this state? . . . My parents work hard to give me a good education. . .. Why
are you punishing me?” On the other side were Vermonters from less wealthy
districts, who would gain badly needed resources for their schools. From their
perspective, what the wealthier districts are “going through now is what go per-
cent of towns have gone through for years and years—having to make choices.
They’ll still have a quality education.” Opposition to the new law in this view
was just “bad behavior from good lookin’ people.” Opposition continues, but
so far the legislature and governor have not budged; they continue to believe
that the funding reform promotes the collective good of the state and the in-
dividual good of most of its children. As Governor Howard Dean put it, “The
property-tax base, for the purposes of education, belongs to every child in the
state, not just the children in special towns.”*8

Because shifting property tax revenues from rich to poor districts can be
so divisive, because it raises the most volatile issues of local control and redis-
tribution of wealth, it has been much more common for states to raise addi-
tional state revenues in response to court decisions. New revenues permit the
distribution of funds so that poor districts can get substantially more funding,
almost every district is better off, and no district is worse off. Raising taxes is
never easy and it has sometimes taken a decade or more to be accomplished,
but this has been the most successful approach over the long term to equaliz-
ing opportunities in several states. Two states, New Jersey and Kentucky, had
court decisions that perhaps raised the fundamental issues most clearly and re-
quired the most substantial response.

New Jersey has all of the elements for high conflict. Residents of the state
are deeply committed to localism; the state has over 600 school districts (some
with no schools, or one school), and it depends heavily on local property taxes
to fund them. Class and race sharply divide its localities. New Jersey is one of
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the richest states in per capita income, yet it has four of the ten poorest cities
in the country as well as several others that would be the poorest cities in many
states. Statewide it has one of the most segregated school systems in the coun-
try. Black and Hispanic students constitute a third of the public school popu-
lation and are concentrated in cities with a history of poor school management.
The suburban economy has boomed for most of the last 25 years, with many
of the largest companies in the world drawn by an excellent transportation sys-
tem, a highly educated workforce, and proximity to New York and Philadel-
phia. Its suburban property is among the most valuable anywhere, but in its
cities the reverse is true. Although New Jersey spends a lot on education, it pe-
riodically has had spending in the largely white suburbs that was one and a half
times that in the cities.’” Political contests in New Jersey are unusually parti-
san since the two major parties are fairly evenly balanced, and the supreme
court has been unusually activist for the past several decades.

A successful court challenge to New Jersey’s funding formula came within
a year of the decision in Rodriguez. The response to Robinson v. Cahill included
the state’s first income tax in 1976, intended to enhance the state’s contribu-
tion to local school districts, and a wealth equalization formula designed to
spread funding more evenly across districts. At first the formula significantly
reduced the disparities between wealthy suburban districts and poor urban ones.
The economic boom of the 1980s, however, greatly increased property values
in the suburbs without doing much to help the cities; this permitted increas-
ingly wealthy suburbs to use their property tax resources to easily outstrip the
efforts that cities could make. The law was simply not powerful enough to over-
come the enormous disparities, which by 19go were greater than at the time
of the court decision in Robinson. A second court case, Abbott v. Burke, was
brought on behalf of children in the poorest districts, and the state supreme
court decided in their favor in 199o. In the court’s words, “Under the present
system . . . the poorer the district and the greater its need, the less the money
available, and the worse the education. . . . Education has failed there, for both
the student and the State.”®® The court recognized, in our terms, that public
schooling should satisfy both individual and collective goals of the American
dream, and that drastically unequal funding violates both.

The decision in Abbott required the state to equalize spending on regular
education between the cities and the rich suburbs, and to provide additional
funding for programs to redress the educational disadvantages of poor children
in urban districts, who constituted about a quarter of the state’s students. It did
not originally require any other specific programmatic changes, and it required
no administrative or governance reforms. The legislature, controlled by
Democrats, quickly passed a law establishing a very high foundation level of
spending for everyone.®! The great majority of districts, and 8o percent of the
students in the state, would have received additional state funds, at least
initially. Designated poor urban districts were slated to receive huge increases
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in state aid; the wealthiest districts did not initially receive less money, but over
time would lose some forms of aid (although not others) and would become
subject to caps on their annual budget growth. Overall, state aid to education
would rise by about $1.1 billion, most of it going to middle-class districts whose
representatives were essential to the passage of any new formula. All of this was
to be paid for by an increase in the state income tax for high earners.

Debate on the bill and the accompanying tax increase was very partisan.
The business community, relatively happy with the education of its top-end
employees and resigned to some retraining for the rest, was barely involved,
but not everyone else was so restrained. The powerful teachers’ union opposed
the bill because it included changes that undermined their previous bargain-
ing-table advantage on pensions and Social Security benefits.®? The fact that
the state was immersed in a serious, sustained recession exacerbated the strong
reaction against the proposal and tax increase. Much public debate revolved
around the court case, which was concerned only with the 30 poorest districts,
rather than the new formula, which was focused much more broadly.

Although middle-class districts were to receive most of the money and
middle-class taxpayers were to pay little of the tax increase, supporters of the
bill never delivered that message effectively. The message was overwhelmed,
first by a powerful antitax campaign (substantially financed by the National Ri-
fle Association, upset by the governor’s ban on assault weapons), and second
by the mistaken impression that poor districts were the sole beneficiaries of the
new school formula and other districts its victims. Rhetoric in opposition was
strident and included published concerns that “the money . . . will be shoveled
hastily into the bottomless pit of New Jersey’s disaster areas—that is, its cities.
... Meanwhile,” continued this writer, a long-term Democrat, “the state will
have lost a priceless asset—its good public-school districts. . . . My wife and 1
believe in public schools. We scraped and borrowed to buy a home in a decent
school district. We’re relying on that for our kids, and now, evidently, it’s go-
ing to be taken away from us.” Superintendents from 2 § wealthy districts formed
a coalition to oppose the bill, arguing that it “goes beyond the mandate of the
court . . . and includes provisions which will fundamentally weaken the most
successful and highest-achieving public school districts in the state. . . . Weak
schools should not be made strong by making strong schools weak.”?

The law passed but was never implemented. Reaction to increased taxes
led to a rapid rewriting that placated the teachers’ union and provided for a
smaller increase in aid to poor districts. Almost every nonurban legislator who
voted for the initial tax increase was defeated in the next election. And the gov-
ernor who championed the reform was narrowly defeated four years later. In
addition to the usual ideological and party differences, race and class were sig-
nificant predictors of voter reaction to school finance reform in New Jersey;
three-quarters of white parents of school-age children opposed the reform law,
whereas half of nonwhite parents endorsed it.%* At that point the conflict was
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simply too sharp between action for the collective good and the (largely mis-
taken) perception of threat to the individual good of wealthier, whiter children.
The genuine, but fragile, commitment to equal opportunity for all students
could not stand up to this perception, concerted attack by interest groups, gen-
eral anti-tax sentiment, and hostility to poor urban African Americans.

A new governor and legislature repealed part of the new income tax in-
crease and enacted a series of temporary funding statutes during the mid-19gos.
Although disparities between cities and suburbs narrowed somewhat, none of
these laws met the court standard. The plaintiffs went back to court several
times seeking a remedy. In 1997, under strong pressure from the judiciary, New
Jersey finally provided sufficient funding to comply with the Abbort require-
ment for financial parity between rich and poor districts; the basic equity
objectives behind the litigation have therefore been met.%> In the face of
executive and legislative recalcitrance, the court also began to define supple-
mental programs that would be required for poor districts, and in 1998 the
state started to comply. As of 2002, plans are in place for universally available
preschool programs for three- and four-year-olds in the poorest districts, com-
prehensive school reform programs in every school in the designated poor dis-
tricts, and a massive school construction program costing billions of dollars,
the largest in any state.%® After ten years, despite serious conflict over taxation
and distribution and continued low-level contention, schooling opportunities
for the poorest students have improved, and more children have the chance to
meet their goals through public education. The gap between ideology and prac-
tice in the American dream has narrowed in New Jersey.

Kentucky has also achieved a great deal but took a very different route.
Unlike in New Jersey, all parties to the litigation and all branches of govern-
ment cooperated in constructing a solution to problems in all schools in the
state, a solution that included but went far beyond finance reform. This was
possible for several reasons.

First, a very different pattern of wealth and race made reform easier than
in New Jersey. Kentucky is a relatively poor state in which cities have the
more valuable property and poverty is concentrated in the eastern, rural areas.
Minorities, only ¢ percent of the population, mostly live in the cities, but the
state overall is much less segregated than New Jersey or most other states.®’
Second, the school system as it stood before reform had almost no defenders.
By the 1980s Kentucky ranked near the bottom of the states on spending for
education, and its state tax burden was proportionately low. It also ranked at
or near the bottom on measures of literacy and college attendance, and resi-
dents of the state agreed that educational insufficiency was the main obstacle
to state economic development. Virtually everyone saw the school system as
corrupt.

"Third, the politics of reform had a different, less contentious, dynamic. Be-
cause teachers cannot engage in collective bargaining in Kentucky, employee



74 THE AMERICAN DREAM AND THE PUBLIC SCHOOLS

unions were not available to press their interests against what they perceived
to be the costs of reform. Members of the business community did not seek to
remain above the fray as in New Jersey, but rather participated directly in the
Pritchard Committee for Academic Excellence, a broad-based, nonpartisan
advocacy group that has operated throughout the reform effort. It includes
representatives from a wide range of organizations and perspectives, runs local
forums to involve citizens across the state, has helped to develop and implement
reform proposals, and now monitors the reforms and proposes improvements
in their implementation.%®

In the late 198os, in Rose v. Council for Better Education, 66 poor districts
filed suit against the state; they won in 1989. “Lest there be any doubt, the
result of our decision is that Kentucky’s entire system of common schools
is unconstitutional,” wrote the court. “This decision applies to the entire
sweep of the system—all its parts and parcels.” The governor and legisla-
ture, despite being the nominal defendants in the case, seemed eager to ac-
cept the challenge. In the words of the governor, “The Supreme Court has
given us an opportunity to start with a clean slate, and those of us in the ex-
ecutive and legislative branches are in agreement that we need to start from
scratch.”%?

They did. The executive director of the Pritchard Committee describes
the result of the legislature’s ultimate response:

The sweeping reforms require and measure high academic standards for all
children, provide rewards and sanctions for school performance, push deci-
sion-making to the school level, control political hiring and nepotism, provide
preschool for all four-year-olds, and much more. The tax increase that went
with the reform has moved Kentucky toward the funding equity demanded in
the initial court test. The gap in per-pupil expenditures between the poorest
and the wealthiest districts has been cut by more than half.”

Although it required greater equality in spending across all districts, the
court in Rose balanced the collective and individual goals of education by per-
mitting the wealthiest to exceed the standard. The new law provided for a three-
tiered funding system. It guaranteed a moderate foundation level of spending
for all districts, provided matching state funds on a sliding scale to districts that
taxed themselves up to 15 percent above the foundation level, and finally, per-
mitted districts to raise their own property taxes another 15 percent. Permit-
ting some disparities to remain between rich and poor districts reduced the
level of equity, but also the amount of controversy. The tax structure only
needed to be changed moderately, by New Jersey standards, to generate the
necessary additional funds.

The combination of relatively low tax increases, less racial tension, more
business support, and consensus on the need for school improvement to res-
cue the state’s economy ensured that the revenue changes generated much less
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heat than in New Jersey. One legislator involved in drafting the bill noted with
pride and relief that more lawmakers who voted against the bill than for it were
defeated in the next election. In the words of a consultant involved in drafting
the new law, “You’re not seeing the demagogues coming out of the woodwork,
trying to take advantage of people’s disaffection for the law.” Across the state
there was a sense of accomplishment: a superintendent in one poor mountain-
ous district reported proudly that his students finished their first year “in a
school with a librarian, counselor, full-time art classes, aides assigned to assist
potential dropouts, and watertight roofs. ‘We just feel like we’re on the move
and feel like in a few years, we'll really be able to perform. We’ve had a good
start.” 71

Not everything is perfect, of course, in Kentucky. Since its inception, ed-
ucators and citizens have hotly debated some programmatic elements of the
reform, particularly statewide assessments. The scope of change, however, elim-
inated questions about how money was to be used and made the momentum
of reform hard to stop. Kentucky has been able to sustain most of its original
reform through several changes in government; it now has a much higher level
of funding equity as well as an overall increase in spending on schools. “Ken-
tucky’s School Reform Law,” boasts Governor Combs, “is a classic example of
how this democracy of ours can work for progress when the heads of the three
coordinate branches of government lay aside their egos and pride of turf and
work together. . . . The result was the enactment of a school reform measure

that has been acclaimed as a model for other states.”’?

“The fight over equity never goes away,” says the state superintendent of ed-
ucation in New Mexico, “and it never will.” Contests over school finance re-
form can pit “gold towns” against poor cities, and set parents who believe that
they have earned the right to pass on a competitive advantage against those
who seek a fair chance for their own children. It can generate disputes between
leaders who insist that “all we’re asking is that we be allowed to preserve our
schools” and reformers “invit[ing] people to think beyond the boundaries of
their own communities, to think about all the children in the state.””?
Providing poor districts with more money usually requires raising addi-
tional revenue and therefore some individual sacrifice. But it seldom requires
the movement of local money, and it has rarely, if ever, hurt schools anywhere.
Nevertheless, if not handled well politically, it can create a direct conflict be-
tween the individual and collective goals of the American dream. Political en-
gagement can also ease these conflicts, and political coalitions, with the help
of the courts, have moved states and school districts closer to achieving both
collective and individual goals—to “equip students for their role as citizens and
enable them to succeed economically and personally,” in the words of the Wis-

consin supreme court.”*
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Money matters, and a society as wealthy as ours has no excuse for depriv-
ing schools of the resources they need to help all children pursue success.
Money, of course, is only the beginning.”’ For children to succeed, schools
need not only to be financed well but also to spend well, to use their money
honestly, fairly, and effectively. The issues of school finance are therefore not
clearly separable from those of school reform, to which we now turn.
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ScHoOOL REFORM

Both left and right agree that there’s something seriously wrong with our pub-
lic education system. Our children are actually worse off when they leave the
system than when they enter it.

—Campaign for America’s Children, 2000

The evidence suggests that the perceived crisis in education has been greatly
exaggerated, if indeed there is any crisis at all.

—Alan Krueger, Princeton University, in a report to

the Federal Reserve Bank, 1998

Ultimately the battle over standards and accountability is a continuation of the

civil rights struggle. . . . Standards and accountability expose the sham that passes

for education in many heavily minority schools and provide measurements and
pressure to prod schools to target resources where they are needed most.

—Charles Taylor, vice chair of Leadership

Conference of Civil Rights, 2000'

MERICANS GIVE A GRADE OF “B PLUS” to the schools attended by their

own children, a “B minus” to the public schools in their community,

and a “C” to the public schools nationally. Incumbent politicians ex-
tol the impact of the educational reforms they have sponsored while insurgents
point to the problems that remain. Some analysts call for an “autopsy” on pub-
lic education, others insist that such rhetoric represents a “manufactured cri-
sis” comprised of “myths [and] fraud.”?

The American public education system is not in crisis. Some public schools
are impressive and many are doing a good job, although most are not as good
as they should be. In a few places, chiefly in poor urban districts (and in some
poor rural districts as well), schools are failing miserably; they provide the ev-
idence for people who see a crisis.> Once again the most serious problems re-
sult from inequality.

In part because of home and community influences, poor children often
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come to school less ready to learn than others, and they face more obstacles to
educational success as they grow up.* Parents and communities can and must
contribute to alleviating this problem, just as social policies such as full em-
ployment, universal health insurance, and family allowances could help. As we
have seen, however, it is the schools to which we have given the central re-
sponsibility to make the American dream work, to provide the structure and
tools that all children need to pursue their dreams and maintain democracy.
America has chosen to invest in schools rather than these other social policies’
to try to equalize opportunity; if our nation allows public education to fail the
children who most need its help, then the dream is merely a sham. We cannot
simultaneously substitute schools for other policies to alleviate poverty and per-
mit schools to shirk the tasks needed to do the job.®

School reform can help poor children, and others, improve their perform-
ance. The movement for high standards has created a mechanism that can help
all students to learn more. Preschool, summer school, and small classes can
help them. Better training and professional development can help their teach-
ers. More generally, giving poor children the kind of schooling that middle-
class children routinely receive would help them a lot. Americans, in short,
know roughly how to enable all children to better pursue success, and they
know how to promote more equality of opportunity through school reform;
they are just not doing enough of it. As with school funding and desegrega-
tion, this is mostly a matter of political will.

The Quality and Distribution of Public Schooling

Over time various school reforms have helped improve the quality of public
education. Americans get more years of schooling than do residents of many
other nations, and more than at any previous point in our history. As we have
pointed out, NAEP achievement scores have shown improvement and then sta-
bility in most subjects in most grades over the past 30 years; this is especially
impressive since the students who generally do least well on tests are staying
in school longer. Black students and younger Hispanic students have gained
the most. SAT scores have gone up for both blacks and whites even though
more people are taking the test. These results are due partly to the fact that
students are enrolling in tougher courses in high school than they used to. Be-
tween 1987 and 1998, American students increased the number of courses they
took in virtually all subjects—math, science, foreign languages, fine arts, social
studies, and computer studies. Four times as many blacks and six times as many
Hispanics now take a full curriculum (at least three credits in English, social
studies, science, and math, along with computer science and foreign languages)
as their predecessors did in the early 198os. Many more students are finishing
courses in advanced algebra and chemistry than used to, and here too African
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Americans and Latinos are closing the gap with Anglos and Asians.” Only one-
tenth of young adults now drop out of school without earning a high school
credential; during the 1970s and 1980s, the dropout rate for whites declined
and the comparable rate for blacks declined even farther. The gap in the dropout
rate between children from high- and low-income families is also smaller, and
college attendance is up in every racial or ethnic group.?

In short, more people are staying in school, and they are staying in school
longer. They are not just attending but learning more, which puts most of them
in a better position to attain absolute and relative success than their predeces-
sors. Over the past 30 years, all of this has happened at a slightly faster rate in
the most disadvantaged groups. This trajectory—better schooling outcomes
across the board and a reduction in the gap between the best-off and worst-
off—is clear evidence that Americans have a real commitment to reforming the
public schools to ensure that everyone can pursue the American dream.

But by no means is everything fine in public schooling. Although the grad-
uates of American colleges and universities compare favorably to those in other
countries, high school students from the United States consistently rank lower
than many of those from Western Europe on tests of science and mathemati-
cal knowledge; as the New York Times put it in a headline, “Students in U.S.
Do Not Keep Up in Global Tests.” Students from poor families, residents of
deeply poor inner cities, and recent immigrants are much less likely to gradu-
ate from high school than are others. Up to 30 percent of young Hispanics
drop out of school, and the rise in the proportion of Latinos attending college
is lower than that of other groups. And whether or not one goes to and fin-
ishes college is closely related to family income. Over three-quarters of well-
off young adults go straight from high school to college, compared with fewer
than half of poor youth. Well-off students are also more likely to go to a four-
year rather than a two-year college, and much more likely to graduate.!’

Even among those who stay in school, some students are not learning
enough to attain relative or even absolute success, and by some measures out-
comes are getting worse for the worst-off. On the NAEP the average reading
score for fourth graders remained the same over the 199os; however, scores of
students in the bottom 10 percent declined significantly while scores in the top
25 percent improved. Results for blacks and Hispanics are much worse than
those for whites and Asians. The average score in reading is 217, but the gap
in reading scores between all African American and all Anglo children is 33
points, and the comparable gap between Hispanic and Anglo children is 29
points.!! Even for fourth-grade children in families above the poverty line, the
black-white test score gap is 22 points and the Hispanic-white gap is 19 points.!?
The children with the most severe achievement problems are both poor and
non-Anglo. Almost half of young inner city students (compared with a third of
others) and three-fifths of young poor students (compared with a quarter of
the nonpoor) read at a level below basic.!?
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In mathematics overall scores rose substantially during the r9gos, but the
racial and ethnic gaps remained steady, and African American and Latino stu-
dents did considerably worse than Anglo and Asian American students in all
grades. Across all NAEP tests, the achievement gap between students with well-
educated and poorly educated parents (a good proxy for class status) grew or
held steady throughout the 1990s. As the president of the Los Angeles’ teach-
ers’ union puts it, “We have kids without teachers, teachers without classrooms,
and a district without a clue. The system is broken. Students and teachers are
a forgotten priority here in the poor city schools.”!*

For the majority of poor children, high quality preschool is unaffordable
or unavailable, so they arrive in kindergarten or first grade less ready to learn.
Their classes are larger and their teachers less qualified than those enjoyed by
wealthier students. They are disproportionately placed in low-ability classes or
in the general track; they therefore take fewer challenging courses and have
less expected of them. In this environment many more poor than well-off stu-
dents fail, become disaffected, and drop out. If they finish, they are less pre-
pared for college; when they go to college, they frequently need remediation;
if they need too much remediation, they never graduate. Poor urban students
may have more family and community problems than other children, but their
schools have also failed them.

The Context for School Reform

School reform is an extraordinarily messy process, for many reasons. The first
is fragmented governance. Thousands of local districts do most of the work,
50 state governments set most of the policies, and the federal government can
come in periodically and make influential demands on everyone.

In addition, most parents have experienced public schools themselves and
hold stronger and more fully developed views about education than about most
other policy arenas. They are generally satisfied with local schools, and their
image of what a school should look like is often what a school did look like in
their day; that makes change difficult. Because of the way they remember their
own school and out of concern for their children, they focus on issues like dis-
cipline, safety, and the work ethic; school performance is often secondary. In
a recent poll, a quarter of the respondents agreed that the biggest problem in
schools today was “lack of discipline,” and another quarter said it was violence,
weapons, drugs, or gangs; only 8 percent chose “quality of education” as their
major concern.!” Until recently, in fact, Americans worried about too much
innovation more than about too little. In 1970 and again in 1982, more par-
ents thought the curriculum in local schools already met “today’s needs” than
thought it needed renovation. Only in 1997, after all the recent attention to
school reform, did a bare majority agree that the curriculum needed to be up-
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dated; even then almost as many thought it was already adequate. In a 1999
poll, parents who were asked how they would improve local public schools again
placed discipline first; only 5 percent focused on standards or curricular re-
form.!6 Twice as many Americans care that schools teach good work habits
as care about advanced mathematics, and almost four times as many endorse
teaching the value of hard work as compared with teaching Shakespeare or
Hemingway.!”

When they do attend to substantive reforms, most Americans want schools
to use traditional pedagogies and focus mainly on teaching basic skills. “I think
the basics is always a key thing in education,” said one member of a focus group.
“A lot of times you don’t have the basics.” Students “need to be able to read,
they need to be able to write, they need to be able to do math,” asserted an-
other. Some add “computers” to that list, but many agree with a third person:
“I tend to just go back to my own past and the people I grew up with. Most
of us turned out pretty good and I think the way we did it back then must have
been alright. To me, some of the modern thinking is not the way I’d like to
see it go.”18

Some, like a woman from Albuquerque, argue for a broader view based on
both the collective and individual goals of education:

If we don’t teach our kids to think, then we would stop being a democracy.
We would stop being a free society. If everybody was satisfied with their itty-
bitty, very limited niche, then it would be the end of our way of life. . . . Those
who can grow will grow, will invent, will write, will do whatever they can do
because they’ve been taught not just the basics but also to think.!”

“I would require [students] to take . . . higher level courses when they get
through with the basics,” echoed a man from Denver, “because . . . it chal-
lenges them, and they may exceed everybody’s expectations and excel where
nobody thought they would.”?® Some Americans clearly want critical thinking
and higher-level courses; nevertheless, most focus first on school climate and
basic skills, and this makes substantive school reform more difficult.

Teachers are arguably more important to successful reform than parents,
but their attitudes can also create obstacles for some school reform efforts.
Teachers have been sovereign within their own classrooms for a long time and
many do not easily adopt new content or pedagogy; they become cynical when
too many reforms are offered and tend to wait them out. As one teacher put
it, “When you’ve been in the district 20 years or so, you just learn to go with
the flow. It doesn’t really matter who’s doing what down there [at headquar-
ters]. You just kind of go with it.”?! Others feel frustrated and powerless: as
one told an interviewer, “In my school, teachers are dead last on the list of
those who have influence over education. Custodians and secretaries have more
influence on the administration than I do.” Some blame the children: “The
biggest change needed is that students need to take responsibility for their own
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education. . . . Right now, no matter how good a teacher is, at least 50 percent
of the class doesn’t learn anything. This is mainly because the students just
don’t bother to pay attention. I tell my students often: I can reach you some-
thing, but only you can lewrn it.” Teachers consistently rank the absence of
parental support or interest and low student motivation as their chief
concerns.??

Like citizens in general, fewer than a tenth of all teachers rank poor cur-
ricula or low standards as the biggest problem facing their schools. They en-
dorse higher standards in the abstract but are less urgent about their attainment
than many policymakers.”®> A slight majority believes that the curriculum in
their school “already meets today’s needs” rather than needing improvement
or updating. Over 8o percent agree that “reforms often have unanticipated con-
sequences that people outside of education underestimate”; their caution ex-
ceeds that of superintendents, principals, school board members, and business
leaders. When asked what would “improve the education you provide your stu-
dents,” their ambitions are sometimes low: they may ask only for “a large color
TV and a VCR and cable with satellite access” in their classroom, or for “more
money for classroom materials,” or for a “change in the way that the commu-
nity views education.” A majority prefers traditional multiple choice tests to es-
say tests and portfolios, and a majority prefers current grouping practices to
heterogeneous classrooms. Teachers consistently rate local schools much higher
than do other Americans.”* For good reasons or bad, many teachers are just
not committed to reform efforts.

In addition, in those states where teachers are permitted to bargain col-
lectively, teachers’ unions are frequently part of the problem rather than the
solution. Unions have been mostly focused on salaries and benefits rather than
professional or educational concerns. Even Bob Chase, the former president of
the National Education Association (NEA), recognized this:

The National Education Association has been a traditional, somewhat nar-
rowly focused, union. We have butted heads with management over bread-
and-butter issues—to win better salaries, benefits, and working conditions for
school employees. And we have succeeded. . . .

While this narrow, traditional agenda remains important, it is utterly in-
adequate to the needs of the future. It will not serve our members’ interest in
greater professionalism. It will not serve the public’s interest in better quality
public schools. And it will not serve the interests of America’s children. . . .

Too often, NEA has sat on the sidelines of change, naysaying, quick to
say what won’t work and slow to say what will. It is time for our great asso-
ciation to lead the reform, to engineer change. . . .2

Unfortunately the national leadership of the unions is frequently out in
front of its membership on issues of school reform. In 2000 NEA president
Chase and other leaders endorsed what the Washington Post described as a
“modest” proposal to link bonuses to teacher performance, as well as another
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to permit higher salaries for people with scarce skills in math and science. Del-
egates to the NEA’s national convention rejected these proposals, leading the
Post to conclude that “teachers’ inflexibility damages their own claims to lead-
ership in the reform debate.” The statewide unions in Massachusetts threat-
ened lawsuits against a proposal to test veteran math teachers even if most
students in their schools fail to meet state standards, and called instead for ad-
ditional funding. In reaction the New Republic wrote that “viewing additional
funding and stricter standards as mutually exclusive is politically self-defeating
and morally indefensible—in fact, it’s precisely the reason teachers’ unions have
lost their moral authority in the American education debate.”?¢

Collective bargaining agreements continue to structure relations between
teachers’ unions and educational management and can create serious obstacles
to reform. These documents may set policy on everything from class size and
teacher assignment to the scheduling of lunch breaks, and changing any part
of them can mean a fight. One study of alternative schools in New York, for
instance, found that

attempts at innovation have met frequent resistance from the teachers’ union.
Although the UFT [United Federation of Teachers] offers rhetorical support
for various educational reforms, the core interests of the organization lie else-
where. Like most unions, the UFT’s primary concerns relate to job condi-
tions, pay scales, and protecting members from the arbitrary actions of
administrators. . . . The top echelons of the UFT, generally regarded as more
liberal than the rank and file, usually praise reforms. At the school level, how-
ever, union representatives routinely respond to innovations by characterizing
changes as violations of the union contract and filing grievances that prevent
reforms.?’

Unions in a few states and localities have endorsed experiments in merit
pay, charter schools, curriculum realignment, removal of incompetent teach-
ers, and mentoring programs for new teachers. But they are the exceptions;
teachers’ unions will not go away, and their frequent resistance makes school
reform much harder.

On the other side of contract negotiations are local school boards, but they
too are often in the rear guard of reform. Although most school board mem-
bers are hardworking and dedicated, board membership can instead be seen as
a ticket to a higher political office, a route to illegal personal enrichment, or a
platform for pursuing some goal other than children’s education. In 1993, for
example, most members of New York City’s highly politicized community
school boards could not say how many students were in their own community
district, how well students were doing in reading or math, how many schools
were overcrowded, or how much money was in their district’s budget. There
is little systematic research on school boards, but the little there is shows them
to be relatively invisible or mistrusted within their community and typically
uninvolved in or ineffective at setting broad policy agendas or changing the
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direction of a school system. One study, for example, found that boards spent
only 3 percent of their time in developing and overseeing policy, compared
with over half of their time on administration. As one ex-school board mem-
ber recalls, “My board was ill equipped to deal with many crucial tasks. . . .
Most of my time was spent in endless and unproductive meetings. . . . Staff
members would ramble on, going over material already available in written
form. . . . Hours were spent deciding what punishment should be meted out
to a high school student caught with marijuana in his pocket. . . . After all this
effort, the school system remained pretty much the same.” He concludes that
local school boards “can’t begin to answer this country’s education problems.”?8

Elected policymakers, who ultimately control the schools, also frequently
belong on the list of obstacles to effective school reform. Many have been con-
cerned mostly with short-term results, symbolic actions, and rhetorical advan-
tage. They are overly responsive to shortsighted public demands, interest group
pressure, the exigencies of the election cycle, and party advantage. One study
found, for example, that

Mayor Schaefer [of Baltimore] . . . preferred quick, decisive action aimed at
visible problems and tended to eschew more complex policy issues. . . . In
Mayor Schaefer’s opinion, the school system was a political land mine, and
heavy involvement in school affairs offered few rewards. Schaefer typically left
school policy (other than the budget) to trusted associates on the school board
and to African American administrators who owed their appointments to city

hall.

As Adam Urbanski, the reforming president of the Rochester Teachers’ Asso-
ciation, puts it, “Real reform is real hard . . . and takes a real long time.”?°

Reform in Cities

In addition to these problems, which can occur anywhere, and with a student
body in much greater need of help, cities have to deal with special obstacles to
reform. Urban mayors, who may be the only public officials with the clout and
visibility needed to promote significant changes, often have little or no control
over their school districts. Many urban districts are very big; changes made at
the turn of the century to rationalize their administrations, professionalize their
work forces, and prepare for huge waves of immigrants have ironically created
large bureaucracies that are often unable or unwilling to respond to changing
conditions. Local community groups in New York, for example, find them-
selves continually battling with even those school administrators designated to
help them set up new and innovative schools. Malevolence or laziness need not
be involved: what the groups define as necessary innovation and parental in-
volvement is seen by the administrators as demands for favoritism and disrup-
tion of essential standard operating procedures.*°
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Many cities also have large schools in which it is harder to get to know
and respond to the children, more complicated to get the staff to unify around
a coherent educational approach, and much more difficult to manage or cre-
ate a safe environment. Many urban children move frequently, which lessens
their chances to make connections with their teachers, disrupts their ability to
learn from ever-changing curricula, and creates obstacles to developing class-
room communities with shared goals for learning. Poor parents have less
bureaucratic and educational experience than parents in the suburbs; in in-
creasing numbers urban residents do not have English as their native language,
and many therefore feel unable to monitor the district or get involved in
education issues at all.

A depressed urban economy in some places has created pressure to employ
more people than necessary from the community, as well as a more intense
temptation to use education funds for corrupt purposes. In the two decades af-
ter 1978, members of 18 of the 32 community school boards in New York City
were suspended, involved in scandals, or indicted. In 1996 the New York Times
described ten local districts with “histories of corruption” and drew a clear as-
sociation between high levels of corruption and low levels of student achieve-
ment. At times school systems in poor cities such as Baltimore and Detroit have
become job regimes; the school board of Atlanta became known as the “em-
ployment agency of last resort.”3!

Businesspeople in cities hesitate to get involved with schools because they
find retraining students to be less trouble than urban school politics and more
reliable than reform: as one business leader in St. Louis complained, “It would
take an incredible amount of time to deal with that bureaucracy. Working in
one election was enough of a commitment for me.” Many live in suburbs or
send their children to private schools so their personal commitment to public
school reform is low; when they do become involved, their efforts tend to fo-
cus on making schools run more efficiently rather than on helping them edu-
cate students better.??

Racial politics has a profound, often unacknowledged, impact on school
reform in cities. In Baltimore, for example, reform has for decades been inex-
tricably entwined with issues of racial mistrust and hierarchy. In 1996 political
leaders in Maryland appeared to have reached an agreement providing the city’s
schools with more resources in exchange for greater state oversight of their use
in a school reform plan. But the African American mayor, Kurt Schmoke,
backed off, contending in letters to the governor that “the idea that manage-
ment is the primary problem [in the Baltimore City public schools] is insult-
ing and paternalistic, and to my mind gains currency, in certain circles, because
it is politically expedient and appeals to popular stereotypes.”** He was re-
sponding to the teachers’ union and a powerful alliance of African American
clergy who opposed the partnership. As the analysts studying this controversy
summed up, “The church community considered the proposal an ‘outrageous’
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state ‘takeover,’” threatening the long tradition of black control of the Baltimore
City Public Schools. According to the Reverend Roger Gench [cochair of one
of the groups of clergy], ‘racial prejudice and stereotypes [were] behind’ the
agreement.”* The agreement that was eventually signed prompted further
claims by ministers, union officials, and community leaders that it was “anti-
democratic” and represented “racial paternalism.” Opponents wrote an “open
letter” asserting that

We will not accept Baltimore becoming a colony of the state, with its citizens
having no say in the education of their children. African-Americans, in par-
ticular, have fought a long, hard battle for equality. Over the years, too many
paid the ultimate price for community empowerment. We will not stand and
allow the gains those people sacrificed and died for to be given away. We have
earned the dream of quality education for our children, and local autonomy
in decision-making.

Since the politics in Baltimore are not very different from the politics of many
other American cities,*® the bitter fallout from America’s long-standing racial
hierarchy can present yet another major obstacle to school reform efforts.

Despite all of this, cities have recently made important reform efforts. As
we will see, these are usually done in the context of the standards movement,
are sometimes accomplished after changes in the governance structures of the
district, and are often financed by successful lawsuits over school funding. Even
in Hartford, with problems as bad as those anywhere, the state legislature in-
stituted reforms, a new superintendent energetically pursued change, and the
union took the lead to make things happen. The involvement of the union
was particularly noteworthy because, as the New York Times pointed out, “For
years the Hartford teachers’ union relished its reputation as the most militant
in the nation [and] . . . got its members the highest teacher salaries despite their
students’ having the lowest test scores in the state.” As Sandra Feldman, pres-
ident of the parent American Federation of Teachers (AFT), explained the turn-
around, “I think there was a realization among teachers that unless we got
involved in education reform, we would not get community support. Hartford
is a place where there was so much conflict for so long, everybody was trying
to blame everybody else. Now it’s a model for how you can make this
happen.”3¢

Changing the direction of an urban school system, in Hartford or else-
where, remains the most difficult educational challenge in the United States.
Although the odds are still against the children in poor urban schools, all the
necessary elements can be brought together, at least for a while. Although it is
harder in cities than elsewhere, real reform is possible. Parents are willing to
spend money for all kinds of initiatives, as we have seen; many teachers make
a good-faith effort to implement change; some local unions have been pro-
gressive; some school boards have endorsed a wide range of reforms; and many
elected officials are engaged in substantive school reform efforts. And because



School Reform 87

of what has been learned from the long history of school reform, the most
likely time for it to make a difference is now.

The Stages of School Reform

The modern era of reform began in the late 1950s in response to the USSR’s
launching of the first satellite, Sputnik. Since then, the United States has gone
through several stages of reform, successive periods in which one way of think-
ing has more or less dominated reform strategies. These strategies have been
summarized by one set of researchers, with somewhat different meanings, as
“fixing the parts,” “fixing the people,” “fixing the schools,” and “fixing every-
thing.”3” These remain useful generalizations.

During the cold war, Americans saw the first launching of Soviet satellites
as not only a military threat but also a direct challenge to American education.
The federal government responded with what the New York Times described
as a “truly remarkable crash program to upgrade the nation’s educational re-
sources . . . [and] revolutionize the teaching of the sciences.” Ernest Boyer, the
best-known U. S. commissioner of education, recalled 15 years later that “there
was an excitement in education at the time. The public seemed to turn to ed-
ucation for answers to a critical problem. Teachers and local schools were
brought into the action.”?®

The effect of Sputnik lasted throughout the 1960s as experts and practi-
tioners tried out a huge array of ideas in schools across the country. Their goal
was to upgrade Americans’ skills in math, science, and foreign languages, and
to enhance the research capacities of the best students. Many reformers be-
lieved that a particular reform directed at individual problem areas in any dis-
trict could by itself make a difference and could be replicated. Through
experiment they thought they could find out how to “fix the pieces” and then
spread successful programs through publishing their results or establishing or-
ganizations for that purpose. They experimented with curriculum design, build-
ing configuration, supervisory structure, or programs to help failing students.
They developed language labs, open classrooms, and the “new math.”

Many of these innovations, however, lacked rigor in design and evaluation,
and the sheer number of targets and approaches assured confusion and many fail-
ures. ("The new math even became the subject of one of Tom Lehrer’s popular
satires.)’ Even programs with successful designs were rarely disseminated widely:
simply informing educators about programs that worked elsewhere turned out
to be insufficient to enable them to change their own curricula, pedagogical prac-
tices, and school climate.*? A few well-designed programs made it past these hur-
dles, but here too some teachers did not have the capacity to fully understand
and properly implement the changes. For all of these reasons, too many of the
reforms did not produce the desired benefits for teaching or learning.
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A justifiable next step, beginning in the 1960s, was to concentrate on the
teachers, to try to “fix the people.” This effort too involved a number of ini-
tiatives—attempting to attract better candidates, restructure teacher training
programs, strengthen certification requirements, increase salaries, and create
greater accountability for teacher performance.

Despite strong public support for improving the quality of teaching, most
early initiatives did not succeed. Salaries increased with the greater overall in-
vestment in education, but efforts to create financial incentives for better per-
formance proved hard to accomplish and sustain because of their cost, existing
teacher incentive structures, union resistance, or the demands of politics and
the labor market. Education programs at colleges also remained hard to change;
even the AFT recently conceded that

while some education programs at colleges . . . have taken significant and cre-
ative steps to reshape curricula and raise standards, many programs are still
beset by serious problems that must be addressed. These include difficulty in
recruiting the ablest students, . . . inadequate standards for entering and exit-
ing teacher education programs, poor coordination between teacher education
and liberal arts faculty, little consensus about what should comprise the ped-
agogy curriculum, . . . [and] lack of standards for clinical programs.*!

School administrators also often paid little attention to teacher improvement
efforts: they were focused on working with their local boards, setting budgets,
or promoting programs in order to demonstrate their effectiveness. Both teach-
ers and supervisors therefore contributed to the failure of the early attempts to
“fix the people,” at which point reformers shifted their focus to efforts to “fix
the schools.”

These initiatives, starting in the late 198os, tried to go beyond improving
school personnel in order to focus on their interactions. Reformers reasoned
that a school, like other somewhat isolated institutions, develops a style and
culture that becomes largely independent of the goals of any person in it. Thus
adding a few new people or eliminating a few old ones, moving teachers around
or giving them some additional workshops, even changing the principal, could
make little headway against the school culture. Instead, everyone’s understand-
ing of the school’s mission and identity, their pattern of relating to colleagues
and students, their daily behavior within the classroom and outside of it, must
change simultaneously for any particular reform to take root. As Robert Slavin,
a proponent of school reform, put it, “We kind of do a heart- [and] lung trans-
plant. . . . If you don’t deal with both instruction and curriculum and school
organization, things start to slide back.”*? In part this new wave of reforms was
an attempt to improve the workplace and thereby attract, keep, and motivate
teachers. But it also was an effort to create a school culture conducive to learn-
ing and reform, and to create a more coherent approach to education within
each building. As the superintendent of schools in Memphis concluded, “We
could no longer tinker around the edges of change. We . . . [had] to create a
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map that would guide whole systems of people to make the quantum leap nec-
essary to turn all schools into student-centered, results-based learning envi-
ronments where high achievement is the norm.”*

School-level reform has taken many shapes. The most common form, with
the broadest and sometimes most intense support, is site-based management.
Teachers, administrators, and (often) parents come together in a more or less
formal structure and obtain some authority over staffing patterns, scheduling,
class size, and student assignment. They typically receive some control over
budget and personnel decisions as well. Supporters hold out high hopes; in the
words of the Minneapolis public schools:

Site-based management . . . is a chosen strategy—to move decision-making
closest to the students served. . . . Through site-based management, it is hoped
that each school continuously renews itself, and its ability to improve the
achievement of each of its students and eliminate gaps in learning. . . . Schools
must be free to act in ways which help each of its students reach the learning
standards, expecting and receiving support from the district.**

"This devolution of power has sometimes given new motivation to the pro-
fessional staft and parents and improved working conditions. But site-based
management does not reliably change teaching practice, improve individual stu-
dent performance, or ensure that collective educational goals are met. There
is simply too much variation in the knowledge and ability of participants, as
well as in their willingness to focus on shared educational goals rather than par-
ticular concerns. Site-based management also demands an enormous amount
of time, effort, and resources that could otherwise be used to improve cur-
riculum and instruction. When schools are left on their own without clear ex-
ternal standards, a strong commitment from the community, a lot of training
for participating parents, and a great deal of technical support, this approach
has not in itself been a sufficient agent of school change. In the end it is too
far removed from what goes on in the classroom.*

Some efforts to “fix the schools” do seek to redesign what teachers do in
class and to create support systems that will keep changes on track.* Some
concentrate on early literacy, some on other aspects of the curriculum. With
a few exceptions, each model is formed around a noted educator’s vision and
methodology and is shaped by that person’s particular understanding of the
overall process of learning. These models have correspondingly distinctive
names, such as Modern Red Schoolhouse, Roots and Wings, or Voices of Love
and Freedom.

At least 3,500 schools have tried one of the seven whole-school reform
models sponsored by New American Schools (NAS), a privately funded non-
profit organization set up in 1991 for this purpose. Each well-developed model
requires that substantially more than a majority of the teachers in that school
vote to adopt it, that the school set aside sufficient financial and administrative
resources, and that the whole school adopt all elements of the design. The
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developers of the model, in turn, typically send trained professionals to the
school to start and help maintain the transformation, provide technical support
and advice from a central location, design relevant forms of professional de-
velopment and strategies for reorganizing the staff, and encourage participat-
ing schools to exchange ideas.

In addition to Memphis, cities such as Cincinnati, Los Angeles, Pittsburgh,
and San Diego have experimented with NAS models. Schools were initially
granted a substantial level of autonomy on budget and curriculum, were re-
quired to provide technological and other support services, and had to meas-
ure progress against agreed-upon standards. In each community there was an
attempt to involve parents and secure support from the wider community for
the school-level reforms.

Formal evaluations of NAS programs face the usual problems of self-
selection among participants, protectiveness of program designers, and limita-
tions of tests intended to measure success.*’ As so often occurs, however, the
clearest conclusion is that “it’s amazing how little evaluation there is,” in the
words of the dean of Harvard’s Graduate School of Education.*® The most re-
cent and neutral evaluation found that about half of the schools using models
from the NAS initiative have made gains in reading or math relative to their
districts. The authors warn that reform is too new in most schools to warrant
clear conclusions, since success depends mainly on how well the program is
implemented, but they conclude with cautious optimism about whole-school
reform.’

Federal funding (now over $300 million) encourages low-performing
schools to adopt one of these models, and the supreme court of New Jersey
has mandated whole-school reform in the 300 schools of the 30 poorest dis-
tricts. But even the best-designed models can be difficult to implement. To
quote the battle-scarred former superintendent in Memphis again, “The devil,
as usual, is in the details. Guaranteeing that the system of beliefs, behaviors,
policies, and practices that ensures . . . [that whole-] school reform is made and
maintained is messy, difficult, and extremely complicated. . . . Whole-school
reform is not a sprint. It is a marathon that requires the stamina and heart of
the best long-distance runners.” The new superintendent in Memphis, in fact,
abandoned a citywide attempt to implement some of the well-known whole-
school models, and other districts have had trouble with models that were badly
designed, that could not function at a distance from the educational leader who
developed them, or that could not be adjusted to fit an array of community and
political contexts.>”

Some attempts to reform individual schools fail because of a lack of sup-
port higher up. As the president of NAS put it, “States and districts have im-
portant and unavoidable roles to play in making . . . change happen.”! No
matter how hard people within a school seek to reform it, a lack of commit-
ment by the district or the absence of policy coherence at the state level can
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create serious obstacles to their success. In retrospect, therefore, it is not sur-
prising that reformers have now concluded that in order to fix the schools (and
the people and the parts), it is necessary to take a more comprehensive ap-
proach, to try to “fix everything.”

Systemic Reform

For advocates of the systemic approach, successful reform requires the whole
educational system to function in a coherent and consistent way and move
in a clear direction. Only then can schools give every student a chance to
attain his or her dreams. In the late 1980s and early 19gos, therefore, re-
formers began to focus on the structural problems beneath the other ap-
proaches, seeing the essential issue as the “fragmented,” “complex,” and
“multi-layered” education policy framework.’? In their view each level and
branch of government gave conflicting signals, politicians were afraid to con-
front stakeholders, and reform constituencies worked at cross-purposes. The
New York State Board of Regents Advisory Council on Low-Performing
Schools nicely summarized the “major obstacles to systemic improvement”
this way:

® Far too much of the school improvement process is focused upon develop-
ing plans that are insufficiently coordinated, poorly implemented and inad-
equately evaluated.

® The technical assistance and support offered by the State . . . are often not
commensurate with the enormity of the challenges faced by [consistently
low performing schools]. . . . In turn, . . . [those] schools lack the capacity
to ensure that students and their families have access to the comprehensive
set of educational, health, and social services they need to succeed. . . .

® No one is held accountable for this failure and no one is given the author-
ity to decisively intervene to change the situation.

The Council was “outraged that so many thousands of students are denied ed-
ucational opportunity for year after year in schools that everyone knows are
failing” and demanded “a significant overhaul of how we set priorities, make
decisions, prepare and support school staff, involve parents, distribute and use
resources, connect schools to communities, and design accountability sys-
tems.”? The Council concluded its scathing indictment with 93 recommen-
dations for change.

By focusing their attention on the system as a whole, reformers could see
why the previous, partial methods of reform were ineffective. They issued a
call to policymakers at the state or district level to articulate individual and
collective goals, outline standards consistent with them, and then develop cur-
ricula for all schools based on those standards. They seek statewide or dis-
trictwide assessment systems to determine whether curricula have been
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mastered, standards reached, and goals met; they call for accountability for
school progress and authoritative intervention when progress in a school is too
slow. To support these reforms, they also endorse changes in the ways schools
are governed and administered, ranging from abolishing state or local school
boards to enhancing decision making at the school level.

"The most thoughtful reformers insist that curricula be not merely systemic
but also substantively rich and focused on learning beyond the basics. They
want schools to be responsible for ensuring that students achieve at a high level,
with depth of understanding, analytic skill, and the capacity to integrate knowl-
edge; teachers and students alike should “prize exploration and the production
of knowledge, rigor in thinking and sustained intellectual effort,” as one pair
of knowledgeable supporters put it. T'o achieve these goals, systemic reform-
ers propose to change preservice and in-service training for teachers as well as
teacher certification to ensure that teachers have sufficient knowledge of the
subjects they are teaching and the methods appropriate to teach those subjects
to all students.’* Finally, they believe that preschool health and educational
services are needed so that all children can come to school ready to learn, and
so that support services for them and for their parents can help them concen-
trate on learning.

The logic of these reformers is compelling. By showing the way to im-
proved instruction, systemic reform holds the promise of increased individual
success; by applying the same high standards to everyone, it shows a way to
greater equality of opportunity. By creating a set of curricular standards, it also
enables schools to teach a common core of knowledge and inculcate the shared
values and practices needed for democratic citizenship. It is hard to believe that
educational goals, curricula, and tests were not aligned before, but it was true
in many states. Correcting that and focusing teacher preparation on instruc-
tional content just makes sense to a lot of people. Even if it does not bring im-
provement by itself, this kind of coherence is surely the right framework to
enable other reforms to work: the problems resulting from the lack of align-
ment during the long history of school reform cannot be denied.”>

The political attractiveness of advocating coherence and high standards has
proven irresistible to politicians, if only for the pleasure of challenging their
opponents to favor incoherence and low standards. The political rhetoric of
accountability is also powerful, as we will see below. Finally, systemic reform
provides a way to respond to Americans’ perceptions that the wider education
system is in trouble even if the schools attended by their own children are not.

The political necessity to take dramatic steps resulted in part from a 1983
report by the National Commission on Excellence in Education. Reports from
blue-ribbon commissions seldom rise above the visibility of a story on the in-
side pages of large city newspapers, but this one did despite the reluctance
of the Reagan administration to release it. The Commission asserted baldly
that
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our Nation is at risk. Our once unchallenged preeminence in commerce, in-
dustry, science, and technological innovation is being overtaken by competi-
tors throughout the world. . . . The educational foundations of our society are
presently being eroded by a rising tide of mediocrity that threatens our very
future as a Nation and a people. . . . We have, in effect, been committing an
act of unthinking, unilateral educational disarmament.*®

Several prominent groups followed the Commission’s report with their own,
with similar conclusions. They echoed the Commission’s call for “high expec-
tations and disciplined effort” in order to regain “sight of the basic purposes
of schooling.” A prominent Harvard physicist spoke for other scientists in warn-
ing that post-Sputnik reforms had partially failed since they “turned out sci-
entists, but the real challenge was to lay the foundation of scientific literacy in
the nation as a whole.” Ernest Boyer also worried publicly that “the problem
today seems both more pervasive and more ominous” than in the days after
Sputnik.’” By the late 1980s, governors and business leaders had gotten
involved, and elected leaders of both parties, including the president, were
galvanized.

In 1989 Republican president George Bush convened, and Democratic gov-
ernor Bill Clinton chaired, an education reform summit. It devised most of
what became Goals 2000, federal legislation eventually passed during the Clin-
ton administration in order to further eight educational objectives ranging from
preschool health care to high levels of math and science achievement.’® The
legislation itself did not endorse any particular approach, but establishing goals
was itself the first step in systemic reform and was followed by presidential pro-
posals on standards, curricula, and testing. Trying to mandate systemic reform
on the national level fell before the American commitment to a more local ap-
proach, but states took up the challenge.

School Reform in Kentucky

During the 199os every state but two developed statewide standards for achieve-
ment in major curriculum areas such as math, reading and writing, and science.
Kentucky was first and therefore has the most experience with systemic reform;
it also has had the most success in putting it into practice.

Passed in response to the court order in their school funding case, the Ken-
tucky Education Reform Act of 1990 (KERA) substantially increased and equal-
ized funding across districts. It also included all of the basic elements of
coherent, systemic change: broad statewide goals for schooling, specific sub-
stantive standards for math and reading, curriculum frameworks oriented
around those standards, performance-based assessments to determine how close
students come to reaching the standards, a major investment in technology for
classrooms, recertification and professional development for teachers, preschool
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programs, and resource centers to involve and help families in the educational
effort. KERA also established a new governance system for schools and radi-
cally changed the state department of education to focus it on facilitating
reform.

The courts jump-started reform in Kentucky, but state legislators have been
mainly responsible for its breadth, depth, and persistence. They interviewed 60
national experts in education policy to identify the most promising strategies
for reform, brought legal and educational consultants to the state to write the
law, enlisted prominent businesspeople to promote reform among employees
and customers, joined forces with the Pritchard Committee to build support
among parents and community leaders, and fended off opponents.

KERA and the tax increase that accompanied it enjoyed widespread sup-
port. At the time of its passage, Kentucky ranked at the bottom in nationwide
achievement tests and high school dropout rates, and over half of adult Ken-
tuckians were functionally illiterate. The state’s economy was suffering from
the poor quality of its workforce. There was a broad consensus that something
had to be done.

Some opposition did develop after the passage of KERA, first from teach-
ers worn out by the pace and scope of the changes and from the unions that
represented them. (The initials were said to stand for “Kentucky Early Re-
tirement Act” or “Keep Everyone Running Around.”) “It’s really hard,” said
one teacher. “Am I scared? Yes. I have to keep enough of the old way to know
it will work, and then add to it and build in the new way. . . . I can’t throw
away what I have learned in 19 years.” Some school board members also op-
posed KERA, in several cases because the state department of education began
to crack down on the use of school systems as employment regimes. As Edu-
cation Week reported,

In response to charges of cronyism, nepotism, and abuse throughout the state,
lawmakers in 1990 banned school boards from hiring anyone below the level
of superintendent, required that they institute competitive bidding and other
commonly accepted business practices, and made it easier for the state to re-
move administrators for malfeasance or failure to comply with the law. . . . As
a result, many board members and their chief executive officers perceive KERA
as a distinct loss of power.”?

Residents of poor rural communities who looked on the school system as a
source of jobs, prestige, contracts, and power opposed the change; some par-
ents protested the ouster of local school board members even though the KERA
reforms were designed to end what one former legislator called “out-and-out
thievery.”%® Nevertheless, the boards’ loss of power was real, and despite
protests the system was cleaned up.

Adjustments have been made to KERA along the way, but not to the ba-
sic systemic approach. A few parents and advocacy groups attacked two of the
six Learning Goals—enabling students to become “self-sufficient individuals”
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and “responsible members of a family, work group, or community”—on the
grounds that they led to interference in the domains of family and religion. It
was “a classic case of cultural warfare,”®! but a poll showed that 8o percent of
the public did not agree with the protesters. The goals were maintained, al-
though any attempt to measure them was suspended. A requirement to have
the youngest students mixed in ungraded classrooms was similarly changed into
a suggestion, and few remain in mixed-age classes. More importantly, the port-
folio component of the statewide assessment has also been scaled back because
of difficulties in administration and in response to demands for greater objec-
tivity; there is also greater focus in the test on more basic mathematical com-
putation and grammar. Sanctions for poorly performing schools have largely
been eliminated.

Nevertheless, the core of KERA remains in place. With the help of a broad
constituency, including vigorous vocal and financial support from the business
community, it has been sustained through several governors, legislatures, and
commissioners of education. Some supplementary reforms have been enacted,
in particular to improve high schools and professional development programs
for teachers. Family resource centers and preschools have developed commit-
ted constituencies and performed demonstrable services. There are more
school-based councils, they are becoming more adept at making decisions, and
they too have become a vocal constituency on behalf of more reform. A ma-
jority or plurality of citizens in Kentucky, depending on the survey, approve of
the changes KERA has wrought. By 1999 large majorities even of teachers and
school board members reported that schools in their district had improved over
the previous five years or that particular features of KERA were working well.
Even students agree: “The work is a little bit harder, but it’s more interesting
and it sticks with you longer,” reports one 14-year-old. “There’s more writing,
but you’ve just got to tough it out,” concurs a student a few years older. “When
you have to write something, it makes it penetrate your mind. I am thinking
as I’m writing.”%?

In short, the systemic approach is working in Kentucky. During the 1990s
the state moved from the lowest ranks in NAEP assessments of states to the
middle of the pack, and in 1999 the National Education Goals Panel cited Ken-
tucky as one of the most improved states in three of the Goals 2000 most di-
rectly focused on K-12 education. Teachers in the best schools in Kentucky
have learned how to align curricula and tests, develop their knowledge and skills
where necessary, incorporate writing into more student activities, respond to
initiatives from the principal, and work to help all students. The state also ap-
pears to have developed a strategy to help less successful schools emulate some
of the aspects of the award winners.5?

Although schools with the highest proportions of students in poverty usu-
ally continue to show the lowest test scores, many are doing better. “We are
no longer satisfied saying your mom and dad didn’t amount to much, and you
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won'’t either,” as one administrator from eastern Kentucky put it. Two-thirds
of the schools that did best in the science and writing tests in 1999 had an en-
rollment that was half poor children. Even the normally skeptical Business Week
concluded that “by dumping an inadequate system and starting from scratch,
by investing more and tying funding to performance, Kentucky has boosted its
children’s academic prospects. Arguably, that has lifted its economic prospects
as well. Those are important lessons from an unlikely place.”%*

Other states may not do as well as Kentucky in securing and sustaining all
the elements of systemic reform. But Connecticut, Colorado, Maryland, and
Texas have also put into place fairly stringent and widespread programs of sys-
temic reform, and all have made unusually strong gains in elementary school
reading levels. Although teachers everywhere remain concerned about imple-
menting new tests, they generally believe that higher standards have helped to
improve curricula, teaching quality, professional development, teacher motiva-
tion, and student achievement.%> Achievement gains have been registered on
national as well as state indicators: to quote a headline in Education Week, “States
Committed to Standards Reforms Reap NAEP Gains.” Evidence increasingly
shows that most students do in fact achieve more when more is expected of
them individually and of their schools.¢

The systemic approach has real strengths in fostering the core goals of ed-
ucation. It can give coherence to administrators, teachers, parents, and stu-
dents. Its transparency in developing standards, curriculum, and assessments
permits greater public accountability. Its scope can mobilize the entire reform
community, all those interested in fixing the parts, and the people, and the
schools. Finally, its focus on high standards and a challenging curriculum pro-
vides a direct response to those who fear mediocrity. To be sure, the political
structure in any state will have elements that sometimes work at cross-
purposes, the changes in policy will be sporadic, the electorate will waver, and
the vested interests will not. Nevertheless, as we have seen in Kentucky, sys-
temic reform provides a way to keep educational policymakers focused on both
individual and collective goals of education without provoking a major politi-
cal backlash.

Standards and Accountability

In the fall of 2000, Democratic presidential candidate Al Gore told voters that
our country should “invest more in our schools while demanding more from
all of our teachers, students, schools, and states . . . , use state accountability
systems to reward successful schools and identify failing schools to ensure they
are turned around quickly . . . , encourage states to create rigorous high-school
exit requirements and . . . help parents measure their children’s progress using
... tests.” We must, he said, “demand . . . high standards from our schools,
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teachers, and students while investing in the tools they need to succeed.” A few
months later, Republican President George W. Bush sounded as though he
was reading from the same speech when he promised to “leave no child be-
hind” and proposed legislation to “increase accountability for student per-
formance: states, districts and schools that improve achievement will be
rewarded. Failure will be sanctioned. Parents will know how well their child is
learning, and that schools are held accountable for their effectiveness with . . .
assessments. . . . Funds will be targeted to improve schools and enhance teacher
quality.”®’

This surprising bipartisan agreement on the outlines of reform results
partly from the fact that politicians are reading the same public opinion poll
results. Most Americans support setting standards, testing students, and re-
warding or punishing students and staff based on the test results. Enthusiasm
is even higher among parents in large cities with many unsuccessful schools,
such as Los Angeles, New York, and Cleveland, and it is higher among non-
whites than whites. Solid, and sometimes huge, majorities agree that students
should have to “meet higher academic standards in order to be promoted or
graduated,” as long as summer school is available to give them a second chance.
Parents also claim to endorse the policy even when asked to contemplate the
idea of their own children being held back. Majorities would require teachers
to retrain if students in their classroom consistently fail standardized tests, and
endorse financial rewards for teachers whose students consistently do well.
Two-thirds or more endorse “requir[ing] teachers to pass a competency test
each year,” think government funds should support training for school staff,
and believe that schools should be able to remove poorly performing teachers.
Majorities agree that publicizing test scores is “a good way to hold schools ac-
countable,” are willing to fire principals “if their schools failed to reach spe-
cific goals,” and, eventually, would “shut down schools that do not meet the
minimum standards.”®®

While increased accountability is popular and testing can provide leverage
for educational improvement, they raise difficult issues, particularly about eq-
uity. The most crucial question is whether all students really have the oppor-
tunity to learn. If all students are not given a fair chance to meet the new
standards but are held to account if they fail, then systemic reform will just
provide a new way for disadvantaged children to fail. As the director of the
American Association of School Administrators put it, “Our problem isn’t that
American students can’t meet higher standards. The problem is that we lack
the will as a people to do what we have to do to see that all students have the
same opportunities that some of our children have.” By revealing the effects of
disparity in educational quality on some students and some districts, systemic
reform provides another powerful argument for equity in school finance, and
perhaps for state funding of additional programs to overcome educational
disadvantage. It may even create a new legal standard in court challenges
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demanding finance reform; it has already provided a new way to look at fund-
ing in states such as New Jersey, Kentucky, and New Hampshire.®’

Second, systemic reform focuses attention on the capacity of teachers to
meet new instructional demands, and therefore also on the distribution of
knowledgeable, successful teachers. Good teaching matters perhaps more than
anything else, and many teachers may have sufficient knowledge, training, and
experience to do what is required of them by the higher standards. But many
do not. Too many of those who do not can be found in poor districts or poor
schools, despite the fact that low-achieving students benefit first from better
teaching. No matter how one measures good teaching,’® poor schools and dis-
tricts consistently have less of it. They have the most inexperienced teachers,
the largest proportion not certified or licensed, the largest proportion teach-
ing outside their fields of expertise (especially in math and science, where it
matters the most), the greatest turnover among teachers, and the largest pro-
portion of teachers who themselves test poorly.”! In California the number of
unqualified teachers rose dramatically in recent years, mainly in classrooms with
Hispanic and disadvantaged students; in the late 199os, third-grade students
with the poorest reading skills were five times more likely to have an under-
qualified teacher than third graders with the best reading skills. On the other
side of the country, Harold Levy, the former chancellor of schools in New
York, admitted that the city had “so many teachers teaching higher-level math
who are not math teachers that it borders on being irresponsible.””?

The evidence is strong on the positive effects of good teachers and the se-
rious, cumulative harm that can be done by bad ones. One study, for example,
shows that elementary students taught for three years in a row by particularly
good teachers ended up in the eighty-fifth percentile or higher on state math
tests, while those taught by very ineffective teachers over the same period ended
up in the forty-fifth percentile or below.”? Systemic reform therefore creates a
tremendous obligation to make sure that teachers are educated properly, meet
substantively meaningful certification standards, get proper mentoring when
they first come to school, and receive helpful, curriculum-based professional
development once they are there. States, districts, and education schools have
started to act to ensure that these changes occur. Some mentoring and support
systems for new teachers have begun to increase retention, and professional de-
velopment programs tied to curricula have had a noticeable impact on teacher
effectiveness.”*

But there is a long way to go. Recruitment of new teachers and the qual-
ity of those recruited to teaching depend partly on labor market concerns be-
yond the control of school districts, and payment of teachers is subject to larger
local and state budget considerations. Recruitment also depends on the nature
of teachers’ work environments; attracting good new teachers to cities will
clearly cost a lot of money as well as require changes in school culture. Many
education schools also must be subject to stricter standards and accreditation,
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but that change too gets caught up in other issues such as political support for
individual schools and the internal politics of higher education. There are no
standards for schools of education, and fewer than half of the 1,200 colleges
that prepare teachers are endorsed by the National Council for Accreditation
of Teacher Education. “States pay more attention to the qualifications of vet-
erinarians treating the nation’s cats and dogs than to those of teachers educat-
ing the nation’s children,” declared the privately funded National Commission
on Teaching and America’s Future.”’

Equity issues raised by the unfair distribution of resources and qualified
teachers become most stark when students are held accountable for test results.
By 2008 students in 28 states will have to pass a state exam to graduate from
high school; in several cities such as Chicago, some students are already being
held back if they do not perform well enough. Other jurisdictions feel consid-
erable pressure to give more tests and attach higher stakes to them. The re-
cently passed federal education law, supported by President Bush and members
of Congress from both parties, requires state-administered tests every year from
grades three to eight. Tests can be helpful tools for diagnosing the problems
of individual students, they can reveal the poor performance of a teacher or
school, and they can provide proper motivation if strongly tied to a demand-
ing curriculum.’® But they always spark disputes over their validity and objec-
tivity, and if the stakes are high, they can do real damage to students who have
not been given a fair chance to learn the material being tested.

When educational opportunities are distributed as unequally as they are in
this country, policymakers are therefore left with difficult choices. Systemic re-
formers rightly want high standards and teaching directed beyond the basics
to a deeper understanding of the curriculum. Without a fair opportunity to
learn, however, poor children can seldom reach those goals. Tests that meas-
ure them against high standards will yield a correspondingly high failure rate
in poor districts or poor schools (where the students are disproportionately
black and Latino). Alternatively, tests pegged to lower standards or basic knowl-
edge may produce fewer failures but can lead to “drill and kill” instruction fo-
cused only on test preparation.

Many tests still focus only on basic skills such as grammar, spelling, or
arithmetic computation; when they do, teachers in poor districts often end up
spending an inordinate amount of time just drilling students. Particularly
among teachers who are not very creative, this takes time away from learning
such things as how to conduct a scientific experiment, how to analyze a novel,
how to find information through the Internet, or how to write well—things
that will help the students achieve their dreams and compete for success later
in life. Teachers in Virginia, for example, tell reporters that in order to make
sure their fifth graders pass the state tests, they “need to rely heavily on drill
and practice techniques—as opposed to literature discussion groups, journal
entries, and research projects.” They point out that “hands-on projects” are the
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best way to learn “critical thinking, problem solving and how to work together,”
but such projects grind to a halt when the tests approach since “we can’t do all
of this well between g A.M. and 3 P.M.”7”

At the same time, students and educators in the most affluent districts see
tests of basic skills as a waste of time. Superintendents in Westchester County,
New York, report that “tests only distracted their districts from teaching what
is already a high-quality curriculum. ‘I don’t want to sound arrogant,’” [said
one,] ‘but I'm blessed with a student population that’s exceptional, with sup-
portive parents and excellent teachers. So standards weren’t created for us.””
The superintendent in Wellesley, Massachusetts, was even more blunt about
high-stakes testing: “If the urban schools like it, let them have it. But from our
perspective, it’s too long and it’s not worth the time. We’re already teaching
well beyond the MCAS [test] level.”’8

Parents in Scarsdale, New York, among other places, have organized boy-
cotts among their children of statewide tests on the grounds that the tests were
diluting and distorting what education should be. “These kind of tests reduce
content, they reduce imagination, they limit complex curriculum, they add
stress and cost money,” explained one mother. Parents in an affluent district
in Michigan similarly refused to allow their children to take the high school’s
exit test, arguing that it would not benefit them but might hurt their chances
to attend a selective college.”’

But focusing instead on higher-order skills and more sophisticated knowl-
edge generates problems for students not lucky enough to live in Wellesley or
Scarsdale. “There are probably a fair number of students out there who will
fail to pass these exams because of poor instruction,” says Richard Elmore of
the Harvard Graduate School of Education. “And under the current structure,
it’s the students who are going to be bearing the consequences of the failure
of the adults to adjust. . . . High schools have been very irresponsible about
the lowest-performing students for a very long time.”8°

When tests are hard and stakes high for students, those who fail can be de-
nied a high school diploma, which will affect their ability to get a job and earn
decent wages. They can be held back and may drop out, as may their demoral-
ized peers.8! Teachers in failing schools can be stigmatized, whether they indi-
vidually did a good job or not. If tests are hard and jobs, salaries, or assignments
of teachers are threatened by poor performance, teachers have an incentive to
cheat. Teachers have been accused, for example, of giving students extra time,
extra instructions, advice to change answers, “practice” sessions with actual test
questions, or instructions not to take the test at all. If stakes are high for ad-
ministrators, they may be tempted to exclude from the test categories of students
with special needs and others likely to fail, thereby denying them benefits of in-
clusion in the effort to attain high scores. When stakes are high and the failure
rate politically unacceptable, legislators may feel pressure to dilute the content
of tests or lower the passing grade, which defeats the purpose of the test.3?



School Reform 101

As always in the United States, issues of poverty and inequality of oppor-
tunity are intertwined with issues of race and ethnicity. Parents from Johnston
County (North Carolina), Chicago, and the states of Arizona and Texas have
filed official complaints or sued educational policymakers, arguing that high-
stakes tests are discriminatory because African American and Hispanic children
disproportionately fail them. They cite such evidence as the fact that African
Americans comprise just over half of Chicago’s students but more than 70 per-
cent of those whose test scores fall below the graduation point for eighth grade.
Testing of this sort, as plaintiffs in these suits see it, “has proven to be an ed-
ucational disaster for children in minority and poor schools.” Gary Delgado,
director of the Applied Research Center in Oakland, California, is even more
pointed: “We have the data and we know the potential negative consequences
of the exit exam proposal. At this stage, advocating a policy that has been shown
to enhance patterns of institutional racism is, in itself, a racist act.”83

While one side in the debate sees discrimination in high-stakes testing, the
other sees unfairness in anything else. The judge in Texas ruled against the
plaintiffs claiming discrimination on the grounds that they “failed to prove that
... the adverse impact [of high-stakes testing] is . . . more significant than the
concomitant positive impact.” “What would be discriminatory,” said Paul Val-
las, former chief executive officer of the Chicago schools, “would be promot-
ing students to the next grade who are not academically prepared.” Richard
Mills, the commissioner of education in New York, echoes him: “It’s not fair
to graduate children without the knowledge and skills to make it in the world.
We are setting them up for failure.” As Dr. Mills points out, even in affluent
Westchester County, at least one in ten students fails the state tests—and they
deserve as much attention as the successful students who scorn the tests.3*

In the end, as long as children have unequal opportunities to learn, there
is no good response either to the charges or the countercharges. To deal with
the consequences of this choice between high standards with sophisticated tests
that many will fail, at least initially, and low expectations with stultifying tests
that can be passed without real learning, five states have chosen a different
route. They focus on student progress rather than their absolute level of per-
formance in order to ensure that everyone is learning more, the best students
as well as the worst.?’ Kentucky and Tennessee are at the forefront of this ef-
fort. This approach recognizes the different starting points of poor and afflu-
ent students and acknowledges that some teachers begin with low-performing
students and teach in difficult conditions, including high student mobility. It
also draws attention to the quality of teaching and provides a measure of teach-
ers’ ability that moves beyond debates over certification and appropriate train-
ing. This approach, however, risks the possibility that poor students will
be held to a different, lower standard of absolute achievement than others, a
situation that is unacceptable to many of those seeking equal educational
opportunity.
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A recent federal law, the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, adopts the
progress approach. In order to avoid lower standards for poor children, it also
requires each state to develop objectives so that “all groups of students reach
proficiency within 12 years.” Based on a method used in Texas, the law re-
quires reporting by “poverty, race, ethnicity, disability and limited English pro-
ficiency.” An expert on testing from Texas makes clear the virtues of this
approach: “Prior to . . . the accountability system, for many groups of kids no
teaching had been going on. . . . [Now there are] fewer kids who fall through
the cracks, fewer kids who are ignored, and fewer kids whose education is con-
sidered irrelevant.”® This approach makes sense to keep the failure of partic-
ular groups from being submerged in unfocused averages, that is, to keep worse
results from poor children from getting lost in better results from others. At
their best, however, tests are only a way to measure reform; they do not by
themselves produce better results. And objectives are a way to express aspira-
tions, not fulfill them.

High standards, challenging tests, and demanding scores for passing are
essential if the systemic approach is going to work and if all children are go-
ing to have a chance to share in the American dream. Commissioner Mills of
New York makes it clear why: “We have adopted high standards because we
want every student to be prepared for citizenship, for work, for a rewarding
life. The tests bring the standards to life.”®” By avoiding testing, he concludes,
“you simply decide in advance that some students don’t have access to the good
life.”

The National Academy of Sciences has provided guidelines to ensure that
poor children and low achievers get tests that enhance opportunities, not im-
pede them. The recommendations include these:

¢ Tests should be used for high-stakes decisions about individual mastery
only after implementing changes in teaching and curriculum that ensure
that students have been taught the knowledge and skills on which they
will be tested;

® Neither social promotion nor retention alone is an effective treatment
for low achievement . . . . [Schools should] use a number of other possi-
ble strategies to reduce the need for these either-or choices, for example,
by coupling early identification of such students with effective remedial
education;

* High-stakes educational decisions should not be made solely or automati-
cally on the basis of a single test score;

® [Ulsers [should] respect the distinction between genuine remedial educa-
tion and teaching narrowly to the specific content of a test;

¢ [All] students [should participate] in large-scale assessment, in part so that
school systems can be held accountable for their educational progress.®®

Most importantly, high-stakes tests are not a substitute for substantive
changes in teaching and learning; they provide a reason, and hopefully a mo-
tivation, to make such changes. As Professor Elmore points out, helping the
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lowest-performing students to learn “is going to require learning to teach these
kids in different ways. . . . You have not taught the content unless the students
have learned it. It’s you [“school people”] who are first accountable for pro-
ducing the results.”® The National Academy of Sciences concurs: “Account-
ability for educational outcomes should be a shared responsibility of states,
school districts, public officials, educators, parents, and students. High stan-
dards cannot be established and maintained merely by imposing them on stu-
dents.” Federal testing requirements will provide information, but that is all.
Federal aid, even with recent increases, will remain a small percentage of all
funds spent on students; it will not put a qualified teacher in every classroom
or ensure that no child is left behind. For high-stakes testing to be fair, for
standards to be met, state-level finance reform will be necessary, and strong
action will have to be taken to improve the quality of teaching for students who
are now not learning enough to pursue their dreams.””

Reform for Poor Children

“The ideas embodied in standards-based reform are exceedingly difficult to re-
alize in urban districts,” say the authors of a comprehensive study of systemic
change. Few districts have made “systemic efforts to strengthen instructional
practices directly,” and they fear that “the current heavy emphasis on external
testing and accountability and correspondingly less attention to curriculum, in-
struction, and professional development will prevent the ultimate goals from
being realized.” For standards to apply fairly to everyone, effective instruction
is essential everywhere, and poor urban districts have the longest way to go.
They can do it, but only by focusing attention where it is needed and keeping
it there.

The comprehensive study found that several urban districts had made clear
achievement gains; they taught the lesson that “clear expectations for instruc-
tion are critical” and resources have to be “dedicated to building the knowl-
edge and skills of educators and providing additional instructional time for
low-performing students.”! To be effective, teachers must know their mate-
rial and stay on the job long enough to learn how to teach it. City districts in
particular must therefore make a concentrated effort to provide professional
development for their existing teachers and mentoring and support for new
teachers.

Within the framework of systemic reform, some other programs have made
a real difference to poor children, even though the number of proven reforms
is small compared to the thousands that have been proposed or tried. Without
underestimating the complicated and difficult process of development and
implementation, we can conclude that most successful reforms stem from a
few commonsense themes that have taken much too long to be heard: early is
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better than late in dealing with educational disadvantage; more schooling is
more effective than less; and smaller educational settings can be better than big
ones.

Excellent preschool programs provide the most promising results. Gener-
ally, the best programs run all day and almost all year, with well-educated per-
sonnel, small classes, and good supervision. A few such programs have been
extensively evaluated, including the Carolina Abecedarian Project in Chapel
Hill, North Carolina, and the High/Scope Perry Preschool Project in Ypsi-
lanti, Michigan; their effects were dramatic and lasted through adolescence and
adulthood. Some half-day programs, such as the Chicago Child-Parent Cen-
ters, have also had success. For over 30 years, these Centers have provided
training for early literacy, and health and social services, for predominantly
poor African American children, as well as opportunities for their parents to
be involved. Graduates are more likely to complete high school, less likely to
be retained in school or to require special education, and less likely to be ar-
rested for crimes than otherwise similar children who attended a weaker pre-
school program or none at all.”> One expert who has testified extensively on
the issue of preschool concluded that “the weight of the evidence establishes
that early care and education can produce . . . sizable persistent effects on
achievement, grade retention, special education, high school graduation and
socialization.” Prekindergarten appears to have an especially large impact on
later achievement scores for children from poor families and is especially cost-
effective in raising test scores. Not surprisingly the positive effects of preschool
last longer and run deeper if high quality compensatory education continues
into the early grades of school.”?

Head Start is the biggest public preschool program. Begun in 1965 as part
of the federal antipoverty program, its budget is currently about 6.5 billion dol-
lars, and it enrolls about 860,000 preschoolers. It provides poor children with
education, nutrition, health care, and social services at community centers and
schools. Most evaluations over the years have found that Head Start succeeds
reasonably well in its health and nutritional goals but does too little to enhance
children’s ability to learn once they begin primary school.?* A recent law added
specific learning guidelines for children and strengthened requirements for
teacher training; President George W. Bush, like President Jimmy Carter be-
fore him, also proposes to move it to the Department of Education so that its
educational goals will receive an even greater push. More importantly, Head
Start needs resources to train teachers and pay them better, design curricular
materials appropriate for very young children, and buy the materials needed in
the classrooms.”> Those resources have never been sufficient, and Head
Start has never been funded to serve anywhere near all of the children who are
eligible.

Although the number of children in preschool programs has increased
steadily over the past several decades (reaching about 40 percent in 2000), a
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much higher percentage of well-off children are enrolled in them. Several states
such as Georgia and South Carolina have therefore substantially expanded their
preschool programs for all children, are training the necessary teachers, and
are finding ways to build or renovate facilities to house them.?® In New Jersey
the court has mandated universal, free, high quality preschool for all three- and
four-year-olds in the poorest districts.

In addition to preschool, substantive summer school and afterschool pro-
grams for older children can help overcome disadvantage. Without summer
school, poor students with little access to reading materials or enrichment pro-
grams can lose over the summer a lot of what they learned during the school
year. Similarly, afterschool programs can increase attendance and thereby
achievement, as well as decrease crime during the afternoon, when there is oth-
erwise a spike in vandalism and victimization.?’

Persuasive evidence shows that small classes in the early grades help poor
students, especially minorities. A study in Tennessee, which ran a multiyear,
unusually well-controlled experiment to determine the effect of small classes,
showed that when students, particularly African American students, were en-
rolled in small classes in elementary school, they had higher middle school test
scores and a greater likelihood of taking the SAT or ACT. The black-white
gap in college test taking was reduced by more than half.?® In addition, smaller
schools in urban districts, roughly the size of schools in most suburban dis-
tricts, enable the staffs to know and respond to their students better.?” They
too show some promising achievement effects, but most of them have been es-
tablished too recently for the results to be conclusive.

The costs of some of these programs are fairly modest, although quality
preschool is very expensive and afterschool programs, summer school, and small
classes also have substantial costs attached. The necessary expenditures thus
raise all the issues associated with school finance reform. Nevertheless, these
programs in conjunction with broader systemic reform provide real hope for
poor students to achieve their dreams, and for the nation to make opportuni-
ties more equal for all its children.

A scholar who has closely examined the links between schooling and democ-
racy summarized things this way: “There is a strong basis in democratic
theory for arguing that student assessment policies should be linked to capac-
ity-building strategies that fulfill the public’s side of the social contract between
political communities and their schools.” Student motivation is a necessary el-
ement in educational achievement,'% but so is institutional capacity; the indi-
vidual pursuit of success is part of the American dream, but so is the role of
government to make the pursuit possible for everyone. In the context of
systemic reform, along with greater equity in education resources, necessary
(though difficult) improvements in the quality of teaching, and proven pro-
grams for poor children, the government can meet its responsibilities. Each
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part of this approach can work; each part has worked. Together they can help
public education bring the dream to everyone.

The process of school reform will be messy because democracy is messy.
But most Americans believe in public education, endorse systemic reform, and
say they are willing to spend money on new initiatives. Based on what educa-
tors have learned, this approach is the best way to forward both individual and
collective goals of the American dream. It is political leadership and political
will that are required.

For some, however, this approach is not enough. They believe the system
of public education is fundamentally flawed and in crisis, that it endangers in-
dividual achievement and will not create equal opportunity. With conviction
but without convincing evidence, they believe that hope for improvement lies
mainly in solutions based on the market, and the way to the American dream
lies largely through choice. Disagreement between market advocates and re-
formers has been central to the education policy debate in this country for sev-
eral years, and to that dispute we now turn.
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In modern times, the diligence of public teachers is more or less corrupted by
the circumstances, which render them more or less independent of their suc-
cess and reputation.

—Adam Smith, 1776

I support school choice. If the neighborhood school is failing in its basic mis-
sion, parents and teachers don’t need more excuses. They need answers. . . .
A parent with options is a parent with influence.

—Presidential candidate George W. Bush, 2000

Americans like the public school system. While they may not be ecstatic about

its performance, most are reasonably satisfied with what they are getting over-

all. . . . For the voucher movement, then, the problem is obvious but funda-

mental: it must attract support from a public that is actually quite sympathetic
to the existing system.

—Terry Moe, Stanford University political scientist

and voucher proponent, 2001

LL OF THE REFORMS DISCUSSED SO FAR seek to promote the individual and

collective goals of education by improving public schooling—making schools

and classrooms more racially integrated, more equitably funded, more ac-
ademically challenging, more focused on student learning. The most vehement crit-
ics of public education, however, look at the forty-year history of reform in this
country and conclude that pursuit of the American dream through public school-
ing is bound to fail. They believe that the current system of public education ex-
ists for the adults who work in it and eats money, that the public has invested more
than enough time and resources in trying to make the system work and should try
another approach. In the words of a mother and choice advocate from New Hamp-
shire, the public system is about “Power and money! The public school system is
a powerful monopoly. The people running this monopoly fear change. They fear
the resulting demise of their power.” To her mind, only by fighting this “choke-
hold” can we promote collective as well as individual goals of schooling:
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If the school system doesn’t live up to our standards, we should have the right
to “save” our children. . . . Any child not educated to be the best that he can
be is heartbreaking to most parents. Any child not educated to be the best that
he can be is of less value to the community he lives in. . . . This is where the
concept of “school choice” becomes so important as a civil right.?

Advocates of choice believe that public schooling cannot work and dooms
poor children. “The combination of monopoly in the public sector, significant
profitability for those who serve the monopoly and the unique ability for the
wealthy to choose the best schools has translated into a nightmare of predictable
results for ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots,”” says Lisa Keegan, the former superintend-
ent of public instruction in Arizona:

Public education in the United States should be that in which the money nec-
essary for an education follows a child to the school his or her parent deter-
mines is best. . . . The nation cannot abide a system that is blatantly unfair in
the access it provides its students to excellent education. This battle for the
right of all children to access a quality education is the civil rights movement
of our time, and it will succeed.?

As these people do, proponents of choice sometimes invoke the language
of civil rights and the collective goals of education. At other times they speak
in terms of individual achievement alone. But either way their message is clear:
there is only one path to securing the American dream through education, and
taking that path will change everything. “Reformers would do well to enter-
tain the notion that choice #s a panacea,” wrote John Chubb and Terry Moe,
the advocates who jump-started the choice movement in the 19gos. “It has the
capacity all by itself to bring about the kind of transformation that, for years,
reformers have been seeking to engineer in myriad other ways.”*

Chubb and Moe were talking about a very broad kind of choice plan, in-
volving private religious and secular schools as well as the public system, but
“choice” has almost as many meanings as “reform.” In its mildest form, choice
allows parents to choose their child’s public school from an array designated
by the school district or state. This type of choice originated in the magnet
school movement of the 196os. Magnet schools were originally tools of de-
segregation; the goal was to create a school of high quality and distinctive pro-
file, with an emphasis on such things as the health professions or the arts, “back
to basics” or “open classrooms.” Such schools, it was hoped, would attract
middle-class blacks and whites who might otherwise move to the suburbs or
enroll their children in private schools. Thus one strand of choice was devel-
oped and continues to function in more than 1,000 schools across the nation
to promote the collective goals of equalizing opportunity and providing expe-
rience with racial and class diversity.’

In a few districts, magnet schools have broadened into a “controlled choice
plan.” In these places parents identify their preferred public schools, and their
children are assigned to them subject to limits designed to maintain a racial or
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ethnic balance in each school. The most fully developed and best-known cases
are in Montclair, New Jersey, and Cambridge, Massachusetts.® A few school
districts are moving toward controlled choice plans that focus on family in-
come in addition to or instead of race and ethnicity. Here too choice is seen
as an instrument of collective as well as individual goals of schooling.

Charter schools represent another type of choice with a very different his-
tory and purpose. These are schools that receive public funding but are often
established independent of any regular school district. In the roughly two-thirds
of states that recognize them, any individual or group can propose a charter
school; the charter is granted by a university, state department of education,
school district, chamber of commerce, or other entity designated by the law of
that state. Charter schools are freed from many, though not all, regulations
governing public schools, and they have more leeway to choose students, pick
staff, design curricula, and create a particular atmosphere than do regular
schools. In turn they must meet the specified achievement goals or other con-
ditions of their charter in a few years or go out of business. Charter schools
are thus something of a hybrid between public and private schools; their pro-
ponents see them as a way of “breaking the mold” of rigidified public schools.
Depending on their sponsors’ vision, they may focus solely on promoting in-
dividual success or they may pursue collective goals of opportunity, diversity,
and democratic participation as well.

The most controversial and publicly visible form of school choice moves
out of the public arena into private and sometimes parochial schools. Some
proponents seek laws to grant public funds to children in order to pay some or
all of their tuition at private or religious schools. They may focus on poor chil-
dren, children of color, children in a particular location, or simply any child
whose family wants to participate. Other proponents of choice are even
more ambitious: they would like to see, eventually, the elimination of all
“government-run schools” so that all schools become what we now term
“private” and all children can use their public funds to help them attend any
school they choose. As former superintendent Keegan puts it, “T’he nation’s
education profession should supply an array of schools from which parents may
choose, and the state should limit its role to ensuring fair access and reporting
on academic quality at each school.”” As with charter schools, the reasons for
endorsing private school choice vary. Most focus solely or primarily on
promoting individual success. But others incorporate or even insist on the
pursuit of collective goals, particularly equal opportunity for children of color,
or group-oriented objectives for children in particular religious or cultural
communities.

Public school choice is increasingly widespread and widely supported from
presidents down to educators and parents. It sometimes reduces racial and class
separation, it usually increases parents’ satisfaction with public schools, and with
fair guidelines, it is consistent with both individual and collective goals of
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education. Charter schools are growing rapidly but still involve a small frac-
tion of public school children. They can bring excitement and commitment
into the public school system. But they also have a substantial potential to in-
crease racial and class separation, and there is no good evidence yet on whether
they actually improve or equalize achievement. They make sense as an educa-
tional experiment, at least in poor districts, but so far that is all.

Private school choice financed by public funds involves only a tiny frac-
tion of public school students—fewer than a tenth of one percent. There is no
persuasive evidence that it improves the quality of schooling for the children
who use it, and there is some reason to fear that it may harm the quality of
schooling of the many who remain behind. It also challenges the very public-
ness of education, which is deeply troubling in a country with almost no insti-
tutions other than public schools that reach across all citizens for a large
fraction of their lives, and no other institutions that play such a central role in
promoting the American dream. At this point there is also no reason to think
that private school choice has a chance of succeeding politically except in a few
idiosyncratic cases. While plenty must be done to improve the public schools,
vouchers are therefore not a feasible solution to the inequities and inadequa-
cies of public education. The American dream requires an American institu-
tion to teach it, sustain it, and provide the tools children need to pursue it;
public schools are still the best lever we have for improving the quality of in-
dividuals’ lives and the quality of democratic governance in the United States.
Even if vouchers would create desirable alternatives in a few places that need
them, a huge array of fragmented, privatized, inward-looking schools simply
cannot create the atmosphere in which the ideology of the American dream
will thrive.

The History of School Choice

At various points in the past half century, school choice has been associated
with reformers from both the right and the left of the political spectrum. And
although the majority of current choice advocates are politically conservative,
some alliances have recently developed across political lines. Nobel laureate
economist Milton Friedman initially broached publicly funded vouchers for
private schools in the mid-195os as a way for parents to escape the stultifying
effects of governmentally imposed uniformity. He predicted that “if present
public expenditures on schooling were made available to parents regardless of
where they send their children, a wide variety of schools would spring up to
meet the demand. Parents could express their views about schools directly by
withdrawing their children from one school and sending them to another, to
a much greater extent than is now possible.” According to this theory, being
able to choose between schools would benefit everyone, just as being able to
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choose where one works or lives increases everyone’s well-being. As Friedman
put it, “Here, as in other fields, competitive enterprise is likely to be far more
efficient in meeting consumer demand than either nationalized enterprises [i.e.
public schools] or enterprises run to serve other purposes. . . . A market per-
mits each to satisfy his own taste . . ., whereas the political process imposes
conformity.”® He was echoing insights of Adam Smith two centuries earlier,
with little more expectation than Smith had that they would ever be put into
practice.

Libertarians and people who supported market-based reforms were indeed
intrigued by Friedman’s idea, but the first real effort to create “freedom of
choice” took place in the late 1950s within public schools, as part by the at-
tempt of southern whites to resist substantial desegregation. In principle black
parents were permitted to transfer their children to better, predominantly white
schools; in practice they were strongly discouraged from applying to these
schools and excluded if they did. In addition, many southern school districts
authorized transfers upon parental request to make sure that “no child shall be
compelled to attend any school in which the races are commingled,” to quote
the Alabama statute.” The language of these laws was neutral, the practice not
at all so: encouraging one set of choices and discouraging another set was gen-
erally enough to keep schools firmly segregated while pretending to comply
with the ruling in Brown v. Board of Education.

The first serious educational effort to create choice between public and
private schools came from people with a very different political orientation
from Friedman or the segregationists. Members of the countercultural left in
the 1960s promoted alternative schools, sometimes known as independent or
free schools. Their goal, explained in 1973 by a professor active in the alter-
native schools movement, was to respond to what they heard as children’s “cries
for freedom from the manipulation of adults in order to explore self, interper-
sonal relations, and cognitive curiosities, whether these lead to status mobility
or not.”1% In cities such as Boston, Washington, Chicago, St. Louis, and San
Francisco, opponents of “the Establishment” set up private schools mainly for
poor and non-Anglo children, with an educational program intended to em-
power and liberate them. Some were desegregated and focused on diversity;
others were all black and focused on “blackology”—a predecessor of what we
now describe as emancipatory multiculturalism or Afrocentrism. In a few cases,
well-off white members of alternative communities created rural free schools
to protect their children from mainstream political and social influences.!!
By 1970 the New Schools Exchange, an information clearinghouse for free
schools, listed over 1,000 alternative schools nationwide, mostly private and
independent.

Proponents of alternative schools shared with Friedman the view that
public schools were the enemy, despite the fact that they had very different
visions of what schooling should do. Also like Friedman they came to see that
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without public funding their vision could not solidify and grow. By 1970 al-
ternative educators were calling for governmental tuition vouchers for private
independent schools, and the New Republic, then a magazine far left of center,
promoted the cause. Leftists were thus the only reformers willing to take up
the standing offer from President Lyndon Johnson’s Office of Economic Op-
portunity (OEO) to provide federal funding to school districts willing to con-
duct a voucher experiment.

The first instance of school choice with public funding was in the small
working-class district of Alum Rock, California. The experiment was incon-
clusive and not very encouraging. It was intended to last five years, but after
two years of innovation the program fell apart. Even at its height it was sub-
ject to so many restrictions that market forces had little chance to operate; al-
though the (liberal) OEO wanted to include private schools, for example, the
California legislature refused. Schools that were supposedly organized around
different themes did not appear very distinct from one another; that mattered
little, in any case, because parents chose schools based on location and other
features that had little to do with thematic content. In the end few families par-
ticipated in the experiment, and it failed.!?

During the 1970s, in small part as a response to alternative schools but
mostly as a reaction to desegregation efforts, conservatives focused on the im-
portance of neighborhood schools, which permitted children to be near their
homes, community members to work together to improve local schools, and
parents to have easy access to teachers and principals. But by the 198os, as part
of a more general argument about the virtues of markets, conservatives began
to support school choice; their position gained strength as Americans’ overall
faith in government appeared to decline. In the 199os market conservatives
were joined by groups favoring separate education for specific racial or reli-
gious groups, enthusiasts for particular pedagogical techniques, and some
reformers who despaired of eliminating racial and class segregation in large
urban schools.

By now a fascinating mix of people argues that choice among schools is
the best, or only, way to promote the American dream through schooling. Most,
like President George W. Bush, quoted at the beginning of this chapter, focus
on the individual goals of education, on ways to improve children’s chances to
pursue their private dreams. Some also believe that parents ought to have a
greater say in the way their children are educated, asserting that schooling
decisions cannot be left to the state without an unacceptable loss of liberty.
“Educational choice,” says the mission statement of the Milton and Rose D.
Friedman Foundation, “means that parents are given back a basic American
ideal of freedom to choose as it applies to the education of their children.” The
Institute for Justice, a libertarian think tank and law firm, similarly promises
to engage in litigation in order to “transfer power over basic educational deci-
sions—including choice of schools—from bureaucrats to parents. . . . Only with
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such fundamental change can our nation deliver on its promise of educational
freedom and opportunity.”!?

Some voucher supporters address the collective goals of schooling, seek-
ing choice because they believe it will enhance opportunities for the worst-off
children in the worst schools to achieve the American dream. A few in this
group are white liberals such as Robert Reich, former secretary of labor in Pres-
ident Clinton’s administration. In 2000 he argued for “giving kids ‘progressive’
vouchers that are inversely tied to the size of their family’s income. . . . There
is a powerful case for giving every possible advantage to better-behaved poor
kids who are fortunate enough to have caring parents. School vouchers offer
them an escape route.”!*

Others are concerned less with class and more with race or other distinct
characteristics that put some children at an educational disadvantage. The Black
Alliance for Educational Options (BAEO) argues that “Without a good edu-
cation” African American children

will have no real chance to engage in the practice of freedom: the process of
engaging in the fight to transform their world. . . . We need systems that truly
empower parents, that allow dollars to follow students, that hold adults as well
as students accountable for academic achievement, and that alter the power
arrangements that are the foundation for existing systems.

Other prominent African Americans, such as former Democratic member of
Congress Floyd Flake and former Baltimore mayor Kurt Schmoke, also en-
dorse vouchers, using similar language. The Hispanic Council for Reform and
Educational Options joined an amicus brief to the Supreme Court urging it to
sustain a voucher program in Cleveland that provides public funding for poor
children to attend private or parochial schools. The National Council of La
Raza (the nation’s largest constituency-based Hispanic organization) is spon-
soring 50 new Latino charter schools, with a budget of $2 5 million, on the sim-
ple grounds that “the public school system has failed Latino children.”!®
Libertarians generally have little in common with those seeking racial
transformation or economic equality. But occasionally market-oriented con-
servatives and progressive advocates for particular groups ally, and in a few
cases they have succeeded. Milwaukee’s voucher program is the best-known
case of a state law permitting public funds to be used for private school
choice. Its progenitors were state representative Polly Williams, a former
welfare recipient, Black Panther, and state chair of Jesse Jackson’s presi-
dential campaign; Clint Bolick, cofounder of the Institute for Justice; and
Republican governor Tommy Thompson.'¢ A mix of leftist (often racially
nationalist) local activists and right-wing (often libertarian) choice advocates
made possible the voucher plan in Cleveland and the statewide public choice
plans of Minnesota and Massachusetts. Nevertheless, it has been conserva-
tive politicians and policy advocates who have largely framed the debate on
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school choice over the past decade and provided the greatest rhetorical sup-
port for private choice programs.

Choice in Practice: Public Schools

Public school choice plays a much greater role in the educational system than
private school choice. A few school systems have run public choice programs
for years, ranging from magnet schools and controlled choice plans to pro-
grams promoting academic specialization at various sites, most notably in East
Harlem, a densely populated, heavily minority district in New York City. Pub-
lic school choice has also been used occasionally to create ethnically or cultur-
ally based schools serving an entire district, as in the case of Milwaukee’s
experiment with Afrocentric schools during the early 199os.!”

By 1999 about 15 percent of children in the United States were attending
public schools within their own districts that their parents had selected. As of
1999, public school choice was more available in urban areas than elsewhere.
As a result, poor children were more than twice as likely as well-off children
to attend choice schools. The number of African American students in choice
schools was double the number of Anglos; Latinos were somewhere in the mid-
dle. Forty percent of districts in the west and almost 30 percent in the mid-
west, many relatively homogeneous, offer some sort of intradistrict public
school choice program. The proportion declines in the South and especially in
the Northeast.!8

Students move within a district for a variety of reasons. One unusually de-
tailed study found that kindergarten parents in Minneapolis typically did not
choose schools that produced high test scores or showed strong evidence of
improving children’s achievement. Instead they chose schools near their homes,
schools mostly populated by students of the same race or ethnicity as their own
child, or schools whose students appeared to have an ability level similar to that
of their own child. Central-city parents are best characterized as having very
low levels of information about schools even when they are required by the
district to choose among them.!”

There is little evidence on how intradistrict choice plans affect participants
with regard to either individual or collective goals of schooling, and even less
evidence on their effects for all students in a district. The best study focused
on Chicago, where about half of high school students opt out of their neigh-
borhood schools. It found that choice had little impact on the degree of racial
segregation within the district (even though the choice program began as an
effort to desegregate Chicago’s public schools). Choice did, however, lead to
“dramatically increased sorting by ability; high ability students are much more
likely to opt out of their neighborhood schools and virtually all travel involves
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attending a school with higher-ability peers.” Students who chose to move grad-
uated at a higher rate than students who did not, but this was probably the re-
sult of their self-selection rather than the move itself. That is, these students
are typically among the most able and have unusually high motivation—qual-
ities that would make them more likely to graduate in any case. The researchers
concluded that intradistrict choice by itself neither harmed those who remained
in neighborhood schools nor demonstrably helped those who moved. Career
academies showed a slightly different pattern: students in the middle of the
ability distribution were most likely to attend them, and those students were
more likely to graduate than similar students who did not move into such acad-
emies. Again, however, it is not possible to fully sort out the separate effects
of the move itself and the students’ motivation and self-selection, so the re-
searchers were reluctant to come to any conclusions about the effects of choice
on student outcomes.??

Intradistrict public school choice programs do not usually raise serious
funding issues, change the accountability structure for teachers, or alter the
governance structure of the district. Thus they are not nearly as controversial
as other forms of choice, and they receive strong public support—about 70 per-
cent in recent surveys.”! Almost all politicians of both parties endorse them,
and parents of students in intradistrict choice plans are generally satisfied. Their
educational impact is probably minimal, but the high level of satisfaction with
them strengthens parental attachment to the public schools as the central
institution for realizing the American dream. Where they do not result in
increased segregation or stratification, where the movement of students does
not hurt those left behind, these plans make sense.

Seventeen states also have mandated interdistrict public choice plans, and
another 14 have plans in which districts may choose to participate. These plans
are more complicated than intradistrict ones: transportation problems can cre-
ate substantial obstacles and funding issues across district lines can be difficult.
In particular, where property taxes account for a high share of school resources
or where spending disparities among districts are large, substantial political
controversy has developed on the issue of how much local money follows a
child to another district.

The greatest restriction on interdistrict choice, however, is the strong pref-
erence of parents to send their children to schools in their own neighborhoods
or towns. In the 19gos an average of § percent of eligible students participated
in choice plans across districts. Some parents or students select a school for its
more convenient location or for idiosyncratic personal reasons: one urban stu-
dent chose a suburban school because “I’d always wanted to go to Westridge.
I just like the name.” In other cases transfers demonstrate “upward filtering,”
in which students enroll in districts or schools with higher test scores or wealth-
ier families. Some African American students who traveled from St. Louis to
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its whiter suburbs every day, for example, particularly appreciated “classes that
will help you with college,” or “good teachers and good counselors,” or the
fact that “they give you the freedom to be grown up, young adults.” In still
other cases, students for some reason transfer away from districts with higher
test scores, honors courses, or graduation rates than the ones they choose to
go to.?2 In Wisconsin almost no low-income students apply for transfers even
though they could receive free transportation to another, sometimes better, dis-
trict. In Michigan and Wisconsin, affluent or growing districts typically do not
participate in interdistrict choice plans: their students do not need to filter up-
wards and the districts do not want new students from other districts. What-
ever their reason, parents appreciate having the choice: “You have some
options,” says a mother in Wisconsin. “It’s not necessarily that one school sys-
tem is better or worse than another. . . . One system may meet the needs of a
certain child but not necessarily another child. And so, what works for one
doesn’t always work for the other.”??

As with intradistrict choice, there is very little evidence on the effects of
interdistrict choice on various goals of education; what evidence we have sug-
gests little measurable impact. A comparison with other nations that have
longer and more extensive experience with school choice helps to fill that ev-
identiary gap, though lessons from such comparisons must be taken cau-
tiously. The British educational system, for example, permits parents to
choose any public school in England or Wales, subject to space constraints;
funding to schools follows the students. The number of students choosing
their schools has increased considerably since the program began in 1989 and
now reaches over 1,200,000 in England, about 15 percent of public school
students. Segregation of poor children in secondary schools declined for the
first eight years of the program, after which it started to rise, although it has
not reached the original level. Schools that control their own admissions are
much less likely to have a proportional share of low-income students than
other schools. Average student achievement scores have increased steadily
and substantially; achievement gaps have diminished by gender, ethnicity, and
region, and between the highest- and lowest-achieving students, although
not by socioeconomic class. The authors of this comprehensive study con-
clude that “education in the U.K. would appear to be moving in the right
direction.”?*

Like intradistrict public school choice, interdistrict choice seems on bal-
ance to be a good policy. It provides some students with the chance for a
better educational alternative or just a new start; it can thus help a few students
pursue their dreams. As we will see, however, the politics of race and class mean
that too few students can participate for public school choice to be a major so-
lution to the problems of unequal opportunity and declining diversity within
student bodies.
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Choice in Practice: Charter Schools

More controversy and harder judgment calls arise with charter schools. They
provoke passionate reactions, for and against. A former assistant secretary of
education characterized them as “schooling based on freedom, innovation,

choice, and accountability, . . . a new model for public education”; the head of
a state teachers’ union, in contrast, called them an “idea . . . hijacked by prof-
iteers and ideologues, . . . an abandonment of public education.””® Charter

schools typically have a contract that sets eligibility criteria for attending the
school, achievement targets and deadlines, and relevant regulations. The char-
ter may include waivers that permit the school to hire teachers who are not
licensed or not members of unions, to give salaries and pension rights that dif-
fer from those in public schools, to offer curricula and set graduation standards
unlike those of public schools, and to provide fewer and less frequent reports
to state authorities.

Depending on their nature and extent, these regulatory waivers can pro-
vide a limited or broad challenge to aspects of the public system and its vested
interests, such as teachers’ unions. If waivers are extensive and achievement
goals clear, charter schools can respond to many of the criticisms raised by crit-
ics of reform; they can, for example, more easily innovate in teaching methods
or develop curricula more tailored to particular student needs than conven-
tional public schools. In sufficient numbers they could theoretically provide a
high level of competition with each other and with conventional public schools.
However, they could also further fragment and stratify public education and
draw resources and support from the public schools.

Charter schools vary enormously from one another. One was founded in
1997 in Princeton, New Jersey, a wealthy school district with both a very well
educated set of (mostly white) residents and a substantial and poorer non-
Anglo enrollment. By almost any standards, its public schools are near the top.
But some parents believe that the schools have succumbed to fads and too many
progressive shibboleths. The charter school prides itself on “drill and skill,” us-
ing textbooks from a series called “The Classics”; its mission statement calls
for “a rigorous curriculum that requires mastery of core knowledge and skills.”
So far the Princeton Charter School offers education only in elementary grades.
A quarter of the eligible students in the public school system have applied for
admission, which is by lottery (some of the founders’ children were not ad-
mitted the first year it opened). The school is small and has small classes, which
may be part of its attraction. Whatever the reason, this is a place concerned
entirely with the individual goals of education rather than the needs of the
wider community, and focused only on its direct participants.

Barely 50 miles south of Princeton is Nueva Esperanza, whose students are
Latinos from a poor north Philadelphia neighborhood. In his old high school,
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says 18-year-old freshman Mark Cruz, “The door was always wide open, you
could do anything you wanted to, there were always fires in the school.” Per-
haps not surprisingly, “I was not learning in there”; were it not for this new
school, “I’d be dropped out.” The force behind Nueva Esperanza and a group
of other new charter schools for Hispanic students is Anthony Colén from the
National Council of La Raza. Latinos, he says, are “not getting what they need
from the public schools for a whole host of reasons.” In a charter school, how-
ever, “we’re able to provide . . . a sense of mission. You own it.” Danny Cortés,
the chief administrative officer of Nueva Esperanza, echoes him: “I want a
private-school feel in a public institution. We want to create the traditions, . . .
the ethos and culture” of a school committed to its students. He also wants the
school to reflect the students’ ethnic heritage; although all classes are taught
in English, everyone must study Spanish. “I don’t want to be a ghetto,” says
Mr. Cortés, “but we want the place to express who they are, culturally. We
want that to be affirmed.” The school is far from scorning individual achieve-
ment—*“] really want those kids to be competing with you for your job,” says
Mr. Col6n—but it is committed to the collective goal of equalizing opportu-
nity and the group-based goal of cultural affirmation. This distinguishes it
sharply from the Princeton Charter School.?®

The profiles and goals of charter schools differ, but they all carry the weight
of their founders’ high hopes. So far this enthusiasm rests more on faith than
on facts. Nueva Esperanza includes only two grades so far, and like the Prince-
ton Charter School, is very new. In general, charter schools are too new and
too diffuse for there to be systematic evidence on whether they improve stu-
dents’ achievement more than regular public schools. One prominent sup-
porter, Paul Hill of the University of Washington, is unusually blunt: “As for
are students doing better or worse, they [states or chartering agencies] haven’t
got a clue. We haven’t figured out the difference between success and failure.”
A recent analysis by the Rand Corporation of charter schools, based largely on
evaluations of charters in Texas and Arizona, nevertheless calls for “cautious
optimism” about their effects on students’ learning.?’

So far two-thirds of the states have authorized charter schools. Since they
began a decade ago, their numbers have grown fast, and there are now about
2,500; most are concentrated in Arizona, California, Michigan, Texas, and
Florida. They are usually very small schools, and together they enroll roughly
1 percent of all public school students in the nation.?® They are clearly not yet
an alternative to a national public system, and no one can predict with confi-
dence whether they will continue to grow at the same pace.

Although a majority of Americans admit to knowing nothing about char-
ter schools, a majority consistently supports their creation when asked for an
opinion.?? Surveys of parents and their children in charter schools can be mis-
leading, since many of those who are dissatisfied or disappointed have pre-
sumably left. Nevertheless, their overall tone is positive. In a poll taken by one
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advocate, three-fifths of charter students say their teachers are better than in
the old schools (only 5 percent say they are worse), and half say they are more
interested in their school work (compared with 8 percent who report less in-
terest). In the same poll, substantial majorities of participating parents report
that charters are better than their children’s former schools in everything from
class size and quality of teaching to curriculum, academic standards, and disci-
pline. More neutral surveys also provide evidence of parents’ and students’ en-
thusiasm as well as greater parental involvement with the schools and more
services from the schools. Even the NEA (hardly a group of enthusiastic pro-
ponents) found that three-fourths of charter teachers would choose to teach in
a charter school if they were to decide again despite the fact that salaries are
no higher and job security is lower; only one-tenth would not.’® Greater op-
tions do provide higher satisfaction for all kinds of participants in charter
schools; it is just not clear that they provide any better results.

In a majority of the 21 states with a relatively large number of charter
school students, they enroll a higher proportion of nonwhite students than do
regular public schools. About half of these states also have a disproportionate
number of poor children enrolled in charter schools. In Illinois and Ohio, in
fact, almost 70 percent of charter school students, but only 30 per cent of reg-
ular school students, are poor. If charter schools can help these poor children
to catch up to others, they will promote the American dream; to quote an ad-
vocate, “We have a deeply inequitable public school system in which the wealthy
already have school choice. . . . The charter approach expands options for fam-
ilies who have the fewest options now.”?!

A serious problem remains. Except in relatively homogeneous districts,
charter schools that focus on poor or non-Anglo children, like those that ap-
peal to wealthier or white children, will reduce diversity and make it harder for
students to engage comfortably with those different from themselves. Right
now, overall, there is a higher proportion of nonwhite students in charter
schools than in regular schools, roughly even proportions of poor students and
English language learners, and a much lower proportion of students with dis-
abilities. But compared with other schools in their own districts, charter schools
sometimes have many more, or many fewer, nonwhite students.’?

This pattern is consistent with a variety of studies showing that when pub-
lic school choice is available, parents (especially white parents) typically choose
schools in which their children will not be in a racial or socioeconomic mi-
nority. Washington, D.C., for example, has a Web site with a variety of in-
formation on all District schools so that parents can choose among them. Since
it was made available, almost a third of parents—more than looked at any other
single piece of information—checked information on students’ race and class
very early in their search process. They look next at school location; very few
examine information on teacher quality. Highly educated parents are especially
likely to focus on student demographics (and then on test scores).?* Similarly,
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a study of 1,006 charter school households in Texas found that even though
no parents claimed to care about shared race or ethnicity when choosing a char-
ter school, each group (blacks, Anglos, and Hispanics) ended up in schools that
had considerably more members of their own race or ethnicity than the schools
that they had left. These results held even when the analyst controlled for a
variety of parental and school characteristics.>* As with other experiences with
parental choice, then, the early evidence on charter schools suggests that they
are more likely than not to increase the overall level of racial and ethnic isola-
tion in the school system.?

Charter (or other public) schools run by profit-making companies, rather
than by nonprofits or individual reformers, can raise additional difficult issues.
In general these schools look like most other charters: the company agrees to
run the school for the same per-pupil cost to the district as a similarly situated
public or charter school, and in exchange promises to reach a predetermined
set of student achievement levels or other academic objectives. At the same
time, the company hopes to make a profit if it can run the school for less. This
approach can produce efficiencies, particularly in the delivery of custodial, cafe-
teria, and other support services. But since most of a school’s budget goes into
salaries for staff, the greatest potential savings comes from replacing union with
nonunion teaching personnel or from replacing some teachers entirely with
computer-based instruction. Substantial savings can also come from receiving
waivers from special education regulations of various kinds. This was the ba-
sic approach when Education Alternatives, Inc., (EAI) tried to run the Hart-
ford schools in the mid-199os; it is not an approach that has been shown to
enhance student achievement.

All charter schools are unstable because they can be closed if they do not
meet their mandates, and some have been closed because of financial or educa-
tional malfeasance.?® But for-profit schools face an additional level of instabil-
ity. Profit-making companies are subject to the vagaries of financial markets,
takeover or bankruptcy, or problems in the company’s other corporate divisions
that drain financial and personnel resources. In addition, at present only a few
companies are in this business; school districts can therefore face a real dilemma
when a company’s initial contract expires and the company seeks to set more
expensive or less responsive terms. Most importantly, when the company ap-
pears to protect profits and eliminate services at the expense of children, trust
between parents and schools can be broken; this situation greatly contributed
to the termination of the EAI contract in Hartford. While none of these prob-
lems necessarily follow for-profit charter schools, few school districts have been
willing to take the risk. Most parents are just as reluctant, as demonstrated in
New York City by the overwhelming rejection of a plan to allow a for-profit
charter company to take over even five very troubled public schools.?”

Charter enthusiasts promise that they will enhance the education not only
of their own students but also of those in conventional public schools. Joseph
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Lieberman, the Democratic senator from Connecticut, argues, for example,
that “competition from charter schools is the best way to motivate the ossified
bureaucracies governing too many public schools. This grass-roots revolution
seeks to reconnect public education with our most basic values: ingenuity, re-
sponsibility, and accountability.” The evidence is mixed on whether charter
schools do, or do not, induce constructive reforms in noncharter schools. Some
public schools in districts with charters have become more energetic them-
selves, advertising in the local media, trying to reduce costs by outsourcing
noneducational services, or enhancing preschool programs. In other places
school leaders ignore or know little about nearby charters. In a few cases,
schools may even be pleased that a charter is easing pressure by removing dis-
affected parents or unhappy children.’® So far, in fact, charter schools’ main
impact has been in the political arena; despite some hostility from both public
school educators and voucher proponents, they have provided a compromise
between those who would focus on reform within the public system and those
who would replace it with a broad private choice program.

The evidence is similarly mixed on whether charter schools are themselves
very innovative. Advocates see them as “seedbeds of innovation and educational
diversity,” but reliable academic studies find that “when compared with tradi-
tional public schools, many charter schools seem unremarkable.” Founders of
charters most often describe their goals as “realiz[ing] an alternative vision” fo-
cused on curricular or instructional innovations intended to improve individ-
ual achievement, in the words of the most extensive survey. In contrast, about
a quarter seek mainly to “serve a special population of students.”*” Advantage
Schools, a for-profit charter school company, sees the core “customer base” as
one that “crave[s] a school setting that is orderly and safe and focused and on
task. And that’s the brand we endeavor to provide them with.” It is too soon
to tell whether any consistent pattern of educational innovation will actually
result from these various goals.

In sum, many states promote charter schools (for different reasons), and
most citizens endorse them; they have some unrealized potential to bring en-
ergy and innovation into the education system, and they may spur on the pub-
lic schools. They can, however, also further separate the student body along
racial, ethnic, or class lines and can draw funds and support from the public
schools; for these reasons they do not make nearly as much sense in districts
with schools that are good or have problems that can be rectified with some
concentrated effort. In those places potential charter school parents can pro-
vide a strong force for reform; in those places it is best to keep the money and
parental attention focused on schools for all children.

In contrast, in overwhelmingly poor, minority districts where schools are
failing, problems are widespread, and reform will take many years, an experi-
ment with charter schools is hard to oppose. “In a community where there
are high dropout rates, very low literacy rates, overcrowded classrooms, and a
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myriad of obstacles in the acquisition of education for our kids,” says Rev. Luis
Cortés, who heads an organization in Philadelphia beginning a charter school,
“anything that is innovative, that is different, that tries [to do better] is being
welcomed.”! Charter schools in districts like this can hardly increase the ex-
isting high level of segregation, and they may help to equalize opportunity as
well as give some students a better chance to pursue their dreams. This is a sit-
uation in which experimentation makes real sense.

It is “as yet unclear,” in the words of a careful researcher, whether charter
schools will “prove to be a public alternative that encourages greater perform-
ance in the system as a whole . . . or to be a minor passing fad.”*> They are
too new, too few, too diverse, too mutable, and too bereft of careful evaluation
to allow any strong conclusion about their impact on the realization of the
American dream.

New Zealand, which created a national system of charter schools a decade
ago, may offer a perspective on what a more extensive system of charters might
mean in the United States over the long term. It devolved authority to local
public schools with elected boards of trustees, eliminated most central gov-
ernmental regulations, and allowed students to choose among schools, a change
that won the approval of most New Zealanders. Edward Fiske, the former ed-
ucation reporter for the New York Times, and Helen Ladd, an educational econ-
omist at Duke University, have evaluated this reform with an eye toward its
implications for choice programs in the United States. They found that most
parents in New Zealand evaluate a school by the class and race of its students.
As a result, schools with the highest-status students are oversubscribed, so they
can choose among applicants. Average performance in these popular schools
has improved; some minority and poor white children have been admitted to
them, and evidence shows that those students receive a better education than
they would have under the old system. However, New Zealand’s schools over-
all are more polarized by race, ethnicity, and class than a decade ago, and
average performance in less popular (that is, mostly poor and predominantly
nonwhite) schools has declined. The least popular schools are caught in a spi-
ral of failure where “rolls decline, which leads to a reduction in staff, which af-
fects the quality of the academic program, which makes it even more difficult
to attract skilled staff,” which further reduces rolls. These schools have stum-
bled along for a decade, and only recently has the government recognized that
they need many more resources and much more help than simply advice on
how better to manage budgets and personnel. Few schools, even the most suc-
cessful, are very innovative or seek to appeal to students outside the mainstream;
they are too dependent on attracting parents who turn out to be quite conser-
vative in their curricular and pedagogical choices.*3

All this is consistent with the evidence so far on charter schools here and
with our knowledge of parental preferences in the United States. The authors
“highlight the fact that the competitive system increased the disparities among
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schools not only in terms of the ethnic and SES [socioeconomic] level of
the students but also in terms of student performance.” They conclude that
“other countries . . . would have to be extremely vigilant . . . to avoid similar

outcomes.”

Private and Parochial School Choice

A broad choice program, one that provided public funds to help pay the tu-
ition of students at any parochial or private school in the state, would obvi-
ously present the greatest challenge to the current system of public schooling.
"The system would no longer be public in the same sense and it would no longer
be subject to democratic control in the same way. The public schools would
no longer be the central institution chosen by Americans to put into practice
the various values of the American dream. Some voucher proponents endorse
both individual and collective goals of the dream, and some add group-specific
goals as well, but many focus mainly on individual achievement and are will-
ing to take substantial risks with the other goals in its name. All believe that
public schools have failed to incorporate all children into the dream because
they are deeply, perhaps irremediably, flawed. Moderate supporters make this
claim about troubled inner city schools; the strongest proponents make it about
the whole system, which should in their view be abandoned. In the first cate-
gory is the angry mother in Cleveland who is tired “of being told to stick it
out and wait because they [public schools] will eventually improve. But my chil-
dren and all children cannot wait. Their lives cannot be put on hold until the
public schools improve.” The Wall Street Journal sometimes provides the rhet-
oric for those less moderate: test scores, it says, show “not simply failure. This
is mass fraud. And in an economy that increasingly puts a premium on skills,
this is a system condemning too many . . . children to second-class citizenship
in the American Dream. What these kids need is not more money thrown in
but more back doors opened up.”*

Voucher proponents are right about the dismal state of some public schools,
particularly those attended by poor children in poor neighborhoods. But they
are not right in claiming that a system of market-based schools will solve the
educational problems of those children. There is little evidence on the effects
of private and parochial school choice through vouchers, and what we have
is inconclusive. There is overwhelming evidence, however, on the ability of
better-off parents to insulate their children from poor (and often non-Anglo)
classmates. Vouchers will be not be politically acceptable to the majority of
Americans if they are designed to move more than small numbers of poor
children into middle-class schools, and they will not be educationally effective
it they just move poor children from public to private schools with almost
the same proportion of poor children. Markets cannot solve, and could even
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exacerbate, the educational problems created by the preference of parents for
class (and racial) separation.

The idea of vouchers has a more general, deeper, flaw as well. Public schools
are the only institution in which, in principle, all American children have equal
standing and are expected to interact on the same footing. They are also the only
institution in which, in principle, American children are taught to become good
citizens through learning a common core of knowledge, acquiring a common set
of democratic values and practices, and developing a common commitment to
their nation and its people. That some public schools fail to achieve these goals
is a deep problem, but the collective goals of the American dream are too im-
portant for failure to mean that we should give up on the public system.

"This does not mean that all public schools deserve to be protected or that
private and parochial schools do not benefit their students. It does not imply
that educators bear no blame for children’s failure or that incentives for im-
proved performance would not help. It certainly does not mean that experi-
ments in private choice should not be carefully evaluated to see if we can learn
lessons to help children in the worst schools. But broad claims on behalf of
publicly funded, systemwide, private or parochial school choice are empirically
unwarranted and ideologically destructive.

Despite all the talk about vouchers, the United States has had very few
broad choice plans involving public funding of private or parochial school tu-
ition. The only ones have been in Milwaukee, where an initially small program
recently expanded and now includes parochial schools, a similar program in
Cleveland, a new statewide program for failing schools in Florida that quickly
ran into trouble in state courts, and small programs in Vermont and Maine. In
total they involve about 15,000 children—Iless than a tenth of 1 percent of all
K-12 students. (There are also privately funded experiments in roughly go dis-
tricts around the nation, including Indianapolis, San Antonio, and New York
City, involving about 60,000 low-income students. They remain private and
usually operate on a small scale in any one location, so up to this point they
have raised few challenges to public schools.)*

The Supreme Court recently decided, in Zelman v. Simmons-Harris, that
it is constitutional for public funds to be used to pay tuition to religious schools.
Since over three-quarters of private school students now attend such schools,
this decision could permit a substantial expansion of broad choice plans. It will
certainly make it easier for groups of parents united by ideology, religion, or
values to assert their right to control the education of their children and have
their tax money support the schools that their groups favor.*’ States have un-
til recently accommodated these parents’ desires mainly by permitting home
schooling®® or by providing limited support for services to some students en-
rolled in private or parochial schools. Using public funds on a wider scale to
support schools sponsored by churches or other religious groups will clearly
enhance the legitimacy of group values in education.
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Most advocates of broad choice programs, however, probably care less
about group-based goals than about enabling individual students to pursue suc-
cess. As the mission statement of the pro-voucher Institute for Justice puts it,
“Our vision is one of individual initiative and opportunity, not group rights
and entitlements.”* Advocates also argue that families pursuing success for
their own children will enhance the possibility that others will also find suc-
cess. That is, regardless of income, all parents with vouchers and sufficient in-
formation about school quality would be able to patronize successful schools
and thereby provide motivation for other schools to improve or go out of busi-
ness. Schools seeking students would specialize enough for parents to find one
that matches their goals, and some would experiment enough to find the right
mechanisms for promoting success. These would attract more parents and im-
itators—thereby improving the quality of yet other schools. This system re-
quires a high level of school autonomy and therefore a minimum of district-
level management or direct democratic control by the public at large.

Finally, some advocates believe that vouchers promote fairness, participatory
democracy, and engagement with public debate as well as improved quality of ed-
ucation. Subsidies in their view would enhance fairness by giving poor parents
the same freedom to choose a private or parochial school that wealthier par-
ents have always had. The very fact of choosing, they continue, will
encourage parents and their children to care more about their schools and to
become more involved in decision making within the schools.*® As political sci-
entists Paul Peterson and David Campbell put it, “Students who attend non-
government schools . . . are . . . not being taught to withdraw from civic life but
to practice it in a certain way. . . . In fact, many parents who have removed their
children from government schools have done so to re-attach them to a civic idea.”
Thus in this view a properly managed voucher program would promote individ-
ual and group-based educational goals, and it would strengthen the community
in ways consistent with the collective goals of the American dream. They believe,
in short, that “teachers will be more effective, parents more engaged, students in-
creasingly challenged, and minority learning problems better addressed.”!

Opponents of broad choice programs worry, however, that market-based
incentives will result in low-cost, low-quality schools. They fear that without
careful monitoring schools will hire unqualified teachers and cut corners on
safety, financial safeguards, and facilities. They are skeptical about the quality
and extent of information about teaching likely to be available to and used by
parents, especially those with little education, thin social networks, or poor
English language skills. They are concerned about what will happen to stu-
dents when schools close or move or when public schools, especially in poor
districts, lose essential funds, innovative teachers, and engaged parents to the
private sector.

Voucher opponents, perhaps ironically, anticipate that choice plans could
actually lead to Jess parental control over their children’s schooling. Successful
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private schools may be unresponsive to parents who are unhappy with some-
thing in the school but who do not want to remove their children. “The
legitimate response of school officials to parents who protest a policy or a cur-
riculum in a choice system,” says democratic theorist Iris Young, “is ‘so take
your voucher someplace else.” In a public school system there are more grounds
for claiming some democratic input into what the schools do.”?

These concerns revolve around individual achievement; others focus on
implications of a broad-scale voucher program for the collective goals of edu-
cation. Opponents’ chief fear is that desirable schools will select children of
privileged parents and vice versa, so that students of different races or ethnic-
ities, classes, religions, ideology, and levels of ability or disability will mingle
even less than they do now. Differences in educational quality across schools
are similarly likely to be exacerbated if the privileged or preferred are chosen
and the difficult or disfavored are left to the strained public schools. Further-
more, critics fear that market incentives will lead schools to choose curricula
too narrowly tailored to particular group norms or actually hostile to broad
democratic values; even the eminent pro-choice sociologist Nathan Glazer
points out that vouchers would probably produce “a number [of schools] that
will outrage even the most fervent advocates of the freedom to choose one’s
school and one’s education.”3 With the Zelman decision, some critics fear that
public funds will end up supporting religious schools that teach values incom-
mensurate with American liberal democratic practices.’*

It may be possible to design a system that deals with programmatic
concerns about promoting achievement and equal opportunity, especially if
vouchers were limited to those who were poor and voucher schools were well
regulated.’ But no design for a broad choice system is likely to overcome the
desire of better-off parents to ensure that their children attend school with oth-
ers just as well off, and a voucher system would by definition discount the im-
portance of the public schools, thereby undermining almost two centuries of
commitment to them as the vehicle to turn the American dream into reality. A
full choice plan would shift the way Americans think about their government,
relating to it less as citizens and more as consumers or members of identity groups.
A system of public schools now framed by citizens with one vote each who must
come to some agreement about education would be replaced by a marketplace
framed by consumers with very different resources and no need to reach con-
sensus on educational issues. To the extent that debates about schooling have
functioned as a forum for setting social priorities, that debate could be seriously
curtailed or distorted by a fragmenting market. Most importantly, the loss of
public schooling would mean the end of the only institution that affects just about
all Americans, teaching them what it means to be an American and how to rec-
oncile their own dreams with those of very different others.

If vouchers substantially enhanced individual achievement, they would raise
legitimate questions about priorities among the individual, group-based, and
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collective goals of education. But there is no solid evidence that they do. The
first voucher program, in Milwaukee, has had three sets of evaluators. John
Witte and his colleagues at the University of Wisconsin found over its first five
years “no consistent difference” in test scores for students who used the vouch-
ers and a matched set of students who remained in the Milwaukee public
schools. Paul Peterson and his colleagues at Harvard University used a differ-
ent comparison group and found statistically significant improvements in the
scores of voucher students. Finally, Cecelia Rouse at Princeton University used
yet another set of techniques and split the difference—finding improvements
in math but not in reading. She also identified a set of Milwaukee public schools
with small classes that outperformed both the choice schools and the other
public schools.*®

"This was not a polite squabble among scholars who view the world through
slightly different lenses; the disagreement was public, nasty, and consequential.
Professor Peterson and his colleagues wrote in the Wall Street Journal that Pro-
fessor Witte’s study was “so methodologically flawed as to be worthless,” and
that it “isn’t just bad science—it’s actually harmful to the underprivileged chil-
dren who most need the opportunities vouchers would provide.” Witte replied
that the Peterson group’s work was a “confusing, tortured effort to try to find
any evidence” that students in a voucher plan would benefit. Their methods,
in his view, were “theoretically inappropriate” and “very biased”; the data “are
woefully inadequate and inconsistent”; and “the paper is so poorly presented
that many of the tables are incomprehensible.”*” Senator Robert Dole used Pe-
terson’s results as part of his justification for supporting voucher plans in the
1996 presidential race; President Clinton used Witte’s results as part of his jus-
tification for opposing such plans in that race.

This exchange reveals much about the intensity of views about vouchers
but little about their effects. In the end none of the results from Milwaukee
provide much useful information (Witte, Peterson, and Rouse all concur); only
a few hundred students and seven or fewer schools were involved, and both
students and participating schools came and went during the years that the pro-
gram was being evaluated.’® A study of the somewhat larger program in Cleve-
land is equally uninformative, both because some schools that were involved
have left the voucher program (to become charter schools) and because the
evaluation has substantial methodological problems.’” The results of evalua-
tions of voucher programs funded by private donors in several cities such as
New York, Dayton, and Washington show that African American students with
vouchers gained from attending private and parochial schools. But these results
too are not clear-cut. The evaluators themselves have disagreed on how mean-
ingful the results are; the changes in test scores vary in puzzling ways across
grade levels, cities, and racial or ethnic groups; and there is insufficient evi-
dence on whether the private and parochial schools chose vouchered students
in a nonrandom way.% Publications like the Economist of London cite these
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latter studies in defense of its claim that “the biggest reason why the center of
gravity [in the debate over school choice] is shifting is simple: vouchers seem
to work,”®! but that conclusion is not warranted.

Three results do consistently appear in evaluations of voucher programs.
Parents are generally more satisfied than they were with their child’s previous
school, and children frequently, though not always, behave better when they
move to a private school with a voucher; not surprisingly, the more satisfied
they are, the more likely they are to stay in the new school. Second, in rela-
tively large programs, a substantial number of eligible students choose not to
participate. In Milwaukee the program now permits about 15,000 students to
participate, but fewer than 11,000 have enrolled. In Edgewood, Texas, where
the entire student population of over 13,000 were offered privately funded
vouchers, only 1,655 accepted the offer in 2001. In the second year of a pro-
gram in Florida, about 8,900 children in 10 schools were made eligible to re-
ceive vouchers to transfer; parents of only 659 had applied for vouchers by the
beginning of the school year in 2002. Finally, where they have the option, most
voucher students end up in religious schools; as the pro-voucher Friedman
Foundation puts it, “No current school choice program of significant size can
exist without the inclusion of parochial schools.”®?

Analysts do not agree on whether voucher programs affect the quality of
the public school system at all, never mind whether the effects are beneficial
or harmful. And even choice advocates agree that small-scale experiments tell
us little, if anything, about the likely impact of vouchers if their scale were to
be dramatically increased within a single district or across many districts. In
the words of the most recent study of vouchers by the Rand Corporation, “Even
if the experimental findings are methodologically sound, they may be imper-
fect predictors of the achievement effects of more generous, publicly funded
voucher and charter programs that would bring in a larger segment of the pop-
ulation” and a different set of schools.%?

Voucher proponents naturally want a big experiment to settle the question
of the impact of a large-scale program, but they are unlikely to get one, for po-
litical and substantive reasons. Opponents are likely to block or distort a ma-
jor experiment, as they did in Alum Rock, California; voters are likely to
reject it, as they have every time they have been asked in a referendum. And
school districts are likely to refuse to cooperate with it, as would any organi-
zation asked to undermine itself. Evaluations are also intrusive: educators in
Edgewood and the three comparison districts threw the evaluators out after
one year. Finally, the substantive evidence on large-scale voucher systems in
other nations will not impress anyone who cares about the role of schools in
promoting the American dream.

In 1980, for example, Chile implemented a voucher plan similar to that
now advocated by American proponents. Private schools were deregulated and
fully subsidized if they chose to participate in the system, and they now com-
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pete for students with deregulated locally run public schools in most metro-
politan areas. Private schools were allowed to charge fees and screen students;
teachers’ unions were essentially eliminated after 1990, as were national cur-
ricula and national standards.

By 1990 three-quarters of the poorest 40 percent of the children attended
municipal public schools, and three-quarters of the richest 20 percent attended
subsidized or elite private schools. During this first decade, achievement test
scores overall remained about the same, with slight gains for middle-income
students and slight losses for poor students. In the second decade, under a new
governmental regime, the schools received much more funding, overall achieve-
ment rates rose, and the gap between highest- and lowest-scoring schools de-
clined somewhat. Since 1996, however, improvements have stalled and debate
over the effectiveness of the 19gos reforms has risen. Two careful evaluators
of this experiment have found that “non-religious and profit maximizing
voucher schools . . . [were] marginally less effective than public schools in pro-
ducing Spanish and mathematics achievement in the fourth grade. . . . [They]
are even less effective than public schools when they are located outside of the
capital. . . . Catholic voucher schools . . . [were] able to achieve higher test
scores for similar students but only by spending more.” Even the pro-choice
Economist points out that “poorer parents lack information and cannot afford
the bus fare to more distant schools in better-off areas. Neither can bad teach-
ers or heads be easily sacked.”®* As in New Zealand’s extensive charter school
system, parents like having more choices, but overall, achievement scores
changed in different directions for different sets of children, and schools be-
came more separated by socioeconomic class. Neither those who put a prior-
ity on individual goals of schooling nor those who care most about group-based
or collective goals should want to emulate this experience in the United States.

A broad voucher program in the United States would represent the kind
of fundamental change in schooling that has historically been justified only by
a present or imminent crisis. But most people do not perceive the schools in
their districts to be in crisis. Typically 40 to 50 percent of survey respondents
rank their local public schools as excellent or good, and about 30 percent rank
them as fair; the majority of parents are reasonably satisfied with their own
child’s school.%> After all, students in most schools have held steady or made
gains in achievement and attainment over time.

If asked, citizens usually endorse the idea of more choice, especially for
children in “underperforming” schools; frequently a majority of African Amer-
icans, Latinos, the poor, the young, urban residents, and the poorly educated
support the idea of vouchers on public opinion surveys.%¢ But confronted with
a direct choice, a larger majority prefers investment in school reform to spend-
ing on vouchers for private schools. When asked in 1999, for example, what
the next president should do to improve education in this country, almost two-
fifths of respondents endorsed increases in public school funding, one-fifth
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proposed better teachers, and only 2 percent chose vouchers and competition.’
Even general support for “choice” should not be taken too seriously: when
asked directly if they understood what vouchers entailed, 8o percent of Amer-
icans said that they knew too little to have an opinion on them. Substantial ma-
jorities of parents even in Cleveland and Milwaukee know nothing about them
and have no opinion on their merits.®® Most generally, two-thirds of Ameri-
cans agree that “the public schools deserve our support even if they are per-
forming poorly,” and two-fifths agree that “the more children attend public
schools, rather than private or parochial schools, the better it is for American
society.” As staunch voucher supporter Terry Moe said in one of the comments
heading this chapter, “Americans like the public school system . . . [and most]
are reasonably satisfied with what they are getting overall.”® That attitude is
unlikely to provide the support needed to make the huge changes inherent in
a big choice program.

The public’s actions, for once, accord with their sentiments as expressed
in surveys: despite much expressed interest in the idea of vouchers, there is lit-
tle commitment to their actual implementation. Private voucher programs in
large cities with bad schools often receive many more initial applications than
there are spaces, but many of those families selected (usually by lottery) do not
take up the voucher or withdraw their children from their new schools after a
year or so. And voucher proposals have suffered definitive losses whenever put
to a popular vote. A proposition in California in 2000 received the support of
only 30 percent of the voters; the result was the same in Michigan in the same
year despite the fact that proponents of vouchers spent more than twice as
much as opponents. No demographic group came close to giving vouchers ma-
jority support in either state; even a majority of self-identified Republicans or
conservatives voted against them.”® Congress has consistently refused to pass
a voucher proposal, even one coming from President George W. Bush as part
of an enormously popular education reform bill, and private choice programs
have similarly failed to gain sufficient support in most state legislatures. Even
the vehemently pro-voucher Heritage Foundation counts only 12 governors as
supporting vouchers, and only four of them enjoy unified Republican rule in
their legislatures; without Republican majorities, and sometimes even with
them, these proposals have little chance. New York Times reporter Richard Roth-
stein summarized the situation this way: “Yes,” he said in a headline, “Vouch-
ers Are Dead.””!

The Political Conundrum of Vouchers

In principle the broadest choice program would permit students to attend, at
public expense, any public, private, or parochial school in a state. If poor ur-
ban children could attend schools in wealthier (and whiter) districts, it would
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increase racial and class integration for all students as well as the chances for
individual success of predominantly nonwhite children. The most compelling
arguments for choice have been made on behalf of poor children trapped in
failing schools; this approach would provide them with a way out. But when it
comes to broad programs involving urban children, especially programs that
include suburban public schools, the politics of choice begin to resemble the
politics of desegregation; most middle-class whites profess belief but few are
willing to participate in anything more than token numbers. The new federal
education reform law ostensibly gives children in failing schools the option to
transfer out, but public schools in various districts have already announced that
they will have no room for them. “I don’t see the choice thing as a big change,”
said the deputy commissioner of education for Massachusetts. “Good schools
that are doing well are pretty much at capacity already.””? It does not take a
high level of suspicion to assume that if they have any excess capacity at all,
good schools will add other students before turning to poor inner-city children
who have already suffered through several years of atrocious schooling.

In addition, since the number of private and parochial schools is small,
their capacity to accommodate additional students from the public schools is
very limited. So is their willingness to participate in such a program, in at least
some cases. As the author of a letter to the editor of Education Week observed,

Most private schools . . . do not need the money badly enough to take on the
challenges of teaching at-risk voucher kids. Neither do they care to person-
ally save the ghetto with their own schools’ reputations. If they did, they would
be leaders in the pro-voucher movement, which they most assuredly are not.
... When middle and upper-middle-class parents asked themselves the what’s-
in-it-for-me question, they quickly realized the answer was nothing. . . .
[Wlidespread voucher support disappeared.

President Bush apparently recognizes this fact: in January 2001 he inad-
vertently broadcast a whispered observation that “there are a lot of Republi-
cans who don’t like vouchers. They come from wealthy suburban districts who
are scared to death of irritating the public school movement, and their schools
are good.””3

For broad choice programs to really help many children, a substantial num-
ber of schools outside the cities would have to participate. Few nonurban politi-
cians, however, can risk supporting a program that permits a large number of
poor non-Anglo children from the city to attend public schools (and sometimes
even private schools) in the suburbs. That political dynamic in good part ex-
plains why the two major private choice programs in this country were au-
thorized only within the city limits of Milwaukee and Cleveland, and why no
public schools in suburban districts adjoining Cleveland accepted either the
state’s invitation or the federal judge’s plea to participate.”*

Like liberal proponents of desegregation, therefore, conservative advocates
of market-based solutions are caught between ideology and reality: they
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endorse the idea of the broadest possible choice but they cannot find a way to
do it that is acceptable to them or their constituents. And as in the case of de-
segregation, poor urban children, who could gain access to better schools and
increase diversity within them if such a choice program were implemented, are
unlikely ever to benefit from it. Once again a majority of Americans outside
the cities will not accept a proposal for change—this time from the right rather
than the left—in part because they fear its impact on the achievement of their
own children and on their own associational preferences.

On vouchers, then, both politics and substance lead to the same conclusion:
large-scale privatization of public schooling would not necessarily promote in-
dividual success, and would undermine the public’s long-standing commitment
to put the American dream into practice through the shared institution of the
schools. Americans believe strongly in what Terry Moe describes as the pub-
lic school ideology:

Many Americans simply like the idea of a public school system. They see it as
an expression of local democracy and a pillar of the local community; they ad-
mire the egalitarian principles on which it is based, they think it deserves our
commitment and support, and they tend to regard as subversive any notion

that private schools should play a larger role in educating the nation’s chil-
dren.”?

In our terms, Americans believe that schools should not only promote the abil-
ity of individuals to pursue their dreams but should be the vehicle for Ameri-
cans to learn to engage in a common enterprise of shared citizenship. Voucher
programs for private and parochial schools violate this ideology. Americans love
the idea of choices. But school choice is too weak a lever to provide the an-
swer to the problems of American education. Help can only come on the dif-
ficult roads of finance equity, school reform, and inclusion.
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SEPARATION AND INCLUSION

We don’t humbly ask for fairness. We demand educational equity and justice
for all children and their families.

—DMember of Padres Unidos, an organization of Spanish-speaking

parents of children in Denver public schools

[Education] has a fundamental role in maintaining the fabric of our society.
We cannot ignore the significant costs borne by our Nation when select groups
are denied the means to absorb the values and skills upon which our social or-
der rests.

—U.S. Supreme Court, Plyler v. Doe, 1982

Do we evaluate the long-term effects of our grouping practices with open
minds, or do we see only what we want to see. . . . [T]o what extent [do we]
.. . automatically offer some youngsters more than their share of the Ameri-
can dream while deferring that dream for others?

—Corkin Cherubini, superintendent, Calbhoun County, Georgia'

their children be taken out of bilingual education classes and put into reg-

ular, English-speaking classes; in Florida the state department of educa-
tion officially chastises the schools in Orange County for not providing bilingual
education classes. A mother hires attorneys and spends two years fighting to
have her developmentally disabled teenage daughter placed in a full-time res-
idential facility at public expense; another set of parents pays for neuropsy-
chological testing for their five-year-old son with cerebral palsy so that they
can do battle if the Wellesley, Massachusetts, school district tries to move him
out of a regular kindergarten class. In Montclair, New Jersey, one parent op-
poses a plan to eliminate ability grouping in ninth-grade English because he
“doesn’t want his daughter jeopardized by the possibility that the new plan is-
n’t going to work”; another supports the plan because “an end should be put
to a [grouping] system that intentionally or unintentionally privileges a small
minority and fails to do justice to the rest of the children.”?

IN Los ANGELES HISPANIC PARENTS PICKET A SCHOOL, demanding that



134 THE AMERICAN DREAM AND THE PUBLIC SCHOOLS

It is extremely hard to figure out how best to educate children who are in
some way distinctive in their physical, emotional, or academic capacity, or in
their English language proficiency. These children may differ not only from
the majority of students but also from those perceived to have the same char-
acteristics. Their advocates sometimes disagree passionately about how the in-
clusion of students with distinctive characteristics affects their achievement and
that of their peers. In addition, the placement of these students is often affected
unfairly by the usual racial and class hierarchies. Everyone concurs that whether
we help children with distinctive characteristics to achieve their dreams is an
important test of our nation’s commitment to the American dream. But deep
disagreements remain about how to do it.

Most Americans believe, in principle, that interaction in the classroom and
playground is the best way for children to learn to appreciate, or at least deal
with, people different from themselves. Mixing in this way may even lead stu-
dents to find new dreams, see new possibilities, invent new futures. This is the
premise behind the view that the collective goals of education are best achieved
when students are educated together regardless of variations in ethnicity or
race, gender or religion, ability or disability, background or beliefs. This is the
basic idea behind the traditional American “common school” and the chief rea-
son why students are generally assigned to public schools based on where they
live rather than who they are.?

However, some of those who place priority on individual goals of
schooling seek separate instruction for particular kinds of students—especially
children with physical, mental, or emotional disabilities, children who are not
fluent in English, or children with very high or very low perceived academic
abilities. Parents, educators, advocates, or elected officials sometimes support
separation but often for different reasons. Some fear that students with distinct
needs will not be taught well or will be ostracized in a regular classroom; oth-
ers believe that the education of other children will suffer if those with distinct
needs are in the same classroom and require too much attention or otherwise
change the dynamics. The decision of whether to give priority to collective
goals and therefore educate students together as much as possible, or to indi-
vidual goals and therefore perhaps educate more students separately, creates
another variant of the educational dilemma inherent in the American dream.

Policy decisions become even more complicated when students with these
distinct educational needs are also African American, Hispanic, poor, or oth-
erwise at a social disadvantage. Advocates may claim that these students can
achieve their dreams only if schools pay more attention to the special needs of
their groups, which might imply lower priority for both the individual and the
broader collective goals of schooling. Advocates in such a case may pressure
schools to promote a new curriculum, use particular teaching techniques, hire
staff from the same group, or create a separate instructional program for mem-
bers of that group in deference to its needs or values. Out of a belief that this
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may be the most appropriate education for these children, or to provide op-
portunity and recognition to a group treated badly in the past, schools some-
times concur.

For one or several of these reasons, schools often do separate students with
emotional problems and some kinds of learning or physical disabilities, or give
students separate classes focused on English language education for a transi-
tional or extended period. They also usually divide students into ability groups
or career tracks. But each of these policies is controversial: other parents, ed-
ucators, and activists oppose this kind of separation. They believe that greater
inclusion, sometimes full inclusion (with appropriate changes in the process of
schooling for all students), would be best for individuals, groups, and the col-
lective goals of education. Thus they seek mainstreaming for almost all chil-
dren with disabilities, English-only instruction as soon as possible, or
heterogeneous classrooms across ability groupings.

Both those who advocate separation and those who want inclusion believe
that their strategy is the best way to promote the American dream. Neverthe-
less, disputes can be fierce and involve complicated crosscurrents of goals and
tactics, cultures and demography, practice and pedagogy. To some, inclusion
of children with distinctive needs in mainstream classes is “a trek across a vast
wasteland, . . . where . . . parents have been duped”; to others separate place-
ments are themselves the moral equivalent of slavery or apartheid.*

Special education, bilingual education, and ability grouping are three
arenas in which issues of separation and inclusion confront the goals of the Amer-
ican dream in public schooling. Policies in each area raise the same two under-
lying questions: What is educationally best for the students? How far should we
push the premise that children should be educated in the same classrooms, sep-
arated only by age and grade, once they are assigned to a district and school
according to where they live? Disputes on all of these policies involve all three
goals of education, group-based as well as individual and collective; advocates for
children are on all sides of the issue; and educators over time have changed their
views about the best things to do for children with distinct needs or character-
istics. Despite these similarities the political dynamics on the three issues differ
significantly. The vast majority of parents remain uninvolved in disputes over
special education or bilingual education; in contrast, many parents, especially
elites, become involved if districts try to change their policies with regard to abil-
ity grouping—which is why they mostly do not.

About a tenth of parents and educators in all districts are deeply engaged
with the issue of special education. Physical disabilities can appear in any fam-
ily at any time, as can learning disabilities and severe emotional problems, al-
though racial and class differences complicate the identification of children in
the latter cases. Parents of children with disabilities are often deeply engaged
(as are their lawyers, since they have an extensive set of rights under statutory
and case law), but other parents usually are not.
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The proportion of students who do not speak English varies enormously
across the country; in some places all are fluent in English, and in a few places
almost none are. Unlike with special education, the number of people involved
with bilingual education therefore differs considerably across districts, com-
munities, and states. Also unlike special education, the distribution is not ran-
dom: immigrants or the children of immigrants live disproportionately in a few
cities and states (although that is rapidly changing), and it is reasonable to
assume that their numbers will grow where they already have a presence. Par-
ents usually do not get involved with this issue unless their children know
little English or until the proportion of students with limited English profi-
ciency (LEP) in their district is high and rising. Parents in Los Angeles or San
Antonio are likely to have strong views on bilingual education; parents in
Missoula, Montana, may not. The issue of bilingual education has seen some
litigation, but it does not involve legal rights in anything like the manner of
special education.

Finally, children everywhere vary in their academic ability, at least as meas-
ured by classroom performance and test scores, and almost all schools above
the elementary level (and many of those as well) group students according to
their measured ability. This is not a salient political issue until someone tries
to change the terms of separation or abolish ability grouping altogether. At that
point it quickly becomes an intense controversy. There has been little judicial
involvement on this issue except when it has become entangled in broader de-
segregation cases.

If we take these issues together and consider the evidence across all three,
it is clear that separating students usually does more harm than good in light
of the tenets of the American dream. Separate education sets up barriers among
students and labels them; by definition it reduces diversity in the classroom and
makes learning respect and mutual engagement more difficult. Separate edu-
cation also too easily turns into second-class education for some, as it did in
the case of racial segregation; by definition this results in unequal opportunity,
and it reduces the chances for individual students to achieve their dreams. The
burden of proof should therefore be on those who advocate separating chil-
dren. As we will see, the evidence on all of these issues is not clear enough to
make the case for separation as a general policy.

The most recent federal law on special education is consistent with our
view: it strongly encourages mainstreaming even among those with substantial
physical, emotional, or learning disabilities. There is no clear federal policy
with regard to bilingual education; various state policies are unsettled or vague,
but the trend here too is toward greater inclusion in regular classrooms of chil-
dren with limited English proficiency. Ability grouping is different: there are
no federal or state laws on it and it remains almost universal, though less rigid
than it used to be.

Increasing inclusiveness almost always requires difficult adjustments in
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teaching practices and support structures and sometimes engenders opposition
from concerned parents and established educators for that reason alone. The
deeper problem is that inclusion can cause strong reactions when parents in
the majority begin to fear that their children’s achievement will suffer if they
are taught alongside others deemed less able, or when parents in the minority
fear that their children’s needs are being ignored in the name of the good of
the whole. This kind of reaction occurs to some extent with special and bilin-
gual education and is usually very strong whenever ability grouping is discussed,
as we will see.

Special Education

Over the past few decades, students requiring special education have made a
great deal of progress toward inclusion in mainstream schools and classes. About
6.2 million students (about 13 percent of children) are currently designated as
having disabilities that qualify for special education services. That represents
an increase of 68 percent since the mid-1970s, and the numbers continue to
increase. This expansion has occurred for several reasons, including improved
medical methods for diagnoses and diagnoses at ever-younger ages. But the
major factor has probably been broadening definitions of disability, in partic-
ular the increased classification as learning disabled of children who in earlier
years would have been ignored or regarded as merely slow or difficult. Twenty-
five years ago about a quarter of special education students were classified as
suffering from retardation and about a fifth as learning disabled. At present,
learning disabilities that affect students’ capacity to read or write account for
fully half of the students in special education, and only about 11 percent are
classified as retarded. Nineteen percent fall into categories of speech or lan-
guage impairment, and 8 percent are classified as seriously emotionally
disturbed. Most of the others have physical disabilities, including visual or
hearing impairments, and about 113,000 students are classified as severely or
multiply handicapped.’

Special education is on average more than twice as expensive as regular ed-
ucation, although the range of costs is very large. Programs for some students,
such as those with most speech impairments, require only a modest additional
cost, but some cases of severe or multiple disabilities require enormous sums.
Special education now costs more than $40 billion a year® and accounts for
up to 4o percent of recent increases in education funding. Despite its statutory
commitment to pay 4o percent of special education costs, the federal govern-
ment pays much less than half of that, and states and local districts cover the rest.

Although the high cost of special education is a serious problem for school
budgets, spending for this purpose represents a triumph for Americans com-
mitted to equal opportunity and the goal of individual achievement for all
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children. Special education “is the biggest success story in American education
in my lifetime,” says the superintendent of a small district in Arkansas.” Before
1975 separation of most children with disabilities was absolute: a million dis-
abled children were kept completely outside the public school system, go,000
of them in institutions. A law in North Carolina still on the books in 1969 per-
mitted the state to declare a child “uneducable,” a decision that parents could
not legally appeal. These children were clearly not considered part of the com-
munity to which the ideology of the American dream applied; any chance for
personal success depended entirely on private resources and commitments.

That exclusion ended with successful litigation and the passage of laws in
the 1960s and 1970s. Using Brown v. Board of Education and its successors as
models, advocates such as the various state Associations for Retarded Children
and civil rights groups pushed the federal and state governments to respond to
the needs of these children.® In 1975 the federal government passed legisla-
tion, now known as the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA),
that gave disabled children the right to receive a “free appropriate public ed-
ucation” in the “least restrictive environment.” Unlike all other students, they
became entitled to an individually appropriate program; unlike all others the
parents of disabled students were given the right under federal law to appeal
to school officials and then to the courts if they believed their children were
improperly classified or inappropriately placed. Since IDEA was passed, schools
have been obligated to provide the education that a panel of experts approves
as necessary for each identified student and to prepare them for independent
living as adults. Over the past few decades, Congress has expanded the scope
of IDEA by including preschool and even infant children, adding new types of
disability, such as severe attention deficit disorder, to those already covered,
and increasing the “related services” that schools must provide.

Children with disabilities require a range of instructional settings. At pres-
ent over 95 percent of children with disabilities attend the same schools as other
children. About 47 percent are in regular classrooms most or all of the day with
an aide or other assistance, almost 30 percent spend part of the day in regular
classes and part in small group instruction or “resource rooms,” and about 25
percent are in fully separate classes or separate public or private schools. Only
26,000 children, usually those with severe or multiple disabilities, remain in
institutions.”

As soon as public schools were required to educate children with disabili-
ties, controversies began about how to do it effectively. Initially many sup-
porters thought it a mistake to educate them in classes or schools with students
who did not have similar types of disability. As Brent Staples, a member of the
editorial board of the New York Times, put it, parents fear that “disabled chil-
dren tend to do poorly in public schools, and often their problems go undiag-
nosed. Ashamed of failure, they act out in class, become truant and eventually
drop out. The luckiest children are those whose disabilities are detected early
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and who are sent to special . . . schools.”!? Supporters of separation also wor-
ried that fears of stigmatization in a mainstream setting would undermine a
student’s or parent’s resolve to obtain needed services, or that educators in reg-
ular classrooms already held low expectations for poor, rural, or nonwhite stu-
dents and therefore would be especially inclined to ignore poor performance
among disadvantaged children with disabilities.

Some educators of students with unusual problems remain committed to
education in separate settings. Jeanne Angus, the director of a special educa-
tion school in New York City, points out, for example, that children with As-
perger’s syndrome (a neurological disorder that roughly resembles a highly
articulate autism) are “normal in so many ways. They’re often very sweet. And
they’re often amazingly precocious, with sky-high 1Q’s. But look closer and
you’ll see cracks. Many of them have had appalling difficulties in the regular
school system.” Inclusion “doesn’t work,” she says. “We teach them the facial
expression charts here [pictures showing what a face looks like when it is happy
or angry]. . . . We make them focus and maintain eye contact, they all have to
do it. It doesn’t make them feel abnormal.”!! From this perspective inclusion
is what makes children with special needs feel isolated; in their own place they
can feel part of a group that is valued and understood on its own terms.

The broadest argument for separation of children with disabilities is the
claim that they are a distinctive group with a distinctive culture deserving of
respect and protection, best obtained in their own unique setting. Supporters
of the Deaf articulate that view most clearly. Roslyn Rosen, former president
of the National Association of the Deaf, insists that she is “happy with who I
am, and I don’t want to be ‘fixed.” Would an Italian-American rather be a
WASP? In our society everyone agrees that whites have an easier time than
blacks. But do you think a black person would undergo operations to become
white?” In this view Deaf children should attend schools with others like them-
selves and run by Deaf adults; they should also learn in their own language,
American Sign Language (ASL). Otherwise, according to the National Asso-
ciation of the Deaf, “ ‘full inclusion’ creates language and communication bar-
riers that are potentially harmful, and consequently deny many of these children
an education in the Least Restrictive Environment.” As the well-known Deaf
educator Leo Jacobs puts it, “Mainstreaming deaf children in regular public-
school programs” will yield only “a new generation of educational failures,”
who will become “frustrated and unfulfilled adults.”!?

A few years after the passage of IDEA, however, another set of advocates
began to express a different set of concerns, leading to the opposite demand
for greater or even full inclusion in regular classrooms. They became concerned
about the new tendency of schools to identify too many children as needing
special education—the opposite problem from the earlier concern that schools
identified too few. Overidentification can occur for several reasons. If disabled
children are to be removed from regular classrooms, for example, teachers can
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have an incentive to label as emotionally disturbed those children who are un-
usually active or occasionally defiant, and thereby to eliminate the problem
without necessarily helping the child. Schools in some cases have an incentive
to overidentify failing students who then become exempt from tests used to
measure the school’s academic progress; when that happens, these students can
be safely ignored by teachers struggling to meet their testing goals.

For slightly different reasons, white, middle-class parents may seek to have
their underachieving children classified as learning disabled (but not retarded
or emotionally disturbed) in order to obtain extra aid and a legal boost against
potential competitors in the arena of high-stakes testing. “Indeed,” points out
Wade Horn, the assistant secretary of the U.S. Department of Health and Hu-
man Services (HHS), “while children from families with more than $100,000
annual income account for just thirteen percent of the SAT test-taking popu-
lation, they make up 27 percent of those who receive special accommodations
when taking the SAT.” This phenomenon runs the risk of depriving children
(often poor and nonwhite) who have legitimate claims on public resources in
order to give extra benefits to children (often white and well off) who may well
have a real problem but not one that is generally conceived to be a public con-
cern. And districts in some states have been inadvertently rewarded for classi-
fying students under funding formulas designed to make sure that education
for the disabled was adequately financed.!® Critics came to believe, in short,
that the cumulative effect of removing special-needs students from the class-
room were substantial, harmful, and costly, and many began to advocate greater
inclusion.

Proponents of more inclusive policies also have ideological and pedagog-
ical reasons for rejecting separation. They believe that students with disabili-
ties can only attain success later in life if they begin in a regular classroom, and
they believe that all children, disabled or not, will benefit when more students
are educated in regular classrooms. These arguments were well stated by the
principal of an elementary school in Virginia and two teachers in his school
when they pointed out that “classrooms reflect real life with its challenges and
distractions. . . . This is the ‘normal’ world that they will be required to live
and work in, so their education ought to take place in classrooms that reflect
that world. To be truly prepared to take part in the real world as adults, chil-
dren with disabilities need to be educated in language-rich classrooms and to
interact daily with peers who are appropriate role models.”!*

In addition, argue the principal and his coauthors, children without dis-
abilities will acquire skills in an inclusive classroom that will also help therm at-
tain success later in life even if a classmate is prone to “challenging behaviors.”
After all, “Peers need to understand why the behaviors are occurring and to
brainstorm and plan for ways to help their classmate. . . . Children learn to
work together, to plan, and to put their plans into action. Such skills are valu-
able throughout a lifetime and cannot be learned from any textbook.” Thus all
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students can pursue individual success in classrooms where “teachers . . . be-
lieve that students with disabilities can learn successfully,” where teachers “do
not lower their expectations,” where “effective discipline strategies are in place,”
and where “each student . . . feel[s] valued.” This is all the more true because
many changes made to help the mainstreamed children with disabilities, such
as individualized instruction, cooperative learning, and smaller classes, will
benefit all students.!

Finally, proponents believe that an inclusive classroom promotes the
collective good by teaching children and adults essential lessons in democratic
values and practice. Although students in an inclusive classroom “may learn
different things at different times,” says one scholar of education, “their learn-
ing is enhanced by contact and interaction. . . . Individual and group diversity
contributes positively to classroom climate, learning outcomes, and commu-
nity quality.” More dramatically, the Virginia principal and his teachers insist
that “every society has had to face the question of how to treat individuals who
differ from the norm, and the vision of building strong communities based on
peace, unity, and acceptance for all is an appealing one. We can begin to make
this vision a reality in our public schools by accepting and valuing children with
disabilities exactly as they are.”!6

Battle is thus joined between proponents of inclusion and advocates for
separation, even though both sides had worked hard to get children with dis-
abilities into the public school system in the first place, and both share the core
goal of promoting individual success through public education. And the battle
sometimes goes beyond these disagreements to bring in contrasting views of
the legitimacy of group-based goals. Proponents of separation frequently value
and seek to maintain the distinctive features of an unusual group; proponents
of inclusion, in contrast, downplay support for a distinctive group in favor of
arguments based on the commonality of all students, diversity within a class-
room, or the good of the individual.

Although separatists predominated in the early debates on special educa-
tion, proponents of inclusion have had more impact in recent years. Concerns
about overidentification, especially when linked with issues of race and class,
and the persuasiveness of arguments about the value of inclusion, have led pol-
icymakers and educators to scrutinize classification and its consequences more
closely.

What they have found is often disheartening. Guidelines for classification
and placement still vary greatly from state to state and district to district. As
the National Academy of Sciences tactfully put it, “Whether the current tech-
nology for student identification is sufficient . . . is an issue worthy of further
inquiry. . . . There is a great deal of variability from place to place in the cri-
teria used to define disability, the financial incentives and disincentives for clas-
sification, and in the local implementing conditions for deciding who qualifies
as having a disability.” About 18 percent of students in Massachusetts and Rhode
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Island, for example, but roughly 11 percent in Arizona and California, are iden-
tified as having disabilities. Rates of identification for specific disabilities vary
even more. The proportion of children receiving special education services in-
creased during the 19g9os by 5 percent or less in Mississippi, Alaska, and Penn-
sylvania, but by over 6o percent in Arizona, Georgia, Hawaii, and Nevada.!”
Some poor urban districts identify many more children, and some many fewer,
than the average of the state in which they are located; in Connecticut, for ex-
ample, over 13 percent of the students were classified as needing special edu-
cation in 1995—but fully 18 percent in Hartford and only 1o percent in
Bridgeport.!® Disabled children in inner cities are on average twice as likely as
those outside inner cities to be in full-time special education classes. This dis-
parity holds for all types of disability, although the degree of disparity varies
with specific diagnoses.!”

Separating students with special needs varies not just by location but also,
even more troublingly, by student characteristics. Higher proportions of black
than white students are typically placed in special education classes, especially
those for children with retardation or emotional disturbances. Proportionally
few Asian American students are placed in special education at all; some fear
that teachers mistake problems of these children for cultural differences or lack
of facility in English. Boys are about twice as likely to be in special education
as are girls and are especially likely to be identified as having a serious emo-
tional disturbance. Poor children are more likely than affluent children to be
classified as disabled.?® Nonwhite children may be especially likely to be placed
in special education when most of their classmates are white.?!

Although disadvantaged children clearly have more problems, including
disabilities, than other children, analysts differ on how much of these various
discrepancies in placement result from real need rather than from the racial,
class, or gender biases of the educators and other professionals involved. Ad-
vocates are convinced that assignment is discriminatory, and experts are suffi-
ciently concerned that they tend more and more toward support for inclusion.??
The high level of variability in classification from place to place and from one
kind of student to another suggests a randomness in application or in criteria
for placement that are irrelevant to the child’s real needs, and thus provides a
more general and powerful argument for inclusion as a general approach.

Some students clearly need to be placed in separate schools throughout
their education, but we have no firm evidence that placing less-disabled stu-
dents in separate classes actually helps them. Evidence on the long-term im-
pact of separation for most students is contradictory or ambiguous. Even though
it is more than a decade old, the National Longitudinal Transitional Study
(NLTS) is the best, and almost the only, survey with national-level results about
the effects of various educational choices on disabled children. It found that
students with disabilities did worse overall than others on all measures of at-
tainment and achievement (which is not very surprising), but that children with
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disabilities who participated in regular education, with supplementary services
as needed, found greater success as adults than disabled students who remained
in special education. They were also more likely to live independently, obtain
a job, and earn higher wages.??

More recent analyses have contradicted one another on the value of spe-
cial education. Economist Eric Hanushek and his colleagues found that in
Texas, “special education programs on average boost the achievement of stu-
dents provided this special treatment, and it appears that schools target serv-
ices toward students who derive larger benefits.” The authors also found, to
their surprise, that the more students classified as both physically and learning
disabled in a school, the greater the achievement gains made by students in
regular classrooms. An equally sophisticated study by equally respected econ-
omists, however, examined students who were reclassified from low achieving
to learning disabled as a result of fiscal incentives and found that for them “spe-
cial education is negatively and significantly related to student mathematics and
reading test scores.” In fact the “estimated effects are implausibly large”; the
reading and math scores of the newly classified students fell by 40 percent.
Even the authors question the magnitude of the harmful impact, but they have
confidence in the basic conclusion.?* In part because of confusing and con-
flicting findings like these, the largest influence on policymaking remains the
earlier, widely accepted NLTS study and its finding that disabled children in
mainstream classes did better as adults.

Based on both the NLTS findings and a more general ideological move
toward openness, federal law now makes it clear that “to the maximum extent
appropriate, children with disabilities are [to be] educated with children who
are nondisabled” and that they are to be separated “only when the nature or
severity of the disability of a child is such that education in regular classes with
the use of . . . supplementary aids and services cannot be achieved satisfacto-
rily.”?> Special education students must now—in principle though not always
in practice—be included in state assessments, with the same standard setting,
testing, and reporting as all other students in the context of necessary accom-
modations or modifications. Their curriculum must, again in principle, be
aligned with the general curriculum regardless of whether they are in separate
or regular classes. Some states, such as Vermont, have responded to these
changes by moving close to full inclusion.

Courts usually respond favorably to parental demands for greater inclusion
of children with disabilities. In doing so they have begun to provide guidelines
that may be widely applicable to other issues of separation and inclusion. School
districts have a clear burden to prove that a child needs to be separated; within
that statutory framework, courts have required districts to consider “the edu-
cational benefits of placement full-time in a regular class, the non-academic
benefits of such placement, the effect . . . on the teacher and children in the
regular class, and the costs of mainstreaming.”?® The central legal decisions in
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the early 199os required reluctant schools to put even children with substan-
tial disabilities into regular classrooms. The right setting for each student
necessarily remains a balancing act, but there is a judicial as well as legislative
weight on the scale that works against separation.

As a consequence of increased emphasis on inclusion, the number of
disabled children taught in regular school buildings and spending most of their
day in regular classrooms steadily increased during the 199os, even as the
number of children diagnosed as needing special education also grew. Some
advocates and a few schools went all the way to argue for full inclusion of all
students in mainstream classes. Authors Dorothy Lipsky and Alan Gartner
assert that “the education of students with disabilities should occur with their
age peers in the general education classroom, with the necessary supplemental
aids and support services. Anything other than full inclusion denies the
students’ rights to an appropriate education.” They are supported by several
substantial advocacy groups such as The Arc (formerly the Association for Re-
tarded Citizens), which claims that “each student with mental retardation
should be educated with appropriate supports and services in an age-appropri-
ate classroom with peers who are not disabled.” The United Cerebral Palsy
Association shares this view as does the Council for Exceptional Children and
others.?’

This movement toward extensive or even full inclusion has generated a
reaction from those who continue to endorse separation of a larger number of
students with special needs. Reaction focuses most vehemently on the demand
for full inclusion. The Learning Disabilities Association of America, for exam-
ple, opposes policies that “mandate the same placement, instruction, or treat-
ment for 4// students.” It argues that “the regular education classroom is not
the appropriate placement for a number of students with learning disabilities
who may need alternative instructional environments, teaching strategies,
and/or materials that cannot or will not be provided within the context of a
regular classroom environment. . . . The placement of all children with
disabilities in the regular classroom is as great a violation of IDEA as the place-
ment of all children in separate classrooms on the basis of their type of
disability.”?8

Some educators concur. Over 70 percent of elementary school principals
in one poll agreed that “the concept of inclusion has been pushed to such ex-
tremes that it’s robbing non-handicapped children of their right to learn, while
depriving handicapped children of the specialized teaching they need to achieve
their highest potential.” The AFT has called for a halt to the movement for
full inclusion, claiming that

it’s not just teachers who are paying the price. Inappropriate inclusion lowers
expectations that any student in that classroom can get the education they de-
serve, and the student who needs the most help invariably suffers the most. As
inclusion is increasingly practiced, it bears no resemblance to what most well-
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wishing people think of as mainstreaming children with disabilities into reg-
ular classrooms. It places children who cannot function into an environment
which doesn’t help them and often detracts from the education process for all
students.?’

Those who endorse full inclusion and their most forceful opponents are at
the extremes of this debate. To the former only full inclusion will prevent stu-
dents’ being “relegated to the fringes of the school by placement in segregated
wings.” To the latter, in the words of the losing attorney in one of the key
cases, “Full inclusion is the latest egalitarian fad to be imposed upon the na-
tion’s schools. . . . It represents a triumph of liberal ideology over education
under the guise of civil rights. This is an educational nightmare in which all
the children emerge as losers.”*? Closer to the center are proponents of greater
but not full inclusion, or general but not complete separation. The former be-
lieve that individual success is usually best achieved in a regular classroom, and
they are equally concerned about teaching all students to respect diverse oth-
ers. The latter believe that individual success is often best achieved outside the
regular classroom and are more concerned about the distinctive needs of their
group than about the good of the whole. A dispute that is apparently about
pedagogy is at least as much about the tensions embedded in the ideology of
the American dream.

Americans in general are conflicted on the questions of how to educate
children with disabilities and how much to spend on their schooling. In the ab-
stract most endorse special efforts to help children with disabilities attain in-
dividual success, and at least two-thirds of the public believes that local school
districts should be required to provide special education. Almost half of Amer-
icans agree that schools are spending too little, compared with only 5 percent
who think they are spending too much, on students with special needs. Nev-
ertheless, most survey respondents dramatically underestimate the actual costs
of special education, and almost none choose special education when asked to
set priorities for possible additional educational funds.?!

Elected officials and others sense this ambivalence, especially in the con-
text of general opposition to tax increases, and have reacted to the high cost of
programs for students with disabilities. Former mayor Rudolph Giuliani of New
York openly criticized the differential in spending per pupil between special
and regular education, which according to him was more than four to one.
Dennis Pollard, an attorney who represents school districts in special educa-
tion court cases, argues that “school districts can only absorb these costs for so
long, and then they don’t have any choice but to start cutting off general pro-
grams.” As the journalist Tyce Palmaffy puts it, the growth of requirements
for special education have “elicited a wave of fear and anger over the explod-
ing costs of special education.” The Minneapolis Star Tribune ran a series with
headlines such as, “Average kids are losing; soaring special education costs
squeeze Minnesota school budgets.”??
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Elected officials have responded by trying to remove the financial incen-
tives for overidentification and unnecessary separate placement. Some seek a
system that is more accurate in paying only for actual costs; others try to make
districts that identify students share more of the costs of educating them. Most
recently, despite parental pressure, elected officials have tried to separate the
funding from the education. New Jersey, for example, caps the percentage of
students for whom it will pay but requires districts to provide services to any-
one who is classified. Pennsylvania has moved toward creating census-based
funding that assumes a certain percentage of all students will need services and
provides money to the districts regardless of the actual count and the distri-
bution of specific disabilities. The last approach, although not subtle or re-
sponsive to the needs of the districts, has had real impact on classification and
cost. All these actions are evidence of the desperation of elected officials in
dealing with the huge growth in special education expenditures with no clear
end in sight.

Controlling overidentification saves money, but inclusion generally does
not. It is usually as expensive to educate disabled children in a regular class-
room with proper support as it is to educate them separately. Successful in-
clusion of children with disabilities requires not only additional aides and
specially trained teachers in the regular classroom, but also training for the reg-
ular classroom teacher and sometimes for the students and their parents. It may
require substantial technological adjustments as well. The costs of special ed-
ucation therefore remain high.

Americans are as uncertain about the appropriate extent of inclusion, in-
dependent of questions of cost, as they are ambivalent about the costs of
special education. Two-thirds agree that physically handicapped children
should be in the same classrooms as other students. But at least three-fifths
think the learning disabled and “mentally handicapped children” should be in
separate rather than mainstream classes, and over half of Californians with an
opinion oppose full inclusion of students with behavioral or learning disabili-
ties.>’ In this survey, teachers in California were even more opposed to full
inclusion, with about two-thirds of those with an opinion opposing it, and most
of them disapproving “strongly.” Seventy percent of students in one small
survey said they did not think they would benefit from having disabled stu-
dents in their classes, and 67 percent did not want to be in the same class as
students with disabilities.>*

Much of the argument against greater inclusion focuses on the most
disruptive children. In a 1994 Phi Delta Kappan poll, a majority of Americans
agreed that a “very important” cause of increased violence in the nation’s
schools was “trying to deal with . . . emotionally disturbed students in the reg-
ular classroom instead of in special classes or schools.” And more adults think
it is better for other students in a school if emotionally disturbed children are
taught separately than think it is good for the disturbed children themselves.??
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Most believe that children with chronic behavioral problems should be removed
from regular classes; two-thirds prefer an alternative school, even though only
half expect such a setting actually to help the troubled students. Over half claim
that they would pay an additional $100 a year in taxes to set up an alternative
school in their community. As one state legislator put it, “We can’t pay atten-
tion to only those children we designate as special. All children are special.
We'’ve got to be concerned about all their education.”?®

According to the polls, most Americans believe in equal opportunity and
respect for those who are different, they sympathize with the disabled and want
to include them in their society, but they are not sure it can be done through
regular classrooms in public schools. They endorse the general approach of
proponents of inclusion but share the concerns of opponents about its most ex-
treme forms. Americans have worried for decades about insufficient discipline
in classrooms, about class sizes that are too large, and about teachers who can-
not devote enough attention to individual students.’” They have now added
fears that increased inclusion of students needing special education will exac-
erbate these problems, harming their own children and perhaps the educational
system as a whole.

Despite the rhetoric federal law does not in fact permit a blanket policy of full
inclusion: it requires an individually appropriate education for every disabled
child, and that is unlikely to change. Some children will always require place-
ment outside the regular classroom. The placement of each child is by law a
matter of pedagogy and expert evaluation. The policy can only be about the
presumptive placement, about the burden of proof, and research evidence is
not clear enough to settle the issue.

But for reasons beyond research, the federal mandate for the least restric-
tive environment, combined with the judicial guidelines placing the burden on
those who would separate children, is the right approach. Separate education
too easily becomes inferior education. A report by the District of Columbia
City Council, for example, shows that the during much of the 19gos, the D.C.
special education system was marked by “institutional inattention; poor record-
keeping; sizable backlogs in assessments, placements, and reassessments; and
due-process hearings.” The district, said the report, “has only vague plans for
building special education programs within its schools and has failed to demon-
strate that the system has made local school programming a priority.” During
this period the division of special education expended one-third of the school
district’s budget, although it involved about a tenth of the district’s students.
Administrators could not say how many special education students graduated
in 1999, and the Office of Special Education advises people to ignore earlier
graduation reports as unreliable. Even the state of Massachusetts, a leader in
the movement to properly identify and educate children with disabilities, found
itself in the embarrassing position in September 2001 of having 500 teachers
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without appropriate certification in its special education classes. “We’re get-
ting a whole lot of baby sitters,” worried the mother of a son with bipolar dis-
order and learning disabilities.*®

In addition to the dangers of a lower-quality education, judgments about
students with disabilities can by themselves be self-fulfilling: students are sep-
arated because school officials do not think they can do as well as the ma-
jority, and then they do not do as well because they are separated. Labels of
“normal” or “abnormal” have real power and can affect the way students think
about themselves and the way others think about them for a long time. Un-
less there is clear reason for an individual exception, inclusion wherever pos-
sible will do the most to promote the first, individual, goal of the American
dream.

Finally, separation can cause serious harm to the democratic objectives of
education because it works directly against learning to deal with diverse oth-
ers. Talking about mutual accommodation and shared values beneath visible
differences is one thing; figuring out how to accommodate and jointly pursue
a shared goal with someone very different from oneself is quite another. In-
teraction done badly can generate anger and frustration as much as under-
standing and appreciation, but contact in a supportive setting can lead to
engagement and respect. Where there is no contact, schools cannot even try
to achieve the collective goals of the American dream; inclusion whenever
possible is necessary, though not sufficient, to promote it. The cautious but
steady move in the United States toward inclusion of most students with
special needs is one of the best examples of how Americans can, when they
choose, manage the conflicts built into the American dream.

Bilingual Education

The debate over including or separating children with distinctive linguistic
characteristics in part mirrors the debate over how to educate children with
distinctive physical, emotional, or neurological characteristics. Americans gen-
erally agree that English-speaking children need to be taught to respect and
appreciate immigrant classmates if public education is to help our nation pro-
mote the collective goals of the American dream. They also believe that chil-
dren who are not fluent in English need help to learn it so that they can pursue
their individual dreams. But Americans disagree strongly about how best to ac-
complish these goals. Here too proponents of extended separation worry that
a drive toward inclusiveness will not permit the children with the greatest or
most unusual needs to achieve their dreams: they believe such children will be
lost in the mass. They also fear that distinctive group values and outlooks will
be overrun in a move toward inclusion, to the detriment of the children in that
group and the nation as a whole.
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Opponents of extended separation, in turn, worry that some children are
separated for the wrong reasons or for too long, that many are stigmatized by
labeling, and that most are receiving a second-class education. They believe
that American democratic practices and values can incorporate differences with-
out submerging them and that the nation as a whole is stronger if all partici-
pate jointly. In our terms, opponents do not believe that linguistically based
separation promotes individual success or produces equality of opportunity, ex-
perience with diversity, or training in democratic citizenship for all students.

While most of those who promote civil rights for special education stu-
dents call for more or complete inclusion, most who seek civil rights for Eng-
lish learners endorse longer or more complete separation from mainstream
classes. Nevertheless, because the underlying conflicts are the same, they can
and should be managed in the same way. The burden of proof should be on
those who would separate students, and here too the evidence is not clear that
separation is better for learning English, at least not after a brief initial period.
In the absence of evidence to the contrary in individual cases, children with
distinctive linguistic needs should be included as soon as possible in regular
classrooms so that they are not treated as second-class citizens, so that all chil-
dren benefit from the diversity of their classmates, and so that classrooms be-
come training grounds for democratic citizenship.

The number of LEP children in public schools has risen steadily over the
past few decades. Roughly 5§ million children in public schools speak English
poorly or not at all; that represents more than ¢ percent of all students and an
increase of almost 300 percent since the mid-1980s.>” Put another way, in the
15 years after 1980 the proportion of K-12 students who spoke a language other
than English at home increased by about half, from almost ¢ percent of stu-
dents to over 13 percent. Only some of them also speak English fluently.*
About three-quarters of English learners speak Spanish, followed by Viet-
namese, Hmong, and up to 150 other languages, many spoken by no more than
a few percent of LEP children.

In the early 1990s, a substantial majority of language-minority individuals
lived in just six states (California, Texas, New York, Florida, Illinois, and New
Jersey in descending order in the number of LEP students) and were concen-
trated in a few school districts within them. Since then, the immigrant popu-
lation has spread to many more states and districts, although it remains the case
that 40 percent of English learners live in California—comprising roughly a
quarter of the students in that state. Districts vary enormously; among the 15
largest school districts, 44 percent of the students in Los Angeles but only 3
percent in Fairfax County, Virginia, are served in programs for English learn-
ers.*! Over half of language-minority children are in early elementary grades.

The students who qualify for special and bilingual education overlap some-
what,*” and LEP students are also disproportionately poor.* Over three-
quarters of English learners are eligible for free school lunches (compared with
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just over a third of students overall), and they are concentrated in urban schools
where the other students are also likely to be poor. In fact, in the early 1990s
the federal program to aid poor children (now known as Title I) aided more
LEP students than did the federal bilingual education program targeted specif-
ically at them. About two-thirds of English learners now receive support from
these federal programs.*

LEP students with different native languages are often in school with each
other and are with African American students more than with Anglo or Asian
students. Almost half of English learners attend a school where at least three
in ten of their peers are also English learners. In California there are twice as
many LEP students in the average black student’s school or district as in those
of the average Anglo. An increase in the proportion of English learners is more
likely to occur in an elementary school with mostly black students than in a
school with mostly Anglo or Asian students. The proportion of LEP students
differs more across district lines than among schools in the same district, in the
same pattern as school separation between blacks and whites. In short, the “pat-
tern of segregation” is “the separation of majority non-Hispanic whites from
both LEP students and African Americans, not the separation of LEP students
and African Americans from each other.” Given the difficulties that schools and
students encounter when there is a high concentration of English learners, this
segregation, says the author, “may . . . becoml[e] a new source of racial inequal-
ity in educational opportunity.”*

There is no consensus about the cost of programs for English learners be-
yond the expenses of their regular schooling. The federal government allocated
$665 million a year to bilingual education in 2002, but that is surely a small
share of the total expenditures. Schools, districts, and states do not add up the
marginal costs of extra teachers and classrooms in any systematic way, and even
that would not account for the additional expenditures in materials, time, and
attention. The American Legislative Council estimated a nationwide expendi-
ture of two to three billion dollars per year in the early 199os, and analysts in
New York City estimated an extra $goo to $1,000 a year per child a few years
later.*6

Throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, local communi-
ties of immigrants sought and sometimes obtained public funding for schools
or classes taught in languages other than English. The arguments for and against
these efforts were remarkably similar then to those heard today. By World War
I, however, bilingual education had been swamped by the drive to Americanize
immigrants, and by the early 1920s about half of the states passed laws that for-
bade public, and sometimes private, schools to teach substantive courses in lan-
guages other than English. Even many young immigrants themselves preferred
to learn English than to retain the language of their ancestors.*’

As with special education, civil rights protests in the 1960s on behalf of a
distinctive group of children revived the issue of language of instruction. The
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Bilingual Education Act of 1968 permitted federal funds to be used to help ed-
ucate children who were both poor and “educationally disadvantaged because
of their inability to speak English,” but it did not require schooling in any par-
ticular language. The Supreme Court in Lau v. Nichols (1974) supported help
for these children, holding that “there is no equality of treatment merely by
providing students with the same facilities, textbooks, teachers, and curricu-
lum, for students who do not understand English are effectively foreclosed from
any meaningful education.”*® The Court, like Congress, did not require any
particular form of education for LEP students.

Financial support was slow to come and meager when it did. Nevertheless,
by the end of the 1990s, 9 states mandated bilingual education (that is, pro-
grams that included teaching the students substantive courses in their native
language), 25 states required help for English learners but did not specify pro-
grammatic content, 5 states forbade all but short-term transitional programs,
and 11 had no laws.*

Before these laws and rulings, poor migrant children, who often spoke
only Spanish, frequently received almost no public schooling at all. Other
non-English speakers were simply left on their own in regular classrooms—the
teaching method now described as “sink or swim.” So in ways similar to the
drive for special education, advocates sought to bring all children into schools
and, simultaneously to separate students who spoke English poorly into classes
specifically designed for them.

Classes and methods for teaching English learners proliferated dramati-
cally in the 1970s and 1980s. English as a second language (ESL), in which in-
struction focuses on English-language skills, was most prevalent. Transitional
bilingual education, in which students receive some academic instruction in
their native language, accounts for most of the remaining programs; its goal is
to move students into English-only teaching as soon as the student is ready,
although the transitional period can be brief or extend over several years. (A
third approach, cultural maintenance, is discussed in chapter 7).

Just like students with disabilities, English learners sometimes suffer from
overidentification and sometimes from underidentification, and many do not
receive high-quality services. On the one hand, anecdotes and a little system-
atic evidence suggest that some students are shunted into classes for non-
English speakers simply because their last name is Hispanic, their parents are
immigrants, or they do not read well in any language.’® The government re-
ported in 1994 that only 43 percent of students identified as limited-English-
proficient were immigrants, but it did not explain why so many native-
born students were classified as LEPs. Rosalie Porter, an avowed opponent of
bilingual education, suggests that many of these nonimmigrant LEP students
are “children who speak English but may not read and write it well enough for
schoolwork. In that case, there surely are a large number of students who are
wrongly enrolled in programs where they are being taught in another language



152 THE AMERICAN DREAM AND THE PUBLIC SCHOOLS

when what they urgently need is remedial help in reading and writing in
English.” Anecdotes and some systematic evidence similarly suggest that stu-
dents are too seldom moved into regular classes even when they are able to
learn in an English-only classroom.’!

On the other hand, non-English speakers who are a small minority in their
district may receive no bilingual services at all. And most districts find it diffi-
cult or even impossible to find bilingual or ESL teachers. In 1992 only 10 per-
cent of teachers with LEP students were certified in bilingual education, and
another 8 percent in ESL; by 1999, 40 percent of teachers had English learn-
ers in their classrooms, but only 12 percent had received recent training in how
to teach LEP students. Even now fewer than a fifth of teachers with English
learners in their classrooms are certified in bilingual education or ESL. In Cal-
ifornia two-fifths of the adults providing bilingual instruction are teachers’ aides
lacking any of the standard credentials for effective teaching.”? Thus many stu-
dents eligible for bilingual education receive no services or poor ones.

English learners do worse in school and are more likely to drop out than
proficient English speakers, even controlling for economic class.”® Everyone
deplores that state of affairs, but few agree on how to improve it. Unlike spe-
cial education there is little call for “full inclusion”: even most advocates of in-
clusion concur that some temporary separate education is necessary to help
English learners get started in their schooling. But advocates, politicians, edu-
cators, taxpayers, and parents are engaged in a deep and bitter controversy
about how best and how long to provide separate education.

Through most of the 199o0s, the Department of Education’s Office of Bilin-
gual Education and Minority Languages Affairs (OBEMLA) argued for ex-
tended programs on the grounds that “years of linguistic research have shown
that it takes five to seven years to master ‘academic’ English. Academic
English, which allows a student to succeed in school, should be distinguished
from conversational or ‘playground’ English, which can be learned in a year or
two.” But other experts deny the distinction between conversational and aca-
demic English and argue that children learn academic English, and other sub-
jects, more quickly and effectively in a predominantly English-speaking
setting.’*

Once again academic evaluations provide no resolution to this debate. The
reasons are familiar: different programs fall under the vague rubric of bilingual
education; the quality of programs and teachers is mixed; characteristics of
English learners are extremely variable; testing has often been unfair, inap-
propriate, or limited; and program evaluations have been badly done or too
politicized to permit reliable conclusions. Ronald Unz, a millionaire physicist
and software developer who sponsored the successful proposition in 1998 in
California to end bilingual education, calls the research on bilingual education
“an academic field that’s utter and complete garbage.” Even the National
Academy of Sciences used uncharacteristically blunt language in 1997 to con-



Separation and Inclusion 153

clude that “the past 20 years has [sic] not been a heyday for research on this
topic”:

Often . . . policy has been driven by the kinds of stereotypes, political prefer-
ences, and misconceptions that informed debates on bilingualism in the nine-
teenth century. Nor did the research systematically contribute to
improvements in practice, partly because of problems with the research
methodology. . . . [Research] suffer[s] from design limitations; lack of docu-
mentation of study objectives, conceptual details, and procedures followed;
poorly articulated goals; lack of fit between goals and research design; and ex-
cessive use of elaborate statistical designs to overcome shortcomings in re-
search designs.

Although the Academy concluded that the best programs did ensure “some
use of native language and culture in the instruction of language-minority stu-
dents,” it provided little guidance for a policy choice among programs. “The
beneficial effects of native-language instruction are clearly evident in programs
that are labeled ‘bilingual education,” but they also appear in some pro-
grams that are labeled ‘immersion.” There [also] appear to be benefits of
programs that are labeled ‘structured immersion.””*® That does not provide
much help in choosing among programs.

Academics have conducted careful analyses of the effectiveness of bilingual
education, but their studies, taken together, are also inconclusive. Jay Greene,
a political scientist then at the University of Texas, examined all the previous
work on this subject and found that “children with limited English proficiency
who are taught using at least some of their native language perform signifi-
cantly better on standardized tests than similar children who are taught only
in English.” He concluded, however, that “the evidence for bilingual educa-
tion is not of a very high quality and there isn’t enough of it.” As if in response,
the economist Mark Lopez found “no evidence of positive effects for bilingual
education” on the likelihood of completing high school. “In fact,” said his study,
“most effects are negative.” He and a coauthor also found that, controlling for
other factors, adult Hispanics who participated in bilingual education programs
as children “appear to earn significantly less than otherwise similar English-
immersed peers.”*®

California has provided something of a natural experiment on the effects
of switching from bilingual programs to structured immersion. In the years
since the change, standardized test results show that English learners in struc-
tured immersion classes have made substantial gains, in some cases outdoing
the gains of LEP students who earlier had been in bilingual programs. Ken
Noonan, cofounder of the California Association of Bilingual Educators
(CABE), concluded as a result that he had “believed that bilingual education
was best . . . until the kids proved me wrong.” But even his new conclusions
are subject to challenge because California instituted other school reforms, such
as smaller classes and changes in reading instruction in elementary schools, at
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the same time—and they too may have affected test scores.”” The essential
point, once again, is that research-based evidence does not give clear answers
to the question of whether separate or more inclusive education is best for in-
dividual achievement. The policy choice must be made on other grounds.

In contrast most analysts agree that a relatively new kind of program, dual
immersion, does benefit students. In this alternative classes are divided evenly
between English-speaking students who want to learn another language and
students who speak that language seeking to improve their English; teachers
are bilingual and students are taught in both languages. The small amount of
research shows that these programs improve the achievement levels of all par-
ticipants and do more to promote diversity and mutual respect than any pro-
gram taught in a single language. Advocates for dual immersion argue that
speaking a language other than English is a resource for the individual, for
other students, and for the nation as a whole, rather than a problem to be over-
come as quickly as possible through some conventional method of bilingual ed-
ucation. “It’s the marriage of the best bilingual program and the best foreign
language program,” says the principal of two elementary schools in Bryan,
Texas. A director of the bilingual education program at Texas A & M Uni-
versity, Rafael Lara, agrees and points to the collective values that underlie such
a program. “The kids, regardless of their background, have the opportunity to
learn a new language as well as a new culture. Both languages have value. Both
cultures have value. In terms of bilingual education, dual-language programs
are having tremendous acceptance by the whole community.” Proponents as
well as opponents of bilingual education endorse dual immersion programs.’®

While this may be the ideal solution, it is very difficult to extend the pro-
gram to a large number of schools and students. There are several hundred
dual immersion programs across the nation, involving perhaps 50,000 children,
disproportionately in California and New York. But they are only viable in a
district with a sufficient number of students moving in both directions and ap-
propriately trained teachers. Most participants are in the middle class, but most
of the need is in poor, overwhelmingly immigrant districts. The choice for most
English learners therefore realistically remains between substantive instruction
at some level in English immersion programs and the separate, bilingual
approach.

Research does consistently show that any of these approaches to the
education of LEP students can produce good results if they are well taught.
Measurable outcomes depend more on the quality of teaching in any given
program, or on the fit between the details of the program and the particular
children in it, than on its form or duration. Programs help students if they are
carefully designed, enthusiastically and knowledgeably supported by parents
and teachers, based on high expectations for achievement, balanced in
curriculum, open to student participation, and appropriately assessed and re-
vised. In other words, good programs work and bad programs do not.>”
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But except for dual immersion, good programs are not the norm. Even
while defending the integrity of bilingual instruction, CABE conceded that
“perhaps 10 percent or fewer of the state’s bilingual programs are well imple-
mented.” In CABE’s view, the problem was insufficient funding and political
support; others are not so sure and do not want to wait to find out. In the words
of Wilfredo Laboy, the Puerto Rican superintendent of the Lawrence, Mass-
achusetts, school district, “What we know from the evidence is that even though
there are pockets of success, children in bilingual education fall further and fur-
ther behind. That painful experience has moved me to say that after 29 years
[of supporting such programs], we have to change it.”°

Questions of bilingual education, of course, are tied up with immigration
and therefore get caught up in identity politics and disputes about illegal im-
migrants. Immigrants themselves are split on this issue. In Los Angeles, one
journalist reports, “Irate Hispanics . . . have taken to the streets here to launch
a boycott . . . demanding instruction in English.” Bilingual programs “‘have
had much negative effect,” said . . . an immigrant from Mexico City . . . “They
have to speak, read and write English to have success in this country. In the
bilingual program, they don’t learn either language well.”” A Spanish-speaking
mother of four in Denver, Colorado, echoes this point (in Spanish, through a
translator): “English is the language of this country and it is the language of
my kids. How is it that kids who are in bilingual education and receive their
instructions in Spanish will be successful?” But other immigrants recall “hav-
ing to sit through English-only sessions and being pinched by teachers for
speaking Spanish,” and fear that mainstreaming today will produce the same
insults, humiliation, and bewilderment. As one father says, “It’s difficult for the
children. Sometimes, it’s almost like a blank day, because they don’t under-
stand the language.”! Others worry that without separate classes for bilingual
education, resource-starved urban schools will be even more deprived of fund-
ing and class sizes will grow larger. Some older immigrant children are not
only without English proficiency, but have had virtually no schooling; without
separate bilingual programs, they would be placed in mainstream classes dra-
matically below their age level. These children “sold trinkets by the highway
when they should have been learning to read,” said one teacher, and it is “un-
reasonable to expect children who had never been in school before to learn
English.” Finally, there are bilingual teachers, who have a huge financial as well
as emotional stake in the continued existence of substantial bilingual programs;
even a report from the state library of California “wonder[ed] whether teach-
ers themselves have a negative incentive to move English learners out of their
classes if teachers’ salaries are connected to the number of English learners be-
ing instructed in their classes.”®?

Those outside of the immigrant and bilingual teaching community are less
divided on the issue, more in favor of a rapid transition and an inclusive ap-
proach. Ronald Unz, the sponsor of Proposition 227 (which proposed to re-
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strict special programs for most LEP students in California to one year), has
talked both about the individual goals of education and some of his own broader
community-oriented purposes for sponsorship. He included in the proposition
the claim that “the government and the public schools in California have a
moral obligation and a constitutional duty to provide all of California’s chil-
dren, regardless of their ethnicity or national origins, with the skills necessary
to become productive members of our society.” But he became involved in this
issue, he explained, mainly in order to give “the assimilationist approach to
American ethnic diversity the . . . opportunity to demonstrate its appeal and
popular support.” He hoped that “a campaign to eliminate these programs [of
bilingual education] could attract substantial, perhaps overwhelming, support
from immigrants themselves, thereby helping to puncture the mistaken anxi-
eties of California’s white middle class.” A teacher in Pleasanton, California,
where first graders speak six languages, concurs: “As a school we’ve become
aware that our population is changing. We need to make these kids feel
included.”%3

Other reasons for opposing bilingual education are narrower and less gen-
erous in spirit. Ten percent of respondents in a survey about Proposition 227
thought that bilingual education hurt California’s schools, cost too much, or
harmed English-speaking children. Children of illegal immigrants, according
to some residents of Orange County, “are the kinds of students who tend to
be disruptive, who tend to drop out. This is why our schools in California aren’t
as good as they should be.” Bilingual education, said another Californian, is
“the biggest factor in the downfall of education in this state.” In the same Cal-
ifornia survey, a tenth of parents (though none of the students) believed that
Latinos were treated better than other groups in public schools.®* A resident
of Denver, which is also changing its bilingual program, argues that if immi-
grants “want this opportunity . . . to settle in America. . . , make them learn
our language, it is a sign of respect.” Although Ronald Unz worked very hard
to ensure that his referendum would not take on a racist cast, he had to admit
that “lots of people who support the initiative are anti-immigrant.”’

The identity politics and anti-immigrant connotations of the bilingual is-
sue, along with the inconclusive evidence about what is best for children and
arguments on both sides invoking the American dream, have together produced
some surprising political shifts and coalitions. At the national level, the De-
mocratic and Republican parties have been on both sides. A Texas Democrat,
Senator Ralph Yarborough, sponsored the original federal bill on bilingual ed-
ucation, but President Lyndon Johnson, himself a Democrat from Texas, op-
posed it. President Nixon supported federal funding for bilingual education,
but a later Republican presidential candidate, Bob Dole, opposed the whole
idea as an invention of the “embarrassed-to-be-American crowd.” Governor
Ronald Reagan of California backed his state’s bilingual education bill, but
President Reagan did not support funding at the federal level. A few years later,
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Richard Riley, then secretary of education in the Clinton administration, en-
dorsed bilingual education programs as “the wave of the future.” President
George W. Bush opposed California’s Proposition 227 as “divisive,” and in
2000 he endorsed “bilingual programs that work,” but a year later he supported
an education bill intended to move LEP children into English-speaking classes
relatively quickly.%¢

The politics are just as confused at state and local levels of government.
The Republican party of California remained neutral on Proposition 227 in
order to avoid any more accusations of immigrant bashing after Proposition
187 (which sought to deny state services to illegal immigrants). Latino leaders
in Los Angeles also stayed on the sidelines during the campaign: according to
a 1997 survey quoted in the Nation, they did “not consider defending bilingual
education to be among the top five cutting-edge issues facing Latinos.”®’ Latino
political activists mostly but not uniformly opposed Proposition 227. Despite
active opposition by the California Teachers Association and local union lead-
ers, about half of the teachers in Los Angeles public schools supported it. Over
60 percent of Hispanic voters opposed Proposition 227, but it was favored by
two-thirds of white and almost 6o percent of Asian American voters (black vot-
ers were almost evenly split). The sponsors of a similar proposition in Arizona
in 2000, as well as many of its most vehement opponents, were Hispanic; the
staunchly Republican superintendent of public instruction did not support it.

Although at a slower pace than in the case of special education, the move-
ment toward greater inclusion seems to be gathering momentum. California’s
proposition, like the one in Arizona two years later, carried with over 6o per-
cent of the votes; moves to present a similar proposition to voters of Colorado
and Massachusetts are active. The Chicago and Denver school systems recently
required schools to mainstream children with limited English proficiency within
three years (in the former case it was after “heated, tearful, and even nasty de-
bate,” according to one local reporter). Other districts such as Houston, and
states such as Connecticut, are moving in the same direction. Out of dissatis-
faction with the quality of teaching and length of participation in its bilingual
program, New York City plans to implement a new policy to enable parents
to decide whether their children will participate in a (shortened) bilingual pro-
gram or an (enhanced) program of English immersion; the clear expectation is
that many will make the latter choice.%®

Finally, the federal education law of 2001 gives parents greater power over
their children’s assignment to bilingual classes, requires schools to give parents
more information in order to make such a decision, and eliminates the direc-
tive that most federal bilingual funds be used to teach substantive subjects in
the student’s native language. It also mandates that schools test English learn-
ers for proficiency in English after three years of attending schools in the United
States and permits penalties to schools whose students do not increase in
English fluency.
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Americans as a whole almost always report more support for ESL or
English-immersion programs than for bilingual education. A 1997 survey of
Californians was probably the most extensive investigation of attitudes toward
bilingual education by a neutral party. After receiving an explanation of vari-
ous programs, 55 percent of respondents supported bilingual education, but
fully 69 percent supported English language immersion programs.®’ Latino and
Asian American parents endorsed English immersion even more strongly than
did white and African American parents. In a major national survey, about half
of Americans supported short-term transitional bilingual classes; the rest were
split among the other alternatives or uncertain.”® In another, the same pro-
portion of Hispanic parents—two-thirds—as African American and all other
parents endorsed the very strong proposal to teach new immigrants to speak
English “as quickly as possible, even if this means they fall behind in other sub-
jects.” Fully 75 percent of foreign-born parents concurred. By a two-to-one
ratio, teachers across the nation also believe that the government should man-
date that “substantive subjects should be taught in English” rather than in the
student’s native language.”!

Bilingual education as generally practiced creates too many obstacles to the
achievement of the American dream to be acceptable. Students in bilingual
programs too often suffer from overidentification and stigmatization as well as
adjustment problems when they move into conventional classes. They are too
often victims of poor teaching, in part because there are simply not enough
well-trained teachers and high-quality classrooms to make the pursuit of
excellent bilingual education a realistic goal in the foreseeable future. There
are no grounds for believing that the federal government will provide funds to
generate the additional training and higher salaries needed, among other things,
to improve teaching in the field. And states show no inclination to fill the gap:
if they did not do so during the booming 199os, they are unlikely to do so in
more stringent times. For example, one bemused journalist points out that
although a federal judge held that “Arizona doesn’t spend enough money on
programs for children learning English,” in the same year “the Arizona Sen-
ate Education Committee killed a proposal . . . that would have tripled state
funding for English as a Second Language programs.”’?

Thus most language-minority students will remain in overcrowded classes
with teachers who are expert neither in their language nor in the specialized
techniques needed to reproduce the successes of exemplary bilingual class-
rooms. In this situation, according to a teacher of ESL for 15 years in Texas,
bilingual classes have too often “become holding pens for poorly performing
students,” with students treated “as members of a social caste, a group of help-
less individuals in need of a warm, fuzzy environment created by caring but
undemanding teachers.””? This is not the way to achieve the individual goals
of the American dream.
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Extended bilingual programs do equally little to promote training for dem-
ocratic citizenship or to achieve any of the other collective goals of the Amer-
ican dream. Most white and African American students attend schools in which
fewer than § percent of their peers are English learners; conversely, nearly half
of LEP students are in schools in which a third or more of their schoolmates
also do not speak English fluently. And as researchers from the Urban Insti-
tute point out, “LEP segregation is compounded by the practice of pooling
LEP/bilingual services and personnel in specific schools within districts to con-
centrate scarce resources in a few places.”’* Separating students with limited
English proficiency in this way reduces diversity in classrooms and creates yet
another obstacle to the acquisition by all students of democratic values through
direct, daily contact. Native-born students do not learn to interact with peers
from a different cultural (and often religious) background and to understand
how American culture is changing; young immigrants find it harder to learn to
think of American government and society as their own. Mixing students from
different backgrounds does not always lead to real integration—but not mix-
ing students absolutely guarantees that it will not occur, as the history of school
desegregation shows. On the issue of bilingual education, therefore, with no
clear evidence on the best approach (except where two-way immersion is pos-
sible), but with evidence of a second-class education pervasive, separation is
once again hard to defend in terms of the American dream. Our nation is mov-
ing slowly and fitfully toward greater inclusion, and that is the right direction
(even if it sometimes occurs for the wrong reasons).”*

Finally, focusing on bilingual education diverts attention from the deeper
structural problems faced by English learners. As the chair of the National
Educational Research Policy and Priorities Board puts it, “Limited-English-
proficient kids go to high-poverty schools that have more than just a language
difference going on. Just looking at the language of instruction is going to
remove us from considering other important factors, such as organizational
climate, professional development, standards, and curricula.””® That points us
directly toward ability grouping, the third and most troubling form of separa-
tion among students with different characteristics.

Ability Grouping

Ability grouping is the issue that brings together most of the themes discussed
in this chapter and throughout the book. Children who are white or come from
well-off or professional families have traditionally dominated high tracks and
college prep programs. In many places, therefore, grouping is a race issue like
desegregation or a class issue like funding. By definition grouping is also about
the separation of students and therefore involves all the complex calculations
about distinctive needs and legitimate claims on the society, about the benefits
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to individuals and to the collectivity, that we have seen so far in this chapter.
But grouping is unlike special education and bilingual education in that it af-
fects virtually all students, and its opponents have made less headway in the
past few years.

Whether grouping by ability is good or bad remains deeply in dispute.
Some reformers argue that it helps almost no one and harms many, so it should
be eliminated for the sake of equity and to bring students together. Others ar-
gue that ability grouping, when properly done, produces the best educational
outcomes for individual students, groups defined by ability or motivation, and
the society as a whole. Still others see an inevitable trade-off between benefit-
ing some and harming others, or between what is good for individuals and what
is good for the collectivity, whether schools separate students by measured abil-
ity or not. Thus ability grouping brings into the sharpest possible relief the
tensions embedded within the American dream as applied to schools.

Ability grouping has been almost universal since the Sputnik era, although
it began long before that. Its presence depends considerably on the size of the
class or the school. It can start as early as first grade, although it usually be-
gins in middle school or high school. After elementary school it typically af-
fects math and science courses, but it can be applied to English and other
subjects as well. As usual in education policy, we lack consensus on even sim-
ple descriptive data about the amount and types of ability grouping. Estimates
of how many high school students are in grouped math classes, for example,
range from less than two-thirds to go percent.”’

Full-scale tracking is usually intended to be voluntary, although direct or
indirect pressure may be applied. Placement can depend on some combination
of test scores, previous academic performance, teacher recommendations, and
assessment by guidance counselors of student potential; thus the process can
be either rational or biased. Like special education it is often affected by parental
and sometimes by student preferences. Tracking used to be rigidly fixed across
most subjects and all years of secondary education; at least in principle, it is in-
creasingly fluid across subjects within a given year of schooling and across years
of school.”®

Career tracks are decades old. Students can be placed in a college-
preparatory track, a general track, or a vocational track in which students com-
bine academic courses with hands-on classes designed to enable them to move
into a craft job or service job right after high school. The general track is of-
ten more a residual category than a real program or curriculum: it involves ac-
ademic courses that are not intended to prepare students for college and courses
in “life skills” or “general knowledge” that are not focused on preparing stu-
dents for a career. Its use grew quickly in the North at the time of migration
of black students from the South.”’

Up to 45 percent of high school students still remain in the general track.
Another 5 to 15 percent are in vocational programs, many of which are out of



Separation and Inclusion 161

date; attempts to modernize them to make them a viable option for students
in the general track have been fitful and limited. Students in the vocational and
general tracks earn less as adults than do students in the academic track, even
controlling for other factors that affect incomes.?°

In part as a result of these tracks, but also because of ability grouping,
American teens in the mid-198os “received very uneven exposure to a range of
curriculum topics” compared to students in other countries, according to the
National Center for Education Statistics. For example, most American students
“were in schools offering two or more differently titled mathematics classes. In
contrast, many of the countries that scored high on the SIMS mathematics tests
[the Second International Mathematics Study of 1982, a test comparing stu-
dents across nineteen nations] . . . offered the same mathematics courses to a//
students.”8!

A disproportionate number of poor, African American, and Hispanic chil-
dren are located in the lower ability groups or the general track, and well-off,
white, and Asian American students are at the opposite end of the grouping
spectrum. As of 1992 about a third of Latino and African American students
were in a college-preparatory track, compared with close to half of Anglos and
just over half of Asian Americans. In the eyes of critics such as law professor
Angelia Dickens, these data show that “the tracking system has had racial and
ethnic overtones since its inception.”8?

But this evidence is insufficient to determine racial bias. While the fact of
disproportionate placement is clear, there remains a serious dispute about
whether blacks and Hispanics are still placed in the low ability groups too of-
ten if one controls for achievement and measured ability. The declining overt
prejudice of most Americans (presumably including teachers) over the past 4o
years, the nation’s increased focus over the past 20 years on helping all stu-
dents achieve, the growing importance of reform movements, and the increas-
ing prominence of minority administrators led a researcher at the College Board
to conclude that “prejudice is playing a less substantial role in shaping teacher
expectations and grouping/tracking practices than was the case several decades
ago.” In another study, when teachers’ recommendations for grouping their
students were compared with the students’ test scores, the same proportion of
blacks and whites were overplaced or underplaced. Others find that African
Americans are even slightly likely to be overplaced in actual classrooms ac-
cording to test scores. Tracking therefore has problems of overidentification
and underidentification similar to special education and bilingual education. In
the words of Ronald Ferguson, an educational economist at Harvard Univer-
sity, “The claim of racial discrimination in group placement by teachers is not
supported by research, once conventional indicators of merit or economic
standing are accounted for.”8?

However, analysts almost universally agree that ability grouping discrimi-
nates on the basis of dass, even controlling for achievement and other factors.
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The raw facts are startling enough—almost three times as many students from
high-income as from low-income families are enrolled in college preparatory
tracks. Although achievement and ability—typically measured by test scores,
prior placements, and teachers’ judgments—almost always show up in careful
studies as the chief determinants of student placement, class-based factors usu-
ally come in second.®* And since poor (especially poor black and Hispanic) chil-
dren consistently learn in the worst conditions and receive the worst teaching,
prior measured achievement itself probably partly reflects class and racial bias.
It is clear that ability grouping has discriminatory elements that, in direct vio-
lation of the tenets of the American dream, keep schools from helping all stu-
dents to pursue individual success; it is clear, as well, that it reduces diversity
in the classroom and makes training for democratic citizenship less effective.

The impact of ability grouping on overall educational achievement is less
clear, which makes consensus on the right policy response more difficult. The
empirical literature on the effects of ability-based separation, in fact, does frus-
tratingly little to help determine its achievement effects; some researchers be-
lieve that methodological problems make any conclusions from the studies
impossible.?> Efforts to overcome these problems, as well as other difficulties
in measuring students, classrooms, and achievement, have not yielded consis-
tent results.

In the first careful analysis of controlled comparative studies of ability
grouping across classes in primary and secondary schools, sociologist Robert
Slavin showed no difference in achievement between tracked and untracked
classes. A more recent study similarly found that heterogeneous grouping in
English, although not in math, “does not disadvantage” students at any level
of ability; others found that schools with more flexibility in their grouping gen-
erate higher math scores as well as less disparity between the scores of high
and low groups in both math and verbal skills.®¢ These studies imply that group-
ing, on balance, helps no one.

Many more studies, however, show that ability grouping benefits those in
the high groups; the impact on those in the low-ability groups varies from none
to serious harm. In some studies gifted students gained from programs designed
for them, and the remaining students did not lose as a consequence of group-
ing. In other studies students in enriched and accelerated classes benefited con-
siderably from their participation, but these classes increased the gap between
high and low scorers in their schools. Similarly, a study that controlled for other
characteristics of the classroom found that high school students in lower-level
mathematics courses would gain in a heterogeneous class and students in hon-
ors courses would lose.®” The authors of a recent National Academy of
Sciences study concluded that they “do know that some specific . . . gifted and
talented interventions have been demonstrated to have positive outcomes for
students,” so they endorse the continuance of these programs despite deep con-
cern about racial and ethnic bias in assignment to them. Another scholar wor-
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ries similarly that school reforms sometimes lead to “a lack of stretch in
curriculum and instruction to accommodate the highest achievers and insuffi-
cient availability of higher level course offerings in all schools.”®®

Experimental studies that hold constant most factors affecting student out-
comes show that when the curriculum and instructional methods are similar
for all students, grouping by itself neither consistently helps nor harms stu-
dents. But studies of actual settings usually find that students in the low-
ability groups do worse than they should, even given their presumedly lower
ability. They show, in other words, that students in low groups are treated
unfairly compared with those in high groups. The debate among scholars, then,
is whether educators should focus on abolishing ability grouping or should con-
centrate on ensuring a challenging curriculum, equal instructional quality, and
a fair allocation of resources across groups.5”

But even this portrayal is incomplete. There is, finally, evidence showing
that grouping that avoids discriminatory placements and provides all students
with a good curriculum could widely enhance individual achievement. Ronald
Ferguson shows that ability grouping in elementary school involving “more tai-
loring of curriculum and instruction to students in the group, . . . [is associ-
ated with] higher scores for students who are grouped than for those who are
not.” Students in low-ability as well as in high-ability groups benefit. Another
researcher found that eighth-grade students at all levels benefit from taking al-
gebra and that all learned more in tracked than in heterogeneous algebra classes.
Some schools have demonstrated that with motivated teachers and high-
quality curricula, students in low tracks can thrive.”” Thus the broadest sensi-
ble conclusion is that of the sociologist Adam Gamoran: “Decisions about
grouping are preliminary and what matters most comes next: decisions about
what to do with students affer they are assigned to classes. Given poor in-
struction, neither heterogeneous nor homogeneous grouping can be effective;
with excellent instruction, either may succeed.”!

As with many school-related issues, the deepest problem is that too many
students are poorly taught, and students in low-ability groups usually end up
with the lowest quality of teaching. Virtually all analysts agree that the worst
teachers, poorest curriculum, and fewest resources disproportionately afflict
students in the lowest levels of courses. For example, about a tenth of students
in high- and medium-level English classes, but fully a quarter of students in
low-level English classes, are taught by teachers out of their main fields. This
is not a consequence of grouping per se, but the presence of grouping makes it
much more likely that schooling resources will be distributed unfairly. In
addition, teachers typically treat students whom they perceive to be low achiev-
ers very differently from presumed high achievers. They are given less atten-
tion and less chance to reason and debate.”? Ability grouping, like other forms
of separation, has consistently provided the mechanism to give many students
a second-class education.
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"The huge differences in educational opportunity across school districts also
mean that schools and districts vary in the kind of course offerings and the
quality of teaching that would permit any student to achieve at very high lev-
els. More high school seniors of all races and ethnicities are taking advanced
math and science courses than a decade ago, and there is less overall racial and
class disparity in the number of high school students who take high-level math-
ematics and science than there used to be. But inequalities across schools and
districts persist.”> Middle schools in poor or non-Asian minority communities
frequently do not offer algebra in eighth grade, which is essential for doing
high-level mathematics in high school. High schools in poor areas are less likely
to offer Advanced Placement (AP) courses, other advanced courses in math and
science, or honors English and history courses than schools in wealthier and
predominantly white communities. Sometimes only the “best” students are per-
mitted to take those that are offered. Children of parents who have not at-
tended college, who are disproportionately poor and nonwhite, are twice as
likely to attend schools that do not offer algebra in eighth grade as children
whose parents completed college.”*

In response to evidence of this type, one of the heroes of the civil rights
movement, Robert Moses, recently turned his attention to racial biases in ed-
ucation and developed the Algebra Project. It is a curriculum and teaching
method designed to encourage all middle schools to offer high-quality math
courses in a way that engages even poor and badly trained non-Anglo students.
He now calls the knowledge of mathematics “a civil rights issue[,] . . . some-
thing that’s necessary in order to have viable participation as a citizen in the
country.” In his view “the absence of math literacy in urban and rural com-
munities . . . is an issue as urgent as the lack of Black voters in Mississippi was
in 1961.7%

Others increasingly concur on the need for high-quality instruction for all
students. Although the number of students who are candidates for AP exams
has increased over sixfold in the last 20 years, still only 4 percent of AP ex-
ams are taken by black students and only g percent by Hispanics.”® In 1999,
the ACLU filed suit against the state of California, claiming that “129 Cali-
fornia public high schools with 80,000 students do not offer any AP courses;
and 333 schools offer four or fewer. In contrast, . . . 144 public high schools
in California offer more than 14 AP courses.” Small rural schools and schools
in poor urban districts in California are least likely to offer AP courses, thus
disadvantaging African Americans, recent Latino and other immigrants, and
poor whites. The availability of such courses has a crucial impact on a student’s
future, since the University of California at Berkeley and UCLA weight AP
courses and their test scores heavily in admissions decisions. The general coun-
sel for the California department of education agreed that “this is a genuine
equity issue and I think it will have enough political push to bring about a so-
lution.” Prodded by the lawsuit in California, the College Board set up a pro-
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gram to encourage all public high schools to offer AP courses (currently 40
percent do not), and some schools are enabling more students to take them.”’

Public opinion shows deep ambivalence about ability grouping. On survey
questions over the last 45 years, a majority of Americans have endorsed spend-
ing more on and giving more attention to “gifted” children, including separate
classes—perhaps because up to half agree that they “have a gifted child.” African
Americans support ability grouping as much as Anglos do.”® On other ques-
tions, however, Americans report that they do not believe that gifted children
should receive special consideration compared with other children. On one sur-
vey twice as many blacks agree that tracking “causes unequal treatment and
should be eliminated” as believe that it is fair and should be continued. A re-
cent direct query about ability grouping showed the public split almost in half,
with a slight preference for separation even in elementary school. Focus groups
demonstrate the same ambivalence. On the one hand, a participant in Cincin-
nati argued, “Most kids want a challenge. . . . Sometimes the more difficult it
is, the higher they want to go.” But a participant in Sacramento, as if in re-
sponse, said “I don’t think you need to push them into something that is just
going to frustrate them. . . . If they can’t get the math and they are not going
to be heading in that kind of career to use that math, they should be shown
into another direction that they could better use.””’

The variety in these results fits the pattern we have found so often before.
Citizens seek to ensure that their children have all of the resources they need
to succeed, and they want all other individuals to be able to pursue their own
dreams, and they endorse equality of opportunity for all students. But they do
not know how to reconcile these sometimes-conflicting goals.

Neither do professional educators. A majority of professors of education,
but not of teachers, endorse mixed ability grouping. The National Governors’
Association, the ACLU, the Children’s Defense Fund, the Carnegie Corpora-
tion, the College Board, and the NAACP Legal Defense Fund are all on record
in opposition to strict tracking, though not to all forms of ability grouping.
The states of California and Massachusetts have issued reports urging middle
schools to detrack, and some have done s0.1% New York City, conversely, is
creating a college-level program for students who have already surpassed the
requirements for the state’s standardized test. The NEA officially opposes dis-
criminatory tracking—no surprise there—but it also urges funding for special
programs for the gifted and talented; the AFT has no official position on the
subject, but has expressed sympathy for parents who endorse ability grouping.
The National Council for the Social Studies, “motivated by a commitment to
equal opportunity and the fostering of democratic ideals, . . . opposes ability
grouping in social studies.” But the authors of the National Science Education
Standards note that “there are science activities for which grouping is appro-
priate. . . . Decisions about grouping are made by considering the purpose and
demands of the activity and the needs, abilities, and interests of students. A
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standards-based science program ensures that all students participate in chal-
lenging activities adapted to diverse needs.”!!

Some teachers speak passionately about the dangers of heterogeneous class-
rooms for students with low as well as high ability. As a math teacher in Cal-
ifornia observes,

They have attempted some of this heterogeneous grouping. And they are find-
ing that it is a disaster. . . . The fast students in the class are the ones that are
controlling the class, in that they have all the answers. And the really slow stu-
dents in the class are absolutely lost. They have no idea what’s going on. And
they are causing mayhem in the classrooms. . . . Teachers who have had good
control in the classroom in the past are finding that they are ineffective in
working with these heterogeneous groupings.

Others strongly endorse its virtues. A middle school English teacher argues
that

Cooperative learning works better with heterogeneous classes. There’s more
to draw from. But, more importantly, we have not just that technique but a
number of other techniques and things that we should have been doing for
years but kind of gave up when we gave up one-room schoolhouses—peer tu-
toring, different grouping practices, flexible grouping practices, kids working
in pairs.

To be able to have more heterogeneous classes, schools have to “undertake
changes in curriculum or instruction likely to improve actual teaching.”!%? That
observation, of course, returns us to the issues of school reform.

Rigid tracking is less prevalent, racial bias has diminished, and advanced
courses are more widely available, but districts that have tried to eliminate abil-
ity grouping have faced powerful opposition. Opposition comes from teachers
who either believe that eliminating grouping is a pedagogical mistake or do not
want to give up the way they do things, and from wealthier parents who either
agree with them or do not want to give up the advantage it secures for their
children. In Montclair, New Jersey, for example, detracking just one ninth-
grade English class became deeply controversial, resulting in confrontational
board meetings, extended newspaper coverage, and the threatened departure
of some families from the district.!? That class remained heterogeneous, with
some real educational benefits, but the experience discouraged further attempts
to eliminate ability grouping in the district.

Educating children together is the best way to teach democratic values such as
mutual respect, as well as to equalize access to resources and teaching quality.
Ability grouping is particularly hard to defend for the early grades. Assump-
tions about the ability to learn should not be fixed at the beginning of the quest
for success, and barriers should not be placed between children on that basis
without very good cause. Poor children do not start with less ability, just less
money, but once again they have been the principal victims of American edu-
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cational practices. On these grounds, as well as for all the reasons that en-
courage greater inclusion in special and bilingual education, ability grouping
is a questionable general policy for a society based on the American dream.
Unlike special education, however, the trend toward inclusion on this is-
sue is not very strong; unlike bilingual education the politics here are not mud-
dled. Given intense opposition to the elimination of ability grouping (made
stronger by some of the research), it makes sense in the upper grades to insist
first on a high-quality curriculum for everyone, as well as the unbiased assign-
ment of students, the most effective allocation of resources, and the most eq-
uitable distribution of good teachers among groups. As we saw in the discussion
of adequacy in school finance, this may mean more resources for classes with
a lot of poor children and more of the best teachers as well. In this context, as
the famed sociologist Christopher Jencks and his coauthor have said, “Elimi-
nating demanding courses seems ridiculous. We should be trying to get more
black [and Latino and poor] students to take challenging courses, not trying to
eliminate them as an option” for others.'%* If these changes occur, we will get
a much better idea of what works and the pattern of support and opposition to
ability grouping may also change. As it is done now in most places, grouping
is not acceptable. In part because of it, educational stratification at the end of
schooling too closely replicates social stratification at the beginning. Ability
grouping exemplifies the serious challenges we face, as well as the benefits we
can imagine, in putting the American dream into practice in public schools.
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CHALLENGING THE AMERICAN DREAM

Excessive promotion of allegiance to groups, instead of to ideals such as democ-
racy, human rights, and justice, encourages the breakdown of civil society.

—-Albert Shanker, late president of the American

Federation of Teachers, 1995

[A] society is not truly democratic if it imposes on some of its members, as a
price of admission to equal protection and status, the requirement that they
deny or hide a deeply felt identity.

—Elizabeth Kiss, political philosopher at Duke University, 1999

This is a multilayered debate. It’s about politics. It’s about culture. It’s about

power. It’s about disfranchisement. And it’s about . . . the purpose and re-
sponsibility of the school system.

—DMember of the Santa Barbara, California,

Board of Education, 1998

If we teach kids they were descended from monkeys, don’t you think they’ll
act like monkeys?
—Representative, Arkansas General Assembly, 2001"

ULTICULTURAL EDUCATION, whether as a curricular reform or as a

general goal for education, swept the nation’s schools during the

1990s. As generally understood and practiced, it does not challenge
the American dream; it is a central way of teaching respect for difference and
part of the continuing process of redefining the common American culture.
Similarly, bilingual education is usually intended to help students pursue suc-
cess within the mainstream, not to remain outside it. But some Americans go
beyond claims for respect and incorporation. They seek to use multicultural or
bilingual education to enable members of their group to attain distinctive treat-
ment within public schools, or they promote changes in school curricula or
methods of teaching that reflect their racial identity or religious beliefs in ways
that challenge the American dream. They promote “allegiance to groups,” in
Albert Shanker’s terms, or they insist on the value of difference.
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Some of these advocates do not believe that fostering individual success
should be a central value of public schooling, or they reject the usual formu-
lation of democratic citizenship, or they believe that the whole ideology of the
American dream is an exercise in power thinly disguised as a formula for fair
treatment. When they couch alternatives in the language of discrimination or
make proposals in the context of school failure, their impact can be politically
volatile.

These issues of religion and culture show the acute difficulty of balancing
the claims of one, some, and all in American public schooling, as well as the
virtues and defects of using the American dream as the framework for that bal-
ancing act. To the degree that proponents—of multicultural education, cul-
tural maintenance, African-centered pedagogy, or religious values—appeal to
fairness, challenge discrimination, or demand respect for diverse viewpoints,
they can and should gain broad support. But when advocates of particular
groups seek to use public schools to help them maintain their separate iden-
tity, try to separate themselves within schools, or propose to have an entirely
separate education within the public school system, support appropriately
drops. If they try to transform all the schools in accordance with their partic-
ular cultural views or religious beliefs in rejection of the American dream, sup-
port in the wider community melts away, as it should.

Nevertheless, those who challenge the dream can have a disproportionate
influence on debates over educational policy, partly because they sometimes
disrupt accepted political categories. Claims based on religious belief come from
the political right as it is conventionally defined, and claims based on race, lan-
guage, or culture come from the left. But commitments and alliances may be
unpredictable, and the politics of challenge can be so unusual that policymak-
ers may have to deal with it one group or one school at a time.

In addition, the trajectory of these challenges is very unstable. A number
of people well beyond the core advocates can sometimes be mobilized to sup-
port distinctive treatment for some students, whether because they are frus-
trated with the failure of a school to promote individual success or the collective
good, or because they have some sympathy with the goals or identity-based
claims of particular groups. Even when schools accommodate the demands of
those who challenge the dream in this way, however, accommodations typi-
cally do not last. Identity groups themselves are often divided—there is at times
no love lost, for example, between advocates for African Americans and advo-
cates for immigrant groups. Those outside the groups often object to the spe-
cial treatment or the cost, and courts reject the approach when it crosses the
remaining line between church and state. Finally, schools decide, correctly, that
they cannot cope with a situation in which people from dozens of nationali-
ties, language groups, or religious denominations each make a claim for spe-
cial treatment, separation, or transformation of the curriculum.

As a result, initiatives that promote the goals of some, instead of the goals
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of one or all, may generate a great deal of activity in schools, districts, and state
capitals but only occasionally affect many children in classrooms. The activity
itself is one of the best indications of how passionately Americans care about
public schooling; the limited impact of the challenges also marks the bound-
aries of the ideology of the American dream. The ideology is flexible enough
to encompass the aspirations of most Americans and is consistent with most
understandings of democratic citizenship. But not all: some people want to re-
main outside the bounds of the dream. That is their right, but they cannot ex-
pect the public schools to accommodate them when they challenge the
American dream in this way.

Moulticulturalism

Multiculturalism has been dismissed by one educator as a “slogan, any specific
definition of which lacks consensus.” While this dismissal is unfair, multicul-
turalism does have close to as many meanings as users. The first Commission
on Multicultural Education tried to provide a definition as early as 1972: “Mul-
ticultural education,” they said, “recognizes cultural diversity as a fact of life in
American society, and it affirms that this cultural diversity is a valuable resource
that should be preserved and extended. It affirms that major education institu-
tions should strive to preserve and enhance cultural pluralism.” In its broad-
est meaning, multicultural education endeavors to enrich the understandings
of American students by incorporating a variety of cultural perspectives into
the dominant Anglo-Saxon Protestant framework of schooling, and thereby to
change it into something new and more inclusive.

Understood this way, multiculturalism fits perfectly within the two basic
goals of the American dream in public schooling. First, it seeks to promote in-
dividual success by ensuring that all students see members of their own culture
taken seriously by the schools. When they see people like themselves repre-
sented in the curriculum, so the theory goes, they can relate to the material in
a way that will improve their ability or willingness to learn. As Carlos Jimenez,
a history teacher at Garfield High School in East Los Angeles, puts it, “It en-
hances the students’ self-image to see that their ancestors were not savages,
that they were very advanced civilizations. When the school validates a per-
son’s culture by making it part of the curriculum, the student feels value in
what and who they are.” Multicultural education simultaneously seeks to pro-
mote the collective good by exposing all students to the array of cultural her-
itages represented in the school, district, state, or nation. Teaching students
about each other’s traditions and values, when properly done, enhances a sense
of inclusion, creates mutual respect, promotes a common core of knowledge
and shared values, and enables citizens to deal better with each other in the
public realm. One typical list of goals for multicultural education, for example,
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includes some focused on individual success—“providing . . . powerful ideas for
how to live successfully in the general American society, [and] useful skills for
succeeding in the world of work”—and three focused on the collective good—
“understanding various culture groups, gaining identity and strength from par-
ticipating in one’s own culture group, and learning ways to contribute to greater
equity and opportunity for all individuals and groups.”

Most Americans came to endorse this understanding of multiculturalism
during the 1990s. More than seven in ten respondents to a 1992 survey agreed,
for example, that schools should “increase the amount of coursework, coun-
seling, and school activities . . . to promote understanding and tolerance among
students of different races and ethnic backgrounds.” Three-quarters endorsed
teaching “the diverse cultural traditions of the different population groups in
America” along with the “common, predominant cultural tradition,” rather than
the common tradition alone.* Almost half even reported themselves willing to
support reductions in “the amount of information [taught] on traditional sub-
jects in U.S. . . . history” in favor of increasing “information on non-Western
cultures and on women and minorities in the U.S.” (Blacks felt much more
strongly than whites about this, as well as about whether the schools are do-
ing enough to promote intergroup “understanding and tolerance.”)’ This is a
rather new conviction for most Americans; the rapidity of its acceptance is tes-
tament to how strongly Americans believe in the need for mutual respect in
order to promote democratic citizenship.

As with so many of the other issues discussed in this book, there is very
little systematic evidence on how schools engage in multicultural education,
and virtually none on its effects. By the early 19gos, over 70 percent of large
school districts, according to one sample, had implemented multicultural cur-
ricula of some kind; the proportion has presumably risen since then, and smaller
districts also have become more involved in this new approach. Most described
their programs in terms of “ ‘an emphasis on behaviors, values, and institutions
existing in all cultures,” ‘appreciation of and respect for diversity,” [or] ‘a cross-
cultural process focusing on all cultures.”””

Multicultural education is easy to endorse but difficult to implement well.
At a minimum schools do not have time to do everything: if they teach the his-
tory of African Americans and Hispanics as well as that of European immi-
grants, they risk leaving out Asian Americans and Native Americans (not to
speak of the manifold variations within each racial or ethnic group). The more
inclusive school curricula and activities become, the sharper the exclusion of
those remaining outside the fold. And absent a lot of thorny intellectual work,
the more inclusive the curriculum becomes, the more superficially it treats all
subjects. Finally, the more inclusive it becomes, in the usual sense of adding
another cultural dimension to those already taught, the more difficult it is for
teachers and students to retain any focus on the culture and values that have
traditionally been considered American, or any other common core. These
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problems are real, but they can be mitigated by curricular innovations and fo-
cused teacher training; multiculturalism is hard to teach well and inevitably
competes for attention with other school reforms but it does not challenge the
American dream.

Challenges to the dream begin when advocates of multiculturalism change
their emphasis from respect to separate treatment, when claims shift from “com-
monality politics” to “identity politics” and eventually to “emancipatory nar-
ratives,” described below. As social critic Todd Gitlin of New York University
defines these terms, commonality politics is “a frame of understanding and ac-
tion that understands ‘difference’ against a background of what is nor different,
what is shared among groups.” It is what most Americans have in mind when
they endorse multicultural education; 85 percent of parents (including almost
as many foreign-born as native-born) agree that it is “absolutely essential” for
public schools to teach children “that whatever their ethnic or racial back-
ground, they are all part of one nation.” Identity politics, conversely, “began
as an assertion of dignity, a recovery from exclusion and denigration, and a de-
mand for representation,” but moved beyond that to become “a form of self-
understanding, an orientation toward the world, and a structure of feeling”
framed around the assumption that Americans’ differences outweigh their
commonalities.?

Multicultural education began, to quote one curriculum expert, as a “hope-
ful and idealistic response to the Civil Rights Movement,” but this harder-
edged form developed largely out of disappointment with the conservative
reaction to the reforms of the 1960s. In response to continued discrimination
against students of color, its advocates shifted their focus by the 1980s to
“redress of racial inequities in a society built on and maintained by White priv-
ilege” and to affirmation of “the democratic right of each ethnic group to
retain its own heritage.” Advocates of identity-based multicultural education
gained momentum and attention—both supportive and critical—with the rise
of a movement for national standards in the late 1980s. Both Republican pres-
ident George Bush and Democratic president Bill Clinton endorsed national
standards, but when experts actually began to draft them, especially in U.S. his-
tory, they became embroiled in intense politics. On one side supporters, in-
cluding advocates of identity-based multiculturalism, demanded that their
perspectives be acknowledged and the contributions of their group recognized;
on the other side were those, like the scholar and former assistant secretary of
education Diane Ravitch, who sought to protect the schools from “an adver-
sarial culture, a treatment of American history that emphasizes the nation’s
warts and failings and diminishes its genuine accomplishments.” How can “a
common culture even [be] possible,” she asked, “if the public schools were
charged with celebrating every culture that might be represented in the stu-
dent body (but certainly not celebrating our common American culture)?”’

These public battles over curriculum reform are mostly over, and most
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combatants have moved on to other concerns. But identity politics continues
to generate controversy among educators over how best to teach children with
different cultural backgrounds. Asa Hilliard, an educational psychologist at
Georgia State University, begins with “the assumption . . . that two groups of
students with the same intellectual potential would, because of diversity in cul-
tural socialization, develop habits and preferences that would cause them to
manifest their mental powers in somewhat different ways.” In his view that as-
sumption is supported by “abundant and overwhelming data . . . show[ing] that
cultural groups vary with respect to behavioral style.” Lisa Delpit, who won a
MacArthur Foundation “genius grant” for her research on education, concurs
and concludes from her own research that teachers must “learn about the bril-
liance the students bring with them ‘in their blood,”” because once “we know
the intellectual legacies of our students, we will gain insight into how to teach
them.”!? From this view point, identity politics implies that students from dif-
ferent cultures should be taught differently; others take the point further to
imply that conventional pedagogies and measures of achievement are racially
and ethnically suspect or even invalid.

Identity politics has implications for the central questions of who should
teach, how to teach, and what should be taught. Proponents argue that stu-
dents need high self-esteem in order to learn well, and that self-esteem results
in part from having teachers who resemble the students. Professor Delpit con-
tinues the observations quoted above by concluding, “I am not suggesting that
excellent teachers of diverse students 7zust be of their students’ ethnicity. . . .
[H]owever, . . . we should strive to make our teaching force diverse, for teach-
ers who share the ethnic and cultural backgrounds of our increasingly diverse
student bodies may serve . . . to provide insights that might otherwise remain
hidden.” A chapter in the Handbook of Research on Multicultural Education, the
central text in this field, argues similarly that “when students and teachers share
a common cultural background and are able to engage in productive interac-
tions, it is possible that they might develop attachments to education that they
otherwise might not.”!!

Advocates of identity-based multiculturalism also believe that students’ mo-
tivation to learn is increased when their group figures prominently and dis-
tinctively in the material they are learning. For students who are not European
Americans, argues Molefi Asante, the most vigorous exponent of Afrocentric-
ity, “centricity . . . locat[es] students within the context of their own cultural ref-
erences so that they can relate socially and psychologically to other cultural
perspectives.” Most education in American classrooms, he says, is “approached
from the standpoint of White perspectives and history.” But only an African-
centered curriculum will enable a 13-year-old student in Milwaukee, for ex-
ample, to be able to say, “When I hear something in school about my black
ancestors, I'm like, ‘Wow! I can be like them.””'? In this view conventional
education, even liberal multicultural education, neither enables individual

’”
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children of color to succeed in attaining their dreams nor promotes a truly col-
lective set of values and democratic practices, and must be changed.

When identity politics is at its strongest, multiculturalism moves far away
from the goals for public schools envisioned by the American dream. Propo-
nents seldom reject the concept of individual success (although they may
define it differently from most Americans): their animus is chiefly against the
collective goals. They usually reject tolerance as weak and patronizing, see
efforts to incorporate new cultural perspectives into the dominant American
value system as superficial or imperialistic, and suspect democratic politics of
being a vehicle for majority domination of minority interests and values. In this
view a good school will resist rather than reinforce many elements of the stan-
dard ideology of the American dream. As the noted black theologian Vincent
Harding puts it, “Our emphasis is on exposure, disclosure, on reinterpretation
of the entire American past,” rather than on broadening it to include those left
out so far. “Education in this country,” says Asante, has been “based on White
supremicist notions whose purposes are to protect White privilege and advan-
tage in education, economics, politics, and so forth.”!3

In this way multiculturalism can slide from an earnest effort to put into
practice the values of the American dream into critique and rejection of many
of its central tenets. At that point it moves into an emancipatory narrative,
which, in the words of reformer Ellen Swartz, seeks to “expose and contest the
use of school curriculum as a pipeline of dominant ideology. As such it has the
political potential and agenda of unmasking and unraveling the supremacies
upon which this ideology is based.”'* These narratives focus on inequalities of
power and resources more than on cultural differences or group-based pride—
and they are very far from the liberal celebration of diversity and democracy.
Their advocates reject the ideology of the American dream as a hypocritical
cover for a system of white, male, bourgeois domination; not surprisingly, they
also reject the idea of either promoting individual success or pursuing the col-
lective good within the framework of that ideology.

Advocates of emancipatory education are few in number but ambitious in
their agenda; they see the main mission of educators to be teaching students
how to overturn structural inequalities. For them curricular materials should
highlight injustices in American society and identify ways to correct them. Stu-
dents should be guided to actions outside the school that help to alleviate in-
equality and powerlessness; adults should ensure that students who are not
white, male, or well off have positions of leadership in the schools.!® These ad-
vocates concur with Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson when they
claimed that schools educate students morally and politically as well as teach-
ing them the “3R’s,” but beyond that there is almost no agreement at all.

“Children’s biographies of Christopher Columbus function as primers on
racism and colonialism,” says an article in the magazine Rethinking Schools, ed-
ited by teachers in Milwaukee. “They teach youngsters to accept the right of
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white people to rule over people of color, of powerful nations to dominate
weaker nations. And because the Columbus myth is so pervasive . . . it inhibits
children from developing democratic, multiracial, and anti-racist attitudes.” In
such a context, the article concludes, “a multicultural curriculum should be a
rainbow of resistance. . . . Students should be allowed to learn about and feel
connected to this legacy of defiance.” This is far from the traditional multi-
culturalism that most Americans support, far from teaching “respect [for]
others who are from different ethnic, racial, or religious backgrounds,” as one
public opinion survey puts it.!6

Few Americans espouse identity politics as a framework for organizing
schools; even fewer endorse emancipatory narratives. Most proponents are lead-
ers of political advocacy groups or scholars of racial and ethnic politics or of
education;!” some are teachers in mostly minority school districts. Their
direct impact on the school population is limited. But like advocates of vouch-
ers, those who challenge the American dream on the basis of culture matter
beyond their numbers. Because they use the language of identity, because they
can tap into the dissatisfaction of many people with the unfairness or inequity
in the larger society and in the schools, they can have a disproportionate in-
fluence. State education leaders and district officials must therefore pay close
attention to their insistent calls for changes in curriculum, teaching staff, or
methods of teaching.

Multicultural education is an essential component of, and need not be a threat
to, a common American culture and shared American values. In their study
of American history, literature, and government, students should see people
who are like, and unlike, themselves; well-off whites who live in racially and
economically isolated suburbs probably need diversity training the most. Sim-
ilarly, all students need to understand how American society changes as its
population changes, so that they come to see inevitable transformation as a
possible gain rather than a likely loss. Again, native-born American children
probably need this education in historical change more than immigrant chil-
dren do. Since the composition of the American population is shifting at a
very rapid rate and will probably continue to do so over the next few decades,
learning about the many different ways to be American, and the ways that
“being American” is itself changing, will become increasingly important. Stu-
dents from all backgrounds also need to learn how to jointly create a shared
culture with common values, and how to mutually construct a democratic po-
litical system,; as the philosopher Joseph Raz puts it, “Multiculturalism, while
endorsing the perpetuation of several cultural groups in a single political so-
ciety, also requires the existence of a common culture.”!® If they do not learn
in public schools to develop shared commitments as well as appreciation
for differences, children are unlikely to learn it anywhere else in American
society.
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Multicultural education fits well within the goals of the American dream
in public schools so long as it teaches mutuality rather than rejection, inclu-
sion rather than assimilation, engagement with rather than rejection of the
dream’s collective goals. There is probably too little high-quality multicultural
education in America’s public schools, but there is no place in them for unde-
mocratic approaches to these issues, whether taken in the name of emancipa-
tion or not.

Cultural Maintenance

Identity politics, and occasionally emancipatory politics, get a boost when
combined with the politics of language. Proponents of cultural maintenance
programs usually occupy the same roles as proponents of hard-edged multi-
culturalism—they are professors of education, leaders of racial or ethnic advo-
cacy groups, teachers in non-Anglo communities. They oppose inclusion in
mainstream schools because they see it merely as assimilation into what edu-
cational reformer Donaldo Macedo calls an “Anglo-conformist” culture, in
which membership in a non-Anglo ethnic or racial group triggers mainly cul-
tural denigration and personal discrimination. The effort to move children
quickly into English-only classes is “designed primarily to maintain the status
quo . . ., which systematically does not allow other cultural subjects, who are
considered outside of the mainstream, to be present in history.” As sociologist
Michael Olneck sees it, transitional bilingual programs that are intended to be
as brief as possible “reproduce a symbolic universe that subordinates and ob-
scures ethnic culture, identity, and values.”?

To avoid this subordination, advocates of cultural maintenance believe that,
in the words of one Puerto Rican educator,

[The] definition of cultural pluralism must include the concept that our lan-
guage and culture will be given equal status to that of the majority population.
It is not enough simply to say that we should be given the opportunity to share
in the positive benefits of modern American life. Instead, we must insist that
this sharing will not be accomplished at the sacrifice of all those traits which
make us what we are.

Nathan Glazer, the scholar of American ethnic relations, makes the same point
in more neutral language: “The demand for bilingual-bicultural education is
not purely linguistic or pragmatic. It is a demand not only for educational
achievement and jobs; it is also a demand made out of an alternate loyalty,
loyalty to a culture and language that must inevitably be linked to foreign
countries.”??

Fostering assimilation by limiting or eliminating bilingual education is
unacceptable to proponents of cultural maintenance for several reasons. The
first focuses on the individual goals of schooling. It begins with the assertion
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that a person can formulate and pursue a dream only when rooted in a cohe-
sive group with a distinctive culture. Teaching a second language before fully
developing an identity in the first may cause “cultural trauma” to the child, ac-
cording to education professor Enriqué Trueba of the University of Texas. He
goes on to argue that “at the heart of academic failure may be a profound cul-
tural conflict,” leading to children’s depression and “a cumulative sense of im-
potence, isolation, and low self-esteem.” Teaching such students in culturally
insensitive English classes ensures that “minorities are set up for failure.” Schol-
ars at the University of California’s Linguistic Minority Research Institute spell
out how such a cultural trauma can occur. A “too-rapid shift to English-only
for limited English proficient students (and their families) typically results in
the loss of the first language and breakdown in communication between chil-
dren and parents, with sometimes disastrous consequences:

® Parents cannot teach their children about things like ethical values, re-
sponsibility, and morality;

® Parents cannot provide emotional and social support children need to make
the adjustments to life in a society that does not much value diversity or tol-
erate differences; . . .

® Parents lose moral authority and control over their children.”

Most simply, as a high school student in San Jose, put it, “When you force
children to learn English, and they only speak Spanish or another language,
you make them give up a part of themselves. . . . It’s not just a language that
you give up. It’s a way of communication with your parents, of keeping your
heritage alive.”?!

Even more seriously, according to proponents of cultural maintenance pro-
grams, language-minority children may learn the wrong values and pursue the
wrong dreams if isolated from their native culture. Cornel Pewewardy, an ed-
ucator and member of the Comanche tribe of Oklahoma, warns that “the loss
of language . . . causes [children] to be cut off from their past and their her-
itage” and become too immersed in the culture of “today’s American schools
which are mainly Eurocentric, competitive, individualistic, and materialistic.”
Advocates, instead, want to emphasize the values of their traditions, like the
Mexican American who asserts that immigrants from Mexico believe in “re-
spect for elders and concern for collectivity, which promote interdependence
and family unity.” Mainstream American schools, in this view, undermine the
desirable values of the home culture and replace them with undesirable Amer-
ican ones.?

Some arguments for cultural maintenance programs also challenge the
American dream on the grounds that it fosters the wrong kind of democratic
citizenship. In this view democracy is to be achieved through mutually re-
spectful interaction among distinct groups—each with its own resources, mem-
bers, visions, values, and political bases—rather than through interaction among
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individuals who themselves negotiate cultural and ideological boundaries. A
professor at the Southwest Hispanic Research Institute at the University of
New Mexico makes the point this way: “The full and equal participation of
language minorities in American society requires not that these groups try to
become indistinguishable from the white majority, but rather that they
strengthen themselves from within—culturally, socially, politically, and eco-
nomically.”?3 Although she rejects it in the name of shared liberal values, the
Boston public school teacher and political philosopher Meira Levinson sum-
marizes the advocates’ view well:

Children from minority communities may . . . be at risk of cultural disen-
franchisement, as they try unsuccessfully to mediate between the conflicting
assumptions, values, and ways of life represented by their families and home
community on the one hand, and by the school on the other. . . . Liberal po-
litical education should not be forced upon all students, because human be-
ings’ need for cultural coherence takes priority over their inculcation into the
habits, knowledge, skills, and dispositions needed for full exercise of citizen-
ship in the liberal state.

Some proponents of cultural maintenance also make constitutional claims.
They assert, in the words of one political scientist, that “the right to retain and
develop one’s native language and culture . . . [is] a fundamental civil and po-
litical right.”?* The legal foundation of this claim is an expansive interpreta-
tion of the Supreme Court decision in the 1974 case of Lau v. Nichols. Its broader
provenance is the claim that the rights to self-determination and autonomy that
underlie the American dream apply to groups as well as to individuals.

The final argument for cultural maintenance moves beyond critiques of
schooling to directly reject the dream itself: it is an ideological challenge to the
ideology. In this view the American dream hides a structure of deep hierarchy
under a cover of proclaimed equality. The political philosopher Charles Tay-
lor articulated this view when he wrote that a “group of people can suffer real
damage, real distortion, if the people or society around them mirror back to
them a confining or demeaning or contemptible picture of themselves. Non-
recognition or misrecognition can inflict harm, can be a form of oppression,
imprisoning someone in a false, distorted, and reduced mode of being.” In this
view the history of American ethnic relations, at least for Native Americans
and immigrants from places other than Europe, is precisely a history of con-
finement, contempt, and discrimination. The effects are material as well as sym-
bolic, since immigrants of disfavored ethnicities, speaking languages other than
English, are consistently kept poorer and farther from the centers of power
than are other Americans. This is in part the view, summarized by a former
teacher who now directs the program in bilingual teacher education at a Cal-
ifornia university, that “the forms of inequality, from neglect to ugly racism,
are structured and implemented through language.””® To reject assimilation is
to challenge a society that promises equal opportunity and respect for diver-
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sity but delivers neither. In this way of thinking, a separate education designed
to reinforce a child’s native culture and language is the only path to equal sta-
tus, power, and resources.’%

There is no inventory of cultural maintenance programs around the na-
tion and no systematic evaluation of their effects on individual or collective
goals of schooling. Only a few such programs have been implemented at the
school district or state level, although many teachers in communities with a
large proportion of Spanish-speaking immigrants have sympathies with this ap-
proach. Until recently the school district of Tucson, Arizona, ran a mainte-
nance bilingual education program with the explicit goal of helping students
to retain their native language while learning English. That program, however,
was cut by more than half in 2001, after Arizonans passed a proposition re-
quiring English-immersion instruction for all students who do not request a
waiver for bilingual training. New Mexico still permits students to remain in
bilingual education programs through high school so that they can retain their
native language or become fully bilingual. Many Native Americans now work
hard to enable students to retain (or learn) their tribal languages. Like pro-
posals for emancipatory multicultural politics, claims for cultural maintenance
programs matter not because of their impact on a large number of children but
because of the substantial political effects they sometimes generate in particu-
lar districts or states. These views, as well as the reactions to them, also reveal
the boundaries of the American dream.

Although surveys show that most Americans oppose bilingual education af-
ter a child has adequately learned English, some groups express more than av-
erage sympathy for its use in cultural and linguistic maintenance. In 1994 only
14 percent of Anglos, but 20 percent of blacks and Hispanics, agreed that “stu-
dents who want to keep up with their native languages and cultures should be
able to take many of their classes in Spanish or other languages all the way
through high school.” A year later 22 percent of whites compared with 32 per-
cent of “minorities” agreed that public schools’ primary goal should be to “help
new immigrants maintain their own language and culture, even if it takes them
longer to absorb America’s language and culture as a result.” On other surveys
fewer than a tenth of Anglos, but more blacks and roughly a third of Hispan-
ics, agreed that “public schools should teach children of immigrants in their
native language as long as it helps the children learn or improves their self-
esteem.” Over a third of Texans agree that students should be taught in both
English and their native language, rather than being taught in English only or
in their native language for a brief time.?” Those results were not reported
by race or ethnicity, but they are higher than national averages in any poll
and surely higher than one would find in states with few immigrants or non-
Anglos.

Hispanics, not surprisingly, are the most sympathetic to claims about cul-
tural and linguistic maintenance. A fifth do not think that being able to read



180 THE AMERICAN DREAM AND THE PUBLIC SCHOOLS

and speak English is a very important obligation for Americans. They are more
likely than Anglos (though less likely than African Americans) to agree that
“people of other races can’t really understand the way my race sees things.”?8
Their views on this issue, however, reflect competing cultural loyalties and as-
pirations, and perhaps political volatility: in the most recent survey of Hispan-
ics, fully nine out ten thought it important for Latinos to “maintain their distinct
culture,” but 85 percent also agreed that Latinos should “change so that they
blend into the larger society as in the idea of the melting pot.”?? Like other
nonnative English speakers, most Latino families seek to become incorporated
into mainstream American society. But immigrants can be mobilized in par-
ticular communities to support distinctive and even oppositional treatment for
their group in the public schools if they believe that inclusion in the educa-
tional mainstream will require abandoning their heritage.

American society has many arenas in which groups can appropriately work to
maintain their language, culture, values, and distinctive perspectives. Ameri-
cans have always done that in their homes, churches, and community organi-
zations; a liberal democracy permits and even encourages group self-definition,
and our nation is richer for it. Private and parochial schools can help fulfill this
function as well. But public schools cannot have a mission to enable groups to
define themselves separately from the rest of American society.

Public schools do have an obligation to increase students’ knowledge of
cultures outside the United States as well as to promote engagement with and
respect for them. Given the influx of immigrants to the United States and the
increasing importance of global trade and communications, it makes more sense
than ever for schools also to teach other languages and to see bilingual indi-
viduals as assets rather than drains on the resources of society. Public schools,
in addition, have an obligation to teach critical thinking, so that students can
help American society adjust to new conditions (including a changing popula-
tion), preserve what is best about our traditional institutions, and attend to what
must be improved; that must include questioning the ideology and practice of
the American dream. But public schools cannot have the responsibility of main-
taining the culture of any particular group; the schools simply would not be
able to deal with the hundreds of nationalities, ethnicities, and language groups
that could legitimately make the same claim on them. As a matter of practi-
cality as well as purpose in a country this diverse, public schools have to focus
most on what we have in common.

Similarly, the strongest forms of cultural maintenance, those in opposition
to core American values, have no place in the public schools. First, such pro-
grams can hurt the chances of many students to achieve their dreams: if they
have the same kind of career goals as most other Americans, or simply seek to
connect with them, students will not be able to succeed unless they are fluent
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in English and comfortable in mainstream culture. As the political philosopher
Alan Patten points out, “A policy promoting the integration of members of
smaller language communities into a larger language community could, in the
long run, . . . expand the choices and opportunities available to members of the
minority community.”*? Furthermore, if non-Anglo children are taught that
they have no power or opportunity in America, that the structure and values
of the society in which they live are stacked against them, they are likely to
lose hope and limit their dreams.

Second, oppositional cultural maintenance programs can undermine the
collective goals of the American dream. The United States will not be better
off with culturally and linguistically isolated communities that interact only in
the formal governmental arena. If non-Anglos remain linguistically and cul-
turally separate, they will lose most political battles in the wider society: re-
fusing to participate in conventional democratic politics will hurt them even
more than current hierarchies of power and status do. And non-immigrant com-
munities need to be encouraged to integrate more across ethnic and racial lines,
not given an excuse for remaining aloof from the great demographic, political,
and social changes facing our nation.

Democratic debate to produce national decisions requires participants
who can talk to each other, and that communication will be in English. De-
mocratic debate also requires some level of identification with others in the
conversation: “Fellow citizens must be willing to tolerate and trust, defer to
the requirements of public reason, and accept certain burdens and sacrifices
for the sake of the common good,” as Alan Patten puts it.*! Identification of
this kind can only happen if well-off Anglos abandon their complacency and
their sense of entitlement, #nd if new immigrants accept the challenges of
moving away from an oppositional group identity. Both groups must change,
and each will do so in part because the other does. For better or for worse,
we are all in this together.

Afrocentric Education

Afrocentrists are typically more hostile to the American dream than are immi-
grants and their allies; most directly challenge the goals of the dream both
within and outside of schools. As scholar of African American studies Manning
Marable observes, “We are in the West but not of it; our status . . . yields crit-
ical insights into another world which is not our own. We employ the language
and technical tools of the West for the purpose of dismantling structures of in-
equality and domination which Europe deliberately imposed upon us.” Al-
though Marable is not an Afrocentrist, this comment captures the sense of
distance and opposition felt by many black Americans.??
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Afrocentrists can oppose the individual goals of education or its collective
goals, or both. Walter Gill of Morgan State University objects to the focus on
personal success: “Eurocentric models,” he says, “house several ‘hidden’ ide-
ologies within their frameworks: individualism, subjugation of the environment,
competitiveness, achievement motivation, aggressiveness, and a futuristic ori-
entation.” These models suffer from “inapplicability for non-White groups,”
and they are “malfunctioning for students of color and females.” Ellen Swartz
of the University of Rochester adds the argument that the collective good as
usually understood is “Eurocentrically bound.” The pursuit of common values,
a common core of knowledge, mutual engagement, training for democratic
citizenship—all such ideals “are grounded in Eurocentric and White suprema-
cist ideologies” which “legitimiz[e] dominant, White, upper-class, male
voicings as the ‘standard’ knowledge students need to know.”*? Finally, Afro-
centrists deny that schools promote equal opportunity; instead, they reinforce
Western, white domination under its guise. Afrocentric texts usually begin with
an account of decades or centuries of racial hierarchy and control, catalogue
its horrendous effects, and conclude with evidence on the persistence of white
success and black failure as conventionally measured. Public schooling, in their
view, is deeply implicated in this system of domination.

Afrocentric curricula and pedagogy emerge from these critiques. Accord-
ing to Asa Hilliard, one of the founders of Afrocentric schooling, their core is
“the deep structural cultural unity that can be found among many African pop-
ulations all over the world.” Wade Nobles of San Francisco State University
similarly argues that an Afrocentric curriculum “should (1) refer to the life
experiences . . . and traditions of African peoples as the center of analyses; (2)
utilize African and African-American experience as the core paradigm for
human liberation and higher-level human functioning; . . . (3) assist African
American students in the self-conscious act of creating history; [and] (4) rein-
force a quality of thought and practice which is rooted in the cultural image
and interest of African people.” Ramona Edelin, former president of the
National Urban Coalition, is more combative: “The point of making the par-
adigm shift we seek . . . , overturning European cultural hegemony by crafting
African-centered curricula, . . . is not simply to train African people to do the
same things that Europeans are now doing. The pointis . . .  change in the way
we think, and teach students to think.” After all, concludes yet another advocate,
“a particular community” has the “prerogatives . . . to reject as socially, polit-
ically, and therefore epistemologically irrelevant a system of ideology, theory,
and method that fails to advance that community’s interests. Such a critical po-
sition has been integral to the Africentric conception.”?*

In short, Afrocentric theory as described by these and other advocates rep-
resents a direct attack on the American dream. It is difficult to tell, however,
how much the schools or districts that claim to use Afrocentric curricula actu-
ally engage in such an attack. Once again, there is no systematic listing of Afro-
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centric districts, schools, or classrooms for any state or for the nation. There
are, however, some well-known examples. The Portland, Oregon, public schools
have used the African-American Baseline Essays, a set of Afrocentric essays and
readings by Asa Hilliard, for over a decade. The Essays have also been used in
Milwaukee, Detroit, and Prince Georges County, Maryland. The Atlanta City
School District instructed its teachers to include the Essays among their teach-
ing resources and has spent several million dollars training teachers and de-
veloping Afrocentric curricular materials. In 1991 Baltimore schools decided
to include Afrocentric material in all elementary school classrooms. Diane Rav-
itch describes a visit to a school in Brooklyn, New York, in which “every class-
room I entered, every lesson I observed, every hall display, every library exhibit,
was Africa-centered.”*’ Most large school districts with considerable black pop-
ulations have probably at least experimented with and may still use some kind
of Afrocentric curricular materials or teaching approaches.

However, it is not clear whether these districts and schools have adopted
these materials in order to further a more conventional multicultural approach,
perhaps understood as identity politics, or to challenge in a fundamental way
the American dream. Nor is it clear how much Afrocentric materials are actu-
ally used in daily teaching. There is little in the record to tell us and almost no
systematic research, in this case partly because the presence of reporters or re-
searchers is likely to affect what goes on in the classroom while they are there.?¢

Many black Americans (like most white, Asian, or Hispanic Americans)
know nothing of Afrocentrism or would be skeptical about it if they did. But
in some polls between a fifth and a half agree with its underlying premise, that
the solution to the inadequacies of public schooling for many black children
includes cultural nationalism and possibly a separate education. In 1998 almost
a third of black parents agreed that schools in heavily minority inner-city neigh-
borhoods should design courses around minority writers and heroes. Four in
ten concurred that an American history course for black students should focus
mainly on African American experiences and struggles. T'en to 20 percent of
African Americans nationwide say that being black is more important to them
than being American; roughly the same proportion endorse the idea of a sep-
arate black nation; and many more endorse milder expressions of racial na-
tionalism.3” About two-fifths of blacks would prefer that “different racial and
ethnic groups maintain their distinct cultures” rather than “adapt and blend
into the larger society.” Up to half of black respondents in several surveys en-
dorse the idea of separate public schools for black boys. Up to half of whites
concur, although perhaps from different motives.*®

As survey data suggest, Afrocentrism generates a political dynamic similar
to cultural maintenance programs and emancipatory versions of multicultural-
ism. A few educators and citizens passionately believe that schools should prom-
ulgate a racially based alternative to the ideology of the American dream. A
larger number of educators and citizens are not fully convinced by the
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proposed alternative but are dismayed and angered by failures of the public
school system, particularly in inner cities. Many are available to be mobilized
around an ideology and pedagogy that promises to do better, and in their
view could hardly do worse. When all of this occurs in a school district whose
children are already isolated from the racial and economic mainstreams, sep-
aratism can take an institutional hold. As educational consultant Jawanza Kun-
jufu asks, “So long as the class is already segregated, why not turn it into a
class for winners?” There was a “rationale behind starting with African and
African-American history and culture here,” says the curriculum director for
the Atlanta public schools, and “that was the population. The school district
was at least 92 percent black, and it still is today. . . . For me, it’s primarily
right now about Afrocentric because we have so much catching up to do.”??
Following this logic, despite the controversy that it always arouses, many ur-
ban school systems have therefore accommodated at least some form of Afro-
centric education.

Critics are right when they point out the terrible quality of education in many
inner-city schools and when they insist that all Americans should know that
everyone did not share the experience of European immigrants and does not
now share their viewpoints. But Afrocentrism is not an effective solution to the
problems of racial and class hierarchy in the United States: the answer to the
limitations of earlier textbooks is not to limit them in a new and different way.
Acknowledging the impact of slavery and persistence of racial bias will make
all children better citizens. But like hard-edged forms of emancipatory politics
or cultural maintenance, Afrocentrism goes too far in opposition to the Amer-
ican dream to be a legitimate component of public schooling. It sharpens racial
anger without providing a viable alternative vision.

An Afrocentric curriculum risks harming the children and communities that
its proponents want to help. To have a chance to succeed in mainstream soci-
ety, African American children need to know an array of shared information;
they need to learn history, math, science, and other subjects like other Ameri-
cans in ways that are commonly recognized as legitimate. They also need to be
taught from texts that open new horizons: it will not liberate their dreams or
secure their futures to be taught that separation in a small minority community
is the only answer to racial bias or that whites are an all-powerful enemy.*

In the same way, hard-edged Afrocentrism will do little to help African
American communities. Isolation within a relatively small group is a losing
proposition in a political system based on majority rule. And blacks’ rejection
of mainstream society makes it too easy for whites to escape both the fact of
diversity and recognition of inequality in our schools and communities. Whites
need to pay more attention to racial and class hierarchy, not be handed an ex-
cuse to turn their backs. Once again those concerned about public schooling
in America should work to make the American dream live up to its promises,
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not abandon it in favor of an alternative ideology that can not and should not
succeed.

Religious Fundamentalism

Although their ideology is in crucial ways antithetical to the other proponents
of oppositional politics, some religious fundamentalists share their rejection of
conventional understandings of the American dream. As Paul Weyrich, presi-
dent of the Free Congress Foundation, mourned a few years ago, “The culture
we are living in becomes an ever-wider sewer. . . . We are caught up in a cul-
tural collapse of historic proportions. . . . I do not believe that a majority of
Americans actually shares our values.” Conservative Christians should there-
fore “look for ways to separate ourselves from the institutions that have been
captured by . . . enemies of our traditional culture. . . . We need some sort of
quarantine.”*!

Religious conservatives responded to Weyrich’s call in several ways. Many
transferred their children to religiously based private schools or decided to ed-
ucate them at home, removing them from the arena of public education alto-
gether. Others keep their children in the public school setting but, like
advocates of various forms of identity politics, seek to insulate their children
from some of its values and have alternative values taught to them. Still oth-
ers work to transform their local school, their district, or the entire public sys-
tem of education because they believe it to be their religious and civic duty to
ensure that public schools teach true Christian values.*?

Although conflict has swirled around classes ranging from science and lit-
erature to health and sex education, the teaching of evolution has been a cen-
tral focus of controversy.*? In legal cases, school board election campaigns, and
protests to educators, Christian fundamentalists argue that public schools are
indoctrinating students in a particular religious and epistemological view often
labeled “secular humanism.” They argue that such indoctrination violates the
first amendment to the Constitution, parents’ rights, and the good of the na-
tion as a whole. Contests over these issues, in particular the debate between
evolution and creationism, have in part been conflicts of constitutional inter-
pretation and in part debates about the meaning of science and truth. But they
have also been disagreements about the validity of separation within public
schools and the values taught to all public school students, which directly im-
plicate the goals of the American dream in schooling.

Unlike other challenges to the American dream discussed in this chapter,
creationism as a belief has wide and deep public support. Roughly half of Amer-
icans agree with a strong creationist explanation of human origins, while fewer
than a quarter accept secular evolutionary theory.** Half or more respondents
in some surveys agree that teaching the theory of creationism should be
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mandated along with the theory of evolution; even more agree with proposals
that it be offered as an elective. (Roughly the same proportions agree that the
theory of evolution should be required or available.) Appealing to this major-
ity, George W. Bush, while a candidate for the presidency, argued that “chil-
dren ought to be exposed to different theories about how the world started.”
Vice President Gore read the same polls and came up with almost the same
answer: as his spokesperson initially put it, “The vice president favors the teach-
ing of evolution in public schools. Obviously, that decision should and will be
made at the local level, and localities should be free to decide to teach cre-
ationism as well.”® Up to 40 percent take a more extreme position than can-
didate Bush, saying that evolution should not be offered at all (no more than
30 percent say the same about creationism). Almost 40 percent of Floridians
agreed in 1987 that schools should provide alternative textbooks if parents have
religious objections to teaching evolution.*

Fundamentalists believe that teaching evolutionary theory in public schools
legitimizes the way some people view the world at the expense of the religious
and epistemological convictions of others. Law professor Phillip Johnson ar-
gues that “the effect of the education system is to instill belief . . . that you
were created by this purposeless, material, mechanical process, and that’s all
there is. . . . So, what we are getting is a tremendous propaganda barrage which
is really aimed not at educating, but at instilling belief.” As a federal judge de-
scribed these beliefs, they include “the religions of atheism, materialism, ag-
nosticism, communism, and socialism. . . . Make no mistake: these are to the
believers religions; they are ardently adhered to and quantitatively advanced in
the teachings and literature that is presented to the fertile minds of the stu-
dents in the various school systems.” According to the Institute for Creation
Research, evolutionary theory is dangerous precisely because it promotes the
kind of individualism implied by the American dream: it “leads to the notion
that each person owns himself, and is the master of his own destiny. This is
contrary to the Bible teaching that mankind is in rebellion against God.”*’

To supporters of creationism, these are not merely theological problems:
teaching evolution has had serious negative consequences in the schools and
other public arenas. U.S. House majority whip Tom DeLay, for example,
claimed that the murders in Littleton, Colorado, and other violent acts in
schools have occurred “because our school systems teach the children that they
are nothing but glorified apes who have evolutionized out of some primordial
soup of mud. . .. We teach our children that there are no laws of morality that
transcend us, that everything is relative and that actions don’t have conse-
quences.” Ken Cumming of the Institute for Creation Research linked evolu-
tionary curricula to the beliefs behind the terrorist attacks of September 11,
2001: “While the public now understands from President Bush that ‘We’re at
War’ with militant Islamics around the world, they don’t have a clue that Amer-
ica is being attacked from within through its public schools by a militant reli-
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gious movement of philosophical naturalists (i.e., atheists) under the guise of
secular Darwinism. Both desire to alter the life and thinking of our nation.”*®

These advocates are therefore infuriated by the idea that the religious views
of their opponents are permitted to masquerade as empirical science and their
own views get dismissed as inappropriate for public schools. A letter to the ed-
itor of the Omaha World-Herald captures this view: “What an illustration of
bigoted, prejudiced, intolerant education. When creationism was the prevail-
ing viewpoint, liberals asked for tolerance, for consideration of all viewpoints,
for unbiased teaching. Now that evolution is the prevailing viewpoint, there
is no tolerance, no freedom to express an opposing viewpoint, no open-
mindedness to examine all theories regarding origins.”*’

Creationists have tried several routes toward solving this problem of sec-
ular intransigence. They initially proposed state laws to forbid the teaching of
evolution, a move that the Supreme Court declared unconstitutional in 1968.
The Court found that the passage of such a law in Arkansas had no purpose
but a religious one, so that it violated the first and fourteenth amendments to
the Constitution by establishing one religious view above others, or none. Cre-
ationists then urged that schools teach the Christian view of origins as well as
the evolutionary view. That too was blocked by a Supreme Court decision in
1987 on the same grounds.’® In response to these legal rulings, creationists
have sought to have schools abjure from teaching any group’s beliefs about cre-
ation or evolution. In 1999, for example, the state board of education in Kansas
removed from state science standards any reference to evolution, the Big Bang,
geologic time, or other evidence of long-term cumulative change. That move
invited, although it did not require, local districts to delete the study of evolu-
tion from their curricula. (A year later voters endorsed a new board majority
that reversed the policy.)

Finally, since the early 199os some creationists have sought to shift the
framing of the argument from a debate over religion versus science to a debate
over evidence available through science. Scientific creationism encompasses an
array of views in which the six-day Genesis narrative is taken to be a metaphor
for a much longer—even eons-long—period of creation. Its supporters distin-
guish themselves from secular Darwinists by identifying evidence showing that
evolution is a product of intentional design and that humans were created by
a Maker, not accidentally evolved from a different or lower species of being.
Many also assert that there are “irreducible complexities,” certain features such
as the human eye that are too complicated to have evolved from simpler or dif-
ferent life forms. They therefore argue that biology classes should include both
evolution and creation science so that students can study both, evaluate the
competing theories and evidence, determine their beliefs, and make their
choices.’! For them this is the way to promote the collective goals of demo-
cratic deliberation, free speech, and mutual respect for alternative viewpoints.

Creationists continue to win at least temporary victories with school boards
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and superintendents and to have some success at the state level as well. Dur-
ing the 19gos state education departments in Kentucky and Illinois replaced
the word “evolution” with “change over time” in the science curriculum. From
1996 to 2002 biology textbooks in Alabama contained a disclaimer describing
evolution as “a controversial theory that some scientists present as a scientific
explanation for the origin of living things. . . . Any statement about life’s
origins should be considered as theory, not fact”; Oklahoma has had a similar
disclaimer. According to an evaluation by the Fordham Foundation, 19 states
ignore evolution completely, handle it poorly, or skip over it lightly.’?

Virtually all professional scientists and scientific associations deplore the
concept of creation science and insist that students exposed to it will be harmed
educationally: as the executive director of the Center for Theology and the
Natural Sciences puts it, “We can’t have an informed generation if they don’t
know basic science. It’s their right, it’s their inheritance.” The British biolo-
gist and Nobel prizewinner Sir Peter Medewar is more blunt: “The alterna-
tive to thinking in evolutionary terms is not to think at all.”** The fight over
what constitutes good science in the curriculum has to be fought mainly on
the battlefields of that discipline; what matters for our purposes are the chal-
lenges that religious fundamentalism presents to the American dream in pub-
lic schooling. There are several, aimed at both collective and individual goals
of schooling.

On the collective side, supporters of creationism and creation science in
the schools reject the general goal of a neutral, secular, civic education whose
purpose is to teach all Americans a common set of public values. They also re-
ject the separation of the public and private spheres, as well as many of the
values that they associate with evolutionary science, such as individualism and
tolerance for dissent and ambiguity. Some similarly reject the general goal of
providing citizens with a common core of factual knowledge—in this case of
evolutionary theory and its biological underpinnings®*—that is necessary to
participate intelligently in the resolution of important public issues such as ge-
netic engineering or cloning. On the individual side, fundamentalist parents
often care less about enabling their children to succeed in conventional ways
than about protecting them from exposure to material offensive to their be-
liefs. More generally, creationists implicitly argue that schools should promote
certain values even at the cost of harming the chances for students to do well
in conventional terms, in this case on conventional science tests that could af-
fect graduation or admission to college. In all of these ways, they defy the usual
understandings of the ideology of the American dream.

In 1987 fundamentalist parents in Tennessee brought a case in federal
court, Mozert v. Hawkins County, in order to enable their children to “opt out”
of reading classes that contained “offending materials.” They feared that after
reading the texts chosen by the school district, “a child might adopt the views
of a feminist, a humanist, a pacifist, an anti-Christian, a vegetarian, or an ad-
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vocate of a ‘one-world government.”” As Vicki Frost, one of the parents in-
volved in the lawsuit, wrote to her son’s school principal, “[When I read the
textbooks] I could not help but cry. How could we have come so far from ba-
sic truths, and love for God, country, and fellow men, to such reading materi-
als as we have today?” In letters to the local newspaper, she described the texts
as full of “lessons in rebellion, self-authority, situation ethics, distorted real-
ism, magic, occult symbols, and scary artwork.” Additional plaintiffs objected
to teaching the students about “evolution and secular humanism,” even though
the text used by the schools identified evolution as a theory rather than a fact;
others objected to items such as “biographical material about women who have
been recognized for achievements outside their homes.”’

The court declared that the parents “sincerely believed that the repetitive
affirmation of these viewpoints was repulsive to the Christian faith—so repul-
sive that they must not allow their children to be exposed to the [reading] se-
ries” that included them. The school board, however, argued that the reading
curriculum was advancing the general good because it taught understanding
and tolerance of a variety of viewpoints and promoted critical thinking and dis-
cussion. Although the parents won at the district court level, the federal ap-
peals court agreed with the school board in language upholding the tenets of
the American dream. It ruled that “public schools serve the purpose of teach-
ing fundamental values ‘essential to a democratic society,” . . . ‘includ[ing] tol-
erance of divergent political and religious views’ while taking into account
‘consideration of the sensibilities of others.”” Because the schools required only
a “civil tolerance”—that is, “a recognition that in a pluralistic society we must
‘live and let live’”—and did not require students to endorse religious tolerance,
the school board policy entailed no “compulsion to affirm or deny a religious
belief.”’® The schools, the court went on, have an affirmative obligation to
teach children “to think critically about complex and controversial subjects and
to develop their own ideas and make judgments about these subjects.” They
have a similar responsibility to “‘promot[e] cohesion among a heterogeneous
democratic people’ . . . [and] avoid religious divisiveness.”’ They cannot
achieve these goals if students are permitted to “opt out” of classes on topics
that are not included within their faith, so long as the students are not required
to agree with any viewpoint on those topics. The Supreme Court declined to
hear an appeal.

Fundamentalist parents have also occasionally sought separate public
schools in order to protect their children’s religious beliefs from the dominant
ideology. Federal and state courts have, for example, overridden three attempts
of the New York legislature to create a separate school district for disabled
children of the Satmar Hasidim (a tightly linked community of orthodox Jews
who hold very strict standards of religious observance, moral action, and re-
jection of secular modernity). Public pressure has halted efforts to maintain
schools, or programs within schools, attended only by members of the
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Plymouth Brethren of Minnesota and Michigan. The Brethren, a deeply fun-
damentalist group of Christians who reject almost all features of society not
articulated in the Bible, sought separate classrooms or schools “for the in-
struction and well-being of our children in the face of the continuing decline
in moral judgment and values.”*® In both cases, the claim on public resources
and the case for separation were too weak and too far removed from the core
goals of public schooling to be acceptable to courts or the public.

Schools must demonstrate respect for alternative ways of seeing the world, in-
cluding different evaluations of the dream itself and different definitions of suc-
cess, but that does not require anyone to reject their faith, forget their heritage,
or abandon their people. Public schools must also give all children—regardless
of their race, ethnicity, language, class, or religion—the academic knowledge
they need to pursue their dreams. Schools have the further job of transmitting
the culture we have in common, even while that culture changes as the popu-
lation of the nation changes. Finally, it is the job of the schools to teach the
values that define us now and will continue to define us as Americans, such as
faith in democracy and the rule of law and respect for those who differ from
the mainstream. As professor of law Alexander Aleinikoff puts it, “What the
unum has a right to ask of the pluribus, . . . is that groups identify themselves
as American. To be sure, there may be significant disagreement over what it
means to see oneself as an ‘American.” But the central idea is that a person be
committed to this country’s continued flourishing and see himself or herself as
part of that ongoing project.”” Despite the deep passion and moral commit-
ment demonstrated by those who oppose the American dream on behalf of
their particular group, the public school system of the United States cannot be
expected to, and should not, contribute to the fragmentation of the society it
is trying to unite, subvert the liberal democracy it supports, or undermine the
collective goals of the American dream.
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PuBLiCc ScHoOOLS IN THE NEwW AMERICA

The American Dream will succeed or fail in the 21st century in direct pro-
portion to our commitment to educate every person in the United States of
America.

—President Bill Clinton, 1995

Both parties have been talking about education for quite a while. It’s time

to come together to get it done, so that we can truthfully say in America:
No child will be left behind.
—President George W. Bush, 200r1

There has probably been no era in history in which access to knowledge has

been more indispensable. . . . And there may also have been no time, in our
recent history at least, in which the quality and availability of education has
been less equally dispersed. . . . The differences between the best American

schools and the worst are now not just differences in degree but also, in-
creasingly, differences in kind.
—Alan Brinkley, historian at Columbia University, 2000

I see no point in pretending that . . . [democratic schooling] will not entail

significant changes especially in the various . . . cultures. . . . [E]ven the dom-

inant groups are unlikely to emerge unchanged . . . . Democracy itself . . . will
appear in new versions. . . . Democracy is still, always, a politics of strain.

—Michael Walzer, political philosopher at the

Institute for Advanced Studies, Princeton, 1995"

HE LANDSCAPE OF PUBLIC SCHOOLING in the United States has changed
dramatically over the past 40 years, in part because of substantial
movement toward the collective goals of education. Schools are more
racially integrated than before Brown v. Board of Education; desegregation con-
tinues to contribute to the growth of the black middle class. Levels of school
funding are higher than a generation ago, and in many states funding is more
equitable across districts. Children with severe disabilities spend more of their
days in the mainstream; children with subtle learning problems are increasingly
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identified and helped; parents have the legal right either to challenge the sep-
aration of children with disabilities or to demand special services for them.
Most English language learners get at least some help in making the transition
to English-speaking classes. Dropout rates have declined for whites and for
blacks (although not for Hispanics). NAEP scores are higher in many subjects
in most grades, with the greatest gains being made by black students. Most
states have adopted standards and are developing curricula and professional de-
velopment programs to bring those standards into the classroom; some states
have shown demonstrable improvement in student learning as a consequence.
Schools are increasingly sensitive to students from varied religious and ethnic
backgrounds, and curricula are more multicultural. Ability grouping is more
flexible than it used to be, more students have access to Advanced Placement
classes, more take a reasonably demanding curricula, and more attend college.
Through it all, despite concerns and disagreements, Americans have sustained
their commitment to public schooling. While conflicts over education policy
remain serious and policy irrationality persists, policy and practice have changed
in ways that bring the ideology of the American dream closer to reality.

These developments took place mostly in a context of economic stability
(or even great prosperity) that made it relatively easy to dedicate more resources
to public education. Broader political, social, and demographic developments,
beginning with civil rights protests, also strongly affected them. Yet schools
would not have moved toward greater quality, equality, and inclusiveness un-
less enough Americans believed deeply in the American dream and expected
public education to foster the institutions and practices needed both to pro-
mote the pursuit of individual dreams and to keep democracy vital.

Progress has nevertheless been limited, and may become harder as national
priorities shift after September 11, 2001. Many Americans have not attained ei-
ther absolute or relative success: they have not met their schooling goals or sur-
passed their parents’ level of education. Progress was limited in the 199os,
especially among the very poor, recent immigrants, or African Americans. The
structure of nested inequalities—from states through districts, schools, and class-
rooms—and the concentration of problems in the poorest schools make it very
difficult for the worst-off to achieve competitive success through schooling.

Schools have over time increased the quality of schooling for students for-
merly victimized by the system and have done more to incorporate difference,
but their progress is constrained by the same ideology that enables it. Class
separation in schools is growing, by some measures differences in outcomes by
class are growing, and racial and ethnic discrimination persists in a form more
subtle than Jim Crow. Class and race hierarchies continue to overlap and to
affect decisions about racial separation, funding, reform, choice, disability, lan-
guage, ability grouping, and the treatment of distinct groups. The cumulative
impact of these pressures is to sort students, in particular to determine who has
the best chance to complete college and move on to a rewarding career, in ways
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that are not legitimate according to the ideology itself. Educational stratifica-
tion at the end of the process still too closely replicates economic and racial
stratification at the beginning.

It still matters which state you come from, in which district you reside,
which school you attend, and which classes you take. The wealth of your class-
mates and your neighbors still affects the quality of your education, perhaps
more than the wealth of your own parents. This structure is very hard to change.
The disadvantaged population has always been defined as a minority (by set-
ting the poverty level low enough or through some other such means). In a so-
ciety whose political choices are determined by majority rule, this means that
the poor and the “minority” races are too small a group to improve their chances
on their own. Similarly, the somewhat overlapping black and Latino popula-
tions were relatively small for most of the twentieth century, were marginal-
ized by their definition as “minorities,” and were often unwilling to ally with
one another. Correctly or not, they frequently perceive that they have differ-
ent, even competitive, interests with regard to language training, jobs, the draw-
ing of school and district boundaries, and the allocation of public resources to
schools.

Poor people and people of color secured initial help from the courts, and
in the cases of desegregation and school funding, a majority of the population
now publicly endorse the goals of equal treatment, incorporation, and respect.
The means to achieve those goals, however, have been limited because too
many Americans are unwilling to take the required risk, pay the necessary price,
or surrender their initial advantage. The American dream promises equality of
opportunity to poor people and to people of color and provides legitimacy to
those who prefer to keep most of their resources to help their own children.
The remaining question for this book is whether Americans can and will take
the steps needed to move the tension between collective and individual goals
of schooling any closer toward resolution. As the makeup of American society
changes, and with it the social order, can we make the American dream more
of a reality, less of a fantasy, for #// Americans?

The New Demography

The profile of Americans is changing, and the change is reflected strongly in
the public schools. The outstanding demographic impact for the next few
decades will come from the aging of baby boomers and, absent a major change
in immigration laws, from increased racial and ethnic diversity in the popula-
tion, especially the school-age population.

The first of the baby boomers will reach age 65 shortly after 2010. About
13 percent of the American population is now over 65; by 2030 the aged will
comprise roughly 20 percent, nearly 70 million people. Only Florida now has
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an elderly population of almost 20 percent, but a majority of states are expected
to exceed that figure by then.? At the same time, the Anglo population of the
country will become a smaller proportion of the total, decreasing from 7o per-
cent in 2000 to about 6o percent in 2025 and close to 50 percent in 2050. Fore-
casters expect the black population, about 13 percent of the total in 2000, to
grow slowly, but the percentages of Hispanics (also 13 percent) and Asian Amer-
icans (4 percent) are both projected to almost double by 2025.> These trends
will be felt most powerfully in California where non-Anglos are already more
than half of that state’s population, and the number of Latinos could exceed
the number of Anglos by 2020. Other states will see major changes as well: in
at least 15 states, more than 4o percent of the school-age population will be
non-Anglo by 2015. Latino children already outnumber black children by sev-
eral million. Large cities will be especially affected: about 40 percent of the res-
idents of New York City were born outside of the United States, and over half
of its children are immigrants or children of immigrants. They come from close
to 200 countries, and there are no indications that the influx is slowing.*

Because of the growth in the elderly population and the size of the school-
age population, the dependency ratio—the ratio of those of working age to the
young and old—is likely to become much higher.’ In addition children will be
more racially and ethnicially diverse, while the aged will be disproportionately
Anglo. In Los Angeles County, as demographer William Frey has noted, the
“elderly population is still majority white, its working-aged population is only
about one-third white, and its child population is predominantly Hispanic and
other racial and ethnic groups.” As these changes spread across the country,
continues Frey, they “are going to have enormous implications. We’re look-
ing down the road at a huge racial generation gap between the old, white baby
boomers and these young, multiracial people.”®

This racial generation gap could create some real policy dilemmas. The
need for schooling for the young will be great at the same time that the de-
mand for health care and social services for the elderly will peak; at the least
we can expect severe competition for public resources.” As school finance ex-
pert James Poterba points out, even now, before these population shifts have
fully materialized, “An increase in the fraction of a jurisdiction’s population
over the age of 65 tends to reduce per-child school spending, and . . . the
effect is especially pronounced when the elderly residents are from a different
ethnic group than the school-age population.”®

The potential for social division will be very high. In addition to polariza-
tion between young and old, we might see increased divisions between wealthy
and poor, Anglo and non-Anglo populations, immigrants and native-born
Americans, cities and suburbs, among ethnic or racial communities, and be-
tween supporters and opponents of the ideology of the American dream. All
of these divisions could affect schools: polarization could, for example, make
funding reform more contentious, testing more divisive and punitive, and mul-
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ticultural or inclusive policies more controversial. It could increase the frus-
tration of groups who feel excluded from the American dream and make them
more likely to reject it rather than seek to participate in it; it could make the
privileged even more protective of their resources and their insulation.

The central question is whether political leaders will inflame these divi-
sions or seek to ameliorate them, practice the politics of educational exclusion
or inclusion, try to preserve the old social order of the schools or ease the en-
try of the new one. Of course many policymakers, particularly elected officials,
think little about the long run: the horizon until the next election is too short
and rewards for small symbolic actions too great. In the face of the new de-
mography, some will no doubt yield to the temptation for demagoguery, es-
pecially in situations of volatile transition.” Other political activists will
concentrate on securing benefits for their group rather than on broader policy
considerations.

But others might take a different stance. As the situation changes, some
ethnic group leaders will be able to seek coalitions rather than focus on com-
petition. And most importantly some candidates for public office might decide
it is best to try to lead all Americans by placing a priority on the democratic,
collective values of participation, respect, inclusion, and opportunity. With the
potential for political and social chaos so great, it is possible that more Amer-
icans will want their leaders on the high road rather than in the swamp.!?

Recent political developments in California provide evidence that this is
more than wishful thinking. Early in the 19gos, political debate there revolved
around the conflict between native-born residents and undocumented immi-
grants, which blurred into a conflict between white and nonwhite Americans.
In 1994 Governor Pete Wilson and the Republican Party sponsored Proposi-
tion 187 (initially known as “Save Our State”). It held that illegal immigrants
could not use public services such as schools and hospitals, and it required pub-
lic employees to report service-seekers presumed to be illegal.!! The proposi-
tion distinguished legal from illegal immigrants, but supporters and opponents
alike frequently saw it as a signal of general opposition to immigration: one of
its coauthors claimed that “those who care at all about our country will sup-
port this [proposition] to save our country from the immigration invasion.” It
passed overwhelmingly, supported by more than 6o percent of Anglo voters
and almost 6o percent of black and Asian American voters. Latino voters op-
posed it two to one.!?

Proposition 187 was followed two years later by Proposition 209, which
abolished affirmative action programs in public institutions in California. Op-
ponents interpreted this proposition also as an effort to protect white domina-
tion. It too passed, by a narrower but still persuasive margin of eight points.
European Americans again were most favorable (over 6o percent support), fol-
lowed by Asian Americans (over 40 percent); again, few Latinos (about 30 per-
cent) concurred. Three-quarters of African Americans opposed it.!3



196 THE AMERICAN DREAM AND THE PUBLIC SCHOOLS

In short, racial and ethnic tensions worsened during the early 19gos as the
proportion of non-Anglos in California rose. In 1993 a third of Anglos in south-
ern California agreed that Hispanics had a “negative impact” on life in their
region. A year later a quarter of whites in Los Angeles County thought the in-
flux of nonwhites had made their quality of life worse, and over a third agreed
that the government “paid too much attention” to minority groups.!?

By the end of the decade, however, the politics of division no longer
worked so well in California. By 1999 the proportion of Anglos agreeing that
Hispanics had a negative impact on life in Los Angeles declined by a third,
and the proportion saying the same about African Americans declined by over
half. Only half as many whites in 1999 as in 1994 felt that the influx of non-
Anglos had harmed their quality of life; one and a half times as many whites
in 1999 as in 1994 felt that the new groups had improved it. By 1998 a solid
majority supported “outreach programs” and “special educational programs”
to help minorities get jobs and a college education. In 1999 almost three-
fourths of non-Latino Californians agreed that illegal immigrants should not
“be prevented from attending public schools.”!® In the three years ending in
December 2001, the proportion of Californians who perceived immigrants
to be a “benefit” to their state increased substantially while the proportion
who saw them as a “burden” decreased.!® There remains plenty of prejudice
in California—in 1999 almost half of Anglos and almost three-fifths of African
Americans living in Los Angeles still saw “too many immigrants in Los An-
geles today.”!” And more than two-fifths of Anglos, more than one-third of
blacks, and even a quarter of Latinos in the same survey agreed that immi-
grants have had a negative impact on the public schools of their city. Nev-
ertheless, public opinion has moved toward greater accommodation of
diversity.'8

Electoral politics moved in the same direction during this period. A 1998
Los Angeles Times headline proclaimed that “In Contests Big and Small, Lati-
nos Take [a] Historic Leap.” Hispanic candidates won the positions of lieu-
tenant governor and sheriff of Los Angeles County, additional seats in the
legislature, and the first major city mayoralty since statehood. The Demo-
cratic candidate for governor in 1998 ran on a platform of tolerance and ac-
commodation, and won. “Four years ago,” said a Latino assemblyman, “we
were scapegoated and used as political fodder. Now that era is over. Thank
God.”t?

Many factors led to this change, but what matters most over the long run
is that demographic transition eventually led to political recalibration. In 1994
non-Anglos comprised about a seventh of California’s registered voters; by 2001
that percentage had increased to almost a third.?® And their proportions will
continue to increase dramatically as more immigrants become naturalized cit-
izens and then registered and participating voters.’! As the director of the Na-
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tional Immigration Forum points out, “How they [the immigrants] break to
one party or another may well determine which party dominates in the next
few decades. It’s a high-stakes battle. Republicans have realized they can’t win
by relying on a declining number of angry white men.”??

The same demographic transition and political recalculation are having a
direct impact on public schooling in California. In the early 199os, the major
education debates focused on whether proposed new standards and textbooks
exaggerated the flaws of white Americans and underestimated the contributions
of non-Anglos. Arguments were sharp and polarizing. By the end of the 19gos,
attention had largely shifted to issues of class size, teacher quality, overcrowd-
ing, and test scores. These issues are not easy to resolve, but they do not in-
herently divide Americans by identity group.

By the beginning of the twenty-first century, even disputes over bilingual
education were muted, focusing more on the best pedagogy than on identity
politics, hostility to immigrants, or emancipatory narratives. The presidential
candidates set the tone by pursuing a bland middle ground in the 2000 elec-
toral campaign: as candidate Bush put it, “If a good immersion program works,
I say fine. If a good bilingual program works to teach children English, we
should applaud it.” In the words of Harry Pachon, president of the Tomads
Rivera Policy Institute, there is now a widespread perception that “the politics
of immigrant bashing has backfired.”??

As in the early decades of the twentieth century, a large group of immi-
grants combine an experience of exclusion with a strong desire to become Amer-
ican. For them the collective goals of education can be as much a matter of
personal interest as the individual goals always have been for most Americans:
they seek not only success but incorporation, respect for their culture and val-
ues, and a voice in decision making. As in the New Deal era, a large and grow-
ing group of new Americans may think of themselves as disadvantaged or feel
sympathy for the problems of disadvantage because of their own recent expe-
riences. Hispanics in California, for example, are much more likely than oth-
ers there to place themselves among the “have-nots,” much more likely to agree
that “the government should do more to make sure that all Californians have
an equal opportunity to succeed,” and especially likely to identify public edu-
cation as a high priority for state spending.”*

The huge demographic and political changes shaping our nation, the com-
mitment of Americans to public education for all children, and the fact that
some reforms have been shown to work make this a propitious time to begin
to build a new consensus on education policy. If leaders really believe that no
child should or need be left behind, or even if they think that it is in their best
interests to act as though they believed it, we have an opportunity to create en-
during education policies that can make the American dream work for more
people.
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Education and the New America

In this new, multicultural America, mutual accommodation will be more im-
portant than ever. To make that happen, students should as much as possible
be educated with one another. In addition, schools will need to begin the hard
work of developing a meaningful curriculum that teaches students to under-
stand and respect the history and perspectives of a broad spectrum of groups.
Students will have to learn that members of different cultures have different
norms, that differences are legitimate, and that most occur within a common
framework of values. It will also be increasingly important for teachers and ad-
ministrators to transmit the message that the best way to settle disputes is
through democratic decision making, not violence or subordination, and they
will need to act in a manner consistent with what they teach.

There will be plenty of problems, but teaching has already begun to change
the way Americans understand themselves and their nation. Even in Iowa, one
of the most homogeneous states, non-Anglo groups are the most rapidly grow-
ing segment of the population and classrooms are beginning to reflect it. Ini-
tially, says the state’s consultant on equity and school improvement, it was “hard
to get [lowans] to think of diversity as a strength, and their sameness as a prob-
lem rather than an asset.” But the president of the state board of education in-
sists that districts are increasingly engaged in an effort “to maximize the capacity
of each student to be able to get along with others and respect others as part
of the learning experience.” Districts, she said, want “equity to be inseparable
from the school improvement process.”?’

At the same time, public schools will need to transmit a common Ameri-
can culture, rooted in the history of this nation and based on English. English
will remain the shared language of public discourse in the United States as well
as the language required for individual economic success. But it need not be
the only language children learn, or learn to respect. How well children are
taught English and other languages, not how they are taught it, should be the
focus of attention for parents and educators; various methods may be appro-
priate so long as they aim to bring children together and not separate them
into first- and second-class citizens. Most immigrant children are eager to be-
come Americans (however they define it), and immigrant parents, like all oth-
ers, want the best for their children. In the long run, this kind of motivation
should help schools overcome inevitable disagreements about the best means
to a shared end and should help reduce the volatility of these issues.

These recommendations, like the arguments made in the last chapter, will
displease members of racial, ethnic, or religious groups who want a longer or
different exposure in the schools to their particular views, values, or cultures.
Opposition to these preferences can sound like discrimination or at least in-
sensitivity, so it can become political dynamite. But opposition need not imply
failure to recognize persistent discrimination; instead, it will be increasingly
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important in the new America to ensure that separatist or oppositional demands
do not undermine either individual or collective goals of public schooling.
There is too much at stake.

States and districts will continue to decide most important issues in edu-
cation policy. As the population changes, federal efforts are likely to be directed
more and more to the needs of senior citizens in programs such as Medicare
and Social Security. Despite presidential rhetoric over the last 15 years that has
overemphasized the federal role in education, no more than a tiny part of the
federal budget has ever been devoted to education and only a small percent-
age of support for schools comes from Washington. That is unlikely to change
much. Most federal aid has been and continues to be assistance for disabled
and poor children. Out of commitment to the American dream, and in order
to reduce the number of dependent people of working age when there will be
so many old and young people unavailable to pay taxes, these programs should
be protected. That is especially the case for programs for poor children, who
do not have the legal or political protections available to others.

To really help disadvantaged children, and to offset opposition to increased
spending for them, it will be essential to invest education funds wisely, on ini-
tiatives for preschool, early literacy programs, small classes in the early grades,
summer school, and afterschool programs. These initiatives are particularly
cost-effective where there are a lot of poor and non-Anglo children; they also
require qualified, knowledgeable teachers. Investments in increasing the ca-
pacity of teachers by providing better training and curriculum-based profes-
sional development will be essential to help disadvantaged children.

Standards will continue to make sense as a basis for improved education
for all students, a mechanism for increased accountability in schools, and a
way to create incentives for better teacher preparation, recruitment, and as-
signment. With standards in place, schools can create meaningful professional
development and effective induction programs to help new teachers perform
better and stay in teaching longer. The supply and distribution of good teach-
ers will always be partly determined by workforce issues out of the control
of the education system, and salary increases big enough to make teaching
competitive with other professions will remain difficult to secure. But in-
vestments in helping new teachers, and serious professional education for all
teachers, will make even more sense in the coming decades when teacher
shortages, especially in schools that most badly need excellent teaching, could
be chronic.

Standards are not a panacea, and testing is not a reform in itself but rather
a way to measure the impact of reform. Because their costs are limited and the
rhetoric of achievement so attractive, it is always tempting to try to use tests
to drive reform. No matter how well students are motivated, however, they
cannot learn without adequate resources, sufficient time, appropriate curricula,
and good instructors. Once these things are available, students can justifiably
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be punished or rewarded on the merits. Until then high-stakes testing will pun-
ish poverty too much of the time and reward privilege as if it were earned.

To permit the achievement we expect and for reasons of social justice, to
make the American dream work as it should and to avoid wasting human re-
sources that the country will need more than ever, communities with a lot of
poor children will need extra help. They should, at a minimum, receive as much
financial support as districts with a lot of affluent families. For both political
and substantive reasons, this is best done through state-financed increases to
poor districts rather than decreases in wealthy ones. Beyond equality of re-
sources and for the same reasons, all students should be funded well enough
to receive an adequate education, in the new and expansive sense of that word.
This new understanding of adequacy provides more flexibility than does fi-
nancial equity alone, and it keeps the focus where it ought to be, on the qual-
ity of the education that is provided.

If investments are adequate to give all children a real opportunity to learn,
if teaching is improved and good teachers are distributed fairly to all kinds of
students, if standards are high and everyone has a challenging curriculum, then
we can justifiably hold students, teachers, and schools accountable for results.
Accountability is a worthy goal: as the education policy expert Lorraine
McDonnell and her coauthors point out, “Democratic control assumes that as
a governmental institution, schools derive their legitimacy from the consent of
the electorate and that they should be held publicly accountable.”?¢

As we have seen, Americans endorse all of these programs and have provided
substantial increases in funding for them over the last several decades. People
claim to be willing to provide funds for even more reforms. Support may ac-
tually increase as the population changes. Californians, for example, agree by
a wide margin that the highest priority for “the state’s limited funds” should
be K-12 education and they approve reducing class sizes for elementary stu-
dents—and Latinos endorse these positions slightly more strongly than every-
one else.?’

It will be hard to pay for all needed reforms and to promote wise use of
the funds, but it can be done. The votes of younger Americans, especially par-
ents of public school children, can help offset the votes of increasing numbers
of senior citizens. Advocates can continue to push the courts to maintain pres-
sure on state legislatures for financial equity and adequacy.

For all the difficulties involved in school finance reform, it will remain nec-
essary to equalize educational opportunities and give poor children a chance to
achieve their dreams. It is easier to move money than state borders, district
boundaries, or people. The structure of nested inequalities among states, dis-
tricts, schools, and classrooms will not disappear. States will continue to be re-
sponsible for education, and some will invest more energy in public schooling
than others; the walls between school districts will remain high; and people will
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continue to sort themselves by race and class. Racial desegregation has met its
limits, and privileged parents have shown that they are no more enthusiastic
about bringing low-income children of any race into their schools than white
parents have been about mixing races. This reluctance means that public/
private choice programs, which now affect less than a tenth of 1 percent of the
population, will do little to break down racial and class barriers, and could make
them worse. The United States will have to rely on more funding and its more
effective use, if poor Americans are to have a better chance of participating in
the American dream.

Even with greater and more wisely used resources, however, first-class
schooling will always be more available on the right side of the tracks. Because
the education of children depends so much on the social or economic class of
their peers, it remains important to do what we can to educate poor children
with middle-class children, not just /ike them. Even though such programs are
likely to remain too limited to have a dramatic impact on the class structure of
education, public officials should do what they can to promote magnet schools
and interdistrict choice plans that permit poor children to leave their neigh-
borhoods to find a better education. This action will not solve the problems of
the worst urban schools, but it will give some children a greater chance for
success.?

Ethnic and racial issues will not go away, but class issues will remain the
most difficult. Americans will continue to believe that every child should have
an equal chance to succeed, and they will continue to try to use the fruits of
their labor to secure an advantage for their own children. This paradox, em-
bedded in the ideology of the American dream, will keep on shaping public
education in the United States. But so will the ennobling vision the dream
sometimes represents. For all its flaws, public schooling remains our most ac-
cessible and democratic national political institution.? Public action on schools
will therefore provide the best chance for the liberating side of the American
dream to take effect. Schools can help us meet the challenges of a new econ-
omy and realize the opportunities in the new demography but we have to get
it right. If poor and non-Anglo children continue to lack sufficient resources,
good teachers, decent facilities, and real connections with other Americans, the
ideology of the American dream will be just a cover for systematic injustice,
and the promise of “no child left behind” will be just another lie. Public edu-
cation can help make the American dream work for everyone, and that will be
more important than ever in our new America.
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18. Hochschild and Scott 1998: 103—10; NPR et al. 1999; Public Agenda 1998c;
Program on International Policy Attitudes . . . 2000; CNN/USA Today 2000: 17;
Joint Ctr. for Political and Economic Studies 1997: table 6; 1998: table 3; 1999:
table 4.

19. On spending priorities see Miller Brewing Company 1983; Phi Delta Kappa
1993, 1994, 1995, 1998; Los Angeles Times Poll 1995, 1997; Am. Assn. of Univer-
sity Women 1998; Milken Foundation 1997; CNN/USA Today 1998; Public Agenda
2000a; Public Education Network and Ed. Week 2002. On reduced expenditures
see Hochschild and Scott 1998: 111-12.

20. Quotation is in Goodman 1999: 72. On equalization see Hochschild and
Scott 1998: 112-113; NPR et al. 1999; Joint Ctr. for Political and Economic Stud-
ies 1992; Advisory Commission on Intergovernmental Relations 1993; Reed 2001:
ch. 6; Public Education Network and Ed. Week 2002.

On support for spending, see Davis and Smith 1999; Phi Delta Kappa 1993,
1998. We used data from the on-line collection of the Institute for Research in the
Social Sciences, University of North Carolina, and the paper archives of RPOLL
at the University of Connecticut to analyze funding preferences across states; the
analysis is on file with the authors.

On the 2000 presidential election, see Institute for Policy Studies and 7The Na-
tion 2000.

21. AFT and NEA 1998; Public Agenda 2000a: 3.

22. Goldberg 1997; Goodman 1999: 74-75.

23. Ed. Week 1998: 62—65.

24. Burkett 1998: 43; Ferdinand 1998.

25. For voting by the elderly, see MacManus and Turner 1996: 161-81; Bin-
stock and Day 1996; Rhodebeck 1998; Gerber et al. 2000.

Although the United States spends less in absolute terms on social welfare poli-
cies than do most other comparable nations, it spends relatively more on its eld-
erly compared with its nonelderly. The ratio of public spending on those over age
65 to those under age 65 ranges from 2.3 in Japan and Sweden to 3.8 in Italy and
the United States (Poterba 1997; see also Lynch 2001).

26. On comparisons by age, see NBC News/Wall Street Fournal 1998;
CNN/USA Today 1998. On comparisons of parents using public or private schools,
see Rubinfeld and Thomas 1980; Hamilton and Cohen 1974; Bergstrom etal. 1982.

27. Poterba 1997: 57-59.

28. First two quotations in Goodman 1999: 73; Burkett 1998: 43. Data on lo-
calism are in Reed 2001: ch. 6; governor quoted in Ferdinand 1998; see also Brif-
fault 1992.

29. Sack 1998: 23.

30. “Fiscal 2002 Education Appropriations . . .” (2002). The federal budget for
health care rose $290 billion dollars (in 1999 dollars) from 1980 to 1999, and for
social security it rose $70 billion. For education, however, it increased only $23 bil-
lion (Orfield 2002: 70).

31. NCES, Digest of Ed. Statistics 2001: table 158.

32. Orfield 1998: 16-17.

33. Property tax rates for education, however, are not correlated with these
two outcome measures (Connecticut Conference of Municipalities 1997: 5). Data
on overburden and tax rates are in ibid.: vii, 112, 116; see also Orfield 2002: 25-28.
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34. Ed. Week 2002: 86-88. Rothstein 2000a: 37-63 has the best discussion of
this discrepancy.

35. Five states (Alaska, Arizona, Connecticut, Maryland, and Florida) spent the
same or less per pupil in constant dollars in 2000 than a decade earlier; eight states
(Alabama, West Virginia, Idaho, Indiana, Kentucky, North Dakota, Oklahoma, and
Mississippi) increased their public school per capita spending by 2 § percent or more.
Nationally, per-pupil spending increased 1o percent from 199o to 2000 (Ed. Week
2002: 86).

36. NCES, Condition of Education 2002: indicator 56; see also NCES 2001b: iii,
6. The appeals court in New York State, for example, notes that in New York City,
“343 schools were heated by inefficient coal-burning boilers in 1995, whereas only
125 still had such boilers by 1999” (Campaign for Fiscal Equity 2002; emphasis added).

37. McKean 2000.

38. San Antonio Independent School District . . . 1973, quoting James Coleman.
Coleman goes on to observe that “neither of these desires is to be despised; they
both lead to investment by the older generation in the younger. But they can lead
to quite different concrete actions” (in Margolis and Moses 1992: 7). This book is
in many ways an explication of that observation.

39. For example, Kansas’ constitution speaks only of “establishing and main-
taining public schools,” and Utah’s speaks only of “a public education system, which
shall be open to all children of the state.” Conversely, the constitution in New Jer-
sey requires a “thorough and efficient education” and that of Washington claims
that “it is the paramount duty of the state to make ample provision for the educa-
tion of all children residing within its borders . . . . The legislature shall provide
for a general and uniform system of public schools.” New Jersey and Washington
are under judicial mandate to reform their provisions for financing schools; Kansas
and Utah are not.

Roch and Howard 2001: 11, 14, 18 show how the language of the state con-
stitution matters in whether funding equalization cases are brought and how courts
decide them.

40. Quoted in Laura Jensen, on Law and Courts discussion list, lawcourts-
1@usc.edu, Apr. 5, 2000. One state legislator refused to support the impeachment
investigation, for example, on the grounds that “it is a political hack job. . .. This
is payback for Claremont” (“Reactions to House Vote . . .” 2000).

41. Norman 2000: 23. This article is entitled “The New Vermont: Give It to
Canada.”

42. Archer 2000: 25; Crosby 2001: 7; Lewin 1998.

43. Scholars disagree on which factors explain courts’ decisions in school fi-
nance cases, but they concur that variables that usually explain outcomes of state
courts’ rulings do a poor job on this topic (Lundberg 2000; Swenson 2000; Roch
and Howard 2001).

44. Verstegen and Whitney 1997; Minorini and Sugarman 1999a; 199gb:
41—46; Corcoran and Scovronick 1998: 70-83; and Rothstein 2000a: 65—70 all of-
fer characterizations of patterns in school finance litigation.

45. Campaign for Fiscal Equity . . . 2001.

46. The move to require specific programs to help poor children began in Ken-
tucky in 1989 and has since moved to about 15 other states. Courts’ decisions have
provoked more real change in some places than in others, ranging from an over-
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haul of the entire educational system in Kentucky to essentially nothing in a few
(Schrag 2001; Rothstein 2000a: 74-79). Recently Maryland became the first state
to tie school finance reform to explicit promises of adequacy for all students through
legislative action, without a court case behind it. “People chose to do this. This is a
sea change,” said one expert who had worked on the legislation (Montgomery 2002).

47. Lewin 1998; Kirp 1998. See also Reed 2001; Berne and Stiefel 1999.

48. The court’s words are in Serrano v. Priest  1971. On California’s funding lev-
els, see Silva and Sonstelie 1995; Gerber et al. 2000; Sonstelie and Richardson 2001.

49. Campaign for Fiscal Equity . . . 2001; unless otherwise noted, all citations in
this and the next four paragraphs are from this decision.

50. “Report of the Commission on School Facilities and Maintenance Reform”
of New York City, 1995, quoted in Campaign for Fiscal Equity . . . 2001.

51. Like those in New York, plaintiffs in Los Angeles, Philadelphia, Hartford,
and Minneapolis have tied charges of racial bias to claims for greater equity in
school funding. The link is the claim of “racially disproportionate misfortune”
(Morgan 20071; see also Roos 1998; McDermott 1999; Brittain 1993; Ryan 1999).
It remains to be seen how courts, elected officials, and citizens respond to this new
claim to racial and class equity.

52. Campaign for Fiscal Equity . . . 2002.

53. Quotation is in Evans et al. 2001: 224; evidence is in Evans et al. 1997;
1999; and Murray et al. 1998.

54. Reed 1998.

55. Gittell 1998.

56. Tedin 1994. These results come from a survey about a slightly earlier ver-
sion of the funding equalization policy. Notably, although almost all respondents
in the losing district knew that their district would lose school funds, fully half of
the respondents in the winning district also thought their district would lose funds
(pp- 640-644); see also Cortez 1998.

57. Johnston 1998; see also Bosworth 2001: ch. 3; Reed 2001.

58. Quotations from the wealthy are in Burkett 1998: 43; quotations from the
poor are in Sack 1998: 23; Goodman 1999: 70. The governor is quoted in Gold-
berg 1997.

59. On segregation see Orfield and Gordon 2001: 44; on spending disparities
see Newman 1999.

60. Robinson v. Cabill 1973; Abbott v. Burke II 1990.

61. Nathan Scovronick was a senior member of Governor James Florio’s ad-
ministration, and as executive director of the New Jersey State Treasury Depart-
ment was a member of the working group that designed the new school-aid for-
mula.

62. It seems surprising that teachers’ unions would oppose efforts to equalize
funding, especially when the effort would also have increased the amount of funds
going to public schools by over a billion dollars. But such opposition is common;
in Ohio, according to one journalist, a proposed sales tax increase to aid schools
and property owners “made for some unlikely political bedfellows, . . . aligning
some school leaders and labor organizations for the first time with conservative,
anti-tax groups. The Ohio Federation of Teachers . . . was among the program’s
loudest detractors” (White 1998: 21). In Texas “We don’t support either one [of
two bills to restructure school funding] because neither one supports teachers’
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salaries,” reported the president of the Texas State Teachers Association (Johnston
1997: 8).

63. First quotation is Sacks 1990; second is Position Paper, quoted in Goertz
1998: 107.

64. Reed 2001: ch. 6; Reed 1997, table 5. The politics in Texas were similar;
residents of high-income districts were more likely to oppose a proposition to al-
low the state to redistribute property taxes, whereas residents of districts with higher
proportions of non-Hispanic blacks and Hispanics were more likely to support it
(ibid., tables 5 and 6).

65. The funding statutes are described in Corcoran and Scovronick 1998,
Firestone et al. 1997 describe uses of the newly appropriated funds in poor dis-
tricts.

66. Gewirtz 2002.

67. Orfield and Yun 1999: 19—20.

68. The Pritchard Committee is chaired by the former governor of Kentucky
who was also lead counsel for the plaintiffs in Rose v. Council; although privately
funded, it has a quasi-official status as a spokesperson for citizens and monitor of
the reforms.

69. Rose v. Council . . . 1989; governor is quoted in Walker 1989.

70. Sexton 1998: 201.

71. Legislator is in Harp 1990; quotations are from Harp 1991.

72. Adams 1997; and Bosworth 2001: ch. 4 describe the Kentucky plan. Pet-
rosko et al. 2000 (and others in the same volume) evaluate the plan’s impact. The
governor’s statement is in Combs 1991: 376. Hochschild 1984 provides additional
evidence that broad-scale reform may be easier to implement than narrow
changes.

73. Lewin 1998; Burkett 1998: 45, 44.

74. Walters 2000.

75. Most school districts also face problems with long-term support for cap-
ital needs. Many buildings, especially in poor urban or rural areas, are very old
and in poor repair, overcrowded, or inadequate for modern demands. In 1999 63
percent of schools with high proportions of poor students reported at least one
feature in inadequate condition, compared to 45 percent of schools with few poor
students. Once again race and class coincide: in the same survey, three-fifths of
schools with more than half minority enrollment reported such features, com-
pared to half of all-white schools (NCES 2000a). In 1995 New York City re-
ported a need for $8 billion in repair and construction; Chicago for $3 billion,
and Washington, D.C., and New Orleans for half a billion dollars each. GAO
estimated the cost to bring all schools “to a good overall condition” to be $112
billion (GAO 1995b; see also Ladd and Hansen 1999: 199—202).

Notes for Chapter 4

1. Campaign for America’s Children 2000; Krueger 1998: 30; Taylor 2000:
41, 56.

2. Survey data are in Hochschild and Scott 1998: tables A4, As, and Phi Delta
Kappa polls since 1998. Quotations are from Lieberman 1993; Berliner and Bid-

dle 1995.



Notes to Pages 77-79 215

3. In a math and science test given throughout the world in 1999, eighth graders
from a few affluent districts in the United States matched the highest scorers, who
were from Singapore, Hong Kong, and Korea. But students in Miami-Dade County,
Rochester, and Chicago scored only as well as the low-scoring residents of Thai-
land, Tunisia, and Iran (Loveless 2001: 32).

4. In 1990 fully 73 percent of Americans blamed “the effect of societal prob-
lems” for the “problems currently facing public education in this community”; only
16 percent blamed the schools themselves (Phi Delta Kappa 1990).

5. These social policies are important and relevant, as are the potential con-
tributions of parents and the community. A discussion of them, however, is beyond
the scope of this book. For a start see Garfinkel et al. 1996; Anyon 1997; Finance
Project 2000.

6. A majority of Americans concur: 55 percent agree that it is the responsibil-
ity of the public schools to close the achievement gap between white students and
black or Hispanic students (Phi Delta Kappa 2001).

7. Data from OECD, Ed. at a Glance 2001: chart C1.1; NCES 20012: 1-8; Ctr.
on Education Policy and American Youth Policy Forum 2000: 6-8. In particular,
NAEP math scores continued to rise in the 19gos, except among poorly achieving
high school seniors (NCES 2001e).

Students who take advanced math courses in high school are more likely than
other students to graduate from college and to earn more a decade later. Those re-
sults hold even controlling for race or ethnicity, gender, family income and par-
ents’ education, motivation and ability, and an array of characteristics of the school.
In short, “math matters” in the title of the book reporting this study (Rose and
Betts 20071).

8. NCES, Digest of Ed. Statistics 2001: tables 108, 109, 187; “Dropout Rates in
the U.S. 2001.”

9. NCES, Digest of Ed. Statistics 2001: tables 407, 408; OECD, Ed. at a Glance
2001: 308-319; Schemo 2000.

International comparisons of test scores are complicated because different
groups of students may be tested at different stages of their schooling. Neverthe-
less, such comparisons play a large role in the rhetoric on education reform
because American students frequently do not come out well in them. They also
provide a general indicator of what American schools and students do well and
poorly. Schmidt et al. 2001 provide the most comprehensive analysis to date of
these tests.

10. In addition to previous citations, on dropouts, see also Driscoll 199g; Civil
Rights Project and Achieve Inc. 2001; Hauser et al. 2001. On college attendance
see also Card and Lemieux 2001; and Ellwood and Kane 2000.

Students whose parents did not attend college are much less likely to attain
higher education, and they take longer to enter and complete college, than stu-
dents whose parents were well educated. These results hold even after controlling
for family income, academic preparation, and other factors that affect college at-
tendance (NCES, Condition of Ed. 2001: xviii—xliii).

11. NCES 2001c. Almost 30 percent of white fourth graders read “below ba-
sic,” a result that has not changed since 1992, when first measured. Fully 63 per-
cent of blacks scored “below basic” (a slight improvement over the 199os), and al-
most 6o percent of Hispanics did the same (a slight decline). Only 22 percent of
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Asian Americans read “below basic”; that figure was cut in half over the 19gos. See
also Barton 2001 on the growing gap between proficient readers and nonreaders,
as evidenced by state-level NAEP scores.

12. Loveless 2001: 31-32.

13. There are no comparable scores from years earlier than 1998, so we can-
not compare changes over time (NCES 2001¢).

14. White 1999b.

15. On parental conservatism see Tyack and Cuban 1995. For poll results see
CBS News 1999, as well as every Phi Delta Kappa poll and virtually all others by
other survey organizations.

16. Phi Delta Kappa 1970, 1982, 1997, 1999. In 1974 over a quarter of public
school parents thought local schools were “too ready to try new ideas,” whereas only
a fifth saw them as “not interested enough.” Their children disagreed; about half of
high school juniors and seniors thought schools were insufficiently innovative, and
only a tenth thought they were too ready to change (Phi Delta Kappa 1974).

17. Public Agenda 1995a: 43.

18. Public Agenda 1995b. See also Public Agenda 1994; Metropolitan Life Sur-
vey 2000: 22. For analysis see Tyack and Cuban 1995; Finn 1997.

19. Public Agenda 1995b: 10.

20. Public Agenda 1995b: 7.

21. On teacher conservatism or cynicism, see McLaughlin and Talbert 1993;
Hess 1999b; Elmore 2000; McDermott 2000; Payne 2001; Stone et al. 2001: ch. 2.
Quotation in Public Agenda 1996: 21. On the value of trust in a school commu-
nity, conversely, see Bryk & Schneider 200:2.

22. Quotations in Metropolitan Life Survey 2000: 108 (emphases in original).
Teacher concerns are in Phi Delta Kappa surveys of teachers, conducted in 1984,
1989, 1996, 1997, and 1998.

Teachers, like parents, also worry about discipline; twice as many would en-
hance school discipline and increase academic requirements when asked how to im-
prove schooling (Metropolitan Life Survey 1995: 37).

23. Phi Delta Kappa teacher surveys; Public Agenda 1996: 22—25. When asked
to rank groups by their lack of enthusiasm for “proficiency testing,” for example,
almost twice as many (43 percent) superintendents in Ohio identified teachers as
parents, the next highest group (Sutton 2001).

24. Unlike other citizens most teachers also claim that local public schools out-
perform private schools. For these various views, see Phi Delta Kappa 1997 (teach-
ers); Public Agenda 1992: 14; 1996: 19—20; Metropolitan Life Survey 2000: 112.

25. Loveless 2000; “Identity Crisis . . .” 2001. Quotation is in Chase 1997—98:
13-14.

26. “Teachers Against Reform” 2000; “Union Dues” 2000.

27. Ross 1998: 127.

28. On New York see Sugarman 1995; more generally see DC Appleseed Pub-
lic School Governance Project 1999; Natl. School Boards Foundation 199g; Natl.
Commission on Governing America’s Schools 1999. On time use see Olson and
Bradley 1992. Quotations are from Silver 1997.

29. Orr 1998: 102; Kerchner et al. 1998.

30. On mayors see Stone 1998a; Hess 1999a; Hill et al. 2000; Stone et al. 2001.
On New York see Ross 1998.
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31. On New York see ibid.: 129; Purdy and Newman 1996; Purdy 1996. On
other cities see Tucker 1993; Rich 1996; Orr 1999.

32. Business leader in Stone 1998b: 259; Shipps 1998.

33. Letter from Mayor Kurt Schmoke to the Hon. Parris Glendening, June
20, 1996, cited in Orr et al. 2000.

34. Orr et al. 2000, quoting Maybank 1996; Shen and Babington 1996.

35. Quotation from “Open Letter” 1997; on other cities see Henig et al. 1999;
Stone et al. 2001.

36. Zernike 2001c.

37. Sashkin and Egermeier 1993.

38. Boyer added wistfully, “What we need is another Sputnik! Maybe what we
should do is get the Japanese to put a Toyota into orbit” (quotations in Fiske 1982).

39. “You take away seven, And that leaves five. Well, six actually. But the idea
is the important thing. . . . Hooray for New Math, New-hoo-hoo Math, It won’t
do you a bit of good to review math. It’s so simple, so very simple, That only a
child can do it!” www.wiw.org/~drz/tom.lehrer/the_year.html#math.

go. See Elmore 1996 on “getting to scale.”

41. On financial incentives see Asimov 2000; Solmon and Podgursky c. 1999;
Olson 1999a. Quotation is from AFT 2000: 6. Debates over improving the quality
of teachers are in Am. Council on Education 1999; Humphrey et al. 1999; Darling-
Hammond and Sykes 1999; Gallagher and Bailey 2000; Fordham Foundation 1999.

42. Olson 1998b: 43.

43- As New American Schools (NAS—described below) puts it, “Whole-school
designs . . . [are] based on the premise that high-quality schools each possess a ‘de-
sign’ that guides the school’s mission and instructional program and that establishes
common expectations for accountability and performance among students, teach-
ers, and parents” (Rand Research Brief: Education 1998). Superintendent is in
House 2000: 38.

44. “Site-Based Management. . .
derson 1999; Malen 1999; Keith 1999.

45. Summers and Johnson 1996; Office of Educational Research and Im-
provement 1996; Herr 1999; Vincent and Martin 2000.

46. The roots of whole-school reform lie in the effective schools movement
(Edmunds 1979; Puma and Drury 2000: 18-19; Downs 2000).

47. Evaluations produce intense controversy of their own; analysts of one
model, for example, have accused each other of conflict of interest, ad hominem
attacks, hypocrisy, “radical relativism,” being “misleading in the extreme,” and hav-
ing “a callous disregard for the achievement of students” (Walberg and Greenberg
1998, and letters to the editor of Ed. Week on Apr. 29, May s, and May 20, 1998).

48. Olson 1999b: 14, quoting Ellen Lagemann, then president of the Natl.
Academy of Education; see also Puma and Drury 2000: 19—21.

49. Berends et al. 2002; see also Datnow et al. 2002; Mirel 2001; Viadero 2001b.

50. On New Jersey see Erlichson and Goertz 2001; quotation is from House
2000: 38. Memphis was the marquee district for whole-school reform in the late
1990s, since all schools were required to participate and it was the earliest district
to involve more than a few schools. The new superintendent, however, withdrew
the district from the program in 2001, citing students’ failure to improve on state
achievement tests and teachers’ lack of enthusiasm for the reforms.

”»

1994 (amended 1995, 1997); see also An-
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51. Anderson 1998: 52.

52. Smith and O’Day 1991; Fuhrman 1993, 1999; Knapp 1997; Elmore 2000.
Portz 1999 usefully distinguishes among civic, market, and professional strategies
for reform. Here we focus on the latter; in chapter § we address market-oriented
strategies. See, similarly, Cochran-Smith and Fries 2001.

53. Advisory Council . . . 1994: Letter of Transmittal, ix—x.

54. Smith and O’Day 1991: 246. Puma and Drury 2000: 12 summarize evi-
dence on the “association between consistent higher-order classroom instruction
and greater student achievement.”

55. Newmann et al. 2001a; Cogan et al. 2001; Cohen and Hill 2001.

56. Terrel Bell, secretary of education in the Reagan administration, remem-
bers President Reagan telling him that education reports do nothing but “weigh
40 pounds and draw dust” (Jordon 1993). Quotation in Natl. Commission on Ex-
cellence in Education 1983.

57. Groups included Task Force on Federal. . . 1983; Education Commission
of the States 1983; Natl. Science Foundation 1983. Quotations from Fiske 1982.

58. Natl. Education Goals Panel 1994; Stedman 1994.

59. Jordon 1993; Olson 1993.

60. Harrison 199:2.

61. Harp 1994.

62. On reforms see Petrosko et al. 2000; on teachers’ views see Petrosko and
Pankratz 2000. Students are in Jordon 1993; Harp 1997.

63. Corcoran 1995; Kelley 1998; Pankratz and Petrosko 2000.

64. Viadero 2000b: 38; White 1999a; Galuszka 1997: 94.

65. Business Roundtable 2001; Belden, Russonello, & Stewart 2000; Albert
Shanker Institute 1999; Swanson and Stevenson 200:2.

Chicago has also made notable, though incomplete, gains in student achieve-
ment largely as a consequence of systemic reforms and accountability (Roderick et
al. 1999; Roderick et al. 2000; Hess, G. 2002). Around the world students have
higher achievement scores in nations with curriculum-based exams for promotion
and graduation than do students in comparable nations without such exams, even
controlling for differences among school systems (Bishop 1997).

66. Headline is in Hoff and Manzo 1999; on expectations see Betts and Costrell
2001; Newmann et al. 1999.

67. www.education-world.com/a_issues/issuest29a.shtml; www.whitehouse.
gov/news/reports/no-child-left-behind.html.

68. NBC News/Wall Street Journal 1997; Hochschild and Scott 1998: 110-171;
Penn 1999; NPR et al. 1999; Public Agenda 2000b, 2002a; Phi Delta Kappa 1999,
2000; Business Roundtable 2001; Gallup Organization 2001a; Public Education
Network and Ed. Week 2002. For some public skepticism, see “Improving Our
Schools” 2001.

Even though 40 percent of Latinos in Texas believe the TAAS to be biased
against minority students, only 30 percent oppose the use of TAAS as a gradua-
tion requirement (Dyer 2000).

69. Quotation is in Houston 1997; see Viadero 2002 on new standards of ac-
countability in New Hampshire.

70. On low-achieving students see Education Trust 1998b. For disputes over
measuring good teaching, see, for example, Goldhaber and Brewer 2000 and re-
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sponse by Darling-Hammond et al. 2001; Abell Foundation 2001 and response by
Darling-Hammond 2001; Archer 2002 summarizes the dispute well.

71. The importance of good teachers and the disparity in their distribution is
one of the very few issues in the field of education for which the evidence is con-
sistent and overwhelming (Education Trust 1998a, 2000; Wright et al. 1997;
Wenglinsky 2000; Puma and Drury 2000: 13-14; Darling-Hammond 2000; Lank-
ford et al. 2002; Ingersoll 2002; Campaign for Fiscal Equity 2002; Wayne 2002).

72. On California see Ogawa et al. 1999; CSR Research Consortium 2002;
Jepsen and Rivkin 2002. On New York see Goodnough 2001.

73. Sanders and Rivers 1996; see also Mendro et al. 1998; Bembry et al. 1998.

74. On new teachers see Johnson et al. 2001; Recruiting New Teachers 1999;
Am. Council on Education 1999: 13-15. On professional development see Elmore
and Burney 1997; McLaughlin and Talbert 2001; Elmore 2002; Cohen and Hill
2001.

75. Natl. Commission on Teaching . . . 1996: 15; see also Wilson et al. 2002.

76. New York, which has had a curriculum-based examination in place for
years, has the highest average SAT scores of any state once racial, class, and gen-
der characteristics are controlled (Graham and Husted 1993). For similarly posi-
tive results of curriculum-based exams, including for poor or low-achieving stu-
dents, see Bishop and Mane 2001.

77. “Voices from the Front” 1999; see also Kohn 1999; Sacks 2001. More sober
critics include Koretz and Barron 1998; Klein et al. 2000; Linn 2000; Resnick 20071;
Amrein and Berliner 2002.

78. Hartocollis 2001; Alexakis 2001.

79. Hartocollis 2001; Zernike 2000; see also Manzo 2001.

8o. Corcoran 1999; see also Darling-Hammond 1994; Newmann et al. 1997;
Ladd 1996; Orfield and Kornhaber 2001. On linking standards and incentives for
adults as well as students, see Coleman 1997; Porter 1994; Cornett and Gaines
2002.

81. The National Academy of Sciences recently reported that the evidence is
insufficient “to determine conclusively what effect, if any, exit examinations have
on dropout rates. Indeed, the likelihood is that the effects of these tests will vary
significantly, depending on how they are constructed and implemented and on how
their results are used. However, . . . high-stakes testing at any level may sometimes
be used in ways that have unintended harmful effects on students at particular risk
for academic failure because of poverty, lack of proficiency in English, disability,
and membership in population subgroups that have been educationally disadvan-
taged.” The NAS does conclude that “retention in grade is a very strong predic-
tor of dropping out” (Beatty et al. 2001: 7).

For arguments that high-stakes tests increase dropout rates, see Haney 2000j;
Jacob z2001; Lillard and DeCicca 2001. For disagreement see Bishop and Mane
2001; Toenjes and Dworkin 2002.

Retention may help some students if accompanied by extra help, small classes,
and innovative teaching methods (Roderick et al. 199g9; Roderick et al. 2000;
Lorence et al. 2002). But such programs are scarce in poor districts with many un-
derachieving students and weaker teachers.

82. Testing is also connected with the politics of school finance: one savvy su-
perintendent favors his state’s high-stakes test because “you have to respond to the
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needs of the public. It’s going to be very difficult for the policy makers to continue
to pump resources into public education if the perception is that the schools are
producing graduates who are not capable of doing the work that’s out there in the
new economy” (Goldscheider 2001; see also Alexakis 2001; F. Hess, 2002a; and
Hill and Lake 2002 on the politics of standards). Testing can also create powerful
evidence for increased funds to some districts.

83. On complaints see Viadero 1999a: 14; Robelen 2000; Office for Civil Rights
2000. Quotations in Robelen 2000: 14; Delgado 1999.

84. GI Forum et al. v. Texas . . . 2000 (emphasis in original); Viadero 1999a;
Hartocollis 1999: Br.

85. Thompson 1999; Archer 1999; Bryk et al. 1998.

86. The law is at www.ed.gov/legislation/ESEA o2. Quotation is in Viadero
2000¢: 205 for evidence, see Hannaway and McKay 2001.
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bilized by either major political party—a classic case for the operation of pluralist
electoral politics (Dahl 1961).

21. Roughly eight million of the 31 million Hispanics in the United States are
registered to vote. Perhaps another seven million are eligible to vote, and more will
become so as Latinos become naturalized citizens. (That is happening slowly, but
perhaps at an increasing rate [Ramakrishnan 2002]). As the president of the Assn.
of Hispanic Advertising Agencies put it, “From local to national campaigns, can-
didates must recognize Latinos, understand our needs and, more importantly, to
include us. We are, after all, the mainstream of America” (“Latino Advertisers . . .”
1999).

22. “As GOP Reaches Out . . .” 2000. Even the president of Orange County’s
Republican club, who had supported Proposition 187, opposed its proposed suc-
cessor on the grounds that “a wedge issue like this drives people apart. . . . We
need to work to bring people together” (Wisckol 1999).

23. “Editorial: Bush on Education” 1999. Vice President Gore supported bilin-
gual education more strongly and urged more funding, but he focused more on im-
proving teachers’ training to help children learn English quickly than on children’s
right to bilingualism or cultural maintenance. Pachon is in Greenhouse 2000.

24. Public Policy Institute of California 1999, 2001: 9, 10. On immigrants’ at-
tachment to schooling see Garcia Castro 1982; Pessar 1987.

25. Iowans will, nevertheless, remain individualists: they define a successful
multicultural education, as a local superintendent puts it, as one in which students
“look at the individual and not necessarily the ethnicity.” All quotations from Reid
2000.

26. McDonnell et al. 2000: 8.

27. Public Policy Institute of California 1999: 10-12; Los Angeles Times Poll
2000.

28. Gamoran 2001 similarly forecasts continued class inequalities but dimin-
ishing racial inequalities in schooling.

29. Noguera and Akom 2000.
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