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“CONGRESS SHALL MAKE
NO LAW. . . ABRIDGING THE
FREEDOM OF SPEECH, OR OF
THE PRESS.”

First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution

The basic foundation of our democracy is the First
Amendment guarantee of freedom of expression.The
Opposing Viewpoints Series is dedicated to the
concept of this basic freedom and the idea that it is
more important to practice it than to enshrine it.
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9

WHY CONSIDER
OPPOSING VIEWPOINTS?
“The only way in which a human being can make some
approach to knowing the whole of a subject is by hearing
what can be said about it by persons of every variety of
opinion and studying all modes in which it can be looked 
at by every character of mind. No wise man ever acquired
his wisdom in any mode but this.”

John Stuart Mill

In our media-intensive culture it is not difficult to find differing
opinions. Thousands of newspapers and magazines and dozens
of radio and television talk shows resound with differing points
of view. The difficulty lies in deciding which opinion to agree
with and which “experts” seem the most credible. The more in-
undated we become with differing opinions and claims, the
more essential it is to hone critical reading and thinking skills to
evaluate these ideas. Opposing Viewpoints books address this
problem directly by presenting stimulating debates that can be
used to enhance and teach these skills. The varied opinions con-
tained in each book examine many different aspects of a single
issue. While examining these conveniently edited opposing
views, readers can develop critical thinking skills such as the
ability to compare and contrast authors’ credibility, facts, argu-
mentation styles, use of persuasive techniques, and other stylis-
tic tools. In short, the Opposing Viewpoints Series is an ideal
way to attain the higher-level thinking and reading skills so es-
sential in a culture of diverse and contradictory opinions.

In addition to providing a tool for critical thinking, Opposing
Viewpoints books challenge readers to question their own
strongly held opinions and assumptions. Most people form their
opinions on the basis of upbringing, peer pressure, and per-
sonal, cultural, or professional bias. By reading carefully bal-
anced opposing views, readers must directly confront new ideas
as well as the opinions of those with whom they disagree. This
is not to simplistically argue that everyone who reads opposing
views will—or should—change his or her opinion. Instead, the
series enhances readers’ understanding of their own views by
encouraging confrontation with opposing ideas. Careful exami-
nation of others’ views can lead to the readers’ understanding of
the logical inconsistencies in their own opinions, perspective on

9
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why they hold an opinion, and the consideration of the possi-
bility that their opinion requires further evaluation.

EVALUATING OTHER OPINIONS

To ensure that this type of examination occurs, Opposing View-
points books present all types of opinions. Prominent spokes-
people on different sides of each issue as well as well-known
professionals from many disciplines challenge the reader. An ad-
ditional goal of the series is to provide a forum for other, less
known, or even unpopular viewpoints. The opinion of an ordi-
nary person who has had to make the decision to cut off life
support from a terminally ill relative, for example, may be just
as valuable and provide just as much insight as a medical ethi-
cist’s professional opinion. The editors have two additional pur-
poses in including these less known views. One, the editors en-
courage readers to respect others’ opinions—even when not
enhanced by professional credibility. It is only by reading or lis-
tening to and objectively evaluating others’ ideas that one can
determine whether they are worthy of consideration. Two, the
inclusion of such viewpoints encourages the important critical
thinking skill of objectively evaluating an author’s credentials
and bias. This evaluation will illuminate an author’s reasons for
taking a particular stance on an issue and will aid in readers’
evaluation of the author’s ideas.

As series editors of the Opposing Viewpoints Series, it is our
hope that these books will give readers a deeper understanding
of the issues debated and an appreciation of the complexity of
even seemingly simple issues when good and honest people
disagree. This awareness is particularly important in a demo-
cratic society such as ours in which people enter into public
debate to determine the common good. Those with whom one
disagrees should not be regarded as enemies but rather as
people whose views deserve careful examination and may shed
light on one’s own.

Thomas Jefferson once said that “difference of opinion leads
to inquiry, and inquiry to truth.” Jefferson, a broadly educated
man, argued that “if a nation expects to be ignorant and free . . .
it expects what never was and never will be.” As individuals and
as a nation, it is imperative that we consider the opinions of oth-
ers and examine them with skill and discernment.The Opposing
Viewpoints Series is intended to help readers achieve this goal.

David L. Bender & Bruno Leone,
Series Editors

10
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Greenhaven Press anthologies primarily consist of previously
published material taken from a variety of sources, including
periodicals, books, scholarly journals, newspapers, government
documents, and position papers from private and public organi-
zations.These original sources are often edited for length and to
ensure their accessibility for a young adult audience.The anthol-
ogy editors also change the original titles of these works in or-
der to clearly present the main thesis of each viewpoint and to
explicitly indicate the opinion presented in the viewpoint.These
alterations are made in consideration of both the reading and
comprehension levels of a young adult audience. Every effort is
made to ensure that Greenhaven Press accurately reflects the
original intent of the authors included in this anthology.
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INTRODUCTION

“Intellectually and morally,America’s educational system is
failing far too many people.”

—Signatories of “A Nation Still at Risk,” 1998

In 1983, the U.S. Department of Education released a report, A
Nation at Risk, that proclaimed that the quality of public education
had deteriorated since the 1950s. The average SAT scores of
college-bound seniors had fallen sixteen points, students were
scoring much lower on standardized tests than their counter-
parts in other industrialized nations, and the dropout rate had
risen. Fifteen years later, in April 1998, a group of educators,
policymakers, and business leaders representing various points
on the political spectrum gathered at a conference sponsored by
the Heritage Foundation and several other organizations to dis-
cuss what had happened with American education since A Nation
at Risk had been printed. Their conclusions were announced in
an education reform manifesto entitled “A Nation Still at Risk,”
published in the July/August 1998 issue of the conservative
journal Policy Review.

According to “A Nation Still at Risk,” the quality of U.S. pub-
lic education remains poor. Moreover, Americans have become
complacent about educational issues because the nation’s econ-
omy has been flourishing. But recent data indicate that American
students are often woefully unprepared for college and for the
workforce. The results of the Third International Math and Sci-
ence Study, for example, show U.S. twelfth-graders placing nin-
teenth out of twenty-one industrialized nations in math and six-
teenth out of twenty-one in science. Since 1983, more than 10
million students have reached their senior year with no basic
reading skills, and 20 million have been promoted to the twelfth
grade without having learned math fundamentals. During this
same period, more than 6 million students dropped out of
school—a number that includes from 10 to 20 percent of
school-age African Americans and first-generation Hispanics. Al-
though some educational gains have occurred since 1983—such
as a rise in college attendance and an increasing willingness
among high school students to take more challenging classes—
academic achievement continues to lag. “The risk posed to to-
morrow’s well-being by the sea of educational mediocrity that
still engulfs us is acute,” contend the writers of the 1998 educa-
tion report. “Large numbers of students remain at risk.”
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Parents, educators, and policymakers have responded in myr-
iad ways to these dire reports on the state of American education.
Many have pushed for reforms—such as the use of state-funded
tuition vouchers and the development of charter schools—that
would allow parents to choose which school their children at-
tend. Such reforms would enable poor parents to use state funds
to send their children to high-quality private schools and allow
nongovernmental groups to use public money to operate their
own schools. Some education scholars, however, have charged
that the “education crisis” is largely a myth concocted by conser-
vatives. According to David C. Berliner and Bruce J. Biddle, au-
thors of The Manufactured Crisis: Myths, Fraud, and the Attack on America’s
Public Schools, conservative critics of public schools have used dis-
torted data on student achievement with the intent of winning
approval and taxpayer support for private schools. These mis-
guided schemes for education reform could drain needed funds
away from public institutions and “seriously damage American
schools,” contend Berliner and Biddle.

Whether or not they agree that American education has
reached a crisis state, most educators believe that the public
school system needs improvement. One reform measure that has
received wide support among conservatives and liberals is the
push for national academic standards. Currently, because public
schools are administered at the state and local levels, academic
standards vary widely from region to region. National standards,
however, would clearly identify what concepts and skills all U.S.
students should master at certain grade levels. The signatories of
“A Nation Still at Risk” maintain that “America needs solid na-
tional academic standards and . . . standards-based assessments,
shielded from government control, and independent of partisan
politics, interest groups, and fads.” These standards would give
educators distinct guidelines in tracking student progress and in
deciding on curricula and teaching techniques. Proponents con-
tend that national standards would, in the end, increase aca-
demic achievement and ensure that all U.S. students receive
roughly the same education.

Critics of national standards, on the other hand, fear that
their implementation could lead to increased governmental in-
trusion in local school board decisions. Despite policymakers’
assurances to the contrary, these critics argue that national stan-
dards will create politically motivated controversies over what
kind of information should be taught in schools. Conservative
groups such as the Christian Coalition, for example, contend
that national standards could eventually impose an overly liberal
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and secular curriculum on those who hold traditional Christian
beliefs. They support local control of academic standards, argu-
ing that local communities know best what kind of knowledge
their students should learn. Conservative commentator Phyllis
Schlafly agrees, adding that standards-based national testing
would further undermine public education: “The new mission
of the public schools would be to coach children on how to
pass the test. In the end, all children will get a passing score (so
as not to damage their self-esteem) and none will be permitted
to excel.”

Some liberals, too, oppose national standards.They often con-
tend that such standards would prove to be frustrating for low-
income school districts that cannot afford to hire better teach-
ers, revise curricula, or renovate crumbling classrooms. Marian
Wright Edelman, head of the Children’s Defense Fund, main-
tains that it is wrong to “hold all children to the same standards
without providing all children with equal [educational] re-
sources.” In fact, Edelman and others argue, setting higher aca-
demic standards for students in poor districts will damage
morale and raise dropout rates when these students fail to meet
these standards. Policymakers must first address the problem of
educational funding inequities before setting tough national
standards, these critics assert.

This broad range of concerns and suggestions for education
reform reveals that there is no quick solution to the nation’s ed-
ucational problems. Education: Opposing Viewpoints examines the state
of public schools and explores how education can be improved
for the current and future generations of America’s youth. The
authors debate some of the most discussed issues in education:
What Is the State of Public Education? Should Parents Be Al-
lowed to Choose Their Children’s Schools? Are Multicultural Ap-
proaches Good for Education? What Role Should Religious and
Moral Values Play in Public Education? How Could Public Educa-
tion Be Improved? The viewpoints presented in this volume will
give readers insight into the complexity of the national debates
on education and education reform.
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WHAT IS THE STATE
OF PUBLIC EDUCATION?

CHAPTER1
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CHAPTER PREFACE
According to a 1996 poll conducted by the Washington Post, 62
percent of Americans believe that the quality of the U.S. educa-
tional system has declined and that public schools “will get
worse instead of better.” Falling test scores, startling gaps in gen-
eral knowledge among high school students, and an increasing
need for remedial coursework in English and math are evidence
of this educational decline, critics contend. Between the mid-
1960s and the mid-1990s, for example, the average Scholastic
Assessment Test (SAT) score dropped fifty-five points on the ver-
bal section and twenty-three points on the math section. Ac-
cording to another standardized test conducted by the National
Assessment of Educational Progress, half of all seventeen-year-
olds cannot calculate the area of a rectangle, and only 20 percent
are able to write a one-paragraph letter to apply for a supermar-
ket job. Education critics blame a variety of factors—including
family decline, lowered academic standards, poorly trained
teachers, and school mismanagement—for this apparent deteri-
oration of American education.

Some observers, however, argue that such claims of a public-
education crisis are exaggerated. They point out that the drop in
the average SAT score is not an accurate indicator of student
progress because school populations have changed since the
mid-1960s, when most students who took the test were wealthy
and educationally privileged. “When America democratized
higher education by opening up the doors of the universities to
millions of middle- and working-class people, to black, brown,
poor, and rural people, SAT scores dropped only 5 percent be-
low those of the wealthy elite,” argues education professor
David C. Berliner. “It’s a miracle how well ordinary American
youth performed against the . . . privileged classes . . . [it’s] a tri-
umph for public education.” Others point to the scores on the
Iowa Test of Basic Skills, which have risen since the 1980s, as ev-
idence of increasing academic achievement.

While analysts and observers generally agree that America’s
public school system needs improvement, some dispute the claim
that the U.S. is facing an educational crisis.The authors in the fol-
lowing chapter present differing opinions on the state of public
education and on several factors that may hinder its progress.

16
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“College-bound youngsters over the
past two decades have not received
the quality education they deserve.”

THE QUALITY OF PUBLIC EDUCATION
HAS DECLINED
Karl Zinsmeister

In the following viewpoint, Karl Zinsmeister argues that the cal-
iber of American public education has declined since the mid-
1960s. He reports that a drop in the average SAT score, as well as
recently documented gaps in general knowledge among high
school students, reveal a deterioration in the quality of educa-
tion. Antitraditional school reforms, lowered standards, light-
weight curricula, and undemanding coursework have created
this crisis in public education, Zinsmeister contends. Zinsmeis-
ter is editor-in-chief of the American Enterprise, a conservative jour-
nal of opinion.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. Between the mid-1960s and the mid-1990s, by how many

points did SAT scores fall, according to Zinsmeister?
2. According to the U.S. Secretary of Education, cited by the

author, what percentage of American high school seniors can
read at their grade level?

3. In Zinsmeister’s opinion, why have rigorous, challenging
classes fallen into disfavor among today’s students?

Excerpted from Karl Zinsmeister, “The Sixties Rules in Public Schools,” The American
Enterprise, May/June 1997. Reprinted with permission from The American Enterprise, a
Washington, D.C.–based magazine of politics, business, and culture.

1VIEWPOINT
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Celebration, Florida . . . is a town being developed near Or-
lando by the Walt Disney Company. Because it has been

carefully conceived to be a livable and practical community,
with vast resources and talent being poured into it, the town
promises to exert great influence over the design of future com-
munities around the United States.

At its heart, Celebration is based on the idea that American
communities prior to World War II were more livable than most
modern suburbs or cities, and that new communities ought
therefore be designed much more like those traditional towns.
But one important community institution in Celebration is be-
ing built along lines that are anything but traditional. And that is
the community school. . . .

The Celebration school will feature “the latest in educational
thinking”: No grades (too competitive, not “meaningful”). No
set grade levels (students of various ages and skills will be mixed
in “neighborhoods”). Few desks (they discourage cooperation
and impose hierarchy). And so forth.

Unstructured “open school” reforms of these sorts are very
trendy right now. The director of a federally funded education
laboratory told a national “education summit” a few years ago
that “we are no longer teaching facts to children,” because
“none of us can guess what information they will need in the
future.”

SCHOOL REFORM?
American Enterprise contributing editor Phil Langdon reports that
when he recently drove by the Pennsylvania high school he at-
tended in the early 1960s—where the principal used to write
stern yearbook messages like “The north wind made the Vikings
strong”—the building sported signs announcing “Teachers at
Work Building Self-Esteem.”

The public school my own son attended in the shadow of
Cornell University in the early 1990s is organized on exactly the
same principles as the Celebration school. Here, the aversion to
structure, tradition, and order extends even to numerals—class-
rooms are no longer numbered, but referred to by names like
“Moon,” “Rainforest,” and “Skycloud.”

Contrary to their own claims, today’s free-form schools are
not actually built on “the latest” in educational thinking, but
rather on something a full generation older. They are founded
on a classic 1960s vision that children don’t need to be taught
so much as freed to express the wisdom that is innate within
them. That such schools are springing up like mushrooms is no

18
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surprise: ’60s kids are taking over as principals, teachers, and
superintendents, while baby boomers-turned-yuppies provide
the children for their experiments. What is surprising is that
so few parents have bothered to find out whether these anti-
traditional schools really work as promised.

THE UNIMPRESSIVE OUTPUT OF AMERICAN CLASSROOMS

The best-known indicator of our educational droop over the last
30 years is the average Scholastic Assessment Test (SAT) score of
college-bound high school seniors. From the mid-1960s to the
mid-1990s, scores fell from 478 to 423 on the verbal section,
and from 502 to 479 on the math section. (On each section, ev-
eryone gets 200 points just for showing up, and a perfect score is
800.) Other test results in specific subjects like geography, read-
ing, mathematics and calculus, biology, chemistry, and physics
also show slippage—in comparison both to previous perfor-
mances and to students in other industrial nations.This despite a
gale of rhetoric and a huge flood of money aimed at educational
improvement. From 1980 to 1996, nationwide spending per
public-school student zoomed up 50 percent after inflation.

The clearest picture of contemporary miseducation comes
from looking at specific knowledge gaps among today’s stu-
dents. Consider some of the answers given recently by 17-year-
old Americans on the federal government’s National Assessment
of Educational Progress:

• One-third thought Columbus reached the New World after
1750.

• 62 percent were unable to place the Civil War in the years
between 1850 and 1900.

• One-third had no idea what Brown v. Board of Education changed.
• A third couldn’t identify the countries the U.S. fought

against in World War II.
• A third couldn’t identify Abraham Lincoln.
• 47 percent couldn’t express the fraction 9⁄100 as a percent.
• Half couldn’t calculate the area of a rectangle. Only 6 per-

cent are proficient in what was considered high school
mathematics a generation ago (algebra, geometry, multi-
step problem solving).

• A scant 6 percent could solve this problem: “Christine bor-
rows $850 for one year from the Friendly Finance Com-
pany. If she pays 12 percent simple interest on the loan,
what will be the total amount that Christine repays?”

• One-third did not know that the Mississippi River flows
into the Gulf of Mexico.
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• Only 20 percent could write a simple one-paragraph letter
to a local supermarket manager applying for a job.

Other sources come up with similar results. Surveys done for
the National Geographic Society, for instance, show that only 45
percent of 18- to 24-year-olds are able to locate New York State
on a map. A third can find Michigan, a quarter Massachusetts.
On a world map, just 36 percent can identify England. In 1993,
Bill Clinton’s Secretary of Education reported that sophisticated
new reading comprehension tests show that only 37 percent of
all high school seniors can read at their grade level. Fully a third
of today’s college students must enroll in a remedial course in
reading, writing, or math when they hit campus.

© Wicks/Rothco. Reprinted with permission.

Employers, too, are distraught. Noting that 44 percent of the
job-seekers who showed up at his office couldn’t read at the
ninth-grade level, Prudential Insurance executive Robert Winters
mourned that “they are 17 years old and virtually unemployable
for life.” Eighty percent of the candidates for factory work at
Motorola reportedly flunk the company exam seeking fifth-
grade math competency and seventh-grade English levels.

And if you think this problem is limited to a few inner-city
schools, think again. Today’s widespread middle-class compla-
cency on school quality is not justified. American schools are ac-
tually doing slightly better than they used to for their lowest

20
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achievers; it’s at the middle and the top of the achievement scale
that results have really deteriorated.

THE EROSION OF STANDARDS

Standards at American schools were higher in the past than they
are today. Educator Daniel Singal compares national surveys
from the 1990s and the mid-1960s (“just before countercul-
tural innovations swept away the old curriculum”) and finds
that the pre-reform high school students were, for instance,
more than twice as likely to write critical papers on the literary
works they were studying.

At the same time the workload was declining, grades were
inflating. Three decades ago, only one college-bound senior in
eight carried an A average for his high school years. Today, fully
one in four factors out as an A overall. (This despite the fact that
a much bigger proportion of each class is in the college-bound
group. )

“Every generation of students has wanted to take it easy,”
summarizes Virginia teacher Pat Welsh, “but until the last couple
of decades, they weren’t allowed to get away with it.” Professor
Singal agrees. “The percentage of students who are truly lazy . . .
is probably no greater today than it has been in the past.The real
problem, I’m convinced, is that college-bound youngsters over
the past two decades have not received the quality education
they deserve.”

Our “dumbing-down” of the curriculum began with “the
cultural ferment of the 1960s,” says Singal.

In every conceivable fashion the reigning ethos of those times
was hostile to excellence in education. Individual achievement
fell under intense suspicion, as did attempts to maintain stan-
dards. Discriminating among students on the basis of ability or
performance was branded “elitist.” Education gurus of the day
called for essentially non-academic schools, whose main pur-
pose would be to build habits of social cooperation and equality
rather than to train the mind.

Because of this disdain for high achievement, says Singal, “in
place of ‘stretching’ students, the key objective in previous eras,
the goal has become not to ‘stress’ them.”. . .

The prevailing ideology holds that it is much better to give up
the prospect of excellence than to take the chance of injuring
any student’s self-esteem. Instead of trying to spur children on
to set high standards for themselves, teachers invest their ener-
gies in making sure that slow learners do not come to think of
themselves as failures. . . .
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This coddling strategy misunderstands human psychology
and the means by which low achievers are best led to improved
results. “Students do respond to challenge when they see it is in
their best interests to do so,” says Pat Welsh, a classroom veteran.
But in the aftermath of the ’60s we are afraid to ask for hard
work and high achievement.

SUPERFICIAL LEARNING

Some time ago, I opened my local paper and read an article
describing how teenagers at a school just down the street spent
several weeks of afternoon classes making “Medusa masks.” A
local “performance artist and storyteller” first read them the
Greek Medusa myth, then students sketched and eventually
modelled plaster likenesses. The teacher leading the class said
she chose to have the teenagers (who were not art students)
make a mask because “it wipes away your identity so you can
become something you would never have allowed otherwise.”

Students picked up on this. One reported “I felt like with the
different masks . . . I could be anything I want to be. I could say
more. I could say anything I want to.” Another student said the
project was fun. “I wish the whole day was art, art, art,” ex-
claimed 14-year-old Ramadan Muhammad, who expressed
hopes of becoming a doctor.

The large photo accompanying the article is, to be honest,
somewhat embarrassing to look at. Here is a circle of strapping
young men and women surrounded by styrofoam egg cartons,
baby food jars full of bright paint, and crude papier-mâché Hal-
loween masks—looking worrisomely like preschoolers at “crafts
time.”

Superficial learning of this sort is now endemic in U.S.
schools, at all age levels. Friends whose children attend Seattle
public schools shared a letter they sent to the principal of their
fourth-grader’s school:

In mathematics . . . the “Homework Times” for the week takes less
than an hour of work and includes no drilling or substantial sets
of problems to be solved. . . . Matthew’s science work for the last
two weeks has included work on insects, including at least four
class periods spent on drawing an imaginary insect and sharing it
with the class. This seems creative, but not rigorous. As far as we
can determine Matthew has not been required to read any book
in the last two weeks, nor to report on one. . . . He has apparently
not had a social studies class in two weeks . . . last week’s frivolous
“Homework Times” assignment required Matthew (among other
things) to find out the birthdays of three popular entertainers.
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LIGHTWEIGHT CURRICULA

Nice middle-class schools all across this country are now cursed
with lightweight curricula and undemanding instruction of this
sort. Because these institutions don’t have high dropout rates
and outright illiteracy, parents think these schools are not part
of today’s educational problem. They’re wrong. Low standards
plague even our very best schools.

In an article in the Wall Street Journal, parent and college-level
educator Barbara Bronson Gray reflects on her children’s experi-
ence in their suburban California school, which was nominated
for the U.S. Education Department’s Blue Ribbon School Award.

The work the children bring home [is] often not corrected, with
spelling and grammar errors un-noted. . . . Some of the teachers
say that correcting children’s written work inhibits the writing
process and lowers their self-esteem. . . . Remember book re-
ports? You not only had to remember what you read, but learn
to summarize and analyze and get it down on paper. Not any
more. At this school, the kids make mobiles and dioramas to il-
lustrate the book’s concept. As for writing, most of what is
taught is creative writing, journal writing, free expression. Learn
the structure of a paragraph? How to research a topic? How to
argue a point? No, that’s old-fashioned. Boring.

What’s sad, comments Gray, is that these kids are well-prepared
for academic challenge. The school is located in a neighborhood
where “the average family’s income approaches $70,000 and
most of the parents have college degrees. This is a place where
Cub Scouts and Brownies and soccer and baseball and karate and
all kinds of after-school activities are widely available.” Prepared
or not, though, challenge is not what the local kids are getting at
school. . . .

MAKING SCHOOL “RELEVANT” AND “FUN”
American students have been encouraged by their baby-boomer
teachers to believe that education has to be fun. Consequently,
the resistance to any learning that might seem dry or strenuous
has become quite strong. Moviemaker George Lucas, of Indiana
Jones and Star Wars fame, is one of scores of vendors now capitaliz-
ing on this by selling television-based “education” packages to
school districts. Another “no-sweat education” craze today is
“Internet learning.” The benefits are quite limited. The expenses
are very high. But there is lots of novelty value and little student
or teacher pain, so resources are pouring in.

Structurally, many public high school administrators have re-
made their institutions into what has been called “the shopping

Education Frontmatter  2/27/04  2:08 PM  Page 23



mall school,” where teenagers pick and choose their education à
la carte. With no requirements and few encouragements for stu-
dents to tackle rigorous material, difficult classes have fallen into
disfavor. A few years ago, reporters from the Los Angeles Times paid
a visit to suburban Northridge Middle School. They found
classes in “baseball-card collecting, jigsaw puzzles, and crochet-
ing.” A Northridge teacher volunteered that “the most important
job in junior high is not subject matter, but morale.”

The late sociologist James Coleman, who studied this phe-
nomenon, noted that when the ’60s demand for “relevant”
courses seeped down to the high school level, the result was
that “foreign languages shrank to a shadow of the curriculum,
while college-preparatory mathematics, physics, and chemistry
went into a less steep decline.These unpopular subjects were re-
placed by film-making, mystery novels, and other courses that
had the appeal of little homework . . . minimal demands on ana-
lytical skills, and some connection to popular culture.”

Education expert Chester Finn reports that what students
know best today comes from popular culture. They are, in par-
ticular, familiar with historical figures and literary characters
who have been translated into movies and television shows.
“What they know least are the books, ideas, events, and authors
taught only in school.”

The problem with encouraging students to expect that they’ll
be amused at school, cautions professor Harry Wray, is that edu-
cation “isn’t always fun. . . . It only becomes fun after we have
had to memorize something. . . . Interest develops from that
base.” (Wray, who teaches in Japan, suggests that “Japanese stu-
dents are more realistic about school.” They “have been social-
ized to assume that they are in school to learn. They do not ex-
pect to be entertained.”) . . .

THE NEED TO CLARIFY GOALS

It’s highly desirable that American schools should encourage
creativity, and be flexible in the ways they operate. And there is
nothing wrong with educational experimentation, so long as it
is disciplined, hard-nosed, and carefully monitored to make sure
it produces results. Nor is there anything wrong with today’s
children—who are as talented and knowledge-hungry as any
previous.

Our problem is that many of today’s teachers and parents ab-
sorbed the anti-authority, anti-excellence ideology of the ’60s,
and as a result often fail to inspire or direct the young authorita-
tively. “Instead of offering challenges and clearly defined goals,
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we prefer to let kids slide by, for fear that many won’t choose to
work toward those goals,” says Pat Welsh, the teacher.

This approach claims to be compassionate, but in fact it robs
all children, and especially the least advantaged, of the chance to
excel. Only high standards, clear direction, and genuine achieve-
ment in the face of stiff demands will ever stretch children to
their full human potential. Saint Augustine put his finger on it
long ago:We must raise our goals if we are to meet them.
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“America’s schools miraculously have
maintained or improved achievement
during the last 25 years.”

THE QUALITY OF PUBLIC EDUCATION
HAS NOT DECLINED
David C. Berliner

David C. Berliner is a professor of education at Arizona State
University in Tempe and coauthor of The Manufactured Crisis: Myth,
Fraud, and the Attack on America’s Public Schools. In the following view-
point, Berliner maintains that the quality of public education
has not deteriorated over the past few decades. The drop in SAT
scores is actually small, considering that today’s students—in-
cluding many underprivileged minorities and working-class
people—are being compared to wealthy, Ivy League–bound stu-
dents who took the SAT in 1941. Moreover, the author asserts,
other standardized tests reveal gains in reading, writing, math,
and science. Berliner grants that schools serving disadvantaged
students in poor districts often lack educational quality; on the
whole, however, U.S. public education has enhanced academic
achievement since the 1970s.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to Berliner, what is the purpose of the SAT?
2. How did the advent of television affect SAT scores, in the

author’s opinion?
3. What social factors have made it increasingly difficult for

parents to raise high-achieving children, in Berliner’s view?

Reprinted from David C. Berliner, Symposium: “Is the So-Called Educational Crisis a
Myth Created by Conservatives? Yes: Right-Wing Critics Have Distorted the Outstanding
Record of America’s Educators,” Insight, October 7–14, 1996, by permission of Insight.
Copyright ©1996 by News World Communications, Inc. All rights reserved.
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I t seems that every generation condemns the schools its chil-
dren attend. Many of today’s school critics are nostalgic for a

past that certainly was not nearly as nice as they remember it. In
1959, an “education crisis” was declared by Adm. Hyman Rick-
over, who insisted that America’s schools were failures, and that
unless things changed radically, it was inevitable that the United
States would lose in economic and military competition with
the better-educated Russians. Reader’s Digest and other popular
magazines of the fifties reported that students could not identify
major cities in the United States, write literate essays or solve
simple math problems. America was said to be pursuing affec-
tive goals, not paying attention to basic academics, failing to set
common educational standards and, even worse, ignoring reli-
gion in the schools.

If these criticisms from 40 to 50 years ago sound familiar, it’s
because the same ones are trotted out every few years by an
older generation unhappy with its youth. After all, criticism of
our public schools is as American as apple pie and has been go-
ing on since they were founded. Playwright Jane Wagner had it
right when she observed that humans developed language be-
cause of their deep inner need to complain! Today, however,
complaints about the public schools are so widespread that most
Americans are beginning to believe the schools actually have
failed.That is not so. Let us look at the facts.

THE SCHOLASTIC ASSESSMENT TEST

Although the decline in average scores on the Scholastic Assess-
ment Tests, or SAT, is real, it actually represents a triumph for
American education. Former Education Secretary William Ben-
nett and other conservatives repeatedly cite the decline in SAT
scores as “proof” that students are dumber, teachers don’t de-
liver, business is doomed to failure and our nation is at risk. But
Bennett, who now edits books on virtue, has not been com-
pletely honest with the American people. He has neglected to
mention that the SAT is an aptitude test, which predicts the fu-
ture (in this case, college grades). The SAT does not assess the
past; that is what an achievement test does.

Bennett has used the SAT as if it measured school achieve-
ment on a representative sample of high-school students, but it
isn’t designed for that. The SAT simply predicts the likelihood of
success during the first year of college. There are no scales as-
sessing social studies, history, art or music, and none on science.
The test does not measure what kids have studied in school. By
calling the test an achievement test Bennett violates the guide-
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lines issued by the the test developers and all the experts in as-
sessment. But uninformed critics continue to interpret the test
in an invalid way.

The conservative critics also say the average scores dropped
90 points between the early sixties and the mid-seventies, and
that certainly scared a lot of Americans. However, those were not
raw points but “scaled” points. Think of it this way: When a
hockey team gets four goals, it gets a score of 4; when a football
team makes four goals, it may get a score of 28, but it only
scored four times. So the SAT didn’t really go down 90 points, it
dropped about seven raw score items, a loss of 5 percent over
more than 30 years. That’s not nearly as scary as a 90-point
drop, and it seems unlikely that America has been ruined be-
cause of this small drop in correct answers to multiple-choice
test items.

In fact, the drop is remarkably small, considering the fact that
the graduating high-school students of 50 years ago, whose
scores set a benchmark for the scores of today’s students, were
not ordinary people. They predominantly were from wealthy
families living in the Northeast. Almost half of them had at-
tended private schools, and most of them wanted to go to the
Ivy schools such as Yale and Harvard. This elite group took the
first SATs in 1941, a year when fewer than 40 percent of ordi-
nary American youth graduated high school. When America de-
mocratized higher education by opening up the doors of the
universities to millions of middle- and working-class people, to
black, brown, poor and rural people, SAT test scores dropped
only 5 percent below those of the wealthy elite. It’s a miracle
how well ordinary American youth performed against the 1941
privileged classes. It’s something for which Americans should be
proud, a triumph for public education.

The change in the types of people who took the SAT ac-
counted for most of the decline in scores that began in 1963.
But the drop was predominantly in the verbal part of the test,
which reflects the advent of television. The average young per-
son raised after 1950 watched about 20,000 hours of TV before
high-school graduation. In 1963 the first students raised with
television began graduating from our high schools. Increased TV
watching resulted in less reading and, consequently, some de-
cline in verbal test scores.

GAINS IN ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT

America does, however, have valid tests to measure school
achievement, notably the National Assessment of Educational
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Progress, or NAEP. From the 1970s to the mid-1990s average
NAEP-test scores are rock steady or show gains in reading, writ-
ing, science and math.

More importantly, however, the test scores remained steady or
rose while the quality of life for American youth was going
down. Currently, one in four young people lives below the offi-
cial poverty level—the highest rate for all industrialized democ-
racies. Increasingly, American mothers lack adequate prenatal
care, so more American babies suffer from low birth weight.
These same children receive less postnatal medical care than is
available in other industrialized democracies. Increasingly, youth
in this country live in single-parent households or families in
which both parents work, making it more difficult to raise
high-achieving children. Increasingly, American youth suffer the
effects of violence and drugs in their neighborhoods. More
youngsters than ever before have their values distorted by a me-
dia that promotes consumerism and sexuality. In spite of these
deteriorating social conditions for youth, America’s schools
miraculously have maintained or improved achievement during
the last 25 years. America should be proud of its teachers and
public schools and ashamed of the inhospitable conditions cre-
ated for raising children.

IMPROVED EDUCATIONAL ACHIEVEMENT

As Will Rogers put it, “The schools are not as good as they used
to be and never were.” But while the history of American educa-
tion records no golden age, it reveals an astonishing accomplish-
ment with the people whom the inscription on the Statue of
Liberty calls the world’s poor, huddled masses. Despite waves
of immigrants and the inclusion of the minority poor, the level
of educational attainment in the United States has steadily
increased. Not only have secondary and higher education ex-
panded enormously in the twentieth century, but, save for a
decade between 1965 and 1975, the expansion has been accom-
panied by improved outcomes. We can continue to build on that
achievement without false alarms about the Russians or the
Japanese burying us in international competition.

Gerald W. Bracey, American Prospect, March-April 1998.

Scores on all major commercial standardized tests of achieve-
ment have risen in recent years. Tests such as the respected Iowa
Test of Basic Skills, or ITBS, showed all-time high scores in the
1980s, and American youngsters busted through to even higher
scores in the 1990s. Apparently America has been on a rising
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tide of school achievement. And no wonder—in the spring of
1996 the nation graduated from high school the largest number
of students ever that had taken advanced placement (college
credit) courses, the highest number ever to have a full academic
schedule while in high school and the highest percent ever that
planned to enter college. Not too shabby for a system reputed to
be in disarray.

There is good news as well about average test scores for en-
trance to graduate school—either the general Graduate Record
Exam or the specialized tests for law and business. Democratiza-
tion of graduate education in the United States since the 1960s
has meant that the number of college graduates taking these
tests has risen by hundreds of percentage points. Nevertheless,
the scores on all these tests went up.To open up educational op-
portunities in graduate school to millions of citizens with no
loss of academic quality is another miracle. Apparently, the
young people leaving college are smarter than the people who
come to campus to interview them for jobs. Even IQ-test scores
are up—with today’s youth scoring about 34 percentile ranks
above their grandparents and about 20 percentile ranks above
their parents. Today’s youth apparently are more intelligent than
the adults in their families.

COMPARISONS WITH OTHER NATIONS

Finally, in the international assessments of educational achieve-
ment (financed in part by the U.S. government), America is not
nearly as bad off as the school critics would have you believe,
though it is not likely that the nation will win Olympic gold for
its academic performance. One of the problems is that Ameri-
cans have decided not to work their children in school as hard
as do parents in other nations, including a decision to have
many less days of formal schooling (180) per year than either
Japan (240) or South Korea (225). Furthermore, the United
States has a higher rate of youth employment than many coun-
tries, including Germany and Japan. And often forgotten is that
American youth start dating earlier and with much greater in-
tensity than is true in most other nations. Less time in school,
more time at work and incredible amounts of time allocated to
dating preclude America’s youth from winning the gold.

Nevertheless, in an international reading comparison con-
ducted by the International Evaluation of Educational Achieve-
ment in 1992, America’s 9-year-olds placed second, while
America’s 14-year-olds tied for second. The United States placed
behind little Finland, a homogeneous nation with government
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supports for its families and little variation in wealth and
poverty. While the United States did not perform as well in math
and science, some states (Minnesota, North Dakota and Iowa)
matched the top performing nations (Taiwan and South Korea).
Nationwide, students from advantaged homes, white students
and Asian-Americans all performed at world-class levels. Inter-
estingly, Asian-American students outperform Asian students in
Asia, suggesting that American schools work well for some of
their students. Not surprisingly, the poorest states (Alabama,
Mississippi, Louisiana) and the poorest American students (His-
panics, the urban disadvantaged and African-Americans) per-
formed poorly.

TWO SETS OF PUBLIC SCHOOLS

These findings demonstrate that America has two sets of public
schools. One set provides world-class education for the advan-
taged, for majority children, for Asians and the students in our
homogenous, well-supported, populist, Midwestern states.
America’s other public-school system operates in poor Southern
states, in rural areas and in the neighborhoods of the urban
poor in which most of the ethnic and racial minorities reside.
America’s public schools as a whole have not failed to deliver,
but they have failed to deliver to certain families and certain
communities.

There is indeed a crisis of achievement in some of our schools.
But the conservative critics of the nation’s public schools wrongly
have pointed the finger at America’s educators.The nation’s school
problems are rooted in the culture of America. And there is no lit-
tle irony in the fact that the cultural problems are worsened by
the very economic and social policies espoused by Bennett and
his vocal friends on the extreme right.
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“The sorry state of student
achievement in America is due more
to the conditions of students’ lives
outside of school than to what takes
place within school walls.”

POOR COMMITMENT TO ACADEMIC
ACHIEVEMENT HAMPERS PUBLIC
EDUCATION
Laurence Steinberg

Laurence Steinberg is a psychology professor at Temple Univer-
sity in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, and coauthor of Beyond the
Classroom: Why School Reform Has Failed and What Parents Need to Do. In
the following viewpoint, he argues that the crisis in public edu-
cation is largely due to outside social factors, not specific educa-
tional standards and policies. Parental irresponsibility, after-
school jobs and social activities, and a decreased commitment to
academic achievement among students leaves many college-
bound youth unprepared for higher education, Steinberg con-
tends. He concludes that students and families must genuinely
commit themselves to the process of education for public
schools to succeed.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to a recent study of the California State University

system, what percentage of freshmen need remedial
instruction in math?

2. How many hours per week do students spend in activities
likely to contribute to learning, according to Steinberg?

3. In the author’s opinion, why does after-school employment
do more harm than good?

Reprinted from Laurence Steinberg, “Failure Outside the Classroom,” The Wall Street Journal,
July 11, 1996, by permission of The Wall Street Journal. Copyright ©1996 Dow Jones &
Company, Inc. All rights reserved.
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President Bill Clinton’s proposal in June 1996 to widen access
to postsecondary education by granting tax credits to help

finance the first two years of college may be good politics in an
election year. But if we don’t do something to improve the qual-
ity of the students who will be entering our nation’s colleges
and universities, the plan will be disastrous policy.The last thing
this country needs is a rising tide of mediocre students riding
the educational people-mover for 14 rather than 12 years.

What we need instead is an open and candid discussion of
why our high school graduates are entering college so ill-
prepared for higher education.

AN UNMITIGATED FAILURE

By any credible measure, the past two decades of tinkering with
America’s schools have been an unmitigated failure. Although
there are occasional success stories about a school here or a dis-
trict there that has turned students’ performance around, the
competence of American students overall has not improved in
25 years. The proportions of high school juniors scoring in the
top categories on the math, science, reading and writing por-
tions of national achievement tests have not changed in any
meaningful way in two decades. Scholastic Assessment Test
(SAT) scores have not risen since the early 1980s, and they even
dropped somewhat in recent years; today they remain lower
than they were in the early 1970s. A recent study of the Califor-
nia State University system indicated that half of all freshmen
needed remedial education in math, and nearly half needed re-
medial education in English.

My colleagues and I recently released the results of the most
extensive study ever conducted on the forces that affect young-
sters’ interest and performance in school. Over two years of
planning and pilot-testing, four years of data collection in the
field, and four years of data analysis, we studied more than
20,000 teenagers and their families in nine very different Ameri-
can communities. Our findings suggest that the sorry state of
student achievement in America is due more to the conditions of
students’ lives outside of school than to what takes place within
school walls.The failure of our educational policies is due to our
obsession with reforming schools and classrooms, and our gen-
eral disregard of the contributing forces that, while outside the
boundaries of the school, are probably more influential.

According to our research, nearly one in three parents in
America is seriously disengaged from his or her adolescent’s life,
and, especially, from the adolescent’s education. Only about one-
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fifth of parents consistently attend school programs. Nearly one-
third of students say their parents have no idea how they are do-
ing in school. About one-sixth of all students report that their
parents don’t care whether they earn good grades in school.

Nor is there support for achievement within adolescent peer
groups. To be sure, teen society in America has never been a
strong admirer of academic accomplishment. But widespread
parental disengagement has left a large proportion of adoles-
cents far more susceptible to the influence of their friends than
in past generations, and this influence is taking its toll on school
achievement. Fewer than one in five students say their friends
think it is important to get good grades in school. Less than
one-fourth of all students regularly discuss their schoolwork
with their friends. Nearly one-fifth of all students say they do
not try as hard as they can in school because they are worried
about what their friends might think.

It’s not surprising, then, that very little of the typical Ameri-
can student’s time—something on the order of 15 to 20 hours
weekly, or only about 15% of his or her waking hours—is spent
on endeavors likely to contribute to learning or achievement. In
terms of how much time is expected of them for school and
school-related pursuits, American students are among the least
challenged in the industrialized world. Many spend more time
flipping hamburgers and roaming malls than they do in school.
For too many students, part-time work and after-school socializ-
ing have supplanted school-sponsored extracurricular activi-
ties—activities that help to strengthen youngsters’ attachment to
the school as an institution.

WHAT SHOULD BE DONE

President Clinton has called for boosting American student
achievement by 2000. But before we rush once again to reinvent
the curriculum, retrain our teachers, refurbish our schools’ lab-
oratories or expand access to higher education, here are several
steps that must be taken:

• Change the focus of the national debate over our achieve-
ment problem from reforming schools to changing students’
and parents’ attitudes and behaviors. No amount of school re-
form will work unless we recognize the solution as considerably
more far-reaching and complicated than simply changing cur-
ricular standards, teaching methods or instructional materials.

• Conduct a serious discussion about the high rate of parental
irresponsibility. The widespread disengagement of parents from
the business of child-rearing is a public health problem that
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warrants urgent national attention.
• Recognize that the prevailing and pervasive peer norm of

“getting by” is in part a direct consequence of an educational
system that neither rewards excellence nor punishes failure. The
vast majority of students know all too well that the grades they
earn in school will, under the present system, have little or no
impact on their future educational or occupational success.

Although schools have played a role in creating this situation,
they have been abetted by parents, employers and institutions of
higher education. In our study, more than half of all students said
they could bring home grades of “C” or worse without their par-
ents getting upset, and one-quarter said they could bring home
grades of “D” or worse without consequence. Few employers ask
to see students’ high school or college transcripts. With the ex-
ception of our country’s most selective colleges and universities,
our postsecondary educational institutions are willing to accept
virtually any applicant with a high school diploma, regardless of
his or her scholastic record.The current practice of providing re-
medial education in such basic academic skills as reading, writ-
ing and mathematics to entering college students has trivialized
the significance of the high school diploma, and drained pre-
cious resources away from bona fide college-level instruction.

• Reconsider the proposition that after-school employment is
inherently beneficial for teenagers. There is very little evidence
that widely available after-school jobs teach students the skills

Mark Cullum. Reprinted by permission of Copley News Service.
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and competencies they will need to be successful, highly edu-
cated workers. There is considerable proof, however, that exten-
sive after-school employment has more costs—diminished
commitment to school, for instance, and increased drug and al-
cohol use—than benefits.

• Support school-sponsored extracurricular programs and ex-
tend them to as many students as possible. Participation in
school-based extracurricular activities strengthens youngsters’
commitment to school and carries benefits that spill over into
the classroom, especially for students who are having difficulty
in school.

• Re-establish in the minds of young people and parents that
the primary activity of childhood and adolescence is schooling. If
we want our children to value education and strive for achieve-
ment, adults must behave as if doing well in school—not just
graduating, but actually doing well—is more important than so-
cializing, organized sports, after-school jobs or any other activity.

FAMILIES MATTER MOST

For far too long, our national debate about education has been
dominated by disputes over how schools ought to be changed
without examining the other forces that affect students’ willing-
ness to learn and their ability to achieve. It is time to leave be-
hind the myopic view that schools determine student achieve-
ment, and, most importantly, that school reform is the solution
to America’s achievement problem.

No curriculum overhaul, no instructional innovation, no
change in school organization, no toughening of standards, no
rethinking of teacher training or compensation will succeed if
students do not come to school interested in, and committed to,
learning. Any policy that merely increases the years of schooling,
without ensuring that students and their families are committed
to the education process, will be far more costly than any tax
credit imaginable.
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“For the last few decades too many of
our public schools have not expected
the very best from our nation’s
youth.”

LOW EXPECTATIONS HAMPER PUBLIC
EDUCATION
James White

In the following viewpoint, James White contends that the low
quality of today’s public schools is the result of educators’ low
expectations. Because teachers fail to set high standards and do
not expect high-quality student work, students do not achieve
academic excellence. Moreover, White maintains, blaming par-
ents or outside social factors for low student performance sim-
ply fosters laziness and mediocrity. Public schools must raise
their educational standards if students are to excel, he con-
cludes. White is a teacher in Houston, Texas, and a contributing
editor for Headway, a monthly conservative journal.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to White, why do some education experts

disapprove of homework?
2. How much did per-pupil expenditures increase nationally

during the 1980s, according to the author?
3. Why do students often excel in sports and extracurricular

courses, in White’s opinion?

Reprinted from James White, “Public Schools Crumble Under Weight of Low
Expectations,” Headway, June 1996, by permission of Headway.

4VIEWPOINT
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Self-proclaimed education experts blame low student perfor-
mance on everything except themselves. They often cite the

lack of funds and parental involvement, or social factors, for the
decline in American public education.

ALTERNATIVES FOR HOMEWORK?
I teach at a public middle school that is predominantly black in
inner-city Houston, Texas. Recently, I suggested to our school’s
dean of instruction that we require our seventh grade students
to turn in all homework typed. Even though many of our stu-
dents do not have typewriters or computers at home, we could
make the school’s computers more accessible.

Reluctantly, she agreed.Then she remarked, “You know, many
experts do not believe in this.” Confused, I responded, “Students
using technology?” “No,” she replied, “homework.”

Apparently, many education “experts” believe homework has
more negative than positive effects. For example, these experts
contend that homework distracts from quality family time. Also,
as my dean of instruction stated, often the parents—not the
children—do the homework. Additionally, the dean of instruc-
tion blamed low report card grades at our school on homework.
Therefore, we either had to find an “alternative,” or stop assign-
ing homework.

My school’s students’ annual scores are well below the state
averages in reading and arithmetic. Only half the students read
at their grade level and just 30 percent of our students can com-
pute at their grade level. With this type of performance on basic
skills, how can anyone—parent or educator—suggest eliminat-
ing or finding an alternative for homework?

A LACK OF STANDARDS

This situation embodies the real problem in many of our public
schools. They lack high standards or student expectations. Jack
Christie, president of the State Board of Education in Texas, hit it
dead on when he said, “It’s not everywhere (poor academic per-
formance), but it is out there.” He continued, “I’ve substituted
in classes, and helped in classes in the toughest schools, and I
don’t think they’re demanded to perform [at a higher level]. I
don’t think the community, the teachers, the parents, the busi-
nesses or the principals, are getting to the children to tell them
how serious it is.”

It is not necessarily the lack of parental involvement, social
factors, or the lack of money that account for the functional illit-
erates that our public schools are graduating. It is the lack of stan-
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dards in too many cases that explains low student performance.
The experts will contend that the taxpaying public lacks the

commitment to make all our public schools first-rate institu-
tions. But this merely translates into the taxpayers not wanting
to throw more good money after bad money. In real terms, per
pupil expenditures nationally increased 29 percent during the
1980’s. This was preceded by real-term increases of 27 percent
and 58 percent in the ’70s and ’60s respectively. So, it is not tax-
payers’ commitment that has been lacking, but the education es-
tablishment’s commitment to standards.

THE ROOT CAUSE OF LOW PERFORMANCE

Throughout the nation, teachers overwhelmingly identify
parental involvement as the most important improvement that
could be made in education. For the most part, they are correct.
Decades of research shows a high correlation between parental
satisfaction and student achievement. But eventually what mat-
ters is what happens between the students and the instructor. If
the instructor does not establish and set high standards, ulti-
mately that student’s performance will be below average.

Also, educators blame social factors for poor student perfor-
mance. In the most low income, crime-ridden neighborhoods,
Catholic and other private schools have produced better aca-
demic results than public schools.

WHY EDUCATORS FAIL

The goal of the schools now is to inculcate self-esteem in
schoolchildren instead of to give them the skills necessary for
individual achievement.The schools have been pumping up kids
with inflated notions of their self-worth and importance, elimi-
nating the discipline of competition, insulating them from fail-
ure, and shielding them from the knowledge that poor perfor-
mance can be remedied by hard work and perseverance.

Phyllis Schlafly Report, October 1996.

Recently, a math teacher and I discussed student math perfor-
mance. I told him that during my grade school years, I remem-
ber having to complete 35–40 math problems daily for home-
work. He countered that expectation was unrealistic in this day
and time. Students simply will not go home and complete the
homework.

This is a prime example of how low student expectations are
the root cause of low student performance. Only 30 percent of
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his students can successfully do math at their grade level, and he
has capitulated on a very needed practice regimen.

HIGH EXPECTATIONS CREATE SUCCESS

During my brief career in education, I have learned that students
can excel at whatever they desire. Every day on my way home, I
notice black youth mastering basketball skills. Surely, if these
youth committed time to reading and math, they could exhibit
mastery in these subjects.

Classroom teachers often marvel at the results coaches and
other extracurricular teachers get from the same students that
chronically perform below average in the classroom. The identi-
cal student who could not reason mathematically, logically rea-
soned difficult football plays under physical and mental stress.
The same student who could not read in English class, later that
same day is reciting poetry by heart in drama class. Extracurric-
ular instructors get the most out of students because they expect
nothing less. Just trying is not good enough. Losing is not an
option. Therefore, it is these instructors who earn the admira-
tion and respect of the students.

Looking back at my past educational experiences, the teach-
ers who required the most from me are the instructors that I
fondly remember, respect, and ultimately thank.

When a teacher uses excuses such as social factors or chang-
ing times, he or she is fostering irresponsibility and compla-
cency. How can an instructor ever expect a student to raise him-
self out of his or her deficient living standards if the teacher
uses that very excuse to legitimize low expectations? This only
encourages the student to adopt the victimization mentality; that
is, it is “the man” or the cards that life “unfairly” dealt me as the
reasons I cannot excel and become a productive citizen.

What one expects is what one gets. Expect and stress excel-
lence, and that will be the result. But if one expects compla-
cency and laziness, he’ll get that. Unfortunately, for the last few
decades too many of our public schools have not expected the
very best from our nation’s youth. Consequently, we have not
gotten the best academic performance.
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“Our educational system is so riddled
with inequities that our schools and
colleges actually exacerbate the
effects of race and poverty.”

RACIAL AND FINANCIAL INEQUITIES
HAMPER PUBLIC EDUCATION
Kati Haycock

Low-income and minority students typically receive the poorest
education, argues Kati Haycock in the following viewpoint.
Schools attended by minorities and the poor often have unchal-
lenging curricula, underqualified faculty, few instructional re-
sources, and insufficient funding, she reports. Haycock grants
that public schools should make high academic standards a pri-
ority. However, she contends, poor and minority youth must
also receive their fair share of educational resources if public
schools intend to benefit all students. Haycock is the director of
the Education Trust, a research organization. She is also vice-
chair of the Poverty and Race Research Action Council in Wash-
ington, D.C.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to Haycock, what percentage of science teachers in

predominantly minority schools are certified in their field?
2. What percentage of African-American fourth-graders are

proficient in reading, according to research cited by the
author?

3. Of every one hundred Latinos, how many receive bachelor’s
degrees, according to Haycock?

Reprinted from Kati Haycock, “The Growing Education Gap,” Poverty & Race, March/April
1997, by permission of Poverty & Race, 1711 Connecticut Ave. NW, Suite 207,Washington,
DC 20009; (202) 387-9887.
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Two decades of progress in narrowing the achievement gap
has ended. Our report, Education Watch:The 1996 Education Trust

State and National Data Book, finds that the gap separating low-
income and minority students from other young Americans is
growing once again. The study, which ranks the 50 states and
the District of Columbia on 17 indicators of educational quality
and equity, paints a disturbing portrait of student achieve-
ment—kindergarten through college. The report argues that the
current effort to set uniformly high standards for all students,
though critical, is by no means enough to close the gap once
and for all.

MULTIPLE INEQUITIES

The data presented in our report suggest that our educational
system is so riddled with inequities that our schools and col-
leges actually exacerbate the effects of race and poverty, rather
than ameliorate them. Students from low-income families and
students of color are far more likely to attend schools with only
minimal expectations for student performance, so they have
much to gain from the new movement toward high standards
for all. But schools attended by low-income students and stu-
dents of color are also more likely than schools attended by
other young Americans to have only meager cash resources,
under-prepared teachers and the most watered down curricu-
lum. Thus, an education improvement effort that simply rolls
out high standards, without attention to other inequities, will
leave most students of color and low-income students behind.

In 1990, schools with low poverty levels spent an average of
$6565 per student, while those with higher poverty levels spent
an average of $5173 per student. However, the way school dol-
lars are spent is as important as the amount of funds allocated.
Investing resources like well-educated teachers, up-to-date text-
books and challenging curricula is especially important.

Poor children and minority children do not get their fair
share of such resources. For example, while 86% of science
teachers in predominantly White schools are certified in their
field, only 54% of science teachers in predominantly minority
schools are so certified. In low-poverty schools, fewer than 1 in
5 English classes are taught by a teacher who does not even have
a minor in English, while in high-poverty schools, approxi-
mately 1 in 3 courses is so taught. And the teachers in schools
serving concentrations of poor and minority children were
more than twice as likely to lack books and other instructional
resources as teachers in low-poverty schools.
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LOWER STANDARDS FOR MINORITY STUDENTS

Our report also points out significant differences in what is
taught to different groups of students. For example, students
from poor families are much less likely to be placed in rigorous
college preparatory classes and much more likely to be placed in
watered down “general” or “vocational” courses. Similarly,
African American and Latino students are less likely to be placed
in courses that build high-level thinking skills, including Geom-
etry, Algebra II and Chemistry. Even when the courses are named
the same, the standards are lower. Indeed, students in high-
poverty schools routinely receive “A’s” for work that would re-
ceive a “C” in more affluent schools.

Minority youngsters learn less at every level. For example,
among 4th graders, approximately 4 in every 10 White students
are “proficient” in reading. However, only 1 in 11 African Amer-
ican 4th graders and 1 in 8 Latino 4th graders are proficient
readers. In grade 8, approximately 1 in 3 White students is pro-
ficient in mathematics, compared to 1 in 33 African Americans
and 1 in 14 Latinos.

These inequities contribute to significant differences in the
educational success of different students. On the whole, African
American and Latino students experience the least success. They
graduate from high school, enter college and graduate from col-
lege at rates below other students. While about 25 of every 100
White young Americans obtain at least a Bachelor’s Degree,
among African Americans only 12 do so, and among Latinos,
only 10 do so.

ACHIEVEMENT GAPS

In the seventies and early eighties, there was considerable
progress in narrowing the achievement gap between minority
students and other students. Over the course of two decades, the
gap between African Americans and Whites declined by about
half, and the gap between Latinos and Whites declined by about
one-third.

Between 1988 and 1990, though, that progress stopped.
Since then, depending on grade level and subject, it has either
remained the same or grown. For example, in 1973, African
Americans scored 40 points below Whites on the 12th grade
NAEP (National Assessment of Educational Progress) mathemat-
ics exam. By 1990, that gap had narrowed to 21 points. Four
years later, though, the gap had grown again to 27 points.
Among 13-year-olds, the gap between Latinos and Whites on
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the NAEP math exam stood at 35 points in 1973, 19 in 1986,
and 25 in 1994.The trends were similar in reading.

SUCCESS IS POSSIBLE

Clearly, none of this is inevitable. Our report profiles several suc-
cessful schools, school districts and colleges. Among them are
Waitz Elementary School in Mission, TX, where more than 95%
of the impoverished student body passes Texas’ challenging
Texas Assessment of Academic Skills test—a pass rate envied by
affluent schools. We also cite recent gains in New York City in
the number of 9th graders passing tough Regents’ Math and Sci-
ence Courses and the number of well-prepared students enter-
ing the City University of New York.

While in most states African American children are severely
under-represented in Advanced Placement (AP) math and sci-
ence or Gifted and Talented courses, and over-represented in
Special Education and suspensions, some states do better here,
too. For example, African American youngsters in Ohio partici-
pate in AP and Gifted courses at slightly higher rates than do
White students, and they are placed in Special Ed at about the
same rate. Similarly, Latino youngsters in New York are placed in
Gifted and Special Education programs at rates not appreciably
different from those of other students.

“APARTHEID EDUCATION”
In American public education, the status quo is a system that ex-
plicitly favors the offspring of the wealthy over poor and minor-
ity children. Because local governments provide almost half of
the cost of K-12 education, differences in wealth among com-
munities translate into disparate levels of resources for schools.
Some affluent suburban school districts spend two or three
times more on the education of their children than either urban
or rural communities can afford.

In the case of the urban/suburban comparison, these differ-
ences also break down along racial lines, with public policy
consequently favoring the education of white children over mi-
norities. Critic Jonathan Kozol has called the system “apartheid
education.”

John Allen, National Catholic Reporter, May 2, 1997.

Around the country, there are schools and colleges that are
proving every day that poor and minority students absolutely
can achieve at the same high levels as other students if they are
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taught to high levels. Our report urges states and communities
to take the important steps to increase the performance of all
students:

• set high educational standards,
• assure that all students get a challenging curriculum,
• make sure all children have expert teachers.
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“Large numbers of public-school
teachers are not qualified to teach
the subjects to which they are
assigned.”

POORLY TRAINED TEACHERS HAMPER
PUBLIC EDUCATION
Lawrence W. Reed

In the following viewpoint, Lawrence W. Reed argues that the
low quality of teacher training hampers public education. Stan-
dards have been lowered in many liberal arts and education
courses in American universities, resulting in incompetent and
unqualified teachers, the author reports. Reed is president of the
Mackinac Center for Public Policy, a free-market research and
educational organization headquartered in Midland, Michigan.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to Reed, what percentage of high-school seniors

rated as proficient in science and writing in Michigan in
1996?

2. What tends to get emphasized in college freshman
composition courses, according to the author?

3. In the opinion of Peter T. Koper, quoted by Reed, why is the
teaching of grammar “quintessentially democratizing?”

Reprinted from Lawrence W. Reed, “The Problem of Education Doesn’t End at the
Twelfth Grade,” The Freeman, January 1997, by permission of The Freeman.
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The sad story of poor student performance in America’s pub-
lic schools is so widely known these days that most people

greet each new study that confirms it with a kind of numbed
disgust.

That was the case in my state of Michigan in September 1996
when the results of proficiency tests in math, reading, writing,
and science were reported in the press. Barely one-third of high
school seniors were rated proficient in science and writing and
fewer than half achieved that basic level in math and reading.
“So what else is new?” seemed to be the common response.

POORLY PREPARED TEACHERS

The decline in students’ test scores and of literacy in America are
often laid at the doorstep of K-12 public education. Children are
clearly being shortchanged, but not by the K-12 system alone.
Indirectly but decisively, children are being shortchanged by the
system that teaches the teachers who teach the children—higher
education.

In September 1996, the National Commission on Teaching &
America’s Future released an important study. The bottom line:
Large numbers of public-school teachers are not qualified to
teach the subjects to which they are assigned. Close inspection
suggests that the problem is not that too few teachers are gradu-
ating with good grades and degrees in education; the problem is
what goes on in the courses they take from university depart-
ments of education.

Poor student performance and poor teacher preparation are
directly related. In a recent study for the Mackinac Center for
Public Policy, Professor Thomas Bertonneau argued that general
undergraduate instruction in the state universities is deficient
and deteriorating. Far too many graduates lack basic verbal and
cognitive abilities, and the reasons are disturbing: the disinte-
gration of an effective core curriculum; the pervasiveness of
trendy, politically correct courses that stress indoctrination over
genuine learning; the dumbing down of instruction in proper
writing and reasoning skills; and a growing gap between what
students are taught and what they must know to succeed as
teachers or other professionals.

Analyst David P. Doyle describes teacher education in these
terms: “It is a classic example of a ‘closed’ system, one in which
there is little or no feedback from the outside world. Once
through the process, teachers heave a sigh of relief and get on
with their work. Teacher educators, institutionally insulated,
have been under little pressure to change or improve. Worse yet,
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their inertia is reinforced by state teacher licensing requirements
that mirror the vapid courses they offer.”

LOWERED STANDARDS

Let’s examine a few of the dubious exercises our universities are
engaged in.

Most college graduates over the age of 40 will recall taking
freshman English composition. That’s the course in which they
learned the fundamentals of written exposition, including a re-
view of grammar and syntax, and some lessons in informal
logic and the rules of evidence. A tedious but valuable course,
freshman composition once sharpened universally applicable
skills that helped us deal meaningfully with material and assign-
ments in other courses.

But in universities today, much of what passes for freshman
composition is trivial and irrelevant, or worse. Heather Mac-
Donald writes in The Public Interest, “The only thing composition
teachers are not talking and writing about these days is how to
teach students to compose clear, logical prose.”

THE PUBLIC VERSUS THE PROFESSORS

A survey by Public Agenda, a policy research group, found that
six in 10 Americans say their public schools don’t place enough
emphasis on the basics, such as reading, writing and math. Half
the public believes the schools don’t teach good work habits,
and just over half say they weren’t satisfied with the way teach-
ers were dealing with discipline in the classroom.

“But ask the professors of education . . . what they seek to transmit
to their student teachers, and a very different agenda emerges,”
Public Agenda analysts Steve Farkas, Jean Johnson and Ann Duffett
reported. “Education professors put the public’s priorities squarely
at the bottom of their list.”

Richard Morin, Washington Post National Weekly Edition, November 17, 1997.

Course syllabi and related materials from English departments
and writing programs in universities across the country reveal a
general lowering—and in some cases, an abandonment—of
standards of correct writing. Self-expression and moral libera-
tion (the “anything goes” approach) are often emphasized over
prose competency.Typical is this professor’s advice from a fresh-
man composition course syllabus at Eastern Michigan Univer-
sity: “Don’t worry about writing perfect papers. I do not have a
set standard for what I consider ‘good writing.’”
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ARE BASIC SKILLS “ELITIST”?
Professor Bertonneau conducted a survey of the master syllabi for
freshman composition at Michigan’s universities. His work re-
vealed the dominance of a school of thought that denigrates the
very notion of “basic skills.” According to this view, there is no
connection between a knowledge of grammar, syntax, and logic
on the one hand, and the communication competency of students
on the other. Emphasizing basic skills is characterized as “elitist,”
or as an exercise in “discrimination” against ethnic minorities, or
as a manifestation of an “oppressive” economic system.

A study from the Empire Foundation in the summer of 1996
showed that the same philosophy pervades the state universities
of New York. Indeed, this is a cancer that afflicts higher educa-
tion—and hence, teacher training—all across America.

The abandonment of rules and standards in the universities
shows up in other ways too—in a popular but dubious focus on
“peer teaching,” for example. This is an activity in which stu-
dents who have not yet gained competency in prose are sup-
posed to substitute for the teacher and teach each other what
none of them by himself knows, namely, the elements of clear
and correct communication.

Dr. Peter T. Koper, one of Professor Bertonneau’s colleagues at
Central Michigan University, dissents from this prevailing ortho-
doxy. He sees the trends cited here as inherently divisive. In
Koper’s view, “Grammar is not elitist. It is, rather, quintessen-
tially democratizing, the ability to use Standard Written English
being the condition for participating in public life in this coun-
try and in much of the rest of the world.”

A LACK OF RIGOROUS STUDY

A preference for trivia is also part of the problem in today’s
teacher education courses. The curricula offered by university
education departments are heavy on fuzzy “self-awareness,”
“multicultural,” and other faddish or politicized material, and
light on the hard knowledge of the subjects that teachers will
eventually have to teach. One assignment, offered as a model to
teaching assistants at a major university, asked students to watch
and discuss TV talk shows like Oprah and Montel for two weeks of
a 15-week semester.

Rigorous content in the traditional liberal arts has disinte-
grated in favor of cultivating emotions and politically correct
opinions. The result is a huge disservice to prospective teachers
who pay good money to become prepared for the classroom but
are instead diverted into shallow, unproductive, and even irrele-
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vant course work. If that were the end of it, it would be tragedy
enough. But millions of taxpayers who help pay the bill and
millions of children who suffer at the hands of poorly prepared
teachers are casualties too.

This cake was baked with ingredients that could hardly have
produced any other outcome: a tax-funded, politicized educa-
tion system leavened with institutionalized protection for in-
competence and annual financial rewards for mediocrity.

Education reformers have scored points everywhere by paint-
ing K-12 public education as an unresponsive government insti-
tution in need of competition, accountability, even privatization.
If they take a look at universities, they will find much the same
thing.
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“Charter schools are not the panacea
their supporters make them out to
be.”

CHARTER SCHOOLS MAY BE
HARMFUL
Gary Orfield

Charter schools are not necessarily a good alternative to regular
public schools, argues Gary Orfield in the following viewpoint.
Charter schools—publicly funded schools operated by non-
government groups—are often mismanaged and are subject to
the political and sectarian biases of the groups that run them.
Moreover, the author contends, some charter schools have failed
to improve students’ academic performance. Orfield maintains
that the use of alternatives within the public school system—
such as magnet schools—is preferable to the risks associated
with charter schools. Orfield is a professor of education and so-
cial policy at Harvard University.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to Orfield, how many charter schools were

operating in early 1997?
2. In what ways do charter schools limit choices, in Orfield’s

opinion?
3. What is the “small-school movement,” according to the

author?

Reprinted from Gary Orfield, “Charter Schools Won’t Save Education,” The New York Times,
January 2, 1998, by permission. Copyright ©1998 by The New York Times.
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The charter school movement has swept the country, offering
what many say is a simple, low-cost answer to the educa-

tional crisis. If bureaucracy and rigidity are to blame for failing
schools, then why not contract groups of educators and busi-
nesses to run their own schools, using public money?

Well, it’s not that simple. Charter schools are not the panacea
their supporters make them out to be. Indeed, these schools are
not well regulated and often fail to serve students or their com-
munities fairly or well. Furthermore, the flexibility and innova-
tion ideally offered by charter schools can be achieved with
fewer risks within public school systems.

MISGUIDED SUPPORT FOR CHARTER SCHOOLS

Advocates of charter schools, like Lisa Graham Keegan, Arizona’s
Superintendent of Education, stress that charters upgrade educa-
tional standards by forcing schools to compete against one an-
other and by attracting new players who can provide new and
challenging environments for learning.

Since 1991, when a Minnesota law pioneered state charters,
such schools have grown in popularity.There were 252 operating
in the 1995–1996 school year; there were 428 by early 1997.

Support for charter schools comes from high places and cuts
across party lines. President George Bush favored charter schools.
So does President Bill Clinton. In 1997 he proposed doubling
the charter school budget, and the Republican-controlled Con-
gress approved an increase of almost 60 percent.

This support is misplaced. A charter, after all, is not an educa-
tional program. It is a school that uses public money to advance a
privately defined vision of education. In one school that vision
may be a positive plan put into place by dedicated teachers. In an-
other, a biased or sectarian group may have a disturbing agenda.

In July 1997, for instance, the Los Angeles school board nar-
rowly avoided granting a charter to Scientologists who failed to
disclose their religious orientation in their application and who
planned to include the writings of L. Ron Hubbard in the cur-
riculum. The charter was blocked, but almost by chance—a
school board member and local reporters investigated rumors
about the applicants’ backgrounds and beliefs.

In Michigan, charter schools have misused public money.
One school bought equipment, furniture and supplies without
first soliciting competitive bids as required by state law. Another
spent more than $500,000, nearly half its budget, on illegal
building renovations.

And in Arizona, Lisa Keegan’s own state, numerous schools
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lost their charters because of questionable fiscal dealings by the
officials running them.

Of course, problems exist in public schools as well. But at
least there are more systems in place to detect corruption or un-
approved curriculums. Renegade charter schools would be
much harder to rein in.

CHARTER SCHOOLS LIMIT CHOICES

Although charter schools are required to obey the same Federal
regulations that apply to public schools, recent research shows
that some do not provide for disabled children, while others ig-
nore the rights of students who need instruction in English as a
second language.

Some charters limit choices even as they appear to offer
them. In theory, students can choose to enroll in a particular
charter school as long as there is space. In reality, those lacking
their own means of transportation are at the mercy of mass
transit, which is not always available. As a result, charter schools
in affluent neighborhoods remain inaccessible to poor and dis-
advantaged children.

STOP FUNDING UNPROVEN EXPERIMENTS

The public, especially in tax-weary states like New York, has
grown tired, even skeptical, of the incessant pleas by educators
for more money. In such a climate, New York City Schools Chan-
cellor Rudy Crew’s perspective is one that resonates widely: pub-
lic financing for alternative public institutions like charter
schools, or for private schools, is financing being denied to the
very schools the public has created and held accountable.

If it can be granted that financing for education has limits, then
it is in the public’s interest to strengthen its existing public insti-
tutions before expending scarce public dollars on unproven ex-
periments like charter schools.

Roger W. Bowen, New York Times, January 13, 1999.

Charter schools in the inner city are also beset with troubles.
According to a 1997 study by The Detroit Free Press, test scores at
some charters in high-poverty neighborhoods in Michigan were
very low, with the Detroit schools performing below the city’s
already substandard average. Vaughn Next Century School, a
charter school in Los Angeles praised by President Clinton, re-
ported in 1997 that scores fell below the 30th percentile on
standard tests used by all Los Angeles schools. These children
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might have been better served had they been able to transfer to
good suburban or magnet schools.

PUBLIC SCHOOL ALTERNATIVES

This leads to the most important reason that the emphasis on
charter schools is misplaced. Their aims can be realized within
public school districts.

Magnet schools, for example, have been in operation for
more than 20 years and offer many of the same possibilities as
charters but more equitably and on a larger scale. Most of these
schools provide transportation for students who can’t get there
themselves. And magnet schools are usually committed to vol-
untary desegregation.

Another alternative is the small-school movement, which calls
for unsuccessful larger schools to be broken up into a number of
innovative smaller schools. The idea has been successful in New
York City and elsewhere.

Still another success has been the reconstitution process, pio-
neered in 1983 in an African-American neighborhood of San
Francisco.This program emptied out failing schools and brought
in energetic new staff members. They created new schools
within old buildings that students from other areas of the city
were eager to attend.

Of course, success stories like these don’t guarantee the equal
distribution of educational opportunity that our public school
system sorely needs. But these approaches at least permit major
reforms without the risks or the limitations of the charter process.
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“Homeschooling is working . . .
surprisingly well for the growing
number of parents and children who
choose it.”

HOMESCHOOLING IS VIABLE
Lawrence W. Reed

A growing number of parents are choosing to educate their
children at home. In the following viewpoint, Lawrence W. Reed
maintains that homeschooling is a feasible option for dedicated
parents who want to ensure a quality education for their chil-
dren. He reports that homeschooled children score much higher
than average on standardized tests and college entrance exams;
they also grow up to become hard-working, upstanding citi-
zens. Reed is president of the Mackinac Center for Public Policy,
a free-market research and educational organization based in
Midland, Michigan.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. Nationwide, how many children are enrolled in

homeschools, according to Reed?
2. For what reasons do parents choose to homeschool,

according to the author?
3. Which recent technological innovations are likely to make

homeschooling more attractive to parents, in Reed’s opinion?

Reprinted from Lawrence W. Reed, “Homeschool Heroes,” The Freeman, February 1997,
by permission of The Freeman.

7VIEWPOINT
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Of all the ingredients in the recipe for education, which one
has the greatest potential to improve student performance?

No doubt the teachers unions would put higher salaries for
their members at the top of the list, to which almost every re-
former might reply, “Been there, done that.” Teacher compensa-
tion has soared in recent decades at the same time every indica-
tor of student performance has plummeted.

Other answers include smaller class size, a longer school year,
more money for computers, or simply more money for fill-in-
the-blank. The consensus of hundreds of studies over the past
several years is that these factors exhibit either no positive corre-
lation with better student performance or show only a weak
connection. On this important question, the verdict is in and it
is definitive: The one ingredient that makes the most difference in how well
and how much children learn is parental involvement.

THE NEED FOR PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT

When parents take a personal interest in the education of their
children, several things happen. The child gets a strong message
that education is important to success in life; it isn’t something
that parents dump in someone else’s lap. Caring, involved par-
ents usually instill a love of learning in their children—a love
that translates into a sense of pride and achievement as knowl-
edge is accumulated and put to good use. Time spent with
books goes up and time wasted in the streets goes down.

American parents were once responsible for educating their
children. Until the late nineteenth century, the home, the
church, and a small nearby school were the primary centers of
learning for the great majority of Americans.

In more recent times, many American parents have largely ab-
dicated this responsibility, in favor of the “experts” in the com-
pulsory public school system. According to a 1996 report from
Temple University in Pennsylvania, “nearly one in three parents is
seriously disengaged from their children’s education.”The Temple
researchers found that about one-sixth of all students believe their
parents don’t care whether they earn good grades and nearly one-
third say their parents have no idea how they are doing in school.

HOMESCHOOL HEROES

Amid the sorry state of American education today are heroes
who are rescuing children in a profoundly personal way. They
are the homeschoolers—parents who sacrifice time and income
to teach their children themselves. Homeschooling is the ultimate
in parental involvement.
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Teaching children at home isn’t for everyone and no one advo-
cates that every parent try it. There are plenty of good schools—
many private and some public—that are doing a better job than
some parents could do for their own children. But the fact is that
homeschooling is working—and working surprisingly well—for
the growing number of parents and children who choose it. That
fact is all the more remarkable when one considers that these
dedicated parents must juggle teaching with all the other de-
mands and chores of modern life. Also, they get little or nothing
back from what they pay in taxes for a public system they don’t
patronize.

While about 46 million children attend public schools and
more than 5 million attend private schools, estimates of the
number of children in homeschools nationwide range from
900,000 to 1.2 million. That’s a comparatively small number,
but it’s up from a mere 15,000 in the early 1980s. In fact,
homeschool enrollment has been growing by an astounding 25
percent annually for several years.

Parents who homeschool do so for a variety of reasons. Some
want a strong moral or religious emphasis in their children’s ed-
ucation. Others are fleeing unsafe public schools or schools
where discipline and academics have taken a backseat to fuzzy
“feel-good” or politically correct dogma. Many homeschool par-
ents complain about the pervasiveness in public schools of trendy
instructional methods that border on pedagogical malpractice.

Homeschool parents are fiercely protective of their constitu-
tional right to educate their children. In early 1994, the House
of Representatives voted to mandate that all teachers—including
parents in the home—acquire state certification in the subjects
they teach. A massive campaign of letters, phone calls, and faxes
from homeschoolers produced one of the most stunning turn-
abouts in legislative history: By a vote of 424 to 1, the House
reversed itself and then approved an amendment that affirmed
the rights and independence of homeschool parents.

THE SUCCESS OF HOMESCHOOLING

Critics have long harbored a jaundiced view of parents who ed-
ucate children at home. They argue that children need the guid-
ance of professionals and the social interaction that come from
being with a class of others. Homeschooled children, these crit-
ics say, will be socially and academically stunted by the confines
of the home. But the facts suggest otherwise.

A 1990 report by the National Home Education Research In-
stitute showed that homeschooled children score in the 80th
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percentile or higher, meaning that they scored better than 80
percent of other students in math, reading, science, language,
and social studies. Reports from state after state show home-
schoolers scoring significantly better than the norm on college
entrance examinations. Prestigious universities, including Har-
vard and Yale, accept homeschooled children eagerly and often.
And there’s simply no evidence that homeschooled children
(with a rare exception) make anything but fine, solid citizens
who respect others and work hard as adults.

Reprinted by permission of Chuck Asay and Creators Syndicate.

Homeschool parents approach their task in a variety of ways.
While some discover texts and methods as they go, others plan
their work well before they start, often assisted by other home-
schoolers or associations that have sprung up to aid those who
choose this option. Common to every homeschool parent is the
belief that the education of their children is too important to
hand over to someone else.

RECENT INNOVATIONS

Writing in the July 1996 issue of Reason magazine, Britton Man-
asco argues that the growth of CD-ROMs, Internet services, and
computerized educational networks is likely to make home-
schooling even more attractive to parents. For a tiny fraction of
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what a printed version might cost, one software publisher is of-
fering a classic books program that incorporates more than
3,500 unabridged literary works, complete with hundreds of
video clips and illustrations. A support group in Ann Arbor,
Michigan, provides inexpensive on-line help, resources, and
evaluations for thousands of homeschool children worldwide.
Another organization links first-rate instructors and homeschool
students from all over the country via computer in a college
preparatory program that includes a core curriculum for about
$250 per course.

In every other walk of life, Americans traditionally regard as
heroes the men and women who meet challenges head-on, who
go against the grain and persevere to bring a dream to fruition.
At a time when more troubles and shortcomings plague educa-
tion and educational heroes are too few in number, recognizing
the homeschool heroes in our midst may be both long overdue
and highly instructive.
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“Well-meaning [homeschoolers] who
lack the know-how, time, or
resources to be effective teachers . . .
[may] deprive their children of
needed social skills and a decent
education.”

HOMESCHOOLING MAY NOT BE
VIABLE
Katherine Pfleger

Parents who choose to homeschool could be doing their chil-
dren a disservice, argues Katherine Pfleger in the following
viewpoint. Parents may not have the skills or resources that
would enable them to give their children a high-quality, well-
rounded education. Moreover, much of the research that claims
that homeschooled children score higher than average on tests is
statistically flawed. Pfleger concludes that the public should
learn more about the potential drawbacks of homeschooling—
such as the need for remedial public education of poorly home-
schooled students. Pfleger is an assistant editor of the weekly
magazine New Republic.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. Why is school principal Carole Kennedy, quoted by Pfleger,

concerned about homeschooling?
2. According to the author, why has homeschooling become

increasingly popular among parents?
3. Why is the homeschooling study sponsored by the National

Home Education Research Institute flawed, according to
Pfleger?

Reprinted from Katherine Pfleger, “Does Homeschooling Make the Grade? School’s
Out,” The New Republic, April 6, 1998, by permission of The New Republic. Copyright ©1998
The New Republic, Inc.

8VIEWPOINT
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Carole Kennedy is a principal at one of the local schools in
Columbia, Missouri. But one of the students she says wor-

ries her the most isn’t even enrolled there. “This boy was in our
school in the fourth and fifth grade and had behavior problems.
His parents never had an interest in his education. They’d miss
parent-teacher conferences. They’d drop him off at concerts and
then not pick him up. When he got to middle school, he had at-
tendance problems. His parents got tired of the calls from the at-
tendance office and announced that they were going to pull him
out of school and teach him at home.” Homeschooling laws
vary widely from state to state—some require that parents fol-
low an approved curriculum or bring in their children for an-
nual testing. But, in Missouri, all the boy’s parents have to do is
file some paperwork. “Now,” says Kennedy, “his former friends
say he’s doing nothing all day.”

HOMESCHOOLING’S INCREASING POPULARITY

Stories like this may not be as rare as we’d like to imagine. Once
a relatively limited phenomenon, homeschooling is on the rise.
Between 1990 and 1995 the number of children taught at home
more than doubled—today it stands at over one million. And, as
the popularity of homeschooling continues to increase, so does
the likelihood that well-meaning parents who lack the know-
how, time, or resources to be effective teachers—or, worse, par-
ents who actually have malign motives for keeping their kids
out of school—will deprive their children of needed social skills
and a decent education.

Homeschooling used to be the province of the religious right.
During the 1980s, Christian conservatives seized on it as a way to
insulate their children from what they perceived to be the anti-
family culture of public schools.These parents, generally full-time
mothers, relied on religious groups to provide them with a cur-
riculum and contacts with other homeschooling families. But,
over the past few years, homeschooling has spread well beyond
the Christian right; a multitude of Muslim, Jewish, African Ameri-
can, secular, and other homeschooling organizations are popping
up across the country. And homeschooling has become an in-
creasingly respected option. Between 1985 and 1997, the per-
centage of Americans who said they approved of it increased from
16 to 36 percent. Homeschooling, in short, has gone mainstream.

WHY PARENTS CHOOSE TO HOMESCHOOL

What accounts for the trend? In some cases parents see home-
schooling as a remedy for the overcrowded classrooms, cookie-
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cutter curricula, and indifferent teachers that plague so many
public school systems. In other cases parents don’t trust the
public schools to educate their little geniuses, or perhaps they
have a child who has been diagnosed with a learning disability
and want to customize his education to meet his needs. Private
schooling used to be the solution to many of these problems.
But, at just a couple of hundred dollars a year for texts and
learning materials, homeschooling is a better bargain.

HOME SCHOOLING’S CRITICS

Critics of home schooling include many liberals and educators,
as well as some education groups such as the National Education
Association (NEA), a teachers’ union. Opponents worry that a
child who is educated only by his or her parents will lack the so-
cial skills that students learn by interacting with their peers at
school. They defend traditional schools as places where children
of all races and classes learn to interact, cooperate and develop
the interpersonal skills that are essential for achieving success
and being comfortable in the world. Some are also concerned
that not all parents who home school are qualified to teach the
spectrum of subjects that children need to learn before they go
to college or enter the workplace. Others argue that in order to
gain a full education, students need to be exposed to a variety of
viewpoints and educational ideas, not just those of their parents.

Issues and Controversies on File, May 16, 1997.

And, to be sure, homeschooling is not necessarily a prescrip-
tion for domestic disaster. In fact, there are some stunning success
stories.Take Andy of Washington, D.C., who is marching through
the fourth-grade curriculum of the Calvert School in Baltimore—
one of several reputable correspondence schools that offer
grades, transcripts, and diplomas to homeschoolers. Andy is a
sweet and highly social kid. He participates in a chess club, arts-
and-crafts classes, and group field trips. He has studied the stock
market and Latin. He is fascinated by idioms. All this, at seven
years old.

THE NEED FOR MORE CRITICAL SCRUTINY

But, while homeschooling enthusiasts insist that children taught
at home score higher on tests and get into better colleges, a
closer look at the research suggests there is little evidence either
way. What few studies have been done may be flawed. The most
commonly cited study, sponsored by the National Home Educa-
tion Research Institute, is a case in point. According to that re-
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port, the average public school student scores in the 50th per-
centile on national tests, while the average homeschooler scores
in the 80th to 87th percentile—regardless of race. That sounds
like an open-and-shut case for homeschooling. But Glen Cutlip,
an official of the National Education Association, points out that
the study averages percentiles from several different tests, com-
paring the scores of homeschoolers nationwide with those of
public school students from only the state of Virginia. In addi-
tion, he says, since the homeschoolers were selected by sending
out a questionnaire, they constitute a self-selected group, not a
representative sample of the entire homeschooling population.

And there’s the rub. In order to assess homeschooling’s effec-
tiveness, researchers need full access to homeschooled children.
Unfortunately, many homeschooling parents—particularly those
in the religious right, who are also the most organized group
within the movement—are vehemently opposed to any outside
interference.They even have a lobby, part of the 50,000-member
Home School Legal Defense Association, dedicated to blocking
the logical next step that would follow further studies: the cre-
ation of national standards that would ensure all homeschooled
kids are getting at least a rudimentary education.

Not that the homeschoolers need to worry about a serious
challenge to their autonomy. The Department of Education has
traditionally left the administration of compulsory education to
local government, and it shows no inclination to get involved
now. As for the press, it has been too busy touting homeschool-
ing miracles to look at the movement critically. But, instead of
glowing descriptions of seven-year-old prodigies, the public
needs to hear about the overextended mothers, like the one I in-
terviewed, while she juggled a telephone, a toddler screaming
for a piece of string cheese, and a second-grader she was sup-
posed to be homeschooling. And the public needs to hear about
the public school teachers, like several in the Missouri school,
who, Carole Kennedy says, are struggling to reeducate a student
who fell several grades behind during the two years his mother
taught him at home. This child’s remedial education will cost
the taxpayers money. That, if nothing else, should get the pub-
lic’s attention.
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CHAPTER PREFACE
Population analysts predict that there will be no majority race in
the United States by the year 2010. This demographic shift,
many educators argue, makes it imperative for today’s students
to learn to function in culturally diverse environments. One goal
of multicultural education is to foster acceptance of diversity by
increasing students’ awareness of the histories and traditions of
America’s many racial and ethnic groups.

Supporters of multicultural education often contend that mi-
nority perspectives and realities have been excluded from the
study of history, literature, and the humanities. Such exclusion
leads students to wrongly conclude that civilization is the prod-
uct of European males and their white descendants. This igno-
rance of the multiethnic nature of history intensifies intolerance
and stifles moral and intellectual development, multiculturalists
argue. With the purposeful inclusion of minority and female
viewpoints in school curricula and textbooks, they maintain,
teachers can help students broaden their perspectives and, ulti-
mately, contribute to the common good. In the opinion of edu-
cator James A. Banks, multicultural education “helps students
transcend their cultural boundaries and acquire the knowledge,
attitudes, and skills needed to engage in public discourse with
people who differ from themselves and to participate in the cre-
ation of a civic culture.”

Critics, on the other hand, argue that multicultural education
is divisive because it de-emphasizes Americans’ common her-
itage and highlights differences based on race, class, and gender.
The focus on such differences in school texts and curricula, they
maintain, usually results in a shallow exposure to culturally di-
verse subject matter rather than an in-depth study of significant
works and events. Such a superficial approach to education
leaves students with little or no critical thinking abilities. More-
over, some analysts assert, multiculturalism often functions as a
means to indoctrinate students into left-wing political ideolo-
gies. According to former college instructor Thomas J. Famularo,
“the call for diversity in education too often . . . is a red herring
for a radical agenda.” Education should be free of ethnic divi-
siveness and political agendas, these critics contend.

Educators and activists continue to strongly disagree about the
need for multicultural approaches to education. The authors in
the following chapter present differing viewpoints on the hotly
contested topic of multiculturalism and diversity in education.
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“Multicultural education is trying to
help unify a deeply divided nation,
not to divide one that is united.”

MULTICULTURAL EDUCATION IS
BENEFICIAL
Part I: James A. Banks, Part II: Gena Dagel Caponi

The authors of the following two-part viewpoint argue that
multicultural education—an education that reflects the experi-
ences of a nation across its racial, gender, and socioeconomic
boundaries—benefits all students. In Part I, James A. Banks con-
tends that multicultural education gives students from various
backgrounds the skills necessary to work in and contribute to a
culturally diverse society. Schools must incorporate culturally in-
formed teaching strategies to make high-quality education avail-
able to all students, he maintains. In Part II, Gena Dagel Caponi
argues that multicultural courses broaden student perspectives
and increase students’ respect for cultures other than their own.
Banks is professor and director of the Center for Multicultural
Education at the University of Washington in Seattle. Caponi is
associate professor of American Studies at the University of Texas
in San Antonio.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to Renato Rosaldo, cited by Banks, what is cultural

citizenship?
2. In the year 2020, what percentage of the school-age

population will be composed of students of color, according
to Banks?

3. What are the benefits of courses that focus on specific
minority groups, in Caponi’s opinion?

Part I: Reprinted from James A. Banks, “Multicultural Education in the New Century,”
School Administrator, May 1999, with permission. Part II: Reprinted from Gena Dagel
Caponi, “Multicultural Studies Don’t Divide Us,” The Christian Science Monitor, January 6,
1997, by permission of the author.

1VIEWPOINT
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I

An important goal of multicultural education is to educate
citizens who can participate successfully in the workforce

and take action in the civic community to help the nation actu-
alize its democratic ideals. These ideals, such as justice, equality
and freedom, are set forth in the Declaration of Independence,
the U.S. Constitution and the Bill of Rights.

Democratic societies, such as the United States, are works in
progress that require citizens who are committed to democratic
ideals, who are keenly aware of the gap between a nation’s ide-
als and realities and who are able and willing to take thoughtful
action that will help make democratic ideals a reality.

DISTORTION BY CRITICS

Although some critics have misrepresented multicultural educa-
tion and argued it is divisive and will Balkanize the nation, the
aim of multicultural education is to unify our nation and to
help put in place its ideal of e pluribus unum—“out of many, one.”

The claim by conservative social commentators that multicul-
tural education will divide the nation assumes that it is now
united. However, our nation is deeply divided along racial, eth-
nic and social-class lines. Multicultural education is trying to
help unify a deeply divided nation, not to divide one that is
united.

Multicultural theorists assume that we cannot unite the na-
tion around its democratic ideals by forcing people from differ-
ent racial, ethnic and cultural groups to leave their cultures and
languages at the schoolhouse door. An important principle of a
democratic society is that citizens will voluntarily participate in
the commonwealth and that their participation will enrich the
nation-state.

When citizens participate in society and bring their cultural
strengths to the national civic culture, both they and the nation
are enriched. Renato Rosaldo, the Stanford anthropologist, calls
this kind of civic participation cultural citizenship.

We can create an inclusive, democratic and civic national
community only when we change the center to make it more
inclusive and reflective of the diversity that enriches our nation.
This will require that we bring people and groups that are now
on the margins of society into the center.

Schools should be model communities that mirror the kind
of democratic society we envision. In democratic schools the
curriculum reflects the cultures of the diverse groups within so-
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ciety, the languages and dialects that students speak are respected
and valued, cooperation rather than competition is fostered
among students and students from diverse racial, ethnic and
social-class groups are given equal status in the school.

MAJOR CHALLENGES

Several societal trends present challenges for educating effective
citizens in the new century. These trends include the growing
ethnic, racial, cultural and language diversity in the United
States, caused in part by the largest influx of immigrants to the
nation since the beginning of the 20th century.

Unlike in the past, most immigrants are coming from nations
in Asia and Latin America. Only a small percentage of the immi-
grants are coming from European nations. U.S. Census projec-
tions indicate that people of color will make up 47.5 percent of
the nation’s population by 2050. Students of color will make up
about 48 percent of the nation’s school-age youth by 2020. In
1995, they made up 35 percent of the nation’s public school
students.

The increasing percentage of school-age youth who speak a
first language other than English and the widening gap between
the rich and poor also present challenges to educating effective
citizens in the new century. In 1990, 14 percent of school-age
youth spoke a first language other than English. One in every
five was living below the official government poverty line.

The challenge to school leaders is to find ways to ensure that
the rich contributions that diverse groups can make to our na-
tion and the public schools becomes a reality. The cultural and
language groups within our nation have values, perspectives and
languages that can help the nation solve some of its intractable
problems and humanize the lives of all of its citizens. During
World War II the lives of many American soldiers were saved be-
cause the Navajo language was used in a secret code that per-
plexed military leaders in Japan. The code contributed to the
victory of the Allies in the South Pacific and also was used in the
Korean and Vietnam wars.

In order for multicultural education to be implemented in
ways that will help actualize effective citizenship education, im-
prove race relations and increase the academic achievement of
students from diverse groups, the field must be viewed broadly
and attention must be paid to the research that has accumulated
during the last two decades. This research, briefly summarized
below, is reviewed extensively in the Handbook of Research on Multi-
cultural Education.
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Too often multicultural education is conceptualized narrowly
to mean adding content about diverse groups to the curriculum
or expanding the canon taught in schools. It also should help
students to develop more democratic racial and ethnic attitudes
and to understand the cultural assumptions that underlie knowl-
edge claims.

Another important dimension of multicultural education is
equity pedagogy, in which teachers modify their teaching in
ways that will facilitate the academic achievement of students
from diverse racial, cultural, language and social-class groups.

WHAT RESEARCH SAYS

Educational leaders should become familiar with the research
evidence about the effects of multicultural education and not be
distracted by the critics of multicultural education who disre-
gard or distort this significant body of research.

Research indicates that students come to school with many
stereotypes, misconceptions and negative attitudes toward out-
side racial and ethnic groups. Research also indicates that the
use of multicultural textbooks, other teaching materials and co-
operative teaching strategies can help students to develop more
positive racial attitudes and perceptions.

This research also indicates that these kinds of materials and
teaching strategies can result in students choosing more friends
from outside racial, ethnic and cultural groups.

Research indicates that teachers can increase the classroom
participation and academic achievement of students from differ-
ent ethnic groups by modifying their instruction so that it
draws upon their cultural strengths. In Susan Philips’ study, The
Invisible Culture: Communication in Classroom and Community on the Warm
Spring Indian Reservation, American Indian students participated
more actively in class discussions when teachers used group-
oriented participation structures that were consistent with their
community cultures.

Researchers Kathryn Au and Roland G. Tharp, working in the
Kamehameha Early Education Program in Honolulu, Hawaii,
found that both student participation and standardized achieve-
ment test scores increased when they incorporated teaching
strategies consistent with the cultures of Native Hawaiian stu-
dents and used the children’s experiences in reading instruction.

Studies summarized by Linda Darling-Hammond, a Stanford
University professor and executive director of the National Cen-
ter for Restructuring Education and Teaching, indicate that the
academic achievement of students of color and low-income stu-
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dents increases when they have high-quality teachers who are
experts in their content specialization, pedagogy and child de-
velopment. She points to a significant study by Robert Dreeben,
the University of Chicago sociologist. He found that when
African-American students received high-quality instruction
their reading achievement was as high as that of white students.
The quality of instruction, not the race of the students, was the
significant variable.

THE ROOTS OF MULTICULTURAL EDUCATION

Multicultural education grew out of the ferment of the civil
rights movement of the 1960s. During this decade, African
Americans embarked on a quest for their rights that was un-
precedented in the United States. A major goal of the civil rights
movement of the 1960s was to eliminate discrimination in pub-
lic accommodations, housing, employment, and education. The
consequences of the civil rights movement had a significant in-
fluence on educational institutions as ethnic groups—first
African Americans and then other groups—demanded that the
schools and other educational institutions reform their curricula
so that they would reflect their experiences, histories, cultures,
and perspectives.

James A. Banks, Multicultural Education: Issues and Perspectives, 1997.

School leaders should recognize that the goals of multicul-
tural education are highly consistent with those of the nation’s
schools: to develop thoughtful citizens who can function effec-
tively in the world of work and in the civic community. Ways
must be found for schools to recognize and respect the cultures
and languages of students from diverse groups while at the
same time working to develop an overarching national culture
to which all groups will have allegiance.

This can best be done by bringing groups that are on the
margins of society into the center, educating students who have
the knowledge, skills and values needed to rethink and change
the center so that it is more inclusive and incorporating the
research and theory in multicultural education into school
reform.

Rethinking and re-imaging our nation in ways that will make
it more just and equitable will enrich us all because the fates of
all groups are tightly interconnected. Martin Luther King Jr. said,
“We will live together as brothers and sisters or die separate and
apart as strangers.”
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II
Jazz, rhythm-and-blues, gyrating dance steps, and fast-break bas-
ketball practically define American style in the eyes of the
world—and all originated in African-American culture. So did
several words in American English. This semester I assigned
something new in the class I teach each fall in this field. Each
student was responsible for a class presentation that traced a cer-
tain African or African-American style through American culture.

One student talked about how Muhammad Ali had changed
boxing and the public style of athletes; he showed us a picture
of himself as a baby on Ali’s lap.

Another reported on white basketball great Pete Maravich and
how his father, a basketball coach, taught him from an early age
to copy the black athletes.

“They are the future of the game,” Pres Maravich told his
son, and the fancy ball-handling of Pistol Pete proved him right.

Other students reported on legislator Barbara Jordan, writers
Maya Angelou and Langston Hughes, cooking, New Age medi-
cine, and military cadence calls, originally called “Duckworths”
after Private Duckworth, an African American, who introduced
them to the Army.

BROADENING PERSPECTIVES

Midway through the term, a criminal justice major in his mid-
30s stood up and stunned us by saying:

“I’m not going to report on something outside this class. I’m
going to report on this class.”

It was not what I anticipated from this student, who had not
said much so far, and whose attitude I had pegged somewhere
between indifferent and hostile. His report told why he felt the
course ought to be required of all university students and possi-
bly all Americans.

“I figure if there was this much I didn’t know about (my
own) African-American culture,” he said, “I must be even more
ignorant about other people. I’d like to take a course on Mexican-
American culture or Native-American culture. The way I see it,
they’re part of what it means to be American, too.”

In five minutes, this student resolved what historians and
politicians on both sides of the political fence have been strug-
gling with for the past 20 years. A course in African-American
culture broadened his perspective, encouraged him to look at
other Americans with greater curiosity and respect, and stimu-
lated him to learn more about our complex and wonderfully
varied cultural history.
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MULTICULTURAL STUDIES ARE NOT DIVISIVE

About 35 percent of the students at my university are Mexican
American and, historically in the community, relations between
Mexican Americans and the much smaller minority of African
Americans have not been cordial. Some Mexican Americans re-
sent African Americans for dominating the national civil rights
movement, and African Americans resent Mexican Americans for
resenting them. Yet here was a black student saying he wished
he knew more about Mexican Americans, and he might just take
a course on the topic.

I offer his story as a response to those who believe multicul-
tural or minority studies are splintering our national culture.

We live in a multicultural society, and our national heritage is
Latino American, African American, Asian American, Jewish
American, Euro-American. We are all, as writers Ralph Ellison
and Albert Murray have told us for years, cultural mulattoes.
Studying any one part of us does not divide us; it educates us.
Occasionally, it inspires us.
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“Multiculturalism is not—and never
can be—a viable educational
principle.”

MULTICULTURAL EDUCATION IS
COUNTERPRODUCTIVE
Thomas J. Famularo

Multicultural education does not benefit students, argues Thomas
J. Famularo in the following viewpoint. Multiculturalism is
harmful because it attempts to deny the existence of a common
American culture and emphasizes divisive group differences
based on race, gender, and social class, the author contends.
Moreover, Famularo maintains, multicultural curricula are often
shallow and superficial, offering broad overviews of diverse sub-
ject matter rather than in-depth investigations of significant ma-
terial.The use of such curricula results in a decline in educational
quality, he concludes. Famularo, a former English instructor for
the City University of New York, is operations manager at Bowne
Financial Printers in Secaucus, New Jersey.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to Peter W. Cookson, cited by Famularo, what is

multiculturalism’s definition of community?
2. In Famularo’s opinion, what are the two “fatal flaws” of

multicultural education?
3. What specific information was deleted in a history

curriculum proposed by the National Education Standards
and Improvement Council, according to the author?

Excerpted from Thomas J. Famularo, “The Intellectual Bankruptcy of Multiculturalism,”
USA Today magazine, May 1996. Reprinted by permission of the Society for the
Advancement of Education.

2VIEWPOINT
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It is along ideological lines that the debate over multicultural-
ism has assumed its current form and substance. Thomas

Sowell, in Inside American Education, states that the “ideological
components of multiculturalism can be summarized as a cul-
tural relativism which finds the prominence of Western civiliza-
tion in the world or in the schools intolerable.” Recently, this
anti-West aspect of multiculturalism was evidenced at Yale Uni-
versity, where a $20,000,000 grant by Texas billionaire Lee M.
Bass, exclusively for the development of programs and courses
in Western culture, met highly politicized faculty opposition,
with the result that Yale returned the money.

John O’Sullivan, editor of National Review, decries the multicul-
turalist assertion that America is an “idea rather than a nation
[possessing] a distinctive but encompassing American identity.”
Peter W. Cookson, Jr., author of School Choice: The Struggle for the Soul
of American Education, offers the insight that multiculturalism’s hos-
tility to the West and repudiation of an identifiable American
culture is augmented by a radically new definition of commu-
nity, one that swerves from the traditional emphasis on “family,
neighborhood, church, lodge, and school to race, gender, occu-
pation, and sexual preference.”

These ideological divisions within U.S. society threaten to
rend the nation into hostile factions. For example, Richard Bern-
stein, in Dictatorship of Virtue: Multiculturalism and the Battle for America’s
Future, brands ideological multiculturalists as “radical-left inhabi-
tants of a political dreamland.” Its critics maintain that multicul-
turalism is not—and never can be—a viable educational princi-
ple.

THE EVOLUTION OF MULTICULTURALISM

A few points of clarification regarding multiculturalism’s recent
evolution might be helpful. What began during the early part of
the twentieth century as a shift towards increased awareness of
ethnic and minority contributions to American history has
evolved into a pedagogy that makes diversity and difference the
prime movers of the curriculum.

In response to the New York State Department of Education’s A
Curriculum of Inclusion, Diane Ravitch, writing in The American Scholar
(Summer 1990), argued that current manifestations of multicul-
turalism extend far beyond the kind of pluralism that “seeks a
richer common culture” to “multicultural particularism,” which
denies that a “common culture is possible or desirable.”

According to the authors of A Curriculum of Inclusion, including
controversial City University of New York (CUNY) former Black
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Studies chairman Leonard Jeffries, multiculturalism no longer
should be construed to mean “adding marginal examples of
‘other’ cultures to an assumed dominant culture.” On the con-
trary, multiculturalists adamantly gainsay the idea of an identifi-
able and definable American culture that might form the basis of
a core curriculum. “The old curriculum is essentially based on
the premise that America has one cultural heritage augmented
by minor contributions from other peoples who by and large
have presented ‘problems’ to the primary culture. To combat
teaching and learning based on this premise, a radical, new ap-
proach to building a curriculum is needed,” A Curriculum of Inclu-
sion claims. Multicultural particularism, counters Ravitch, “is a
bad idea whose time has come. It is also a fashion spreading like
wildfire through the education system.”

THE FLAWS OF MULTICULTURAL EDUCATION

As multiculturalism is infused into mainstream American public
education, I am reminded of a question asked by a former
Brooklyn College colleague which captures the ultimate unfeasi-
bility of multicultural education: “What comes out?” Although
learning should be lifelong, schooling is a finite process. In-
evitably, additions to the curriculum made in the name of diver-
sity and inclusion render the necessity of displacement. A cur-
riculum can contain just so much, and because education
succeeds only when it includes prolonged and in-depth consid-
eration of specific books, authors, ideas, and historical events,
more in education often is less.

As far back as 1984, the Committee of Correspondence, a St.
Louis–based international network of educational reformers, of-
fered both a definition and defense of multicultural education:
Knowledge of “diverse intellectual and cultural traditions,” they
wrote, should be a primary objective of a democratic curricu-
lum, and this knowledge must include “not only the familiar
academic disciplines and traditions of high culture, but the great
multiplicity of cultures, perspectives and ways of knowing of
the western and non-western world.”

The committee faltered, however, in regard to the possible
implementation of multicultural education by allowing that
“There are difficult dilemmas in how to realize [this] in every-
day schools and curriculum practice.” These dilemmas must be
“negotiated out of the conflicting values and interests of the stu-
dents, teachers, and members of the local community.” The key
question, which the committee did not entertain, is whether or
not this process of negotiation can result in anything other than

Education Frontmatter  2/27/04  2:08 PM  Page 105



what one educator has described as “dens of babble.”
Multicultural education is undermined by two fatal flaws.The

first is that the more the curriculum represents a multicultural
test based upon “exposure to diversity,” the more shallow and
superficial learning becomes. By disavowing the “difficult
dilemma” of choosing what comes out, multiculturalism ulti-
mately reduces education to its shallowest possibilities—the
mere glossing over of diverse subject matter—and renders the
kind of understanding that comes from intensive, prolonged
study of selected material impossible to attain.

THE DANGERS OF MULTICULTURALISM

The re-racialization of American society that is taking place in
the name of multiculturalism is not a progressive movement,
but a step backward to the America that existed before Brown v.
Board of Education and the passage of the major civil rights laws of
the 1960s. We are at a critical juncture in our history. Even if we
are not, as the multiculturalists claim, about to become a major-
ity minority nation, racial and ethnic diversity in our population
is increasing. If we allow race and ethnicity to determine public
policy, we invite the kind of cleavages that will pit one group
against another in ways that can not be good for the groups
themselves or the society we all must live in.

Linda Chavez, USA Today magazine, May 1996.

Multiculturalism’s second fatal flaw is that it necessarily pre-
cludes the single most important requirement for successful
education—coherent means to a discernible end. By denying
the existence or desirability of a distinctive American culture,
thereby repudiating the need for public education to assist in
the process of assimilation, multicultural education is both aim-
less and rudderless. Multicultural curricula careen to and fro,
touching fleetingly upon cultural tidbits of theoretically limit-
lessly diverse groups.

A PLAGUE OF IGNORANCE

The culture wars that have ravaged American society for more
than 30 years have forced America’s public schools to capitulate
to the relativism inherent in multiculturalism and to abandon
education based upon desired ends for the cafeteria-style taste-
test type of learning which does not work. Ravitch reasons that
the final results of this “fractionation” are high school graduates
who can “no longer be said to share a common body of knowl-
edge, not to mention a common culture.”
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In an attempt to validate multiculturalism’s emphasis on par-
ticularism and its concomitant subversion of cultural common-
ality, knowledge and facts in multicultural education consis-
tently are subordinated to so-called “critical thinking skills.” I
say “so-called” because my experience with hundreds of college
freshmen invariably revealed young adults who were as oblivi-
ous to real critical thinking concepts such as induction, deduc-
tion, syllogism, appeal to authority, point-counterpoint, com-
parison, and contrast as they were to rudimentary historical
facts and dates. The dismal truth is that, more often than not,
critical thinking in the classroom means little more than subjec-
tive questioning and unsubstantiated, unreasoned, personal
opinion. Attempts to structure student opinion according to
classical logical models often are met by multiculturalist accusa-
tions of Eurocentricity and pro-Western prejudices.

As an instructor of English at Brooklyn and Lehman Colleges
of CUNY during the 1980s, I never had to look far for the re-
sults of education that substitutes critical thinking skills for the
teaching of selected factual knowledge.The defining characteris-
tic of my freshman students transcended race, sex, and ethnic
heritage. Although predominantly intelligent, they essentially
were empty vessels devoid of quantifiable academic information.

Contrary to the assertions of proponents of multiculturalism
that limitless pluralism enriches education, the de-emphasizing
of specific core material and factual knowledge in high school
resulted in what it inevitably must have—a plague of ignorance.
Multiculturalism’s subordination of facts and knowledge to crit-
ical thinking skills demonstrates its educational bankruptcy, for
any critical opinion worthy of a passing grade must evolve out
of knowledge and be grounded in objective facts.

A RADICAL AGENDA

Anyone familiar with the nation’s campus culture clashes knows
what the call for diversity in education too often really is—a red
herring for a radical agenda. When Stanford University, for in-
stance, recommends only three subjects of study in the music
segment of its required Culture, Ideas, Values course—Reggae
lyrics, Rastafarian poetry, and Andean music—it answers the
question “What comes out?” with a list that includes Bach,
Mozart, and Beethoven. It constructs, as well, a curriculum
which, far from being representatively diverse, is unified around
a theme of race and sex and the debunking of Western culture.

Ironically, many multiculturalists, either consciously or in-
stinctively, recognize the intellectual bankruptcy of the cultural
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particularism they ostensibly espouse. Multicultural curricula,
overtly committed to diversity and difference, almost invariably
are focused on underlying, latent, and often dogmatic themes.

In what direction is multiculturalism headed? Although edu-
cators such as Thomas Sowell have written of “the multiple evi-
dences of declining educational quality during the period when
multiculturalism and other non-academic preoccupations have
taken up more and more of the curriculum,” educational leaders
attempted to plunge ahead into the multicultural morass with
the ill-conceived National Standards for United States History, a
part of the Clinton Administration’s Goals 2000 Act.

As is inevitable with a multicultural curriculum, in order to
make room for diverse additions, the National Education Stan-
dards and Improvement Council needed to make equivalent
quantitative subtractions. Omitted from this proposed curricu-
lum—in the name of respect for diversity—were, among other
touchstones of traditional American history, the First Continental
Congress, Robert E. Lee, Alexander Graham Bell, Thomas Edison,
Albert Einstein, Jonas Salk, and the Wright brothers. Ultimately,
students educated within the vague parameters of this multicul-
tural curriculum will learn the hard truth—that any “critical”
opinion of the birth of our nation without knowledge of the First
Continental Congress or of the Civil War without considering
Robert E. Lee is not based on sufficient factual knowledge and,
therefore, has little or no value in the marketplace of ideas. . . .

Multiculturalism, writes National Review’s O’Sullivan, is “liberal-
ism deconstructing itself.” He very well may be right. It will not
be until the educational bankruptcy of multiculturalism is ex-
posed fully that the deconstruction of American public educa-
tion will be halted successfully.
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“[The] marginalization and
suppression of minority cultural
identities . . . [is revealed in] the
absence of minority history in
school texts.”

CURRICULA AND TEXTBOOKS
SHOULD REFLECT
MULTICULTURALISM
Cameron McCarthy

In the following viewpoint, Cameron McCarthy argues that mi-
nority histories and cultural diversity should be essential ele-
ments in school texts and curricula. Today’s commonly used
textbooks generally neglect alternative minority and female per-
spectives and offer superficial coverage of complex historical
events, McCarthy contends. If teachers are to provide a compre-
hensive, liberating, and egalitarian education, coursework and
school texts must be informed by multiculturalism, the author
concludes. McCarthy is the author of The Uses of Culture, from
which this viewpoint is excerpted.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. What prompted the rise of multicultural education,

according to McCarthy?
2. In McCarthy’s view, what are the limitations of textbooks that

offer “compensatory” and “contribution” histories?
3. How does the presentation of slavery in the history textbook

America: Past and Present avoid complexity, in the author’s
opinion?

Excerpted from The Uses of Culture, by Cameron McCarthy. Copyright ©1997. Reproduced
by permission of Routledge, Inc.

3VIEWPOINT
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While developments have taken place in contemporary
popular culture toward a certain radical eclecticism—a

postmodern sensibility in the areas of art, architecture, music,
and literature, that in some ways brazenly absorbs third world
and ethnic images—the school system, particularly the school
curriculum, remains steadfastly monological. For example,
while popular artists such as David Byrne and Paul Simon di-
rectly incorporate Afro-Brazilian and South African styles into
their music (albums such as Rei Momo and Grace Land are good ex-
amples), and while minority artists like Spike Lee, Julie Dash,
and the Afro-Asian Black Arts movement in England have begun
to influence new ethnic themes in television and film culture,
American educators have responded with a decided lack of en-
thusiasm for cultural diversity and, at times, with a sense of
moral panic with respect to the demands for a ventilation of the
school curriculum. It is this administrative hostility to diversity
that, over the years, has propelled minority agitation for multi-
culturalism in schooling.

Driven forward by demands from racially subordinated
groups for fundamental reforms in race relations in education
and society, and by the efforts of mainstream educators to pro-
vide practical solutions to the problem of racial inequality in the
United States, multicultural education emerged in the late 1960s
as a powerful challenge to the Eurocentric foundations of the
American school curriculum. Multiculturalism is a product of a
particular historical conjuncture of relations among the state,
contending racial minority/majority groups, educators, and
policy intellectuals in the United States when the discourse over
schools became increasingly racialized. From the first, African-
Americans and other minority groups emphasized a variety of
transformative themes, insisting that curriculum and education
policy address the vital questions of the distribution of power
and representation in schools and the status of minority cultural
identities in curriculum organization and arrangements. . . .

Within the last two decades, the transformative themes of the
multicultural movement have been steadily “sucked back into
the system.” As departments of education, textbook publishers,
and intellectual entrepreneurs pushed more normative themes
of cultural understanding and sensitivity training, the actual im-
plementation of an emancipatory multiculturalism in the school
curriculum and in pedagogical and teacher education practices
in the university has been effectively deferred. (Emancipatory
multiculturalism is defined here as the critical redefinition of
school knowledge from the heterogeneous perspectives and
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identities of racially disadvantaged groups—a process that goes
beyond the language of “inclusivity” and emphasizes relational-
ity and multivocality as the central intellectual forces in the pro-
duction of knowledge.) . . .

WESTERNNESS AND THE AMERICAN IDENTITY

Educators and textbook publishers have directly participated in
the trotting out of a particularly cruel fantasy about the story of
civilization and this society—one in which the only knowledge
worth knowing and the only stories worth telling are associated
with the handiworks of the bards of Greece and Rome. Within
this frame of reference, art, architecture, music, and science, and
democracy are portrayed as the fertile products of Europeans and
their caucasian counterparts in the United States. It is, as Carib-
bean poet and political activist Aime Cesaire would say, “a funny
little tale to tell.”This is, in fact, the essence of taught knowledge.
Through the school curriculum and its centerpiece, the textbook,
American schoolchildren come to know the world as one made
by European ancestors and white people generally.The world that
schoolchildren come to know is, on the other hand, a world over-
populated by minorities and third world people, a world, accord-
ing to Allan Bloom, “brought to ruination,” by these peoples of
other lands. Contemporary conservative writers have sought to
reinvigorate these myths. Bloom maintains in The Closing of the Amer-
ican Mind that it was the protests of African-American students and
women in the 1960s that brought this country’s university sys-
tem and its curriculum to the present nadir. The reason why we
are doing so poorly compared to the Japanese, others maintain,
can be explained by the fact that we let the underprepared masses
into the schools and the universities in the ’60s. Others, such as
Diane Ravitch, contend that though the American populace is di-
verse, the primary cultural and institutional coherence that cur-
rently exists in our society is unequivocally European in origin. It
is the durability of these European values of order, democracy,
and tolerance, Ravitch maintains, that has protected “us” from the
cultural chaos afflicting countries in Eastern Europe, the Middle
East, Africa, and Asia. (In a 1990 essay published in the journal
American Educator, Ravitch writes “The political and economic insti-
tutions of the United States were deeply influenced by European
ideas. Europe’s legacy to us is the set of moral and political values
that we Americans subsequently refined and reshaped to enable
us, in all our diversity, to live together in freedom and peace.”)

But these kinds of remonstrations get us nowhere beyond nos-
talgia and its obverse, cynicism. Here we can find no real so-
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lace—no new ideas to help guide us through the events and chal-
lenges of the present era.This rather philistine reassertion of Euro-
centrism and Westernness is itself a wish to run away from the
task of coming to terms with the fundamental historical currents
that have shaped this country—an impulse to deny the funda-
mentally, “plural,” immigrant, and Afro–New World character that
defines historical and current relations among minority/majority
groups in the United States. . . .

THE TEXTBOOK

Nowhere is this marginalization and suppression of minority
cultural identities more in evidence than in the textbook indus-
try in terms of the absence of minority history in school texts,
and in terms of the exclusion of emancipatory indigenous schol-
arship in the process of textbook production altogether. But as I
will argue, changes in the contents of textbooks are only one as-
pect of what is necessary for meaningful reform toward the goal
of a genuine multicultural curriculum and school experiences
for all students.There is, in fact, a need to look at a range of ele-
ments in the institutional culture of schools, the constraints and
barriers to teacher ingenuity, and the educational priorities set in
district offices, by building principals, and in teacher education
programs in our universities. In all of these areas, emancipatory
multiculturalism, as a form of what cultural critics Henry Giroux
and George Wood call critical literacy, is now suppressed.

THE COMPLEXITY OF AMERICAN IDEALS

Nothing could be more central to our “national ideals” than
freedom. Surely, here is a common theme of American history
and a cause for celebration.Yet freedom—like other national ide-
als—is not a fixed set of ideas inherited from England and insti-
tutionalized by the founding fathers. It is a persistent source of
conflict, whose definition has changed over time and whose
meaning has been profoundly affected by the struggles of
“groups who have felt themselves far off American history’s
main track” to gain their full rights. The meaning of American
freedom has been constructed not only in congressional debates
and political treatises, but also on plantations and picket lines, in
parlors and bedrooms. Frederick Douglass, Eugene V. Debs, and
Margaret Sanger—the kind of individuals whose highlighting in
the 1994 National History Standards so alarmed critics—are its
architects as well as Thomas Jefferson and Abraham Lincoln.

Eric Foner, American Scholar,Winter 1998.
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Let us now consider the relationship of the textbook and the
textbook industry to multicultural education. It is important to
recognize from the outset that textbooks embody real, lived rela-
tions of representation, production, and consumption that tend
more or less to suppress minority identities and reproduce exist-
ing social inequalities. By “representation,” I am not simply re-
ferring to the presence or absence of pictures of minorities in
textbooks. By representation, I mean the whole process of who
gets to define whom, when, and how. Who has control over the
production of pictures and images in this society? I believe that
textbook production is an important dimension of a much
broader social and political context in which minorities, women,
and the physically and mentally disabled have little control over
the process of the production of images about themselves. I
mean, for example, that when incidents like the Los Angeles Po-
lice Department’s beating of Rodney King occurs, black people
do not have equal access to the media to tell their side of the
story. So is it true in the case of textbooks.

In an essay entitled “Placing Women in History: Definitions
and Challenges,” the feminist historian Gerder Lerner maintains
that the treatment of women in contemporary textbooks can be
described as presenting “compensatory” or “contribution” his-
tories of the experiences of women in the United States. By
compensatory history, Lerner refers to the tendency of domi-
nant history textbooks to identify and single out what she calls
“women worthies.”This kind of history of notable women cele-
brates the achievements of individual women such as Jane
Adams, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Harriet Tubman, and so on, but
compensatory history of this kind tends to marginalize the
agency of the broad masses of minority and working-class
women. As such, these compensatory textbooks, while more in-
clusive than earlier books, are not exemplars of emancipatory or
transformative scholarship.

THE TREATMENT OF MINORITIES IN TEXTBOOKS

This notion of compensatory history also applies to the treat-
ment of minorities in textbooks. In the case of history, social
studies, literature, and other discipline-based textbooks, minori-
ties are added into an existing “order of things.” One half of a
page here and one half of a page there discusses slavery, Harriet
Tubman, or “The Peaceful Warrior,” Martin Luther King, Jr.
There is no systematic reworking or restructuring of school
knowledge, no attempt to present history from an alternative
minority perspective. This fragmentary approach is also demon-
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strated in the treatment of the third world peoples of Africa,
Latin America, and Asia. For instance, the editors of Interracial
Books for Children Bulletin, in an in-depth review of a “representative
sample” of seventy-one social studies textbooks used in the ’80s
in American schools, report the following:

Central America is entirely omitted from many of the most com-
mon world geography, history, and “cultures” textbooks used in
U.S. classrooms. Thirty-one U.S. history texts were checked for
their coverage of Central America. Seven of these do not even
mention Central America. Fifteen texts limit coverage of Central
America to the building of the Panama Canal, and most of these
books ignore or mention only in passing the U.S. military inter-
vention that led to the acquisition of the canal. . . . Not one of
the thirty-one texts discusses the continuing involvement of the
U.S. government—sometimes overt, sometimes covert—in Cen-
tral America.

The U.S. imperial presence in Latin America is often narrated in
a highly mythological discourse in which the United States
emerges as the good Samaritan. The natives of South America
cannot do without “our” help. U.S. paternalism is not only what
the Latin Americans want, it is what is needed “down there” to
keep hostile foreign powers from swallowing up the region and
threatening “us”:

For a long time, the United States has been interested in Latin
America. First, we have a large trade with our Latin-American
neighbors. They send us products that we need and enjoy, such
as tin, copper, coffee, bananas and chocolate. In turn, their
people buy many products from the United States. Second, the
United States has tried to keep the Americas free from foreign
control. If a strong and unfriendly nation controlled the nations
near us, it would be a threat to the safety of the United States.
(M. Schwartz and J. Connor, Exploring American History)

This highly ethnocentric approach to history and social stud-
ies textbooks is stabilized by a language of universality and ob-
jectivity. In this way, the textbook is a central site for the preser-
vation of a selective tradition in the school curriculum—one
that pushes minorities and third world peoples to the outside, to
the edge, to the point of deviance.

AVOIDING COMPLEXITY

Perhaps the most pernicious feature of this dominant approach
to school knowledge and textbook preparation is the tendency
to avoid complexity and conflict. For example, in D. King and C.
Anderson’s America: Past and Present, a fifth-grade social studies text
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used in Wisconsin’s elementary schools, the only sustained dis-
cussion of the experiences of African Americans is in the context
of slavery. Here, the treatment of slavery as a topic is done in a
perfunctory manner, and the relations between whites and
blacks on the slave plantation is described in benign terms, free
of the symbolic and physical violence that characterized the
slaves’ daily existence. Complete with supporting illustrations of
life on the plantation that make the slave plantation look like a
California vineyard with the slaves living comfortably and
snugly in their cabins, America: Past and Present describes life on the
plantation in the following terms:

On any plantation you visited in the South you would find that
all of the farm workers were black slaves. Southern plantations
came to depend on slavery. By 1750 there were more slaves than
free people in South Carolina. On the plantation you visit, the
slaves live in cabins near the fields. Since the slaves get no money
for their work, they depend on their owners for clothes and
food. The food is mostly salt pork and corn. Some of the slaves
have tiny plots of land where they can grow vegetables.

It is interesting to compare this description with the writings
on the slave plantation of indigenous authors such as Vincent
Harding in his, There Is a River, or C.L.R. James in The Black Jacobins.
In his discussion of slavery in Haiti, James draws on this eyewit-
ness account:

A Swiss traveller has left a famous description of a gang of slaves
at work. “They were about a hundred men and women of differ-
ent ages, all occupied in digging ditches in a cane-field, the ma-
jority of them naked or covered with rags. The sun shone down
with full force on their heads. . . . A mournful silence reigned.
Exhaustion was stamped on every face, but the hour of rest had
not yet come. The pitiless eye of the Manager patrolled the gang
and several foremen armed with long whips moved periodically
between them, giving stinging blows to all who, worn out by
fatigue, were compelled to take a rest—men or women, young
or old.” This was no isolated picture. The sugar plantations de-
manded an exacting and ceaseless labour.

In There Is a River, Harding draws attention to another dimen-
sion of plantation life given short shrift in history textbooks
used in our schools: the topic of black liberation struggles. He
makes the following contention about the impact of liberation
struggles on the planter-mercantile class in colonial America:

But it was not in Virginia and South Carolina alone, not only
among white Southern society, that the fear of a black quest for
freedom existed; the same attitude permeated much of Northern
colonial life. In the Northern colonies blacks had already given
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evidence of their struggle for freedom. As early as 1657 Africans
and Indians in Hartford “joined in an uprising and destroyed
some buildings” in the settlement. Such incidents were regularly
repeated.

In sharp contrast to the works of Harding and James, the
bland, non-conflictual writing that one finds in many textbooks
is in part a product of the highly routine, unchanging approach
to textbook production conducted in the textbook industry. As
publishers work to maximize markets and profits, textbook writ-
ing has become increasingly more and more like an assembly-
line process in which multiple authors produce submissions that
are checked for quality control, readability, and overly controver-
sial content issues by keen editorial staffs. When the textbook fi-
nally becomes a finished product, we have a tool for teaching
that is often uninteresting and unchallenging to students and
teachers alike. By bargaining away issues that might offend state
adoption committees and conservative interest groups, publish-
ers, and textbook writers contribute to the marginalization of
cultural diversity and the suppression of minority history and
identities in textbooks.

MULTICULTURAL REFORM

As indicated previously in this viewpoint, we must see the text-
book as only one aspect of a broad set of practices that impact
on the institutional environment of the school. . . .

For the multicultural curriculum to be fully realized in
schools, the following specific initiatives are absolutely critical:

• Preservice teacher education programs at the universities
and colleges across the country must systematically incorporate
critical multicultural objectives into their curricula and field ex-
periences.

• School districts and school principals must set diversity as an
explicit goal and seek ways to integrate the notion in the organi-
zation of the curriculum and the institutional life of schools. Right
now, multiculturalism is treated as a side topic, mentioned only
during Black History Month and on International Women’s Day.

• Multiculturalism should not be limited to the present un-
derstanding—that is, the idea that all we need to do is to add
some content about minorities and women to the school cur-
riculum. Multiculturalism must involve a radical rethinking of
the nature of school knowledge as knowledge that is fundamen-
tally relational and heterogeneous in character. In this sense, for
example, we cannot get a full understanding of the civil rights
movement in the United States without studying its multiplier
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effects on the expansion of democratic practices to excluded
groups in Australia, the Caribbean, Africa, England, and the
United States itself. Further, we cannot properly understand the
development of European societies without an understanding of
the direct link between Europe’s development and the under-
development of the third world. For example, at the time that
the French were helping to bankroll the American Revolution,
two-thirds of France’s export earnings were coming from its ex-
ploitation of sugar cane plantations in Haiti.

• Such a reworking of school knowledge must go a step fur-
ther toward a reconsideration of the privileging of Eurocentric
perspectives and points of view in the curriculum as reflected
in, for example, the “famous men” approach to history. The
“new” multicultural curriculum must go beyond the “language
of inclusion” toward a “language of critique.” This would in-
volve the affirmation of minority identities and perspectives as
the organizing principles for school knowledge. In this manner,
schools would be sites for multicultural curriculum reform and
pedagogical practices that are truly liberatory. . . .

• In terms of textbooks, there is a need to involve indigenous
minority and third world scholars and teachers in the produc-
tion of school knowledge in the textbook industry at every
level—that is, from the level of textbook writing, through edito-
rial and managerial decision making.

• Lastly, . . . the multicultural ethos in schools will only be fully realized
when minority and underprivileged students have access to an academic core cur-
riculum that is on par with their middle-class and white counterparts.
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“Multiculturalists . . . frequently
damn the facts in promoting their
ideology.”

TEXTBOOKS FAVORING
MULTICULTURALISM DISTORT
HISTORY
Alvin J. Schmidt

Supporters of multicultural education often argue that school
curricula and texts should be revised so that they include more
female and minority perspectives. In the following viewpoint,
Alvin J. Schmidt contends that textbooks promoting multicul-
turalism actually distort history. Such texts, he maintains, often
emphasize relatively insignificant accounts about minorities and
women and unfairly malign Euro-American culture. In a mis-
guided attempt to enhance minority self-esteem, Schmidt re-
ports, multiculturalists’ textbooks ignore the negative events in
minority histories and omit the positive achievements of West-
ern civilization. Schmidt is the author of The Menace of Multicultural-
ism: Trojan Horse in America, from which this viewpoint is taken.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. In Schmidt’s view, in what way do multiculturalists’ books

resemble Plato’s definition of “noble lies?”
2. According to the author, what facts about slavery do

multiculturalists’ textbooks typically omit?
3. By what standard do multiculturalists judge historical figures,

in Schmidt’s opinion?

Excerpted from The Menace of Multiculturalism, by Alvin J. Schmidt. Copyright ©1997 by
Alvin J. Schmidt. Reproduced with permission of Greenwood Publishing Group, Inc.,
Westport, Conn.
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The nineteenth-century German philosopher, Georg Friedrich
Hegel, responding to a student’s interjection “But sir, what

you say does not agree with the facts,” replied: “Let the facts be
damned.” Undoubtedly, Hegel made this remark because he
wanted his views to prevail. He might even have had good rea-
sons for wanting to ignore or damn the facts.This might also be
true of some multiculturalists, who frequently damn the facts in
promoting their ideology.

Historical omissions and distortions abound in multicultural-
ists’ publications. The negative or harmful practices of non-
Western or minority cultures are typically omitted, and in the
rare instances when they are noted, they are presented in an in-
nocuous manner. On the other hand, the Euro-American’s cul-
tural shortcomings, or negative cultural practices, are cited
wherever possible and are often portrayed at great length. The
great achievements of the Western world are portrayed as being
no more important than the far less spectacular accomplish-
ments of non-Western societies. Sometimes even new “facts” are
created, for example, the multiculturalists claim that Crispus At-
tucks, killed in the Boston Massacre in 1770, was black; that
Western civilization was stolen from Africa; that the American
Indians were highly conscientious ecologically; that the Consti-
tution of the United States was shaped by the Iroquois Indians;
and others. This tactic is reminiscent of the “noble lies” that
Plato talked about in The Republic in which such lies were in-
tended to persuade kings and the populace to achieve worthy
objectives. Thus the multiculturalists who publish their revised
histories present as significant and authentic history undocu-
mented and highly dubious accounts about minor persons or
events, usually with some ties to some minority group. The idea
is to appease and please, apparently to help such groups over-
come the “oppression” that has been imposed on them by the
“Eurocentric” American culture.

DISCUSSIONS OF SLAVERY

True multiculturalism essentially consists of teaching students
about other cultures, including the positive and negative com-
ponents of given cultures. But as we have noted, the promoters
of multiculturalism primarily illustrate the negative cultural
practices of the Euro-American culture.

When present-day textbooks discuss slavery, they only cover
slavery as it existed in America or other Western societies, and
they consistently ignore the practice of slavery in non-Western
cultures. For example, textbooks say nothing about the many
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American Indian tribes who practiced slavery long before
Columbus and other Europeans came to America. The widely
used grade school text, United States and Its Neighbors, authored by
James Banks et al., discusses slavery on at least twenty pages, but
makes no mention of the American Indians’ practice of slavery.
The same is true of another widely used grade school text, The
American Nation. Nor is there any reference to it in National Standards
for United States History, one of the three books highly publicized as
a national school guide for teaching multiculturalism.

Nontextbooks favoring multiculturalism also omit slavery in
non-Western societies. One such example is Kilpatrick Sale’s
book The Conquest of Paradise, which contains no reference to slav-
ery as it was practiced by numerous American Indian tribes long
before the white man arrived. Nor does it make any reference to
Almond W. Lauber’s book Indian Slavery in Colonial Times. Lauber de-
scribes many instances of slavery among America’s Indians be-
fore the Europeans arrived. For instance, in the St. Augustine
area of Florida in 1565 some natives held Cuban Indians as
slaves, and in 1616, the Dutch navigator, Henrickson, encoun-
tered slaveowning Indians in the Schuylkill River area of Penn-
sylvania. The Illinois Indians at times bartered their slaves with
the Ottawa Indians and the Iroquois. The Pima of Arizona en-
slaved Apache and Yuma Indians. Lauber is not the only source
for data on the institution of slavery among the Indians. The
multivolume publication by Reuben Gold Thwaites’s Early Western
Travels, 1748–1846 also documents slavery among many Indian
tribes. Thwaites states that the Pawnee Indians, for example,
were so “frequently enslaved by their [Indian] enemies, [that]
the term ‘Pani’ [Pawnee] became equivalent to Indian slave.”

Slavery is a moral evil, and that fact does not change, regard-
less of what group practiced it. Textbooks provide a necessary
and valuable public service by discussing the immorality of the
practice, and they need to emphasize that it is evil in every soci-
ety and not just in American culture. But Americans, of course,
will never know anything about the past slavery habits of Ameri-
can Indians if such facts are omitted.

MULTICULTURALIST OMISSIONS

Lack of reference to the slavery customs of American Indians is
not the only omission in multiculturalist texts. When the impor-
tation of slaves from Africa to America is described, only rarely is
it mentioned that native Africans sold their own people to the Eu-
ropeans. Multiculturalists especially ignore John Thornton’s 1992
book (Africa and Africans) which notes the cooperation of African
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slave captors: “The Atlantic slave trade” Thornton claims, “grew
out of and was rationalized by African societies who participated
in it and had complete control over it until the slaves were loaded
onto European ships for transfer to Atlantic societies.”

Another omission pertains to the slavery that existed in many
African countries long before the Europeans ever practiced it, as
shown by David R. James. When one does find such a reference,
it is mentioned only tangentially or minimized. The school text
The World Past and Present is a case in point. This book does briefly
note African slavery, but it quickly minimizes it by saying that
under this system of slavery “enslaved people were not treated
as harshly and could sometimes gain their freedom after work-
ing for many years. The practice of slavery changed dramatically
when the Europeans became involved.”

DISTORTING HISTORY

The new [multicultural] texts present American dealings with
Indian populations not as war between incompatible cultures,
but as something explained by racism. America: Pathways to the Pre-
sent is typical. It perpetuates the myth of the noble Indian with
the story of Tecumseh and his brother Tenskwatawa, who leave
“a vital legacy of defiance of invasion and respect for them-
selves, their people, and their culture. In later years, they would
be a model for Native Americans reclaiming their traditions.” In
this text, students learn about the massacres at Sand Creek and
Wounded Knee, which point to the racism of the oppressors,
but never hear of the cruel and vicious treatment of settlers at
the hands of Indians in the Wyoming Massacre, the scalping of
women and children at Ft. Mims, or hundreds of other brutal
and horrific encounters.

David Warren Saxe, Weekly Standard, March 10, 1997.

Grade school textbooks also fail to mention that slavery lasted
much longer in African and Asian countries than in the British
empire or in the United States. For instance, Ethiopians did not
outlaw slavery until 1942, India not until 1976, and Mauritania,
an African country, waited until the 1980s. In March 1996, an
article appeared in Reader’s Digest showing that slavery exists even
today in the African country of Sudan.

Granted, textbook space is limited, and it is impossible to in-
clude everything that is important in a given volume. But lack of
space does not prevent the inclusion of negative incidents in-
volving Western or American culture. If multiculturalist writers
of texts were truly interested in teaching students about all cul-
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tures, they not only would include negative incidents of non-
Western cultures, but would also note how Western and Ameri-
can culture eliminated unjust practices such as slavery.

WHO OPPOSED SLAVERY?
Early in the life of the Christian church (about A.D. 55), St. Paul
told Philemon to take back his runaway slave, Onesimus and to
treat him “no longer as a slave but more than a slave, as a
beloved brother” (Philemon 16). Many biblical scholars see this
New Testament document by Paul as the first Christian seed that
eventually grew to abolish slavery, first by the British and then
by others.

St. Paul was not the only early Christian leader who opposed
slavery. St. Gregory of Nyssa (fourth century) preached on the
evils of slavery, as did St. Chrysostom, a contemporary of St. Greg-
ory, often called the golden-mouthed preacher. He said that in
Christ no one was a slave. Two other church fathers in the fourth
century, Lactantius and St.Ambrose, voiced similar exhortations.

Unfortunately, the institutionalized church sometimes ignored
St. Paul’s and many of its early leaders’ directives, by condoning
and sometimes even supporting slavery in many countries.
Throughout the church’s existence, however, some Christian
leaders continued to condemn slavery. One such person was St.
Olaf, who in the eleventh century banned slavery in Norway. In
more recent times, it was the influence of William Wilberforce, a
British member of Parliament, who, moved by Christian teach-
ings, fought to outlaw slavery. After twenty years of labor and
toil, his arguments led England to ban slavery in 1833 through-
out the expansive British empire.This, and similar evidence, is of
no significance to multiculturalists. They ignore observations
such as the following one by Suzanne Miers: “The great blos-
soming of Protestant and then Catholic missionary activity in the
nineteenth century was intimately connected with the abolition
of the slave trade.’’ If multiculturalists were truly interested in
pointing out the merits of all cultures, they would emphasize the
motives and forces in Western and American culture that led to
the abolition of slavery. . . .

SLIGHTING EURO-AMERICAN HISTORY

The multiculturalists’ role is to make non-Western minority
groups feel good about themselves, and they try to do this in
two ways. One method is to slight the Euro-American culture. If
members of minority cultures read about the sins and short-
comings of the Euro-Americans, they will conclude that the cul-
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tural practices of their ancestors were free of such sins, and thus
they will feel good about themselves and their ancestors.

The second method is to cite some example or incident that a
minority member, or his or her ancestral group, reportedly con-
tributed to American culture. Such favorable mention will en-
hance the self-esteem of present members who identify with
the group in question. Empirically, this is a flawed argument.
Most people’s self-esteem comes from doing something worth-
while themselves rather than receiving it vicariously from their
ancestors.The second tack conveys a certain amount of irony be-
cause it implies that the maligned Euro-American culture per-
haps is not so bad as multiculturalists would have people be-
lieve—that is, if minorities made some contribution to it.

This second method frequently ignores the facts of history to
accomplish its goal.This is not surprising inasmuch as multicul-
turalists operate according to the Marxist principle that the end
justifies the means. A few examples of teaching feel-good his-
tory follow.

FEEL-GOOD HISTORY FOR MINORITIES AND WOMEN

One study by Robert Lerner and associates found that textbook
writers in the 1970s and 1980s cited individuals and historical
events that involved minority characters who previously (in the
1960s) did not merit historical mention, much less extended
discussion of them. In fact, they often receive more page space
than individuals who made immensely greater contributions. In
one textbook, for instance, Crispus Attucks (one of several
Americans killed in the Boston Massacre in 1770) receives more
extensive coverage than Paul Revere. Attucks, by some authors, is
said to be a black man, even though his racial identity has never
been positively ascertained. W.E.B. Du Bois, a black writer, is
more prominently covered than Booker T. Washington, whose
reputation has suffered among minorities for his conservative
views. Harriet Beecher Stowe, author of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, who ex-
posed the evils of slavery to millions of Americans, is now often
cited less frequently in texts than is Harriet Tubman, the black
woman who helped about 300 black slaves escape by way of the
“Underground Railroad.” That she was assisted by white aboli-
tionists is totally ignored.

In another article, Robert Lerner and his colleagues show that
one textbook, in discussing the Civil War, provides photographs
of three female nurses but none of General Grant or General
Sherman. Still another account praises a 16-year-old female,
Sybil Ludington, who in 1777 undertook “an urgent mission”
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in a “daring” ride to alert the state militia during the American
Revolutionary War. She is portrayed as cold and tired, but never-
theless she continues her ride. Even though she managed to
rouse the militia, the British troops still escaped. Her failure is
not noted. All the same, she received two and a quarter inches of
page space, while Paul Revere received only faint mention.

In the history textbook American Odyssey, a book of 880 pages,
Paul Revere also is totally ignored, but one-half page is devoted
to a picture showing Mrs. Schuyler burning a wheat field on the
approach of the British soldiers. This textbook is authored by
Gary Nash, one of the authors of the highly controversial and
avidly pro-multiculturalist three-volume 1994 National Standards.
These volumes also exclude Paul Revere from American history.

Excluding Paul Revere is a big loss, for he was no ordinary
Patriot. Not only was his ride to Lexington highly successful,
but also he successfully completed a ride to Lexington two days
before the well-publicized one. In the earlier ride, he informed
John Hancock and Samuel Adams about British plans to march
on Concord to capture the Patriots’ arsenal. This ride helped the
Americans prepare for the eventful day of April 19, 1775. Seven
months earlier, September 11, 1774, he left by horseback from
Boston to ride to Philadelphia, where he arrived on September
17, to deliver the Suffolk Resolves to the first Continental Con-
gress. It was a ride of 315 miles. One historian says: “He trav-
eled thousands of miles on horseback during troublesome
times.” He also set up a gunpowder mill after he made a mental
picture of the manufacturing process on his tour of a mill in
Philadelphia. Some historians also list him as a member of the
Boston Tea Party. Nonetheless, today he is either completely ig-
nored or has been relegated to obscurity in favor of relatively
minor figures. This revisionism has been motivated to please
women and minority groups, as well as to minimize accounts
devoted to white males who too closely reflect Western stan-
dards and values. . . .

THE “WHITE-MALE HEGEMONY”
Those who seek to give Paul Revere and other well-established
American heroes the honor they deserve and once received are
said to support “white-male hegemony.” In keeping with Marx-
ist ideology, multiculturalists believe that people’s race, sex, or
ethnicity determines and shapes their view of reality. Multicul-
turalists therefore judge historical figures by this standard. The
existing values and practices of Western societies are seen to be
the product of white males. The longstanding Western position
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that ideas transcend people’s race or ethnicity is also seen as a
white-male construct that needs to be eliminated. Whenever
complaints are voiced about the frequent distortions of history
that are reflected in today’s school texts, the multiculturalist re-
sponse is that such criticisms are merely desperate acts of white
males, intent on protecting their vested interests.
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“Immigrant students of Hispanic
descent who are bilingual and attend
bilingual programs do much better
academically than those who speak
English only.”

BILINGUAL EDUCATION IS
BENEFICIAL
Ofelia Garcia

In June 1998, California voters passed Proposition 227, a mea-
sure that ends public bilingual education programs in that state.
In the following viewpoint, Ofelia Garcia contends that the im-
plementation of Proposition 227 will prove to be a setback for
California’s immigrant students. Research proves that well-
planned bilingual education programs that emphasize fluency in
both English and Spanish enable Hispanic immigrants to excel
academically. Moreover, Garcia argues, bilingual education for
all students would benefit American society by enhancing com-
munication and understanding among different ethnicities and
language groups. Garcia is dean of the School of Education at
the Brooklyn campus of Long Island University. She is also co-
editor of The Multilingual Apple: Languages in New York City.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. When was the nation’s first bilingual education act passed?
2. According to the author, why is it important for immigrant

students to learn their first language well before learning a
second language?

3. How do the changes in New York City’s Latino immigrant
population over the past thirty years illustrate the need for
flexible bilingual education programs, in Garcia’s opinion?

Reprinted from Ofelia Garcia, “California Vote Does English No Favors,” Newsday, June 4,
1998, by permission of the author.

5VIEWPOINT
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Civil Rights advocates warned that Proposition 209, Califor-
nia’s 1996 ban on affirmative action programs, would have

disastrous results for minorities, including closing public uni-
versity doors at an alarming rate to black and Hispanic students
with good potential.

And, based on recent data released by the University of Cali-
fornia’s premier campuses at Berkeley and Los Angeles, showing
steep drops in admissions of black, Hispanic and Native Ameri-
can applicants for 1998’s fall freshman class, the warning has
proved to be well-founded.

And in June 1998, Californians again went to the polls,
where one of the items they voted on—and passed 61 percent
to 39 percent—Proposition 227, was a measure that can be ex-
pected to have similarly disastrous results for minorities. It will
dismantle all bilingual public educational programs at all levels,
regardless of effectiveness.

ERODING EDUCATIONAL INCLUSIVENESS

This will not only further erode affirmative action, but also will
erode the very educational foundation of inclusiveness that has
strengthened the social fabric of America, especially since 1968,
when the country’s first bilingual education act was passed.

In fact, what has made American education distinctively
strong is its inclusiveness, through which excellence is enriched
by differences.

California provides an array of programs to assist students
who are learning English. All schools have English as a Second
Language classes, but some use English exclusively to teach
while others also have bilingual instruction in which native
languages are used to teach basic subjects while students learn
English.

This flexibility will be expunged by Proposition 227 and re-
placed with a yearlong program in which all subjects will be
taught in English unless a child-by-child case has been made for
special treatment. In effect, all students will be obliged to learn
English in one year, even though many children require much
more support for learning any language, not to mention for be-
ing able to function academically in the language.

This approach, born out of dissatisfaction among a group of
Latino parents with ineffective bilingual classes at a Los Angeles
elementary school and quickly adopted by opportunistic but
terribly misguided politicians, has nothing to do with well-
established insights into human development, human intelli-
gence, or learning theory.
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Rather, it is just another political misstep on the path to edu-
cational elitism in the guise of so-called higher national stan-
dards. The danger of adopting policies designed to standardize
education lies in their inability to recognize that universal pre-
scriptions are oblivious to the needs of children as learners and
persons.

THE BENEFITS OF BILINGUALISM

Proposition 227 proponents argued that bilingual education
programs in California are havens for poor instruction and even
poorer achievement. Yet national and international research
shows that bilingualism and biliteracy have beneficial psycho-
cognitive results.

In fact, immigrant students of Hispanic descent who are
bilingual and attend bilingual programs do much better academ-
ically than those who speak English only. Taking into account a
significant number of differentials, including socio-economic
status, the latter group has lower performances on standardized
tests, poorer school attendance and a higher drop-out rate.

Tony Auth. ©1998 Philadelphia Inquirer. Reprinted with permission of Universal
Press Syndicate. All rights reserved.

I can cite numerous studies that conclude that for children, and
adults with limited schooling, the first language is an essential
pedagogic tool for transmitting knowledge and information effec-
tively. Using the first language accelerates a student’s acquisition
of a second language and the use of that language academically.
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Just as bilingual education produces tremendous benefits for
students, so too does it have a positive impact on society at
large. The Yeshiva University sociolinguist Joshua Fishinan and I
have shown, for example, how New York City has used its multi-
lingualism to become the global business metropolis it is today.
Leaders in the European Union and other international coali-
tions have embraced multilingualism as one of the most impor-
tant assets for success in our increasingly complex and highly
challenging global economy.

ACADEMIC DIFFERENCES AMONG IMMIGRANTS

Proponents of Proposition 227 would rather go in a different
direction than the rest of the world. They want to confine all
students with language differences to an all-encompassing edu-
cational straitjacket, without regard to the academic differences
of today’s wave of immigrants.

For example, in New York City, Latino immigration has
changed in the last 30 years.

Previously, the majority of immigrants were Puerto Rican,
coming from a school system deeply influenced by that of the
United States. Now, more and more immigrants are from Latin
American countries with poorer educational traditions. Many of
these students arrive with limited schooling and limited literacy
in their native language and confront educational demands not
present decades ago. They do not have sufficient first-language
skills or the content knowledge necessary to develop a second
language quickly and to comprehend instruction. First and fore-
most, they must become readers and writers; how can they do
so if not taught in a language they already understand?

Proposition 227 advocates also need to understand that bilin-
gual education is more than a language program. For a majority
of schoolchildren, bilingualism and biliteracy can bring about
greater understanding among ethnicities and increased knowl-
edge of each other. In fact, bilingual education can combat in-
equality between different language groups.

What, then, does it say of a society that has propagated and
promoted equal opportunity for its citizenry when there is a
move—in the form of Proposition 227—that could lead to a
complete cutoff of a significant segment of its population?

Are we a nation in denial of our demographics?
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“The best policy . . . for the country
is to teach English to immigrant
and nonimmigrant children as
quickly as possible.”

BILINGUAL EDUCATION IS A FAILURE
Linda Chavez

Bilingual education programs are largely a failure, argues Linda
Chavez in the following viewpoint. These programs—which
typically offer years of instruction solely in an immigrant stu-
dent’s native language—usually do not increase students’ lan-
guage skills, Chavez contends. There is no evidence that proves
that immigrants must become fluent in their first language be-
fore learning English, she reports. In fact, students who are
placed in bilingual programs often end up illiterate in both their
native language and English. Policymakers should end bilingual
education and promote instruction in English for language-
minority children, she concludes. Chavez is the president of the
Center for Equal Opportunity in Washington, D.C., and the au-
thor of Out of the Barrio:Toward a New Politics of Hispanic Assimilation.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to Chavez, what was the goal of the first bilingual

education program?
2. What were the results of Christine Rossell’s review of three

hundred bilingual-education studies?
3. According to the author, how do the majority of immigrants

feel about bilingual education?

Excerpted from Linda Chavez, “Is Bilingual Education Failing to Help America’s
Schoolchildren? Yes:The Agenda of Latino Activists Is Closing the Door on Many
Hispanic Children,” Insight, June 3, 1996. Reprinted with permission from Insight.
Copyright ©1996 News World Communications, Inc. All rights reserved.
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mother should know.
To measure the success of bilingual education in Amer-

ica, listen to the testimonies of some Hispanic mothers who are
suing the state of New York for keeping their children in bilin-
gual programs beyond the state-mandated three years. Juana
Zarzuela testified that her son was transferred from bilingual ed-
ucation to special education despite her objection to his partici-
pation in either program. “My son has been in bilingual educa-
tion for five years and in special education since 1994. [He]
cannot read or write in English or Spanish,” she said. Carmen
Quinones testified, “My son is in ninth grade and has been in
bilingual education since he entered the school system. My son
is confused between Spanish and English.”

Ada Jimenez testified that her grandson also cannot read or
write in either language after five years of bilingual education.
According to Jimenez: “I personally met one of his teachers in
the bilingual program who did not speak any English. We were
told that because my grandson has a Spanish last name, he
should remain in bilingual classes.” Because of his name, the
school put Jimenez’s grandson into a bilingual program in
which up to 80 percent of his day was spent in Spanish—even
though he did not speak any Spanish.

Parents aren’t the only ones upset about bilingual education.
Edwin Selzer, an assistant principal for social studies at one New
York high school, testified that “once a child was in a bilingual
program, he remained in such a program and was never main-
streamed into English-speaking classes. Even when students
themselves asked to withdraw from the bilingual program, the
assistant principal [for] foreign languages did not grant their re-
quest.” Selzer also stated that “even the Spanish skills of students
in bilingual programs were poor—many students graduating
from Eastern District High School were illiterate in both English
and Spanish.”. . .

THE HISTORY OF BILINGUAL EDUCATION

Bilingual education began in the late sixties as a small, $7.5 mil-
lion federal program primarily for Mexican-American children.
The idea was to teach them in Spanish for a short period until
they got up to speed in English. Democratic Sen. Ralph Yarbor-
ough of Texas, a leading sponsor of the first federal bilingual law
in 1968, explained that its intent was “to make children fully
literate in English” and “not to make the mother tongue domi-
nant.” Unfortunately, bilingual education soon fell under the
sway of political activists who promoted native-language in-

A
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struction as a civil right. In fact, the Supreme Court’s Lau vs.
Nichols decision in 1974 held that the civil rights of language-
minority children were being violated unless they were offered
some program to ensure they receive an equal educational op-
portunity. The court did not, however, require native-language
instruction. The U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, nevertheless,
used Lau as an excuse to insist that schools offer bilingual educa-
tion or face a cutoff of federal funds.

The reason bilingual education is failing so many of America’s
students is because it relies on a flawed theory. This theory states
that to become fully proficient in a new language, a student first
must be literate and proficient in his or her native language.This
means that non-English-proficient children must be taught to
read and write in their native language in a five- to seven-year
program in which up to 80 percent of their day is spent hearing,
speaking, reading and writing their native language. Unfortu-
nately almost no empirical evidence supports this theory, which
ignores virtually everything we know about language acquisi-
tion.The theory itself was not developed until after bilingual ed-
ucation was institutionalized around the United States and is
more a rationalization than a legitimate educational theory.

FLAWED RESEARCH

Several published studies prove that the push for bilingual edu-
cation is based more upon political muscle-flexing by the ethnic
and education lobbies than upon sound educational theory. The
best that can be said in favor of bilingual education is that its ef-
ficacy is unproved. In fact, most research that would seem to val-
idate bilingual education is unsound. The Congressional Re-
search Service conducted a review of bilingual education and
found that, at best, the evidence was inconclusive. Even Professor
Kenji Hakuta, a leading advocate of bilingual education, admit-
ted in 1986 that “an awkward tension blankets the lack of em-
pirical demonstration of the success of bilingual-education pro-
grams.”The National Academy of Sciences, or NAS, reviewed two
Department of Education studies of bilingual education in 1992
and found them so methodologically unsound as to be useless.
These two major studies were so bad that the NAS actually rec-
ommended that the Education Department “not seek to fund any
specific additional analyses from the Longitudinal or Immersion
studies.” Despite this evidence, the National Association for
Bilingual Education, or NABE, had the gall to claim that the NAS
review “validated” these two studies and bilingual education.

Professor Christine Rossell of Boston University recently
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completed an extensive review of more than 300 bilingual-
education studies. She found that out of only 60 methodologi-
cally acceptable studies measuring reading ability, 78 percent
found bilingual education to be no better or actually worse than
doing nothing. In terms of math scores, 91 percent of only 34
scientifically valid studies showed bilingual education to be no
better or worse than doing nothing. After visiting dozens of
bilingual classes, Rossell found that those few bilingual pro-
grams that do work do so only because they subvert the theory
and do not waste time trying to teach children to read and write
in any language other than English. She has recommended that
the best program for language-minority children is immersion
in English in a class with a specially trained teacher who may
use their native language only when really necessary.

A LONELY BATTLE

In spite of the evidence, Latino parents who oppose bilingual
education often find themselves fighting a lonely battle. In fact,
parent groups in Los Angeles and New York are being assisted by
local religious organizations and not traditional Hispanic advo-
cacy or civil-rights groups. Lacking a racial identity to unify di-
verse Hispanic groups around the country, Latino activists rely

Mike Ritter. Reprinted by special permission of North America Syndicate.
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on Spanish to fulfill this function. Latino activists may believe it
is in their material interests to maintain the Spanish language of
their constituency rather than help them assimilate and learn
English. Despite their attempts, professional Latino lobbyists
have not convinced a majority of Hispanics that bilingual educa-
tion is better for their children. Surveys show that the over-
whelming majority of immigrants believe it is a family’s duty,
and not the school’s, to help children maintain their native lan-
guage. When Mexican and Cuban parents were asked their opin-
ion in an Education Department survey, four-fifths declared their
opposition to teaching children in Spanish if it meant less time
devoted to English. With more than 20 million immigrants in
the United States, it’s more important than ever to teach new-
comers to speak English and to think of themselves as Americans
if we hope to remain one people, not simply a conglomeration
of different groups. It is time for federal and state legislators to
overhaul bilingual education. Clearly, the best policy for chil-
dren—and for the country—is to teach English to immigrant
and nonimmigrant children as quickly as possible.
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CHAPTER PREFACE
Many social observers and analysts report that moral corruption
and character problems are on the rise among high school and
college students. “Although many young persons demonstrate a
higher moral consciousness—greater commitment to human
rights, concern about the environment, and global awareness—
than previous generations, the general youth trends present a
darker picture,” declares education professor Thomas Lickona.
An increasing amount of selfishness, cheating, stealing, high
rates of unplanned pregnancy, startling incidents of violence,
and a growing disrespect for authority seen among today’s stu-
dents have prompted many parents and educators to take part in
the “character education” movement.

Advocates of character education contend that basic moral
principles must be taught in schools. Currently, the thousands of
institutions (about 20 percent of U.S. schools) participating in
this movement use widely varying approaches to teaching val-
ues. Some schools require students to take courses in ethics and
character development; others present values lessons during
homerooms and assemblies; still others emphasize specific
works of literature, philosophy, and theology to teach moral ba-
sics. Inevitably, all schools promote some sort of values system
through the behavior of their educators, argues Virginia teacher
Patricia Giegerich: “What you don’t teach is just as important as
what you teach. . . . And if you ignore values or ethical issues as
something you can’t talk about, you’re teaching nonetheless.
You’re saying they’re not important.”

Critics, however, fear that public schools could use character
education to promote values contrary to parents’ beliefs. Both
conservatives and liberals are concerned about what slant charac-
ter educators would take when faced with controversial issues
such as abortion, sex education, and homosexuality. Even dis-
cussing seemingly noncontroversial values, such as tolerance and
justice, could be problematic. As commentator David Carlin puts
it: “Whose values will be taught[?] . . .Values of self-expression or
self-control? Values rooted in religion or secularism?” Others
question whether it is wise to allow state institutions to teach
morality. A reader responding to a 1995 New York Times Magazine
article on character education wrote, “Do you suppose that if
[Nazi] Germany had had character education . . . it would have
encouraged children to fight Nazism or support it?”

Whether schools can and should teach ethical values is one of
the subjects debated by the authors in the following chapter.
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“Schools at all levels can do a lot to
improve the moral climate in our
society.”

SCHOOLS SHOULD TEACH MORAL
VALUES
Christina Hoff Sommers

In more than a dozen U.S. states, educators are participating in
the “character education” movement—a push to teach moral val-
ues in schools. Critics of this movement contend that schools
could impose beliefs contrary to those taught in the home. In the
following viewpoint, Christina Hoff Sommers argues that schools
should teach moral values. She maintains that teachers must use
history and literature to teach uncontroversial moral principles
such as honesty, integrity, and sacrifice. Because these principles
are part of the nation’s moral heritage, America’s children have a
right to learn them in school, she concludes. Sommers teaches
philosophy at Clark University in Worcester, Massachusetts. She is
also a resident fellow at the American Enterprise Institute, a con-
servative research organization.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. What is the proof that today’s students are “basically decent,”

in Sommers’ opinion?
2. According to the author, how do students often respond to

the assertion that genocide is evil?
3. What is Sommers’ definition of “moral conservationism?”

Excerpted from Christina Hoff Sommers, “To Lead and Live,” St. Croix Review, June 1998.
Reprinted by permission of the author.

1VIEWPOINT

Education Frontmatter  2/27/04  2:08 PM  Page 138



139

For the past fifteen years I have taught moral philosophy at
Clark University. I have written about character education and

ethics for popular and professional journals. I have visited many
colleges and prep schools talking to students about ethics. I will
give you the best information I have on the state of moral educa-
tion in America.That includes the good as well as the bizarre.

I am persuaded that schools at all levels can do a lot to improve
the moral climate in our society: they can do a lot to help restore
civility and community if they commit themselves to this and
have the courage to act. On the other hand, they can also continue
to do very little, thereby fostering a climate of cynicism and moral
relativism. How can we make our moral education more effective?

A MORAL HAZE

When you have as many conversations as I do with young
people, you come away both exhilarated and depressed. As I am
sure most of you are aware as parents, teachers, administrators,
and students—there is a great deal of simple goodheartedness,
instinctive fair-mindedness, and spontaneous generosity of
spirit in our young people. Most of the students in my own
classes, or those I encounter in the high schools, and colleges I
visit, strike me as being basically decent. They form wonderful
friendships, they seem to be considerate of and grateful to their
parents—more than the baby boomers were. (In many ways
contemporary young people are more likable than the baby
boomers—less fascinated with themselves, more able to laugh at
themselves). An astonishing number of them are doing volun-
teer work (seventy percent of college students, according to the
one annual survey of freshman attitudes). They are donating
blood to Red Cross in record numbers, they deliver food to
housebound elderly people. They spend part of their summer
vacation working with deaf children or doing volunteer work in
Mexico. This is a generation of kids that, with relatively little
guidance and religious training, is doing some very concrete
and effective things for other people.

But conceptually and culturally, today’s young people live in a
moral haze. Ask one of them if there even is such a thing as
right and wrong and suddenly you are confronted with a con-
fused, tongue-tied, nervous, and insecure individual. The same
person who works weekends for Meals on Wheels or who vol-
unteers for a suicide prevention hotline or a domestic violence
shelter might tell you: “Well, there really is no such thing as
right or wrong. It’s kind of like what works best for the individ-
ual. Each person has to work it out for himself.” Ladies and gen-
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tlemen: that kind of answer, which is so common as to be typi-
cal, is no better than the moral philosophy of a sociopath.

I often find students incapable of making even one single
confident moral judgment. The talk inevitably reverts to Adolf
Hitler and the Nazis. So you tell them that Hitler was morally
depraved. You state the thesis that torturing human beings is
wrong or that genocide is unambiguously evil. But then these
excruciatingly tolerant students get this glaze in their eyes and
reply, “Who are we to say? We can’t really be a judge of others.
We consider hurting people wrong in our society. But all that
means is that it’s wrong for us, but perhaps not for others.”. . .

A DISTRUST OF OBJECTIVITY

The notion of objective moral truths is in disrepute. Unsurpris-
ingly, this mistrust of objectivity has begun to spill over to other
areas of knowledge. Today, the idea of objective truth in science
and history is also being impugned. For there has been an as-
sault on the very notion of objective fact. Wendy Shalit, an un-
dergraduate at Williams College, recently reported that her class-
mates, who had been taught that “all knowledge is a social
construct,” are doubtful that the Holocaust ever occurred. One
of her classmates said, “Though the Holocaust may not have
happened, it’s a perfectly reasonable conceptual hallucination.”

In effect, we are raising a generation of young people who
are not being given the arguments to support the ideals by
which most of them instinctively live.They are morally inarticu-
late. For it is today fashionable to cast doubt on what is objec-
tively obvious and to denigrate the truths of morality by which
decent people live and love. By the same token it has become
unfashionable to defend those truths. It is especially unfashion-
able to defend them with passion. . . .

THE GREAT RELEARNING

What is to be done? How can we improve young people’s
knowledge and understanding of moral history? How can we
restore young people’s confidence in the great moral ideals?
How can we help them become morally articulate, morally liter-
ate, self-confident?

I have a few ideas to suggest to you some of which came to
me recently as I was reading some entertaining passages in one
of my favorite contemporary social critics,Tom Wolfe.

In the late sixties a group of hippies living in the Haight-
Ashbury District of San Francisco decided that hygiene was a
middle class hang-up that they could best do without. So they
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lived without it. For example, baths and showers, while not ac-
tually banned, were frowned upon as retrograde practices. The
essayist and novelist Tom Wolfe was intrigued by these hippies
who he said “sought nothing less than to sweep aside all codes
and restraints of the past and start out from zero.”

At the Haight-Ashbury Free Clinic there were doctors who
were treating diseases no living doctor had ever encountered be-
fore, diseases that had disappeared so long ago they had never
even picked up Latin names, diseases such as the mange, the
grunge, the itch, the twitch, the thrush, the scroff, the rot.

The itching and the manginess eventually began to vex the
hippies, leading them individually to seek help from the local
free clinic. Step by step, they had to rediscover, for themselves,
the rudiments of modern hygiene.Wolfe refers to it as the “Great
Relearning.” The Great Relearning is what has to happen when-
ever earnest reformers extirpate too much, whenever, “starting
from zero,” they jettison basic social practices and institutions,
abandoning common routines, defying common sense, reason,
conventional wisdom—and, sometimes, sanity itself. . . .

MORAL CONSERVATION

We need our own Great Relearning. I am going to propose a few
ideas on how we might carry out this relearning. I am going to
propose something that could be called moral conservationism.
We are born into a moral environment just as we are born into a
natural environment. Just as there are basic environmental neces-
sities; clear air, safe food, fresh water, there are basic moral ne-
cessities.What is a society like without civility, honesty, consider-
ateness, self-discipline? Without a population educated to civility,
educated to be considerate and respectful of one another, what
will we end up with? Not much. As long as philosophers and
theologians have been writing about ethics they have stressed the
moral basics. We live in a moral environment. We have to respect
it and protect it. We have to acquaint our children with it. We
have to make them aware that it is precious and fragile.

I have suggestions for some specific reforms. They are far
from being revolutionary, indeed some are pretty obvious. They
are common sense, but we live in an age when common sense
is becoming increasingly hard to come by.

We must encourage and honor those teachers who accept the
responsibility of providing a classical moral education for their
students. The last few decades of the twentieth century has seen
a steady erosion of knowledge and steady increase in moral
skepticism. It is partly due to the diffidence of many teachers
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confused by all the talk about pluralism. Such teachers actually
believe that it is not right to “indoctrinate” our children in their
own culture and moral tradition. But of course all cultures pass
on their moral teachings to their young. Why should contempo-
rary America be the exception?

DEFINING RIGHT AND WRONG

In its underlying philosophy, character education rejects moral
relativism and reasserts the idea of objective morality—the no-
tion that some things are truly right and others wrong. Character
educators typically define right and wrong in terms of “core
ethical values” such as respect, responsibility, honesty, caring,
fairness, and self-control. They argue that these core values have
objective moral worth because they are good for the individual,
good for schools, good for society, and consistent with universal
moral principles such as the Golden Rule. When we do not act
in accord with these basic values, we create problems for our-
selves and others.

Thomas Lickona, World & I, June 1996.

I recently saw a PBS special on ethics in the classroom. There
were interviews with a group of high school kids from New
Hampshire who were not sure why cheating was wrong. Some
of the kids were in gangs and admitted to doing a lot of antiso-
cial things. The parents seemed to agree character education in
schools was necessary. But then the documentary showed that it
was not going to be easy: the parents could not reach a consen-
sus on several controversial moral topics. The teachers and par-
ents sounded confused, diffident, unsure, helpless, or worse.
Some thought moral education meant defending a very progres-
sive agenda: gay rights and abortion rights; others thought it
meant just the opposite: defending old-fashioned family values.
These parents were very much against any talk of gay rights and
abortion rights. The message of the PBS special was this: charac-
ter education may be a good idea; but there may be no way to
do it in our pluralistic, tolerant society in which everyone has
his own idea about right and wrong.

As I was watching the program I felt like calling the station to
ask them to stop the tape. For there is far more consensus than
the program allowed. Of course there are pressing moral issues
around which there is no consensus. As a modern pluralistic so-
ciety we are arguing about gay rights, assisted suicide, and abor-
tion. That is understandable. New moral dilemmas arise in every
generation. But we have long ago achieved consensus on other
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basic moral questions. Cheating, cowardice, and cruelty are
wrong. As one pundit put it, “The Commandments are not the
ten highly tentative suggestions.” While it is true that our society
must debate such controversial issues as capital punishment, as-
sisted suicide, etc., we must not forget that there are also the core
of uncontroversial ethical issues that were settled a long time
ago. Read the Bible, read Aristotle’s Ethics, read Shakespeare’s King
Lear—read the Koran, or the Analects of Confucius, read almost any
great work and you encounter the uncontroversial moral basics:
integrity, respect for human life, self-control, honesty and sacri-
fice. All of the world’s major religions proffer some version of
the Golden Rule if only in its negative forms: not to do unto oth-
ers as we should not have them do unto us. Is there anyone who
seriously doubts this principle? Why are so few defending and
actively teaching this simple and powerful moral principle? . . .

THE RIGHT TO A MORAL HERITAGE

I am not saying that a good literary education is sufficient to cre-
ate morally sensitive human beings; but keeping children igno-
rant of their moral heritage is one way to get ourselves a genera-
tion of morally shortchanged human beings. Children who are
basically honest but who have not been taught and so don’t know
that lying and cheating are wrong or cannot say why they are
wrong; children who are compassionate but who aren’t sure that
cruelty in exotic societies is just as wrong as it is in our own.
Such students are being cheated of their moral heritage that is
the glory of our nation. For all our children are rightful heirs to
the Judeo-Christian tradition and the European Enlightenment
that taught our Founding Fathers their morals and their politics.
It is a heritage to which they have a right and which should be
respectfully handed over to them by our educational system. . . .

We need to bring the great books and the great ideas back
into the center of the curriculum. We need to transmit the best
of our political and cultural heritage. We need to hold back on
the cynical attacks on our traditions and institutions. We need to
expose the folly of all the schemes for starting from zero. We
need to teach our young people to understand, to respect and to
protect the institutions that protect us and preserve our humane,
free and democratic society. This we can do. This we must do.
And when we engage in the great relearning that is so badly
needed today, we will find that the center of our free commu-
nity is holding and is strong. The lives of our children will then
be safer, saner, more dignified, more humane, for we shall then
be truly “educating to live and lead in a civil society.”
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“Will the schools teach liberal or
conservative values? Values of self-
expression or self-control? Values
rooted in religion or in secularism?”

SCHOOLS CANNOT TEACH MORAL
VALUES
David R. Carlin

Supporters of the “character education” movement contend that
moral values should be taught in public schools. In the follow-
ing viewpoint, David R. Carlin maintains that U.S. schools can-
not effectively teach moral values. Because American society en-
compasses groups of people that support widely varying value
systems, schools are unable to teach values without alienating
some sector of the public. Carlin is a columnist for Commonweal, a
biweekly Catholic periodical.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to Carlin, what do parents usually mean when

they ask schools to teach moral values?
2. How can the teaching of abstract principles such as fairness

become a problem, in the author’s opinion?
3. In what way can values rooted in the U.S. Constitution

become divisive, in Carlin’s view?

Reprinted from David R. Carlin, “Teaching Values in School:Which Ones? Whose?”
Commonweal, February 9, 1996, by permission of Commonweal.

2VIEWPOINT
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There is much talk nowadays about the need for public
schools to teach moral values. In a society which, for thirty

years, has been drifting downriver toward the Niagara of moral
anarchy, there is no doubt about it: somebody needs to teach
moral values to the young. But can the public schools do it? I
doubt it.

Leaving aside a number of other difficulties, let’s focus on the
vexed question of whose values will be taught. Will the schools
teach liberal or conservative values? Values of self-expression or
self-control? Values rooted in religion or in secularism? Values of
individual autonomy or of community?

A SENSIBLE APPROACH TO TEACHING VALUES?
Now there happens to be a standard way of trying to meet this
difficulty. It is argued (by former secretary of education Bill
Bennett, for one) that, no matter what our moral disagreements,
all Americans share many important values. We may, for in-
stance, disagree about sexual questions. But so what? Sex, after
all, isn’t the whole of morality. Everyone agrees that fairness,
honesty, courage, and respect for others are good qualities,
while unfairness, dishonesty, cowardice, and disrespect are bad.
These lists of noncontroversial good and bad qualities, these
virtues and vices, can easily be extended. We agree, for instance,
on certain values enshrined in the United States Constitution:
the rule of law, a republican form of government, democracy,
due process, equal protection, freedoms of speech, press, assem-
bly, religion, etc. So let schools teach a broad range of noncon-
troversial values while maintaining a prudent silence about the
narrow range of controversial questions.

Note well, we are told, that this sensible policy does not
mean that children will learn nothing about controversial mat-
ters. Far from it. Parents, churches, and other nonschool agen-
cies of socialization will be quite free to give instruction on
such issues. According, then, to this common-sense division of
labor, schools will teach fairness and the Bill of Rights while
parents and churches will teach about adolescent sex. The Smith
family and their local Southern Baptist church will teach absti-
nence, while the Jones family and their local Unitarian church
will teach safe sex.

THE DEVIL IS IN THE DETAILS

As an abstract proposal, this seems reasonable. But as usual, the
devil is in the details.

Take teen sex, for instance. Most parents already teach that
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this is wrong, especially for girls. But to judge from sociological
survey data, not to mention sky-high rates of adolescent preg-
nancy and sexually transmitted diseases, such teaching is often
not very efficacious. We hear parents say they would like schools
to teach “moral values.” Translate this into English, and you’ll
find that what they usually mean is that they want the schools to
help them in the difficult job of inculcating sexual restraint in
their kids. A values curriculum that keeps silent about adolescent
sex will evoke this response from parents: “So what’s the point?
If you don’t plan to say anything about teen sex, why are you
doing this at all?”

THE PROBLEM WITH CHARACTER EDUCATION

On both the left and the right, there is concern that character
education could touch on issues that bitterly divide Americans.
“We believe teaching civility is a great virtue, but if included in
that is, ‘You must accept homosexuality as a valid alternative
lifestyle,’ then it’s problematic,” says Perry Glanzer, education
policy analyst at Focus on the Family, a conservative Christian
group in Colorado Springs, Colo. . . .

At the other end of the political spectrum, the American Civil Lib-
erties Union (ACLU) worries that character education could pose
constitutional problems, though the organization cannot cite any
instances of violations. “It really depends on whether you’re talk-
ing about a thinly veiled way of getting religious, ethical and
moral issues into the classroom that are not seen by the entire
population as American civic values, or you’re talking about good
citizenship, fairness, tolerance—those sorts of things,” says Loren
Siegel, the ACLU’s director of public education.

“I would be very surprised if there weren’t problems,” Siegel
adds. “Not everyone believes a fetus is a human being or that chil-
dren should always be obedient and never question authority.”

Sarah Glazer, CQ Researcher, June 21, 1996.

But if the schools rise to this challenge and decide to tackle
the sex question, they’re right back in their original quandary.
Should they take an “abstinence” approach or a “safe sex” ap-
proach? If the latter, they’ll outrage moral and religious conserva-
tives; if the former, they’ll outrage moral liberals and secularists.

PRINCIPLES IN PRACTICE

Or consider fairness. We all believe in fairness as an abstract
principle, but what does it mean in practice? What does it mean,
for instance, when applied to divorce? Or when applied to social
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policy questions, like affirmative action, food stamps, Medicare?
Or when applied to abortion and euthanasia? If the essence of
fairness is respect for the rights of others, then everything de-
pends on what rights others actually have. But this question of
rights, like sex, is highly controversial. Some people favor this
list of human rights, some that list, others a third.

Maybe the schools will respond to this dilemma by saying:
“Our fairness curriculum will teach kids not to cut in line and not
to steal one another’s pencils; but we’ll take no stand on divisive
questions like divorce, social policy, abortion, and euthanasia.” But
this is tantamount to teaching that fairness applies to small mat-
ters only, not to big matters. Once again, what’s the point?

Alternatively, the schools might say: “On controversial ques-
tions like divorce, affirmative action, etc., we’ll teach nothing as
to content, but we’ll teach a method of approaching the issues.” But
which method? It is not just moral answers that are controver-
sial; so are methods of answering moral questions. Some people
search the Scriptures. Some consult the new Catholic catechism.
Some rely on intuition. Some look for help from social scientists
(who are in notorious disagreement among themselves). Most
simply adopt the prejudices of their social peers. Whichever
method schools adopt, they will give offense.

DIVISIVE CONSTITUTIONAL ISSUES

At first glance, teaching values enshrined in the U.S. Constitu-
tion seems promising—until we remember that the most divi-
sive issue in the nation today is the question of abortion. The
Supreme Court says the Constitution includes a right to abor-
tion. But according to many legal scholars plus a large and in-
tense section of public opinion, it includes nothing of the sort.
As they see it, the 1973 Roe decision was a constitutional bone-
head play. So what are the schools to say about this?

Perhaps, making the usual move, they will say: “We’ll note in
passing that the abortion question is highly debatable, but we’ll
focus our attention on nondebatable aspects of the Constitution,
like trial by jury, habeas corpus, etc.” To which I can imagine a
morally conservative parent replying: “Thanks for nothing. My
real worry is that my daughter Susie, growing up in a society in
which the Supreme Court condones abortion, may someday de-
cide to kill her unborn child. I am not worried that she may
someday decide to abolish habeas corpus.”

Schools can be effective moral teachers when they represent
communities that are morally homogeneous.The trouble is,Amer-
ican society is no longer a morally homogeneous community.
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“A nation that denies God in our
schools is a nation that encourages
the devil in our schools.”

SCHOOL-SPONSORED PRAYER
SHOULD BE ALLOWED
Ann Donnelly

Ann Donnelly is an energy consultant and a former chair of the
Clark County, Washington, Republican party. In the following
viewpoint, Donnelly contends that voluntary student-led prayer
should be allowed during school hours. Currently, student-led
prayer is allowed before and after school hours, but vocal prayer
during school hours has been banned by the U.S. Supreme Court.
The author maintains that voluntary school-supported prayer—
including prayers of the major non-Christian religions—would
help to stem the tide of violence and illegal activity seen in many
of the nation’s public schools.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. In Donnelly’s opinion, what can happen to students who have

a spiritual void in their lives?
2. According to Donnelly, why would voluntary school prayer

not create a “monopoly for Christianity?”
3. What alternative school activities are currently available for

students who want to express their religious views, according
to the author?

Reprinted from Ann Donnelly, “Classroom Prayer Would Be Preferable,” The Columbian,
April 12, 1998, by permission of the author.

3VIEWPOINT
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Students organizing voluntary prayer groups at Mountain
View and Columbia River high schools in Washington state

are doing their part to make their schools more positive places
to learn.

Similarly, the teachers who agree to monitor the groups are
using their scant personal time for a worthy purpose: filling the
spiritual void in students’ lives that, if neglected, could draw
them toward violence, drugs or gangs.

Mayhem in schools is escalating. Late in March 1998, two
Jonesboro, Ark. middle-schoolers massacred four of their school-
mates and a heroic teacher. A week later, a 12-year-old boy who
fancied himself “Mr. Pimp” was accused of running a prostitu-
tion ring in his middle-school class. In April 1998, a 15-year-old
was expelled from an Ohio school for compiling an electronic
“hit list” of students and teachers. During the same month, an
Idaho student reportedly held students and administrators
hostage, threatening to kill them if authorities did not bring him
vodka and whiskey.

So when local students gather voluntarily to pray and discuss
the role of faith in making them stronger, we should honor them.

A CONTENTIOUS ISSUE

Will voluntary school prayer, currently allowed only before and
after school, be expanded to include school hours? That is the
hope of supporters of a proposed constitutional amendment,
the Religious Freedom Act, currently before the U.S. House of
Representatives.

The issue has long been among our society’s most con-
tentious. In 1963, a landmark U.S. Supreme Court ruling banned
school-sponsored prayer and Bible readings. Fearing expensive
litigation, many schools went beyond the ruling’s requirements
and banned all religious expression. Since then, policies have
loosened somewhat to allow voluntary student-led prayer
groups such as the ones at Mountain View and Columbia River
high schools.

In the spring of 1998 the full House will vote on House Joint
Resolution 78, the first step in a long process for the proposed
constitutional amendment. The resolution has 150 sponsors, in-
cluding Washington congresswomen Linda Smith and Jennifer
Dunn.

According to Rep. Smith, the measure would “ensure that re-
ligious expression is kept on a level playing field with all other
types of expression.” If the measure succeeds in its long process
of approval, it would permit voluntary, student-led prayers dur-
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ing the school day so long as school administrators do not
write, require or forbid the prayers.

SUPPORTING ALL MAJOR RELIGIONS

Can something completely voluntary become tyrannical? The
Columbian believes so. In an April 7, 1998, editorial, “Amendment
Imposes What Founders Escaped,” the newspaper describes the
proposed amendment as a step toward “theocracy” and recom-
mends it be resisted fiercely. Supporters of the amendment
“don’t want religious freedom,” the editorial contends, but
rather want to establish a virtual monopoly for Christianity.

The latter complaint is a stretch. Observant Muslims and Jews
have also clashed with authorities in schools and universities,
and would benefit from the more tolerant and entirely volun-
tary policies. Those of us who know Dunn and Smith are confi-
dent of their support for voluntary prayers from students of all
the major religions.

Reprinted by permission of Steve Kelley.

Furthermore, compared to pimping, massacres, hostage-
takings and planned assassinations in schools, the degree of
theocracy represented by voluntary school prayer might repre-
sent an improvement.

In a March 30, 1998, speech on the House floor, Democratic
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Rep. James Traficant of Ohio made virtually the same point:
“Schools are overrun with drugs, violence, guns, rape, murder,
and now even mass murder. It seems America’s schools have ev-
erything except prayer.

“Maybe the so-called experts might finally realize that a na-
tion that denies God in our schools is a nation that encourages
the devil in our schools.”

THE NEED FOR RELIGIOUS WISDOM

Millions of Americans would agree with Traficant, but the politi-
cal reality is not encouraging. Traficant, Smith, Dunn and their
fellow supporters cannot guarantee the success of their constitu-
tional amendment. [In June 1998, the Religious Freedom
Amendment failed in the House of Representatives.]

Fortunately, in the meantime, students wishing to express
their religious views in school have available a range of activities
already allowed by the Supreme Court. In its landmark ruling in
the early 1960s, the Supreme Court stated that public education
should include “a study of comparative religion or the history
of religion,” thus permitting a variety of voluntary expressions.

The more the better, so long as such expressions are volun-
tary and constitutional.

The wisdom of the world’s great religions helps kids deal
with tragedies such as Jonesboro, Ark., after they occur. Perhaps
the same wisdom can help prevent violence from occurring in
the first place.
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“The law with respect to school
prayer is clear: when organized,
supported, or required by the state,
school prayer is illegal.”

SCHOOL-SPONSORED PRAYER IS
UNCONSTITUTIONAL
Tom Peters, Jim Allison, and Susan Batte

In the following viewpoint, Tom Peters, Jim Allison, and Susan
Batte contend that any public school–sponsored prayer is illegal.
Because the U.S. Constitution forbids the government to enact a
religious practice, school-supported prayer cannot be allowed.
Moreover, the authors point out, students attending public
schools have the right not to participate in prayer that may con-
tradict their beliefs. Peters is a professor of communications at
the University of Louisville in Kentucky. Allison is an indepen-
dent researcher living in Virginia Beach, Virginia. Batte is a
lawyer in Norfolk,Virginia.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. What sparked the 1963 Engel v.Vitale Supreme Court case?
2. According to Peters, Allison, and Batte, what is the problem

with the suggestion that prayers could be rotated among the
various religious faiths?

3. What type of prayer remains legal in the public schools,
according to the authors?

Reprinted, with permission, from Tom Peters, Jim Allison, and Susan Batte, “Is
Government-Supported Prayer Constitutional?” 1997 web publication found at
www.louisville.edu/~tnpete01/church/pray3.htm.
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The law with respect to school prayer is clear: when orga-
nized, supported, or required by the state, school prayer is

illegal. Our purpose in this viewpoint is to explain . . . why this
is the case.

Briefly, state-supported prayer amounts to the establishment
of a religious practice.This is true whether the state actually pre-
scribes the prayer to be said, or allows teachers and students to
compose the prayer as they see fit. Let’s use the famous 1963 En-
gel v.Vitale case to illustrate our argument.

Engel v. Vitale revolved around a New York law that required
school officials to publically recite each school day the following
prayer, composed by the New York Board of Regents: “Almighty
God, we acknowledge our dependence upon Thee, and we beg Thy
blessings upon us, our parents, our teachers, and our country.”

The Court ruled, correctly in our opinion, that the New York
law violated the First Amendment. Indeed it’s difficult to imag-
ine how the Court could have ruled otherwise. Prayer is, with-
out question, a religious exercise, and when the state requires
that a prayer be recited, it is establishing a religious practice. Ad-
ditionally, it violates free exercise for the state to expose students
to prayer against their will, or to force students to absent them-
selves from the classroom to avoid a prayer they do not want to
hear. Finally, we note that, despite the fact that this prayer was
written to be as general and non-sectarian as possible, it still es-
tablishes religious beliefs, beliefs that surely do not reflect the
religious sensibilities of many students. Christians, for example,
might justifiably complain that the prayer is not offered in the
name of Christ, while polytheists and adherents to new-age reli-
gions might have problems with the implied assertion that there
is a single God, or that this God is almighty. And non-theists
would certainly object to repeating words that imply that they
are “dependent” on a God in which they do not believe. No
matter how charitably one views the facts of Engel v. Vitale, it is
difficult to escape the conclusion that the Regents’ prayer would
not be acceptable to many students.

ARGUMENTS AND FACTS

In our e-mail and usenet correspondence we have heard a num-
ber of arguments about why prayers of the Engel v. Vitale sort ei-
ther do not violate the Constitution, or can be made to not vio-
late the Constitution. Let’s look at some of the more important
of these arguments:

• The students can be excused from prayer. True, but this doesn’t re-
solve the Constitutional problem.The state establishes a religious
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practice when it orders that prayer be said, regardless of whether
people attend the prayer. Moreover, this is hardly an effective
way of resolving the problem. On the contrary, such excusal
would publicly single out students who refuse to take part in
prayer. As many have observed, children ostracize people who
are different from themselves. Additionally, the nature of excusal
is to make children feel as if they are not doing something that
would otherwise be expected of them, i.e., it sends the message
that the state considers prayer to be “normal” and “routine.”

Mike Peters. © Tribune Media Services.All rights reserved. Reprinted with permission.

• Students that don’t want to pray can simply sit silently. But this doesn’t
solve anything either; if religious liberty means anything, it is
that I choose when and how to expose myself to religious prac-
tices. If I don’t want to be exposed to prayer, why should I be
required to listen to it? Imagine, for example, that a judge or-
dered me, as part of a parole agreement, to attend a Catholic
Church every Sunday.Without question, this order would violate
my religious liberty—it forces me to attend a church not of my
choice at the order of the state. It would be nonsense to argue
that the order is constitutional on the grounds that I don’t actu-
ally have to take communion or otherwise participate in the re-
ligious service. Neither is it constitutional to force children to
listen to prayers in which they do not want to participate.
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• The State doesn’t have to write the prayer; teachers can make one up on their
own, or students can decide among themselves. Again, this wouldn’t solve
the constitutional problem. It is just as illegal to order a teacher
to compose a prayer as it is for the state to write one; either way
students end up listening to a prayer they may not want to hear
at the behest of the state. And it surely violates the religious lib-
erty of teachers to force them to compose prayers by law, or to
limit the content of these prayers. Conversely, if no limitation is
placed on what can be said, prayer will become an open invita-
tion to evangelism in the classroom.

It is equally unconstitutional to have children “choose among
themselves.” It is of no consequence to the Constitution that stu-
dents write or select the prayer they say; so long as that prayer is
required by the state, it’s unconstitutional. There are practical
problems as well. It’s nonsense, for example, to think that first
or second graders will have the theological sophistication to
compose prayers of their own. Further, there is no guarantee
that student-composed prayer will reflect the religious beliefs of
all students. On the contrary, such prayers would be just as open
to abuse as teacher-led prayer. Finally, students are already free to
meet together and pray before class if they want to, so long as
the state plays no role in organizing the prayer.

THE STATE CANNOT REQUIRE PRAYER

• We can rotate prayers among the faiths represented in the class. Not and still
be constitutional. Rotated or not, when the state orders that a
prayer will be said, it establishes a religious practice. Addition-
ally, such proposals are fraught with problems. First, rotating
prayers guarantees that prayers will be sectarian (if generic
prayers are acceptable, why rotate prayers?). And if prayers are
said in proportion to the number of students in class who hold
a particular faith, students that adhere to minority religions will
have their prayers said very infrequently, while “majority”
prayers will be heard every week. This will do nothing more
than reinforce the minority status of minority religions. Finally,
there is nothing equivalent to prayer in the non-theist commu-
nity. Will atheists be included the rotation? If not, how will their
views be represented?

• Prayer does not establish a religion. Correct. It establishes a religious
practice, which is just as illegal. The First Amendment does not
proscribe the establishment of a religion; it proscribes establish-
ment of religion generally. It is no more correct to argue that the
state can require prayer so long as that prayer is non-sectarian
than it is correct to argue that the state can require that you at-
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tend a religious service once a month so long as the state does
not designate the service you have to attend.

• It doesn’t harm a kid to have him/her pray. True, but that doesn’t
make it legal. Besides, “harm” is in the eye of the beholder. An
atheist might very well consider it harmful to expose kids to re-
ligious doctrines he/she considers false and destructive. Simi-
larly, in the years before Engel v. Vitale Catholic parents definitely
considered it harmful when their children were asked to recite
the Protestant version of the Lord’s prayer, or were asked to read
from the King James Version of the Bible which, to Catholic
tastes, is translated incorrectly.

PROHIBITING PRAYER IS APPROPRIATE

• Even if you’re technically right, it just goes too far to proscribe simple prayers.
On the contrary, the simple prayers proscribed in the 1960s
were the source of profound discomfort by many students in
the years before Engel. As noted above, most Bible reading was
from the King James Bible, and many prayers had a Protestant
“feel” to them, which infuriated Catholics. Jews were offended
at being forced to read from the New Testament of any Bible.
Non-believers disliked the whole idea of being forced to partici-
pate in prayer. Even some religious Protestants disliked praying
“generic” prayers that did not express their beliefs. The Engel de-
cision was a completely appropriate remedy for what had long
been a bothersome government intrusion into the private lives
of its citizens.

• Proscribing prayer deprives parents of their right to have prayer if they want
it. No it doesn’t. Prayer remains completely legal in the public
schools. A parent can still instruct a child to pray in the tradition
of his or her family, and teachers must legally respect the stu-
dent’s right to pray so long as those prayers do not disrupt the
educational mission of the schools. On the contrary, the only
thing limited by proscribing organized prayer in the schools is
the rights of some parents to determine what other kids will have
to pray.

• Why not just set aside a time for prayer in the morning and let kids pray as
they want? Generally, such proposals are legal, so long as the time
is not set aside exclusively for prayer. Moment of silence laws,
for example, have been found to be legal by the Supreme Court.
But if the statute sets the time aside for prayer, it amounts to the
state favoring prayer over other activities, and further declares
that prayer is an appropriate activity at certain times and places
in the school day. The state has no right to do either of these
things.
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In summary, organized school prayer is unconstitutional for
perfectly good reasons. You don’t have to be a legal scholar to
understand why it’s wrong for the state to organize prayer.
When the state forces you to pray, it is forcing you to participate
in a religious practice. That amounts to establishment of reli-
gion, and that’s unconstitutional.
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“When the State protects
evolutionary interpretations and
theories from intelligent criticism,
the State is . . . violating the Free
Exercise rights of the student who
believes in creation.”

SCIENTIFIC EVIDENCE AGAINST
EVOLUTION AND FOR CREATION
SHOULD BE INCLUDED IN SCIENCE
CURRICULA
Robert E. Kofahl

In the following viewpoint, Robert E. Kofahl argues that creation
science—the theory that the origins of life are the result of pur-
poseful divine action—should be included in public school sci-
ence curricula. The theory of evolution—the idea that life devel-
oped through a process of mutations and natural selection—
should not be taught as scientific fact because it has not been
proven. Evolutionary theory should instead be treated as a hy-
pothesis subject to critical evaluation and competing ideas, Ko-
fahl contends. Kofahl holds a doctorate in chemistry and is the
science coordinator for the Creation Science Research Center in
San Diego, California. He is also coauthor of The Creation Explanation.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. In Kofahl’s opinion, what are the core competing principles

of evolution and creation?
2. What are the primary assumptions of creation science,

according to the author?

Adapted from Appendix 2 and Appendix 3 of The Handy Dandy Evolution Refuter, by Robert E.
Kofahl, at www.parentcompany.com/handy_dandy/hder-rek.htm. Reprinted with
permission from the author.
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Evolutionary interpretations and theories are taught:
a. Dogmatically as facts of earth history,
b. Protectively, without criticism of weaknesses and failures,
c. Exclusively, without competition, as the only scientifi-

cally acceptable way of thinking about the world.
d. Under an erroneous definition of science that is dis-

torted by the injection of belief in a totally materialistic,
uncreated universe as a prerequisite to valid scientific
thought or research.

2.This is wrong because:
a. It is poor science.

• There is no place for dogma in science. What cannot
be demonstrated to be fact should not be taught as
fact.

• Theories in science should not be protected. They
must always be open to critical evaluation.

• All ideas in science should be open to competition
with alternative ideas.

• Science, properly defined, is a method of studying the
natural order, not a belief system about it.

b. It is poor teaching methodology to stifle criticism or
competition of ideas.

c. Dogmatic, protective, exclusive teaching of evolution
denies to Christians and other religious students their
constitutionally guaranteed right to the free exercise of
their faith.

HOW ORIGINS INTERPRETATIONS SHOULD BE TAUGHT

1. The observable, reproducible scientific data should be
clearly distinguished from theories, interpretations and specula-
tive historical scenarios.

2. Students should understand that in interpreting scientific
data:

a. Science correctly defined does not require scientists to
believe in a materialistic universe that is closed off from
divine activity and intervention.

b. It is no less “scientific” to believe in creation rather than
in evolution.

c. The core competing principles of evolution and cre-
ation are the origin of biological designs, respectively,
(1) by spontaneous materialistic processes or (2) by in-
telligent purposeful design. (Note: “Spontaneous”
means without any input of intelligence, purpose, plan,
design, goal, etc.)

1.
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d. It is proper in science to consider the evidence for and
against both explanations for the origin of biodesigns.

3. The assumptions basic to each interpretation should be
clearly understood.They are:

a. For evolution
• That spontaneous materialistic processes produced all

characteristics of all organisms.
• That all species are related by descent from one or a

few common ancestors.
• That biological variation has in effect been unlimited

(i.e., from amoeba to university professor in just 3
billion years.)

b. For creation
• That the origin and basic characteristics of each species

are the product of intelligent purposeful design.
• That living and extinct species of organisms exist in

groups or “kinds” which have always been separate
from each other.

• That variation is limited within the boundaries of the
created kinds.

4. Both of these opposed ways of looking at the world are as-
sumptions or beliefs. Neither can be proved conclusively by sci-
ence to be either right or wrong. They are faith propositions
grounded in two mutually contradictory philosophical views of
the world. . . .

THE GOAL OF CREATION SCIENTISTS

Our goal is not to bring a study of the Bible or the reading of
the Genesis record of creation into the science classroom.
Rather, if evolution or any other theory of origins is to be taught
in a science class or textbook, it should be dealt with in a scien-
tific manner. This means that dogmatism, protectionism and ex-
clusivism should be excluded. Our goal is not to give Christians
or the Christian world view a place of special advantage or mo-
nopoly control in the public schools, since this would be con-
sidered unconstitutional. Rather, if other belief systems are given
a place, the biblical Christian alternatives should be placed in
properly balanced competition with them.

We do not want to attack anybody else’s religious faith in the
science classroom, but we want an end to the use of science and
science instruction falsely as a weapon against God and our
Christian faith. Our goal is not that everybody in science and
science education should be forced to think like a Christian.
Rather, we want the system opened up again so that Christians
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can be free to think like Christians and function openly as Chris-
tians in science, education, scholarship, and other life callings
without discrimination or prejudice because of their faith.

We want all citizens to be judged in society on the basis of
their performance, not on the basis of whether or not they are
willing to give in to what the majority believes or disbelieves.
Under these conditions Christians, as well as those of other be-
liefs, will be better able to demonstrate the validity and value of
their faith by the quality of their lives and accomplishments.
Christians can give glory to God who has made it all possible.

THE CONSTITUTIONAL RIGHTS OF CHRISTIAN STUDENTS

The First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution states: “Congress
shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion [i.e., a
government sponsored church or religious belief system], or pro-
hibiting the free exercise thereof. . . .” We have emphasized the Free Ex-
ercise Clause. This clause means, among other things, that the
government may not offend any citizen by telling him that his
religious belief is false and that he should believe in some other
belief mandated by the government. Thus, when the State’s
schools teach a student who believes in creation by God, that
evolution is a fact, even though it cannot be proved to be a fact,
the State is telling the student that his or her religious belief is a
falsehood. The State is illegally offending the believing student
by violating that student’s Free Exercise rights under the First
Amendment.

EVOLUTION IS SPECULATIVE SCIENCE

A persistent criticism of science instruction is that evolution is
often taught as “dogma” or as a “just so story.” Mere scenarios
of major evolutionary transformations are often presented as
though they were “historical” observations, when neither the
events nor their mechanism is actually known or perhaps even
knowable. While some teachers do emphasize the theoretical na-
ture of evolution, rarely is a critical view taken of this highly
speculative field of science. As a result, the student and even the
teacher are often led to conclude that there is no substantive
criticism of evolutionary ideas among professional scientists, but
such is hardly the case.

David N. Menton, Teaching Origins in Public Schools, 1991.

When the State protects evolutionary interpretations and the-
ories from intelligent criticism, the State is making a religious
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(or irreligious) dogma of evolution and again is violating the
Free Exercise rights of the student who believes in creation.

When the State exclusively teaches materialistic theories and
speculations concerning origins, without allowing for competi-
tion with alternative interpretations of the observed data, the
State is teaching that a materialistic view of the universe is the
only scientifically and intellectually respectable one. This consti-
tutes a distortion of science that falsely makes science a weapon
against religious faith. This violates the constitutional rights of
Christian students.

Let’s get the religious (or irreligious) indoctrination out of
public school science and other subject areas by stopping the
present policy of teaching evolutionary ideas dogmatically as
fact and protecting them from criticism and competition. Let’s
stop the public schools from promoting atheism by teaching as
science the belief that everything in the universe is the product
of accident and that there is no Creator who created anything.
Let’s stop the public schools from promoting immorality by in-
doctrinating students in the belief that they are chance cousins
of apes and therefore are no more subject to God’s Moral Law
than are the apes.
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“When you teach creation science,
you’re giving legitimacy to very bad
scholarship.”

CREATIONISM SHOULD NOT BE
INCLUDED IN SCIENCE CURRICULA
Eugenie Scott, interviewed by Leon Lynn

In the following viewpoint, Eugenie Scott contends that cre-
ationism—a religious view of biological origins—should not be
included in science curricula. Creation science research is rife
with errors and inaccuracies, she points out; and, unlike serious
scientists, creationists reject new information that could modify
their theories. Evolutionary theory, however, is supported by
ample evidence and helps to illustrate the scientific method. It is
a primary theory of biology that all students should learn, she
concludes. Scott holds a doctorate in physical anthropology and
is executive director of the National Center for Science Educa-
tion. She is interviewed by Leon Lynn, an education writer liv-
ing in Milwaukee,Wisconsin.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. In Scott’s view, what is wrong with the argument that

students should learn both evolution and creationism?
2. How are students who are not exposed to evolution placed at

a disadvantage, according to the author?
3. In Scott’s opinion, what should teachers do when they face

pressure to stop teaching evolution?

Reprinted from Leon Lynn, “What’s a Teacher to Do?” an interview with Eugenie Scott,
Rethinking Schools,Winter 1997–98, vol. 12, no. 3, by permission of Rethinking Schools.
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Leon Lynn: How likely is it that a science teacher in this country will en-
counter creationism, or feel pressure for teaching evolution?
Eugenie Scott: At some time or another in their career, very

likely. It varies based on where they work, of course. Usually,
teachers in big cities will fare better than teachers in small
towns and suburbs. But it’s a common thing, and it seems to be
getting more common.

There are two sides to this. One is the effort by creationists to
teach some kind of religiously based idea as part of the science
curriculum.That’s usually pretty blatant. But there’s another side,
which can be a lot harder to see.Teachers get the message, some-
times overtly, sometimes more subtly, that evolution has become
a controversial subject in their community and they’ll just quietly
stop teaching it, and evolution will sink out of the curriculum.

FLAWS OF THE “EQUAL-TIME” ARGUMENT

How do you respond when someone suggests that the fair thing to do is teach chil-
dren about both evolution and creationism, and let them decide what to believe?

At its heart, the “equal-time” argument is substantially
flawed. People who advocate it are basically saying we should
teach that evolutionary theory—the idea that the universe
changed through time, that the present is different from past—
is equal in weight to the idea that the whole universe came into
being at one time and hasn’t changed since then. You can’t do
that in a science class.You can only deal with scientific evidence.
There is copious evidence to support that evolution has oc-
curred, and no evidence that everything was created at once and
hasn’t changed. Why would we pretend that an idea that was
created outside of science is science? That’s not fair.

It’s perfectly reasonable to expose children to religious views of
origin, but it’s not OK to advocate those views as empirical truth.
And the place for those ideas is not in the science curriculum.

Do you think students are harmed by exposure to creationism in their science
class?

Yes. To begin with, these so-called alternatives to evolution
are disadvantageous because they are simply factually wrong.
Creation science literature is riddled with inaccuracies, misstate-
ments. Students who learn it learn a lot of flat-out erroneous
stuff. They also aren’t learning the scientific method. The people
pushing creation science aren’t interested in modifying or revis-
iting their theories based on any new evidence, which is the ba-
sic premise of science. So when you teach creation science,
you’re giving legitimacy to very bad scholarship.

It’s also a problem for students because if they don’t learn
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evolution, they will be at a disadvantage when they take stan-
dardized tests. That includes college admissions tests. Evolution
is not controversial at the college level. Scientists who work and
teach at that level constantly tell me how amazed they are at the
ignorance of students about evolution.

PRESSURE AGAINST TEACHING EVOLUTION

When teachers feel pressure to stop teaching evolution, what should they do?
To begin with, it’s important to deal with people’s feelings. If

a religious parent is raising a complaint, for example, it’s very
important to make that parent realize you’re not trying to
change or challenge the child’s religious faith. You need to say,
“We are presenting the best scientific information, we want your
children to learn it, but it’s up to you and them whether they ac-
cept it or not.” That often assuages parents’ concern, because
they’re really afraid that when evolution is being taught, anti-
religious ideas are being rammed down their children’s throats.

Also, teachers need to support each other. If there are teach-
ers in your school who are nervous about teaching evolution,
others need to support them. Those teachers need to know
they’re not alone in case any flak comes along.

And probably the most important thing for teachers to do is
to get administrative support.That is, if they can.

WHAT IS EVOLUTION?
Simply put, evolution is the scientific theory that all life forms on
earth today are descended from a single cell, or at most a very few
different cells. The diversity we see among species is the result of
biological changes that have taken place over many hundreds of
millions of years. During that time, new variations of plants and
animals have appeared, through what the National Association of
Biology Teachers terms “an unsupervised, impersonal, unpre-
dictable, and natural process of temporal descent. . . .” Those new
variations best able to adapt—to find food, escape predators, pro-
tect living space, or produce offspring—survived to pass along
their traits to future generations. This is the process that Charles
Darwin termed “natural selection” in his seminal 1859 work, On
the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection.

Leon Lynn, Rethinking Schools,Winter 1997/1998.

What do you mean?
I’ve heard some great stories of administrators marching into

the classroom and saying, “You will teach evolution, you signed
a contract to teach the curriculum and that’s part of it.” I’d sure
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like to clone them, though, because we sure don’t have many
like that. I’ve been rather disappointed on the whole with the
response of principals. The proper response in a situation like
that is to explain to the parent the importance of evolution in
the school curriculum. Instead, too many principals tend to ap-
pease the parent by talking to the teacher, and directing the
teacher to “just skip it (evolution) this year.” I’ve had teachers
tell me stories like that at every conference I’ve ever attended.

Administrators are simply not doing their jobs on this. If a
parent came in and said, “I don’t want my child learning that
the South lost the civil war,” the principal would say, “Thanks
for your input, but we have to teach the curriculum, including
the part that says the North won.” Or if you had a parent who
was a Holocaust revisionist, you wouldn’t see many principals
telling teachers to stop teaching that the Holocaust took place.
But they’re willing to compromise the integrity of science and
tell the teachers to downplay or skip evolution.

EVOLUTION IS NOT ANTI-GOD

Why is evolution treated differently?
The difference is partly due to people not wanting to be criti-

cal of religion. Administrators don’t want to be labeled as being
“anti-God.” Remember, there are a lot of people who think that
when you accept evolution, you have to reject religion. That’s
not true, but there are an awful lot of administrators who would
rather just avoid the whole issue than start a debate like that
with parents.

Another part of it is that there’s a lot of ignorance among ad-
ministrators about the central importance of evolution to sci-
ence teaching. They don’t realize that evolution is a central, uni-
fying theory of biology, and that depriving students of learning
it is a serious problem.
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CHAPTER PREFACE
In 1983, Education Secretary Terrel H. Bell published A Nation at
Risk, a report concluding that U.S. students’ academic skills were
far behind those of students in other industrialized countries.
High school seniors were so far behind, the report claimed, that
a relatively high number of them—at least 10 percent—were
functionally illiterate or lacked basic math skills.

In response to this report, many educators initially supported
the push for national educational standards in the early 1990s. As
part of a list of educational goals intended to be met by the year
2000, policymakers backed the creation of standards in thirteen
subject areas. These standards, which would be compiled by
groups of professional educators, were to explicitly state what
academic skills and knowledge students should have after com-
pleting grades four, eight, and twelve. Under the 1994 Goals
2000 law, states would be given federal money to implement re-
form measures to get students to meet these national standards.

Support for national educational standards waned, however,
after the 1994 release of the proposed history standards, which
many historians claimed were unscholarly and “too politically
correct.”These standards were rejected by the Senate and revised
in 1996. Then in March 1996, the proposed national standards
for English were denounced for being unclear. Policymakers and
concerned citizens began to question the decision to approve
national standards at all, and many states chose not to accept
federal money for the Goals 2000 initiative.

Advocates for national standards contend that creating spe-
cific requirements for student achievement is necessary if the
U.S. wishes to compete in the global economy with an educated
workforce. Some conservative critics, however, maintain that the
use of national standards takes control away from local school
boards. Todd Tiahrt, Republican representative from Kansas, ar-
gues that “we need to . . . demand stronger academic basics at
the local level. . . . Another Washington-knows-best solution is
no solution at all.” Liberal opponents, moreover, assert that the
issue of unequal funding of schools must be addressed before
standards can be set. “Any policy to establish benchmarks for
achievement without creating equity in the educational re-
sources available to children would be a cruel hoax,” reads a
statement signed by several critics of the National Council on
Education Standards and Testing.

The authors in the following chapter debate several additional
ideas and proposals for improving public education.
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“The only practical way to achieve
liberalism’s aim of greater social
justice is to pursue conservative
educational policies.”

CONSERVATIVE EDUCATIONAL
POLICIES WOULD BENEFIT PUBLIC
SCHOOLS
E.D. Hirsch Jr.

E.D. Hirsch Jr. is a professor of education and humanities at the
University of Virginia in Charlottesville. He is also the author of
Cultural Literacy and The Schools We Need and Why We Don’t Have Them. In
the following viewpoint, Hirsch argues that public schools should
be guided by conservative educational policies that emphasize tra-
ditional instructional methods such as phonics, fact memoriza-
tion, and knowledge-based learning. Liberal educational policies
that de-emphasize the need for basic skills, rigor, and challenging
subject matter lead to a decline in academic achievement and an
increase in educational inequities, Hirsch contends.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to Hirsch, how do the educational theories of

Antonio Gramsci and Paulo Freire differ?
2. Why is “individualized instruction” often ineffective, in the

author’s opinion?
3. Who has been hurt the most by progressive educational

policies, in Hirsch’s opinion?

Reprinted from E.D. Hirsch Jr., “Why Traditional Education Is More Progressive,” The
American Enterprise, March/April 1997, by permission of The American Enterprise, a
Washington, D.C.–based magazine of politics, business, and culture.

1VIEWPOINT
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I would label myself a political liberal and an educational con-
servative, or perhaps more accurately, an educational pragma-

tist. Political liberals really ought to oppose progressive educa-
tional ideas because they have led to practical failure and greater
social inequity.The only practical way to achieve liberalism’s aim
of greater social justice is to pursue conservative educational
policies.

ANTONIO GRAMSCI AND PAULO FREIRE

This is not a new idea. In 1932, the Communist intellectual An-
tonio Gramsci detected the paradoxical consequences of the new
“democratic” education that stressed naturalistic approaches
over hard work and the transmission of knowledge. Writing
from jail (where he had been imprisoned by Mussolini) Gram-
sci observed that:

Previously pupils at least acquired a certain baggage of concrete
facts. Now there will no longer be any baggage to put in order.
. . . The most paradoxical aspect of it all is that this new type of
school is advocated as being democratic, while in fact it is des-
tined not merely to perpetuate social differences but to crystal-
lize them in Chinese complexities.

Gramsci saw that it was a serious error to discredit learning
methods like phonics and memorization of the multiplication
table as “outdated” or “conservative.” That was the nub of the
standoff between himself and another prominent educational the-
orist of the political Left, Paulo Freire. Like Gramsci, Freire (a
Brazilian) was interested in methods of educating the poor. Un-
like Gramsci, Freire has been quite influential in the United States.

Like other educational progressives, Freire rejected traditional
subject matter and derided the “banking theory of schooling,”
whereby the teacher provides the child with a lot of “rote-
learned” information. This conservative approach, according to
Freire, numbs the critical faculties of students and preserves the
oppressor class. He called for a change of both content and
methods. Teachers should present new content that would cele-
brate the culture of the oppressed, and they should also instruct
in new methods that would encourage intellectual resistance. In
short, Freire, like other modern educational writers, linked po-
litical and educational progressivism.

Gramsci took the opposite view. He held that political pro-
gressivism demanded educational traditionalism. The oppressed
class should be taught to master the tools of power and author-
ity—the ability to read, write, and communicate—and should
gain enough traditional knowledge to understand the worlds of
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nature and culture surrounding them. Children, particularly the
children of the poor, should not be encouraged to follow “natu-
ral” inclinations, which would only keep them ignorant and
make them slaves of emotion. They should learn the value of
hard work, gain the knowledge that leads to understanding, and
master the traditional culture in order to command its rhetoric,
as Gramsci himself had learned to do.

THE PROBLEM WITH EDUCATIONAL LIBERALISM

History has proved Gramsci a better prophet than Freire. Mod-
ern nations that have followed Gramscian principles have im-
proved the condition and heightened the political, social, and
economic power of their lower classes. By contrast, nations that
have adopted the principles of Freire (including our own) have
failed to elevate the economic and social status of their most un-
derprivileged citizens.

Gramsci was not the only observer to predict the inegalitar-
ian consequences of the educational methods variously de-
scribed as “naturalistic,” “project-oriented,” “critical-thinking,”
and “democratic.” I focus on Gramsci as a revered theorist of the
Left in order to make a strategic point. Ideological polarizations
on educational issues tend to be facile and premature. Not only
is there a practical separation between educational conservatism
and political conservatism, but there is an inverse relation be-
tween educational liberalism and social liberalism. Educational
liberalism is a sure means for preserving the social status quo,
whereas the best practices of educational conservatism are the
only means whereby children from disadvantaged homes can
secure the knowledge and skills that will enable them to im-
prove their condition.

Unfortunately, many of today’s American educators paint tra-
ditional education as the arch-enemy of “humane” modern ed-
ucation. Even everyday classroom language unfairly pits the two
alternatives against one another. Here are some typical descrip-
tions used by progressives to compare old and new methods:

• Traditional vs. Modern
• Merely verbal vs. Hands-on
• Premature vs. Developmentally appropriate
• Fragmented vs. Integrated
• Boring vs. Interesting
• Lockstep vs. Individualized
Parents presented with such choices for their children’s edu-

cation would be unlikely to prefer traditional, merely verbal,
premature, fragmented, boring, and lockstep instruction to in-
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struction that is modern, hands-on, developmentally appropri-
ate, integrated, interesting, and individualized. But of course this
is a loaded and misleading contrast. Let’s look at those simple
polarities one at a time.

FAULTY PROGRESSIVIST ARGUMENTS

• Traditional vs. Modern Instruction. Reproduced below is a typical pro-
gressivist caricature of traditional knowledge-based education:

The emphasis that permeated the traditional school was recita-
tion, memorization, recall, testing, grades, promotion, and fail-
ure. And for this kind of education it was necessary that children
primarily listen, sit quiet and attentive in seats, try to fix in their
minds what the teacher told them, commit to memory the
lessons assigned to them, and then, somewhat like a cormorant,
be ready at all times to disgorge the intake. . . .This fixed, closed,
authoritarian system of education perfectly fitted the needs of a
static religion, a static church, a static caste system, a static eco-
nomic system.

This argument ignores the fact that traditional knowledge-
based schooling is currently employed with great success in
most other advanced nations. It fails to note that challenging
subject matter—the core of traditional education—can be
taught in a lively, demanding way.

If parents were told straightforwardly that the so-called “un-
traditional” or “modern” mode of education now dominant in
our schools has coincided with the decline of academic compe-
tencies among our students, they might be less enthusiastic
about the experiment. When these dismal outcomes are pointed
out, progressive educators usually reply that progressivism has
never been tried “properly.”That is false. It is merely the fail-safe
defense that apologists use for all unsuccessful theories.

• Merely Verbal vs. Hands-on Instruction. The idea that students will
learn better if they see, feel, and touch the subjects they are
studying has such obvious merit that it would be amazing if tra-
ditional education did not make use of multisensory methods of
teaching. And indeed, if one studies the history of educational
methods, one finds that every traditionalist theorist advocates
hands-on methods where they lead to good results. The hidden
progressivist agenda on this issue lies in the disparagement of
verbal learning. An essential aspect of understanding in human
beings is the ability to speak or write about what one has assim-
ilated. Disparaging verbal learning is especially harmful to chil-
dren who come to school with restricted vocabularies because
of family disadvantages.
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• Premature vs. Developmentally Appropriate Instruction. A fear of “pre-
mature” instruction has led to the removal of significant knowl-
edge from grade-school curricula. Once again, the primary vic-
tims of this impoverishment of education are disadvantaged
children. Advantaged children gain much of the withheld
knowledge at home. If “premature” instruction is such a grave
risk, why do young children of comparable ages in other lands
absorb such knowledge with great benefit and no ill effects? The
label “developmentally appropriate” is generally applied without
any empirical basis—simply on the basis of a “gut reaction” by
progressive educators.

OTHER FALSE POLARITIES

• Fragmented vs. Integrated Instruction. Both traditionalists and progres-
sives prefer instruction which shows how things fit together
and at the same time helps secure what is being learned by rein-
forcing it in a variety of contexts. The pseudopolarization over
“fragmented” teaching has been exploited ever since the early
twentieth century to disparage the direct teaching of subject
matters such as mathematics, spelling, and biology in classes
that are specifically devoted to those topics. The whole outdated
concept of subject matters is to be replaced by “thematic” or
“project-oriented” instruction. The result has been not integra-
tion at all but the failure of students to learn the most basic ele-
ments of the different subject matters.

• Boring vs. Interesting Instruction. This opposition is used to with-
hold academic subject matters such as ancient history and sci-
ence from children in the early grades on the grounds that true
education proceeds from the child’s own experience rather than
externally “imposed” concepts. Because it is true that children
learn best when new knowledge builds upon what they already
know, progressives insist that early schooling should be limited
to subjects that have direct relevance to the child’s life, such as
“my neighborhood” and similar “relevant” topics.

Yet every person with enough schooling to be reading these
words knows that subject matters by themselves do not repel or
attract interest. An effective teacher can make the most distant
subject interesting, and an ineffective one can make any subject
dull. The presumption that the affairs of one’s own community
are more interesting than those of faraway times or places is
contradicted in every classroom that studies dinosaurs and fairy
tales. Progressives’ warnings about classic subject matter being
“boring” or “irrelevant” simply conceal an anti-intellectual,
anti-academic bias.
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• Lockstep vs. Individualized Instruction. Traditional instruction is said
to impose the same content on every student, without taking
into account the child’s individual strengths, weaknesses, and
interests, whereas modern instruction is tailored to each child’s
individual temperament. Unquestionably, one-on-one tutorials
are the most effective mode of teaching. How, then, can we ex-
plain the paradox that individuals learn more and better in
schools where greater emphasis is placed on whole-class in-
struction than on individualized tutoring? How do we explain
the research finding that even students needing extra help make
more progress when whole class instruction is emphasized over
individual tutorials?

BACK TO BASICS LEARNING

The “core knowledge” theory, which some call “back to basics”
learning, involves giving students specific sets of facts—a core
body of knowledge that they must master. Specific concepts are
taught to students, with an emphasis on memorization.

A chief proponent of that method is E.D. Hirsch, author of the
best-selling book Cultural Literacy. Backers of core knowledge ar-
gue that students must have a firm grasp of important concepts
and facts, such as the names of presidents and the dates of major
historical events. In 1995,Virginia’s state Board of Education im-
plemented standards for the social sciences based on the core
knowledge theory. The standards won an endorsement from the
American Federation of Teachers (AFT), one of the nation’s largest
teachers’ unions, and have been examined by 11 other states.

Issues and Controversies On File, June 27, 1997.

The answer lies in simple arithmetic. It is impossible to pro-
vide effective one-on-one tutorials to 25 students at a time.
When one student is being coached individually, 24 others are
being left to their own devices, usually in silent seatwork.
When, on the other hand, knowledge is effectively given to the
entire group simultaneously, more students are learning much
more of the time. The occasional individual help they receive is
all the more effective. By contrast, classrooms that march under
the banner of individual attention are often characterized by in-
dividual neglect.

THE CONSEQUENCES OF PROGRESSIVE EDUCATION

In short, many progressive educational assertions that have at-
tained the status of unquestioned fact by being repeated con-
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stantly are huge oversimplifications. They wither under close
scrutiny. And they have done serious harm.

Among other results, hostility to traditional schooling meth-
ods and subjects has fostered inequality. The record is clear. In
the period from 1942 to 1966—before progressive theories had
spread throughout our schools—public education had begun to
close the economic gap between races and social classes. But af-
ter 1966, as SAT scores went into steep decline, the black-white
wage gap abruptly stopped shrinking.

Black Americans currently earn about 16 percent less than
whites at the same grade level. Social scientists studying this
have recently shown that 12 out of those 16 percentage points
can be explained by the fact that blacks have been less well
schooled. When black and white earners are matched by their
actual educational attainment, rather than just the grade level
they achieved, the black-white wage disparity drops to less than
5 percent, and some of this remainder can be explained by fac-
tors other than racial discrimination.

It is poor children who have been hurt most by the domi-
nance of “progressive” ideas, but they are not the only victims.
Almost all American children have been receiving inferior
schooling that hinders them from developing their capacities to
the fullest. Compared to the rigorous educations received by
many Europeans and Asians, most American children are “un-
derprivileged.”

KNOWLEDGE-BASED EDUCATION

Is there an available alternative to today’s failed progressive edu-
cation? Yes.That alternative is knowledge-based education.

I presented suggestions for knowledge-based education in my
1987 book Cultural Literacy. Since then, thanks to some very
independent-minded principals and teachers, I have gained valu-
able direct experience with teaching challenging subject matter
in early grades. In 1990, Dr. Constance Jones, the principal of
Three Oaks Elementary School in Fort Myers, Florida, made her
large, mixed-population public school the first in the nation to
follow the principles of Cultural Literacy. The stunning success of
Three Oaks then led another principal, Mr. Jeffrey Litt, to intro-
duce the same principles to his school, the Mohegan School, No.
67, located in the South Bronx. The Fort Myers experiment re-
ceived a lot of attention, but it was the remarkable early results
achieved in the South Bronx that drew the attention of network
news programs, Reader’s Digest, and other magazines and newspa-
pers. Public notice for both schools led other elementary schools
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to make the arduous shift to a solid, knowledge-based curricu-
lum. The education press now calls our school reform effort the
Core Knowledge Movement. It has been fully adopted in more
than 350 public schools in 40 states, and a much larger number
of schools are successfully using the foundation’s principles and
materials.

The fact that so many energetic principals and teachers have
been willing and even eager to break out of “progressive” edu-
cation and return to more effective traditional methods is our
best hope for America’s educational future.
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“Since kids have this huge range of
different needs, different interests and
different ways of learning, we’ve got
to have a wide diversity of schools.”

PROGRESSIVE EDUCATIONAL POLICIES
WOULD BENEFIT PUBLIC SCHOOLS
Deborah Meier

The creation of progressive, self-governing learning communi-
ties can lead to true educational reform, argues Deborah Meier
in the following viewpoint. Instead of drafting national aca-
demic standards and implementing impersonal, one-size-fits-all
teaching methods, parents, teachers, and communities should
work together to design small new schools that address stu-
dents’ needs and interests, she contends. These schools would
emphasize respect for parents, teachers, and children, personal-
ized instruction, active learning, and the development of the ca-
pacity for astute, probing thought. Meier, former codirector of
the Central Park East Secondary School in New York City, is pro-
gram director at Mission Hill Elementary School in Roxbury,
Massachusetts.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. In Meier’s opinion, what is flawed about the standards-driven

educational reform movement?
2. What is the kindergarten model of education, according to

the author?
3. In Meier’s view, what are the types of questions a well-

educated person asks about the world?

Excerpted from chapter 6 of Deborah Meier, Transforming Public Education (New York:
Teachers College Press), ©1997 by Teachers College, Columbia University. All rights
reserved. Reprinted by permission of the publisher.

2VIEWPOINT

Education Frontmatter  2/27/04  2:08 PM  Page 178



179

We stand poised between alternate ways of imagining the
schools of tomorrow. The tough part is that to some ex-

tent each of these ways is often espoused by some of the same
people, and teachers and citizens alike are led to believe that
they can both be carried out simultaneously. Or people try to
weave in and out of each, with the result that they end up never
decisively setting course.

The two that interest me most are, not surprisingly, often
seen as close cousins. This is due to the fact that they are both
espoused by people who come out of a similar tradition—pro-
gressive and liberal-minded. The kinds of schools they’d both
probably like to see are, indeed, in some ways quite similar,
with a focus on critical inquiry, curriculum depth, and collabo-
ration and a downplaying of multiple-choice testing, rote mem-
orization, and highly competitive classrooms.

What they disagree about is how to get there, and as a corol-
lary to this, what must be sacrificed for “later” in order to get
there “sooner.” Faced with what may be a more imminent dan-
ger from the far right, it is tempting to forget these differences.
But that would be a mistake because, in fact and despite their
often complementary intentions, these two ways stand in chill-
ing contrast to each other.

THE STANDARDS-DRIVEN REFORM MOVEMENT

One way, the position of the supporters of Goals 2000 and, in-
deed, the entire standards-driven reform movement, rests on the
assumption that top-down support for bottom-up change—
which both positions are rhetorically for—means that the top will
do the critical intellectual work of defining purposes and content
as well as how to measure them, while the bottom does the “nuts
and bolts,” the “how-to”—a sort of “men’s work” versus
“women’s work” division of labor. [Goals 2000 is a government-
supported plan, initiated in the early 1990s, to create national
academic standards and improve student achievement by the year
2000.] This approach seeks a consensus of academic expertise
and mainstream political correctness, reinforced by high-stakes
testing to discipline unruly kids, teachers, and local school
boards. (While it now tends toward a liberal/mainstream con-
sensus, it’s worth noting that it’s an approach that could just as
easily tilt toward a very different, radically right-wing political
consensus.)

The Goals 2000 agenda and the state-mandated versions that
are flowing from it, with their focus on measurable goals and
standards and their vision set by international competition and
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the emerging global economy, are weighted down with the as-
sumption that the task of school reform is far too important to
leave the critical intellectual work to those responsible for im-
plementing school practice. While much of the work emanating
from the standard-setters is worthy, it cannot lead either to
high-level intellectual work in our classrooms or to solving our
global economic crisis.

ANOTHER WAY

There is another possible set of assumptions, based on a differ-
ent vision of human capacity. This way of thinking leads to re-
jecting top-down reforms unless they are useful to the creation
and sustenance of self-governing learning communities respon-
sible for collaboratively and publicly deciding really important
issues. The kind of education we want for our young requires
schools that see themselves as membership communities, not
service organizations. In such communities ideas are discussed,
purposes argued about, and judgment exercised by parents,
teachers, and students because that is at the heart of what it
means to be well educated: having one’s own wonderful ideas.
Students can’t learn, nor can the adults who must show them
the way, unless they can practice what they preach.

At the moment, many political conservatives are also arguing
against the creation of a national, standards-driven system. The
trouble is not only that the political Right may support some
rather horrendous locally driven standards, but also that they are
also focused on eliminating the whole problem by abolishing
public responsibility for all children’s education. They seek, in
fact, the elimination of a public system of schooling and its re-
placement by a free market of private schools. Thus, while the
opposition to the imposing of national standards is alive and
well these days, those in opposition are not all of one mind. It
would be unwise, however, to drop the argument just because
of the sometimes unlikely alliances it has created. In fact, some
of those who are attracted to the Right’s anti-federalist cause are
motivated by many of the same concerns I have.

I’ve been told, during the past few years, that I’m ignoring
the train that’s already left the station and is coming down the
line, the “do-it-or-else” express. This new wave of the future, it
is suggested, is not dependent on any central congressional bod-
ies. (The power of the SATs . . . , for example, is not derived
from any legislative act.) But if history is any guide, the kind of
fast-track solutions being proposed will often turn out to be ex-
pensive dead ends. Designed in heady conference centers, the
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blueprints are usually too unwieldy, covering everything but the
kitchen sink, a patched-together consensus that satisfies no one,
and finally just too susceptible to local resistance to produce
what their architects had in mind.

One imagines a countermandate to the “all students will”
dictums being invented by expert, university-based task forces:
for example, how about insisting that standards be phased in
only as fast as the school can bring its adult staff up to the stan-
dards it expects of all 18-year-olds? That might delay the train
just a little.

A PROGRESSIVE ALTERNATIVE

We in New York have historically lived under the imposition of
an awesome array of local and state curricular mandates and
outcomes assessments. (Except for private schools, which were
always free to ignore them and always have.) Every so often
someone gets the idea to create still a new set, generally laid
right on top of the old one, and then moves on to other things.
New York teachers are experienced and inventive saboteurs of
the best and worst of such plans. We are home, therefore, to
some of the greatest as well as some of the worst of schools.

But an alternative to the Goals 2000 approach that rests
squarely on a strong system of public schooling and a commit-
ment to democracy is gathering surprising national momentum.
The movement to empower teachers with the capacity to make
professional judgments and the creation of small schools in
which parents, teachers, and community can work closely to-
gether are two of the promising developments that may under-
mine the top-down plans.

We also have some hard-headed real history of school reform
to point to, on a scale that should make it hard to dismiss this
“other” way as suitable only for the brave and foolish, the mav-
erick, and the exceptional. It’s no longer “alternative,” but al-
most mainstream.

When a handful of like-minded teachers in East Harlem’s
Community School District Four started a “progressive,” “open
education” elementary school—Central Park East—in 1974, we
were encouraged by the then district superintendent, Anthony
Alvarado, to pay little heed to rules and regulations. We were
told to create the kind of school we believed would work for the
children of District Four. This revolutionary autonomy, referred
to locally as “creative compliance” or “creative noncompliance,”
was simply doing publicly and collaboratively what many of us
had long done behind closed doors.
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Central Park East (CPE), along with more than 30 other small
schools of choice begun by District Four over the next 10 years,
was and remains an amazing success story. We lived a somewhat
lonely existence for a decade, but today both the CPE schools
and the District Four “way” have been roughly replicated in
dozens of New York City school districts and are now part of ac-
cepted citywide reform plans. What they share is a way of look-
ing at children reminiscent of good kindergarten practice. Put
another way, they are based on what we know about how hu-
man beings learn as well as a deep-seated respect for all of the
parties involved—parents, teachers, and kids.

THE KINDERGARTEN MODEL

Kindergarten is the one place—for many children maybe the
last place—where such mutual respect has been a traditional
norm (even if not always practiced). A kindergarten teacher, for
example, is expected to know children well, even if they don’t
hand in their homework, finish their Friday tests, or pay atten-
tion. Kindergarten teachers know that learning must be person-
alized, just because kids come that way—no two alike. They
know that parents and the community must be partners, or kids
will be shortchanged. Kindergarten teachers know that helping
children learn to become more self-reliant is part of their job
definition—starting with tying shoes and going to the bath-
room on their own.

Alas, it is the last time children are given such independence,
encouraged to make choices, and allowed to move about on
their own. Having learned to use the bathroom by themselves at
age five, at age six they are then required to wait until the whole
class lines up at bathroom time. In kindergarten, parent and
teacher meet to talk and often have each other’s phone numbers.
After that it’s mainly a checklist of numbers and letters. The
older they get, the less we take into account the importance of
their own interests, their own active learning.

In kindergarten we design our rooms for real work, not just
passive listening. We put things in the room that we have reason
to believe will appeal to children, grab their interests, and en-
gage their minds and hearts. Teachers in kindergarten are edi-
tors, critics, cheerleaders, and caretakers, not just lecturers or
deliverers of instruction. What education reformer Ted Sizer calls
“coaching” is second nature to the kindergarten teacher, who
takes for granted that her job description includes curriculum as
well as natural ongoing assessment. What’s true for students is
true for teachers: they have less and less authority, responsibility,
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and independence as their charges get older. Until, of course,
they make it into an elite college or graduate school. Then both
teachers and students go back into kindergarten.

Indeed, it was Ted Sizer who, when he came to visit our
school, pointed out to us that the kindergarten principles of
Central Park East were the same principles he was espousing for
the nation’s high schools. So we made the decision to see if we
could use the principles of a good kindergarten as the basis for
running a good high school. We opened Central Park East Sec-
ondary School in 1985 with a seventh grade and grew one
grade each year thereafter.

PROGRESSIVE EDUCATIONAL STANDARDS

At Central Park East Secondary School in New York City, . . . stan-
dards for learning and student work have been established by the
school’s faculty and continuously evolve. Each student had to de-
fine clear individual goals that also meet the general learning
standards. The result is “standards without standardization.” The
school also encourages active learning, group work, and engage-
ment with the outside world, as it strives to meet the individual
needs of each student. . . .

Graduation at Central Park East involves completing work across
the curriculum as shown in portfolios that are evaluated by
teams of teachers, students, outside experts, and community
members. Portfolio information is shared with parents, and
classroom-based assessment information feeds into the school’s
self-evaluation and outside reviews.

Monty Neill, Rethinking Schools, Summer 1996.

One thing we very much wanted was to break away from the
contemporary mode of breaking everything down into discrete
bits and pieces—whether subject matter or “thinking skills.” We
were determined to keep the elementary school tradition of re-
spect for the wholeness of both subject matter and human
learning intact.

Another priority for us was creating a setting in which all
members of the community were expected to engage in the dis-
cussion of ideas and in the “having of [their own] wonderful
ideas,” as teacher and author Eleanor Duckworth has put it. In-
deed, one of our most prominently stated, upfront aims was the
cultivation of what we came to call “habits of mind,” habits that
apply to all academic and nonacademic subject matter and to all
thoughtful human activities.
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The five habits we came up with are not exhaustive, but they
suggest the kind of questions that we believed a well-educated
person raises about his world:

1. How do we know what we think we know? What’s our ev-
idence? How credible is it?

2. Whose viewpoint are we hearing, reading, seeing? What
other viewpoints might there be if we changed our posi-
tion?

3. How is one thing connected to another? Is there a pattern
here?

4. How else might it have been? What if? Supposing that?
5. What difference does it make? Who cares?

NO ‘ONE BEST WAY’
Proud as we are of these schools, we do not see what we do as
the “one best or only way” to educate children. As Seymour
Fliegel, a former deputy superintendent in Community District
Four, has put it:

The aim here has been to create a system that—instead of trying
to fit all students into some standardized school—has a school
to fit every student in this district. No kid gets left out, no kid
gets lost. Every kid is important, every kid can learn if you put
him or her in the right environment. But since kids have this
huge range of different needs, different interests and different
ways of learning, we’ve got to have a wide diversity of schools.

While it has taken time for the District Four ideas to “catch
on” or for Central Park East’s particular approach to spread, to-
day both are “in the mainstream.” Everyone is imitating District
Four’s system of choices.

It was the creation of a broad and diverse set of new schools,
not the reforming of existing schools, that was the crucial deci-
sion made in District Four’s “revolution” of two decades ago. It
meant the district could focus on encouraging school people,
not monitoring them for compliance with district-mandated re-
forms. The next phase will do well not to ignore the lessons
learned: It’s easier to design a new school culture than to change
an existing one. And it’s the whole school culture, not this or
that program, that stands in the way of learning.

The role of parents in the new schools, as mentioned earlier,
is another central issue. Choice offered a way of providing for
increased professional decision-making without pitting parents
and teachers against each other in a useless power struggle. Fur-
thermore, small schools of choice offered everyone vastly in-
creased time to meet together and work out differences—teach-
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ers, teachers and families, and parents through their formal and
informal structures. The time needed is considerable but defi-
nitely worth it. One top-down mandate we’d have no trouble
with would be legislating that employers provide time off for
parents to attend school meetings.

ENSURING ‘ACCOUNTABILITY’
What about the loud cries for “accountability” that play such a
major role in support of top-down schemes? Who will tell us if
it’s “world-class”? How will we know for sure how students
stack up against each other nationally and internationally in the
great race to see who’s first?

The capacity to create schools that are accountable to their
own immediate community—parents, kids, and fellow staff
members—is far easier in small, self-governed communities.
However, the ways in which schools that set out to be indepen-
dent and idiosyncratic can meet the legitimate needs for broader
taxpayer accountability requires new thinking. We’ve built our
current system of public accountability on the basis of the fac-
tory model school with its interchangeable parts. It’s no wonder
that we get almost no useful or honest information back.

The danger here is that we will cramp the needed innova-
tions with over-ambitious accountability demands. Practical re-
alism must prevail. Changes in the daily conduct of school-
ing—whether it’s new curriculum or pedagogy or just new
ways of collaborating and governing—are hard, slow, and above
all immensely time-consuming; they require qualities of trust
and patience that we are not accustomed to.

The structural reforms—changes in size, the role of choice,
and shifts in power relationships—may be hard to make. To
some degree these are the changes that can be “imposed” from
above. The trouble is that they merely lay the ground for the
slow and steady work that will impact on young people’s intel-
lectual and moral development. That’s the tough realization.
Some claim we can’t afford such slow changes. They are wrong.
There is nothing faster. If we go faster we may get somewhere
faster—but not where we need to go.

REFORMS AND DEMOCRACY

Although the reasons for the current national concern about
schooling may have little to do with democracy, the reforms de-
scribed here have everything to do with it. Giving wider choices
and more power to those who are closest to the classroom are
not reforms that appeal to busy legislators, politicians, and cen-
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tral board officials. They seem too messy and too hard to track.
They cannot be initiated on Monday and measured on Friday.
They require fewer constraints and fewer rules—not more of
them. They require asking why it matters and who cares, not
lists of 465 skills, facts, and concepts multiplied by the number
of disciplines academia can invent. They require initiating a de-
bate in this nation that might shake us to the roots, a debate
about what it is we value so dearly that we incarcerate our chil-
dren for 12 years to make sure they’ve “got it.”

A democratic society has a right to insist that the central
function of schooling is to cultivate the mental and moral habits
that a modern democracy requires. Such habits, in fact, can be
troubling and uncomfortable to have, but, we hope, hard to
shake. Openness to other viewpoints, the capacity to sustain un-
certainty, the ability to act on partial knowledge, the inclination
to step into the shoes of others—these are the controversial re-
quirements, for example. Until we face such questions, it makes
little sense to keep asking for better tools to measure what we
haven’t agreed about.

“What’s it for?” the young ask often enough. It’s time adults
took the question seriously. There are no silver bullets when it
comes to raising children right, no fast-track solutions with
guaranteed cures. Just hard work, keeping your eyes on the prize,
and lots of patience for the disagreements that inevitably arise.
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“[An] investment in education is one
we could easily afford right now.”

INCREASED FUNDING WOULD
IMPROVE PUBLIC EDUCATION
Jesse Jackson

In the following viewpoint, Jesse Jackson contends that more
public money should be spent on education. Increased funding
is needed to build, renovate, repair, and properly equip schools,
he points out. Concerned citizens must insist that the govern-
ment provide up-to-date facilities and premium learning envi-
ronments for students regardless of their race or socioeconomic
status. Jackson is president of the National Rainbow Coalition, a
social justice organization. He has been active in civil rights is-
sues since the 1960s.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to Jackson, how much more money is spent on

prison inmates than on public school students in Chicago?
2. What “unspoken message” do the students of DuSable High

receive, in the author’s opinion?
3. What would be the results of increased public spending on

education, in Jackson’s view?

Reprinted from Jesse Jackson, “New Schools Now,” Liberal Opinion Week, March 23, 1998,
by permission of the Los Angeles Times Syndicate. Copyright 1998 by the Los Angeles
Times.

3VIEWPOINT
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Neuqua Valley High School is the promised land. In this new
$62 million school, every classroom has computers with

Internet access, telephones and televisions. Students here know
the community is offering them the best of learning environ-
ments.

Seventy percent of the voters in the suburban school district
west of Chicago in which Neuqua Valley High is located ap-
proved the $97 million bond issue and property tax increase
needed to build new schools in the area.

DuSable High in downtown Chicago doesn’t compare.
Neuqua Valley, for instance, boasts an Olympic-sized “fast

pool” deep enough for speed training. On a visit to 55-year-old
DuSable, we found the pool closed because the roof over it had
collapsed.

Parents of students at DuSable care deeply about education,
but with 98 percent of them living near or below poverty level,
there is a limit to what they can afford.

COOK COUNTY ALTERNATIVE SCHOOL

At Cook County Alternative School, conditions are even more
primitive. The school, run by the public school system but lo-
cated in the Cook County Jail, offers high school–level courses
to its inmates. Ninety-six percent of its students are African
American or Hispanic.

In math and reading tests, 11th graders at this school scored
at levels set for seventh graders. Ironically, they scored a little
better than the average for all Chicago public schools. When I
asked them why, they said, “Focus. In here, we can focus.” They
don’t have to worry about drive-by shootings. They get three
meals a day and medical care. Chicago spends an average of
$18,615 a year on each inmate, compared with an average of
$6,941 on each public school student.

SEPARATE AND UNEQUAL

Recently, the Rainbow/PUSH Action Network gathered 250 stu-
dents, educators, judges and state legislators for an up-close
look at these three high schools, which together provide a snap-
shot of the reality of American public education today: separate
and unequal.

In the historic 1954 decision in Brown vs. Board of Education, the
Supreme Court declared racial segregation in schools—exempli-
fied by the South’s claim of separate but equal facilities—uncon-
stitutional. The court knew that racially separate schools in the
South were never equal. White students got the new texts, the
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best facilities. Blacks received a second-class education.
Today, segregation by race is unconstitutional, but public ed-

ucation is increasingly separate and unequal, divided by class
and race. The gulfs are far greater than those of the old South.
Author Jonathan Kozol calls this the “savage inequality” of
American education.

©1993 Engelhardt in the St. Louis Dispatch. Reprinted with permission.

Children, Kozol notes, are very sensitive to the unspoken
message. Children in the affluent suburbs may rebel, party too
hard and study too little. But they know, when they arrive each
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morning at schools like Neuqua Valley High, that much is ex-
pected of them. Some may stray, but most will find their way.

Children at schools like DuSable High might have iron-willed
parents who lecture them about the importance of education
and the need to stay away from troublemakers. They may even
receive support from ministers and encouragement from some
gifted teachers. But each day, these students know that not much
is expected from them. A few will overcome neglect and beat
the odds. But many learn to forget their dreams and wind up
dropping out or worse.

America’s economy is strong. The rich are richer than ever.
Wages have finally begun to rise across the board. In Washing-
ton, D.C., and in most states, legislators argue about surpluses,
not deficits.

EVERY CHILD COUNTS

In the early years of the Republic, America led the world in pro-
viding public education. It was a statement of our democracy:
Every child counts. It was also a statement of our faith: Every
child is graced by God.

We could easily afford to reaffirm these beliefs. Just as Presi-
dent Eisenhower once orchestrated the creation of the interstate
highway network, we could create a federal-state program to
build and repair schools. In this way we could ensure that every
child in America has the opportunity to attend a properly
equipped school that encourages them to achieve their dreams.

Building more schools would no doubt be expensive. The
General Accounting Office reports that it would take more than
$100 billion simply to bring existing public schools up to safety
codes. The green eyeshade crowd would mumble and grumble
about increased public spending and foregone tax cuts. But this
investment in education is one we could easily afford right now.
We also could expect lavish returns: better-educated workers,
young people steered away from crime, and the rewards of a
stronger and more just democracy grounded in opportunity for
every child.

Yet Washington isn’t in the mood for historic initiatives. The
White House is beset with problems. . . . And Congress seems
content to pass the time renaming airports.

People of conscience must challenge this complacency. It
took the civil rights movement to end segregation. It will re-
quire a similarly massive effort to eliminate the savage inequal-
ity in our schools.
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“More money and more teachers are
nothing more than self-serving
strategies to enhance the wealth and
power of the education
establishment.”

INCREASED FUNDING DOES NOT
IMPROVE PUBLIC EDUCATION
Walter Williams

Increased funding for schools does not improve public educa-
tion, argues syndicated columnist Walter Williams in the follow-
ing viewpoint. Ample evidence proves that higher expenditures
per student, smaller class sizes, and above-average teacher
salaries do not boost student performance. In fact, the author
points out, states that spend less on public-school funding often
have higher levels of student achievement. Society should focus
on providing genuine solutions to the educational crisis, such as
more charter schools, concludes Williams.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to Williams, what are the per-student expenditures

in Minnesota and Iowa?
2. What evidence proves that high teacher salaries do not result

in increased student performance, in the author’s opinion?
3. Why do charter schools appear to be one effective solution to

the educational crisis, in Williams’s opinion?

Reprinted from Walter Williams, “More Money, Better Education?” Conservative Chronicle,
February 10, 1999, by permission of Walter Williams and Creators Syndicate.

4VIEWPOINT
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President Bill Clinton is traipsing up and down the land, call-
ing for more money for education. This time, it’s money to

hire 100,000 additional teachers in order to reduce class size
and hopefully improve public education.

A just-released report by the American Legislative Exchange
Council, “Report Card on American Education,” suggests that
taxpayers, parents and students are about to be had again.

THE “MORE-MONEY” SHAM

Let’s examine the education establishment’s more-money, better-
education sham. New Jersey ranks No. 1 in the nation in terms of
expenditures per student ($10,900). Washington, D.C., is a close
second at $10,300. If educationists are right, New Jersey and
Washington should have the highest level of student achievement
in the land.

Think again. New Jersey ranks 29th in student achievement.
As for Washington, the only thing preventing it from being dead
last in student achievement is Mississippi.

Minnesota ranks first in the nation in terms of student achieve-
ment, and Iowa ranks second. If we accepted the more-money-
better education sham, we’d think Minnesota and Iowa are really
up there in per-student expenditures. Think again. Minnesota
ranks 27th in expenditure per student ($6,300), and Iowa ranks a
lowly 30th ($6,000). There is no relation between expenditures
and student performance.

CLASS SIZE AND TEACHER SALARIES

You say: “Williams, you’re forgetting about reducing the number
of students per teacher. That’s what our president has discovered
is the linchpin of higher quality education.”

Let’s look at that. New Jersey has a teacher/student ratio of
14 students per teacher, ranking second in the nation. Guess
which jurisdiction has the smallest teacher/student ratio in the
nation. If you said, “It’s the nation’s capital,” go to the head of
the class.Washington’s teacher/student ratio is 13.7.

A low teacher/student ratio hasn’t prevented Washington’s
students from being just about the nation’s dumbest. Japan,
whose students run circles around ours, has teacher/student ra-
tios almost double ours.

You say: “But Williams, you’re forgetting something else:
teacher salaries. The more we pay teachers, the higher the qual-
ity of education.” Let’s look at that.

New Jersey’s average teacher salary is $51,000, the nation’s
fifth-highest. Washington teachers earn $41,000, making them
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the 16th-highest paid teachers. On the other hand, Minnesota
teachers get $38,000, ranked 22nd, and poor Iowa teachers
only get $34,000, ranking 34th. With an average salary of
$54,000, Massachusetts teacher salaries rank No. 1, while its
student achievement ranks 14th.

REAL SOLUTIONS

Nothing the education establishment has called for over the
years has or will improve American education. More money and
more teachers are nothing more than self-serving strategies to
enhance the wealth and power of the education establishment.
Solutions to our sorry state of education lie in changing the way
education is delivered.

Mike Ramirez. Reprinted by permission of Copley News Service.

The increasing number of charter schools is one alternative.
There are 1,129 charter schools operating in 26 states and
Washington, D.C., and more are in the works. Their typically
higher-than-average scores show that student achievement has
little to do with expenditures per student, class size and the
number of teachers hired. That fact has been amply demon-
strated by private black-owned schools that accommodate poor
and moderate-income black students.

Schools such as Marva Collins Preparatory Schools in Cincin-
nati, Chicago, Milwaukee and Kenosha, Wis.; Ivy Leaf School in
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Philadelphia; and Marcus Garvey School in Los Angeles can
boast that nearly all of their students score at grade level and
above, and at a cost less than half that of public schools.

The education establishment fights tooth and nail to keep its
monopoly and avoid accountability. We shouldn’t allow its
agenda to destroy another generation of American children.
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“States and school districts . . .
[should] end the practice of
promoting students without regard
to how much they have learned.”

ENDING SOCIAL PROMOTIONS
WOULD IMPROVE ACADEMIC
ACHIEVEMENT
Bill Clinton

In the following viewpoint, Bill Clinton argues that public
schools must end “social promotions”—the practice of allowing
students to move to higher grade levels whether or not they
have learned required material. Instead, students should be obli-
gated to meet well-defined academic standards at specific grade
levels before passing on to the next level. However, Clinton
points out, schools should not simply require unprepared stu-
dents to repeat a year. Schools should provide smaller classes,
well-trained teachers, challenging curricula, after-school pro-
grams, and summer-school programs to assist those students
who need extra help. Clinton is the forty-second president of
the United States. This viewpoint was originally a memorandum
sent to the secretary of education.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to Clinton, what are the ultimate consequences of

social promotions?
2. In the author’s opinion, why should schools avoid simply

retaining students in the same grade as a way to end social
promotions?

3. What have the public schools in Cincinnati done to end social
promotions, according to Clinton?

Reprinted from Bill Clinton, “Memorandum on Helping Schools End Social
Promotions,” Weekly Compilation of Presidential Documents, March 2, 1998.

5VIEWPOINT
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The linchpin of our efforts to strengthen public education has
been to raise standards and expectations for all students. As a

result of state and local efforts, and with the support of Goals
2000 and other Federal education programs, students in every
state in the country are beginning to benefit from higher aca-
demic standards and a more challenging curriculum.

If our efforts to promote higher standards are to lead to in-
creased student achievement, the standards must count. Students
must be required to meet them, and schools must provide each
student with adequate preparation.

SOCIAL PROMOTIONS

At present, too often standards don’t count. Students are passed
from grade to grade often regardless of whether they have mas-
tered required material and are academically prepared to do the
work at the next level. It’s called “social promotion.” For many
students, the ultimate consequence is that they fall further and
further behind, and leave school ill equipped for college and
without the skills needed for employment. This is unacceptable
for students, teachers, employers, and taxpayers.

That is why I have repeatedly challenged states and school
districts to end social promotions—to require students to meet
rigorous academic standards at key transition points in their
schooling career, and to end the practice of promoting students
without regard to how much they have learned. As every parent
knows, students must earn their promotion through effort and
achievement, not simply by accumulating time in school.

This is especially important in the early grades, where stu-
dents must acquire a firm foundation in reading in order to
learn other subjects in later grade levels. Students should not be
promoted past the fourth grade if they cannot read indepen-
dently and well, and should not enter high school without a
solid foundation in math. They should get the help they need to
meet the standards before moving on.

THE RIGHT RESPONSE TO LOW ACHIEVEMENT

Neither promoting students when they are unprepared nor sim-
ply retaining them in the same grade is the right response to low
student achievement. Both approaches presume high rates of ini-
tial failure are inevitable and acceptable. Ending social promo-
tions by simply holding more students back is the wrong choice.
Students who are required to repeat a year are more likely to
eventually drop out, and rarely catch up academically with their
peers.The right way is to ensure that more students are prepared
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to meet challenging academic standards in the first place.
Schools must implement those proven practices that will pre-

pare students to meet rigorous standards the first time. Schools
must provide smaller classes, especially for the most disadvan-
taged students. They must be staffed with well-prepared teach-
ers. Schools should use specific grade-by-grade standards and a
challenging curriculum aligned with those standards.They must
identify those students who need extra help early on, and pro-
vide it immediately. There must be after school and summer
school programs for students who need them. The entire school
staff must be accountable for results, and must work together as
a team to achieve them for every child.

David Horsey. Reprinted by special permission of North America Syndicate.

If steps such as these are taken in every school as part of an
overall effort to require students to meet academic standards, we
would see a dramatic rise in student achievement and a decline
in student retention rates. My administration must help states,
school districts, and schools take these steps.

A growing number of states and school districts are respond-
ing to the challenge of ending social promotion. A study by the
American Federation of Teachers shows that seven states now re-
quire school districts and schools to use state standards and as-
sessments to determine if students can be promoted at key
grades.We must encourage more states to take this step.
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Chicago has also ended social promotions, and instituted a
program that provides after school programs for students who
need extra help and mandatory summer school for students
who do not meet promotion standards. In Cincinnati, student
promotion is now based on specific standards that define what
students must know and be able to do. The standards are de-
signed to prepare students to pass the state’s ninth-grade profi-
ciency test. My administration’s proposal to establish education
opportunity zones in high poverty urban and rural communities
will help more local school systems take these and related steps
to help students meet challenging standards.

DESIGNING SUCCESSFUL APPROACHES

As more states and localities move to end social promotions, we
must help them design and implement approaches that will suc-
ceed.Therefore, I am directing you to take the following actions:

1. Produce and widely disseminate guidelines for educators and policymakers
on effective approaches to ending social promotions. Drawing on the lessons
from research and practice, these guidelines should provide ed-
ucators and policymakers with practical advice on how to de-
sign and implement policies that require students to meet aca-
demic standards at key transition points before being promoted.
The guidelines should help schools:

• implement strategies that will prepare all students to meet
the standards on time;

• end the use of remedial strategies that have been shown to
be ineffective;

• provide students who do not meet the standards with im-
mediate and effective extra help—such as after school tu-
toring programs and summer school—so they can be pro-
moted on time;

• implement effective interventions for students who must
be retained; and

• make appropriate use of tests and other indicators of aca-
demic performance in determining whether students should
be promoted.

2. Help states and school districts use federal education resources to implement
effective practices. The Department of Education should develop a
plan to inform states, school districts, and schools how Depart-
ment of Education programs and resources, such as Title I, Goals
2000, the 21st Century Schools Program, the Comprehensive
School Reform Program, and others, can be used to implement
the recommendations in the guidelines described above.

Together, these initiatives can help ensure that our students re-
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ceive a solid foundation in the basic skills of reading and math,
and master advanced subject matters as well. They can help im-
prove the quality of teaching and learning in our schools, and
ensure that students who need extra help get it without delay.
They can help strengthen our public schools by raising stan-
dards, raising expectations, and restoring accountability.
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“Research has clearly shown that
flunking students to improve their
academic performance is ineffective
and even harmful.”

FLUNKING STUDENTS DOES NOT
IMPROVE ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT
Ernest R. House

In an effort to improve student performance, some educators
advocate retaining low-achieving students at certain grade levels
until they have mastered the skills needed to move up to the
next level. In the following viewpoint, Ernest R. House main-
tains that flunking and retaining students does not improve their
academic performance and can even be harmful. Studies reveal
that students who have been retained are more likely to drop
out of school than are similar students who are regularly passed.
More effective ways to boost academic achievement include
identifying potential problems early on and intervening when
poorly performing students are very young, House contends.
House is a professor of education at the University of Colorado
in Boulder.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. How many elementary students were held back in Chicago

public schools in 1997 and 1998, according to House?
2. What is the annual cost of Chicago’s student retention

program, according to the author?
3. What is the strategy of “reading recovery,” according to

House?

Reprinted from Ernest R. House, “Flunking Students Is No Cure-All,” The New York Times,
January 30, 1999, by permission. Copyright ©1999 by The New York Times.

6VIEWPOINT
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President Bill Clinton’s latest education proposals have been
getting him enthusiastic applause. But on one point, at least,

we should be wary.
In his 1999 State of the Union address, Mr. Clinton objected

strongly to social promotion—passing students to the next
grade level even when they haven’t learned very much—and he
lauded the “retention” program now being used in Chicago as
proof that flunking students improves achievement.

RETENTION IS INEFFECTIVE

One problem with the President’s pitch is that no comprehen-
sive evaluation has been conducted of the Chicago program.
More broadly, the danger is that advocates of retention will hear
only part of the President’s words—they will ignore his warning
that simply holding students back a grade isn’t enough. This
would be unfortunate, because research has clearly shown that
flunking students to improve their academic performance is in-
effective and even harmful.

In fact, school districts in many parts of the country already
flunk huge numbers of students. The Chicago system held back
about 12,000 elementary students in grades three, six and eight
in 1997 and 1998. And New York City is considering going
back to a more active use of retention.

All of those involved should learn from the past. In the early
1980’s New York City went through one off its periodic cycles
of flunking students who weren’t keeping up. In a study for the
Mayor’s office at the time, other educators and I found that the
effort was a failure.

Back then, if public school students in grades four and seven
did not make a minimum score on a standardized test that year,
they were sent to summer school. If they did not achieve the
test’s cutoff score after summer school, they were held back in
special classes. About 25 percent of all fourth and seventh
graders were held back in the first year.

These students did not merely repeat the curriculum they had
previously failed to master. The city hired 1,100 more teachers
so students could be educated in separate, smaller classes of 18.
And it gave the teachers of these classes special training.

Nevertheless, after a few years the retained students had
gained no more academically than low-achieving students in
previous years who had been passed. Later studies showed that
the dropout rate for the New York students who flunked was
much higher than the rate for similar students who had not
been retained.
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Numerous studies on retention across the country have
yielded similar results. If the evidence is so overwhelming, why
does support for retention resurface with such virulence? Be-
cause the idea is intuitive, in a way—you have to walk before
you can run. But this linear notion of intellectual development
ignores some thorny questions. For example, boys and girls de-
velop at different rates, and many more boys are retained.

BETTER SOLUTIONS

Advocates of retention are certainly correct in concluding that it
is irresponsible to let students simply drift through ineffective
schools. But retention, besides not working, is an awfully costly
way to attack that problem. The Chicago effort is costing more
than $100 million a year.

There are better ways to spend that kind of money, proven
steps that can bolster achievement. The President mentioned a
few, like providing extra help to those in need through summer
schools and after-school programs, though New York’s experi-
ence in the 1980’s suggests such intervention comes too late for
many. A more effective strategy has been “reading recovery.” Stu-
dents who read poorly are identified in first grade. Then spe-
cially trained teachers tutor these students on reading skills for
one-half hour a day for 12 to 20 weeks. Within a few months
these students show remarkable gains in achievement.

THE IMPORTANCE OF EARLY INTERVENTION

Until we recognize where the problem is—long before age
six—we will continue to see school failures. The problem is not
just schools, but school readiness. To be ready for school, the
children have to be healthy. They need appropriate language
skills. They must be ready for the social experience of school.
They must know how to cooperate with other children, be re-
spectful of the teacher, and understand the importance of doing
well in school. To ensure that more children arrive at school
ready to learn, we need to invest more in the health, early stimu-
lation, and nurturing of every child born at high risk of failure.

Irving B. Harris, American Prospect, September/October 1996.

When a drug is proved unsafe and ineffective, doctors do not
continue prescribing it. The failure of widespread retention has
been consistently documented. It is nothing more than a way to
write off tens of thousands of youngsters.
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FOR FURTHER DISCUSSION

CHAPTER 1
1. Karl Zinsmeister contends that the quality of American public

education has declined since the mid-1960s. David C. Berliner
disagrees, arguing that the overall quality of public education
has actually improved since the 1970s. What evidence does
each author present to support his conclusion? Whose argu-
ment is more persuasive? Why?

2. The authors in this chapter present several arguments describ-
ing the causes of what many consider to be a crisis in Amer-
ica’s public schools. Compare the various viewpoints, then
formulate your own appraisal of the state of public education.

CHAPTER 2
1. Donald Lambro contends that the government should offer tu-

ition vouchers to families so that children can attend the pri-
vate school of their parents’ choice.The National Education As-
sociation (NEA) maintains that vouchers will damage public
education by taking away needed funds from public schools,
thereby increasing educational inequality. Does the NEA’s
viewpoint effectively refute Donald Lambro’s argument? Why
or why not?

2. Charles J. Chaput, Reggie White, and Sara White argue that
parents should have the right to use vouchers to send their
children to Catholic or other religious schools. Llewellyn H.
Rockwell argues that voucher programs will harm these
schools. How do the arguments of these authors reflect differ-
ing views on the nature and purpose of religious schools? Ex-
plain your answer, using evidence from the viewpoints.

3. Jeff Jacoby presents the story of the proposed North Bridge
Classical Charter School—using quotes from interviews with
some of its founding parents—to support his argument for
charter schools. Gary Orfield offers several examples of failed
and mismanaged charter schools to buttress his argument
against them. Which author’s technique do you find more
compelling? Why?

4. Lawrence W. Reed and Katherine Pfleger have differing opin-
ions on homeschooling as an alternative to public education.
According to these authors, what are the potential benefits of
homeschooling? What are the potential drawbacks? Do the
possible benefits outweigh the drawbacks? Why or why not?
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CHAPTER 3
1. James A. Banks contends that one goal of multicultural educa-

tion is to promote the common good by enabling marginal-
ized groups to participate in the national culture. Thomas J.
Famularo disagrees, arguing that multicultural education actu-
ally attempts to deny the existence of a distinctive American
culture.Which viewpoint do you agree with, and why?

2. Cameron McCarthy decries the lack of minority perspectives
in traditional, mainstream history textbooks. Alvin J. Schmidt,
however, maintains that multicultural textbooks wrongly ma-
lign Euro-American culture and Western civilization. In each
viewpoint, try to find two supporting arguments that you
personally agree with.Why do you agree with them?

3. Ofelia Garcia and Linda Chavez disagree about the need for
public bilingual education programs. How do the arguments
of these two authors reflect differing views on the purpose of
bilingual education? Whose argument do you find more per-
suasive?

CHAPTER 4
1. Christina Hoff Sommers maintains that educators should use

literature and philosophy to teach uncontroversial ethical val-
ues such as integrity, self-control, and sacrifice. How do you
think David R. Carlin would respond to Sommers’s sugges-
tions? Whose argument do you agree with, and why?

2. Compare the viewpoint of Ann Donnelly with the one written
by Tom Peters, Jim Allison, and Susan Batte. For each view-
point, list the arguments that are based on logical reasoning
and those that contain appeals to emotion. In your opinion,
which of these authors’ arguments is more grounded in logic
and which uses more emotional appeals? Defend your answer,
using examples from the viewpoints.

3. Robert E. Kofahl contends that creationism should be given
“equal time” with evolutionary theory in science curricula.
Eugenie Scott argues that creationism has no place in science
courses. Kofahl is on the staff of the Creation Science Research
Center; Scott is a physical anthropologist who directs the Na-
tional Center for Science Education. Does knowing their back-
grounds influence your assessment of their arguments? Ex-
plain your answer.
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CHAPTER 5
1. E.D. Hirsch Jr. promotes conservative policies, traditional teach-

ing techniques, and “back-to-basics” learning as ways to im-
prove public education. Deborah Meier advocates community
input, personalized instruction, and an emphasis on the devel-
opment of critical thinking skills as public education reforms.
In your opinion, which of these authors’ suggestions presents
the most effective approach to improving public education?
Support your answer with evidence from the viewpoints.

2. The viewpoints in this chapter include several recommenda-
tions for improving public education. Consider each recom-
mendation and then list arguments for and against each one.
Note whether the arguments are based on facts, values, emo-
tions, or other considerations. If you believe a recommendation
should not be considered at all, explain why.
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ORGANIZATIONS TO CONTACT
The editors have compiled the following list of organizations con-
cerned with the issues debated in this book. The descriptions are de-
rived from materials provided by the organizations. All have publica-
tions or information available for interested readers. The list was
compiled on the date of publication of the present volume; the infor-
mation provided here may change. Be aware that many organizations
take several weeks or longer to respond to inquiries, so allow as much
time as possible.

Achieve
1280 Massachusetts Ave., Suite 410, Cambridge, MA 02138
(888) 200-0520 • (617) 496-6300 • fax: (617) 496-6361
e-mail: talk-to-us@achieve.org • website: http://www.achieve.org
Achieve’s mission is to raise student achievement to world-class levels
through the development and implementation of high academic stan-
dards, assessments, and accountability systems and the effective use of
technology to achieve standards. Its website includes annual reports,
information on benchmarking and other initiatives, and a national
clearinghouse database for researching academic standards.

American Federation of Teachers (AFT)
555 New Jersey Ave. NW,Washington, DC 20001
(202) 879-4400
e-mail: online@aft.org • website: http://www.aft.org
The American Federation of Teachers is a labor union that represents
more than one million teachers, school support staff, higher educa-
tion faculty and staff, health care professionals, and state and munici-
pal employees. Inside AFT, the union’s weekly newsletter, is available at
its website.

Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development (ASCD)
1703 N. Beauregard St., Alexandria,VA 22311-1714
(703) 578-9600 • fax: (703) 575-5400
website: http://www.ascd.org
Founded in 1943, the ASCD is an international, nonprofit, nonpartisan
education association committed to the mission of forging covenants
in teaching and learning to foster the success of all learners. The ASCD
provides professional development in curriculum and supervision; ini-
tiates and supports activities to promote educational equity for all stu-
dents; and offers state-of-the-art education information services. The
association distributes a variety of journals, newsletters, books, and au-
dio- and videotapes, including The Journal of Curriculum and Supervision, Edu-
cational Leadership, and Education Update.
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Canadian Education Association (CEA)/
Association canadienne d’éducation
252 Bloor St.W., Suite 8-200,Toronto, ON M5S 1V5 CANADA
(416) 924-7721 • fax: (416) 924-3188
e-mail: cea-ace@acea.ca • website: http://www.acea.ca
The CEA is the only national, bilingual, not-for-profit organization
promoting public education in Canada. Its publications, which include
the Newsletter/Le Bulletin, Education Canada magazine, and the annual CEA
Handbook, report on key issues, disseminate educational research, and
provide practical information.

Eagle Forum
PO Box 618, Alton, IL 62002
(618) 462-5415 • fax: (618) 462-8909
e-mail: eagle@eagleforum.org • website: http://www.eagleforum.org
The Eagle Forum is an educational and political organization that ad-
vocates traditional family values. The forum promotes parental choice
of schooling and religious freedom in the classroom and opposes
outcome-based education. The organization offers several books and
publishes the monthly newsletter Education Reporter.

Education Commission of the States (ECS)
707 17th St., #2700, Denver, CO 80202
(303) 299-3600 • fax: (303) 296-8332
e-mail: ecs@ecs.org • website: http://www.ecs.org
The Education Commission of the States is a national nonprofit organi-
zation that helps state leaders improve education for all young people.
The ECS online service offers information about a host of current is-
sues in education, such as school-to-work policies and programs, vari-
ous efforts to improve student achievement, school governance, char-
ter schools, and school finance. State Education Leader is published three
times a year.

FairTest: National Center for Fair & Open Testing
342 Broadway, Cambridge, MA 02139
(617) 864-4810 • fax: (617) 497-2224
e-mail: info@fairtest.org • website: http://www.fairtest.org
FairTest is an advocacy group that opposes the use of standardized
tests. It works to end the abuses, misuses, and flaws of standardized
testing and to ensure that evaluations are accurate, relevant, and educa-
tionally sound. FairTest publishes the quarterly FairTest Examiner and of-
fers fact sheets, as well as a catalog of materials, on K–12 and univer-
sity testing.

The Heritage Foundation
214 Massachusetts Ave. NE,Washington, DC 20002-4999
(202) 546-4400 • fax: (202) 546-8328
e-mail: info@heritage.org • website: http://www.heritage.org
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The foundation is a conservative public policy research institute that
advocates parental school choice as a means of improving public edu-
cation. It publishes the quarterly Policy Review and other papers and
monographs on such issues as political correctness and discrimination
in universities.

Home School Legal Defense Association (HSLDA)
PO Box 3000, Purcellville,VA 20134
(540) 338-5600 • fax: (540) 338-2733
e-mail: mailroom@hslda.org • website: http://www.hslda.org
The association is committed to protecting the rights of parents to di-
rect the education of their children. It provides legal assistance to
homeschooling families challenged by state government or local
school boards. HSLDA publishes The Home School Court Report quarterly
newsletter and brochures about home education.

The Institute for Creation Research (ICR)
10946 Woodside Ave. N, Santee, CA 92071
(619) 448-0900 • fax: (619) 448-3469
website: http://www.icr.org
The Institute for Creation Research Graduate School is a private not-
for-profit corporation which trains students in all scientific disciplines,
supplemented with the teachings of scientific creationism. The ICR
publishes the monthly news booklet Acts & Facts and Days of Praise, a
quarterly devotional booklet.

National Association of Scholars (NAS)
575 Ewing Street, Princeton, NJ 08540-2741
(609) 683-7878 • fax: (609) 683-0316
e-mail: nas@nas.org • website: http://www.nas.org
The National Association of Scholars is an organization of professors,
graduate students, and college administrators committed to academic
freedom and the free exchange of ideas in universities. It believes in a
curriculum that stresses the achievements of Western civilization and
opposes restrictive speech codes, preferences for faculty and students
based on race or gender, and an overemphasis on multiculturalism.The
NAS publishes the quarterly Academic Questions.

National Center for Science Education (NCSE)
PO Box 9477, Berkeley, CA 94709-0477
(800) 290-6006 • (510) 526-1674 • fax: (510) 526-1675
e-mail: ncse@natcenscied.org • website: http://www.natcenscied.org
NCSE is a nonprofit organization working to defend the teaching of
evolution against sectarian attack. It is a clearinghouse for information
and advice to keep evolution in the science classroom and creationism
out. NCSE also works to increase public understanding of evolution
and science and has programs to help teachers improve their teaching
of evolution. The center publishes books, pamphlets, and the bi-
monthly journal, Reports of NCSE.
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National Council for Black Studies (NCBS)
California State University, Dominguez Hills
1000 East Victoria St., SAC 1115, Carson, CA 90747
(310) 243-2169 • fax: (310) 516-3987
e-mail: ncbs@dhvx20.csudh.edu • website: http://www.eiu.edu/~ncbs/
The NCBS was formed in 1975 out of the substantial need for a national
stabilizing force in the developing discipline of Africana/Black Studies.
The NCBS believes that education should engender academic excellence
and social responsibility, and strongly supports an Afrocentric curricu-
lum for black students. Publications of the council include the International
Journal of Africana Studies and the newsletter The Voice of Black Studies.

National Education Association (NEA)
1201 16th St. NW,Washington, DC 20036
(202) 833-4000
website: http://www.nea.org
The NEA is America’s oldest and largest volunteer-based organization
dedicated to advancing the cause of public education. Its activities at
the local, state, and national levels include conducting professional
workshops for teachers, lobbying for needed school resources and
higher educational standards, and spearheading innovative projects
that reshape the learning process. Two of the NEA’s publications, the
monthly magazine NEA Today Online and biannual report Thoughts and Ac-
tion, are available on its website.

National Parent Teachers Association (PTA)
330 North Wabash Ave., Suite 2100, Chicago, IL 60611-3690
(800) 307-4782 • (312) 670-6782 • fax: (312) 670-6783
e-mail: info@pta.org • website: http://www.pta.org
The PTA is the largest volunteer child advocacy organization in the
United States. A not-for-profit organization of parents, educators, stu-
dents, and other citizens active in their schools and communities, the
PTA works to focus national attention on the education, health, and
welfare of children. It publishes the magazine Our Children and the
newsletter What’s Happening in Washington.

Poverty and Race Research Action Council (PRRAC)
1711 Connecticut Ave. NW, Suite 207,Washington, DC 20009
(202) 387-9887 • fax: (202) 387-0764
e-mail: info@prrac.org • website: http://www.prrac.org
The Poverty and Race Research Action Council is a nonpartisan, na-
tional, not-for-profit organization convened by major civil rights, civil
liberties, and anti-poverty groups. PRRAC’s purpose is to link social
science research to advocacy work in order to successfully address
problems at the intersection of race and poverty. Its bimonthly publica-
tion, Poverty and Race, often includes articles on race- and income-based
educational inequities in the United States.
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U.S. Department of Education
Office of Bilingual Education and Minority Language Affairs 
(OBEMLA)
600 Independence Ave. SW,Washington, DC 20202-6510
e-mail: obemla@ed.gov • website: http://www.ed.gov/offices/OBEMLA
The office helps school districts meet their responsibility to provide
equal education opportunities to children who are not proficient in
English. It provides fact sheets, policy statements, and reports on bilin-
gual education.
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