
H. G.  Wells once called history a "race between education and 
catastrophe." In America, the public schools always seem to be 
cast in the role of the tortoise. Despite the Founding Fathers' 
belief in popular education, it took more than a century to estab- 
lish a serious U.S. public school system. Along the way, educa- 
tors and politicians have quarreled over shifting notions of what 
school teachers are supposed to do: "Americanize" immigrants? 
Train future factory workers? Provide equal opportunity? To- 
day, the debate is over "quality," and disarray in the classroom. 
The troubles are unmistakeable-functional illiteracy, apathy, 
indiscipline. They are not unprecedented. Here, education 
writers Fred and Grace Hechinger look a t  the past; journalist 
Diane Divoky analyzes the rise and fall of Americans' faith in the 
schools since the 1950s; and political scientist Joel Berke exam- 
ines the political and financial outlook for public education. 

by Fred M. and Grace Hechinger 

The history of American public school education is the re- 
peated triumph of hope over experience. Reform billed as new 
and revolutionary has often turned out to be an unconscious 
reprise of earlier innovations. Time and again after the early 
1800s, novel ideas about teaching turned sour as their cham- 
pions insisted they had found "the one best way." We have 
aimed high and missed, adjusted our sights and missed again. 
We have never accepted the fact that there are limits to what 
education can accomplish; in the process, we have accom- 
plished a great deal. 

America's faith in education, noted by Tocqueville in 1835 
and by many another European visitor before and since, did not 
bloom early in the wilderness. Struggling for survival, the early 
settlers spent little time on the diffusion of knowledge. Self- 
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paced learning and open classrooms were not envisioned in the 
early American philosophy of education. 

Indeed, in the South, there were hardly any classrooms a t  
all; the children of the well-to-do received their book-learning a t  
the knees of private tutors. Other children often went without. 

New England was always a different story. By 1700, the 
literacy rate for white adult males was 95 percent in New Eng- 
land, 60 percent in the Southern colonies. The Puritans, who 
pioneered the idea of public education, saw children as minia- 
ture adults, contaminated by original sin and in need of being 
purged, often harshly, of evil. The New England Primer, the most 
popular textbook in the 18th century, began its lesson with a 
no-nonsense reminder: 

In Adam's fall, 
We sinned all. 
Thy life to mend, 
God's book attend. 

As early as 1647, Massachusetts required every town of 50 
families or more to support an elementary school, with tax 
monies if necessary, in order that "learning may not be buried in 
the graves of our fathers." By 1763, most New England villages 
operated "free schools," and some even boasted "grammar" (or 
high) schools. The school day often ran from 6 A.M. to 6 P.M., 
and the ill-paid teachers were generally young-and between 
other jobs. 

Poor roads and a dispersed population made New England's 
educational system, if such it can be called, highly decentral- 
ized. It was authoritarian and exceedingly religious. Birch- 
wielding masters did not hesitate to beat their more unruly 
charges into submission. But America was changing. While 
most of the colonists undoubtedly hoped that their children, 
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Horace Mann (1 796- 
1859) believed that the 
purpose of education was 
not to "freeze" the status 
quo but to serve as an en- 
gine of social mobility. "I f  
education be equably dif- 
fused," he wrote, "it will 
draw property after it." 
Mann's opposition to cor- 
poral punishment angered 
Boston schoolmasters. 

with the help of God and an occasional whipping, would grow 
up in the true religion, they also believed in new worlds to con- 
quer. The frontier, with its apparently unlimited abundance of 
land and resources, was not an environment congenial to sub- 
missive spirits. Freedom and opportunity-these were cherished 
values; and, slowly at first, they made their mark on the way 
society viewed children. The writers of the New England Primer, 
ever quick to adapt, put it this way in a new 1790 edition: 

He who ne'er learns his ABC, 
Forever will a blockhead be. 
But he who learns his letters fair, 
Shall have a coach to take the air. 

The Founding Fathers had education much on their minds. 
Thomas Jefferson cautioned that "if a nation expects to be ig- 
norant and free . . . it expects what never was and what never 
will be." John Jay called knowledge "the soul of a republic." 
Tentatively, a t  first, they sought to put their principles into 
practice. 

Thus, the Land Ordinance of 1785, drafted largely by Jeffer- 
son and passed by Congress under the Articles of Confederation, 
earmarked the proceeds from certain public lands for the sup- 
port of schools in the vast Northwest Territory (the present 
states of Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, Ohio, and Wisconsin). The 
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schools themselves were rather miserable ulaces. Outside New 
England, public education grew at  a sluggish pace, in part be- 
cause the U.S. Constitution made no reference to the subject and 
so left it as one of the implied powers of the states. Thomas 
Jefferson tried to create an elaborate statewide system for Vir- 
ginia but found so little support that he turned his energies to 
founding the University of Virginia. Yet there were some 
ga ins -on  paper. The 13 former colonies' newly adopted con- 
stitutions all affirmed state responsibility for education, and 
most states, beginning with New York in 1812, hired state super- 
intendents of schools. The foundations, a t  least, were in place. 

One reason for the lag in public education h a s  the stigma of 
"charity" that attached to the public schools. And well into the 
20th century, many rural folk regarded extensive schooling as a 
luxury for youths whose labor was needed on the family farm. 
("Books cost a heap and take a power of time," lamented one 
Illinois pioneer in the early 1800s.) 

Branded on the Tongue 

More to the point, the wealthier adversaries of free educa- 
tion sensed, accurately, that it posed a threat to the old social 
order, promising to replace an aristocracy of inherited privilege, 
however modest, with an aristocracy of talent. And the old so- 
cial order would have to foot the bill. Daniel Webster stated the 
"egalitarian" case concisely in 1821 : "For the purpose of public 
instruction, we hold every man subject to taxation in proportion 
to  his property . . . whether he have or have not children." The 
"elitist" view was expressed in 1830 by Philadelphia's National 
Gazette, which termed a proposed education tax "evil" because 
it would make affluent citizens feel that "they toiled for the 
benefit of families other than their own." 

Just as important as the establishment of schools in these 
early days was the question of what their function was to be. In 
contrastto its counterparts in France or England, the American 
public school has never been an institution run by a single- 
minded national elite. Local, heterogeneous in curriculum and 
standards. this non-svstem has reflected a t  everv turn the na- 
tion's larger social and political turbulence. 

Noah Webster (1758-1843), a self-promoting lawyer and 
lexicographer,  created the tools for the schools'  post- 
independence task of "Americanization"-one of the few pur- 
poses on which succeeding generations of liberals and conserva- 
tives would agree. The American language, as presented in 
Webster's Blue-Backed Speller (1783), his Reader (1785), and his 
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American Dictionary of the English Language (1828)-was the 
banner under which "Americanization" marched. If Americans 
had yet no common heritage, they would have a common 
speech, just as every Englishman (as George Orwell later noted) 
was branded on the tongue a t  birth. In public schools across the 
continent, no matter how inadequate, Webster's Speller gave 
Americans what historian Henry Steele Commager has called 
"shared baggage." 

"The One Best Way" 

If the schools played a critical role when most of the U.S. 
population was of "Anglo" descent, the hopes invested in educa- 
tion increased as the ethnic balance began to shift. Indeed, more 
than anything else, immigration transformed America's view of 
public schools. By the 1840s and '50s, the steady trickle of for- 
eigners into the United States had become a torrent-and, as the 
Massachusetts Teacher put it in 1850, a "cause of serious alarm 
to the most intelligent of our p e ~ p l e . " ; ~  Even those elitists who 
had balked a t  educating poor, native-born Americans realized 
that something had to be done. 

But the schools needed an overhaul. So far they had evolved 
here and there in a haphazard way. There were no "standards," 
few teachers were seriously committed to their profession, and 
public spending lagged. A new breed of educators-men like 
Horace Mann (1796-1859)-rose to lead the way to a new sense 
of professionalism. 

Born in Franklin, Massachusetts, the son of a farmer, Mann 
had a harsh upbringing and little formal schooling. But he was a 
bright youth, and, with the help of a tutor, was accepted a t  
Brown University. Later, he became a lawyer and entered Mas- 
sachusetts politics. Following a distinguished career in the state 
legislature, he was named in 1837 the first secretary of Massa- 
chusetts' new board of education-the first state board of educa- 
tion in the United States. Two years later, he founded America's 
first state teachers college in Lexington. 

As secretary of the board of education, Mann had little stat- 
utory authority. But he used his position as a pulpit. He organ- 
ized conventions of teachers and the public across the state to 
educate them about education. He founded the Common School 
Journal and every year published an annual report-essentially 
a statement of his educational philosophy-that was widely cir- 

$ S o m e  370,000 immigrants enterecl the United States in  1850, most of them Irish (164,000), 
German (79,000), or English (51,000), but including 5 Poles, 4 Indians, and 3 Chinese. 
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culated around the country. At his urging, the Massachusetts 
legislature raised teacher salaries by 62 percent, built 50 high 
schools, spent $2 million on repairs to existing schools, and es- 
tablished a mandatory six-month school year. 

Not to be outdone, other state legislatures set up boards of 
education and began in earnest to reform their educational 
systems-along Mann's lines. 

Mann realized that the growing diversity of the American 
people, with all their ethnic differences, might shatter the young 
nation's precarious sense of unity. Onlv a new institution could 
create a sense of community and joint purpose: the "common 
school." As Mann used the term, it was a school not merely for 
the poor or the common people-which is how public schools 
were widely perceived at the time-but for all the people. "Edu- 
cation," he wrote, "beyond all other devices of human origin, is 
the great equalizer of the condition of inen-the balance wheel 
of the social machinery." In Horace Mann's hopes, among 
others, one finds the egalitarian antecedents of the War on Pov- 
erty and the Great Society programs of the mid-1960s. 

Americans were quicker to acknowledge a public responsi- 
bility for education than they were to set up a comprehensive 
system. To be sure,  the reforms of Mann and others had 
strengthened and expanded the public schools. Teachers were 
becoming increasingly "professionalized." Yet in 1870, barely 
half of those Americans aged 5- 17 were in public schools, and 
there were only 200 public high schools. 

As American cities began to grow, nourished by expanding 
industrialization and by a second, larger wave of immigration 
during the last half of the 19th century, urban public school 
systems inevitably grew too. Then, as later, the new schools 
meant jobs, contracts, patronage. Partly because the schools 

There were 7 farmers, 3 of whom drank rum and 
whisky, and became miserable; the rest drank water. 
and were healthy and happy. How many drank water ? 
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were highly decentralized, public education became the play- 
thing of ward politicians and bosses. The inauguration of a new 
mayor often meant the departure of the school superinten- 
dent-and the teachers. 

Admittedly, the big city bosses were often the only people 
interested in responding to the immigrants' everyday social and 
economic needs. Yet the situation was ripe for reform, and 
urban school superintendents, with much to gain, led the way, 
moving toward uniformity, and, above all, toward city-wide 
control, with a vengeance. Their slogan came to be "the one best 
way," the professionally approved solution, the "scientific" ap- 
proach to the schools. John Philbrick, Boston's superintendent 
from 1856 to 1878, put it bluntly: "The best is the best every- 
where. If America devised the best school desk, it must go to the 
ends of the civilized world."': 

Punctuality, Regularity, Silence 

Since the efficiency of the country's new factories seemed to 
provide the best and most economically designed product, why 
not apply the same industrial principles to the school? A state- 
ment on "The Theory of Education in the United States," signed 
by leading public schoolmen in 1874, and written by William 
Harris, St. Louis superintendent of schools and later a U.S. 
Commissioner of Education, placed major stress on "(I)  punctu- 
ality, (2) regularity, (3) attention, and (4) silence, as habits that 
are necessary in an industrial and commercial civilization." At 
least the schools ran on time. 

Also pressing for greater effectiveness were captains of in- 
dustry and university giants like Charles W. Eliot, president of 
Harvard for 40 years, and Columbia's Nicholas Murray Butler 
(who ran his university with despotic efficiency). They en- 
listed the well-to-do in the cause. Of the 104 members of the 
"Comn~ittee of One Hundredu-the citizen-activists for school 
centralization in New York City-92 were listed in the Social 
Register. 

' A s  Philbrick's remarks suggest, American education since the mid-19th century has been 
niarkcd by strong liomogenizing influences, even a s  its diversity has endured. Among these 
influences are  the schools of education-particularly Columbia University's Teachers Col- 
lege (founded in 1887) and ,  to a lesser extent, the University of Chicago's Laboratory School 
(1896). The number of thcsc institutions, heavily oriented toward classroom techniques and 
"philosophy," has grown. Textbook publishers, whosell their wares nationally, a r e  another 
force and have been since the clays of McGuffey's Reader. And then there are the powerful 
teachers' unions, primarily the National Education Association (founded in 1857) and the 
smaller American Federation of Teachers (1916). In  the 1950s, the federal government en- 
tered the picture with major special-purpose subsidies to the schools under the National 
Defense Education Act ( 1  958) and the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (1965). 
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Active. Passive. Neuter. 

Far from radical, this new elite was nevertheless committed 
to the expansion of public education. Eliot in particular called 
for more schools, while insisting on "common and higher stand- 
ards." With Eliot as chairman, the National Education Associa- 
tion (NEA) in 1892 established a committee to map out the sub- 
jects to be studied as well as "the best method of testing" the 
results-an American preoccupation that has yet to subside. In 
the view of the Eliot committee, the high school curriculum 
should consist of English, foreign languages, natural history, 
physical science, geography, history, civil government, and 
political economy, as well as Latin, Greek, and mathematics. 
The committee concluded that every subject should be taught in 
the same fashion to all students. 

The Classroom as Society 

In time, Eliot was appalled by the excesses of the reforms he 
had helped to initiate. When one school administrator told him 
that there was no need to treat students as individuals, urging 
instead that pupils "move together like soldiers on parade," he 
was shaken. So were many others, and none more so than the 
leader of the "Progressive" counter-movement, John Dewey 
(1859-1952). 

Dewey, a philosopher and psychologist, was the son of a 
Vermont grocer. He spent most of his teaching career-47 
years-at Columbia University, and his interests gradually 
broadened to include social and educational issues. 

Dewey's views on education, expressed in such books as The 
School and Society (1899) and The Child and the Curriculum 
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(1902), were to revolutionize pedagogical tinkering around the 
world. He rejected the idea of the classroom as simply a training 
ground for the skilled manpower demanded by the Industrial 
Age. He wanted school to be far more than it had ever been-"a 
genuine form of active community life," an "embryonic soci- 
ety." Not unlike Benjamin Franklin, who had repeatedly urged 
learning to be "delightful," Dewey hoped schools might create a 
new society, "more worthy, lovely, harmonious." Instead of re- 
citation and drill, he wanted children to learn through experi- 
ence and exploration, "by doing." 

Anything Goes 

Seen against the rigidity of those who had "reformed" the 
system by regimenting it, Dewey was indeed a liberator. But, 
like Eliot, Dewey found it impossible to protect his ideas from 
his disciples. An intensely shy man for much of his life, he often 
expressed himself ambiguously. (For example, he once called 
himself a "Socialist," but meant only that he was concerned 
about social questions.) It should not be surprising that some of 
his notions were misunderstood. Yet Dewey was shocked to hear 
a Los Angeles school superintendent say in 1913: "The principal 
business of the child is to play and to grow-not to read, write, 
spell, and cipher." 

Indeed, most of those who thought they were following in 
the master's footsteps overlooked Dewey's basic assumption 
that scholarship and order were the bedrock from which educa- 
tional liberation must proceed. In 1918, the NEA's "Cardinal 
Principles of Secondary Education" stressed "social efficiency" 
above intellectual rigor. History, which Dewey had considered 
crucial, was replaced by "social studies," defined as an investi- 
gation of the "social efforts to improve mankind"; in a first draft 
of the document, the "three Rs" were not mentioned a t  all. 
Mathematics and foreign languages were all but discarded. 

To be fair to the Progressives, who seemed hell-bent on 
abandoning all academic standards, their influence coincided 
with an enormous expansion of the high schools (51 percent of 
those aged 14-17 were attending high school in 1930 versus 11 
percent in 1900).* In the absence of enough able teachers, the 
easiest way to serve the many seemed to be to demand little. It 

'Throughout the 19th century, secondary education was primarily a private affair, de- 
signed for students planning to attend university. Thus, in 1900, 75 percent of all high 
school graduates went on to college, compared with 25 percent in the early 1950s, when 
high school was universal. The figure today is 45 percent, reflecting the enormous expansion 
of higher education. 
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may well be that a populist, expansive, open-door approach to 
education-essential to the maintenance of a fluid society- 
inevitably leads to periods when quality is temporarily subordi- 
nated to quantity. 

The reaction to the post-Dewey Progressives came after 
World War 11. On one front, suspicious politicians attacked as 
subversive the Progressives' challenge to teachers to "dare" to 
change society. (Had not Dewey called himself a Socialist?) On a 
second front, college professors and university administrators 
charged that the Progressive "anything goes" approach to edu- 
cation had sapped public schools of intellectual stamina. As 
Paul Woodring wrote in Let's Talk Sense About Our Schools 
(1953), "The best thing about contemporary education is that a 
great many teachers ignore the gobbledygook and pedagoguese 
and go right ahead and do a sensible job of teaching." With a 
powerful psychological boost from the Soviet launching of 
Sputnik I in 1957, a new movement picked up strength, calling 
for a return to academic rigor without any retreat from the idea 
of a "common school," 

Organizers Versus Romantics 

Again, a Harvard president took the lead. James Bryant 
Conant, a devoted advocate of universal public education, ral- 
lied support for his reform plan, outlined in The American High 
School Today (1 959). The time had come for a return to the 
"hard" subjects-English, history, science, mathematics, for- 
eign languages-which, Conant insisted, should be studied a t  
least by the upper 20 percent of the academically talented. A 
firm believer in the "comprehensive" high school, he urged in- 
tellectual and vocational training to live side by side under the 
same roof. (In many European countries, children are sorted out 
and sent to different schools after age 11 .) 

From coast to coast, Conant addressed school boards, busi- 
nessmen. communitv leaders. concerned citizens. conventions of 
teachers and school administrators. With incredible stamina, he 
endured the lukewarm chicken dinners and watery fruit cock- 
tails-to no other end than to save American nublic education 
from the academic decline that he felt was eroding it from 
within. 

Conant's was not to be the last battle of the education wars. 
As early as 1959, he warned that the growing number of badly 
educated, out-of-school black youths in the urban ghettos was 
"social dynamite." For that there would be crash programs and 
radical critiques aplenty in the 1960s-a period of reformist zeal 
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that, in the nature of things, was destined to be followed by 
another period of consolidation. 

Thus, over the years, the progress of American education 
has zigzagged between two opposites, led by two contending 
groups that one might call the Organizers and the Romantics. 
The Romantics-people like Mann and Dewey-have dreamed 
the dreams, welcomed the future. The Organizers-the Eliots 
and Conants-are perhaps a little more down to earth, skeptical 
of visionaries, politically astute, pragmatists, not averse to re- 
form but ever on the lookout for the "administrative solution." 

It is easy to ridicule the excesses of both groups, or to con- 
demn the periodic swings between both extremes as an irra- 
tional state of affairs. But. as we see it. the lone-tern1 historical u 

effect seems quite different: The pattern is not so much one of 
mutual nullification as one of balance. Whenever one or the 
other faction gains too much power, the natural American mis- 
trust of any one "orthodoxy" tends to deny its proponents' ap- 
peal for further support. 

Amid all the hubbub, the American public school has 
chalked up some remarkable achievements. According to a 19- 
nation study conducted in 1973 by Sweden's Institute for the 
International Evaluation of Educational Achievement, the 
"academic elite" (the top 9 percent) in America's high schools 
contains the largest percentage of children from lower-income 
homes (14 percent) of any of the nations surveyed. (The figure in 
West Germany, for example, is 1 percent.) Three-quarters of all 
those who start high school in the United States finish it-not 
Utopia, but a better record than any other Western nation can 
boast. There are still serious problems and gross inequalities 
and, to put it mildly, room for intellectual improvement. But 
U.S. public schools remain the gateway to opportunity that they 
were meant to be. 
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by  Diane Divolcy 

As the 1970s draw to a close, everyone has something to say 
about "the schools ." Congressmen variously fret about why 
Johnny can't read, or why he must be bused 10 miles to school to 
achieve "racial balance," or why he is subjected to tests clearly 
biased in favor of those who can write "Standard English." 

From the Washington bureaucracies and the tax-exempt 
education lobbies come studies documenting the vandalism, 
drug abuse, and violence in the schools, the impact of sharply 
falling enrollments, the need for ever more "funding." Parents 
are paying more in taxes to support their local schools; to hear 
them talk, they are getting less and less in return for their 
money. Educators counter with reports of a rising incidence of 
teacher "burn-out," the classroom equivalent of shell-shock; 
beset by administrative busywork, indiscipline, and a percepti- 
ble lack of esprit in the classroom, thousands of teachers are 
fleeing to greener pastures. 

Dissatisfaction exists in many quarters. Like civilian em- 
ployers, the armed services are now aware of a "new illiteracy"; 
this year, the Pentagon has been forced to launch remedial read- 
ing programs for thousands of its $419-a-month recruits, many 
of whom hold public high school diplomas, just to make sure 
they can understand basic safety manuals. Virtually every 
major college, from Yale to Stanford, has remedial classes in 
mathematics and English. 

Reflected in bleak TV documentaries, in Time cover stories, 
in Redbook essays, is the gnawing popular suspicion that, as 
educator and author Paul Copperman told a congressional 
committee earlier this year, "for the first time in our history, the 
educational skills of one generation will not surpass, will not 
equal, will not even approach those of their parents." 

This suspicion is not confined to journalists, reactionaries, 
or the relatively well-to-do. Even in the nation's less affluent 
precincts, private schools are doing a brisk business. In Wash- 
ington, D.C., it is calculated that the average child's test scores 
drop further below the national median with every year he 
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spends in District schools; black and white parents of even 
modest means seek out Catholic and independent institutions. 
I n  Oakland, California, the parents  of 40 percent of al l  
schoolchildren, many of them low-income blacks, are scrimping 
to educate their offspring outside the municipal system. In all of 
California, once the nation's pace-setter in public education, the 
private schools' enrollment share has doubled in three years, to 
12 oercent. 

On a more general level, the press, politicians, parents, and 
school administrators have revived an old American debate over 
"standards." There is plenty of evidence that, despite increased 
outlays for education, the measurable results, at least, are un- 
satisfactory. In the decade ending last year, average scores on 
the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) taken by high school seniors, 
dropped 37 points on the verbal portion of the test, 24 points on 
the mathematics segment. A 1976 test administered to all 
Philadelphia high school seniors revealed that 13.5 percent of 
them could not f i l l  out a job application; more than 8 percent 
did not know the meaning of "credit," "deposit," or "beware." 
And according to a 1979 report prepared for Senator George 
McGovern (D.-S.D.), "functional illiteracy" among 17-year-olds 
may be as high as 13 percent for whites, 42 percent for blacks, 
and 56 percent for Hispanics. 

Back to Basics? 

Admittedly, trying to define "functional illiteracy," as 
Theodore Roosevelt said in another context, is like "trying to 
nail currant jelly to the wall." Yet something is clearly amiss 
when even school children complain that the schools are too 
soft. According to a 1978 Gallup Poll, 57.5 percent of 
elementary-school students and 44 percent of those in high 
school felt that school and homework "weren't demanding 
enough.'"" 

The politician's impulse, under pressure, to "do something" 
may lead him into a briar patch. In 40 states, legislators have 
sought to prescribe complicated new recipes for "minimum 
competency" and "proficiency," attempting to satisfy both 
egalitarians and meritocrats. Almost invariably, they have 
ended up devising standards that really change nothing. When 
. F~~ a dissenting view, see "No Homework: A Student's Right!" by Jerry F. Kotnour, in 

Ediicalio~~ I l i f e s i ,  May 1978. Kotnour, learningcoorclinalor a t  Orchard Ridge Midclle School 
in Madison, Wisconsin, reports that many teachers have conclitdecl that homework "not 
only deprived stitdems of their Tree time' but added a great deal of unnecessary work for 
themselves. And, by not giving homework, teachers have found that student atti tudes to- 
ward school work improve." 
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most of a school district's children fail one set of comnetencv 
tests, as they did recently in Baltimore, the solution is to name a 
new commission to replace it with another, more palatable test. 
If that doesn't happen, the courts may step in. Thus, Florida's 
minimum competency test was voided last July by a federal 
judge, who found the exam "valid and reliable" but also "ra- 
cially biased." 

In reaction to middle-class parents' com~la in t s  about a lack 
of rigor, school bureaucrats have here and there created "back- 
to-basics" programs or special "fundamental schools," both 
harking back to a simple, golden era (which never was). The 
back-to-basics "movement," which originated in the small town 
of Lagunitas, California, in 1972 and is promoted by numerous 
groups throughout the country, claims to have inspired funda- 
mental schools in 21 states. "Basics" does not mean a return to a 
19th-century classical education-there is no sudden resurgence 
of interest in logic, Latin, or versification-but instead heavy 
doses of discipline, patriotism, and the "three Rs." In essence, 
the basics movement springs from a nostalgic mood that period- 
ically sweeps the nation; it incorporates no substantive educa- 
tional philosophy. 

Tracing Failure to Success 

Some critics of the basics approach, despairing of broader 
reform, have joined specialized lobbies-the Council for Excep- 
tional Children, the Association for the Gifted-and so cham- 
pion the neglected subgroup of their choice. Partly as a result, 
children are now screened and sorted by educators into catego- 
ries for special attention under ever more exotic labels: "pre- 
delinquent," "pseudo-hyperkinetic," "dysgraphic," "agnosic." 

Other educators care less about particular kinds of students 
than about particular kinds of "useful" or "relevant" courses. 
The curriculum groans under their demands: We have career " 
education, sex education, health education, nutrition education, 
death education, leisure education, and courses in wilderness 
survival and mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. All of them are 

D i m e  Divoky, 40, a writer for the Sacramento (Calif.) Bee, was born in 
Cleveland, Ohio, and received a B.A. from Trinity College in  Washington, 
D.C. (1961) and an M.A. from Harvard (1965). She has taught in public, 
private, and parochial schools and from 1965 to 1967 was education editor 
of the Boston Herald. From 1972 to 1979, she was an editor at Learning 
Magazine. Her books include The Rights of Students (1972, with Alan H .  
Leviize) and The Myth of the Hyperactive Child (1975, with PeterSchrag). 
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competing for a place on the classroom menu. And the competi- 
tion can be fierce. Howard D. Mehlinger, a professor a t  Indiana 
University, has described one (unidentified) school where the 
"teachers' guide" to English and social studies begins: 

In the 10th grade, study is concentrated on the growth 
of democracy, and especially on the form of government 
which developed. Such a study should be brief and to 
the point in order to allow time for the unit on driver 
education. 

During the ups-and-downs of the last 20 years, school ad- 
ministrators have proved themselves to be adaptable, flexible, 
au cow-ant, concerned. Implacable in their open-mindedness, 
willing to try all solutions to any problem, they now seem to 
puzzle over why they appear to have accomplished less as they 
have sought to do more and more. 

A "crisis in the schools" is not a new phenomenon. Articles 
in education journals routinely begin with italicized citations 
bemoaning declining standards, lax discipline, and rotting 
skills. "Sound like 1979?" the author asks. "In fact, it's from a 
study conducted in 1949." Or 1929. Or 1900. Sometimes the 
problems have been overcome; sometimes they have not. Some- 
times the solutions have created problems of their own. Some of 
today's problems may stem from a "victory" two decades ago. 

During the 1950s, when the "rising tide" of postwar Baby- 
Boom kids started entering school at the rate of 4 million a year, 
twice the wartime rate, split classroom sessions and crowded 
buildings became a fact of life. TV commentator Edward R.  
Murrow lamented that the United States had become a "have- 
not" nation ("We have not enough teachers. . . . We have not 
340,000 classrooms . . ."). The problem was clear, the solution 
obvious. 

We passed the bond issues, poured the foundations, put up 
the  walls ,  pump-pr imed the  technique-minded teachers 
colleges-in short, made the system bigger fast. The number of 
teachers grew from less than 1 million in 1950 to 2.3 million in 
1970, as America's per-pupil spending on schools doubled. In the 
midst of expansion, when the Russians boosted Sputnik I into 
orbit in 1957, many Americans echoed U.S. News & World Report 
("What Went Wrong in U.S. Schools?") and were eager to play 
catch-up in quality as well as quantity. The brain race of that 
era-which essentially meant teaching science, math, and for- 
eign languages faster and better to more bright boys (there was 
110 call for women engineers)-seemed just another expression of 
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T H E  AMERICAN TEACHER: A PROFILE 

1 There are 2.2 million teachers in U.S. public schools, half of them in 
small towns or rural areas, the other half divided about equally 
between suburb and city. Teacher salaries vary by region. While the 1 average U S .  teacher earned $14,244 in 1978 (less than the average 
policeman or fireman), the average salary in Mississippi was 

1 $1 1 , I  50, and teachers in New York City received $18,600. (The dif- 
ferential reflects the higher formal credentials of New York teachers 

1 as well as their higher costs of living.) 
Americans continue to rate teachers highly in public opinion 

polls-and in the voting booth: Of the 55,000 teachers who ran for 
local office last year, 80 percent were elected. State and local educa- 
tion officials, however, are burdened by incompetent teachers who 
occasionally attract considerable publicity-and are almost impos- 
sible to fire. (Of the 239 teachers New York State sought to dismiss in 
1977-78, only 18 actually lost their jobs.) Some school districts, not- 
ably Dallas, are now giving standardized tests to candidates for 
teaching positions to weed out the incompetent before contracts are 
signed. 

The loss of experienced teachers may be more serious than the 
presence of bad ones. Teachers' median age and number of "years in 
teaching" are declining, indicating a higher dropout rate. Classroom 
violence, red tape, and lack of support from administrators take 
their toll, especially in big city schools. When the National Educa- 
tion Association asked its members in 1976 if they would choose 
teaching as a career if they could do it all over again, only 37 percent 
said they "certainly would," down from 52 percent a decade earlier. 

America's love of "bigger and better.":? In 1958, when Congress 
passed the National Defense Education Act, the U.S. Office of 
Education budget doubled. For the first time, the federal gov- 
ernment was in the school business in a big way. 

The speedy, effective response to both the Baby Boom and 
Sputnik left a lasting psychological impression on teachers and 
policvmakers alike. Bv the earlv 1960s. confidence in the schools 
to accon~plish any mission that society might assign it-be it 
helping win the Cold War or ending racial strife-was abnor- 
mally high. There was a bullish sense that i f  education could 

: U n d e r  the impact of Sputn ik ,  the proportion of college-bound high-school students stucly- 
ing a moi-lei-11 foreign language rose from 20 percent (1957) to 24 percent (1965). But t h e  
all-tiiiie high-36 percent-was reachec.1 in 1915. A precise figure for 1978 is not available. 
but by all accounts i t  will not exceed, 15 percent. Interestingly, i t  now appears that Russia's 
Sputn ik  " t r iumph"  was largely illusory; Soviet technology lagged far behind that of the 
Unitci l  States. See Leonid Vladimirov, TheRussian Space Bluff, London: Staccy, 1971. 
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1961 1971 1976 

Highest degree held 

Percent of teachers holding: 

Less than B.A. 14.6 2.9 0.9 

B.A. 61.9 69.6 61.6 

M.A. or 6 yrs. 23.1 27.1 37.1 

Ph.D. 0.4 0.4 0.4 

Time per week spent on 
all duties (in hours) 

All teachers 47 47 46 

Elementary 49 46 44 

Secondary 46 48 48 

Median years of experience 

All teachers (years) 11.0 8 8 

First-year teachers 

% of all teachers 8.0 9.1 5.5 

1961 1971 1976 

Median age (years) 

All teachers 40.9 35 33 

Race 

Percent of all 
teachers who are: 

Black - 8.1 8.0 

White - 88.3 90.8 

Other - 3.6 1.2 

Sex and marital status 

Men (%) 31.3 34.3 32.9 

Single 5.4 5.2 6.5 

Married 25.2 27.9 25.1 

Women (%) 68.7 65.7 67.0 

Single 16.9 14.2 13.6 

Married 42.8 44.0 46.1 

Source: National Education Association, Status of the American Public School Teachers, 
1975-76, 1977. 

erase our perceived lag in science, it could erase our social ills as 
well. Never mind that serious books, such as Evan Hunter's 
harrowing Blackboard Jungle (1954), had already disputed that 
notion. When the civil rights movement appeared on the na- 
tional scene, few educators doubted that providing equal oppor- 
tunity and social uplift for blacks, Hispanics, and the poor was 
one of their responsibilities. And politicians fell over themselves 
to endorse that belief. "The answer for all our national prob- 
lems," said President Lyndon Johnson, "comes to a single word. 
That word is education." 

Education had always been a central concern in the United 
States, a path to economic opportunity for the poor, the crucible 
of assimilation for the vast waves of immigrants arriving in the 
19th and early 20th centuries. But during the 1960s, the claims 
for education became excessive. If the federal government 
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would only put up the money-as indeed it did during 1965-69, 
the peak years of Lyndon Johnson's "Great Societyw-the 
schools would finish the job: integrate sparring social groups, 
compensate for past inequalities, boost the have-nots to a better 
life. "Upward Bound," "Higher Horizons," "Headstart," and all 
the other pioneer "compensatory" education programs of the 
mid-1960s, with their upbeat names and their common assump- 
tion that a couple of years of educational tinkering and a couple 
of billion dollars from Washington would turn disadvantaged 
youngsters into middle-class achievers, seem incredibly naive in 
retrospect. But what must be remembered is how deeply educa- 
tors believed-and were encouraged to believe-that they could 
cope with any social challenge rapidly and efficiently. 

The first tremors of doubt-doubt that "more of the same" 
was e n o u g h ~ c o u l d  be felt just as the 89th Congress set the 
Great Society programs into place, once again doubling the fed- 
eral education budget. The assault came first from a group of 
writers-Paul Goodman (Growing U p  Absurd), Edgar  Z .  
Friedenberg (Coming of Age in America), John Holt (How Chil- 
dren Fail), Jonathan Kozol (Death at an Early Age)-most of them 
more or less radical teachers and social critics. As the United 
States drifted into the Vietnam War, as conditions for many 
blacks in the inner city failed to improve, these "New Romanti- 
cists" called America's values into question-and especially the 
role of the schools in forming and perpetuating those values. 
They did not doubt that the schools could change society; but 
they insisted that the schools must be changed first. 

These writers and others attacked the schools as deadening 
institutions that taught a mindless subservience to authority, 
encouraged competition that pitted child against child, and 
stuffed students full of useless facts instead of nurturing their 
abilities to think and,  above all, feel. "Children are subject 
peoples," wrote John Holt in How Children Fail (1964), adding: 

School for them is a kind of jail. . . . We encourage 
children to act stu idly, not only by scaring and confus- 
ing them, but by t oring them, by filling up their days 
with dull, repetitive tasks that make little or no claim 
on their attention or demands on their intelligence. Our 
hearts leap for joy at the sight of a roomful of children 
all slogging away at some imposed task. . . . 

Teachers were stung by such criticism and, perhaps, at- 
tracted by the Rousseauean simplicity of the proposed remedies. 
If rigid instruction was a barrier to curiosity, then loosen the 
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reins. Before long, the rhetoric, if  not the reality, of open 
classrooms, free schools (with no fixed curriculum), "self-paced" 
instruction, and "affective" education was visited on the 
schools-first in the suburbs, where people were more trendy 
and prosperity reigned; then in the cities, nourished with "seed 
money" from such philanthropic foundations as Ford and Car- 
negie. As time went on, superintendents of schools in rural In- 
diana or North Dakota boasted of their innovations and alterna- 
tives, even gave tours of the rooms where pillows and rugs and 
hamster cages had replaced the rigid rows of maple desks. 

Day Care Extended 

Administrators may have known that many of the changes 
were merely cosmetic, but many teachers took the complaints to 
heart and tried earnestly to keep abreast of the (latest) new 
wave. As sociologist Christopher Jencks has pointed out in Work- 
ing Papers (July-August 1978), teachers, in their role as colonial 
administrators, have alwavs made accommodations to keen the 
natives happy, have used "bread and circuses" to ease tensions. 
But in the past, such concessions were generally coupled with 
the inner conviction that there were nevertheless bodies of 
knowledge-history , Latin, math, English-worth teaching and 
worth learning, whether or  not a teacher had any real en- 
thusiasm for the subject he taught. Amid the turbulence of the 
late 1960s, Jencks contends, all that changed: 

There seemed to be so many competing interpretations 
of reality that it was hard to defend one to the exclusion 
of others. This led not only students but many teachers 
into the kind of spongy cultural relativism that treats 
all ideas as equally defensible. But if all ideas are 
equally defensible, none is worth bothering with. 

For the many teachers who had long taught a certain set of 
novels or social studies "units" only because that was what the 
local school board decreed-teachers who did not in fact believe 
that Shakespeare or the U.S. Constitution could be exciting or 
relevant-the challenges of the 1960s were particularly unnerv- 
ing. When students asked for "relevance" or "honesty" or "ex- 
citement," educators found it easier to throw out the staples in 
favor of what might amuse or appease, rather than defend the 
traditional curriculum. Milton and Wordsworth were often re- 
placed by the lyrics of Bob Dylan, essay writing by film 
criticism, history by courses with names like "Social Concerns 
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CHANGING PATTERN OF INTEGRATION IN 
U S .  PUBLIC SCHOOLS 

BLACKS . . HISPANICS 

Source: U S .  Department of Health, Education and Welfare, Office for Civil Rights 

Hispanic st~~detzts are increasingly attending "racially isolated" schools 
(above); the situation for blacks is slo~vly it?zprovitzg, except in the 
Northeast. Parents' worries a decade ago over poor facilities and 
teachers have given way to different concerns (below). 

SCHOOL PROBLEMS MOST CITED BY PARENTS 
(''What do you think are the biggest problems with which 
the public schools in this community must deal?") 

Parochial No 
Public school school children 
~ a r e n t s  D~I -en t s  in school 

1979 1969 1979 1969 1979 I 9 6 9  

Discipline 26% 24% 32% 39% 24% 27% 

Drugs 14 - 7 - 13 - 

Finances 12 15 4 7 12 15 

Pool- CUI-riculum 1 I 5 17 9 10 3 

Poor teachers 12 20 12 24 9 14 

Integration 7 12 15 8 9 15 

Lack of facilities 2 27 - 26 2 17 

National 
total 

S o u ~ r e :  The G~illup  poll^ ofAttit~ide.s T01i~ci1.d Edtlc(11io11, 1 9 6 9  1973; "Tcnth Annual Gallup 
Poll of Attitudes T o \ w ~ - d  Education," Phi Delta Kcippci~~, Septernbe~- 1978 and I979 
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U.S. PUBLIC SCHOOLS, 1879-1979: A HISTORICAL SUMMARY 

Total public school 
enrollment 
( 1 ,OOOs)* 9,867 

NUI-sel-y, K-8 
( 1,000s) 9,757 

Percent of population 
aged 5 1 7  in 
public schools 

Total nonpublic 1 1 
school enrollment 
(1  ,OOOs)* 1 *.A. 1 

Total Catholic 
school enrollment 
( I  ,OOOs)* 1 N.A. 1 

Public high school 
gl-aduates ( I  ,OOOs)* 1 N.A. 1 
Percent of all 
17-year olds 
graduated from 
all high schools 2.5 

Pupils per teacher? 
in public schook* 1 34.4 1 
Avera e length of 
schoofterm (days) 1 130.3 1 N.A. 

The average pupil-teacher ratio in pztblic sc~zools has declined by ali?zost 
one-half over the last century. The school year has grown by two 
months. The proportion o f  st~~deizts graduating fiot?z high sc/zool 
crested at 75.7 percent in 1969. As the data nzake clear, deinograplzic 
declines are nothing new; the birth rate dropped sharply during the 
1930s' Great Depression, tvitjz a predictable effect on eizrollnzents. 
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for Today." If one didn't really know what was important to 
learn, then it didn't matter what one taught. 

Besides, a glossy, packaged kit called "Focus on Self-Devel- 
opment" made the hour between 1O:OO A.M. and 1l:OO A.M. go 
faster for teacher and pupils than grammar or spelling ever had. 
In wealthier school districts, technology provided new toys: 
computers, ''audio-visual'' machines, closed-circuit TV. The 
school library became a "multi-media resource center." 

By the early 1 9 7 0 ~ ~  unquestioning acceptance of the old cur- 
riculum had given way to mindless New Approaches under 
which often the only criterion was what might entertain both 
student and teacher. In the process, whatever academic rigor 
and discipline the schools had been held to in the past faded. To 
avoid complaints, students were automatically promoted from 
one grade to the next, ready or not. The longer-term effects were 
somebody else's worry. Many schools' purposes were, in fact, no 
longer so much educational as custodial-a kind of extended 
day care system, even in middle-class suburbs. 

The kids were the first to smell the difference, to sense that 
the game had changed. At education conferences, perceptive 
teachers began to talk about the "faintly hostile boredom" they 
were encountering in the classroom-the new, easy defiance and 
facile cynicism of those who would once have been enthusiastic, 
model students. What the teachers seldom understood was that 
these new attitudes were a direct response to the shakiness at 
the center, among the teachers and administrators. 

The loss of nerve at the front of the classroom, and in the 
depths of the educational bureaucracy, got few headlines until 
the mid-1970s when it was evidenced in lower student SAT 
scores, and even in a few (unsuccessfu1) lawsuits brought on 
behalf of children against their schools for "educational mal- 
practice." By then, the schools were beleaguered on all fronts. 

First, bit by bit, researchers began to confirm what some 
already suspected: The Great Society school programs designed 
to remedy the effects of poverty were not working, at least not at 
the fast clip at which Americans had come to believe they could 
solve their problems. For example, it turned out that the signifi- 
cant gains achieved with preschool children in Headstart, the 
darling of the compensatory movement, were washed out by 
second or third grade." 

A second blow came when faith in integration, as both an 

"'The most coniprehensive survey o f  the plusses and rninuses o f  conipcnsatory education 
prograins is the $15  inillion Nu/ioi?u/ Itzs[it//te of E~lztcatiu~z Cotnpet~su!oq~ Ed~<ca!io~? S ~ ~ i d y  
(1978), available f r o n ~  the National Institute o f  Education. 
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educational and social tool, lost ground. Putting white and black 
children together in the same classroom-hailed in the 1966 
"Coleman Report" as having an almost nlagically positive edu- 
cational effect on minority children, as well as social benefits for 
whites-proved to be costly, complicated, and, a t  any rate, no 
panacea for educational problems. Sociologist James Coleman 
himself recanted last year: "What once appeared to be fact,'' he 
conceded, "is now known to be fiction." With the decline of 
many liberals' high hopes for integration has come a dimming of 
the time-honored ideal of the "common school," that place 
where children of all backgrounds could come together to earn 
their place in American society. 

Meanwhile, the numbers began to diminish. Educators 
employ a variety of wooden euphemisms-"retrenchment," 
"decline1'-to refer to a trend that began in 197 1 with the abrupt 
loss of 500,000 children from U.S. schools. With the end of 
America's Baby Boom, the school-age population began to 
shrink fast. At first, administrators viewed the situation as a 
simple problem that a few adjustments-such as reducing the 
number of prospective teachers in the pipeline-would fix. 
Some optimists predicted more money for fewer children. 
Others saw an  eventual decrease in the tax burden. 

Burdens and Blessings 

Of course, with the rise in average teacher salaries (from 
$8,840 in 1969 to $14,244 last year) and an  inflation rate that 
halves the value of a dollar every decade, the end of the Baby 
Boom has nleant none of these things. As total enrollment in 
public schools has dropped by 2 nlillion since 1971-with the 
prospect of a net 4 million loss by 1985-the cost of running the 
schools has risen dralnatically, some 56 percent between 1971 
and 1976.+' 

Retrenchment means laying off teachers, closing neighbor- 
hood schools, and creating bad blood among all parties. A 
"reduction in force" (or RIF, as teacher layoffs are called) has 
become an  annual rite in many communities. Districts are gen- 

*Wliat happens to the school age populatio~i after 1985 is aliyotie's guess, s i~ i ce  childreti \vho 
will begin school that year have yet to be born. The Baby-Boo111 bulge passed through 
e le~nentary  school i ~ i  1971, tlirough high school in 1975. A new upturn in the tiutnber of 
births began ill 1976, a s  the huge postwar generation began bearing chi ldrc~i  of its own. It is 
itiipossiblc t o  preclict the size of this cletliograpliic "echo." Becausc the effects of birth-rate 
clecli~ie are  co~npouticled (or tiegatccl) by tiiigration-fati~ilics a ~ - e  111oving away from the 
industrialized "frostbelt" states-it is likely that local e~irolltiient patterns \viII vary v.,iclely 
for the r e l i i a i~~de r  of this century. See "The Ups ancl Do\vns of Education" by Hazel H ,  
Reinhardt,  in Ail~ericui~ Deii~ogrupl~ics, June 1979. 
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C O M P E T I N G  W I T H  T H E  S C H O O L S  

Defenders of the public schools often cite "outside" factors as the 
source of current classroom difficulties-parental neglect, a general dis- 
respect for authority, and, above all, television. I12 a recent speech, 
author-critic Clifton Fadiimiz suggested that TV is only part of a 
broader problem. Excerpts: 

The idea of education was never before opposed by a competitor. It 
was taken for granted because no alternative appeared on the hori- 
zon. But today there is a complete "alternate life" to which children 
submit themselves. 

The alternate life is the consequence of the communication revolu- 
tion. It is a highly competitive educational system, opposed in 
almost every essential way to traditional schooling. This system is 
the linked structure of which television is the heart and which num- 
bers among its constituents film, radio, comic books, pop music, 
sports. 

This alternate life is a life; it is not a diversion. It takes up  a s  much 
of a child's time as  school does, and it works on him with far greater 
effectiveness. It offers its own [contrasting] disciplines, its own cur- 
riculum, its own ethical and cultural values, its own style and lan- 
guage. 

And this competition, [teachers] are  not trained to meet. The al- 
ternate life has one special psychological effect [on children] which 
handicaps the teacher: a decline in the faculty of attention, and 
therefore a decline in the capacity to learn. Television's great attrac- 
tion is that it does the work for you, skillfully and systematically. . . . 

erally required to send "pink slips" to teachers the spring before 
the ax will fall. Because districts can't see that far ahead, they 
often overestimate the losses and RIF too many teachers. Last 
spring, for example, San Francisco school officials RIF'd every 
teacher hired since 1968. Teachers are invariably hit harder 
than administrators. In Springfield, Illinois, during the last two 
years, the number of teachers in all public schools declined by 
7.5 percent; the number of administrators actually grew by 6.7 
percent. 

School closings, a new phenomenon in American education, 
can be divisive and traumatic. Since 1970, more than 2,800 pub- 
lic schools have been closed nationwide, with the rate of shut- 
downs increasing. Maryland's Prince George's County has 
closed 25 schools; San Francisco has lost 32. Particularly for 
suburban systems, school closings seem to set off a kind of mid- 
life crisis. People in the cities have by now become accustomed, 
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perhaps inured, to decay; their schools have been in turmoil for 
two decades and longer. The newer suburbs, however, were 
built in the 1950s expressly as places to raise and educate chil- 
dren; the realization that a community has aged, that its social 
mix has changed (more singles, more elderly people), and that it 
has, on average, 10 percent fewer of the young families with 
children for which it was designed, comes hard. 

As a larger and larger proportion of the citizenry, by virtue 
of age or decisions not to have children, does not have offspring 
in school, the support that the schools can expect from the pub- 
lic grows more and more tenuous. The success of Proposition 13, 
the 1978 "ballot initiative" that cut California property taxes in 
half, was an angry vote against soaring levies and fat bureauc- 
racy; but it was also a vote against expensive services, mainly 
schools, that primarily benefit young families and children. 
Somewhere down the line, there are embarrassing questions to 
ask about the values of a community that does not see children 
as its chief burden and blessing, about whether such a place is a 
community a t  all. 

No one any longer expects our schools to revamp society, 
but selfishness is not the way to help the schools rise to meet our 
lowered expectations. We may need a collective largeness of 
spirit. For all their rhetorical excesses, the radical reformers of 
the mid-1960s had a point: Schools in America reinforce the 
values of the society a t  large. And the values of that larger soci- 
ety currently suffer from a certain confusion. By putting the 
entire burden of reform on the schools, as Frances Fitzgerald has 
pointed out in America Revised, we are saying in effect: "Let us 
be saved by the next generation." The real question today is 
whether the current generation of adults can save the next one. 
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The main hearing room of the House Education and Labor 
Committee in Washington-Rayburn 2175-has a 30-foot ceil- 
ing, a two-tiered mahogany rostrum seating 36 committee 
members, and gold carpet covering its auditorium-sized floor. 
But it is not so big that proceedings there cannot be dominated 
by Representative Carl Perkins (D-Ky.), with his quiet, slow 
voice, his whispered asides to his experienced staff, and his wis- 
dom in the ways of Congress. When the committee convenes to 
deliberate on the fate of such laws as Title I of the Elementary 
and Secondary Education Act, school administrators, teachers, 
and politicians around the country pay close attention. 

Title I, which is worth $3 billion every year, is the largest 
single federal subsidy to education. The money is targeted at 
below-average pupils in high-poverty areas, and it is distributed 
among school districts via the states according to a complicated 
formula that purports to identify just where those disadvan- 
taged children are. The formula is based primarily on "poverty 
counts" culled from 1970 Census data, and, as a result, "poor" 
Southern states get a relatively large piece of the Title I pie, 
while "rich" Northern and Midwestern states get less. 

The formula is the key. Even modest tinkering with it can 
shift millions of dollars from one state to another. Thus, when 
the formula expired last year, Congressmen from the Midwest 
and North, regions slighted by the out-of-date figures, pinned 
their hopes on a new $10 million report from the Census Bureau 
and the Department of Health, Education and Welfare. The 
study updated the 1970 census numbers and underlined the 
growing prosperity of the "New South" and Sunbelt regions, the 
declining economies of the industrial Northeast and Frostbelt. 
At the first opportunity, a group of committee members, led by 
Repesentative William Ford (D-Mich.), the second highest rank- 
ing member, successfully amended the formula in committee to 
utilize the updated figures. But Chairman Perkins, a firm friend 
of Title I, is an even firmer friend of his home district. With the 
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quiet support of the Carter administration, the chairman, 
backed by a coalition of like-minded Congressmen, reversed the 
initial vote, and retained the 10-year-old 1970 census as the 
principal basis for allocating Title I funds, thus keeping the old 
beneficiaries, including Kentucky, happy. 

Leavening good educational intentions with hard-ball poli- 
tics is not peculiar to Capitol Hill. Public education is big 
business everywhere and the stakes are high-for rural building 
contractors bidding on a new central school, for city school 
boards hoping to avoid teacher strikes, for entire states facing 
court orders to change the ways they have customarily paid for 
education. Local, state, and federal governments spent $86 bil- 
lion last year on public elementary and secondary schools. Only 
the armed forces consume more tax dollars: vet. with 3.9 million , - - 

full-time employees on their payrolls-teachers, janitors, librar- 
ians, guidance counselors, administrators, secretaries-the pub- 
lic schools top even the military in manpower. 

Who Calls the Shots? 

If public education is big, it is not monolithic. No single 
group in American society pays for it, benefits from it, or con- 
trols it. No one unit of government has complete responsibility 
for it. The buck, so to speak, doesn't stop anywhere. As Rufus 
Miles, a Princeton professor and a former assistant secretary of 
HEW, has put it: "Where you stand depends on where you sit." 

If you are one of the 100,000 Americans sitting on local 
boards of education, you probably feel put upon by outsiders of 
every stripe: Washington bureaucrats, state legislators, un- 
happy teachers, aggrieved parents, the courts. School boards, 
though no longer as powerful as they were in the late 19th 
century, are generally still responsible for hiring and firing of 
personnel, for putting a budget together, and-to the extent that 
they can avoid violating a variety of state or federal mandates- 
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search Institute of the Educational Testing Service. Born in New York City, 
he received his B.A. from the University of Vermont (1956) and his M.A. 
(1962) and Ph.D (1971) from Syracuse University. In 1977-78, he served as 
deputy assistant secretary of the U.S. Department of Health, Education 
and Welfare. He is the author of Federal Aid to Education: Who Benefits, 
Who Governs? (1971, with Michael Kirst) and Answers to Inequity: An 
Analysis of the New School Finance (1974). He is currei~tly working on a 
book oil the financing of urban education. Jonathan S. Mills, an assistant 
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selves in the thick of controversy: notably over busing, grad- 
uation requirements, and school finances. The states serve as 
conduits of federal aid. And, in a dozen states, a new breed of 
vigorous state school chief has taken the helm-people like 
Gregory Anrig in Massachusetts and Wilson Riles in California. 
Reflecting these developments, and the growth of federal aid 
programs, between 1964 and 1976 the total personnel of educa- 
tion agencies in a11 50 states grew from 11,000 to 22,000. (One- 
third, of them, however, are paid from the U.S. Treasury.) 

Education Grab Bag 

State education agencies do not have the field to them- 
selves. Former U.S. Commissioner of Education Ernest Boyer 
has observed that education is increasingly perceived as "too 
important to be left to the educators." Under pressure from par- 
ents and various "public-interest'' lobbies, state legislators are 
increasingly taking certain educational matters into their own 
hands, imposing high school graduation requirements and 
statewide competency tests. Since the mid-1970s, they have 
generally taken a "What are we getting for our money?" attitude 
toward the schools. 

And then there are the federal and state courts-the most 
publicized entrants in the educational policy game. Contending 
with 100-year-old state constitutions, mountains of statistical 
evidence, and the often conflicting testimony of dozens of expert 
witnesses, judges have had to hand down rulings on everything 
from school finance to desegregation. They have, in effect, taken 
on the "hot" issues that legislators prefer to avoid. They are not 
universally applauded. 

Generally speaking, the federal government steps into the 
public education scene with programs to enforce civil rights and 
improve the education of minorities or the underprivileged. Ex- 
cept for "Impact Aid1'-which was primarily designed to com- 
pensate local districts for the presence of children whose parents 
live on federal property (and hence may not pay local property 
taxes)-federal education money is targeted at carefully defined 
groups and purposes: handicapped, bilingual, or migrant chil- 
dren, for example.'' 

There are well over 100 aid programs administered by the 

*Bilingual educatiot~ is one of the fastest grow~ing, and most controversial, federal pro- 
gratiis. Launched by Congress in I968 \vith a tiiodcst $7.5 tnillion, the effort to teach chil- 
dren in their "native" language instead of priniaril), or exclusively in English, no\\$ claitiis 
$157 ti1illion frotii Washington alot~c; 20 states have set up their O\L,II bilingual prograriis. 
About 80 percent of the 320,000 children enrolled arc of Hispanic origin. 
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U.S. Office of Education, and these represent less than half of all 
federal funds for education. The Department of Agriculture runs 
the school lunch and breakfast programs (for 29 million chil- 
dren). "Headstart" is administered by the Office of Human De- 
velopment, which is part of HEW but not of the Office of Educa- 
tion (which is also part of HEW). Schools on Indian reservations 
are run by the Department of Interior. This grab bag is mirrored 
in Congress, where 28 committees and subcommittees, ranging 
from the Senate Committee on Alcohol and Drug Abuse to the 
House Judiciary Committee, have "oversight" over various edu- 
cational activities. 

Not surprisingly, then, education politics in Washington in- 
volves quiet alliances among bureaucrats (who want to expand 
their programs), their client constituencies (who want to keep 
their congressional funding), and interested politicians (who 
want to do both). As in the politics of agriculture, defense, or 
welfare, such "iron triangles" are often impervious to the influ- 
ence of Presidents, cabinet secretaries, and congressional 
leaders-as Jimmy Carter recently found out. 

Serrano and Beyond 

Carter's campaign promise-winning him the support of 
the ~owerful  teachers union. the National Education Associa- 
t ion lwas  to bring all of the federal education programs to- 
gether into a single, cabinet-level Department of Education. It 
was a noble scheme. Headstart, a program for poor children that 
the President had personally penciled into the proposed de- 
partment, was the first to wriggle free after a well-organized 
campaign spearheaded by the Children's Defense Fund, The 
Fund argued that the program's autonomy was essential to its 
effectiveness. The school lunch program was the next to go. This 
time the campaign was led by the Senate Agriculture Commit- 
tee, which indicated that it wanted the program left right where 
it was, thank you. By the time the dust had settled, the proposed 
Education Department looked just like the old Office of Educa- 
tion, which it was supposed to replace. 

For an overall view of just how this complicated system of 
"governance" manages to function, it is best to look at a single 
issue that cuts across every level of education politics. One such 
issue is financing. 

Currently, a11 levels of government help foot the US .  educa- 
tion bill. On average, local governments shoulder about 44 per- 
cent of the burden, state governments 48 percent. The federal 
government covers the remaining 8 percent. Life does not oper- 
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THE FINANCES OF THREE SCHOOL DISTRICTS, 1977-78: 

Per capitz income 

School enrollment 

REVENUES (per pupil) 

All  local taxes 

State government 

Miscellaneous 

Total (per pupil) 

Macon Lower 
County, Oakland, Mex-ion, 
AIa. Calif. Pa. 

$2,775 $5,491 $10,41 I 

186 Interest sale of school 

Where a school's i71oney comes froin-and where it goes-is a ixatter of 
circui~~stance. Alabai?~a's Macon County is a depressed rural area with no 
industry and little good fart?~iizg. Industrial Oakland's systein is steadily 
losing pupils to private schools; like Macoil, it relies heavily on federal and 
state funds. Suburban Lower Meriorz, outside Philadelphia, foots tnost o f  

ate on averages, however, and neither do the states. In New 
Hampshire, local communities pay 85 percent of their school 
costs; the state provides less than 10 percent. In Hawaii, the 
proportions are reversed. Similarly, the federal bounty is un- 
evenly distributed under more than 100 programs, with Sunbelt 
states generally doing better than the Frostbelt  state^.'^ 
"Mississippi, New Mexico, Louisiana, Hawaii, and Arkansas all count on the federal gov- 
ernnient for more than 15 percent of their education buclgets; New Jersey, Massachusetts, 
Wisconsin, New York, and Nevada, less than 5 percent. Most federal aid to education (in 
1979) falls under  the follo\ving prograIns: Title I, $3.078 billion; hanclicapped, $977 iiiillion; 
school assistance to federally affected areas (Iriipact Aid), $816  nill lion; Vocational and 
Aclult Eclucation, $774 niillion; Eiiicrgency School Aid Act (desegregation), $332 n1ilIion. 
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FEDEFUL, STATE, LOCAL CONTRIBUTIONS-AND OUTLAYS 

EXPENSES (per pupil) 

Administration 

Instruction 

Macon 
Count>, 
Ala. 

$7 1 

6 15 

Calif. Pa I 
IncIudes salaries, contrac- 

library 

Attendance and 13 7 9 73 Includes salaries for 
health ser-$ices nurses, social workers 

Operation and 58 220 379 
maintenance 

Fixed charges 3 5 47 287 Pensions, insurance, rent 

Pupil transporia- 46 14 52 To and from school; also 
tion excursions 

Construction 44 272 1 99 Oakland figure for 1977-78 
abnormally high 

Equipment (new) 15 18 1 117 

Miscellaneous 105 1 131 1 104 Debt interest, extra- 
curricular activities 

Total (per pupil) $1,002 1$2,351 1 $2,650 

the bill for its schools, spending about 15 percent more than Oakland. 
Partly because Oakland's system is so large (91 schools), much money goes 
for adn7inistration. Lower Merion students score above the national aver- 
age on standardized tests; Oakland students score far below. 

Despite such diversity, one basic trend is apparent: While 
the average federal share since 1967 has remained about con- 
stant a t  8 percent, the average state share has grown by almost 8 
percent, and the average local share has shrunk by the same 
amount. 

Why? The primary reason is really one of equity. Ever since 
Elwood P. Cubberley's historic analysis, School Funds and Their 
Apportionwzent (1905), school administrators and politicians 
have known that heavy reliance on property taxes to pay for 
schools leads to gross disparities in school quality from one dis- 
trict to the next. When Cubberley looked at Connecticut's seven 
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poorest and seven wealthiest towns in 1905, he found that the 
rich communities taxed themselves at a rate of about $2.75 per 
every $1,000 of assessed property value; the rate in poorer com- 
munities was $4.37. Yet, while poor districts taxed themselves 
more, they still generated 20 percent less revenue per pupil than 
the wealthy districts. The situation in that regard had not 
changed a whit by 1977. The poorest Connecticut towns had a 
tax rate twice as high as the richest towns, but they ended up 
generating $500 less per pupil. 

Similarly, in California, the difference between schools in 
Beverly Hills and Baldwin Park was more than just a half-hour 
ride on the freeway. In 1970, the parents of John Serrano, a pupil 
in one of California's poorer school districts, filed a class-action 
suit challenging the state's school financing system. A year later, 
the state supreme court, in Serrano v. Priest, ruled that the sys- 
tem, with its heavy reliance on local property taxes, had denied 
Johnny Serrano the equal protection of the laws. "Affluent dis- 
tricts," wrote Justice Raymond L. Sullivan for the court in a 6 to 
1 decision, "can have their cake and eat it too: They can provide 
a high quality education . . . while paying lower taxes. Poor 
districts, by contrast, have no cake at all." Facing court orders, 
or hoping to forestall judicial intervention, nearly half of the 50 
states have changed their school financing since Serrano.* 

Do dollars really make a difference? The 1966 "Coleman 
Report" (Equality of Educational Opportunity) suggested that 
such "variables" as  school facilities, type of curriculum, 
classroom size, and so on had far less relationship to how pupils 
performed than did students' socioeconomic characteristics- 
family background, poverty, race, parents' educational level. 
However, more recent studies suggest that school services do in 
fact have a strong positive relationship to learning, and that 
many of these services directly reflect a school district's spend- 
ing.? Because exurban Princeton, New Jersey, has a two-to-one 
advantage in revenues over nearby Paterson, for example, it can 
hire 50 percent more teachers for the same number of students. 

Minneso ta ,  Kansas, New Jersey, Connecticut, New York, Washington, West Virginia, and 
Colorado were ordered by courts to change their financing systems. Florida, Illinois, Texas, 
Arizona, Michigan, North Dakota, New Mexico, Iowa, Ohio, Maine, Wisconsin, Indiana, 
Utah, Montana, and South Carolina acted in the absence of legal decisions. The U.S. Su- 
preme Court, in Rodriguez v. Sail A ~ ~ t o n i o  (1973) declined by a vote of 5 to 4 to impose a 
nationwide ruling similar toSerraiio. 

S e e  for example: A. A. Sommers, and B. L. Wolfe, Disaggregatioii and Aizalyzii~g Education 
Equity Issues: ~blethods and Results, Philadelphia: Federal Reserve Bank of Philadelphia, 
1975; and "Explosion of a Myth: Quantity of Schooling and Exposure to Instruction, Major 
Educational Vehicle'' by D. E. Wiley and A. Harnischfeger, in Education Researcher (vol. 3, 
no. 4, 1974). 
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It wasn't only Serrano that nibbled away at California's re- 
liance on property taxes to support the schools; it was also 
Proposition 13, the 1978 rollback of the state's property taxes to 
1 percent of assessed value. In the spirit of Proposition 13, some 
states-Colorado, New Jersey, and Tennessee-have adopted 
"fiscal limitation" bills aimed not so much at curbing local 
property taxes as at putting a ceiling on state spending. Even as 
states shoulder more of the school burden, the growth in spend- 
ing on schools is slowing down. In the 1960s, total expenditures 
on schools grew by an annual average rate of 10.6 percent across 
the nation; in the last three years, it has averaged only 7.4 per- 
cent. As the effects of fiscal limitations are felt, the growth may 
slow even more. And even as the size of the pot shrinks, the 
stakes get higher, the contending pressures become fiercer. 

The Fight of the Century 

Among the key forces here are the teachers-organized into 
the 1.8-million-member National Education Association and the 
smaller (520,000) but faster growing American Federation of 
Teachers. Trying to keep up with inflation, the two unions have 
stoutly resisted school boards' proposals to reduce teachers' 
perquisites or curb pay increases. The unions often can muster 
superior expertise. When a strike threatens, the union local can 
call in a negotiating team from headquarters as well as a public 
relations agent, a budget analyst, and contract specialists. All 
told, there were 176 teacher strikes in 1978-79, compared to 9 in 
1964-a fair measure of the increase in teacher militancy. 

The federal government also pushes up costs. In order to 
qualify for any federal subsidies, school districts have to meet 
accompanying requirements, such as those of the 1975 Aid to 
Handicapped Children Act. This act required that all states pro- 
vide handicapped children with a "free and appropriate public 
educationn-which meant not only ramps for wheelchairs but 
also special counseling and therapy. Full compliance will cost at 
least $8 billion annually, with the federal government contribut- 
ing only about 12 percent of that amount. 

Nor does each dollar from Washington mean one dollar less 
that the states themselves will have to find. Virtually all of the 
100 or so federal education programs contain "maintenance of 
effort" provisions. That means that if states start cutting back 
on their education budgets in anticipation of a windfall from 
Washington, they will lose a proportionate share of their federal 
aid. 

A third force that could push up education costs even fur- 
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ther is the private schools, whose spokesmen have long been 
arguing for a share of public education money. About 10 percent 
(or 5 million) of all U.S. school children are in private, mostly 
religious schools, and during the last several years, private 
school administrators have been pressing for direct public sup- 
port either through tax credits or "pick-your-own-school" 
voucher plans. Tax credit legislation nearly passed Congress last 
year and is on the agenda again. A voucher initiative will prob- 
ably be on the ballot in California next spring. Albert Shanker, 
president of the American Federation of Teachers, has predicted 
that stopping such measures will become "the fight of the 
century" for public-school teachers. 

Public school lobbyists fear that letting private schools tap 
into state and local treasuries, even indirectly, will diminish 
funds for the public schools. There is also the thorny constitu- 
tional issue of the separation of church and state. Lastly, many 
educators argue, vouchers and similar measures would encour- 
age divisiveness-religious, racial, economic-and undercut the 
"unifying" aspects of public education. And well they might. 

But the fact is that on this issue as on so many others, there 
is room for honest disagreement. Cooperation and consensus 
come hard in education because school issues touch both the 
deepest feelings and highest aspirations of our society. And its 
financing and governance involve the most basic questions in 
democratic politics: Who pays? Who benefits? Who controls? 

American federalism, it has been written, is a marble cake, 
not a layer cake-a swirl of contending influences, not a neatly 
stacked hierarchy of federal, state, and local powers. The poli- 
tics of education is the ultimate example. 

T h e  Wilson Q ~ ~ a r i e r h ' i A n i ~ ~ n i ~ ~  1979 
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Apart from the Civil War, perhaps no 
topic has generated more books 
about America by Americans than 
education. The two subjects have a t  
least one thing in c o m m o n ~ e n d u r -  
ing controversy among the special- 
ists. 

In Schooled to Order: A Social 
History of Public Schooling in the 
United States (Oxford, 1979), David 
Nasaw sums up the current "radi- 
cal" critique of education: "Public 
schools are social institutions dedi- 
cated not to meeting the self- 
perceived needs of their students but 
to preserving social peace and pros- 
perity within the context of private 
property and the governmental 
structures that safeguard it." 

School adminis t ra tors ,  Nasaw 
charges, stress vocational education 
for poor and minority s tudents ,  
while offering academic programs to 
white middle-class youths. 

A sharp counterargument comes 
from Diane Ravitch in The Re- 
visionists Revised: A Critique of the 
Radical Attacks on the Schools 
(Basic Books, 1978). Ravitch con- 
tends that lower-income Americans 
have rightly trusted the schools to 
improve their children's prospects 
for higher economic status. She cites 
studies (by Stephan Thernstrom and 
others) indicating that  upward 
mobility has characterized life in 
America during the last 100 years. 

Schools may provide the ticket to a 
better life, but do they prepare stu- 
dents  for the journey? In her  
thoughtful analysis of changing 
themes in American history 
textbooks, America Revised (Atlan- 
tic-Little, Brown, 1979), Frances 

FitzGerald faults most narratives for 
depicting the world as a place "with- 
out malice or stupidity." Pupils who 
learn bland versions of the past, she 
suggests, risk feeling "that their 
own experience of conflict or suffer- 
ing is unique . . . and perhaps un- 
American." 

Controversy over the purposes of 
education in a democratic society is 
not new, as Lawrence A. Cremin's 
general histories make clear. The 
Transformation of the School: Pro- 
gressivism in American Education, 
1879-1957 (Knopf, 1961, cloth; Vin- 
tage, 1964, paper) traces the debate 
over academic rigor versus the "use 
of the schools to improve the lives of 
individuals," from the common 
schools to the launching of Sputnik. 

Two giants who helped shape U.S. 
schools were Horace Mann (1796- 
1859) and John Dewey (1 859- 1952). 

Known as "the father of the Amer- 
ican public school," Horace Mann 
was a tireless, ever-optimistic re- 
former. In Horace Mann: A Biog- 
raphy (Knopf, 1972), Jonathan 
Messerli recounts his broad interests 
in politics and social uplift. In addi- 
tion to serving in the Massachusetts 
legislature and as a U.S. Representa- 
tive, Mann bitterly opposed slavery 
and helped establish America's first 
state hospital for the insane at  Wor- 
cester, Mass., in  1833. 

In The Life and Mind of John 
Dewey (Southern Ill., 1973, cloth; 
1978, paper) ,  George Dykhuizen 
demonstrates that Dewey, like Mann, 
was something of an overachiever. 
Co-founder, with Charles Sanders 
Peirce and William James, of the 
philosophical school of Pragmatism, 
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his writings had a lasting effect on 
the disciplines of philosophy, psy- 
chology, and pedagogy. 

There are books that describe edu- 
cation and books that attempt to 
change it. During the 1950s, James 
Bryant Conant took "academic in- 
ventories" of American high schools. 
Many of the Harvard president's rec- 
ommendations, recorded in The 
American High School Today: A 
First Report to Interested Citizens 
(McGraw-Hill, 1959), have been 
widely adopted, particularly in the 
suburbs: third- and fourth-year lan- 
guage courses, tuition-free summer 
schools, the grouping of students in 
each subject according to ability. 

In 1964, Congress ordered a survey 
of educational opportunity. Two 
years later,  sociologist James S .  
Coleman and six fellow researchers 
issued Equality of Educational 
Opportunity (Government Printing 
Office, 1966). They reported on the 
relationship between students '  
achievement and the kinds of schools 
(segregated, integrated, rich, poor) 
attended. Among their findings: 
Minority students from poor homes 
do better in affluent white schools. 
Their research helped convince the 
courts to adopt plans for "immediate 
integration" (i.e., busing). 

Two contrary studies followed, 
headed by Harvard sociologist Chris- 
topher Jencks. Inequality: A Reas- 
sessment of the Effect of Family and 
Schooling in America (Basic Books, 
1972, cloth; Harper, 1973, paper) 
shows that an adult's income is de- 
termined primarily by employers' 
biases and "luck," rather than by 
family background and the number 
of years spent in school. "The evi- 
dence suggests," the authors con- 
tend, "that equalizing educational 
opportunity would do very little to 
make adults more equal." 

Jencks' second analysis devotes 
only a few chapters to education's 
impact on adult Americans' pay- 
checks. Who Gets Ahead? The De- 
terminants of Economic Success in 
America (Basic Books, 1979), is 
rigorous, technical, and difficult to 
read. It reveals, among other things, 
that the earnings of white- and blue- 
collar workers are not affected by the 
quality of primary and secondary 
education they received. 

Various groups in the United 
States have distrusted the public 
schools and have attempted to do the 
job themselves. In Catholic Educa- 
tion in a Changing World (Holt, 
1967, cloth; Univ. of Notre Dame, 
1969, paper), George N. Shuster 
notes that in 1840 America's 200 
Catholic schools served a missionary 
function. Later, their role changed. 
Catholic immigrants saw them as 
bulwarks of the faith and as guard- 
ians of traditional values. 

Meanwhile, the sons of both minis- 
ters and millionaries went to austere 
Protestant boarding schools in New 
England. In The Headmaster: Frank 
L. Boyden of Deerfield (Farrar, 1966, 
cloth; 1979, paper), John McPhee 
superbly describes a man "at the 
near end of a skein of magnanimous 
despots." Boyden came to Massachu- 
setts' Deerfield Academy in 1902 and 
was headmaster for 66 years. McPhee 
ranks him with other famed Yankee 
autocrats-Groton's Endicott Pea- 
body, Andover's Alfred Stearns, and 
Exeter's Lewis Perry. 

The poor had to settle for less. Ac- 
cording to Henry Allen Bullock in A 
History of Negro Education in the 
South: From 1619 to the Present 
(Harvard, 1967), as late as 1910 there 
were no black public institutions in 
the South's segregated school sys- 
tems that offered even two years of 
high school. Oddly, neither Bullock 
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nor any other historian has exam- 
ined in depth black successes in edu- 
cation below the university level. 
Black prep schools in the South 
evolved into colleges. Washington, 
D.C.'s Dunbar High School, Ameri- 
ca's first black public high school, 
was founded in 1870; over an 85-year 
period, 75 percent of its graduates 
went on to college. 

Unlike the United States, where 
education is left to the individual 
states, Britain loosely controls its 
school system through four separate 
ministries that answer to Parlia- 
ment. In Education in England and 
Wales (Shoe String, 1978), H. C. Dent 
notes that school principals decide 
what subjects to teach and which 
teaching methods to use. Religious 
instruction is mandatory in primary 
and secondary schools. Secondary 
8 8 grammar" schools provide the 
brightest 20 percent with an aca- 
demic curriculum leading to final 
exams, a General Certificate of Edu- 
cation, and, often, a university. The 
remainder attend technical schools 
or secondary "modern" or "com- 
prehensive" schools, offering tracks 
from academic to vocational. 

A Common Entrace Examination 
taken by boys 12 and 14 years old 
sorts out candidates for entry into 
the famous "public" (private board- 
ing) schools-e.g., Eton, Harrow, 
Winchester. In a colorful history, The 
Old School Tie: The Phenomenon of 
the English Public School (Viking, 
1978), Jonathan Gathorne-Hardy ex- 
amines these schools' reputations for 
snobbery, homosexuality, brutality, 
and solid academic performance. 

In Education in Japan: A Century 
of Modern Development (Govern- 

ment Printing Office, 1975), Ronald 
S. Anderson notes that students must 
attend classes from one to two 
months a year more than their Amer- 
ican counterparts; thus by the end of 
the ninth grade, many have logged 
nearly two additional years in the 
classroom. Students go into either 
academic or vocational programs in 
high school. "A graduate of the voca- 
tional track," writes Anderson, 
"cannot go on to the university, no 
matter how promising he may be." 

W. D. Halls notes that central con- 
trol of French schooling predates the 
1789 Revolution, in Education, Cul- 
ture and Politics in Modem France 
(Pergamon, 1976, paper): "The 
school is the instrument of the State 
to promote national feeling . . . to in- 
duce a sense of civic responsibility 
. . . to foster loyalty to the regime." 
The Ministry of National Education 
in Paris still directs teacher training 
and dictates all curricula. Thus, for 
example, at a given hour, all French 
children at the same grade level will 
be studying Descartes. 

The closest thing America ever had 
to a national curriculum was McGuf- 
fey's Eclectic Readers (7 vols., Van 
Nostrand reprint, 1978), 100 million 
copies of which were sold between 
1836 and 1900. The Primers were 
concerned with morals, God, and 
elocution, as well as  with the al- 
phabet, words, and simple sentences. 
The Fifth and Sixth Readers exposed 
very young children to Defoe, Shake- 
speare, Dickens, Emerson, Thoreau, 
Jefferson. The current faddish nos- 
talgia for the Readers should not be 
held against them; they were suc- 
cessful in getting generations of 
American children to read. 


