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ISSUE

Should “Public Schooling” Be Redefined?

YES: Stephanie T. Scott, from “An Argument for Redefining Public Schools,” Pawley Learning Institute (2008)

NO: Linda Nathan, Joe Nathan, Ray Bacchetti, and Evans Clinchy, from

“A Response to Frederick Hess,”
Phi Delta Kappan (February 2004)

Learning Outcomes

I

After reading this issue, you will be able to:

* Contrast varying meanings for the term “public schoolin
L]

g- n
Define who should be permitted to provide public schooling.
Compare and contrast politicizing verses.

Analyze the four responses to Hess’s view of a public school.

Identify how new technologies complicate the definition of public schooling.

ISSUE SUMMARY

Supreme Court ultimately ruled, in Pierce v. Society of Sis-
ters (1925), that such leg

islation unreasonably interferes
with parental rights. While this ruling preserved the
Private school option,

it did not alter the governmental
prerogative to compel school attendance.

The original public school crusade, led by Massachu-
setts education official Horace Mann (1796-1859) and
other activists, built on the growing sentiment among
citizens, politicians, and business leaders that public
schools were needed to dea] with the increase in immj.

gration, urbanization, and industrialism, as well as to
bind together the American Population and to prepare
everyone for participatory democracy. For the most part,
the right of the government to compel school attend-
ance, dating from Massachusetts legislation in 1852,

» although Catholjcs formed their
own private school system in Teaction to the predomi-

nant Protestantism of public schools in certain areas. In
the 1920s there were eff

orts to eliminate a]| alternatives
to government-run public schools to ensure attendance
compliance and curri

cular standardization. Such an
effort in Oregon was challenged in court, and the U S,

This governmental authority met with sharp criti-
cism from liberal writers in the 1950s and beyond, in
works such as Paul Goodman’s “Compulsory Mis-educa-
tion” (1964), Ivan Illich’s “Deschooling Society” (1971),
John Holt's “Instead of Education” (1976), and John Tay-

lor Gatto'’s ”Dumbing Us Down: The Hidden Curriculum
of Compy

Isory Schooling” (1992). Gatto condemned
the public school system for its emphasis on obedience
and subordination rather th

: an the unleashing of the
Intellectual and Creative powers of the individual. Since
the 1980s, a parajle] attack has come from conserva-
tives, such as Willjam J. Bennett, E. D. Hirsch, Jr., Ches-
ter E. Finn, Jr, Charles J. Sykes, Grover Norquist, and




Cal Thomas, and conservative groups such as Parents f

school Choice, the Cato Institute, and the Allianc: for
Separation of School and State. Building on the ﬁnd'mog
of the 1983 A Nation at Risk report, a significant segmergu
of the American population continues to express dis-
dain for the public education “establishment” (the U.S.

pepartment of Education, the National Education Asso-
ciatio

n, apd teacher-training institutions) for its inability
or unwillingness to 1mprove public school performance.
Their basic contention is that only choice-driven competi-

tion will bring about lasting improvement. william J. Ben-

nett, in “A Nation Still at Risk,” Policy Review (July/August

1998), has stated that although choices are spreading,

charter schools are proliferating, privately managed pub-
lic schools have long waiting lists, and home schooling is
expanding, “the elephant still has most of the power.” He
concludes that “we must never again assume that the edu-
cation system will respond to good advice. It will change
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only when power relationships change, particularly when
all parents gain the power to decide where their children
go to school.”

Educator-reformer Deborah Meier, in “The Road to
Trust,” American School Board Journal (September 2003),
argues that we must make public education feel like a pub-
lic enterprise again. Hers is a call for the rebuilding of trust
between public schools and the communities they directly
serve. “Our school pboards need to turn their eyes to their
constituencies—not just to following the dictates of state
and federal government micromanagers.” p

In the following articles, Stephanie Scott makes the
case that the time to examine the most fundamental issues
in public education is nOW. Linda Nathan, Joe Nathan, Ray
Bacchetti, and Evans Clincy, in response to Fredrick Hess'
2004 Education Next article defending public schools, chal-
lenge what they perceive to be an unproductive assault on
public schooling.
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YES ¢

Stephanie T, Scott

—_—

An Argument for Redefining Public Schools

The nation’s problems have shifted significantly since
the founding of public schools in the 18th century. At that
time the nation was immersed with huge influxes of immi-
grants, planning the development of great urban centers
and gearing up for the production demands of industri-
alization. Since that time, the information age has come
forth and the world has become significantly smaller with
the increased use and invention of innovative technology.
So, now public schools must consider their purpose in
current times and determine if there is a need to redefine
public schools.

The Impact of NCLB on the Purpose
of Schools

The purpose of public schools must be redefined in the
information age where parents have increased choices for
the education of their children. The importance of creat-
ing shared understandings of the essential ideas driving
the mission of public schools cannot be underestimated.
If the mission of public schools, driven by the mandates of
NCLB, is askew, confounded or irrelevant in these times,
then it is critical to redefine that mission in order to ensure
the core operation of schools is not mired in waste. In
clarifying the essential idea of what the purpose of schools
is, it is possible to focus resources for maximum effective-
ness. By developing shared thinking about the purpose of
schools is, innovation can be fostered and a climate for
continuous improvement realized.

According to Webster's Dictionary, the definition of
public is “pertaining to or affecting the people or commu-
nity, for everyone’s use,” and the definition of pertain is
“to be appropriate or fitting.” Following these definitions,
I believe public schools are not fitting the needs of the
community. The need for schools to carry forth the
metric of relevance in the most fundamental aspects of
mission fulfillment are at the heart of the position pre-

sented here.

Scott, Stepl

Institute. All rights reserved. Used with permission.

The federal government, namely President GeOrge
W. Bush, instituted a band-aid to fix student achievemen;
problems. According to the “No Child Left Behind Acy
(NCLB), by 2014 all students must be proficient in both
reading and mathematics. While the program is highly
publicized for its intent, the community-at-large is not
privy to all the details of how NCLB standards are meas.
ured. NCLB requires students from grades 3-8 to take
standardized tests and schools who fail to meet the stand.
ards or show progress are considered “failing schools.” The
federal government offers no incentive and has shown it-
tle regard for the financial burden NCLB has piled on to
the individual states to create and administer these stand-
ardized tests.

Beyond financial implications, the standardized test-
ing program of NCLB sets up a climate for teaching and
learning that is focused on teaching to the test. Teaches are
intimidated into teaching toward a single assessment. Cre-
ativity, innovation, and content depth are now replaced
with a quick-paced and lower-level thinking curriculum.
Students have become test-taking robots, and the needs of
the community to produce productive members of society
are lost as the new purpose of public schools is implicitly
defined as a place where students take tests to prove that
their school is meeting minimum standards.

The Essential Idea of the Purpose
of Schools

Hess (2004) argues that the purpose of public schools
should be to provide for productive citizenship develop-
ment by teaching skills, instilling knowledge and encour-
aging dispositions that honor the tenets of constitutional
freedoms and responsibilities. Nathan (2004) offers a more
liberal purpose of public schools. Public schools should:

* be open to all kinds of students and not use admis-
sion tests

* follow due process procedures with regard to stu-
dents and educators

1anie. “An Argument for Redefining Public Schools,” Pawley Learning l'risiitixte; éOOé, p4—l3 Cvopyriight ©2o(jg by Péwley Learning




* use state-
tate-approved, standardized, and other meas-

ures to help moni
thereof P monitor student progress or lack

;lg;ger;}é(ieaeichlgverpent gap between white students
an e minority and low-income students as

explicit, measurable goal; and be actively cho-
sen by faculty, families, and students

I offer a more progressive
) purpose that puts the
power of learning back into the hands of the corrFl)munity.

Putting the standardized tests on the back burner, but not
forgetting about them, is the first step in redeﬁ’ning the
purpose of public schools. If we really are to fit the needs
.of the community, districts and states should be actively
involved in providing funds for cutting-edge research to
improve student progress through new technology, with
better resources, innovative teaching styles, and effective
teaching practices. The funds tied up through these stand-
ardized assessments would more than benefit the state and
nation if put to better use to support improvement. Allow-
ing the states to choose how to assess minimum progress
of schools would put this power back into the community.
The purpose of schools could then be focused on:

e creating productive members of society who are
critical thinkers

e meeting the needs of a diverse population of stu-
dents, including students with disabilities, gifted
and talented students, students from a variety of
cultures students from different income levels,
and other backgrounds

e creating learners with a profound understanding
of foundational content

e teaching the standards set by the states through
innovative instructional techniques that make
learning student-centered

e involving the community in student success and

their progress

Clarifying the Essential Idea:
Refuting the Opponents’ Views

Opponents of redefining public schooling hold to several
beliefs. I argue against three of these common arguments.

1. There is a larger and more demacratic purpose 10 public
schools than private and parochial schools.

d in public
The argument that all students are serve .
schoolsgilg not supported, and is evidenced by the increas-
ing number of parents choosing charter school education
for their children. There till remain public schools that
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have minimum IQ scores for entrance. In districts such as
the Paradise Valley Unified School District in Arizona, a
#udent with a cognitive score too low will not be placed
in the general education classroom. There are more dis-
tricts across the nation whose policies are the same. NCLB
expects all students to pass minimum requirements, and
all students with disabilities are expected to meet these
standards, as well. Public schools are not meeting these
students’ needs when the standardized assessments are
driving the curriculum. Rather than meeting student
needs through individualized or differentiated learning,
the public schools are now prescribing a one-size- fits-all
education to pass these assessments. They are essentially
shutting the door on our students who cannot meet these
minimum requirements.

2. Public schools provide choice in public education.

Perhaps schools are providing some choices for education

geographically, but schools are not providing choice that

allows the community to have input into what ideals and

values will be taught in the classroom, what big ideas are

most important. If public schools are intended to meet the

needs of a community, then presently communities have

no choice in how their schools are led. Parents have more

say about how schools are run when they send their child
to a parochial, or private school. These schools receive
funding from the parents, who have expectations. When
these needs or expectations are not met, the parents voice
their concerns. Private schools that do not meet parent
approval will be forced to change to meet these needs,
or face losing their student population. If public schools
expect the public to believe they have a choice in edu-
cation, they have created hypocrisy. Those in the com-
munity do not make the major decisions that affect the
communities’ children; unfortunately bureaucrats at the
district, state, and federal levels make them.

3. Increased funding will decrease the achievement gap across
the nation.

To argue that funding reduces the gap in achievement
in inner-city schools is contrary to research conducted
in schools around the country. The 90/90/90 case study
by Reeves (2000), according to the Leadership and
Learning Center (formerly the Center for Performance
Assessments), found that the mental model of poverty
and minority status as correlated to low test scores 15
not supported. Instead, Reeves found that schools with
a shared essential idea that the purpose of the schoo!
is to help students achieve and when that mission wa:
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i jevement
clearly operationalized in the school, hlgg EChtlszeeves
at a 90% success rate does occur. Accor9 (;/ 9gO/90 s
(2000), in the 228 buildings of the

studied:

dents are eligible
e More than 90 percent of the stu °
for free and reduced lunch, a commonly used sur

rogate for low-income families
. Mcg)re than 90 percent of the students are from

ic minorities
. ;;}c:?e than 90 percent of the students met‘or
achieved high academic standards, accordmg
to independently conducted tests of academic
achievement

The study found five characteristics common to these
schools, despite their obvious economical disadvantages:

e A focus on academic achievement

e Clear curriculum choices

e Frequent assessment of student progress and mul-
tiple opportunities for improvement

e An emphasis on nonfiction writing

¢ Collaborative scoring of student work

To argue that socioeconomic status is a reason for
failure is putting the blame on the community. Schools
and teachers must be prepared and informed about prac-
tices that will help these students succeed, not make
excuses that impede their academic success. When held
to high standards with clear and consistent expecta-

tions, students will rise to the challenges as seen in the
90/90/90 schools.

Conclusion

}f the purpose of schools is not explicitly redefined and
1ts expectations made clear, we can expect to produce
students who will be unable to look at problems from

: and unable to solve prq
different ﬁ.:rshpizcht:r,elsével thinking. Our SChoI:)lsb,lﬁl‘?s
that qu:_focused on creating leaders to ensure that :ltl
be fututfs, needs are met. We must stop putting y,
studﬁn community for the achievement gap and inste,
ﬁ;:)}i ti) them for resources and guidan.ce. If we dont 2
000 the communities’ needs, the acihlevernent 82D wij |
only become greater and the exclu§10n of stud‘entS wil !
increase to the detriment of education and society, |

|
|
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- NO

A Response to Frederick Hess
Linda Nathan, The Larger Purpose of Public Schools

At times I want to cheer for Frederick Hess’s words in
What Is a ‘Public School’? Principles for a New Century.”
.How true it is that many reformers “regard public school-
Ing as a politicized obstacle rather than a shared ideal.”
How true that “those of us committed to the promise of

public education are obliged to see that the idea does not
become a tool of vested interests.”

Yet there is also something chilling about his article
that stops the cheer in my throat. His use of innuendo in
place of evidence, his sloppy logic, and his attacks on some
of the most effective public school reformers—painting
them as the enemy—suggest that his real agenda is not
strengthening public education but privatizing it through
vouchers and for-profit takeover schemes.

Hess’s labored analysis obscures a simple fact: pub-
lic schools have a larger and more democratic purpose
than private and parochial schools (although this is not
to say that these schools contribute nothing to public
life).- Public school systems are open to everyone regard-
less of disability, wealth, status, race, or religion. Private
and parochial schools are not. While some are more
open than others, they can have entrance exams and can
axplicitly exclude students with disabilities or those who
>therwise don’t fit a preferred profile. And of course they
-an also exclude those who can’t pay. They can expel stu-
lents who cause trouble, at their sole discretion, without
ecourse.

Hess himself acknowledges this core principle of
miversal access, conceding that public schooling “implies
n obligation to ensure that all students are 'apprqgri-
tely served.” But he seems indifferent to the inequities
1herent in his “more expansive” notion of what makes a
“hool public.

Hess makes a false analogy when he equates schools
1at buy textbooks from for-profit companie?s with scl‘lools
\at are managed by for-profit firms. Basic educational

1>tha141} et al’.-, 4Linda. “A ﬁesp;)nse to Frederick Hess: Linda Nathan,

The Larger Purpose of Public Schools,” Phi Delta Kappan, February 2004.

decisions should be made by citizens of the local school
community—not by distant shareholders looking only at
a corporate balance sheet. (It’s ironic that Hess picks as
his exemplar Edison Schools, Inc., which sold off the text-
books, computers, lab supplies, and musical instruments
of the Philadelphia public schools it had been hired to
manage just days before school was to open in 2002 in
order to pay down the company’s mounting debt.)

Hess objects to teaching “tolerance” and affirming
“diversity” because, he says, these words are open to mul-
tiple interpretations. Then he states that “public schools
should teach children the essential skills and knowledge
that make for productive citizens” and “teach them to
respect our constitutional order,” as if these were abso-
lute truths not open to interpretation. The example of
tolerance he cites, wherein a radical Muslim is calling
for jihad, slyly exploits a hot-button issue to imply that
the “professional community” of educators condones
terrorism. Similarly, he smears the notion of defending
tolerance as “uniformly teaching students to accept teen
pregnancy as normal” and implies that liberals equate
these activities with their definition of “public school-
ing.” Nonsense.

His attack on Deborah Meier, Alfie Kohn, and oth-
ers is equally baseless. It’s the classic straw man fallacy:
he attributes a position to them—that they oppose the
teaching of basic academic mastery in favor of promot-
ing “preferred social values”—that they have in fact
never espoused. Meier’s argument, with which Hess is
surely familiar, is that such a tradeoff is unnecessary and
that strong academic habits and mastery of literacy are
essential and are furthered by an intellectually open and
challenging spirit of inquiry.

The Coalition of Essential Schools, another of Hess’s
targets, gets similar treatment. Withqut offering a single
example or other evidence of any kind, he asserts that
faculty members at Coalition schools routinely promote

- — s -

i i d with permission.
)pyright ©2004 by Phi Delta Kappan. All rights reserved. Use P
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ined to “stamp
partisan political views and are determine

out ‘improper’ thoughts.” OI ¢ "
teachers and SChOols——'mdl:dlrrltgy rlr;fl?:' I;:vhether they're
ious schools—do have a "pa 2 i+ both ways.
fonscious of it or not. But he wants to have itb

ing values
While he attacks Coalition teachers for p;o:nt?gzgmou]d
he dislikes, he argues at the same time tha b ehools
be choice in education so that parents can

that reflect their values. s
Hess’s argument with regard to the personal vie

and political leanings of educators is simplx a red her:

i ing i is his fear that his own pré
ring. The underlying issue 15 i -
ferred values are being “stamped out. He uses tha p |
again in making the absurd claim that the g~o‘al of hbe@
educators is to subvert the influence of families on their
children. If he were serious about the rights of parents,
Hess would be attacking the idea of a federalized educa-
tion system—with or without vouchers—in which t.he
state defines which values, priorities, intellectual habits,
and performance standards will dominate and in which
schools must accept intrusive guidelines to receive a stamp
of approval and public funding. It seems to me that his
scorn should fall not on Deborah Meier and Ted Sizer but
on George W. Bush and the other proponents of top-down
standardization.

Hess wants teachers to promote respect for the law—
unless the laws in question are those that guarantee equal
rights to people regardless of sexual orientation. When
I began teaching in the late 1970s, it was dangerous for
a teacher to be homosexual, not because of students’ or
parents’ reactions but because of administrative repris-
als. And it was dangerous in those days to talk about the
threat of nuclear war or to suggest that the U.S.-sponsored

Joe Nathan, Some Questions for
Advocates of Public Education

Three very specific questions for advoca
cation came to my mind as I read Frederic
that we need to “reappraise our assum
constitutes ‘public schooling.”” Let me p
readers, who no doubt are advocates fo
What is public about a istrict i

the price of admission to the E)l;z{b;:bglcsircltclt lrll V.VhiCh
ability to purchase a home for more than of:: fnlisll.t tie

ion

dollars (and to pay tax-de i
home)? ductible Property taxes on that

tes of public edu-
k Hess's argument
ptions as to what
ose them to Kappan
I public education.

was unjust Of even to imply that g
ew of these issues than the go"e"m“‘int'ge
Jleagues daily taught their iy that. Might Wy |
My °0 ed%:;mosexualit}’ was a sin. | hfad my tires slagh, |
right an hat desegregation had ruineq

who felt t
by colrlle;i‘;;sc schools. That we hzfve created schooy ;
B(l)qsitcc;l more open dialogue is possible indeed TePresen;,
w

rogress. . . i .
prog In calling for more innovation and choice in Publi

. : tely right. In diversity, afte
educaFlon, He:;1 IST ;2581.151. hzs tfied T experimenrt:?'
there 1S strenlg over the past two centuries. We are in thn
pu‘bllc SChOtO lrrllgther experiment with our charter SChOol:
mlds; I;)f }:ayas this kind of exploration is healthy. It allgy,
LI; I':(1) lo}(’)k at cllifferent models ?nd seek out best Practices,
Yet the charter school experiment has largel}f ignoreq
issues of equity. In Boston and many other districts, chy.
ter schools often make no provision for accepting students
who require special educational services or facilities, whjle
traditional public schools are required to do so. This is one
reason that some see charter schools as less “public” thap
other public schools. The same inequities exist in many
parochial schools.

We need schools that help young people and adults
learn and practice the skills necessary to be participants
in a vibrant democracy. Such schools will be messy places
that must balance the public interest with America’s plu-
ralist tradition. In their classrooms everyone learns to ask
probing questions, to use evidence well, to make legiti-
mate arguments, and to recognize fallacies and lies. I invite
Frederick Hess to come to the Boston Arts Academy, where
we will be happy to give him the opportunity to practice
these skills with our students.

Jvador

4 .V\./hat is public about an inner-city school with ab
?1' ml;§1s-19ns test that screens out all students with mental
r(;iancliil:esd?r;d more than 95% of the students in the sur
) g district and so roclaims i the

cream of the crop”? p that it serves only

What is public abou

t preventi i -city
students from attending Preventing some inner




from wealthy suburbs are tr
some via taxi.

These three questions form t
questions that continue to trouble me even after bein
involved with public education for 33 years. I don’t havE
definitive answers to these larger questions. But I share

them with readers in the hope that they, too, will find
them worth pondering. . . '

ansported to this school—

he basis for two larger

X Og]

.. . 1. Since all public schools are not open to all kinds of
students, what admissions standards should be acceptable

for schools supported by public funds? When my teachers
in the Wichita public schools talked about public educa-
tion, t.hey stressed that a key difference between public
and private schools was that public schools were open to
all. Many of the authorities I read while I was at Carleton
College, preparing to become a teacher, said the same
thing.

This idea of “open to all” makes great sense to me.

It seems like the right and just way to operate. Hess writes
that he thinks it “appropriate” for some public schools to
select some children and exclude others. I've disagreed
with this position for more than 30 years. But lately, I'm
not so sure.

When I began teaching I learned that many public
schools were not open to all students. As I traveled the
country, I learned that there were more than a thousand
magnet schools and programs that have admissions tests.
A study some years ago found that more than half of the
nation’s secondary magnet schools have admissions tests,
as do about a quarter of the elementary magnets.!

Wisconsin Rep. Polly Williams, a Democrat and an
African American state legislator, was enraged because
most of the youngsters in her inner-city Milwaukee dis-
trict were not able to get into exclusive magnet schools

in the neighborhood, which brought in affluent, white,

suburban students. Her frustration led her to fight suc-

cessfully for the nation’s first formal voucher plan.

Some opponents of vouchers insist that a level play-

ing field isn’t available when private schools can cherry-
pick their students. I agree. But many educators, including
me, have the same frustration about elite magnet school§:
they have an unfair advantage over neighborhood public
schools that are open to all in that they can screen out

students with whom they don’t wish to work.

[ also learned that the country’s single biggest choice
system is called the suburbs. Millions of youngsters attend
schools in the suburbs, and these schools clearly are not
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open to all students. They are open only to those whose
families can afford to live in suburban communities.

A few years ago, I visited a school district on the
northern coast of Long Island. Administrators there told
me that the least expensive home in the district sold for
$1,000,000. None of the district’s teachers could afford to
live there.

Today, some people argue that there should be
publicly funded schools that are open only to young
women. Two such schools have opened—one in New
York, the other in Chicago. Even though I was not fond
of this type of school, I visited the New York City dis-
trict school, Young Women's Leadership Academy. 1
was impressed. The young women reported that, with-
out boys around, they felt much more comfortable
raising their hands in class and much more comfort-
able doing well on tests. :

Should public funds go to some schools of choice
that are only open to women? Or only to men? Five years
ago, I would have said emphatically not. Today, I don’t
know.

2. Shouldn’t schools we describe as public accept and use
some of the country’s basic ideas to help improve education?
Americans generally endorse a number of ideas:

* choice of religion, job, neighborhood, places to
obtain services, and so on;

* the provision of opportunities to try new ideas
and approaches;

» the shared belief that this is a country not just of
rights, but of responsibilities; and

* the notions that our cherished freedoms are not
unlimited.

However, for three decades I've watched major pub-
lic education groups vigorously oppose school choice
programs, including public school choice programs,
that are built on these principles. For example, there was
intense opposition from educators in 1970 to the creation
of the St. Paul Open School.

These organized groups ignore the professional and
pedagogical rationales for public school choice, expressed
best by veteran educator Deborah Meier:

Choice is an essential tool in the effort to create . . .
good public education. . . . We'll have to allow
those most involved (teachers, administrators,
parents) to exercise greater on-site power to put
their collective wisdom into practice. Once we do
all this, however, school X and school Y are going
to start doing things differently. . . . Creating a
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what any of those who
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familiar with, one U
f most families,

school different from

i are
work in the system i
runs counter to the experiences ots L s
is possible only if teachers, paren ;j S on
have time to agree on changes and a
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whether or not they want to §0 along with them.

in other efforts to create new
decades have had similar expe-
as president of the American
ker described what hap-
-within-schools:

Colleagues involved
options over the last three
riences. During his tenure
Federation of Teachers, Al Shan
pened to teachers who proposed schools

Many schools-within-schools were or are treated
like traitors or outlaws for daring to move out Qf
the lockstep and do something different. Their
initiators had to move Heaven and Earth to get
school officials to authorize them, and if they
managed that, often they could look forward to
insecurity, obscurity, or outright hostility.?

Over the past decade, with help from the Gates,
Blandin, and Annenberg Foundations, the Center for School
Change at the University of Minnesota has tried to help
educators create new schools-within-schools in’a number
of communities. Shanker’s words have often proved to be
very accurate. The most intense, vigorous critics of offering
a different kind of school—whether in a single building or
in a district—have often been other educators.

Many educators have argued over the past 30 years
that public, district schools serving racial minorities and
students from low-income families are doing the best job
they can with existing funds. According to the most recent
Phi Delta Kappa/Gallup poll, 80% of the public thinks the
act.nevement gap between white children and minority
children is mostly related to factors other than the quality
of schooling.4
o Pefhaps in part ‘because. some educators have helped

convince .the public that Inner-city schools are mostly
not responsible for the achievement 589
p ) gap, % of the
lr)lla 1ton and 62% of public school parents think it is possi-
mg o n:}rlrow.the achievement gap without spending more
o ?i)t,u an Is currently being spent on these students,’
b ortunately, many state legislators are opting not to
1€ taxes and not to give more to school i
e o . chools serving low-
Se' lml’;ed-Engllsh-speaking students
ome of us vigorously disa ith t1 ; ;
actions and think that bgth ot Wlth'these Salative
more public school chojce

s achieve their potential and. have dgp, ey

to close the gap between students of different Tace ch:(.
Despite encouragement fro.m suct} StIQng |

school supporters as former President Bill Clintgp "

D, fy |
mer Secretary O

youngster

f Education Richard Riley, ang thé 10
Sen. Paul Wellstone (D-Minn.), .efforts to create in;t:
pendent charter public schools still face huge opPOSitiQ.
from state teacher, school board, and Superinteng,

groups. The opposition uses the same fifgumentF ey |
1970 against the St. Paul Open School: new optigpg by

away our money. '
But it isn’t their money. Legislatures allocate Mope

for the education of children, not for th.e Preservatig,
of a system. If 50 students move from a city to a sypy,
or from a suburb to a city, the dollars follow them, The
money doesn’t belong to “the system.”

Thousands of parents and educators are voting wiy,
their feet. The number of states with a charter law has gop
from one in 1991 to 40 in 2003. The number of chary
schools has gone from one school in 1991 to more than 3,y
in 2003. Federal statistics show that low-income student
and racial minorities are overrepresented in charter schogls
While the evidence is mixed—and almost certainly will b
so when charter and district schools are compared—some
charters are clearly producing major achievement gains.
Shouldn’t we learn from and replicate their best practices?

Starting new schools is extremely difficult work. But
whether it’s a Pilot School in the Boston Public Schools or
a New Visions option in New York City or a charter school
in any of 40 states, the opportunity to try new approaches
is as vital for education as it is for medicine, business, of
technology.

Some Tentative Conclusions

So Frederick Hess wants to “discern what . . . makes schook
ing public and accept diverse arrangements that are col
sistent with those tenets.” I'm not sure what standards all
publicly supported schools should meet. But after 33 years:
I offer these as minimum requirements for schools that
serve the public interest and are thus eligible to receive
public funds. Public schools should:

* be open to all kinds of stud is-
i ents admis
sions tests; and not use

follow due process ) )
procedures to stu
dents and edy cators; with regard

Eigsst:te-approved, standardized, and other mea>
© help monitor student progress or 13

thereof;




* have closing the achj
students and racia] m
dents as an explicit,

* be actively chose
students.

€vement gap between white

inority and low-income stu-
measurable goal;6 and

n by faculty, families, and

T'hanks. to Hess and to the Kappan for urging a timely
rfzcon51dera.t101? of the basic principles of public educa-
tion. As social justice activist Leonard Fein states it:

The future is not something we discover around
the next corner. It is something we shape, we cre-
aFe, we invent. To hold otherwise would be to
view ourselves as an audience to history, and not
its authors. History, and even our own lives, can-
not always be turned and twisted to make them
80 exactly where we should like. But there is, for

people of energy and purpose, more freedom of
movement than most ever exercise.’
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Ray Bacchetti, An Ongoing
Counversation

We don’t look at the big issues of the principies and
purposes of public schools often or carefully enough.
Sadly, the political and philosophical conversation seems
increasingly polarized. In Venn diagram terms, the two
circles—labeled right/left, basics/constructivist, academic/
child-centered, etc.—reveal at best a vanishingly thin
region of overlap. When the true believers on either side
look in the mirror, they see Dumbledore. Over their shoul-
ders and gaining, they see Voldemort.

Frederick Hess’s beefy rhetoric stakes out a position
that reflects a more conservative world view than my own.
In essence, he argues that the purposes of public education
will be better served if we narrow the number of principles
that define its publicness and expand the number of ways
those principles can be implemented. In that expanded
universe, religious schools, vouchers, for-profit ventures,
and other alternatives would be welcome. .

The principles advertised in Hess's nt'le.are .wove_n
through his essay, making it difficult to dlstmgulsh hJ;
main point from his subsidiary concerns. Here is what

take to be the core of his definition of what makes a school
public. In addition to teaching skills and content, public
schools should:

e prepare students to be “productive members of
the social order”;

* enable students to “become aware of their societal
responsibilities,” including the “principles, hab-
its, and obligations of citizenship”; and

e educate students to be “respectful of constitu-
tional strictures,” including laws, process, and
individual rights.

In carrying out these functions, public school sys-
tems should also:
¢ not “deny access to students for reasons unrelated
to [a school’s] educational focus”; and
o “provide an appropriate placement for each stu-
dent” in every community.

Asserting by implication that the meanings of
his key terms are inherently obvious, Hess goes on to
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ther
i to set forth ©
argue that the terms others might us€ © hat “diver-

principles are not. For example, he obs;:nr‘sf ey ultiple
sity” and “tolerance” are ”umbrellz? ter S his cluster
interpretations.” Therefore, they lie ou g ‘e mOTe
of principles because, when we try to de ne:vilege some
precisely, “it becomes clear that we must prt gk
values at the expense of others.” If I'IE beheveh.S o
similar privileging of certain values rplght (50181'” 1 iy
key terms, such as “obligations of citlzens!'up, proau¢
tive members of the social order,” “societal re-sponSI-
bilities,” “individual rights,” and the like, he gives no
indication.

Hess seems to arrive at his position partly for affirma-
tive reasons (e.g., an emphasis on academic learning) and
partly because of a surprisingly bitter view of educators
(some of whom he names, but most of whom he only
characterizes). In his view, these educators:

o “explicitly promote a particular world view and
endorse a particular social ethos”;

« “promote partisan attitudes toward American for-
eign policy, the propriety of affirmative action, or
the morality of redistributive social policies”;

e teach students to “accept teen pregnancy or homo-
sexuality as normal and morally unobjectionable”;

e attempt to “stamp out familial views and impress
children with socially approved beliefs”; and

o treat public institutions as their personal
playthings.

To illustrate his more general points, Hess portrays
the “meaningful questions” asked in the classrooms of the
Coalition of Essential Schools as a herd of Trojan ponies
surreptitiously unloading the teachers’ agendas. It’s not
clear what “meaningful questions” might be in the class-
rooms he approves of, though readers might infer that
they would be limited to the rational analysis of topics
that arise from well-developed and authoritatively taught
subject matter. There is nothing wrong with such ques-
tions, of course. But anyone who thinks that they—or the
answers to them—would be value-free is likely to have
slept through his or her undergraduate philosophy classes

More to the point, however, a narrow and academié
definition of such questions would exclude from th
public school universe those who think students sho lg
also wrestle with forming habits of the heart as welluas
the mind, should learn to use critical inquiry to amend

and expand values and understandi

ngs as
firm them, and should go beyond % well as to con-
or wrong”

phrase, “i
right.”

my count
to embrace the rest of Carl Schurz'sr};’a

f right, to be kept right; and if wrong

right
mous
to be set

fffaol;ts of underﬁ;an_ced and Overregy,
the academic preparation
Jated teachers tO efi;‘;;tg)(;tgos that our schgolgwere m:;:i
the democraC}’-buliS suggesting that generally left-leanij,
to embody. If I;:zshave 8 inated public school instry.
Qersonal ag:ger ation or more, then we should be able t,
Eleoenair:zzig us a widely shared value system that reflects
those views. HoweveL when I survey NeWSPapers, polls,
elections, and even school reform debates at. national anqg
local levels, I see instead an enormf)us Yanety.of values
and priorities. Some may f:md that diversity of views trou.
bling. What troubles me is not that people fllsagree but
that we seem increasingly meipable of wo.rk.mg through
our differences to embed public school policies and prac-
tices in a conception of the cc?mmon good thzft can tran-
scend political perspectives without disrespecting tﬁhem.
The sort of public conversations about public edu-
cation that would open minds to a critical look at new
ideas would be, as I'm sure Hess would agree, tough to
structure and to conduct. Where he and I are likely to
disagree is on whether the topic of those conversations
will ever be settled and, more important, whether it
ever should be. Teaching skills and developing in each
generation the social cohesion on which so much else
depends will be easier (though never easy) to approach
than will matters of values, educational philosophies,
social goals, and civic priorities. Moreover, balancing
the relative claims of the student, family, community,
nation, and the wider world on how and what schools
teach is a democratic journey, not a settled destination.
From the start, Hess acknowledges the powerful res-
onance of the concept of public education. What seems
to make him impatient, even exasperated, is that the peo-
gle who lead what he and some others pejoratively call
government-run schools” aren’t listening to him. Not
11§t§n1ng can be a stance or a reaction. Seeing it as a stance,
IIIIO}H him in his exasperation. The habit of “reflexively
:h:eu:jlzl:]% . fr:)'m a consideration of alternatives hardens
oy ra. IC arteries. Seeing it as a reaction, 1 worry
at world Views (a term I prefer to “ideology”) too often
appear as righteous opposites, leaving all but the most
robust'hst.eners wondering what’s the point.
condiiigg;nigs Ei:eas of overlap in our views under such
and thoughtf?ll dizigglieflof ng the skills of measurgd
even harder. Th ceded t(.) crgale such oyenap s
e challenge of doing so, h dem-
onstrates why a free nation g ol OWeVET,
Set up to make public de Deeds public schools that are
the daily, close-to-home 1 Cision making meaningful &
els. Such deliberatine rnn > 3 Well as at higher lev:
€ procedures force us to ask not only

] have spent 2
witnessing heroic e

amount of time in schools of late
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what we want our own child
re
we want all children to learn CI;I Hiren e oy lso what

- t e E ildren are, a
lectlvsly as well as individually the next gelnefrt::i c;;111, col-
the education we bequeath to them is com n, and
as personal. munal as well

We need to talk and listen
. 1 ; our way into -
lap in our political/philosophical Venn }c’iiagrarrnnsorflz?\;;:g

that running conversation looms large in my definition
of what makes the public schools public. Hess seems to
argue that, through a few principles and a multitude of
entities all claiming the mantle of public education, we
can make the need for that conversation go away. I would

argue instead that getting better at it should be our num-
ber-one priority.

Evans Clinchy, Reimagining
Public Education

I beartily agree Yvith Frederick Hess that we need to
rethlpk and Teimagine our antiquated American system of
public education. But not for the reasons he sets forth.
I also agree with his broad definition of the pur-
poses of public schooling: “that public schools are . . .
defined by their commitment to preparing students to
be productive members of the social order” (and there-
fore active citizens of a democratic society) who are able
to think and use their minds well and are “aware of their
societal responsibilities and respectful of constitutional
strictures” (including an understanding of the Constitu-
tion and especially the Bill of Rights); “that such schools
cannot deny access to students for reasons unrelated
to their educational focus” (i.e., no racially, ethnically,
or economically segregated schools); “and that the sys-
tem of public schools available in any community must
provide an appropriate placement for each student” (all
students and their parents must be offered the kind of
schooling they believe is most suitable). But I dg not
agree that we should seek to create the kind of reimag-
ined system Hess appears to be proposing.

Questions of Definition, Control,
and Funding

Throughout most of the history of the U.S., a public school
has been defined as a school created, operated, and largely
paid for by the citizens of each comm}znity througptua
locally elected poard of education. Whl.le tpe Consti d-
tion leaves the basic authority for education in the hands
of the individual states, and even though such logallg
controlled schools have, OVer the past century, recelzzlcleis
increased funding from both state and federal sources, this
tradition of local control has managed to endure Mo~
less intact—at least until the past 25 or SO years.

The continued importance of this tradition was under-
scored in 1973 by the U.S. Supreme Court in its Rodriguez
decision. The majority opinion put the matter this way:

In an era that has witnessed a consistent trend
toward centralization of the functions of govern-
ment, local sharing of responsibility for public
education has survived. The merit of local con-
trol was recognized in both the majority and dis-
senting opinions in Wright v. Council of the City
of Emporia. Mr. Justice Stewart stated there that
“direct control over decisions vitally affecting
the education of one’s children is a need that is
strongly felt in our society.” The Chief Justice in
his dissent agreed that local control is not only
vital to continued public support of the schools,
but it is of overriding importance from an educa-
tional standpoint as well.

The persistence of attachment to government
at its lowest level where education is concerned
reflects the depth of commitment of its supporters.
In part local control means.. ... the freedom to devote
more money to the education of one’s children.
Equally important, however, is the opportunity it
offers for participation in the decision-making pro-
cess that determines how those local dollars will be
spent. Each locality is free to tailor local programs
to local needs. Pluralism also affords some opportu-
nity for experimentation, innovation, and a healthy
competition for educational excellence. An analogy
to the Nation-State relationship in our federal sys-
tem seems uniquely appropriate. Mr. Justice Brandeis
identified as one of the peculiar strengths of our
form of government each state’s freedom to “serve as
a laboratory; to try novel social and economic exper-
iments.” No area of social concem stands to profit
more from a multiplicity of viewpoints and from a
diversity of approaches than does public education.
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ment” has run rampant in
f;nthe name of public school «reform,” the states have

usurped local control by imposing uniform, agthoritanag,
“high,” “rigorous,” one-size-fits-all academic standards
4

and punitive high-stakes standardized testing on all stu-
dents, all schools, and all school systems.
’II'he federal education establishment, through its No
Child Left Behind Act, has carried this intrusive, antidemo-
cratic curricular control and standardized testing program
to ludicrous extremes, requiring the testing of all students
in grades 3 through 8 and insisting on annual progress in
test scores with severe sanctions for schools that fail to
show such progress. However, neither the federal govern-
ment nor the states have provided the financial resources
to pay for all this “reform” or to remedy the gross ineq-
uities that exist between those school systems that serve
the wealthy and those that serve our poor and minority
students and parents. I find these events distressing, but
none of them appear to worry Hess very much.

If the powerful democratic tradition of local control is
to be maintained and if we are to genuinely reimagine our
public education system, we will need to do several things.
First, we will have to abandon the authoritarian standards
and high-stakes testing agenda that currently afflict our
public schools and return to the citizens of our local com-
munities the control over what is taught, how it will be
taught, and who will teach it. State and federal interfer-
ence should be limited to ensuring minimum competency
in the basic skills of reading, writing, and mathematics.

Second, we will simultaneously need both state and
feder.al governments to guarantee that all of the nation’s
gl\lr?lh; ;;letlsozlfs aaliestfzgy and equitably funded and that the
Toos Bndminodyst ;:r::sznc(li parents—but especially our
Hess does not appear to reco; Tt B e ratectid,

mend any of these policies,

The Threat of Vouchers and
Privatization

We will also have to ere
th.reat of vouchers and a
private corporate sector

Ct strong safeguards against the
any further encroachment of the
into the field of public schooling.
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funds to finance vouchers that can be used to Pay tuig

nonpublic, including re_ligious, schools, Hess appearg t(? N Pr¢
saying that we should aim to create a system of pyp;, tio
cation similar to that of many European countrie, Wy is ¢
public funding is given directly to all nonpublc g Ch(x,{:\ 3\11

Such a proposal would still violate both the First Amey
ment’s separation of church and state and the democl'aﬁ‘ .
commitment to local public citizen control. S i
In addition, Hess proposes that we permit the Priva in
for-profit sector to run both schools and school SYsten i
so long as those schools are monitored by some publ o
body—despite the fact that the track record of Edisop ang y
other corporate EMOs (education management orgay; a
zations) is educationally and economically dismal. Hess ti
appears to believe that it is morally legitimate for privy, 1
corporations to profit from the education of childre, 1
rather than being required to plow “profits” back into oy :
1

chronically underfunded public schools. This thinking
parallels the already-established view that it is somehoy
morally legitimate for corporate HMOs to make a prof
out of caring for the sick, rather than being required to
plow that money back into the health-care system. Nei
ther of these policies is morally acceptable in any fair, jus,
and equitable system of democratic government.

A Truly Reimagined, Genuinely
Democratic Public System of
Diversity and Choice

Hess does raise an issue of fundamental importance when
he points out that “there are many ways to provide legiti
mate public education.” 1 assume that he means tha
there is no single kind of school—be it rigidly “tradr
tional,” wildly “progressive,” or something in between—
that could possibly serve the diverse educational beliefs
of this nation’s parents, the equally diverse professional
philosophies of our public school educators, and most
especially the enormously varied educational needs of 0
children and young people.
Strangely, however, Hess believes that many #promi
nent educational thinkers” (among others, he names
Frank Smith, Susan Ohanian, Deborah Meiér and Alfie
}’(ohn) have encouraged the public schools t,O Pmmote
t}IlJreferred soFial values” to the American public rathef
toatréaii\i’rolcatl}?'% that ”all public schools limit themselV®
that g children t-he essential skills and knowleds®
) I.nake for productive citizens.” hat the
Public schools sh 1 : > He asserts th
constitutional ord N e iizen ., . fo pesped o
of rights and oblige;t?:r(lls ltnhStruCt them. i the GEmET’ |
at secure our democracy 3% |




T et o a8 tis point s f s duce
. €I€ not itself an ideology—even if it
is one that may be widely shared and one that i its mai
outlines is most certainly shared by his list fln-1 it
e of misguided
Hess then goes on to advocate not just his own ideo-
logical prescription but the basic rule of what I would see as
that truly reimagined public system we should be attempt-
ing to create. In order to encompass those diverse educa-
tional beliefs of parents and professional educators and
to meet the varied educational needs of our children and
young people, he says that we should “allow families to
avail themselves of a range of schools with diverse perspec-
tives, so long as each teaches respect for our democratic and
liberal tradition.” Thus we need that wide diversity of pub-
lic schools—ranging from traditional to progressive—from
which parents, teachers, administrators, and older students
can choose the type of schooling they believe will most
benefit each child and young person. As Hess puts it, such
strictly public school choice would create “heightened fam-
ily involvement” and produce “a shared sense of commit-
ment” that would tend to make such “self-selected schools
more participatory and democratic.”
It is, I believe, the job of our local public school
systems, assisted and encouraged by state and federal
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governments, to provide that diversity of options. But
the basic control of what goes on in all of our public
schools must always remain solely in the public domain

and solidly anchored in the will of the citizens of our
local communities.
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EXPLORING THE

should “Public schooling” B

Critical Thinking and Reflection

1. How many ways are there
2. Is the word “choice” a par
3. Are schools underfinanced anq teac
4. Why is the Coalition of Essentia
5. Has public schooling strayed fro

t of public schooling?

Is There Common Ground?

In the February 2004 issue of Phi Delta Kappan, Frederick
M. Hess put forth a rejoinder to his four critics in an article
titled “Debating Principles for Public Schooling in a New
Century.” He lists some significant points of agreement,
including that it is necessary and useful to reconsider the
essence of “public schooling” in an age marked by radi-
cal changes in how education is being provided. However,
these critics, Hess contends, attack reforms as “anti-public
education” for permitting the same practices that some
“public schools” already engage in—for example, schools
that are not open to all students when located in an afflu-
ent community. He feels that some critics allow the notion
of public schooling to become a rhetorical banner for bol-
stering partisan positions and delegitimatizing opposing
ideas. Hess further states that “there is a real danger to the
thetorical strategy of branding objectionable reforms as de
facto ‘assaults on public schooling.’ This device is fruitless
and divisive. Perhaps more forebodingly, it excommuni-
Cates many who honor public education because they fail
to endorse the ‘right kind’ of public schooling.”
_ John C. Lundt, a professor of educational leader-
:ilég,n Zell())'s tl}at edu.cation is laning the schoolhouse as
- 8y Increasingly makes it an anytime-anywhere
activity. In a provocative article in the December 2004
;)s;;ed <.)f Thfe Futurist t.itlec,il "Leaming for Ourselves: A New
18m for Education,” Lundt concludes that the anti-
quated structure of today’s school was designed to meet
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n his article? .
d by self-interested parties?

the needs of a world that no longer exists, that P
schools will not change as long as they monopolize o
cational funding, and that growing numbers of Parery
find the activities and values of public schools inapprop;
ate for their children. This basic concern about fung,
is echoed by reporter Joe Williams in his book Chegt;;
Our Kids: How Politics and Greed Ruin Education (2005
Williams examines the impact of special-interest grouy
on local public school systems (especially in New Yo
and Milwaukee), finding that most “reform” money onj
expands already bloated district bureaucracies. He callsfo
a concerted effort by concerned parents to reclaim powa
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