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had a “crisis” every dozen years or sO at Jeast since the launch of Sputnik, in 1457, when American
schools were accused of falling behind the world standard in science education. Just ten years
ago, the National Commission on Fxcellence in Education warned that America’s pedagogical
{nattention was putting America “at risk.” What the commission called “a rising tide of mediocrity”
was imperiling “our very future as a Nation and a people.” What was happening to education was
an “act of war.”

Since then, countless reports have been issued decrying the condition of our educational
system, the DOE report being only the most recent. They have come from every side, Republican
as well as Democrat, from the private sector as well as the public. Yet for all the talk, little
happens. At times, the schools look more like they are being dismantled than rebuilt. How can
this be? If Americans overa broad political spectrum regard education as vital, why has nothing
been done?

1 have spent thirty years as a scholar examining the nature of democracy, and even more as a
citizen optimistically celebrating its possibilities, but today I am increasingly persuaded that the
reason for the country’s inaction is that Americans do not really care about education—the country
has grown comfortable with the game of “let’s pretend we care.’

As America’s educational system crumbles, the pundits, instead of looking for solutions, search
busily for scapegoats. Some assail the teachers—those «Profscam” pedagogues trained in the
licentious Sixties who, as aging hippies, are supposedly still subverting the schools—for producing
dire illiteracy. Others turn on the kids themselves, s that at the same momentas we are transferring
our responsibilities tO the shoulders of the next generation, we are blaming them for our OWR
generation’s MOSt conspicuous failures. Allan Bloom was typical of the many recent critics who have
condemned the young as vapid, lazy, selfish, complacent, self-seeking, materialistic, small-minded,
apathetic, greedy, and, of course, illiterate. E. D. Hirsch in his Cultaral Literacy and Diane Ravitch
and Chester E. Finn Jr. in their What Do Our Seventeen—Year—Olds Know? have lambasted the
schools, the teachers, and the children for betraying the adult generation from which they were tO
inherit, the critics seemed confident, 2 precious cultural legacy.

How this captious literature reeks of hypocrisy! How sanctimonious all the hand-wringing
over still another «education crisis” seems. Are we ourselves really so literate? Are our kids stupid
or smart for ignoring what we preach and copying what we practice? The young, with their keen
noses for hypocrisy, are in fact adept readers—but not of books. They are society-smart rather than
school-smart, and what they read so acutely are the social signals emanating from the world in
which they will have to make a living. Their teachers in that world, the nation’s true pedagogues,
are television, advertising, movies, politics, and the celebrity domains they define. We prattle about
Jeficient schools and the gullible youngsters they turn out, SO vulnerable to the siren song of drugs,
but think nothing of letting the advertisers into the classroom tO fashion what an Advertising
Age essay calls “brand and product loyalties through classroom-centered, peer—powered lifestyle
patterning.”

Our kids spend 900 hours ayear in school (the ones who go to school) and from 1,2 00 to 1,800
hours a year in front of the television set. From which are they likely to learn more? Critics such
as Hirsch and Ravitch want to find out what our seventeen-year-olds know, but it’s really pretty
simple; they know exactly what our forty-seven- year-olds know and teach them by example—on
television, in the boardroom, around Washington, on Madison Avenue, in Hollywood. The
very first lesson smart kids learn is ¢hat it is much more important to heed what society teaches
implicitly by its deeds and reward structures than what school ceaches explicitly in its lesson plans
and civic sermons. Here s a test for adults that may help reveal what the kids see when they look
at our world.




