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Preface

My Experience in Public Schools



I am a product of the public school system of a different time. Today’s system cannot be compared to the public school I attended in the small town of Green Tree, just outside Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.
         

The highest authority in managing my school came from our neighbors who served on the school board. It was a different era. I started in the first grade a few months before Pearl Harbor was bombed. It was the same school system that my dad, my aunts, and my uncles had attended.

There was nothing perfect about it—as I remember, both educational and disciplinary policies came up short—but compared to the average public schools in our cities and towns today, it was safe, drug-free, and with no dropouts.

Both in grade school and high school, I remember there were fights and roughhousing, but never once were the police called.

In twelve years of public education, I do not recall any classmate who came from a broken home—never heard of a friend with divorced parents. Possibly, this was a reflection of the time in which I lived.

One advantage we had then was the size of the school and classes. My eighth-grade class had twenty students—most of whom had been through the entire eight years together.

Each day the Bible was read, the Lord’s Prayer was said, and the Pledge of Allegiance was recited. No one objected, mainly because the school atmosphere reflected the values of the local community. The federal government was not yet endowed with the authority to keep us safe from ourselves. That came later to the schools throughout the country, as responsibility moved from local schools to huge school districts, state-government controls, and finally the intrusions of the federal courts and federal bureaucrats. None of this existed back then.

The most aggressive “bending of the rules” I did was sneak out and skip recess or intermission or gym class—a block of time with less supervision. I remember it clearly. I’d have to throw my coat out the window and then walk past a few teachers monitoring the corridors (who might have asked me questions as to why I was wearing a coat). Obviously, supervision of one’s coming and going wasn’t overly strict. Then I’d grab my bike and hurry home, get my newspapers delivered rapidly, and arrive back at school to fall into place for the next class. My motivation was to be able to stay after school for basketball practice and not have to worry about delivering my papers late in the evening.

While in high school, at the age of fourteen, I worked in the local drugstore at the handsome wage of thirty-five cents per hour. Looking back, I find it surprising that I sold and could buy cough medicine with codeine without a prescription or parental permission. I never saw one classmate abuse this “dangerous” drug. Sneaking a smoke was the big crime in which kids occasionally engaged.

In the summer, I worked for the school, painting, scrubbing, and cleaning. It was hard work, starting at 7:00 A.M., but I was paid more than the thirty-five cents an hour I got at the drugstore.
         

In grade school, math was my best subject. All twenty of us in class got the same assignment: a list of problems to do and have checked individually by the teacher. Once the given problems were completed, we were allowed to loaf. The sooner I finished, the longer I could loaf while waiting for everyone to catch up, all the while probably making noise and interrupting the others. It was a game for me, and it wasn’t until much later that I realized it would have been better for the school to adapt the teaching scenario to each student’s ability—something now well understood in homeschooling. Progressing at one’s own pace certainly makes sense.

Even for this small town, graduation from elementary school was a big deal, complete with gowns and a fancy ceremony.

High school required traveling a few miles to the neighboring town of Dormont, since our population couldn’t support grades nine through twelve. This going next door for high school, an agreement between two towns, was nothing like the giant complexes we see today as a result of local communities losing control over their schools and putting thousands of kids under one roof.

High school, in a similar fashion to grade school, had both good and bad teachers, but compared to today, the atmosphere was rather sedate. I witnessed some drinking, but I never saw any drug use nor was aware of any. Having witnessed a few classmates overindulging in alcohol made me respect—and, in a way, fear—the ill effects of alcohol, and it was for that reason that I didn’t touch it in high school or college. This early experience was one of the reasons alcohol had no significant attraction for me. Besides, I never did feel the need to do something just because others were doing it. I enjoyed being different, especially if it made sense to me.

Having a great biology teacher in high school guided me into the sciences in college. I give one particular teacher a lot of credit for my interest in biology and for my eventually getting into the premed program at Gettysburg College.

Running track was a huge event for me in high school, but also a great challenge, since some major knee injuries interfered with my athletic potential. Surgery back then was frequently more damaging than the original injuries. There was no arthroscopic or noninvasive surgery available. My options in track became limited, but later on I found other races to run.

Today, it may not be races to run, but there are plenty of policies to push. This has been a great substitute for me throughout my life.

It was in high school where I met my wife, Carol, who was one grade behind me. She claims she got to know about me was when she was in eighth grade, and watched me run as a freshman in high school. Our first date was on her birthday, when she was sixteen, on February 29, 1952. She chased me, and I finally caught her. We were married five years later, during my last year at Gettysburg.

My high school graduating class had 100 students. For me, small classes seemed always to be best. There were 325 in my class at Gettysburg, and my Duke medical school class was just under 100.

In my early years at Gettysburg, I was undecided about my future. Since I was influenced by my high school biology teacher, I took biology my freshman year because it was a requirement to have taken a science course to earn a BS degree. That was a lucky break for me, as it turned out.

Early on, I thought about teaching biology and about coaching. This led me to start working on a teacher’s certificate, since I would need a minor in education. That did not go well. The courses did not make a lot of sense to me—biology did.

In 1956 our education professor, head of the department, was gone for a few days on a trip to Washington, DC, to participate in an important discussion regarding new programs of funding for education. He explained before he left that he was going on the trip with skepticism about government control over funding, but on his return, he told the class that the government had no intention of attaching any strings to funding, and would not interfere with the country’s educational process. Washington would be able to help but would never take control. Though I was not political at the time, I recall wondering if that would be the case. The professor was dreaming; my instincts were correct.

Today, one thing is for certain: You cannot compare public education in a small town over fifty years ago to what’s happening in these gigantic schools in today’s cities, dominated by federal government and federal courts and thousands of bureaucrats and controls and regulations—it’s a totally different world.

I’ve had several members of my family teach in public schools, and some are still involved. Our five children went through the public school system. But with each passing year, it becomes more difficult for me to remain complacent about the opportunities for young children now going to school. Other options ought to be made available to them—all of them. That is why I wrote this book.


	

    
	
		
 

Introduction



More often than not, we do things a certain way in America strictly because they’ve already been done that way. Of course, we tinker with policies and institutions here and there, but generally speaking, we don’t want to rock the boat too much. The feeling in government seems to be that if something is up and running, ill-conceived though it may be, it should be left by and large intact. The idea of fundamentally altering institutions is almost unthinkable to the powers that run our country. In the case of education—well, we have schools, we have education laws, and we have education policy on the books, so even though the education of youth is one of the most crucial aspects of life and paramount to the future of our country, a real look at the nuts and bolts is never really on the table. But it is for me, and it should be for you, too.
         

When did this way of thinking begin for me? It was on a Sunday evening in 1971. Richard Nixon went on the air and made an announcement. He said he was suspending the last traces of the gold standard. Beginning immediately, the U.S. government would no longer honor its promise to allow foreign governments and central banks to buy gold from the U.S. Treasury for $35 per ounce. That rule had been in operation ever since 1934. That was the year after Franklin Roosevelt unilaterally confiscated the gold owned by Americans, no matter where they lived. The government paid them $20.67 per ounce. As soon as it had possession of the gold, it hiked the price to $35. That was a windfall profit of 75 percent.

In his suspension of the gold standard, Nixon had not consulted Congress any more than Roosevelt had in 1933. The official justification was this: Such an announcement of a proposed piece of legislation would have led to a run on the remaining gold. While Congress debated, foreign governments and central banks would have demanded payment.

On that same day, Nixon announced full-scale price and wage controls. Again, Congress had not been consulted. He did this on his own authority. He called this declaration “the Challenge of Peace.” He announced a “New Economic Policy.” Ironically, this was what Lenin had called his fake capitalist reform in 1922, after the Soviet economy collapsed in hyperinflation. Nixon announced, “The time has come for a new economic policy for the United States. Its targets are unemployment, inflation, and international speculation. And this is how we are going to attack those targets.”1
         

The next day, Leonard E. Read voiced his opposition to both decisions. Read was the founder of the Foundation for Economic Education, located in Irvington-on-Hudson, New York. FEE began operations in 1946. It was the first free-market “think tank.” A decade later, FEE started publishing a monthly magazine, The Freeman. For the next two decades, The Freeman served as thousands of people’s introduction to libertarianism. Read used the word libertarian, but he preferred “the freedom philosophy.”
         

Beginning on August 15, 1971, I decided to devote a big chunk of my life to a defense of the freedom philosophy. As part of that defense, I was committed to sound money: a full gold coin standard. My attitude was simple, and it was this: If it is true that we should go back to a gold standard, we should go back to the real one. I believed (and still believe) that the legal right of full gold coin redeemability on demand at a fixed price should be extended to everyone, not just foreign governments and central banks. In this sense, my revolution began in 1971. It is still in full gear. I also argue that legalizing competitive currencies would be big step in the right direction.

*  *  *


My 2008 book, The Revolution, was a political one. It was a culmination of the ideas that shaped my 2007 campaign for the Republican Party’s nomination for president. The book, while political, was not what is sometimes called a campaign book. By the time I finished it, I sensed I would be dropping out of the race a short time later. I thought of it as a post-campaign book, meant to create new, long-term ways of thinking critically about the issues facing America. Yet it was a campaign book in this sense: I hoped it would mobilize Americans on a permanent basis. I raised these issues again in my campaign in 2011 and 2012. I will continue to raise them now that I am out of Congress. I am not out of circulation.
         

I ended that book’s preface with these words:


If we want to live in a free society, we need to break free from these artificial limitations on free debate and start asking serious questions once again. I am happy that my campaign for the presidency has finally raised some of them. But this is a long-term project that will persist far into the future. These ideas cannot be allowed to die, buried beneath the mind-numbing chorus of empty slogans and inanities that constitute official political discourse in America.

That is why I wrote this book.2
            



My subject was politics. But politics is only one part of my work. Indeed, the freer the society, the smaller the political part is. To limit the work for liberty to politics is to play into the hands of numerous political interest groups with agendas that all boil down to this: social salvation by legislation. I simply do not believe in that agenda.

I began chapter 5, “Civil Liberties and Personal Freedom,” with these words:

Freedom means not only that our economic activity ought to be free and voluntary, but that government should stay out of our personal affairs as well. In fact, freedom means that we understand liberty as an indivisible whole. Economic freedom and personal liberty are not divisible. How do you plan to exercise your right to free speech if you’re not allowed the economic freedom to acquire the supplies necessary to disseminate your views? Likewise, how can we expect to enjoy privacy rights if our property rights are insecure?3
            


Because I see my work for liberty as extending far beyond politics, and because I see that freedom is not divisible, I offer this book as the second phase of the revolution. It is related to politics only in this sense: it would take political action to repeal the bad laws governing education. But long before we can expect a majority of voters to oppose all state and federal aid to local school districts and other interventions, tens of millions of Americans will already have pulled their children out of the local public schools. I’ll get into this later.

A free society acknowledges that authority over education begins with the family. I am not saying that a free society grants that authority. I do not believe that such authority is delegated by society. But a free society acknowledges that families have that authority. To the extent that any society substitutes a source of authority over education other than the family, it departs from liberty.
         

*  *  *


The battle for liberty today is best seen institutionally in the battle over the control of education. It is far more visible than the battle over taxes, for example. The stakes are higher in education than in taxation—future voters are trained in the principles of who should decide on taxes: voting rights, political power, tax rates, interest groups, etc.

The structure of education both reflects and reinforces the content of that education. And like everything else, to find out who is in charge of education, just follow the money. To find out why the structure of authority is the way it is in any school, follow the money. Consistent tax-funded education does not look like family-funded education, just as bureaucratic management does not look like profit management.4 Whenever the funding of education differs, the structure and content of education differ. Why? Because the system of funding reflects and reinforces rival views about the way the world works, and how it should work.
         

The social war over education is therefore fundamental to the future of society. This may not be clear on every battlefield, let alone in every skirmish. But always, in the end, the contending social and political forces collide. There can be no permanent peace here. At best, there can be cease-fires.

In this book, I present a libertarian view of education, from kindergarten through high school and college. This is a major social arena, where rival views are at war. I am calling you to commit to one side or the other.

I will make the case that liberty in education is basic to liberty in every other area of life. I will also make the point that the free market provides a wide variety of educational options. This diversity is now being multiplied through revolutionary digital technology. Technology does two things. First, it cuts costs. Second, by cutting costs, it widens the market. As Adam Smith wrote in chapter 3 of The Wealth of Nations (1776), “The division of labor is limited by the extent of the market.” Through price competition on a scale never before seen, the Internet is extending the market for private education.
         

Those of us who believe in diversity—free-market diversity, not politically correct diversity—rejoice in the Internet. We can see the future of liberty here. The future will be far more diverse, and competition in formal education will be part of this diversity. Formal education will be vastly cheaper than it is today, and also vastly superior.

Defenders of liberty are going to win this fight. Technology is on our side. The free market is on our side. The potential for dramatically falling costs is on our side.

I am inviting you to join the winning side in a battle that has gone against us for more than 150 years. The tide is turning. Let me show you why.

*  *  *


This book is divided into three parts: “The Centrality of Education,” “A Strategy for Educational Reform,” and “The Ideal School.” This reform project is a long-term one, just as the creation of compulsory state education was a long-term project.

Time is on our side. The state’s schools are visibly failing, and most people are not satisfied with them. Yet their costs right now are continually rising. So are local governments’ budget deficits. “The more we pay, the worse it gets.” This is a basic rule of thumb and can generally be applied to everything run by the state.

Parents send their children to tax-funded schools because they see no cost-effective alternatives. In this book, I will show that there are cost-effective alternatives. One of them is my online curriculum (chapter 11). But there are many others.

So spend some time thinking through what I have decided should be phase two of the revolution: educating and training the next generation of students.

We will win this battle for the minds of men and women. We will win it student by student.


1 Richard Nixon, “Address to the Nation Outlining a New Economic Policy: ‘The Challenge of Peace,’” August 15, 1971; see http://tinyurl.com/NixonGold1971.
            

2 Ron Paul, The Revolution: A Manifesto (New York: Grand Central Publishing, 2008), p. ix.
            

3 Ibid., p. 100.
            

4 Ludwig von Mises, Bureaucracy (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1944); see http://bit.ly/MisesBUR.
            




	

    
	
		
Part I

The Centrality of Education
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We are late in a 180-year war. It is a war over who will maintain control of the system of education, beginning at about age six and ending with an academic degree granted by some institution. This degree may be a high school diploma, a college diploma, or a PhD. Formal education is the front line for the future of every nation.
         

Throughout most of history, parents have been the primary educators. When society was agricultural, neither churches nor the government (federal, state, or local) could extend control over the content and structure of education. Fathers taught their sons, and mothers taught their daughters. While there was always progress, traditional modes of thought prevailed throughout most of history. All this changed around 1800. The enormous growth of productivity and longevity that began in the British Isles and on the Eastern Seaboard of the United States has changed the face of the world. But along with this change has come an enormous expansion of state power. Politicians and bureaucrats assert a degree of authority over education that would have been entirely inconceivable two centuries ago. All over the world, governments have extended control over education, beginning with financing, but not ending there.

The old phrase was “The hand that rocks the cradle rules the world.” There was another phrase: “Give me control over the child for the first seven years, and I will make the man.” This is often attributed to Ignatius Loyola, founder of the Jesuit Order in the mid-sixteenth century. It is sometimes attributed to other Jesuit leaders. Whoever said it, the idea is clear: the person who shapes the thinking of a young child has an important office. The idea goes back to one of King Solomon’s proverbs: “Train up a child in the way he should go: and when he is old, he will not depart from it” (Proverbs 22:6).

*  *  *


Modern educators are convinced of the truth of these familiar proverbs. They want control over the thinking of children, and they want to reduce the influence of parents. They are thoroughly convinced that there are better ways to educate a child than the traditional ways, and they are determined to be placed in authority over the education of every nation’s children. It is now a matter of political power, and the professional educators have succeeded in gaining a near-monopolistic control over the structure and content of education during the first dozen years of school.

This control was resisted by Catholic immigrants in the second half of the nineteenth century. In the second half of the twentieth century, there was an equally self-conscious movement, generally coming from evangelical Protestants, to remove their children from tax-supported schools. The goal is the same in both cases: to maintain parental control over the structure and content of education. Parents want their values inculcated in their children. They recognize that the way to gain this authority is to pay for it, but a private classroom education is extremely expensive. Yet now, because of the technological revolution of the Internet, the cost of educating a child today can be minimal. If the parents homeschool their children, the Internet can provide access to almost everything the parents need to provide an excellent education. This is an unprecedented breakthrough.
         

The battle for control over education will continue to escalate precisely because of the reduced costs associated with Internet-based education. The old rule of the free market is correct: when the price of something falls, more of it is demanded. Regarding homeschooling, as the price of online education continues to fall, the main expenses become the parent’s time and trouble. Still, this will make it possible for parents to reestablish control over the content and structure of their children’s education. They will be able to offer their children a better education than tax-funded schools can offer. They will be able to transmit their values and beliefs to their children, because they can get help from educational programs that share those values and beliefs. The free market will provide many alternatives for parents, enabling them to pick and choose from among a wide variety of curriculum materials.
         

Why is education central? It is central because each generation passes on its values, assumptions, and skills to the next generation. Parents are in a position to teach children about what they believe matters most in life, and what is more important than that? Because they are in authority over their children during the first two decades of their children’s lives, they can transmit a system of values to them. Ultimately, education is a debate over ethics. What values do the parents hold most dear? These are the values they want their children to adopt. Parents have an idea about the way the world works. They have ideas about what constitutes success and failure in life. They want to transmit these ideas to their children, as well as their own basic moral values. Finally, they want to give their children a head start in life. They want their children to be successful, and this requires that the children be equipped to deal with the many challenges in life, part of which is technical education and part of which are core values and beliefs. The educational system is vital for helping parents impart to their children hope for the future as well as the values and skills required to be successful.

This takes many years of hard work and sacrifice on the part of parents. Parents must work with their children in order to persuade them of the truth of their worldview. Parents need help, and educators supply it. There is a division of intellectual labor. Parents can select educational materials in terms of their presuppositions about what constitutes a good education, and a good life. Parents can go outside the household to gain support from professional educators, who will reinforce the parents’ viewpoint.

All this assumes that parents are the legitimate agents in teaching their children. But most modern educators do not assume this. Most educators assume that the parents are not competent to be the sole providers of education. They have been able to persuade the state to enter and control the field of education. They have captured the state with respect to the methodology and content of classroom education. They want access to the children, and they have used the state to gain that access.

*  *  *


All sides in this conflict understand that the future will belong to those teachers who are most influential in shaping children’s thinking. Every side wants to be able to frame the great questions of life in such a way that students will behave and think in a particular way. Most important, tax-funded educators reinforce the belief in students that they are under the lifetime authority of the state, and that they should not seriously question that authority. They want students to respect that authority, and finance it. In effect, they want the state to replace the parents in shaping children’s lives.

This is why there is a growing battle between parents and the state with respect to education. This is why the revolution of liberty I propose must start with the educating of children. The educational system is at the center of the struggle for the commitment of its graduates.

I propose a different kind of education from that which has prevailed in the United States over the past 180 years. To speak seriously of revolution is necessarily to speak about the first principles of life. These principles historically have been taught by parents, but not over the last 180 years. This is why the revolution must begin in the family. It then extends beyond the family. It begins with the education of the children, and then extends beyond the narrow confines of the school. Simply put: there can be no revolution without a revolution in education. Any attempt to conduct a revolution apart from educational reform is an exercise in futility. It is also an exercise in coercion. Persuasion begins in the household, and it is reinforced by a systematic program of education. The only alternative to persuasion is coercion.
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Educating for Liberty



If you are reading this, then likely at some point, you became convinced that we have surrendered far too much power to the state. In every area, the state has asserted authority: in money, in education, in economic affairs and taxation, in foreign policy, in health care, in housing, and in more than eighty thousand other new ways—every year!5 Step by step, the state has encroached on the liberties of free men and women. Yet this was not done overnight. It was done over decades and, in some areas, from the early days of the American republic.
         

But you were not taught this in a tax-funded high school or college. Instead, you were taught that the expansion of the state is positive, and that without this expansion into the lives of all Americans, the capitalist system would lead to great inequalities of wealth and massive poverty. You were told that the government under President Franklin Roosevelt saved capitalism from itself. You were also told the United States has necessary military responsibilities around the world, and that American taxpayers must bear the burden of extending the influence of the U.S. government across the face of the globe. And that all this is done in the name of extending liberty to all. Here is the problem: the price of this so-called extension of liberty has been the surrender of individual liberty to the federal government.

The textbooks and curriculum materials dominant in the public schools have maintained this view of American life since at least the end of World War II. This has been the story of modern America as taught in the textbooks. We need a new set of textbooks. Better yet, we need educational materials that are not tied to traditional textbooks at all. New technologies involve video production, interactive education, and low-cost publishing on the Internet. It is now possible to create an alternative curriculum without spending millions of dollars to develop textbooks. A standard textbook may cost as much as $500,000 to produce. This has helped keep conservatives and libertarians from producing systematic teaching materials that would provide a different story of the expansion of the federal government since the end of the American Civil War in 1865.

*  *  *


Let’s dig a little deeper. The story of surrendered personal liberty to the federal government is the story of surrendered personal responsibility. Liberty is inescapably associated with responsibility. As the government has declared people incapable of becoming responsible for themselves and their families, it has grabbed expanded authority over the lives of all Americans.
         

Any program of education that is deliberately designed to increase the liberty of individuals must begin with this premise: as individuals mature, they must accept greater personal responsibility for their actions. Education or liberty must be geared to persuading people to take greater responsibility in their own lives. As people achieve greater responsibility, they also achieve greater liberty. When they become confident in their ability to exercise responsibility, they are ready to exercise liberty.
         

The whole system of education from kindergarten through graduate school ought to be geared to equipping students to take greater personal responsibility for their actions. This is the meaning of adulthood, and education is meant to prepare an individual for precisely that. But the modern welfare state is premised on a very different view of maturity. It is premised on the view that individuals are not fully responsible for their actions, and therefore they do not deserve extensive liberty. The welfare state winds up treating adults as if they were children. Just as children are not granted a great deal of liberty of action by their parents, so the modern welfare state constantly expands its authority over the lives of individuals. This restricts their liberty of action. If we do not begin with the principle of education that insists that education for liberty is education for personal responsibility, the system of education will not lead to an expansion of liberty, but rather, to its contraction.
         

Parents know from the beginning that they are training their children to exercise maturity as adults. Parents want their children to be capable adults at some point, and they devote time and energy to helping their children understand the principles of successful living. Their job is to teach their children ethics, both verbally and by example, through their own actions. They teach their children skills that are needed in order to be successful in life. They teach their children habits of behavior, including basic manners, that are essential to success in life. Parents do their best to teach their children how to compete in a highly competitive world, and to do so in a responsible manner. Linking liberty and personal responsibility is central to this.
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