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Out of Many, One?


The Democratic Dilemma of American Education


 


THIS BOOK ASKS THE QUESTION, How does American educational policy attempt to transmit democratic values democratically? Democratic governments like those in the United States cannot monopolize what “the people” want, and they face the dilemma of transmitting the norms of democratic government using democratic norms. In this context, a norm is a widely shared belief about how governments should behave, whether they actually do so or not. The norms discussed in this overview are inclusion, equality, participation, understanding, and self-rule.1 Children are taught that democratic governments include the interests of as many groups as possible, try to treat everyone equally, encourage their citizens to participate in the political process, try to use good judgment and understanding to make policy, and promise that citizens can rule themselves—all at the same time. Frequently these norms are at odds with one another, and throughout American history policymakers have not valued all of them equally. For example, in the late seventeenth century colonial policymakers in Massachusetts valued understanding and self-rule in educational policy far more than they did participation or equality. In the twentieth century inclusion and equality are prominent in federal educational policy, sometimes at the expense of self-rule.


Even among policymakers in the same era, however, shared norms rarely lead them to suggest the same public policy. For example, treating everyone equally makes it very difficult to give citizens a meaningful opportunity to rule themselves. This situation is evident in debates over school spending. Giving every school district the same amount of money to spend per student (equality) can shortchange both inclusion and self-rule. Special-needs students and students in high-poverty areas, for example, may require additional resources to achieve the same level of education as that given to average students, so a law requiring each district to spend an equal amount of money per student would do nothing to help the “needy” students catch up. Likewise, citizens who value public education very highly might want to raise significantly more money for their schools through local taxes, but a statewide limit on school spending or taxation thwarts their self-rule.


Of course most educational policy is not about promoting inclusion or self-rule directly, but rather about using governmental power to encourage citizens to behave in a certain way. For example, contemporary American educational policy tries to serve children of various ethnic or racial backgrounds in the same classroom, give chronically poor school districts extra funding to hire better teachers, and provide parents and students with choices about what they learn and where they go to school. “Encouragement” may be as mild as simply allowing parents to choose a school based on its reading pedagogy or arts focus, or it may be as forceful as requiring children to attend a particular school to ensure racial integration, even if they live across town. It is in the design of public policy that government policymakers struggle with the conflicts among the norms of democracy. This book shows how American policymakers have wrestled with these dilemmas through the public policy process.


Changes in public policy create new politics, so this chapter begins with a brief overview of four major questions that policymakers must consider when designing policy. Educational governance specifies who decides that a policy problem exists and when, for whom, and how policy decisions are made. American education has a strong federal structure that complicates any educational change; most American educational policy is made at the state and local levels. Federalism means that regional and local governments have autonomy to make some of their own policy decisions. (Chapter 2 presents an overview of American educational governance.)


Next the chapter introduces five norms of democracy discussed in this book and provides sketches of the main educational policies covered in the following chapters. It is important to remember that no educational policy is a pure manifestation of any particular norm of democracy, and other factors, such as school finance, may have as much influence on equality, for example, as on racial inclusion or self-rule.




BOX 1.1    Guiding Questions for Public Policy


Is there a problem? A public policy problem exists when the public demands a government solution. Something that is considered a problem now may not have been a problem fifty years ago. Reasons that the public demands government action include effective publicity by interest groups, economic crises, and changing social norms.


When should government intervene? Government policymakers may recognize a problem but not have a good solution. Or “solving” a problem may create political conflicts with other public policy or important voters. Policymakers may choose to intervene when the problem is highly visible, when it affects many people, or when it is politically safe to do so.


For whom should government intervene? A problem may affect many people, but governments have limited time and money. Policymakers may have to limit a government policy to benefit only some of those people. They may make their decisions based on the importance of the policy to targeted individuals, the probability that the policy will be successful, or other political considerations.


How should government intervene? Policymakers have to connect the problem to government action. They have to be sure that whatever legislation government enacts has a real effect on the problem. They have to determine a cause of the problem and create a way to measure inputs to the policy, outputs, and outcomes.





Public Policy


Public policy is the result of four deliberate decisions made by an authority to address an identified problem (see box 1.1): Is there a problem government can remedy? When should government intervene? On whose behalf should government act? What should it do? An “authority” may be voters, a school principal, the school board, the state legislature, a governor, Congress, the courts, or the president.


The first question policymakers must ask is, Is there a problem? A policy problem means that many people are affected by a particular condition over time. For example, parents may think that a particular math teacher at the local elementary school is a “problem” teacher because he does not enforce classroom discipline or seem to care about student progress, and his continued employment may become a topic for discussion with the local teachers’ union and the school board. But unless there are many teachers like this, low teacher quality would not be a policy problem (see Chapter 5). Similarly, students who fail to finish high school are likely to have fewer job opportunities, which may be a problem for them individually, but high school dropouts are not a policy problem unless policymakers can identify widespread patterns among those students. To do so, they must identify variables that help predict who is at risk for dropping out, such as family poverty, low academic achievement, becoming a teen parent, or being a member of certain ethnic or racial groups.2 Because these variables are linked to teenagers dropping out of high school, most policymakers would consider the drop-out rate a policy problem.


Yet even if many people are affected by some condition, government policy may still be to ignore an issue. For example, some children might benefit from government help, but lawmakers may believe that too few children would benefit, or that there is strong opposition to government involvement, or that individuals acting in a market-like setting could better address the issue.


American education was once subject to official neglect. Many policy-makers before the early twentieth century thought that Americans’ widespread lack of basic, formal education was not a policy problem, or even if it was, government could not address it uniformly, adequately, or fairly, so parents would arrange for education as best they could. For example, Massachusetts required schooling beginning in the late 1600s, but the law was weakly enforced and did not specify what should be taught. In 1840, in response to a proposal to make Massachusetts’ system of education more uniform, that state’s House Committee on Education explicitly denied that widely varying educational standards were a policy problem. They reported that, “District schools in a [r]epublican government need no police regulations, no systems of state censorship, no checks of moral, religious, or political conservatism, to preserve either the morals, the religion, or the politics of the state.”3 Although few elected officials hold this view anymore—most politicians now are quick to grab the “education” mantle as their own—Massachusetts’ example shows that this was not always the case.4


In American history, policymakers have framed the policy problem of formal education in debates over the provision of education versus the production of education.5 A government that only provides for education would require that children have access to education, whether by attending a school or certifying that they were taught at home. In this situation, government does not specify how children are educated. A government that produces education does.


Until the end of the nineteenth century, this debate clearly favored provision over production, but policymakers slowly adopted the view that formal education was a tool to promote democracy, citizenship, and job skills (see Chapter 6). In that century, children might have attended school if there was one and if their parents thought it was useful. (A choice only some parents made during some part of the year; children were often more useful working at home or in a factory.) Later, states required local communities to fund schools for anyone in a certain age range, but they did not require children to attend.6 But by 1890 half of the states required children to complete some formal schooling, and every state did by 1929. By 1944 the U.S. Supreme Court firmly rejected the nineteenth-century view, holding that “the state . . . may restrict the parent’s control by requiring school attendance, regulating or prohibiting the child’s labor, and in many other ways.”7 Thus the provision of education became a public policy problem.


Although state and local governments did produce education before the 1940s by collecting school taxes, operating schools, hiring teachers, and constructing school buildings, the Court’s ruling fully shifted the policy debate to the appropriate means of producing education. Government production of education does not mean that the government has a monopoly on education—the state of Oregon tried to close all the private schools in the state in the 1920s but was rebuffed by the Supreme Court in Pierce v. Society of Sisters (1925); it only means that public schools receive favorable legal treatment. Since the debate over provision has been settled, policy-makers now debate when and how government actors should produce education. Policymakers have thus turned to the second question of public policy.


When should government intervene? Policymakers may identify that some problem is widespread, but they may not have the political will to engage in government action. Scholars like John Kingdon have argued that “policy windows” frequently open after crises.8 One such event was when many Americans panicked after the Soviet Union successfully launched the first artificial satellite, Sputnik, in 1957. Somehow the Soviet communists were leapfrogging the free West in math and science. This led directly to the passage of the National Defense Education Act of 1958, which provided some federal money to support improvement in these subjects.


Less dramatically, state governments became increasingly worried in the mid-1970s that their schools were not preparing students for modern employment. The federal government made the point succinctly in 1983 by calling the nation’s “mediocre educational performance” nearly equivalent to an “act of war.”9 States increased the number of “academic” courses (math, science, and English) students had to take in the 1980s and supplemented these with more rigorous standards for what would be taught in the 1990s. In 2001 the U.S. Congress passed the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), which authorized major changes to federal educational policy by requiring students to take state exams to demonstrate their proficiency in academic subjects. Under the law, students are not graded based on the results, but schools are. If schools cannot show “adequate yearly progress,” they may be subject to a variety of sanctions, from having to find and fund tutors for students to school personnel being fired.


The third policy question is, For whom should government intervene? Policymakers wander into a political minefield when they decide who should receive help from the government, because one legislator’s downtrodden constituents are another’s undeserving special interest. (Such target populations and the organizations and lobbyists working on their behalf are described in Chapter 5.) Nevertheless, the answer to this policy question shapes what actions the government may take, because policy solutions may not work equally well with all people.


For example, since the 1960s a primary target population of federal educational policy has been students in low-income families, who also tend to have low academic achievement. Yet a large body of research has shown that a student’s family situation has more effect on the student’s learning than schools or teachers.10 Children may come from households in which parents have no time for their children because they are working or absent. They may come from a very low-income home that does not or cannot spend money on required school materials or extracurricular activities. They may come from abusive households. They may move between schools multiple times during the year (some schools experience turnover rates in excess of 50 percent during a year!). How much can schools compensate for these students’ home situations? Is there another government agency that could address these issues better? Federal policymakers turn to the fourth policy question for answers.


How should government intervene? Observers of American education have little trouble identifying problems that educational policy could address, from low science literacy to teen pregnancy. It is much harder to formulate a response that actually addresses the identified problem, and policymakers have to identify the causes of the problem and balance cost, uncertainty, and political opposition. If the proposed policy is politically feasible, the analysts need to suggest how the policy should be implemented. Who should do what? Who should pay? Finally, a good policy analyst should expect to evaluate the policy after its implementation. Should the government continue what it is doing, or should it change course?


The federal Head Start program is instructive. As one of President Lyndon Johnson’s key War on Poverty programs in the 1960s, Head Start sought to prepare students for school by providing health and social services. Federal policymakers argued that low educational outcomes related to poverty were a problem that government could remedy, and they identified who could potentially be helped. They were not sure, however, how to attack poverty directly. Instead, they chose to mitigate some effects of poverty in the hope that children’s educational abilities would increase as a result. They argued that Head Start could address low-income children’s educational problems through nutrition programs, pre-kindergarten school-readiness classes, and parent-child activities to help parents become interested in their children’s educational progress.11


Has the policy worked? Researchers have found that Head Start is an unqualified success in the short term. In early school grades, Head Start students do better in academics and classroom behavior than similar children who did not participate in Head Start. Analysts are not as sanguine about the long-term effects of the program, as some studies have found that its effects disappear by third or fourth grade; other studies show just small improvements for some ethnic or racial groups.12 The federal government’s own evaluation of Head Start is decidedly neutral.13 The mixed evaluations have prompted other policymakers to suggest alternatives. Some evaluators argue that although Head Start does benefit children before they go to school, many students in the program attend poorly performing schools after leaving Head Start. These evaluators suggest that giving parents an option to send their student to a school of their choice might work better than Head Start.14 Others argue that poor academic achievement is not so much a matter of the schools, but of poor teachers in the schools.15 Others suggest boosting funding for the program, intervening earlier, or increasing Head Start teacher qualifications.16


In any case, what the government should do is much less clear than what the problem is, when government should intervene, or even who should be helped. Facing this uncertainty, policymakers must balance conflicting demands on government services, the limits of knowledge, and contradictory policy suggestions. One way they address these dilemmas is by favoring one norm of democracy over another. These norms are introduced in the next section.


Democratic Norms


Compounding the difficulties of designing and implementing policy is doing so within a democratic system. Even if the designers of Head Start could decide on the best way to overcome the effects of poverty on academic achievement and life chances, lawmakers would still have to shepherd the changes through a democratic system. They would have to answer questions such as, “Should parents in the Head Start program be able to change the rules?”; “How much money should go to Head Start participants instead of helping all children in kindergarten?”; and “Shouldn’t the state government administer Head Start like it does low-income medical insurance programs?”


Modern democracies thrive on the participation of citizens. Since the 1800s defenders of government-produced, tax-supported education have said that public education uniquely invites all citizens to participate.17 Elementary schools are usually the smallest in a district to facilitate parent involvement, and school boards tend to be large to reflect diverse community interests in school policy. Many school districts set tax rates through elections. But the participants in each of these opportunities may be different. Parents, community activists, and general taxpayers each have different values for education, and they may not agree on the direction of educational policy. Nineteenth-century boosters of public education were correct in asserting that American education modeled democratic norms, but educational policy was also a showcase for the conflicts between these norms. This section introduces the five norms of democracy discussed in this book—inclusion, equality, participation, understanding, and self-rule—and suggests elements of conflict between them. It also introduces highlights of the major educational policies discussed in the following chapters.


Inclusion


When democracies exclude many people from the decision-making process, governments cannot credibly claim that they are fulfilling both self-rule and participation, and American exclusion of various immigrant groups, women (until 1920), and African Americans (effectively until the 1965 Voting Rights Act) has weakened American claims to democracy. Yet democracy is not static, and each of these groups has been incorporated into the public sphere.


Most of the targets of educational policy, students, do not vote, but schools do emphasize this democratic norm by whom they include in schools and classrooms. Some educational policy scholars contend that schools and school districts still systematically exclude some children from meaningful educational opportunities, and school segregation continues to be a live debate, as shown in Chapter 3.18 American educational policymakers have struggled with how best to incorporate children from various backgrounds in the same classrooms. African American students have had the most visible struggle. In the 1930s and 1940s courts found that schools provided for African American children were always less well provisioned than similarly situated schools for white students. Scholars also explored the apparent negative psychological effects on students of being sent to a “different” school on account of race. Seeing trouble brewing, some Southern state legislatures, like Georgia’s, sought to stave off desegregation by dramatically increasing spending on African American schools through the 1940s.19 Those efforts were not sufficient for the courts. The Supreme Court held in Brown v. Topeka Board of Education (1954) that the difference in quality and negative psychological effects made the separation inherently unconstitutional. This ended legally mandated (de jure) segregation.


The decision did not end actual segregation, however. Instead, policy-makers and the courts disputed whether the government’s role was to desegregate or integrate schools. Desegregation required school districts to disband schools that had deliberately separated races or ethnicities by having a “black school” and a “white school” in the same neighborhood or drawing district attendance zones to create such schools. Integration, on the other hand, meant deliberately increasing the racial or ethnic diversity of a school even when the neighborhoods surrounding the school were not racially or ethnically diverse. Most policymakers agreed that segregation was a problem, but they disagreed about when, for whom, or how government should intervene.


American courts moved slowly to answer these policy questions between 1954 and the early 1970s. Their challenge was to find a way to build educational inclusion through desegregated schooling while preserving aspects of self-rule. The Brown decision gave states and districts the slow-burning charge to desegregate with “all deliberate speed.” The Supreme Court apparently thought that pushing for faster desegregation would invite a strong Southern reaction that would make it even harder to remedy inequality in the future. The Court tried to diffuse the potentially explosive situation by allowing school districts time to desegregate within the bounds of local politics. This was not to be: Some states toyed with the idea of creating publicly funded private school systems, while others created token desegregated districts by enrolling a handful of African Americans in the white system. As it was, the courts moved slowly to correct obvious attempts in the South to prevent nonsegregated schooling. Although courts ruled the publicly funded private systems out of bounds (Griffin v. County School Board of Prince Edward County [1964]), token enrollments of white or black students were generally allowed.20


The Supreme Court’s patience ran out by 1968, when it decided that self-rule could not trump inclusion. Justice William Brennan wrote that districts had to desegregate “now” (emphasis in the original; Green v. New Kent County [1968], 439). Very soon thereafter, the courts moved to promote integration beyond desegregation and ordered crosstown busing to remedy racial separation. If African Americans and whites were attending the same schools, the courts argued, their education would be equal.


Despite the court’s initial hope of integrating schooling through busing, demographic change and a change of heart in the federal courts have frustrated that desire. After World War II white families left American cities for the suburbs in record numbers (“white flight”). The trend accelerated in the 1970s as busing was implemented, leaving urban school districts that could only be predominantly nonwhite. Detroit, Michigan, for example, was 91 percent white in 1940, 56 percent in 1970, and 12 percent in 2000. Nationally, some 65 percent of African American students and 72 percent of children of Hispanic descent now attend predominantly minority schools.21 Integrating many of these schools would be impossible without busing from predominantly white suburbs, but the Supreme Court closed off that option in Milliken v. Bradley (1974)—only three years after it had approved busing as a remedy. In this case, the Court knew of evidence that discriminatory housing policies kept African Americans out of the suburbs, but its ruling implied that self-rule was more important to democracy than inclusion was. The federal courts proceeded to retreat from desegregation policy, especially in the 1990s, and they have signaled that using race as a factor in assigning children to school at all might be constitutionally suspect (Parents Involved in Community Schools v. Seattle School District No. 1 [2007]).


But America’s changing demographics might turn the tide toward greater inclusion more than all of the courts’ efforts. Although some advocates of integration suggest that the end of court-ordered desegregation would lead to a return to racially split schools, the data do not suggest resegregation.22 Despite continuing high levels of racial and ethnic imbalance in many schools, the rapidly increasing numbers of children of Hispanic or Asian descent have actually increased diversity in school districts in the United States. In 1990, 37 percent of students attended schools that were more than 90 percent white, but in 2000, only 28 percent did. In 2000, white students attended schools that had 5 percent more minority students than they had in 1990.23 As white students become minorities in Southern and Western states, racial integration is likely to increase.


Chapter 3 shows how American federal educational policy has turned on the norm of inclusion perhaps more than any other, as the national government moved aggressively into educational policy only after segregation in schools became a policy problem in the 1940s and 1950s. Policymakers saw inclusion as a first step to improving educational equality, and the federal government quickly tied goals of maximum inclusion to educational equality.


Equality


The second norm that frames educational policy debates is equality, one of the most difficult democratic norms to apply. The difficulty starts with the word. Who should be equal? And what part of their democratic experience should be equal? In American education, policymakers generally talk about two forms of equality: opportunity and outcome.


Equality of opportunity means that children are given access to equivalent educational resources such as qualified teachers, safe classrooms, and similar textbooks. That is, the government ensures that educational resources are the same before students start school, and differences in a student’s goals, aspirations, and academic achievement are the result of student characteristics, not of the school environment. In the 1960s many policymakers argued that desegregation would improve African Americans’ educational achievement and social opportunities, because they and white children would share the same educational resources. (As shown in Chapter 3, however, some scholars argued that the link between resources and educational outcomes was partly explained by nonschool factors that are difficult to influence.)


Equality of outcome, on the other hand, means that students meet the same standards after they complete formal schooling. Though government might require a similar basic level of education for all students, policymakers might encourage different curricula, different kinds of teachers, and even different forms of school so long as students reach set goals. Chapter 6 shows how equality of outcome has come to dominate education headlines as federal and state policies have required students to meet academic standards.


Equality is difficult to square with other norms, especially participation and self-rule. Those norms institutionalize inequality, because all citizens do not participate with equal interest or ability, nor do all citizens share the same preferences for public policy.24 One school may have “better” education than another, either because it has more educational or extracurricular programs (like advanced-placement programs and a well-funded football team) or because it has a more supportive school environment (there are no metal detectors at the doors, and most students stay in school until graduation). These differences are pronounced in American education, because many states allow school districts to adjust their own tax rates and make decisions about curriculum, athletics, and teacher hires. Nevertheless, the theory of pluralism, described elsewhere in this chapter, suggests that democracy can still uphold this norm despite varying levels of individual participation, because interest groups work on behalf of individuals who might be affected by some policies. Although issues of democratic equity occur in many educational policy areas, the norm is central to contemporary policy debates about school funding and school choice.


Policymakers have pressed both equality of opportunity and equality of outcome into service in the debates about American school finance (see Chapter 4). Proponents of higher school funding argued in the 1950s and 1960s that nonwhite students’ schools would be improved if they received funding equal to that of white-dominated schools. In the 1970s and 1980s, however, this argument was turned back in federal and some state courts because it seemed to impinge on local decision making—the norm of self-rule. Further, some students seemed to need additional resources to meet the same basic standards, so finance advocates pivoted to the equality of outcome and argued that some students and some schools needed more funding to even out American education.


On one level, it is obvious that school funding is inequitable. Although the share of school funding from state and federal governments has increased substantially over the last century, local taxes still account for nearly half of school finances in many states and more than half in some.25 Colonists and early travelers to the Midwest tended to believe strongly in self-rule and self-taxation. Education was seen widely as an extension of home and religious life, and many parents viewed any government involvement suspiciously. Keeping funding close to home meant that parents could keep a close watch on local schools.26


Consider the Beachwood City, Ohio, school district. It has above-average residential property values, and 27 percent of its residents hold masters, doctoral, and professional degrees. Local property taxes fund 85 percent of the district’s budget, at about $19,900 per child. In contrast, the Perry school district in Allen County, Ohio, has below-average residential property values. Just 2 percent of the residents hold advanced degrees. Even though the state and federal governments cover 33 percent of its school budget (double the percentage of Beachwood City), the district still only spends about $6,600 per child.27 Should students in the latter district have less than half the amount of funding than those in the former?


Advocates of equalized school funding would say no, but there is no clearly superior policy to distribute funds equally. Policy research discussed in Chapter 4 suggests that school spending itself is only weakly correlated with educational outcomes, so increasing spending, by itself, might not improve the equality of outcomes. Further, the socioeconomic situations of children in the Beachwood and Perry districts are different, meaning that the equality of opportunity will also be different. Requiring equal per-pupil expenditures might overcome the financial disparity, but it could not overcome the potential disparity in opportunity, and requiring that the wealthier district spend less by capping local spending might be seen as an antidemocratic policy because it limits self-rule.


A second policy, school choice, suggests that equality of outcome might be best served by giving students explicitly different opportunities. Proponents of school choice (discussed in Chapter 7) contend that each child is unique, and that promoting a one-size-fits-all school system might actually undermine a child’s educational chances, especially the least-privileged students.28 They further argue that parents should have the ability to make decisions about the educational program to which their children are exposed, a manifestation of self-rule. The controversial school voucher program created in 1990 in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, is an example of this choice. Parents and legislators knew the traditional public school system was in difficult straits. Just over 17 percent of the district’s high schoolers dropped out of school in 1992–1993, versus 2 percent for the state as a whole.29 Its students performed at the 38th percentile on national reading tests, and 7.5 percent of parents wanted to leave the district simply on educational grounds.30 In response, a handful of determined parents and State Representative Polly Williams pushed through a state-funded program that gave low-income parents a state-funded voucher to spend at a school of their choice, public or private.31 Williams argued that the program empowered parents when the system failed them. She said, “I did not feel that our children should have to leave their community and go into another community just to be educated. . . . We need to help [low-income] families opt out if the system is refusing to help them with their child.”32


Critics do not dispute that all children have special needs, but they suggest that school choice can undermine the education of students who are “left behind” because they have parents who cannot or will not choose something different.33 Some parents do not have the motivation to look for a school that fits their children better, or they may not have the resources to transport their children to those schools—especially if they are poor. Students who live in rural areas may not have any schooling options other than the publicly provided school unless they can be driven dozens of miles. Thus choice might rebalance the scales for some, but the opportunity is not equally available to all. Others criticize choice on the grounds that it compounds a bad school environment by “creaming” the best academic students out of the school, and others allege that school choice will segregate urban schools more than they already are, threatening the Supreme Court’s ruling that separate schools are inherently unequal.34


The dilemma of equality in a democracy is difficult to resolve theoretically, and it is just as contentious from a policy point of view. Using the four policy questions, most policymakers would agree that inequality of opportunity is a problem for public policy, but there is less consensus on the equality of outcomes. When government should intervene is also difficult to determine: When is inequality too great? When financial disparities are as obvious as those between Beachwood and Perry? When students in one district score more than 25 percent lower on a standardized exam than students in a neighboring school district? Should government intervene in school districts that need help most, those that seem to spend “too much,” or both? Finally, should states abolish property taxes and control all funding from the state level? Should government target just low-performing students and schools? None of these policy questions has a clear answer, but Chapter 4 describes how policymakers have tried to balance the desires of local voters, state priorities, and court mandates for educational equality in school finance. Although research on school finance does not answer the questions definitively, the norm of democratic participation helps explain how policymakers have arrived at the answers applied in American educational policy.


Participation


If one were to ask a bystander what “democracy” means, odds are that the answer would be “elections.” Indeed, when polling firms try to find how likely “democracy” is to succeed in Afghanistan, Iraq, Chile, or other transitioning countries, they invariably ask about free and fair elections.35 Elections, though, are an imperfect way to translate democratic preferences into public policy and can distort other democratic norms easily, especially if some voters are systematically more likely to turn out to vote than others. Political theorists of pluralism have suggested that interest groups can mitigate some of these drawbacks to participation. Interest groups also perform key roles in the policymaking process, as some groups research, draft, and advocate for particular responses to the four policy questions.


Elections are one of the simplest ways to incorporate many citizens’ preferences into the policy process. Asking “the people” about appropriate ways to address the complexities of equality and inclusion can aid policymakers as they attempt to resolve that democratic dilemma, and the United States holds more elections to decide questions of representation, taxation, animal welfare, marriage, mining, immigration policy, and other issues than any other country in the world except Switzerland. Americans are regularly asked to go to the polls to select more than 510,000 public officials; in 2009, they were also asked to pass judgment on 263 citizen initiatives and legislative referenda.36 School politics are no exception: 96 percent of school boards are elected.37


Elections, though, do not necessarily account for what “the people” want, and voters may not value each democratic norm equally. Critics of contemporary democracy say that it is distinctly nonparticipatory, and they argue that the system is just a cloak for elites.38 It is not uncommon for local school board races to attract only 20 percent of eligible voters to the polls, and many of these “races” are uncontested—so there is no decision to make.39 Those who do participate tend to be strongly motivated, either as supporters or detractors.40 Given the 80 percent nonvoting rate, it is difficult to argue that school elections, in particular, are representative of the public’s views on local educational policy.


Political theorists suggest that some of these shortcomings can be remedied by pluralism, or group-based politics. As interests and needs emerge in society, citizens form new groups to pressure elected and appointed government officials. James Madison, in Federalist 10, argued that as long as no single faction becomes too dominant, individual liberty can survive group-based politics. In this view, interest groups act as a glue between individuals seeking to change public policy and government decision makers who control it. Interest groups form to pressure government to do or act a certain way. The American Federation of Teachers (an employee union), the Thomas B. Fordham Institute (a think tank), the Business Roundtable (an industry association), and the National Association for the Education of Young Children (a special population advocacy group) all try to influence government policy to benefit their membership or ideology. The number of interest groups in the United States has skyrocketed since the 1970s; more than 20,000 interest groups now lobby in Washington, D.C.41 As national and state spending on education has increased, educational lobbying groups have likewise proliferated. These groups help translate the public’s desires to government organizations when elections are not sufficient, as explored in Chapter 5.


Defenders of pluralist democracy claim that these interest groups function better than elected representatives to control policy. The U.S. Congress, state legislatures, and, one suspects, school boards, do not have adequate time, personnel, or desire to watch everything that the U.S. Department of Education or a state department of education does. Instead, elected representatives wait for complaints, “fire alarms,” from interest groups who think policy needs to be changed.42 Voters may not be able to remember a candidate’s position on school choice, but members of an interest group will. Voters may not be able to attend every meeting of the state legislature’s committee on education, but staff from an interest group can. Interest groups can watch elected representatives and let officials know when they step out of line, so members of the union, or conservatives, or businesses, or parents do not have to.


Although pluralism can represent the interests of many citizens who would not have the time or inclination to participate in elections or sit through public hearings, it does not comport well with inclusion in the democratic process. Critics of pluralism have shown that groups do not form readily, and that the groups that do form tend to overrepresent well-off interests in society.43


Defenders of pluralism suggest that interest groups form readily or at least have the potential to form readily—so politicians should be wary of alienating some portion of the electorate because they might form an interest group to cause trouble at the next election—but others argue that actual evidence for this is weak. Beginning with Mancur Olson, critics have shown that most people would not join a group unless the benefits to them were greater than the costs of participation.44 So if preventing the school board from closing a neighborhood school means attending a year’s worth of school board meetings, Olson would predict that few, if any, parents will spend the time. If the state department of education were cutting funding for full-day kindergarten, even fewer of the affected parents would be willing to call the state superintendent or visit the state capital. And federal policy changes might attract the least effort, simply because the costs of effective participation are so great. Compounding the problem is that if a group defending a person’s interest did exist, that person would not have the motivation to join, because he or she would receive the benefits anyway. Why should a busy parent call the state superintendent to bolster support for full-day kindergarten if the National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) is already doing something similar?


Critics point to a second flaw in pluralism. Existing interest groups represent better-funded, better-informed, and more elite interests.45 Groups that do exist for less active groups, such as recent immigrants or poor urban families, have fewer resources to spend lobbying policymakers. And most interest groups favor existing government programs rather than new ones.46 Although better-organized groups can nudge policymakers toward their preferences, interest groups are not particularly successful at pushing major policy changes.47 The combined bias toward the better-off and the status quo does not give all citizens equal treatment or an equal voice.


American educational policy is no different. The arena is filled by group interests, but because virtually all educational policy relies on teachers to actually do what it calls for, state and district teachers’ unions are the most influential. Although some states, usually in the South, do not permit teachers’ “unions,” teachers’ associations play a similar role.48 In states with unions, school boards have to bargain with the union to set teacher pay and working hours and days. If the school board and the union are hostile to each other, it will be difficult to convince teachers to adopt some educational initiative of the board. That hostility may extend to state or national programs, too.


For example, one of the major components of the NCLB is standardized testing of third through eighth graders and of tenth to twelfth graders in reading and math. Schools have to show that their students are proficient based on a state standard. Teachers and others have been very critical of the law, and teachers have spent more time talking about how to take the test rather than on the material students are supposed to learn.49 Penalties levied on a district for failing to show improvement in aggregate test scores can be severe—including firing all school staff. As a result, the National Education Association (NEA) and American Federation of Teachers (AFT), both discussed in Chapter 5, have taken a stand against these and other elements of the law, and states have made it easier for students to appear “proficient” on the exams.50 In light of these negative responses, U.S. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan offered $4 billion to states through the “Race to the Top” program as a reward for improvement. The U.S. Department of Education has awarded states this money after they show that local teachers’ unions and associations are supportive. The two states that won initial grants from the U.S. Department of Education showed substantial buy-in from both districts and unions—100 percent in Delaware and 93 percent in Tennessee.51


Chapter 5 explores the growth and effectiveness of American teachers’ unions as the most influential interest groups in American education, especially in local school districts. Unions are focused on pay, benefits, and workplace conditions for their members, but in education, workplace conditions necessarily include what and how teachers teach. The role of unions has become a highly charged issue, and since 2010 state lawmakers in Wisconsin, Ohio, Massachusetts, Florida, New Jersey, and elsewhere have taken steps to restrict their influence, bringing contentious protests to state capitals around the country. There is no doubt unions encourage participation by their members, and Chapter 5 suggests how that participation influences American educational policy.


If democracy is to be inclusive, equal, and participatory, democracies need voters and policymakers who are well-informed and judicious. Policymakers face the dilemma of creating consensus about what America’s future voters should know.


Understanding


Participating in elections to make decisions about representatives and policy does not require any particular knowledge of “the issues.” The democratic norm of understanding may also be democracy’s weakest link, as most American voters have very low levels of political information, from naming the vice president to explaining how a high tax on imports might affect the price of American products, employment, or other countries’ behavior.52 This lack of information is compounded by bad memory. It appears that voters forget half of the political information they hear within one week, and 75 percent within three weeks.53


At first glance, this stunning amnesia would seem damning to the democratic project and even to educational policies like No Child Left Behind, which assume parents will be attentive to school performance and curriculum. Large numbers of voters might just as well be voting randomly. Political scientists have shown that voters who are well-informed make different choices than those who are not, and if all voters were well-informed, election outcomes might differ.54 Ignorance of specific information appears to cause otherwise well-informed voters to make the wrong political choices. One study found that voters who had high levels of political knowledge (such as which political party was more conservative and which party controlled Congress at the time of the study) did not know that the Reagan administration reduced its enforcement of some environmental regulations in the 1980s. These voters were 18 percent less likely to support their own policy preferences of increasing spending on environmental enforcement.55


Yet just as stunningly, Americans’ individual ignorance of politicians and policy effects does not prevent them from electing the same candidates they would have with full information and supporting the “right” policy proposals at the ballot box most of the time.56 Voters do forget the specific political information that they hear, but they remember their opinion of the information, sometimes called a consideration or a “shortcut.”57 Voters keep an unconscious running tally of considerations about a political candidate (or policy issue) as they learn new information. Then, when they’re asked to vote, they can make a decision based on the candidate’s “score,” even though they cannot remember any details about the person. So long as voters are paying some attention to politics or a particular policy area, they make reasonable judgments if there are a limited number of options (as in most elections for public office). Some evidence suggests that parents making decisions about where to send their children to school can make similarly reasonable decisions based on “marginal” information.58


When options are plentiful, as they are in public policy, citizens’ lack of understanding can severely hamper decision making. Political theorists have long wondered about how “democracy” can function when the “demos” (people) do not have enough information to make policy. The framers of the Constitution feared the mob rule of uninformed but incited citizens, so they created a Senate and president who would not be directly elected. Others have suggested that democracy is not actually an aggregation of the people’s will but an election contest to make decisions on behalf of the people.59 Still others see bureaucracies of experts, such as a department of energy or college of education, as more or less representative of what is best for some citizens.60 Low-information citizens, policy experts, teachers, administrators, and the elected representatives who oversee American educational policy disagree (and fight) over who should shape children’s education. For example, this battle rages over who should write educational standards, explored in Chapter 6. Who knows what is best for a child’s education, teachers or the experts and legislators who write state educational standards? Where can parents participate? How can schools measure whether children are informed? The core question is who has enough expertise to do what is right for a child, and whether the democratic process produces a good or a harmful remedy.


For example, the NCLB dealt squarely with where expertise about quality schooling should lie—outside the classroom. Proponents of the law believed that existing policy gave too much discretion to teachers and school administrators and argued that schools had little incentive to serve students with low academic achievement or behavioral problems. Federal educational policy since the 1960s had tried to address low academic performance by increasing federal spending on low-performing, low-income children, but by the late 1990s, evidence seemed to show that high spending on education did not mean high graduation rates or high scores on national achievement tests.61 If spending in the schools could not help students, the argument went, federal policy should empower those outside the school. NCLB’s public reporting of schools “in need of improvement” (because of low scores on tests) was meant to ensure that the temptation to ignore low-performing students had a visible, politically expensive, cost. Public accountability was meant to boost community awareness of school performance. In return, educational expertise would be left to parents by emphasizing school choice and to state departments of education through the creation of state standards and administration of testing.62 Thus, the law has great faith that parents better understand the educational needs of their children than the teacher professionals who are hired by school administrators based on credentials.


Critics have vociferously opposed this view of informed parents. Although teachers’ unions such as the National Education Association (NEA) and the American Federation of Teachers (AFT) did not deny that parents had legitimate concerns about the quality of education, particularly in urban districts, they argued that increasing funding for teacher training and retention would be far more effective than testing or school choice. The AFT complained that NCLB ignored “quality instruction” and urged lawmakers to redesign the law to be “teacher-driven [and] focused on student needs” and give teachers wide latitude over how the law would be implemented.63 The NEA argued in court that NCLB did not provide enough federal money to fulfill its testing requirement or provide technical expertise about testing to schools or teachers (School District of Pontiac v. Spellings [2005]). In essence, the teachers’ unions protested that the law undercut teachers’ professionalism because they would not be consulted meaningfully about assessment tests and would have less time to tailor the school day to individual students. One principal told a researcher that “teachers are more nervous about how students do on tests and spend more time on test related items and less on creative, mind-expanding activities. They have less time to help develop the total student emotionally, physically, and academically.”64 Critics suggest that voters and their elected representatives do not have sufficient understanding to make well-informed decisions about elements of American educational policy.


The tests and accountability that NCLB and previous federal legislation inspired were meant to promote a common, basic understanding of American history, democracy, and government and to ensure that schools were providing equal opportunity to all children. Chapter 6 investigates how state and federal policymakers have urged schools and districts to increase their rigor through the use of graduation requirements, academic content standards, and standardized tests. Although the effects of these policies on children’s education are hotly debated, the move to increase accountability has helped policymakers and the public know where students, schools, and teachers have gaps in understanding.


Self-Rule


Although self-rule is the cornerstone of democracy, democracies face the dilemma of giving as many people as possible the ability to make meaningful decisions about how their government should act without impinging on the rights of others. Policymakers incorporating citizens’ self-rule into public policy must answer first, who should have the ability to make decisions, and second, how many people should be affected by those decisions. From an individual’s point of view, the most restrictive version of self-rule would treat the person as a single vote among many but still bind that person to the result, as in an election. For example, some states have amended their constitutions through elections to dictate that legislators spend a certain sum on public education: California’s Proposition 98 and Colorado’s Amendment 23 are examples. The amendment process gives all state voters the right to make the decision jointly in an election and binds all state residents to the outcome. This approach to self-rule fits best with the norm of equality, because all residents are treated the same regardless of how they vote. The norm of inclusion is most at risk because individuals may have no recourse if the majority fails to respect minority group rights. At the other end of the spectrum, the strongest form of self-rule gives an individual control over government policy for his or her own situation only. Education voucher programs, which give parents tax-funded vouchers to use for a child’s education at public or private schools—as in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, or Cleveland, Ohio—give one person the right to decide what educational policy should be, but only for his or her children. Lawmakers have also permitted parents to choose between public school districts or public charter schools. In the main, educational policymakers have encouraged self-rule using multiple, special-purpose governments—school districts—and more recently through public school choice.
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