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Executive Summary

The National Center on Education and the
Economy (NCEE) convened a Commission
aimed at revamping an educational system
the NCEE deems incapable of preparing
Americans for the competition of an increas-
ingly globalized economy. The Commission’s
proposed educational redesign is found in its
2006 report Tough Choices or Tough Times. A
review of the report shows that it would likely
fail to meet many of the expectations it lays
out for itself. The Commission believes that
its proposed redesign would achieve eight
objectives, but it appears unlikely to accom-
plish more than the following four:

® The most rigorous standards the nation
has ever seen. The Commission proposes a
State Board Qualifying Examination (SBQE)
that could improve standards. But many
problems accompany high-stakes exams, in-
cluding the question of what should be tested.
® Real school finance equity. The Commis-
sion recommends a state-based pupil-
weighted funding formula that would ensure
all public schools receive equal funding for an
equal number of students, with extra funding
for at-risk students.

® The end of seniority rights and tenure for
teachers. The Commission proposes a uni-
form salary schedule and new career ladder
that would include performance-based pay.
Teachers could increase career earnings in ex-
change for a more modest retirement.

e A clear role for unions. The Commission
would grant unions power to bargain directly
with the state, creating a monopoly collective
bargaining organization at the state level.

The four objectives likely to be missed are:

® Real school autonomy. Despite the trans-
formation of all public schools into contract
schools, the considerable control granted to
government over education precludes real
school autonomy.

® The end of vouchers. Disagreement over
core content and curricula promise to per-
petuate the desire for private schooling and
school vouchers.

® A public-school marketplace. A true mar-
ketplace is driven by the demands of consum-
ers; but in this model, the most important con-
sumers of education, students and their par-
ents, are underrepresented, if not entirely ne-
glected.

® The elimination of bureaucracy. With the
introduction of state-approved school support
“networks,” regional competitiveness authori-
ties (RCAs) and personal competitiveness ac-
counts (PCAs), the model seems likely to re-
place existing bureaucracy with a new one.

The reason for the likely failure to meet so
many of the NCEE's expectations is that the
objectives are incomplete in themselves. By
reducing the role of education to the provi-
sion of economic needs, the Commission
clouds its vision of education as a whole. The
NCEE’s model resembles the German educa-
tional system, which emphasizes vocational
training for some students at the expense of
more academic training. This system puts the
needs of the state above the needs of parents
and students, and it trains workers more than
it cultivates a well-rounded citizenry. But lib-
eral education, which “seeks to develop free
human beings who know how to use their
minds and are capable of thinking for them-
selves,” should be preeminent. In the rapidly
changing environment of the 21st century, ca-
pable, independent persons who can adapt to
changing circumstances are needed more than
ever.

The NCEE's proposed redesign —which con-
tains both good and bad ideas —should be ap-
proached with caution. Many of its recom-
mendations, and its underlying educational
philosophy, should be avoided entirely.
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Introduction

The National Center on Education and the
Economy (NCEE) convened the commission
that wrote the 2006 report titled Tough
Choices or Tough Times. The Commission
identified serious problems facing workers in
the United States in the coming decades. De-
veloping nations, led by China and India, are
producing high-skilled workers who are
willing to work for lower wages than their
American counterparts. In a globalized econ-
omy, the engineer in Denver, Colorado, com-
petes with the engineer in Bombay, India.
With the number and quality of engineers in
Bombay increasing, engineers in Denver are
faced with the possibilities of losing their
jobs or taking massive pay cuts to
remain employed. The problem is
very real, and the NCEE should be
commended for working toward a
solution.

The Commis-
sion’s preoc-
cupation with
economic suc-
cess clouds its
vision of edu-
cation as a
whole.

The Commission’s recommenda-
tions to address the problem by
overhauling the education system,
however, should be heeded with caution.
Some of its proposals should be embraced,
but more should be avoided. The Commis-
sion’s preoccupation with economic success
clouds its vision of education as a whole.
The cardinal sin committed by the NCEE is
the subordination of education to the needs
of the national economy. Moreover, it shifts
the power to direct a child’s education fur-
ther away from parents and towards the gov-
ernment. A more restrained outlook is
needed to ensure that our education system
is not designed solely for the production of a
proficient worker capable of serving the
state, but for the cultivation of a well-
rounded citizen.

This paper discusses the NCEE's vision for
changing our education system. It examines
many aspects of the proposed redesign to

question how likely the NCEE is to meet its
objectives. The paper also questions the ob-
jectives of the NCEE's proposed model and
its underlying educational philosophy. Akin
to the German educational model, the Com-
mission’s proposal begins with the belief that
government is better equipped to develop an
educational system from the top down than
are teachers, parents, and other professionals
working from the bottom up.

The New Model

Forecasting 15 years into the future —in

2021 — the NCEE predicts that if all of its rec-
ommendations are followed American edu-
cation would have achieved the following
objectives:!

® “the most rigorous standards the nation
had ever seen”

® “real school finance equity” The cardinal

sin committed
by the NCEE

is the subordi-
nation of edu-

® “the end of seniority rights [and
tenure] for teachers”

® “3clear role for unions”
o  “the end of the threat of vouch-

ers” cation to the

® “real school autonomy” needs of the

e “real competition in a very com- national
economy.

petitive public school marketplace”

7

¢ elimination “of the bureaucracy”

To meet these objectives, Tough Choices or
Tough Times recommends enacting major
changes, including the following:

e A State Board Qualifying Examination
would test mastery of core content and direct
each student’s educational future: most stu-
dents would be prepared for the exam by
age 16

e All public schools would become inde-
pendently operated and publicly funded
“contract schools”

® A system of pupil-weighted funding
would enable students to choose among con-
tract schools
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¢ Each school would be required to affiliate
with a state-approved “network” that could
provide assistance in program development,
personnel training, and technical support
® New Regional Competitiveness Authori-
ties (RCAs) would be responsible for coming
up with development goals and strategies for
their respective regions and for coordinating
the region’s education and training institu-
tions
® Anemphasis on early childhood educa-
tion would make high-quality pre-school
available to all 4-year-olds and to all 3-year-
olds from low-income families

Personal Competitiveness Ac-
counts (PCAs) would provide a
government subsidy for tuition,

Similar to the
track system
of many Euro-

can system and the most successful systems,
noting that “ American students thought of
themselves as putting in time in the succes-
sive stages of the system...whereas students
in the most successful systems thought of
themselves as studying for examinations.”3
The Commission therefore recommends an
SBQE that would, for most students, be taken
at the end of the 10th grade, or at age 16.*

The minimal standard for students passing
the exam, according to the report, would be
for entrance into community colleges in the
state without the need for remedial course-
work.5 There are, however, multiple
“passing scores” set for different destina-
tions. Similar to the track system of many
European educational systems,

books, and fees at accredited post-

pean educa- e

tional sys- secondary institutions for every
tems, higher child born in America

or lower ® A new career ladder would pay
scores on the teachers based on performance
SBQE would with higher starting pay and more

determine a
student’s op-
tions for fu-
ture educa-
tion.

opportunity for salary increases,
offset by less expensive pension
plans

® Teachers’ unions would have
the guaranteed role of state-level

higher or lower scores on the SBQE

would determine a student’s options

for future education. These options

range from higher level academics to

vocational or technical programs.¢

Track systems have historically led

The growing
number of en-
gineers
trained in
China and
India are oft-
cited in the

to social stratification in Europe, T°“$h
. e . . Choices or
with societies divided between Toueh Times
white-collar workers who attended &
report.

university and blue-collar workers

bargaining agents that also have the right to
organize contract school employees

The recommended changes would not yield
many of the intended objectives, in addition
to producing some other undesirable out-
comes.

Exams, not just Seat Time

The cornerstone of the redesign is the crea-
tion of a State Board Qualifying Examination
(SBQE). Aimed at reducing the “colossal in-
efficiency of the American education sys-
tem,” these exams would be designed to
measure whether students have mastered a
particular curriculum.2 The Commission rec-
ognized a stark contrast between the Ameri-

who followed non-academic, vocational
tracks. White-collar workers hold elite posi-
tions in government and the private sector,
while blue-collar workers provide labor. The
socioeconomic status of families tends to per-
sist over the generations, with children likely
to follow the same educational tracks as their
parents.”

A track system based on exam scores is not
exclusive to Europe. The growing number of
engineers trained in China and India are oft-
cited in the Tough Choices or Tough Times re-
port. Yet the report does not mention the
problems with education in China and India.
The engineers from these countries are sub-
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jected to rigorous examination, and they rep-
resent a small minority of the educated
populace. Those who attend elite universities
are the elite in these societies. The social
stratification evident in China and India is
greater than in Europe.

Reliance on examinations poses a problem in
and of itself. While examinations do provide
a concrete measure of progress in some areas,
they are not without their faults. Due to the
high stakes of examinations of this type, they
often produce “massive stress” and risk
“further tracking students into pathways that
may limit upward mobility.”8

The limitation of upward mobility can be
seen vividly in China, where the number of
students able to attend secondary and higher
education is a fraction of the number of stu-
dents who desire to attend. Ac-

There is' cording to Bai Xuefeng, “Many
much dis- farm boys have only two choices in
agreement their life: score very high in the en-
over what trance examination, get into college,
constitutes

tutes of Technology (IITs). “It is likely that
close to half the annual undergraduate out-
put of the seven IITs...go abroad every
year...it is estimated that there are some
25,000 IIT alumni in the U.S.”11 IITs are
among the best technical universities in the
world, but they stand out in what is “an oth-
erwise mediocre higher educational sys-
tem.”12 IITs are extremely competitive, ac-
cepting approximately 1 out of every 60 ap-
plicants.’¥ Psychological stress, largely due
to immense pressure to succeed, has had a
drastic impact on students taking entrance
exams for highly selective schools, with de-
nial of admission becoming a factor in India’s
growing problem of suicide.4

In addition to stress and limited upward mo-
bility, exams such as the proposed SBQE pre-
sent another serious problem —the

core content,
and the crea-

find a job and become a citizen in
the city; or they toil in the farm or
become a low wage worker in some

problem of what should be tested.  Yet while high
There is much disagreement over standards in
what constitutes core content, and @l public
the creation of an SBQE magnifies ~ Schools are an
the debate by raising the stakes. UL

objective, the
With so much riding on a student’s SHYE may

... strongly in-

performance on an exam, the ability ... <

hibit different
of teachers and parents to veer from kinds of edu-
established curflculum in or'der to  ation that
teach other desired subjects is vastly parents de-
diminished. Rigorous SBQEs would ;2,4

tion of an B )

SBQE mag- factory.”® A high score on an en-
nifies the de-  trance examination admits a stu-
bate by rais- dent into a “key school” in China,
ing the which are government-run and gar-
stakes. ner the best teachers and resources.

The exams are highly difficult, and
few are ultimately enrolled in key schools.
Yan Danhua, editor of the Shanghai Middle
School Students Journal claims: “If you are
one of the top 10 students in your school, you
may have a chance to be enrolled.”10

India provides a similar story, with the best
schools admitting students based on exami-
nation marks. The engineers mentioned in
the NCEE's report hail largely from elite pri-
vate universities known as the Indian Insti-

provide a near guarantee that certain
standards would be met by all college-bound
students. Yet while high standards in all
public schools are an important objective, the
SBQE may strongly inhibit different kinds of
education that parents demand. As the Com-
mission acknowledges, during the first 10
years of education “the curriculum would be
pretty much the same for all students, with
some choices along the way.”15

An SBQE thus poses a challenge to autono-
mous formulation of curriculum. The need to
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ensure students’ mastery of the content
tested on the SBQE would preclude the in-
clusion of other subjects. The high stakes in-
volved in an SBQE, with its large role in di-
recting a student’s educational future, would
make it difficult for teachers to prepare stu-
dents for anything outside of the test itself.
In the end, the content tested on the SBQE
would become core content. Yet the problem
of disagreement over core content means that
the SBQE would fail to appease everyone.

School Competition, Finance Equity,
and Autonomy
The Commission’s report predicts the new
education system would put an end to the
threat of vouchers in particular and of the
privatization of schools in general. At the
same time, it promises real school autonomy
and competition in a public school market-
place. The Commission recommends that all
public schools become “contract” schools, or
schools operated by independent contractors.
The idea of contract schools was

using the Core Knowledge Sequence might
not be compatible with a state-imposed cur-
riculum.'® Furthermore, contract schools’
hiring would be limited to a selection of
state-employed teachers. Therefore many
promising private school operators may be
discouraged from bidding to run contract

schools.19

All public schools would be financed via a

pupil-weighted funding formula. This

method of funding is not entirely new; it is
also known as Weighted Student Funding
(WSF). WSF means that funding follows the

child to whatever public school the
child attends.20 Per-student funding
would vary according to the needs of
the child, with at-risk children and
others with unique circumstances re-
ceiving more. Special needs students
also would be targeted with more
funding for diagnostic services and
intervention, including mentors and
after-school programs.2l. WSF has

Per-student
funding
would vary
according to
the needs of
the child,
with at-risk
children and
others with

A ; ) C = unique cir-
A state- introduced by Paul Hill, Lawrence  been successful in several cities, most  ymstances
11:nposed cur- Pierce, and James Guthrie in notably in Edmonton, Alberta, where receiving
riculum likely 1997 16 nearly 75 percent of schools are allo-  y0re.
would prevent cated money via a WSF distribution

Z%Z?;Z 2 Contract schools would be funded ~ formula.22 Despite being a relatively new

N directly by the state,.and their pro- idea,‘WSF has proven to be‘capable of im-
forming. gress would be monitored by the proving school finance equity.

state via different mechanismes,
notably school boards and networks. The
NCEE report states that contract schools
“would have complete discretion over the
way their funds are spent, the staffing sched-
ule, their organization and management,
their schedule, and their program, as long as
they provided the curriculum and met the
testing and other accountability requirements
imposed by the state.”1”

A state-imposed curriculum likely would
prevent any truly alternative schools from
forming. For example, Montessori or schools

Because funding would come directly from
the state and follow the student, school
boards at the district level would also take on
a new role. Freed of their financial responsi-
bilities, district school boards would move
away from school ownership to school super-
vision. Their primary task would be “to
write performance contracts with the opera-
tors of these schools, monitor their opera-
tions, cancel or decide not to renew the con-
tracts of those providers that did not perform
well, and find others that could do better.”23
School district central offices would also be
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responsible for collecting a wide range of
statewide data and disseminating perform-
ance reports to the schools and the public, i.e.
parents.

With this data, parents can then choose be-
tween public schools. The NCEE advocates
pupil-weighted funding, but it does so pro-
vided the student attends a public school. In
the eyes of the Commission, pupil-weighted
funding would lead to competition and high
standards in all schools as they vie for stu-
dents and the money that comes with them.
The Commission also believes that high
standards and choice between public schools
would eliminate the need for vouchers.

The Commission refers to this as a

Choice for “public school marketplace,” but
students. and with power concentrated at the

? Z;;Zfes dl ";0 state level a true market-oriented
public approach is absent. Choice for stu-
schools run dents and parents is confined to

by the state, public schools run by the state, al-
T beit with the district as an interme-
the district diary. In this model, school reform
as an inter- comes from the top down rather
mediary. than the bottom up. A market-

oriented, decentralized approach to
school reform would place the needs of stu-
dents and their parents above the considera-
tions of the state.

The Prevalence of State Power

The Commission’s placement of the needs of
the state above those of parents and families
can be seen elsewhere, as well. It suggests
that “every school be required to be affiliated
with a network approved by the state. The
networks would be responsible for helping to
shape the program, providing training, sup-
plying regular technical assistance, and pro-
viding many other forms of support to the
schools affiliated with them.”2* Later on in
the report, the Commission urges the state to

create “new arms to investigate, review, and
approve —and terminate, if necessary — the
right of organizations that wanted to operate
networks to support public contract schools
in the state.”?5 In short, the state requires
that all schools join a “network” and reserves
the right to dictate what such “networks” do.

This is hardly a decentralized free-market
approach that responds to the demands of
the consumer. Instead, it is a top-down,
state-centered approach to educational re-
form aimed at providing for the needs of the
national economy. The NCEE's focus ap-
pears to be on the role of education, not as a
means to the cultivation of a well-rounded
person, but as a means to the success of the
U.S. economy. The Commission observes
that “there will be no success for the country
unless we are among the top two in technol-
ogy in every industry in which we

This is hardl
hope to be a major player. That re- a descleitf; I- Y
quires us to ‘be‘ among‘the very best‘ ized free-
performers in international compari- market ap-

sons of mathematics and science

proach... In-
achievement.”26

stead, it is a
top-down,
state-centered
approach to

The emphasis on industry and econ-
omy is evident in the Commission’s

encouragement of regional competi- educational

tiveness authorities (RCAs). Itrec-  reform aimed

ommends that “the federal govern-  af providing

ment develop legislation to encour-  for the needs

age the states to create regional eco- Of the na-

nomic development authorities in- tional econ-
omy.

volving the key leaders from many
sectors in those regions in the development
of economic development strategies that
make sense to them.”?” RCAs would “make
sure that each region's workers develop the
skills and knowledge needed to be successful
in that labor market.”28

RCAs are a prime example of the NCEE’s
preoccupation with economics. According to
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in the future.”

education analyst Diane Ravitch, the pro-
posal of RCAs “sounds a bit like a Soviet
five-year plan...[it] promises nothing but a
layer of bureaucratic management to try to
steer the economy, a strategy that has never
worked in the past and is not likely to work
in the future.”?

While the goal of a healthy economy may be
logical for the state, it does not necessarily
mirror the primary interests of families. It
also creates a system in which government-
run education is accountable to government-
run agencies, not to the taxpay-

Commission’s early learning pro-
posal is “to serve every 4-year-old
interested in participating in a publicly sup-
ported, high-quality early learning program.
The goal is to serve virtually all 4-year-olds
and all the 3-year-old children who live in
low-income households.”30 The expansion of
early childhood education is controversial
due to its role in expanding state power. The
earlier a child experiences the influences of
state education, the less the parent is respon-
sible for the education of the child.

Finally, the creation of Personal Competitive-
ness Accounts (PCAs) for every child in
America also pulls economic power away
from parents towards the state. With an ini-

tial U.S. governmental deposit of $500 and
continued contribution until a person reaches
16, this “GI Bill for our times” would supply
account holders with money to pay for tui-
tion, books and fees at any accredited institu-
tion.3? PCAs push students towards “any
work-related program of study.” The NCEE
claims that “no other step the nation could
take will have a higher payoff in economic
agility and competitiveness.”32

Nevertheless, an individual’s educational
future should be decided by the student and
the family, not by government funding di-

According to ers — parents —who place their rected at certain “work-related” programs.
education trust in the educational system. It Additionally, the creation of PCAs adds to an
analyst Diane  reflects the Commission’s belief already bloated federal bureaucracy.
Ravitch, the that government knows best how The Commission envisions that for Lt reflects ,th‘f
proposal of to prepare children for the future, any person 16 or older, “under law, Commission’s
{?CAS . not parents. the federal government” would be i T
'sounds a .blt “obliged to match the employees’ government
h,ke @ Soviet The NCEE's proposal for early contributions if they earned less than knows best
five-year ) . : o s how to pre-
plan...a strat- Fhlldhood educatlop also reflects twlce the minimum wage.”3 The pare children
egy that has its preference of uniform state edu-  size of a bureaucracy to process and for the future,
never worked ~ <ation to parental guidance. fund such a large undertaking un- 7+ parents.
in the past Though it does not recommend dermines the Commission’s claim
and is not that preschool be mandatory, it that its proposal eliminates bureaucracy, and
likely to work does recommend expansion. The it threatens to raise the cost of higher educa-

tion on the whole due to government sub-
sidization.3

Real school autonomy, which the Commis-
sion claims the system would provide, im-
plies the flexibility to develop curricula
based on the philosophy of education to
which a school subscribes. Oftentimes par-
ents may desire to send their children to
schools based on religious belief or a per-
sonal value system. The report neglects to
discuss the fact that the creation of private
schools, and the push for vouchers, has oc-
curred in many cases from a desire to choose
what is being taught in schools. Private
schools may still be available to the rich, who
can afford to send their children there with-

Page 7



out vouchers. But low-income families do not
have such a luxury, and hence are stuck in the
public system. The NCEE sees no problem
here. It deems state-imposed curriculum and
accountability sufficient to appease all parents
and students. Parents lose power while the
state gains power.

New Status for Teachers in a
Centralized Union
The NCEE further promises the new system
would draw in better candidates to the teach-
ing profession. A statewide salary schedule,
paying at a level similar to top professions,
and a performance-based career ladder would
be implemented. Teachers would be em-
ployed directly by the state, but would be
hired and fired by individual contract
schools.3> The NCEE also proposes a career
ladder with a base salary and both yearly and
performance-based salary increases.

By discard-
ing the tradi-
tional salary
schedule, the
new system
would signal
the beginning
of wide-
spread per-
formance-
based pay.

Higher pay would lure better candi-
dates into 10- or 12-month contracts,
with an annual salary as high as
$110,000 for teachers with 12-month
contracts.36

The average base salary would be
$45,000, with an expectation for in-
creases of about $500 per year based
on a “summative judgment of ade-
quate progress.”3” The career ladder,

however, would offer salary increases for ad-
vancement through four “tiers” with an over-
all worth of $30,000 extra pay for a teacher
who climbs through all four.3® To pay for the
increase in salaries, teachers would sacrifice
some of their retirement benefits, but retire-
ment plans would be “comparable to those of
the better firms in the private sector.”? The
proposed reform would switch teachers from
a standard defined benefit plan to a portable
defined contribution plan, based on the recog-
nition that today’s young professionals make
more frequent career changes.%

On top of a new salary schedule, the Commis-
sion recommends it would be time for
“teachers to work under the same conditions
as most professionals.”4! This recommenda-
tion would mean the end of tenure and senior-
ity rights that make it easy for ineffective
teachers to stay in the system. The decrease in
job protection would be offset by opportuni-
ties for advancement based on performance.

The Commission proposes that “a variety of
criteria —including advanced preparation and
classroom evaluation —could influence the
advancement in rank.”42 Yet while the techni-
cal details of teacher advance-

ment may be left unclear by the ...the exis-
report, the message is not. By  tence of one

discarding the traditional sal- large, mo-
ary schedule, the new system  "0P9 ly col-
would signal the beginning of ~ lective bar-
widespread performance-based garmng or-
ganization

pay. Such a step is needed if
teachers are to be recruited
from the top-third of college

threatens to
overlook the

bound high sghqol students. Z;Zuzz ;nter—
As the Commission warns, the ., 4¢ of the
reality is that “we are now re- 0 0rous
cruiting more of our teachers  gchools
from the bottom third of the across the
high school students going to  state.

college than is wise.”4

While the extension of performance based-pay
for teachers is a step in the right direction, the
Commission’s vision for the future of teachers
unions is not. In the future “scenario” in 2021,
“the unions had won the right to organize the
contract schools in [some] states, which were
now all the public schools in [those states].”44

The report predicts that in the future scenario
“some states were recognizing the unions as
the state’s partner in the bargaining process.”4
Such a development would be cause for con-
cern, as the existence of one large, monopoly
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collective bargaining organization threatens
to overlook the diffuse interests and needs of
the numerous schools across the state.

The report recommends that all teachers be
employed, and approved, by the state, rather
than by local districts. As one analysis of the
report observed, this change would “make it
easier than it is today for the union to organ-
ize [teachers] and ensure that there is 100%
unionization.”4¢ All teachers would be pres-
sured to pay tribute to the union in order to
have any voice in the bargaining process, be-
cause the union would bargain directly and

. exclusively with the state. Union
Union mem-

The new role of elected school board mem-
bers to supervise schools and to monitor
their progress, including the task of sending
school performance reports to parents, theo-
retically acts as a balance to union power.

Yet practice is of great import in such a sys-
tem. The performance reports going from
the school boards to parents —which are the
parents” only measure of school quality pro-
vided in the NCEE's proposed system —must
be thorough and reliable. In addition, the
influence of the teachers union on

bers who val-
ued their local
union but did

members who valued their local
union but did not fully support the
agenda of the state or national un-

) I 1 -
the elections of school board mem- f umqnsf ur

. ther bid to run
bers, which some have observed to individual
bg dominant enough to decide elec- contract
tions, must be monitored.®® Only the ..z Is,

school board can act as a disinter-
ested judge of a school’s perform-
ance, and in the Commission’s pro-

posed model only the school board’s

judgment could check the already
powerful union.

After the implementation of the
Commission’s proposals, the union
would be more centralized than it is

which the re-
port leaves
open as a pos-
sibility, there
is little left to
check their
power over
the whole
educational
system.

not fully sup- ion could be disenfranchised by
port the state level collective bargaining.
agenda of the

state or na- As mentioned above, independent
tional union contractors would operate contract
could be dis- schools in this model, and the
enfranchised NCEE foresees many of them as
by state level  “limited liability corporations
collective bar-  owned and run by teachers.”#
gaining. These organizations will be re-

sponsible for how the school’s money will be
spent, what the curriculum will be, what
teaching methods and materials will be used,
how to involve parents, how the school will
be organized and managed, etc.#¢ Unions,
along with education colleges and entrepre-
neurs, also would be able to create state-
approved network organizations. Each
school will be required to be affiliated with a
network that can provide staff training, pro-
gram development, and “regular technical
assistance.”49

If unions further bid to run individual con-
tract schools, which the report leaves open as
a possibility, there is little left to check their
power over the whole educational system.

presently.

The German System

The educational redesign proposed in Tough
Choices or Tough Times resembles the model
used by several European nations. This sys-
tem finds its origins in 18th century Germany,
where state power dominated local interests.
Students are trained to be skilled workers
that can service the state economy.

Education in 18t century Germany became
cost-free and compulsory, and it was con-
trolled by the state The state determined
what to teach and how to teach it. Primary
education began as an education in reading,
writing and arithmetic, as well as ethics,
duty, discipline, and obedience. The skills
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taught were aimed at readying students for
the workforce. By 1812 opportunities for sec-
ondary and postsecondary education were
available, but these were also controlled at
the state level.

The system persists today, as “the Lander
(state) ministries determine the curriculum,
recommend teaching methods and approve
textbooks.”5! German students are placed
into either an academic or a non-academic
track, with the decision coming when the
student is around 12 years old, or in 5t or 6th
grade.5? Students in the academic

educated workforce is an essential ingredient
of a healthy economy. But preparing people
for a vocation is not the only goal of educa-
tion. Tying education to the needs of the
economy is a narrow approach that limits the
full potential of those being educated. A
fuller conception of the role of education is
needed if the United States is to continue as
the model, vibrant democracy that it is today.

Liberal Education

Liberal education has come to be synony-
mous with a liberal-arts education. The
word “liberal” is derived from the Latin liber,

Tying educa- track must take the Arbitur, a state meaning “free.” The proper mean-

tion to the entrance exam that determines the  ing of “liberal arts” is “the arts be- ~ The educated
needs of the students’ options for further study.  coming to a free man.”55 The liberal free manis
ECONOMY S A Gty dents in non-academic tracks arts curriculum dates back to the capable of
narrow ap- are not prepared for the Arbitur, Middle Ages, when it included th.mkmg for
Z’:Z?t(; ht;z’g;t 1 which is required for any student grammar, rhetoric, logic, music, ge- Z;’Zsigia':,z
potential of seeking admission to university. ometry, arithmfetic and astrqnomy. the jl:ace%) 7
those being Non-academic tracks are aimed at The br(?ad curriculum was aimed at new chal-
educated. preparing students for vocational imparting general knowledgeand ges.

training in apprenticeships in their
future professions. About 70 percent of Ger-
man youth proceed through an apprentice-
ship system, which is the major provider of
vocational skills.>

The model proposed in Tough Choices or
Tough Times also emphasizes vocational
skills. Following the German system, stu-
dents in the NCEE’s new system would be
placed into academic and non-academic
tracks based on exam scores. The belief in a
need for vocational training is evident in the
NCEE’s mission statement. The NCEE de-
scribes itself as an organization “created to
develop proposals for building the world-
class education and training system that the
United States must have if it is to continue to
be a world-class economy.”5*

A healthy economy is undoubtedly one of
the primary concerns of any nation, and an

developing general intellectual ca-
pacities, in contrast to a professional, voca-
tional, or technical curriculum.

The need for liberal education has not dimin-
ished over the centuries. The educated free
man is capable of thinking for himself and
adapting in the face of new challenges.

Many in the field of education agree that the
rapidly changing environment of the 21st cen-
tury requires that students become adapt-
able, lifelong learners capable of succeeding
in this environment.5¢ Technical and profes-
sional skills do not fill the toolbox of an
adaptable human. The need for liberal edu-
cation is, in fact, greater than ever.

Whereas the ultimate goal of the NCEE's
educational redesign is the production of
successful contributors to the economy, the
finished product of a liberal education is, ac-
cording to Leo Strauss, “a cultured human
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being.”57 Strauss argues that the cultivation
of the native faculties of the mind produces a
cultured human being, a human being who
has “a unified view of nature and of man’s
place in it.”58 It is through a unified view of
nature that we can understand how the vari-
ous academic disciplines interact and fit to-
gether, and begin the debate on how to struc-
ture an educational system.

Choosing what is to be taught is an ever-

The importance of liberal education was not
lost on the American founders. Commenting
on compulsory education in his Thoughts on
Government in 1776, John Adams wrote:
“Laws for the liberal education of youth, es-
pecially of the lower class of people, are so
extremely wise and useful, that, to a humane
and generous mind, no expense for this pur-
pose would be thought extravagant.”t0

Adams’ sentiments were shared by two other

existing problem for educators. The liberal
arts curriculum of the Middle Ages may not
be ideal for 2007, but today’s liberal educa-
tion still emphasizes breadth over depth. It
stresses an understanding of what role the
various professions fill in a larger whole.
Professional training is left to the profession-
als; educators focus on providing a fuller un-
derstanding of how human society functions,

American giants, Thomas Jefferson and

James Madison. Indeed, Jefferson was an

ardent advocate of liberal education,

drafting a “Bill for the General Diffu- The political
sion of Knowledge” and designing a independence
liberal arts curriculum for the educa- Sranted by
tion of his nephew.6! In their at- democracy
tempts to design an American edu- ~ €417€S w’fh &
cation system, “all three assigned the A

from politics to economics to the paramount role to liberal educa- 9 md?p e’?d'
T'he tzchni— role of the sciences. tion.”62 ;’Li%tz:;:i
cian knows
CLElly L (0 Mortimer Adler argues that the To the founders, liberal education :fiiz;id ‘i(e)-be
Zz ;ﬁi:f’;:f best liberal education “must in- was essential to the maintenance of ¢ elf- 4
liberal l,y edu- clude all the humanities as well as democracy. Democratic men are government,
cated person mathematics and the sciences. It free to form, and are responsible for, gopernment
o, must exclude all merely vocational  their own opinions on myriad issues by and for free
why. and technical training.”% It is im- that are decided by their votes. The men.

portant to note, however, that lib-
eral education does not exclude all vocational
and technical education, just education that
is merely vocational and technical. The tech-
nician knows only how to do the work he
does; the liberally educated person also
knows why.

The NCEE’s report does give the arts and
humanities token representation. They are
mentioned on two occasions, but the focus
quickly shifts back to math, science and tech-
nology. Itis clear that the Commission is in-
tent on producing technicians, not free, inde-
pendent humans that are the result of liberal
education.

political independence granted by
democracy carries with it the necessity of in-
dependent thinking. The founders believed
democracy to be self-government, govern-
ment by and for free men.

The very idea of liberal education is the edu-
cation necessary for a free man. In addition
to having the freedom to self-govern, citizens
in a democracy must be capable of governing
themselves. Democracy requires a society
“in which all or most adults have developed
their reason to a high degree.”¢ Liberal edu-
cation is needed to produce such a society.
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The educational philosophy that underpins
the NCEE's report neglects the importance of
liberal education in a democracy. The prepa-
ration and training of citizens for the work-
force is an important role of education.
However, vocational training should not be
the primary goal of education. A liberal edu-
cation, by contrast, “seeks to develop free
human beings who know how to use their
minds and are able to think for themselves.
Its primary aim is not the development of
professional competence, although a liberal
education is indispensable for any intellec-
tual profession. It produces citizens who can
exercise their political liberty responsibly...It
is an education for all free men, whether they
intend to be scientists or not.” 64

ing has enjoyed success in some districts, es-
pecially in Edmonton, Alberta.

Third, the promise of the end of seniority
rights and tenure for teachers would be de-
livered by the implementation of a new ca-
reer ladder. The widespread adoption of
performance-based pay would be a welcome
change likely to improve the quality of teach-
ers. However, state employment likely
would increase the pressure of unionization
on individual teachers.

Fourth, the promise of a clear role for unions
would establish teachers unions as state-level
bargaining agents, while also allowing them
to operate contract schools and sup-

Conclusion

NCEE’s educational redesign proposes a
brave step towards fundamental educational

The educa-
tional phi-
losophy that
underpins the
NCEE’s report
neglects the
importance of
liberal educa-
tion in a de-
mocracy.

change. It contains both good and
bad recommendations, yet the bad
outweigh the good. When we ex-
amine their recommendations, it is
important to keep the NCEE's un-
derlying educational philosophy
in mind. Which brings back the
question: Is the model proposed in
this report capable of making good
on its promised objectives?

port networks. This arrangement The wide-
would further strengthen unions at P read adop-
. tion of per-
the expense of education consumers.
s formance-
Responsibility would be taken away
. based pay
from parents and placed in the
hands of union lead ib would be a
ands of union leaders and bureau- ;.
crats. change...
However,
Fifth, the promise of the end of the  g¢4¢e employ-
threat of school vouchers underesti- ment likely
mates what is perceived to be at would in-
stake by the proponents of vouchers. crease the
Even if things were to progress as pressure of
the report portends, division over unionization
what content should be taught— on individual
teachers.

First, the creation of a State Board Qualifying
Examination would have the potential to im-
prove standards by increasing a student's
accountability. But even if it were to yield
the most rigorous standards the nation has
ever seen, the use of SBQE scores to track
students would not respect the myriad needs
of students and parents alike.

Second, the promise of real school finance
equity would be made possible by the imple-
mentation of pupil-weighted funding: The
money follows the child. This type of fund-

regardless of how well it were
taught —would remain to perpetuate
support for private schooling and vouchers.

Sixth, the promise of real school autonomy
would be undermined by an increase in state
control. The creation of contract schools
funded by the state may improve standards
and grant some flexibility to school organiz-
ers within a specified realm, but the state
government’s considerable control over cur-
riculum and personnel decisions would pre-
clude real school autonomy.
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Seventh, the Commission’s claim that its
model is a “public school marketplace” is
misleading. A true marketplace is driven by
the demands of consumers. In this model,
the most important consumers of education,
students and their parents, would be under-
represented, if not entirely neglected.

report appears likely to fall short of its own
lofty expectations. The report is not without
value, though. It is always easier to criticize
than to create. Some of the Commission’s
recommendations appear likely to fulfill their
expectations. Pupil-weighted funding and
performance pay for teachers, for example,
are much-needed reforms that should be em-

Finally, while the proposed model would
streamline the process of organizing schools,
eliminating some of the current bureauc-
racy, a new bureaucracy would take its place.

Pupil-
weighted
funding and
performance
pay for teach-
ers, for exam-
ple, are much-
needed re-
forms that
should be em-
braced.

State-approved school support
“networks,” state curriculum, Per-
sonal Competitiveness Accounts
and Regional Competitiveness Au-
thorities, for example, all would
produce more bureaucracy. More-
over, the creation of PCAs and
RCAs would continue to steer edu-
cational change in the direction of
producing a labor force to serve
the economy. RCAs would resem-
ble bureaucratic authorities found

braced. The proposal of an SBQE is
also a good springboard to discus-
sion surrounding successful assess-
ments and more student account-
ability. But the Commission’s asser-
tion that their redesign would create
a better education system misses the
mark, as it marginalizes the role of
parents and strengthens the hand of
the state.

The NCEE’s proposal goes astray
because the goals it sets are incom-
plete in themselves. Its marriage of
education to the economy narrows
its vision of education as a whole.

But the Com-
mission’s as-
sertion that
their redesign
would create
a better edu-
cation system
misses the
mark, as it
marginalizes
the role of
parents and
strengthens
the hand of
the state.

in centralized economies. They would not be
philosophically aligned with capitalist de-
mocracies.

After closer inspection, the model proposed
in the NCEE’s Tough Choices or Tough Times

The production of economically viable citi-
zens is an integral part of any education, but
itis only a part. Education should rightly
aim for citizens who possess, in the words of
Thomas Jefferson, “a knowing head, and an
honest heart.” %
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