
I
have been writing about American education since the late 1960s, mainly from the perspective of a

historian of education. Briefly, in the early 1990s I was assistant secretary of education in charge of

the Office of Education Research and Improvement, where I campaigned to promote voluntary 

national standards. 

For the next decade, I joined the growing chorus of those who advocated for choice, merit pay,

testing, and accountability. A few years ago, I began to mute my advocacy for these ideas. As I watched

what was happening in American education, specifically, in response to No Child Left Behind, I began

to re-evaluate what I had been writing and saying. And I concluded that I was wrong, that these ideas are

wrong, and that these ideas are leading American education in the wrong direction. 

Now, to my dismay, I see this agenda — which was once the Republican agenda for education

reform — embraced fully by President Obama and Secretary Duncan. Now this agenda is the main-

stream agenda that is being promoted by the Gates Foundation, the Broad Foundation, and the Race to

the Top Fund. So nearly $5 billion will be invested in what I have elsewhere called George W. Bush’s

third term in education.

As my penance, I have written a book in which I acknowledge that I was wrong. In my book,

The Death and Life of the Great American School System, I review the evidence for these reforms and

conclude that we are on a path to miseducating a generation of American children. Worse, we are on a

path to privatizing large swaths of American public education, especially in our urban districts, where

we are relinquishing our nation’s most vulnerable children to private enterprise and non-educators. 

I am not opposed to testing. If used for informational and diagnostic purposes, I believe tests can

be extremely useful to students, parents, and teachers. But tests should not be used to punish teachers

and principals and to close schools because tests are instruments that are subject to random error. The

public and politicians think that tests are comparable to barometers or yard sticks and that they simply

tell the truth. In my research into accountability, I find that the tests do not match the expectations at-

tached to them and that schools, districts, and even states are manipulating accountability systems, all to

meet NCLB’s unrealistic, utopian goals.
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In my chapter on NCLB, I show that its command that all children must be proficient by 2014 is

absurd. No district, no state, no nation has ever reached that goal. The only way we will reach it is by

dumbing down standards and pretending that students are “proficient” when they are not.

Unfortunately, the Obama administration has adopted the same policies as the Bush administra-

tion. It wants to go even farther than the Bush administration by closing some 5,000 low-performing

schools, based on the punitive accountability that the Bush administration and NCLB fostered. Yet we

know that there is scant evidence that anyone knows how to turn around low-performing schools other

than by throwing out the kids and bringing in higher-performing ones.

I look critically at the evidence on choice, especially vouchers and charters. The best evidence I

have seen is that charters are extremely variable, ranging from excellent to abysmal, but on the whole

they do not produce better results than regular public schools. A few outlier studies — like Hoxby’s in

New York City — conclude that the charter sector is akin to a silver bullet. But most studies do not reach

such a conclusion. Hoxby’s study was not peer reviewed, and we must await those reviews before ac-

cepting its conclusions.

The Obama administration’s push to increase the number of charter schools, I predict, will crip-

ple public education in big cities. It will lead to the exodus of the most motivated children and families

from public schools to privately managed ones. The public schools will be left with the children who are

hardest to educate. 

The Obama administration’s effort to get states to evaluate teachers in relation to their students’

test scores is ill-advised. The studies on which this proposal are based were prepared by economists and

statisticians. While it has become popular to argue that we can identify the most effective teachers by

their students’ scores, there is a solid body of research that says this is not true. Teachers who are sup-

posedly in the top quintile may be in the middle quintile the next year. And teachers who are in the low-

est quintile one year may be in a higher quintile the next. 

Furthermore the theory popularized by Gordon, Kane, and Staiger, that the achievement gap can

be closed by having effective teachers for five consecutive years in a row, is a theory and only a theory.

It has never been demonstrated anywhere, in any school or any district. It is a theory based on economet-

ric projections and extrapolations from data. The reason it has not been demonstrated anywhere is be-

cause, as I suggest, teacher quality is not written in concrete; also, one-year gains by students fade and

cannot be multiplied by five, as Gordon, Kane, and Staiger believe (R. Gordon, T. J. Kane, and D. O.

Staiger, “Identifying Effective Teachers Using Performance on the Job,” Discussion Paper 2006–01,

Brookings Institution).

Since Robert Gordon is now Deputy Director of OMB for the Obama administration and Thomas

Kane is advising the Gates Foundation we have not heard the end of these assertions. The real effect of

these policies as descriptors of teacher effectiveness will be to narrow the curriculum even more than it

has been narrowed and to compel teachers to focus only on the subjects that are tested.

Based on my research, I predict that we will end up with a terrible paradox: higher tests scores

and worse education. This is not what other nations do. This is not what most nations with the best-

performing school systems do. Nations like Finland and Japan not only treat their teachers with respect,

they have a curriculum that prominently includes the arts, history, literature, geography, civics, foreign

languages, the sciences, and other studies. They do this not because the subjects are tested, but because 

it is the right thing to do. They do this because this is the way to ensure good education.

We are headed for a precipice. It is time to change direction.
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