Public Education – The Key to Our Future and Salvaging Our Democracy

Many Americans – probably the majority – see the purpose of public education in fairly utilitarian terms: it should help each student achieve his or her potential for contributing productively to our economic system, and it should help the United States retain its global leadership in science and innovation. These are worthwhile and challenging goals, but public education must do much more. It must also prepare future generations to fully understand the complex and changing world around them, and to be able to make the best possible decisions for their lives – decisions that, in their broadest reach, will influence the future history of this country and, by extension, the world. 

To achieve these larger goals, public education must try to inspire students to active participation in their communities, in the national culture, and in the political process. In short, public education, more than simply providing information and a place for students to go during the day, must join parents in the responsibility for cultivating the total person who goes through the K-12 system. Public school students who go on to colleges and universities will be able to bring the perspectives of a comprehensive education to the post-baccalaureate setting. In turn, college and university students, including those in the sciences, must see themselves and what they are doing in the context of the broad community and the political world. All of this is not only achievable, it must happen if we are going to create a sustainable world community, and if we expect to salvage our democracy, which has been badly undermined by a sharp decline in civic participation and by anti-democratic maneuverings by the hard right.  

Among these anti-democratic maneuverings, fittingly enough, is a decades-long campaign to weaken, shrink, and co-opt the public educational system, which conservatives see, predictably, as insufficiently conservative.  This campaign involves efforts at privatization (as with school vouchers); attempts to blur the separation of church and state (as with school prayer and intelligent design); decreased funding for higher education; unrealistic and unfunded mandates for public schools (in the form of the No Child Left Behind Act); and the relentless promulgation of myths about “failing schools” and “intolerant” professors.  In consequence, the American public has had its confidence shaken in the very educational system that helped make the twentieth century “the American century” and that could help make the twenty-first a time of great global progress.  

Now is the time for us to be strengthening public education, not weakening it.  One of the primary challenges will be extending the benefits of education to those who need it most.  As a society, we are becoming more ethnically diverse, with a growing population of the economically and socially disadvantaged.  Many of the children from poor or non-English-speaking homes are not getting the kind of education that would allow them to achieve their potential – and society is deprived of their contributions as a result.  Many are not graduating from high school, much less going on to higher education.  The reasons for this are complex, and the solutions are not quick or inexpensive. Fortunately, there are models that have been successful, and many educators know what has to be done to succeed with this population.  Experts agree that the per-child cost for disadvantaged populations must be greater than it is for the general population, not less (as is now generally the case).  A consensus also holds among educators that the all-sticks-no-carrots approach of “No Child Left Behind” is not a workable educational policy for any student population, and particularly not for those who are disadvantaged. Progressives will have to take the lead in making sure that in fact, not just theory, no child is left behind. We must have an education system that is much more nuanced than what is dictated by the “Leave No Child Behind” act.

There is cause for optimism.  A recent study by Phi Delta Kappa International and Gallup has found low levels of public support for the conservative approach to education.  Among the study’s major conclusions:

· The public has high regard for the public schools, wants needed improvement to come through those schools, and has little interest in seeking alternatives.

· The public is concerned about getting and keeping good teachers, thinks teacher salaries are too low, and is willing to see higher salaries paid to teachers teaching in more challenging situations.

· A majority of respondents are opposed to vouchers and would oppose having their state adopt them, despite the 2002 U.S. Supreme Court decision stating that voucher plans do not violate the U.S. Constitution.

What the public seems to recognize is that only the public educational system – not private schools – can meet the diverse and expanding needs of our society.  By its very nature, public education is meant to serve the public good; in contrast, corporate or for-profit schools, by their nature, blend the public good with private interest, and have an eye always on the bottom line.  A focus on profit will tend to restrict the curricular range; will encourage “teaching to the test”; will reduce the incentive to participate in vital but non-remunerative programs such as parent-teacher associations; will discourage special programs meant to meet the needs of disadvantaged students; and will make it much more difficult to explore the full range of social issues that may have a bearing on the private interests holding the educational purse-strings.  

Properly supported, public education can help create a generation of informed, engaged, and active participants in our national culture and democratic process.  This can and should be a generation adept at critical as well as creative thinking – a generation that will demand that its political representatives make sense and not just talk in sound bites and spin – a generation committed to the values of reason and free inquiry, for whom shallow emotional appeals will not work.  

Democracy depends on education, and not just for those who can afford it.  Public education serves the interests of all Americans, and it can’t be done on the cheap.  Nobody committed to public education is talking about wasting money; the idea is to invest in our schools and our children so that we can all reap the rewards down the road.  Unaffordable?  Hardly.  We can’t afford not to.     

