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We must fight against any single model, structure, method, or

system of education, Mr. Glickman warns. Ultimately, however,

we must hold every school and district responsible for whether it

has provided an education for all children that can be docu-

mented to increase choices of “life, liberty, and the pursuit of hap-

piness.” That is an American education.

I
did not lightly take pen in hand (yes, I still use a pen)
in writing this article. I have devoted my entire profes-
sional life to working with colleagues to create, estab-

lish, and sustain public schools that are driven by
collaboration, personalization, and active and participatory
student learning.1 And I will continue to do so, as I person-
ally believe such is the best way to prepare all students for
the intellectual, social, and aesthetic life of a democracy.

Yet, even in the fervor of my beliefs, I still see other con-
cepts of education that generate degrees of uncertainty in me.
My memories of my own best teachers are revealing. Most
taught in highly interactive ways, but one grand elder taught
from behind a podium in a huge auditorium and engaged in
little interaction with students. He was perhaps my greatest

teacher. Such discrepancies don’t change the strength of my
own beliefs; they simply remind me that the viable possibili-
ties of educating students well are broad indeed.

Ultimately, an American education must stand on a
foundation that is wider than the beliefs of any one indi-
vidual or any one group. It should encourage, respect, and
support any conceptions—no matter how diametrically
opposed to one’s own—that are willing to be tested openly
and freely. Furthermore, it should involve the willing and
nondiscriminatory participation of all students, parents,
and educators. That is what should be at the core of an
American education. But with the “winner take all” wars
being fought today, I am seriously concerned about the fu-
ture of our students and of our public schools and about
the vitality of a better democracy.

IDEOLOGICAL ABSOLUTES
The either/or debates about standards versus no standards,
intrinsic versus extrinsic motivation, core versus multicul-
tural knowledge, direct instruction versus constructivist
learning, and phonics versus whole language are sympto-
matic of ideologies that attempt to crush one another and
leave only one solution standing. Whether the ideology is
education anchored in traditional, behaviorist authority or
progressive, inquiry-based learning, the stance toward the
final outcome is the same. One group possesses the truth,
and the other side is demonized as a pack of extremists:
scary, evil persons. Articles and books present educators
and the public with a forced choice that unfortunately dis-
regards reality and endangers the very concept of an
American education.2
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Let me illustrate the incompleteness of ideological ab-
solutes with one of today’s most emotional issues, the rela-
tionship of race to socioeconomic achievement. One side
of this debate argues that America is the land of opportu-
nity, where freedom rings, where anyone—regardless of
race, religion, gender, or class—can work hard and rise to
a position of authority, success, and accomplishment. The
other side argues that America is a hegemonic system, pro-
tecting the ruling class and extant privilege while keeping
the poor, the dispossessed, and people of color stifled, op-
pressed, and marginalized. Well, which side of this debate
is correct? The answer to that question has important im-
plications for what our society needs to change in terms of
practices, programs, and the targeting of resources. But the
truth is that both contradictory realities have compelling
evidence and must be used together to figure out what
needs to be done next.

Consider the economic component of this debate.
Seymour Martin Lipset compares the United States with
other Western industrialized nations.3 Since the post-Civil
War era, America has been the wealthiest country, with a
steady rise in living standards and unparalleled social and
economic advances for the poor and working class. Yet the
income of the poorest fifth of this nation continues to de-
cline relative to that of other Americans.

The African American scholar Henry Louis Gates, Jr.,
takes on this same dichotomy in reference to race. He ob-
serves that, since 1967, the number of middle-class African
American families has quadrupled. Since 1973 the top 100
African American businesses have moved from sales of
$473 million to $11.7 billion. In 1970 “only one in ten
blacks had attended college; today one in three has.” He
then goes on to discuss the continuous wrenching poverty
of a third of African Americans today and concludes: “We
need something we don’t have: a way of speaking about
black poverty that doesn’t falsify the reality of black ad-
vancement, a way of speaking about black advancement
that doesn’t distort the enduring realities of black poverty.
I’d venture that a lot depends on whether we get it.”4

In truth, America has been one of the leading countries
of opportunity for disenfranchised persons and, at the
same time, a country of the greatest economic stratification
between the luxury of the wealthiest and the wretched con-
ditions of the poorest.5 In essence, the beliefs of Ayn Rand
and Pete Seeger are both correct. To speak only of one side
and ignore the other is to create disbelief in most ordinary
citizens, who know firsthand of counterexamples to any
single view. And this is what I believe to be the danger of
ideological truth in education. Many educators in class-
rooms and schools feel that they have become pawns in the
reformers’ and policy makers’ propaganda game that insists
there is a single best way to change the system of American
schools.

IDEOLOGY IN EDUCATION
The attacks by E. D. Hirsch, Jr., against progressive educa-
tion and the equally strident attacks by others such as Alfie
Kohn against traditional education are wonderful examples
of this either/or ideological stance. Hirsch argues that a
common core of knowledge is essential for all students, if
they are to succeed in mainstream society. Without a com-
mon framework of spoken and written English, historical
and cultural references, and direct instruction, marginal-
ized and poor children are deprived of the education that
wealthier children pick up automatically from their parents
and peers. Thus there is the need to rid our schools of the
overwhelming “permissive” practices of activity-based edu-
cation and to use tests of common knowledge to ensure
that all children are acquiring the “cultural capital” needed
for success in later life. Kohn in turn speaks against stan-
dards, core knowledge, and tests and says that children, re-
gardless of their circumstances, are innately curious and
that teachers should explore the topics that intrigue them
to open up new freedoms and possibilities. Each proponent
has his version of “truth.” Each sees little validity in any re-
search supporting the methods that oppose his ideology.
Again, the reality is that education is composed of many
complexities that defeat any singular truth of how the
world can and should work.

For example, might it be that both Hirsch and Kohn
have valid perspectives? Focusing on core knowledge that
students themselves might not choose but that gives them
access to a society in which they might possibly change the
current balance of power, wealth, and control seems quite
reasonable. Using the curiosity of students to learn multi-
ple histories and cultures and to explore a variety of intelli-
gences in an intensely involving way also seems quite
reasonable. It is important that schools be joyful and en-
gaging places. Yet is all learning intrinsically or extrinsically
motivated? Most would say it’s both—we learn for the joy
of it, but some of the most useful learning has taken place
because others, not we ourselves, demanded that we do it,
do it well, and do it until we got it right.

The polemics surrounding standards versus no stan-
dards do not account for complex realities. Are external
standards bad or good? Might they be both? Might we have
state standards and assessments for most (but not all) pub-
lic schools in the same state? Some states have standards
and assessments that have been well received by educators
and the public—not seen as heavy-handed, intrusive, or
unfair. Many states have standards and assessments that are
volatile in makeup, format, pressure, and consequences.

The standards polarization—again, only one side can
win—has come about because people have applied the
term “standards” to all systems as if they were identical.
However, Maine’s standards are quite different from
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Virginia’s. Elements of standards systems can be quite
good, such as using disaggregated data to focus on the
progress of all students, equalizing funding for poor stu-
dents and communities, and targeting additional resources.
Some states grant variances allowing schools and districts
to develop their own assessments. And yes, there are cases
in which it is good that standards can be used to close and
reorganize schools that have done a disservice to students
and parents. Standards systems can be demeaning and
harmful—when they equate education with narrowly de-
rived assessments and tests. They can also be tremendously
positive in challenging schools and communities to leave
no student behind.6 We need to acknowledge simultaneous
realities if we are to educate all students better than before.

PEDAGOGICAL PAIN
The “single-truth” wars have created much pain among
teachers and school leaders who are swept into the battles.
When whole language gained currency as “the” way to teach
reading, teachers using phonics were lambasted, swept aside,
and made to feel that they were evil, archaic, fascist practi-
tioners of an indefensible method. Recently, the opposing
force has “won” in states led by California and Texas. They
have blamed whole language and invented spelling for de-
clining literacy in America. Now teachers of whole language
are made to feel abandoned and rejected as “feel-good,” self-
esteem-promoting contributors to the demise of basic skills.

These periodic surges and countersurges occur because
one set of believers ignores any possible merits of the other
side. Isn’t it possible that many highly literate and culturally
diverse people—people that you and I both know—were
taught how to read mainly by decoding, phonics, and
grammatical rules? Isn’t it equally obvious that many
highly literate and culturally diverse people have learned to
read through literacy immersion, writing workshops, and
experiential learning? Why is it so difficult to accept that an
open mind about possibilities in education should be seen
as a virtue rather than a liability?

Cooperative versus competitive learning is another
such brawl. Cooperation is a key aspect of how one learns
with and from others, and it undergirds much of commu-
nity, civic, and business life. Research exists that demon-
strates the power of structured team activities for academic
and social development. Yet humans, as part of the animal
kingdom, are also moved to learn by traits that have helped
them to survive: dominance, power, and the need to test
oneself against others. Cooperation and competition are
not different versions of humanity; they are different di-
mensions of the same humanity. And thus there is evidence
that both cooperation and competition bring out high per-
formance in individuals.

The overarching debate about progressive, learner-cen-
tered schools versus teacher-centered, direct-instruction
schools will be my last venture into the foolishness of single
truths. This debate simplifies and silences the cultural and
family values that Lisa Delpit so eloquently writes about in
Other People’s Children.7 Asking students to conform to
certain manners, expecting them to learn what adults de-
termine is important for them, being didactic in instruc-
tion, and using “call and response” methods have resulted
in great success for teachers and leaders such as Marva
Collins, Jaime Escalante, and Lorraine Monroe and for a
number of school programs.8 Regardless of what one per-
sonally believes about the atmosphere of such classrooms
and schools, students and parents in these settings see such
didactic methods as expressions of teachers’ love, care, and
cultural solidarity.9 The teachers are proud to demand that
their students learn, and they go to almost any length to see
that their students can compete with other students.

Yet progressive classrooms and schools that are activ-
ity- or project-centered and that cultivate imagination,
problem solving, responsibility, and a variety of intellectual
pursuits have, in the hands of the most dedicated teachers,
also attained incredible success for students. Educators
such as Eliot Wigginton, Deborah Meier, George Wood,
Gloria Ladson-Billings, Sonia Nieto, and Jabari Mahiri have
shown the power of inquiry-centered, progressive learning.

My point is not that all methods, techniques, curricula,
and structures are of equal worth or that the attitude “any-
thing goes” is acceptable. My point is that, when a group of
students and parents choose to be with a group of educators
dedicated to a particular philosophy and way of learning, the
results for students can be awesome. No one group should
have the presumption or power to tell another group that
only its way is the right way. Instead, in accordance with pub-
licly determined purposes and criteria, we should be seeking,
testing, and developing research-based alternative concep-
tions and practices of successful education. Kenneth Wilson,
a Nobel laureate in physics, remarked about the need to test
a multitude of educational approaches through longitudinal
research and self-correction to find out what works well,
what can be adapted, and what should be discarded.10 The
idea is not to prove that one way is the only way but instead
to allow for different conceptions of education to flourish in
the marketplace of public education.

RELIGION IN AMERICA AND AN
EDUCATED AMERICAN

Of all Western nations, America is the country with the
highest percentage of citizens actively involved in religious
and spiritual practices.11 Why? Because it has no official
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state religion and no divine story behind its creation. Those
countries that do have histories of such official state reli-
gion—a one way to believe for all—tend to have lower per-
centages of citizen involvement in religious practice. This
example suggests why we must avoid a single governmental
(local, state, or national) conception of education. The
analogy with religion ends at a certain point, as the U.S.
government needs to remain neutral and not use public
funds to promote any particular set of religious beliefs. But
government must use public funds to support a public ed-
ucation consistent with democratic ideals.12 And the best
way for doing so is to create a system of state schools that
promote various publicly determined conceptions of an
educated American.

Public education can be defined in several overlapping
ways. Public education is funded by taxpayers, it is an edu-
cation for the public, it is open and without cost to students
and parents, it is compulsory, it is governed by public au-
thority, it is nonprofit, and it always should be nondiscrim-
inatory and nonrepressive of students and parents.13 It is
public because it serves a common good: the education of
students to have choices of “life, liberty, and the pursuit of
happiness” and to acknowledge those choices for others.

Within these definitions of public, American education
is always an experiment—one hopes a thoughtful one—
that must constantly test ways to further realize the hopes
and aspirations of all the nation’s people. Whenever one
truth stamps out all others—whether it be through one sys-
tem of tests, one approach to curriculum, one conception
of knowledge, a single method of instruction, or a uniform
structure for all public schools—democracy itself and edu-
cation for a democracy are subverted.

In first proposing the need for common schools,
Horace Mann wrote in the 1840s that public schools would
be the great equalizers of human conditions, the balance
wheel of the social machinery. Poverty would disappear
and with it the discord between the haves and the have-
nots; life for all men would be longer, better, and happier.
The common school would be free, for poor and rich alike,
as good as any private school, and nonsectarian. (The com-
mon school was not to be a school for common people but
rather a school common to all people.) And the pedagogy
of the common or free school would stress the “self-disci-
pline of individuals, self-control, and self-governance.” The
issue for Mann was that the educated person was to have a
free, deliberate choice between obedience and anarchy.14

Another view of the educated person in a democracy
was shaped by the Lockean sympathies of early American
thought. The educated person would be the one who re-
nounced self-indulgence, practiced restraint, and saw the
virtue of frugality and labor. In this view, one would work
not for what one could accumulate but in order to focus
the human mind and body.

Jefferson’s concept of the educated person was the
farmer—a person who lived apart from others; pursued his
own curiosity about science, philosophy, and art after a
long day of self-sustaining chores; and then determined
those times that he should participate in neighborhood
and community affairs. The farmer’s life was a combina-
tion of aloneness, individuality, and self-learning with min-
imal but significant civic responsibility.

W. E. B. Du Bois, referring to the need for African
American children to learn, saw public education as giving
“our children the fairness of a start which will equip them
with such an array of facts and such an attitude toward
truth that they can have a real chance to judge what the
world is and what its greater minds have thought it might
be.”15

Education might also be defined as making a good
neighbor—one who cares for and respects others, who
takes care of his or her own family needs, and who con-
tributes to the welfare of others.16 Such a person would
possess a respect for other people and an understanding of
life conditions locally, nationally, and internationally; the
ability to communicate with diverse others; analytic and
problem-solving skills; and the competence to choose what
to do with one’s own life in economic, social, recreational,
and aesthetic pursuits. Does one need three years of high
school or college-level preparatory mathematics to develop
these attributes? Does one need to learn French? How
about Chinese? What level of mastery does one need in the
various disciplines? Is it better to study discrete subjects or
an integrated curriculum with applications to the world
outside of school? The question here is, What knowledge,
skills, and understandings are needed to be a good neigh-
bor and citizen?

In a high school curriculum controlled by college ad-
mission requirements, there are expected core courses, and
good scores on the SAT or ACT have become essential mea-
sures of an educated American. Whether going to college or
not, most students will not use most of what they are re-
quired to learn, whether mathematics or history or lan-
guage or science. Is it still essential? Again, says who? Dare I
ask the unspeakable: Can one be a good neighbor and a
wise and productive citizen without going to college?

Is the purpose of public education to train a highly
skilled work force to support American corporations? If so,
the definition of a well-educated American as a good
worker will place a great deal of emphasis on technology.
But again, who should determine what is a well-educated
person? For example, the Waldorf schools in America have
children work with natural materials for the first three to
five years of schooling.17 Children work only with wood,
clay, water, and paint, in long, painstaking projects for sev-
eral years before the manmade world becomes a source of
their learning—no televisions, no phones, no computers in
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early childhood and primary classrooms. The prime em-
phasis is on imagination and work in an all-natural envi-
ronment. Are these students educated less well than others?
According to what criteria?

To be blunt, any single truth or concept of an educated
American will be fraught with contradictions. The real dan-
ger of any one reform effort, such as a standards movement
that relies on a single test, is the promotion of a single defi-
nition of the well-educated citizen as a college graduate who
is technologically prepared to lead a successful economic
life. The idea that an educated citizen might not want to
make vast sums of money or work in a corporation but in-
stead might seek success in quietness, resistance, or even de-
tachment from corporate/college-controlled work, has
eroded in America. Even to mention the idea that education
is not mostly about jobs or money but about choosing how
to live one’s life among others is to be seen as a romantic, a
throwback to another time.

My point is not to convince others of any one defini-
tion of a well-educated person but to share the need for
varied conceptions of education, conceptions that must be
in conformance with “public” criteria and equally based on
data about student accomplishments and successes.

WHAT DO WE DO?
As a reformer who advocates the progressive tradition and
assists schools in keeping it alive, I do not seek a common
ground for public education—an eclectic “all things of
equal merit” ground—but in-stead wish to move beyond
that to a higher ground that incorporates complexity and
competing conceptions. A higher ground where contradic-
tory truths must be part and parcel of American democ-
racy. We need an education system that supports multiple
conceptions of an educated American, that subjects all such
conceptions to the scrutiny of research and public account-
ability, and that fixes all actions of classrooms and schools
within the boundaries of equity. American students and
schools lose each time one “truth” gains currency and sup-
presses competing notions of public education.

So let me end by stating that, in my experience with
schools, education reformers, policy makers, legislators,
corporate persons, community activists, and citizens at
large, I have found people of astonishingly good will and
passionate intent who labor in the light of controversy
about what our schools need or deserve. They are accused
by their opponents of being self-indulgent conspirators
with sinister motives, but most of them, or at least those
that I know, are not. However, many of those who are most
influential or powerful are singularly convinced that theirs
is the true way to improve education and that all other ways
are false, bad, and corrupt.

We need to realize that, most often, life does not con-
tain single truths but instead is about predicaments, com-
peting views, and apparent conflicts. The public school
system must value and allow multiple conceptions of edu-
cation that students, parents, and faculty members can
choose from—some purebreds, some hybrids, and some
yet to be known, but all devoted to students and their pur-
suit of the American Dream.

We must fight against any single model, structure,
method, or system of education. We must expand the free-
dom of schools to test new concepts of standards, assess-
ments, and accountability. Ultimately, we must hold every
school and district responsible for whether it has provided
an education for all children that can be documented to in-
crease choices of “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happi-
ness.” That is an American education.
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