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For more than 30 years, the primary goal of U.S. federal education
policy has been to ensure equality of educational opportunity. The
creation of programs like Title I, Head Start, and bilingual education
in the 1960s and special education for handicapped children in the
1970s directed federal resources to children who had been poorly
served by the nation’s state- and locally based education system.

If measured by the goals of removing legal barriers and providing
equality of access, f ederal policy has been successful. Now federal
education policies must attach the highest priority to s trategies that
boost student performance for all groups. 
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The State of Student Performance
It comes as news to no one that U.S. student performance is
l a g gi n g . The federally funded National Assessment for
Educational Progress (NAEP), the nation’s only measure of
academic achievement that tests representative national sam-
ples, has been tracking performance over the
past few decades.From 1969 to 1996,accord-
ing to NAEP, 9 - year-olds made significant
gains in science, but 13-year-olds showed no
c h a n g e, and 17-year-olds lost gro u n d . I n
mathematics, from 1973 to 1996, students at
ages 9 and 13 showed improvement, but the
performance of 17-year-olds was unchanged.
In re a d i n g , f rom 1971 to 1996, s c o re s
improved for children aged 9 and 13, but not
for the older group. In writing, tested from
1984 to 1996, performance was flat for the
two younger groups and declined for the 17-
year-olds.

In addition to long-term data, N A E P
re p o rts student performance in relation to
standards, or achievement levels (identified as
“ b a s i c,” “ p ro fi c i e n t ,” and “ a d va n c e d ” ) , t h a t
describe what students in grades 4, 8, and 12
shouldknow. The most recent NAEP report
shows far too many American students falling below even
“basic” academic achievement. In reading, for example, 40
percent of fourth-grade students score below basic;in mathe-
matics, 38 percent of eighth-graders are below basic; in sci-
e n c e, 43 percent of twelfth gr a d e rs are below basic.
Shockingly, the scores of black and Hispanic students at age 17
are equivalent to those of 13-year-old white students in every
academic subject.

The NAEP surveys are a reminder of one critical federal
role in education—providing accurate statistics and assess-
ments. But how, in an educational system rooted in state and
local authority, can the federal government move beyond
assessingstudent performance to improvingit?

The State of Teacher Quality
Any effort to improve student achievement must begin with
an appraisal of teacher qualifications. Students are unlikely to
be high achievers unless their teachers are knowledgeable in
the subject they are teaching.Yet many teachers,particularly in
mathematics and science, are teaching “out-of-field”—that is,
without either a major or a minor in their main teaching
assignment. In 1994, 36 percent of the nation’s public school

teachers (42.8 percent of pr ivate school teachers) were teach-
ing out of field.In schools where more than 40 percent of the
students are low-income, nearly half the teachers are out-of-
field.

The source of the problem is the lax standards—in most
states—for entry into teaching. I n d e e d ,
a c c o rding to the National Commission on
Teaching and A m e ri c a ’s Future, “States pay
more attention to the qualifications of veteri-
narians treating the nation’s cats and dogs than
to those of teachers educating the nation’s
children and youth.”

What can the federal government do to see
that eve ry classroom has a we l l - e d u c a t e d
teacher? It should certainly not pump more
money into traditional teacher education pro-
grams, which pay far too little attention to
mastery of subject matter. It should focus on
helping all future teachers, even those who
plan to teach in elementary school, acquire
command of academic fields. For example, it
should offer incentive awards to states that
require subject-matter examinations of future
t e a c h e rs . The National Science Fo u n d a t i o n
and the National Endowment for the

Humanities should also develop model examinations for states
to use to assess teachers’subject matter knowledge at different
levels.

Reforming the Governance of Education
In an effort to shift away from bureaucratic, top-down man-
agement of education by local school boards,many states and
school districts are experimenting with alternative forms of
school management—charter schools, contract management,
and vouchers. Supporters hope that these new programs will
help target public funds to actual instruction rather than to
multiple layers of administration. None of the initiatives has
been tried long enough to permit a definitive judgment about
its effect on student achievement.

Charter schools are public schools that agree to meet cer-
tain performance standards in exchange for exemptions from
most regulations other than those governing health,safety, and
civil rights.Charter schools accept accountability for results in
exchange for autonomy in how those results are produced.
State legislation determines how charters are granted, what
standards must be met,whether teachers must be certified,and
whether existing public schools may convert to charter status.
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If a charter school fails to meet its educational and fiscal com-
mitments,it may lose its charter—in sharp contrast to regular
public schools, which may produce poor educational results
for years without any penalty. More than 1,000 charter schools
are in operation today, many in Arizona,California,Colorado,
Te x a s , and Michigan. The pri m a ry opposition to chart e r
schools has come from local school boards,which see them as
unwelcome competition, and from teachers’ unions, which
want to protect collective bargaining agreements.

Another form of restructuring is contract management of
public schools. Paul T. Hill,Lawrence C. Pierce, and James W.
Guthrie have argued that virtually all public schools should be
managed by contract, w i t h
the local school board
selecting managers
and leaving them
f ree to meet
agreed-upon stan-
d a rd s . In re c e n t
ye a rs , p r iva t e
c o n t r a c t o rs have
assumed the
management of
some chart e r
schools and also
f o rmed part n e r-
ships with school
districts to man-
age one or more
regular publ i c
schools.In 1997–
9 8 , the Edison
Project was man-
a g ing 25 publ i c
schools in 8 states
and 13 cities, w i t h
most boasting achieve-
ment gains and long waiting
lists.Today Edison is managing 51
schools.Some states prohibit contract management of instruc-
tional services. Public employee unions fear that outsourcing
any public-sector activity threatens their jobs.

The third important local innovation is vouchers.Two pro-
gr a m s , one in Milwa u kee (since 1990) and another in
Cleveland (since 1996), supply publicly funded vouchers to
low-income students.The aim is to provide an option for stu-
dents who are at maximum risk of educational failure. The
concept of vouchers for poor kids arouses intense opposition
in some quarters, particularly from public employee unions,
but also because of constitutional concerns about the partici-
pation of religious schools. In Milwaukee, students in the
voucher program may enroll in both nonsectarian and reli-
gious private schools;the program has been the subject of pro-
longed legal battles, but it was approved by the Wisconsin
Supreme Court in June, and in November the U.S. Supreme
C o u rt declined to hear a challenge to that ru l i n g . I n

Cleveland, students may also attend both nonsectarian and
religious schools;the inclusion of religious schools was barred
by an appellate court, but the program remains in effect while
the case is on appeal.

The academic effect of the voucher program in Milwaukee
is hotly debated (the Cleveland program is so new as to make
evaluation all but impossible).The state-appointed monitor in
Milwaukee has found no improvement, but independent ana-
lysts have reported marked academic gains. Definitive judg-
ment will require more time.

On one issue there is no debate:public opinion is shifting
to vouchers. The Phi Delta Kappa/Gallup Poll reported in

September 1997 that opposition to vouchers has
sharply declined over

the past five years,
f rom 74 perc e n t
to 52 perc e n t .
P u blic opinion
was evenly di-
vided when peo-
ple we re aske d
whether they
favor or oppose

“allowing students
and parents to

choose a pr iva t e
school to attend at

government expense.”
Those most likely to
s u p p o rt private choice
with public funds were
blacks (72 perc e n t ) ,
nonwhites (68 percent),
1 8 - t o - 2 9 - year-olds (70
percent), and urban resi-

dents (59 percent).
All these issues must be

resolved at the state and dis-
t r ict leve l . The federal gove rn-

ment, however, can help states do what
they are trying to do and, at the very least, remove federal
impediments. An important way to support reform without
p re d e t e rmining any particular result would be to change
funding formulas for federal programs likeTitle I,special edu-
cation,and bilingual education,so that the money follows the
student,as it does in higher education,to any accredited insti-
tution.If a state or district prohibits charter schools,contract-
ing, and vouchers, federal dollars would follow students to
their regular public school.If a state or district establishes any
of these approaches, the federal dollars would follow students
to the school of their choice.

A small but substantial ($80 million) federal program chan-
nels funds to states to encourage the start-up of new charter
schools (once a school is launched, regular public funding
should be adequate to its needs). This program would be
improved by refusing funds to states without charter schools.
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Oregon,for example, has received millions of dollars
from the charter program without even passing a
charter school law.

As for vouchers, the federal government should support a
5- to 10-year demonstration program for low-income stu-
dents in at least 10 hard-pressed urban school districts.The
program should be limited to public school children eligible
for the federal free-lunch program.The scholarship should be
equal to the average per-pupil expenditure of the district plus
any additional funds (Title I, special education) to which the
student is entitled.Any school accredited by the state should
be eligible to receive scholarship students.A large-scale feder-
al demonstration program,carefully monitored and evaluated,
would resolve debates that have been deadlocked by politics
and ideology.

The Need to Reform Categoric al
Programs
The largest categorical federal progr a m s —
Title I, special education,bilingual education,
Head Start—were created to provide equality
of educational opport u n i t y. All we re estab-
lished with high hopes, but none has lived up
to the expectations of its sponsors.All are ripe
for reform.

Title I, now budgeted at $8 billion a year,
distributes federal funds to districts with large
numbers of disadvantaged students. Congress
has long insisted on spreading Title I funding
as widely as possible, thus assuring its political
viability but reducing the money available to
districts with the largest number of poor stu-
dents.Backers of Title I expected it to narrow
the large gap in achievement between poor
children and their more advantaged peers, but
evaluations in the past three decades have all
concluded that Title I has failed to meet that goal.In the main,
the added funds have simply not made much differe n c e.
Unfortunately, neither the program nor the evaluations were
designed to identify the methods or applications that are most
effective in improving the academic performance of poor
children.

Title I’s most striking pro d u c t , the result of three decades
of federal re g u l a t i o n s , p ro c e d u re s , and mandates, is its
unwieldy bu re a u c r a c y. The most direct way to re f o rm T i t l e
I—and cut its bu reaucracy down to size—would be to con-
ve rt it to a port a ble entitlement, ava i l a ble to its intended
recipient for educational serv i c e s . The money should follow
the eligi ble student to the school or tutor of his choice.T h e
fundamental principle must be that the federal money is allo-
cated to benefit needy childre n , not to sustain a host of
redundant administrators .

When the Individuals with Disabilities Education A c t
(IDEA) was enacted in 1975,there was a clear need to protect
the right of physically and mentally disabled children to
receive free public education.At the time, an estimated one

million children were excluded from public schools
because of their disabilities. But while special edu-

cation has g rown apace, it has not lived up to its initial hopes
of educating disabled children.

Today, more than five million children are enrolled in spe-
cial education at a cost to the federal budget of $4.8 billion a
year—and at a national cost of some $60 billion. Though
Washington funds less than 10 percent of special education,it
imposes extensive, minutely detailed mandates on states and
districts.

C h i l d ren described as “ l e a rning disabled”—a porous cate-
g o ry that lacks any precise or objective definition—now
m a ke up about half of all children in special education.
C o n c e rn is growing about spiraling costs, the inflexibility of

federal re g u l a t i o n s , and the growth of an
u n a c c o u n t a ble bu re a u c r a c y. Of even gre a t e r
c o n c e rn is that special education ill-serve s
m a ny of the children it is supposed to benefit.
After spending nearly a year interv i ewing stu-
d e n t s , t e a c h e rs , p a re n t s , and law ye rs invo l ve d
in special education, John Merrow found that
only 44 percent of the children graduate fro m
high school and that most children with
l e a rning disabilities in special education show
“no signs of improve m e n t .”

Congress and the administration are reluc-
tant to overhaul special education for fear of
offending advocacy groups for children who
are deaf, blind, autistic, retarded, or otherwise
deserving of special help. In view of the polit-
ical problem, the best hope for reform is for
the administration and Congress to create a
special commission removed to the maximum
extent possible from the political pressures of
advocacy groups, much like the commission
that oversaw the closing of U.S. military bases.

The Bilingual Education A c t , passed in 1968 to help
Hispanic children learn English, has suffered a fate similar to
Title I and special education.Although its federal appropria-
tion has grown ever larger—$354 million in 1998—the pro-
gram has not succeeded in teaching English to non-English-
speaking children.

The key pro blem has been the preponderance of “ b i l i n g u a l ”
classes that have been offered in Spanish, not in English. G ive n
that the purpose of bilingual education is to teach English to
c h i l d ren who are “ l i m i t e d - E n g l i s h - p ro fi c i e n t ” and given that
competency in English is a pre requisite for success in U. S. e d u-
cation and in the modern economy, the federal program should
d e c l a re that its goal is rapid, full English pro fi c i e n c y, not bilin-
g u a l i s m , and be recast as the English-Language Literacy
P rogr a m . If the program remains intact, C o n gress should at
least re q u i re that no child be assigned to a non-English-lan-
guage program without explicit parental consent.

Head Start was launched in 1965 as a summer program for
half a million disadvantaged pre s c h o o l e rs . Its pro p o n e n t s
claimed that a year or two in Head Start would wipe out the
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c og n i t ive gap between poor children and their
middle-class peers.But evaluators reported in 1969
that cognitive gains produced by Head Start were small and
temporary.

Nevertheless, Head Start became immensely popular, and
its role expanded.Now it provides health,nutrition,social,and
psychological services for poor children,as well as employing
many of their parents as teachers and aides. In 1998, Head
Start served 840,000 children and received appropriations of
$4.4 billion.

Head Start should return to its goal of cognitive develop-
ment.The cumulative evidence from programs
l i ke the Pe r ry Preschool in Y p s i l a n t i ,
Michigan, suggests that a high-quality pro-
gr a m — u n l i ke what is ord i n a rily offered in
Head Start—can make a long-term difference
on achievement, high school graduation, and
socialization.

As a federal—not state or local—program,
Head Start could become a testing ground for
high educational standard s . Federal officials
could develop a curri c u l u m , focused on
school readiness,without fear of intruding on
state and local responsibility. They could set
rigorous and uniform standards for what both
teachers and children should know and be
able to do. Such a reform would require larger
a p p ro p ri a t i o n s , higher salari e s , and a we l l -
trained staff . But if a high-quality Head Start
p rogram could improve academic perfor-
mance and graduation rates and reduce refer-
rals to special education,it would have an even
s t ronger political constituency and wo u l d
generate enormous savings in later years.

All these federal programs have stakehold-
ers who will fight to maintain the status quo.
But if we are serious about equal educational
opportunity, then public officials must be will-
ing to make whatever changes will enabl e
these programs to achieve the purpose for
which they were created.

Standards and Assessments
Improving academic performance across the board and reduc-
ing the gaps among different groups of students require clear
academic standards and good tests of student performance in
relation to those standards.Through the Goals 2000 program,
initiated by the Bush administration and carried on by the
Clinton team, the federal government encouraged states to
develop academic standards and tests based on those standards.
The quality of the states’ standards and tests, however, varies
widely, as can be seen by comparing state performance stan-
dards in eighth-grade mathematics and those reported by
NAEP. In Georgia, for example, 83 percent of seventh and
eighth graders were proficient in mathematics, yet only 16
percent met NAEP’s standard for proficiency;in Maryland,the

gap was 48 vs. 24; in North Carolina, it was 68 vs.
1 5 . Only in Delawa re and Kentucky we re state

proficiency standards as rigorous as NAEP’s. The National
G ove rn o rs Association and business leaders are curre n t l y
working to help states improve their standards and tests
though Washington, D.C.–based Project Achieve.

The federal government can also help—and without inter-
fering with the role of the states in setting education policy. In
his State of the Union address in 1997,President Clinton pro-
posed establishing voluntary national tests of fourth-grade
reading and eighth-grade mathematics. Later that ye a r,

Congress directed that the tests be aligned as
much as possible with NAEP and turned con-
trol of the test over to NAEP’s governing
board.Unfortunately, a large bloc in Congress
opposes the tests,and their future is uncertain.
Large majorities in every opinion poll support
the idea.Parents want to know how their chil-
dren are doing,and the federal government is
the likeliest sponsor of a national test.

Congress should also permit school dis-
tricts and schools to administer NAEP on a
districtwide or schoolwide basis, if they wish
to compare their performance to NAEP stan-
d a rd s . States should be encouraged to
“embed”NAEP test items into their own tests
to see whether their standards are as rigorous
as NAEP standards.States could thus maintain
c o n t rol over their own tests, but calibrate
them—if they choose to do so—to the NAEP
standards.

Federalism in Education
President Clinton’s active interest in education
has made the public aware of the crucial role
of education in securing individual opportu-
nity, economic growth, and social progress.
The increased emphasis on education
inevitably brings stresses and strains on our
complicated federal system.What is the feder-
al role in an education system run by state and
local governments?

That there should be equality of educational opportuni-
ty—an ongoing federal priority—is not an open issue. Other
questions are harder to resolve. How are we to create the con-
ditions that allow equality of opportunity? How are we to
establish programs that encourage excellence? Which level of
government should do what? How should we change pro-
grams that are ineffective but that have many stakeholders?

At present,American education is mired in patterns of low
productivity, uncertain standards, and lack of accountability.
Federal education programs have tended to reinforce these
regularities by adding additional layers of rules,mandates,and
bureaucracy.The most important national priority must be to
redesign policies and programs so that education funding is
used to educate children, not to preserve the system. ■
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