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Even before I arrived as the eighth dean of education at my university, I had heard about the lively and
enduring collaboration between the Nishinomiya Board of Education and Washington State University.
Twenty-five years is a long time for a collaborative agreement of any sort, and I am pleased to have the good
fortune to be here to celebrate this special time with you. I have met with visiting teachers from Nishinomiya each
of the past three autumns in Pullman, and I learned more about your city and its educational system.

As I write this speech, my country is going through the campaign season for president and other national,
state, and local offices. Concurrently, there is a strike by teachers in the third largest school district in the nation,
Chicago. Teachers there are fighting for more than better pay. They are concerned that their professionalism is
being eroded and teaching is governed by tests. Teaching to the test is what many teachers fear is happening to a
broad and deep sense of education. They got into teaching in the first place not because of testing and
accountability, though this is what seems to occupy their attention now, crowding out their deeper longings and
desires for their students.

I believe these teachers are on to something at the core of the educational experience that goes beyond their
professional concern for better pay or working conditions. It is relevant to all of us because the eroding conditions
of public education in my country make the work of those in schools unappreciated at best and intolerable at
worst. In my time here, [ want to discuss some of the factors that make the work of those in public education that
more difficult these days in my country. Before I do that, I will sketch the history of public education in the USA
and then show how it is under siege, and perhaps what we should be aware of as we think about the importance of
teaching, learning, and leading in schools.

For a number of years, | taught a large lecture class of several hundred undergraduate education students in
the history and philosophy of education at my previous university. [ would often start the class by asking that they
think of why this class, seemingly removed from what they wanted to know about teaching in their classrooms
when they graduate, was important. [ tried to couch this in a discussion of looking at schooling as a constructed
activity. By this [ wanted them to get away from thinking that schools were always the way they had experienced.
Teachers did not always stand in front of a chalk or white board, nor was there always bubble sheet tests to take or
“subject matter” divided into disciplines. I asked them to imagine other ways of being in school than what they
had experienced. Their present condition of being taught, enclosed in four walls, with a curriculum and so forth,
was but one example of teaching and learning, and that how we teach and learn is not set in stone. Far from it, the
teaching and learning continuum has evolved in many ways, and is highly dependent on the culture and society in
which it is occurring.

To our modern sensibilities, schooling several hundred years ago was either shockingly informal or rigid.

Field schools, where the first US president George Washington was educated, were literally that. At itinerant
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teacher, with little training and no advanced degree, would instruct the sons and daughters of a planter out in the
field on basic reading, writing, and arithmetic. For many of these students, this was sufficient for their needs later
in life. Vocational learning for a trade was conducted in the apprentice model, where all one needed to know to
become a blacksmith was learned at the side of an experienced smith. Later, in the early republic era of my
country, Thomas Jefferson supported the idea of a public education for an informed citizenry, and was a founder
of a state institution of higher education expressly for that purpose, the University of Virginia. The idea of a
republic, and later a democracy, demands that one be broadly educated, so as to participate in the lifeblood of that
form of living, which is a dialogue and debate.

The common school movement in my country in the 19" century helped to educate a populace for
participation, building upon the Jeffersonian ideal, and to do so by an early age. A major proponent of common
schools, Horace Mann, saw the key role that education played in individual development as well as societal
health. He said we had to get to young people because children are like wax, and they are malleable. We can make
an impression upon children that we cannot upon those who are older and set in their ways. Education here is a
form of society building, by working with the elements of that society, its people, at an early age.

Later, John Dewey talked about how such a society went beyond a body of people governed by an external
authority. He stated in Democracy and Education that “A democracy is more than a form of government; it is
primarily a mode of associated living, of conjoint communicated experience.”’ So between Mann and Dewey and
many others, progressive educators built a particular kind of education that abetted communication and broad
participation.

It is that brand of education that is being contested today in our society. The manifestation of it is in testing
and accountability, but the social forces that contest it are strong and perhaps inexorable. Let me in my time
remaining sketch for you the powerful demographic forces that are contesting the strength and presence of public
education.

Public institution of all sorts in America are struggling for survival against the forces of demographic shifts,
the divisive influence of racial and ethnic prejudice, and the exigencies of a seriously weakened economy. This
struggle is critical to the future of K-12 public education. Based on work I did with Gene Glass?, I discuss here the
competing conceptions of individualism and communitarianism as a lens through which to view how population
pressures, prejudice, and financial concerns shape the politics and public debate over schools. These contesting
conceptions are everywhere apparent as Americans debate social policy in popular media: newspapers, talk-radio,
cable television, and the local coffee shop.

Individualism for our purpose here stands for a freedom from interference, whether that be a group or
organization, and what an individual lone person sees as their goals are paramount. Government has a strictly
limited function here, to protect the individual from any obligations imposed by the state, or any fetters that
prevent him or her from achieving personal goals. Individualism is distinct from liberalism in that the latter place
more emphasis on tolerance of other’s beliefs, values, and life styles. For many, the individualistic ethos would be
captured in popular writings by such authors as Ayn Rand. Modern communitarianism emerged in the 1980s,
largely as an antidote to prevailing philosophies of liberalism that placed too much emphasis, some believed, on
individual rights and too little emphasis on social responsibilities. Starting from the understanding that

autonomous persons do not exist in isolation, communitarians do not believe that individuals exist in isolation. In
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fact one might go so far as to say this is unintelligible to think of a separate person, that we are constituted by our
relations to other and to our immediate surroundings. Communitarians argued that the values of community
(starting with family, then neighborhood, and extending to school, city, and beyond) are necessary to balance a
society too often tipped in the direction of self-centeredness, greed, and power seeking.

Individualists maintain that their wealth has been gained entirely by their own, independent effort. Their
money is theirs and theirs alone and the “government has no right to take it.” Political debates and elections of
representatives turn on just such starkly simple argument. When addressing purely economic concerns,
communitarians, on the other hand, maintain that much of the wealth accruing to individuals is the result of the
efforts of a larger community of persons living and dead who have together created social capital through a
multitude of collective efforts.

The pressures on a communitarian ethos exerted by the nation’s rapidly shifting demographics (population)
and economy (the purse) are having a profound effect on public institutions of all types, especially K-12 public
education. Our focus here is on those pressures and how K-12 public education in America is being affected.

The most significant shifts in the U. S. demographics are these: the population is growing browner (more
Hispanic) and it is growing older. Both of these trends---the latter having been apparent for a half century, the
former for a couple decades---will continue well into the 21 Century, and fuel a suspicion of the other that has

educational manifestations. These trends have economic implications for resources for our schools.

The U. S. population is growing browner.

The largest demographic shift in the U. S. population in the last half century has been in the population share
of Hispanics. The Black share has remained constant at approximately 13 percent and the non-Hispanic White
share has decreased from approximately 90 to 65 percent. The percentage of the population identified as Hispanic

has nearly tripled to 15% since 1970. Hispanics are currently the largest minority in the nation.

The U. S. population is growing older.

As America ages, proportionately fewer families will have children of school age. In 1970, half of the
married couples had one or more children under 18 in their household. By 2005, that percentage had dropped
below 35 percent. This “shock of gray” will be a powerful force that will shape society and especially voting

patterns in my country.

Suspicion of the other.

The White majority would prefer to isolate its own children in private schools, where they assume they will
be safer and given a superior education. Daunted at the prospect of funding this form of exclusive schooling, the
White middle class is seeking to fund an ersatz form of private education within the public school system by

means of vouchers, charter schools, tuition tax credits, open enrollment, home schooling and the like.
Economic pressures on schooling.

Finally, another pressure on a widely supported, democratic, public education is the economy. Short term

gains have long characterized the economy of my country, especially a consumption of goods rather than savings.
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The “Subprime Mortgage Crisis” that hit the U. S. and world economies in 2007-2008 has produced what is
likely a temporary shift in personal finances toward savings; but when these economies right themselves, as they
surely will, businesses can expect a return to heavy consumption on the part of the population.

If we look at the way we assess students, economic considerations rise to the top. The tests can be written,
printed, distributed, and scored for an entire state for half the cost of building a single elementary school. In 2007,
a bill passed quickly through both the Arizona House and Senate that authorizes the payment of $1,500 in college
scholarship money to high school seniors who complete required hours for graduation and pass the state’s high
school graduation test, provided that they leave school before the beginning of their final semester. The cost of
maintaining a high school senior in school for a semester is about $3,500. Trading a $3,500 for a $1,500 expense
is an exchange most politicians are happy to make. And I have not even started to talk about the cost savings

measures of alternative certification and standardized, “teacher proof” curricula.

Conclusion

In sum, the pressures upon a robust notion of public education in my country are strong and gaining strength.
Individual ideas of wealth and privilege contest a communitarian ethic that gives meaning to a public education.
A populace that is becoming both browner (and more Hispanic) and grayer (older and white) leads to polar
opposition on the importance of education for all. Older whites do not want to support the education of the
burgeoning, younger, browner populace. Public education is viewed through a financial lens, fueled by concern
over who controls resources. As we have seen, schools needn’t be the shape or form we have them today. We can
change to accommodate our societal goals. Yet, the way forward must be through this growing scenario in my
country that I wanted to sketch for you today. I hope that we can all continue to seek ways in which we can think
together about how we, as educators, can work educating all our citizens for a vibrant, strong, democracy. Thank

you.

1. Dewey, J. (1985) Democracy and Education. In J. Boydston (Ed.), The Middle Works for John Dewey, volume 9 (p. 93). Carbondale:
Southern Illinois University Press.

2. I draw upon a chapter I wrote with Gene Glass for this section of the paper. See Glass, G. V., & Rud, A. G. (2012). The struggle
between individualism and communitarianism: The pressure of population, prejudice, and the purse. Review of Research in Education,
(36), 95-112.
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