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Chapter 3. The Place of the Schools in the Debate

‘[T]he state may “require teaching by instruction and study of all in our history and in the structure and organization 

of our government, including the guaranties of civil liberty, 

which tend to inspire patriotism and love of country”’.

-United States Supreme Court (1943)


The centrality of public education to the American identity debate is not a new phenomenon. Even before schooling came to be viewed as a state responsibility, education was an important instrument of cultural transmission and, consequently, a contentious locus for the American identity debate. Although much is made of the expansion of public school obligations in recent years (it is common for American schools today to provide health services, child care, psychological counselling, vocational training and recreational activities in addition to traditional coursework) education in the United States was never a purely academic endeavour. The growing array of responsibilities that today’s schools assume is less a transgression against historical precedent than a continuation of a centuries-old trend toward a greater state role in education and a greater role for education in children’s personal, moral and intellectual development.

Education and the state: a brief history


The absence of schooling from the Constitution’s list of federal responsibilities reflects the extent to which education was originally considered to be the domain of private institutional arrangements and local or state governments.
 The nation’s Founders could not have envisioned the extraordinary expansion of government power in general, and of federal power in particular, that has occurred over the last two hundred years—nor could they have anticipated the need for this expansion, especially in the field of education. Cultural, socio-economic, political and demographic changes in the New World rapidly rendered pre-existing notions of private and public roles obsolete: as the emerging nation grew and developed, traditional arrangements, whereby parents and religious institutions provided for the education of the children, became insufficient and state intervention in the educational process became inevitable.

The colonial years


The English colonists who established settlements on the eastern coast of North America in the early 1600s had no intention of relying on the state for the education of their children.
 Importing a traditional practice to their new home, the settlers in Massachusetts in the North and Virginia in the South initially left the transmission of cultural values and intellectual skills in the hands of parents and religious institutions. Family networks were tightly-woven, so intergenerational contact could be trusted to initiate children into the mores of their culture. To the extent that academic training was considered necessary, there was no suggestion that the state bore any responsibility for providing it—and because the principal function of literacy was to facilitate religious activity, the churches were the obvious educational institutions. 


The notion of publicly-funded education was particularly foreign to the agrarian South.
 Wealthy planters hired tutors to educate their own children, and the agricultural aristocracy defended its dominance by preserving the illiteracy of the black slaves whose labour was essential to the southern tobacco-based (and, later, cotton-based) economy. White children whose parents could not afford to provide private tuition benefited from charity schools established by private philanthropies or by the Anglican Church, which was the official church of the southern colonies. The only state intervention in education was the regulation of apprenticeship, which ‘marked the first legal attempt by the colonies to enforce a child’s education’.


In the North, however, education was from the beginning a more formal process than it was in the South. Most of the settlers in the Massachusetts Bay Colony were Puritans, members of a Protestant sect loyal to the Anglican Church but convinced that it needed reform. Puritan ideas, which dominated Massachusetts and strongly influenced the other northern colonies, included a determination to ensure that all children could read the Bible. For the purpose of training ministers, the Puritan settlers established Harvard College in 1636—only six years after they arrived on American soil. ‘After God had carried us safe to New England, and wee had builded our houses, provided necessaries for our livlihood, rear’d convenient places for God’s worship and settled the Civill Government’, recalled one of Harvard’s founders, ‘One of the next things we longed for, and looked after was to advance Learning and Perpetuate it to Posterity’.


The challenge of adapting to an unfamiliar and sometimes dangerous environment strained family networks and threatened cultural cohesion. ‘In conquering a strange wilderness and in devising new patterns of social relationships’, Alexander Rippa writes, ‘the colonists soon found their old modes of thinking changed, their family ties weakened, and their attitudes and hopes altered’.
 Governing officials became concerned that families were failing adequately to provide for the education of their children, and officials in Virginia and Massachusetts responded to this perceived problem by enacting ‘what have since become known as the first American laws concerning education’.
 The Massachusetts law of 1642 castigated parents for neglecting their children’s educational needs and required them to ensure that their children could ‘read and understand the principles of religion and the capitall lawes of this country’.
 The Virginia law, adopted in the same year as the Massachusetts one, mandated that local officials ‘maintaine and educate’ children whose parents ‘are disabled’.


Public education came early to Massachusetts. Colonists established the Boston Public Latin School in 1635—today Boston Latin proclaims itself the oldest secondary school in America (though the title of oldest public high school probably belongs to Boston English High School, which was founded in 1821, because Boston Latin was only partially supported by public funds).
 In 1647 Massachusetts enacted legislation requiring public support for schools and providing ‘the first legal basis of a public-school system in Massachusetts’.
 With the Massachusetts law as a model, other colonies soon had similar statutes on their books.

Education in the new nation: common schooling takes hold


As America emerged from its war for independence from England, the clamour for public education gradually grew louder. Westward expansion, northern industrialisation, and the demands of a nascent democracy contributed to the increasing support for taxpayer-funded schooling. Massachusetts enacted the nation’s first compulsory schooling statute in 1852, requiring all children between eight and fourteen years of age to attend school.
 By the time the young and already divided nation succumbed to civil war in 1861, the idea that the state could tax its residents to pay for the education of its youth had gained widespread acceptance, and free common schools had been established throughout the North and in much of the newly-settled West.


Thomas Jefferson, the Virginia statesman who had been the primary author of the Declaration of Independence in 1776, was an early proponent of public education. Even before the American Revolution’s 1783 conclusion, Jefferson proposed that the Virginia legislature enact a ‘Bill for the More General Diffusion of Knowledge’, to cultivate an informed electorate and to nurture future political leaders. His 1779 plan proposed that the state provide free education to white children for three years, with additional free schooling for selected students. ‘By this means’, Jefferson wrote in his Notes on the State of Virginia, ‘twenty of the best geniuses will be raked from the rubbish annually, and be instructed, at the public expense...’.
 The state legislature, however, failed to adopt either Jefferson’s original proposal or the revised ‘Bill for Establishing a System of Public Education’, which was suggested in 1817.


The expansion of the United States toward the western edge of the North American continent in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries wrought a concurrent expansion of state support for education. Families settling in the undeveloped West were less constrained than their east coast contemporaries by the traditions of church-sanctioned and privately-provided education.
 Furthermore, legislation incorporating newly-settled territories into the United States—first under the auspices of the Articles of Confederation, which governed the country until 1789, and then under the Constitution—generally required that each township dedicate a tract of land to the support of education, either to serve as the site of a public school or to be rented or sold so that the resulting revenue could be used to fund education. This arrangement, which was followed in the Northwest Territory in 1785, Ohio in 1802, and most other states admitted to the Union in the next fifty years, marked a notable movement toward universal public education, but it alone did not result in free schools for all children.


The industrialisation of the northern US was another factor contributing to the growth of public education in the nineteenth century. With the spread of textile factories and iron mills throughout the Northeast, an industrial working class emerged and began demanding improved labour conditions, increased wages, and free education for its children. The transformation of northern cities into manufacturing centres in the early-1800s was accompanied by increased urban poverty, and workers began to demand public education as a remedy. The workers’ political parties called for a free public school system, and labour leaders argued that taxpayer-supported education would forestall the deepening of class divisions in America.


Several educational reformers in the north-eastern United States were instrumental in the eventual spread of public education. James G. Carter, who completed his degree at Harvard College in 1820, spent the next seventeen years labouring to formalise a state organisational structure for the management of ‘common schools’. A 1789 Massachusetts law had codified the already-standard practice whereby local districts controlled the schools, and in 1800 these districts gained the power to levy taxes to support education. Carter’s lobbying efforts resulted in an 1827 law requiring localities with at least five hundred families to provide tax-supported secondary education. In 1834, Carter successfully pushed for the creation of a state fund to supplement town educational funds, and after winning election to the state legislature Carter engineered the 1837 passage of a law creating a state board of education, the first such law in the United States.
 


The first secretary appointed by the Massachusetts Board of Education was a lawyer and state senator named Horace Mann, whose eleven-year tenure was a pivotal period in the spread of common schools throughout the northern United States. Mann was a relentless advocate of free and universal public schooling, defending his vision in the Common School Journal which he founded and edited, and in a series of widely-influential annual reports. By the time Mann resigned his position in 1848, ‘Massachusetts led the nation in the movement for free public schools. The financial support of the common schools in the state was doubled, three normal schools were founded, and the professionalization of teaching was greatly enhanced’.


Massachusetts was perhaps the pioneer in establishing extensive public school networks, but other states were embracing the idea at the same time. Connecticut instituted a state board of education a year after Massachusetts did, and its first secretary, Henry Barnard, later became Rhode Island’s first commissioner of education and eventually the first United States education commissioner.
 New York and Maryland had appointed state superintendents of education in 1813 and 1826, respectively. Pennsylvania enacted the Free School Act of 1834 over the opposition of German-speaking residents who opposed taxation and preferred to preserve their cultural integrity by educating their children in parochial schools. And the momentum generated by James Carter’s and Horace Mann’s successes in Massachusetts resulted in the establishment of public schools in Maine, New Hampshire and Vermont. By the outbreak of the Civil War, most northern states provided tax-funded elementary school education, and some offered free secondary education as well, with Massachusetts boasting over one hundred public high schools.


In the South, meanwhile, the cry for public schooling was considerably quieter. Eli Whitney’s invention of the cotton gin at the turn of the century had spawned a southern economy in which, in the 1858 words of South Carolina Senator James Henry Hammond, ‘Cotton is king’.
 This agricultural economy, and its reliance on slave labour, perpetuated a rural caste society even as the North was industrialising and urbanising, and as northern workers were organising. Southern planters were hostile to public education because they feared that the spread of Enlightenment ideas would undermine the stratified system from which they benefited and would nurture support for the abolition of slavery. Furthermore, wealthy southerners saw no reason they should subsidise the education of poor children. Thus, public schools were a relative rarity in the South by the middle of the nineteenth century.


In fact, Neal Kumar Katyal argues that the Civil War was at least partially motivated by southern resistance to public schooling. Abolitionists who supported extending educational access to southern blacks called it a ‘war over education’, and when the war ended former Confederate States were permitted to re-enter the Union only if their constitutions explicitly guaranteed a right to education.

A growing federal role in the twentieth century


Between the end of the American Civil War in 1865 and the end of World War II eighty years later, public education became commonplace throughout the United States. In 1867 the first federal Education Department was established, although federal involvement in education remained marginal.
 The notion that the state had not only the power but also the imperative to tax its citizens for the support of free schools ceased to be an alien concept. And with the waves of European immigration at the turn of the twentieth century (see Graph 3-1), public schools became an increasingly important force in preparing children for the challenges of American life. By 1930, public school enrolment nation-wide was 25 million, states were spending $2.3 million annually on education, and secondary-school enrolments were 400 percent higher than they had been only twenty years earlier.
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The responsibility for education had shifted dramatically in the previous 150 years, from families, churches and private philanthropies to formal school districts supervised and financed by the states. But until the mid-twentieth century, the federal role in education remained negligible. In the aftermath of World War II, a new shift of educational authority began.


The first indication of this shift came as the war was drawing to a close, with the passage of the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944. Better known as the GI Bill of Rights, the act signalled an acceptance of federal intervention in higher education. The legislation, designed to offer a variety of benefits to war veterans, included provisions subsidising their university and living expenses. The GI Bill of Rights was a successful and relatively unthreatening federal foray into higher education, because it dramatically increased university enrolments without interfering either with students’ choice of educational institutions or with universities’ choice of their students.


Federal involvement in education at the elementary and secondary levels met with greater resistance. The white South had been solidly Democratic since losing the Civil War at the hands of Republican president Abraham Lincoln. Because the rest of the country had only begun sending large numbers of Democrats to the Congress since Franklin Delano Roosevelt assembled his New Deal coalition in 1932, southern Democrats had been in Congress considerably longer than their northern colleagues. And because congressional committee chairmanships were allocated on a seniority basis, they were held disproportionately by southern legislators. These legislators used their power to resist ceding educational authority to the federal government, for fear that any such shift would result in pressure from the North to dismantle the South’s racially segregated school system.


In addition, religious institutions stymied efforts at passing federal education legislation because they objected to proposals that would provide funds to state-established schools without making federal money similarly available to parochial schools. Traditionally-conservative business groups like the US Chamber of Commerce and the National Association of Manufacturers also were wary of entrusting a federal bureaucracy with responsibility for education. As a result of opposition from these sources, several efforts to enact federal education legislation in the 1940s and 1950s failed.


One of the first cracks in the opposition to federal aid for education was hastened by the Russian launch of Sputnik, which embarrassed the US and generated popular support for vigorous educational initiatives to help America regain technological supremacy. The National Defense Education Act, enacted in 1958, provided federal funds to support education in science, mathematics and foreign languages. ‘The active federal aid lobby, defeated so many times in the past’, writes Diane Ravitch, ‘was happy to latch onto national security as a vehicle to establish the legitimacy of the federal role in supporting education’.


In addition to Sputnik, several events caused the wall of opposition to federal aid to crumble. In 1954, the Supreme Court had issued its unanimous decision in the case of Brown v. Board of Education, in which it declared that racially segregated schools were unconstitutional.
 The Brown decision constituted a federal proclamation on the divisive issue of race and education, substantially weakening future congressional efforts to include funding for segregated schools in proposed educational legislation—and thereby removing a major obstacle to the expansion of federal support for education. In 1964, capitalising on public sympathy generated by the assassination of John F. Kennedy, President Lyndon Johnson won congressional approval of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which soon would become a vehicle for enormous expansion of federal authority in a variety of areas.
 The Civil Rights Act prohibited discrimination on the basis of race, religion or national origin in public facilities and denied federal funds to any racially discriminatory program.


Finally, after winning a landslide electoral victory in 1964 and gaining solid Democratic majorities in both houses of Congress, President Johnson renewed the drive for a federal education law. With the issue of race having been addressed by the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Johnson neutralised religious opponents of federal aid to education by integrating the proposed education bill into his War on Poverty. Johnson’s formula allotted federal funds both to public educational institutions and to poor children attending private schools. ‘So, having finally broken the race-religion deadlock’, Ravitch writes, ‘the president’s bill proceeded with remarkable celerity through Congress’.
 The Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 1965 established a significant federal presence in the field of education and facilitated the eventual exercise of enormous federal authority over educational policy.
 The 1964 Civil Rights Act’s Title VI, which authorised the federal government to withdraw funding from any discriminatory program, meant that once school districts began accepting federal funds under the ESEA they would be subject to intense federal scrutiny of their programs.


Since the mid-1960s, school districts have become increasingly dependent on federal funds (see Graph 3-2), and therefore increasingly subject to federal regulation of their policies. By 1979, when President Jimmy Carter rewarded the national education lobby for its political support by establishing a new cabinet-level Education Department, federal education spending approached $39 billion per year. Moreover, despite consistent calls by newly-dominant Republicans in Congress to dismantle the Education Department, federal support for education in 1995 surpassed $100 billion.
 State and local education agencies received $23.2 billion from various federal sources for elementary and secondary education alone.
 And while this sum represents only a fraction of total educational expenditures nation-wide (see Table 3-1), it is enough to enable the federal government to impose its policy preferences on public schooling, and to promote a lively struggle to mould those preferences in the image of competing cultural and political priorities.

Education and the American identity debate


Even before the federal government assumed any substantial authority over the provision of public education, schools were entrusted with diverse and not always compatible responsibilities. ‘Whether in the early nineteenth century or the late twentieth century’, Diane Ravitch notes,

Americans have argued for more schooling on the grounds that it would preserve democracy, eliminate poverty, lower the crime rate, enrich the common culture, reduce unemployment, ease the assimilation of immigrants to the nation, overcome differences between ethnic groups, advance scientific and technological progress, prevent traffic accidents, raise health standards, refine moral character, and guide young people into useful occupations.


As this inventory indicates, American schools are expected to serve a variety of purposes that range from the strictly utilitarian (vocational training, skills development) to the politically sublime (‘preserve democracy’, ‘refine moral character’) to the socio-cultural (‘enrich the common culture’, ‘ease the assimilation of immigrants...’). Furthermore, as Ravitch suggests, while certain details may have varied over time, the broad outlines of this catalogue of purposes are not new.

Educating a diverse citizenry


Education historically has performed various functions depending on the perceived needs of the student population and of the larger society. In colonial times, when schools served primarily as religious training grounds, their emphasis was on developing literacy. In the early eighteenth century, though, Benjamin Franklin attempted to establish a school in Pennsylvania with avowedly utilitarian functions. Still, ‘[t]he classical program and the college-preparatory function of the Latin grammar school remained dominant and deeply entrenched’.
 


America’s development as a commercial nation in the early 1800s necessitated vocationally-oriented schools, and throughout the nineteenth century business leaders urged educators to structure curricula that would prepare students for industrial and commercial careers.
 Nonetheless, schools generally retained a traditional classics-based curriculum, and until the mid-1900s the purpose of secondary education for most American students was to prepare them to enter university. The extent to which schooling was primarily the domain of university-bound students is reflected in the fact that, as recently as 1916, almost none of the States required children to attend school beyond their eighth year, so long as they were employed.


The question of what function schools ought to serve was particularly troublesome in the context of racism. Booker T. Washington founded the Tuskegee Institute in 1881 for the purpose of equipping blacks with industrial and technical skills, and he argued that blacks should achieve self-sufficiency and economic efficiency before demanding political rights.
 He viewed education for blacks as serving primarily vocational rather than intellectual purposes. W.E.B. Du Bois, on the other hand, insisted that blacks develop their intellects and demand full political equality, and he dismissed Washington’s program as a capitulation to white racism.


In any event, by the middle of the twentieth century education was becoming widely accessible, and the availability of educational opportunities for people from across the socio-economic spectrum increased pressure on the schools to present curricula that met the needs of diverse student populations. With the institution of a compulsory schooling age and the increased acceptance of universal schooling, ‘the schools had to become an agency of social adjustment for all American youth, guiding them into adulthood and preparing them to enter occupations suited to their needs as well as to society’s’.
 Critics of this trend in so-called progressive education continued to argue that schools should serve primarily as incubators of intellectual growth, and the Educational Policies Commission released a statement in 1961 affirming that ‘“the central purpose of American education” is to develop in students the ability to think’.
 Nonetheless, both the ongoing democratisation and the unavoidable politicisation of public education ensure that American schools will face sustained pressure to accomplish a variety of additional objectives beyond that of academic instruction.

Platforms for the American identity debate


As parents and private institutions gradually have ceded their educational authority to the state, and as the role of public education has broadened to include quasi-parental functions, public schools increasingly have become popular platforms from which to conduct the American identity debate. From the beginning, schools fulfilled a cultural as well as an academic purpose, and the expansion of the educational enterprise makes it impossible—if ever it was possible—to detach the classroom from its social context or to divorce educational issues from larger social ones. ‘As the tendency grew to think about educational issues as social problems’, Ravitch writes, ‘the issues themselves became national in scope, and educational institutions were often thrust into the center of major social conflicts, serving as a hostage or a prize for partisans in ideological and political disputes’.
 It therefore is unsurprising that the competing conceptions of national identity discussed in chapter two have found their way into public school curricula at various times in the last two centuries and continue to contend for supremacy there today.

Nativism and melting pot liberalism in the schools


Virtually the moment English colonists set foot on North American soil, education became an instrument of cultural cohesion and schools the cauldrons in which Crèveceour’s ‘new race of men’ was to be brewed. In fact, even before the colonisation of the New World, religious education had functioned as a cultural unifier, introducing English children to the common norms of their society. The church ‘provided the highest sanctions for the accepted forms of behavior, and brought the child into close relationship with the intangible loyalties, the ethos and highest principles, of the society in which he lived’.
 As the settlers in the American colonies encountered alien circumstances, schools assumed an explicit cultural function and education became ‘an instrument of deliberate social purpose’.
 By the end of the eighteenth century, President George Washington would call, in vain, for the establishment of a national university for the purpose of ‘creating a common national culture by bringing together within one institution students from all areas of the country’.


Education emerged early as the preferred nativist instrument for the cultivation of cultural unity in multicultural America. Some of the first interactions between the colonists and the indigenous Indians who had resided on the North American continent for centuries before the arrival of the Europeans came in the form of missionary education. Whether due to Christian goodness or ethnocentric xenophobia, English settlers sought through religious education to impose their own cultural practices and spiritual values first on the Indians and then both on black slaves and on the German settlers residing in parts of Pennsylvania.


As the American population grew more culturally diverse in the nineteenth century, education became an increasingly important vehicle to promote assimilation. The desire for cultural unity offered educational reformers a persuasive argument in favour of public education, with Horace Mann, among others, suggesting in the 1840s that common schools would eliminate social and political differences.
 The arrival of masses of primarily Irish and German immigrants in the early- to mid-1800s heightened concerns about cultural balkanisation and generated support for the contention that ‘more than any social institution, the common school would help to “Americanize” the immigrants’.


The number of immigrants arriving on American shores grew rapidly toward the end of the nineteenth century, increasing the pressure on public schools to help the newly arrived children to assimilate into the ‘mainstream’ American culture. Between 1880 and 1914, over 22 million immigrants entered the United States, and this wave was less obviously assimilable than the one that arrived from northern and western Europe in the mid-1800s (see Graph 3-1). Nearly 6.5 million people from southern and eastern Europe emigrated to the United States between 1900 and 1914.
 Unable to speak English and unfamiliar with the traditions of their adopted land, these immigrants generally resided in culturally segregated urban enclaves, ‘clinging tenaciously to Old World languages, mores, and political orientations’.
 Nativist proponents of assimilation, or ‘Americanisation,’ viewed public education as a way

to break up these groups or settlements, to assimilate and amalgamate these people as part of our American race, and to implant in their children, so far as can be done, the Anglo-Saxon conception of righteousness, law and order, and popular government, and to awaken in them a reverence for our democratic institutions and for those things in our national life which we as a people hold to be of abiding worth.


The onset of World War I brought an added urgency to this task, as ‘the United States went through a period of hysterical affirmation of Americanism and oneness’.
 Americanisation programs in public schools became patently jingoistic, not only teaching American laws and traditions, but also enforcing patriotic rituals like the recitation of the Pledge of Allegiance.
 Foreign languages, particularly German, came to be viewed with chauvinistic disdain, and ‘any form of dual loyalty that threatened a total commitment to the United States and its allies was viewed with fierce suspicion...’.
 In 1923, voters in Oregon approved a referendum requiring children to attend public schools. The law, which the Ku Klux Klan promoted, intended to remove students from (mostly Catholic) private schools and ensure that they all underwent a uniform, state-sponsored process of cultural assimilation. Said one Klansman: ‘Somehow these mongrel hordes must be Americanized; failing that, deportation is the only remedy’.
 Two years later the US Supreme Court struck down the law, holding that while a State could compel school attendance it could not monopolise educational options.


‘Americanisation’ was not, however, solely an exercise in nativist xenophobia. In the face of rampant prejudice and discrimination against racial and cultural minorities, many melting pot liberals believed that by adopting ‘American’ cultural traditions, immigrants might ease comfortably into the mainstream. Assimilation offered minorities the hope that they could gain acceptance by members of the dominant American culture, and while many newly-arrived immigrants resisted cultural integration at first, Nathan Glazer contends that acculturation and assimilation were ‘not simply the positions of the old Americans who were antagonistic to new immigrants and non-white races; they were also the positions of those who were most sympathetic to these groups and who understood them best, and even of the representatives of these groups’.
 Indeed, as recently as the 1950s, civil rights organisations like the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and the Urban League pursued an indisputably assimilationist agenda.


Since the 1960s, America has witnessed a swell of resistance by racial minorities to the assimilationist enterprise. This resistance stems in part from a frustration with the pace of progress, a feeling that the promise of racial reconciliation has yet to be fulfilled, a disenchantment with the original contract in which minority groups agreed to exchange their cultural heritage for unprejudiced acceptance by mainstream America. Non-white Americans resist comparisons to the turn-of-the-century European immigrants who successfully assimilated, arguing that their skin colour ensures they will remain forever identifiable as different from the white majority.
 But the disenchantment with integration also derives from a sense that assimilation required an unfair cultural sacrifice from the outset, one which may have been acceptable when it seemed to be the only alternative to continued oppression but which ceased to be palatable once the bonds of overt legalised discrimination were removed. Nonetheless, the notion that the public schools are responsible for ‘the making of Americans’,
 remains widely accepted, even as the struggle to define the term ‘American’ continues.

Cultural pluralism in the schools


Recent dissatisfaction with assimilation has engendered an educational movement supportive of multiculturalism and bilingualism, but the use of education to reinforce cultural and linguistic heritage is not new. Non-English-speaking peoples in the New World, particularly the Quakers in Pennsylvania and the Dutch in New York (which initially was the colony of New Amsterdam) strove from the beginning to retain their indigenous traditions. The Quakers, members of the Society of Friends, settled in Pennsylvania at the behest of William Penn, the colony’s founder and a Quaker himself. There they established distinct communities ‘and developed a social isolation that has persisted with varying degrees of intensity to the present time’.
 The Dutch, for their part, lost control of their colony to the English in 1664 but maintained a school system that served to perpetuate their cultural traditions and preserve their language. Once New Amsterdam came under English occupation, the Dutch school ‘became a fortress against acculturation. Dutch parents and church leaders vigorously resisted the adoption of the English language’.


Of course, the English settlers also were determined to preserve their cultural mores after arriving on the North American continent. The English family traditionally had borne the primary responsibility for transmitting these mores from generation to generation, but as traditional arrangements proved to be insufficient the colonists sought support from the state.
 The movement toward state-enforced schooling in the mid-1600s, reflected by laws establishing locally-managed schools in Massachusetts and Connecticut, 

flowed from the fear of the imminent loss of cultural standards, of the possibility that civilization itself would be “buried in the grave of our fathers”. The Puritans quite deliberately transferred the maimed functions of the family to formal instructional institutions, and in so doing not only endowed schools with a new importance but expanded their purpose beyond pragmatic vocationalism toward vaguer but more basic cultural goals.


Public education, then, was designed from the start not only to acculturate non-English people into the dominant culture but also to ensure that English people themselves managed to perpetuate that culture.


The perpetuation of non-English cultures, however, generally remained in the domain of private educational institutions, and by the nineteenth century parochial schools were commonly enlisted in defence of cultural traditions. The eastern and southern European immigrants who arrived in the United States in waves throughout the 1800s and early 1900s established their own parochial schools and instructed their children in their native languages rather than in English. These immigrants strove to adapt to American society without abandoning ‘those folkways and religious values that gave meaning and warmth to family life’.
 They sought acceptance, but resisted acculturation.


Limited acceptance finally came their way in the 1940s, with the United States eager to showcase its racial and cultural tolerance in contrast to Nazi Germany’s vicious racism and intolerance. Public schools adopted ‘intercultural’ curricula that promoted appreciation of cultural heritage and taught tolerance of racial, religious and cultural diversity.
 But the state’s position on multiculturalism at this time was one of neutrality, rather than advocacy. ‘Certainly there was no notion that it was the task of the public schools to present or preserve a full-bodied version of ethnic cultures’, Nathan Glazer writes. ‘It was enough to teach tolerance of whatever existed’.
 Intercultural education in the 1940s was intended to alleviate prejudice, reduce discrimination, and ease the eventual assimilation of minority groups into the majority culture.


Eventually, however, the state came under pressure to help reinforce cultural heritage rather than merely respecting it. By the 1960s, representatives of black and other minority groups were demanding that American public policymakers recognise that separate cultural entities not only exist in the United States, but also that they ‘will continue to exist, that they have value, and that there are both pragmatic and moral reasons why the government should provide some assistance to their maintenance’.
 The Black Power movement inspired heightened racial assertiveness among minorities who were growing increasingly disillusioned with the assimilationist bargain. It also inspired the Chicano movement among Mexican-Americans (mostly in the Southwest). Chicanos, like blacks, demanded that educational curricula be revised to account for the historical, literary and cultural contributions of minority groups. Rejecting assimilation, they vowed (in the words of a 1967 Chicano poem), ‘I will never be absorbed’.
 These sentiments spawned multiculturalism, which asserted that by requiring minorities to relinquish their language and culture, the American public school system failed to fulfil its promise of equal educational opportunity.
 

Democratic universalism in the schools


It is perhaps fitting that, as soon as the authority over education shifted from religious institutions to the state, schools assumed responsibility for initiating children into the country’s political religion: the set of occasionally contradictory but nonetheless widely embraced values—liberty, equality, individualism, tolerance—comprising what is known as the American Creed. Since the Revolution, schools have functioned as transmitters of the civic culture that democratic universalists invoke today as the national cultural unifier. The ideology of the Creed and the virtues of American-style democracy long have been as intrinsic to education as recitations of the alphabet or memorisation of the multiplication tables.


Thomas Jefferson, you will recall, proposed a system of public education for the purpose of selecting future political leaders. Although his proposal was rejected by the Virginia legislature, his concern for inculcating respect for and understanding of American civic values was reflected in other educational efforts of the early nineteenth century. Alexander Rippa claims, for instance, that American leaders witnessing the ‘chaos in Europe after the French Revolution’ attempted to arouse patriotic unity in American children. ‘In line with this nationalist sentiment’, he maintains, ‘most American schoolbooks in one way or another were filled with repetitious, patriotic motifs’.
 Furthermore, Thaddeus Stevens echoed Jefferson’s rationale when he spoke in defence of the Pennsylvania Free School Act of 1834: ‘If an elective republic is to endure for any great length of time, every elector must have sufficient information...to direct wisely the legislatures, the ambassadors, and the executive of the nation—for some part of all these things, some agency in approving or disapproving them, falls to every freeman’.
 In Massachusetts one hundred years later, Horace Mann enlisted similar arguments in support of free ‘common’ schools. Common schooling, Mann contended, would establish shared political principles which would, in turn, reinforce American democracy.


The role of public schools as incubators of civic virtue became particularly pronounced in the 1940s and 1950s. Progressive educators of the time stressed ‘self realisation’, ‘human relationships’, ‘economic efficiency’ and ‘civic responsibility’ as the primary goals of education.
 Critics of progressive education, for their part, decried the focus on ‘shaping their children’s attitudes and values [rather than] developing their minds’, but they were no less concerned about the values their children learned and for many of them the fight against progressive education represented ‘a patriotic crusade to cleanse the schools of subversive influences’.
 The ideological impulses underlying US involvement in World War II cultivated a determination to use the schools as vehicles for Creedal transmission, with scholars contending that ‘[t]he political function of the schools is to teach Americanism...’
 and advocates of federal funding for education exploiting wartime enthusiasm for the perpetuation of democratic ideals.
 


At the height of this patriotic frenzy, West Virginia enacted a law requiring schools to promote ‘the ideals, principles and spirit of Americanism’, and one school board responded by adopting a resolution that required all students to salute the American flag. The resolution invoked ‘national unity’ as the basis for this requirement, but in 1943 the Supreme Court ruled that coercing national pride was the wrong way to imbue students with respect for American freedoms. Obviously cognisant of the need to support liberty at home while America was fighting fascism abroad, the Court referred to ‘the fast failing efforts of our present totalitarian enemies’ and concluded: ‘Compulsory unification of opinion achieves only the unanimity of the graveyard’.
 (In rejecting compulsory oaths of loyalty, the Court also declared, ‘If there are any circumstances which permit an exception, they do not now occur to us.’
 Within only a few years, the McCarthy era—and the Court’s acquiescence to some of its abuses—would prove this bold statement to be gravely unimaginative.)


In the latter half of the twentieth century, even as civil rights battles caused the American identity debate to intensify, the notion that schools function at least partly to transmit democratic values became increasingly embedded in the fabric of the law. When the Supreme Court ended racial segregation in schools in 1954, it commented on ‘the importance of education to our democratic society’, concluding: ‘It is required in the performance of our most basic public responsibilities, even service in the armed forces. It is the very foundation of good citizenship’.
 Similarly, when the Court in 1979 upheld a New York law that forbade non-citizens from teaching in public schools, it emphasized the role of public schools in ‘inculcating fundamental values necessary to the maintenance of a democratic political system…’.


Today, public schools continue to induct students into the political faith of the American Creed, but the nation’s civic canon has its detractors. In 1995, for instance, proposed guidelines for teaching American history provoked a national furore because of their perceived disrespect for the nation’s conventional cultural and political idols. Lynn Cheney, a former chairwoman of the National Endowment for the Humanities, complained that the proposed standards concentrated too heavily on negative episodes from US history rather than emphasising the positive accomplishments of the nation’s white male heroes.
 The controversy, which resulted in a revised set of national history standards in the spring of 1996, represented at least in part a dispute over whether the traditional patron saints of American democracy—Jefferson, Madison, Lincoln—should recede in favour of a more multicultural mythology. Still, even as competing political actors debate which cultural icons best symbolise the national value system, there remains widespread agreement on the values themselves. ‘Even the most severe critics of this nation’, Diane Ravitch remarks, ‘ultimately invoke the nation’s ideals as a benchmark for their critique’.


The nation’s ideals do indeed retain widespread appeal. But the question driving controversies like the one over national history standards is to what extent America’s traditional political icons embody those ideals. This question arose from the 1960s trend away from assimilationism and toward multiculturalism, a trend which caused revisionist scholars to spotlight the shortcomings of the canonical heroes (like Thomas Jefferson’s ownership of slaves) and to exalt the heroism of previously ignored minorities. And it is from the sparks of this volatile clash between multiculturalism and assimilationism that the movement for bilingual education emerged.

Graph 3-1. Immigrants to the United States, in Thousands: 1880-1915
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Source: US Census Bureau (1970), 105-106





Graph 3-2. Federal elementary & secondary education funds, in billions of dollars: 1965 to 1995
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Source: National Center for Education Statistics (1995), 33. Current dollars reflect actual amount spent in the year indicated. Constant dollars are 1995 values based on inflation.








Table 3-1.	Elementary and secondary education spending, by source: 1980 to 1995 (in billions of dollars)


�
1980�
1990�
1995�
�
Total spending�
$103.2�
$230.7�
$307.5�
�
Federal sources


(percent of total)�
$12.3


(11.9%)�
$17.2


(7.5%)�
$26.2


(8.5%)�
�
Through state agencies�
$0.9�
$1.2�
$2.5�
�
Through local agencies�
$10.9�
$13.9�
$20.7�
�
Other federal sources�
$0.5�
$2.1�
$3.0�
�
Non-federal sources (percent of total)�
$90.9


(88.1%)�
$213.5


(92.5%)�
$281.3


(91.5%)�
�
Source: National Center for Education Statistics (1995), 19-22.


Because of rounding, totals may not equal 100%.
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