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Preface 
Gai l  M. Boldt  

In January, President Obama went to the University of Michigan to announce new measures designed to 
battle the rising costs of college tuition. Speaking to an enthusiastic crowd of students, the President 
promised: "We are putting colleges on notice -- you can't keep, you can't assume that you'll just jack up 
tuition every single year. If you can't stop tuition from going up, then the funding you get from taxpayers 
each year will go down. We should push colleges to do better. We should hold them accountable if they 
don't” (Huffington Post, 2012).  

For anyone who has worked in pre-kindergarten through high school public education over the past 
decade, the significance of the President’s use of the term “accountable” could not be missed. By now, 
ten years after the passage of No Child Left Behind and three years into Race to the Top, the carrot and 
stick approach – “Do what we say and hope to be rewarded; fail to do what we say and expect 
punishment” – has become entrenched in the consciousness of American educators. The rise to 
prominence of the accountability discourse has been a part of a drive to privatize a once public sector, 
supported by a nation-wide adoption of the belief that 1) the private sector is effectively regulated by 
mechanisms at play in the marketplace and that 2) this model provides an ideal for the reformation of 
public education.  

Central to the drive for privatization has been the assumption that teachers need to become subject to 
the rigors of empirically determined approaches for increased efficiency, best practices, and quantifiable 
measures of effectiveness to assure that every penny of funding was well spent and that nothing was 
wasted (Shore and Wright, 2000). Of course, such an approach required reducing what counts as 
worthwhile education to a standardized list of measurable goals determined by outside experts which 
also, not coincidentally, allowed for the scaling of commercial curriculum and training that made 
education an ever more attractive field for corporate and venture capitalist investment (Ash, 2012).  

It has not escaped the notice of those of us who work in university-level teacher education programs 
that thus far, our K – 12 colleagues have borne the brunt of demonization and deprofessionalization, of 
the dehumanizing effects of standardization in their relationships with students and the 
impoverishment of curriculum. Still, because the work of university-level teacher education is tied to 
state departments of education for teacher licensure, teacher educators have not escaped assaults on 
our professional judgment or academic freedom when it comes to the ways we teach and assess our 
students. The President’s announcement that universities will increasingly be subjected to the same 
kinds of accountability measures that we have seen applied to primary and secondary school educators 
sends chills down our spines; many of us have long feared that it was only a matter of time until we 
suffered a similar loss of control over our professional lives and the things we hold most dear that our K-
12 colleagues have already faced.  
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I was an elementary school teacher in the decade of the 1990’s, in a time and place where I had not only 
substantial control over the daily curriculum, but also real support and mentoring as I struggled with the 
incredibly difficult and incredibly rewarding task of becoming the best teacher I could be for the unique 
group of children who year after year came into my classroom. The principal of the school where I taught 
called the teachers her “brain trust.” She simultaneously held us to high expectations for what our 
students could accomplish and queried us about what we needed to achieve those things with our 
students. I remember my years in that school as the best kind of exhausting and all-consuming 
challenge. For me and other teachers at that school, the reward for our investment of blood, sweat and 
tears and the reward to the administration for the investment of respect, resources and time, came in 
our ability to work individually and collegially toward the creation of classrooms in which both students 
and teachers could often find their best selves. 

Despite everything that has changed in the years I have been out of an elementary classroom, I continue 
to work with my teacher education students as if expert teacher knowledge and passion still matter. My 
students are smart and talented and they long to create rich and meaningful classrooms where all 
children can succeed in ways that exceed what is imagined and valued in many of the standardized 
curricula and tests that they must implement as teachers. Still, I worry with them about how to navigate 
the demands for teaching to measures of market efficiency and impoverished proofs of effectiveness and 
yet still find the support, commitment and imagination to rise above the current deadening state of 
education. The President’s speech simply compounds that worry for me, as I wonder how my classroom 
practices may be forced to change in the brave new world “value added” university education. 

In the Spring of 2011, just as the protests over Wisconsin governor Scott Walker’s assault on public 
sector unions were in full force, I met Bill Ayers at a discussion held among teachers and university 
faculty at Park Forest Elementary School in State College, Pennsylvania. Under the leadership of 
Principal Donnan Stoicovy, Park Forest teachers work deliberately with students to create a school 
community in which all members are thoughtful and active participants in a democratic approach to 
education. Not surprisingly, the relationship between the state of American democracy and the 
deprofessionalization of teachers was a frequent topic of conversation. At one point, our talk turned to 
the need for high profile efforts to take back the discourses about teachers and education.  

This was the conversation that was on my mind when I proposed this special issue of the Bank Street 
Occasional Papers, Challenging the Politics of the Teacher Accountability Movement: Toward a More 
Hopeful Educational Future. I was delighted that Bill Ayers agreed to join me as co-editor. In this issue, 
we present a series of short essays by eleven leading American educators. We invited each contributor to 
submit what we envisioned as expressions of concern, conviction, passion, and even anger over the 
discourses currently at play and the impact of the teacher accountability movement on the future of 
education. We hope that readers will share our excitement about reading the commentaries of these 
educators who agreed to write this issue with us.  
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To maximize the impact of these essays, we are releasing them in three groups (authors and titles 
below). The first group, released with this preface, includes Bill Ayers’ introduction and three essays that 
lay out analyses and criticisms of the languages and logics that have framed the accountability 
movement. The second group, to be released two weeks later, includes reports from classrooms, schools 
and districts -- dispatches from the field. The third group primarily addresses the future, calling for a 
different set of values and priorities and a different understanding of educational reform. We will release 
this group two weeks after the second group. When completed, the entire collection will be found as a 
single journal issue on this website.  

Our goal is that this collection, available as free on-line content, will serve as an electronic manifesto. It 
is intended as a resource for anyone concerned with re-framing and taking back the educational 
conversation, moving toward meaningful school reform that is based in a commitment to creating 
conditions under which teachers can develop the kinds of complex and sophisticated professional 
knowledges and practices that support authentic student learning. We imagine the focused brevity and 
strong language of these pieces lending to their usability. We invite anyone who wishes to join us in 
taking back the discourses of teaching and education to use these essays promiscuously and with the 
same passionate abandon you will find within them. 
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Introduction 

Diving into the Wreckage: Our Schools, Education Reform, and the 
Future Society 
Will iam Ayers  

Multiple Choice Questions: 
A typical American classroom has as much to offer an inquiring mind as does: 

A) a vacant lot 
B) a country road 
C) a street corner 
D) the city dump 
E) the custodian’s closet 
F) none of the above 

Analogy Test: 
High-stakes, standardized testing is to learning as: 

A) memorizing a flight manual is to flying 
B) watching an episode of Hawaii Five-O is to doing police work 
C) exchanging marriage vows is to a successful relationship 
D) reading Gray’s Anatomy is to practicing surgery 
E) singing the national anthem is to citizenship 
F) all of the above 

Education is a perennial arena of struggle as well as hope: struggle because it stirs in us the need to look 
at the world anew, to question what we have created, and to wonder once again what’s worthwhile for 
human beings to know and experience; and hope because it gestures toward a possible future, toward 
the impending, toward the coming of the new and the strange. Education is where we ask how we might 
engage, enlarge, and change our lives; it’s where we confront our dreams and fight out notions of the 
good life; it’s where we try to comprehend, apprehend, or possibly even transform all that we find before 
us. 

What does it mean to be human in the 21st Century? What are we? Where have we come from, and where 
are we headed? Education raises these most fundamental questions again and again. It’s a yeasty and 
combustible brew and a contested space, an essential and natural site of conflict—sometimes 
restrained, other times in chaotic eruption—and it was always so. In this special issue of the Bank 
Street Occasional Papers, we will dive into the wreckage, engage the fight, and hope to reclaim the 
ground of education in and for democracy. 



6 | occasional papers 27 — part 1 bankstreet.edu/occasionalpapers/27 

In the U.S. today, we are insistently encouraged to think of education as a product like a car or a 
refrigerator, a box of bolts or a screw driver—something bought and sold in the marketplace like any 
other commodity. The controlling metaphor for the schoolhouse is a business run by a CEO, with 
teachers as workers and students as the raw material bumping along the assembly line while 
information is incrementally stuffed into their little up-turned heads; within this model it’s rather easy to 
think that “downsizing” the least productive units, “outsourcing” and privatizing a space that was once 
public is a natural event; that teaching toward a simple standardized metric, and relentlessly applying 
state-administered (but privately-developed and quite profitable) tests to determine the “outcomes,” is 
a rational proxy for real learning; that centrally controlled “standards” for curriculum and teaching are 
commonsensical; that “zero tolerance” for student misbehavior as a stand-in for child development or 
justice is sane; and that “accountability,” that is, a range of sanctions on students, teachers, and 
schools—but never on law-makers, foundations, corporations, or high officials—is logical and level-
headed. This is in fact what a range of wealthy “reformers,” noisy politicians, and their chattering 
pundits in the bought media call “school reform.”  

The magic ingredients for this reform recipe are three: replace the public schools with some sort of 
privately-controlled administration; destroy teachers’ ability to speak with any sustained or unified 
voice; and sort the winners relentlessly from the losers—test, test, TEST! The operative image for these 
moves has by now become quite familiar: education is an individual consumer good, neither a public 
trust nor a social good, and certainly not a fundamental human right. Management, inputs and 
outcomes, efficiency, cost controls, profit and loss—the dominant language of this kind of reform 
doesn’t leave much room for doubt, or much space to breathe. 

The forces fighting to create the new common-sense—school-reform-normal— are led by a band of 
dilettante billionaires—Bill Gates, Michael Bloomberg, Sam Walton, Eli Broad, the Koch brothers — 
who work relentlessly to take up all the available space. Preaching, persuading, and promoting, they 
often spread around massive amounts of cash to make their points. When Rupert Murdoch was in deep 
water in the summer of 2011, it came to light that Joel Klein, a leading “reformer” as head of the New 
York City public schools (and whose own kids attended private schools with small class size, well-
resourced classrooms, opportunities for the arts, and more), was on Murdoch’s payroll. Apparently the 
two saw eye to eye on a core set of education principles: that charter schools needed to expand; poor 
instructors (the now-famous “lazy incompetent teachers”) should be weeded out; and the power of the 
teachers union must be curtailed. These new “marketeers” aim to create a certain kind of schooling 
aligned with a particular social vision. 

Those of us who resist that narrow vision— who enter the contested space intent on fighting for more 
democracy, more joy and justice, and more diversity of thought and desire—and who hope to live in a 
more emancipated society, struggle to create and nurture robust schools. In a vibrant and liberated 
culture, schools would make an iron commitment to free inquiry, open questioning, and full 
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participation; access and equity and simple fairness; a curriculum that encourages independent thought 
and judgment; and a base-line standard that recognizes the humanity of each participant. As opposed to 
obedience and conformity, the foundational curriculum would promote initiative, courage, imagination, 
and creativity. Schools in an authentic and animated democracy would put the highest priority on 
fostering free people oriented toward enlightenment and liberation. 

Schools for compliance and conformity are characterized by passivity and fatalism and infused with anti-
intellectualism and irrelevance. They turn on technologies of control and normalization—elaborate 
schemes for managing the mob, knotted system of rules and discipline, exhaustive machinery of 
schedules and clocks, laborious programs of sorting the crowd through testing and punishing, grading, 
assessing, and judging—everyone in a designated place and a place for everyone. Knowing and 
accepting one’s pigeonhole on the towering and barren cliff becomes the only lesson one really needs, 
and all of this offends a robust sense of schooling for participatory democracy; it conforms more easily to 
schooling for a society at the end of empire, bent on permanent war and experiencing the fatal eclipse of 
the public square. 

By contrast, teaching toward freedom and democracy is based on a common faith in the incalculable 
value of every human being, and acts on the principle that the fullest development of all is the condition 
for the full development of each, and, conversely, that the fullest development of each is the condition 
for the full development of all.  

We expect schools in a democratic society to be defined by a spirit of cooperation, inclusion, and 
participation, places that honor diversity while building unity. Schools in a realized democracy resist the 
overspecialization of human activity -- the separation of the head from the hand, the heart from the 
brain, and the creative from the serviceable. 

On the side of a liberating and humanizing education is a pedagogy of questioning, an approach that 
opens rather than closes the process of thinking, comparing, reasoning, perspective-taking, and 
dialogue. It demands something upending and revolutionary from students and teachers alike: 
Repudiate your place in the pecking order. It urges, remove that distorted, congenial mask of 
compliance: You must change! 

The ethical core of teaching toward tomorrow is necessarily designed to create hope and a sense of 
agency in students. The big lessons are these: history is still in-the-making, the future unknown and 
unknowable, and what you do or don’t do will make a difference; each of us is a work-in-progress—
unfinished, dynamic, in-process, on the move and on the make—swimming through the wreckage 
toward a distant and indistinct shore; you don’t need anyone’s permission to interrogate the world.  

When the aim of education is the absorption of facts, the acquisition of knowledge becomes exclusively 
and exhaustively selfish, and there is no obvious social motive for learning. The measure of success is 
always a competitive one. People are turned against one another, and every difference becomes a 
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potential deficit. Getting ahead of others is the primary goal in such places, and mutual assistance, 
which can be so natural in other human affairs, is severely restricted or banned.  

On the other hand, where active work is the order of the day, helping others is not a form of charity, 
something that impoverishes both recipient and benefactor. Rather, a spirit of open communication, 
interchange, and analysis becomes commonplace. In these settings there is a certain natural disorder, a 
certain amount of anarchy and chaos, as there is in any busy workshop. But there is a deeper discipline 
at work, the discipline of getting things done and learning through life. 

Knowledge is an inherently public good—something that can be reproduced at little or no cost, and, like 
love, is generative: the more you have, the better off you become; the more you give away, the more you 
have. Offering knowledge and learning and education to others diminishes nothing. In a flourishing 
democracy, knowledge is shared without any reservation or restrictions whatsoever. This points us 
toward an education that could be, but is not yet, an education toward complete human development—
humanization—enlightenment and freedom. 

This is the urgency: “Generations do not cease to be born, and we are responsible to them because we 
are the only witness they have,” writes the dazzling James Baldwin (1985). “The sea rises, the light fails, 
lovers cling to each other, and children cling to us. The moment we cease to hold each other, the 
moment we break faith with one another, the sea engulfs us and the light goes out” (p.393). This is the 
burning imperative for school people, parents, and all citizens today, and might become the measure of 
our determination now. 
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Accountability and the Contemporary Intellectual 
Greg Dimitr iadis  & Marc  Lamont Hi l l  

In his magisterial Anti-Intellectualism in American Life (1963) Richard Hofstadter marked a powerful 
distinction between intelligence and intellect. While intelligence is highly specific, delimited and 
connected to narrow or limited goals, intellect is open, creative, and less bound to particular domains. 
“Whereas intelligence seeks to grasp, manipulate, re-order, adjust, intellect examines, ponders, 
wonders, theorizes, criticizes, imagines” (p. 25). For Hofstadter, the increased focus on “intelligence” 
was linked to the “rise of the expert”—the collective fetishizing of technical expertise so much a part of 
anti-intellectualism in American life. In the realm of education, teacher accountability and school reform 
movements reflect these twinned tendencies—the valorization of specific kinds of technical expertise 
and a more general distrust of the intellectual and intellectual life. These tendencies are evident across 
the academic spectrum—from elementary through higher education. They bear down upon those of us 
in tertiary and non-tertiary education alike. They demand responses from us all.  

Accountability and reform efforts in the US and around the world have been linked to a particular kind of 
evidence-based research. This research relies largely on the use of large-scale, randomized control trials. 
The goal of this research is to find the most seemingly “effective” pedagogical strategies, which can 
then be applied by teachers in the classroom. Teachers can then be judged, measured, and evaluated by 
their results, which are typically determined through student performance on standardized high stakes 
tests.  

Presumably, if teachers simply did “what works,” students would learn (and test) more effectively. The 
ultimate goal of evidence-based research and reform is the goal of many such technical exercises—the 
eradication of individual judgment and, ultimately, the individual. The goal of these deskilling processes 
is to banish teachers as intellectuals, to replace their individual and context-driven forms of intellectual 
production with “proven techniques” that can presumably be applied by a rotating set of functionaries.  

It is impossible to understand these tendencies without understanding the deep, anti-intellectual 
tendencies at the heart of the contemporary American psyche. While pervasive in the 1960s, Hofstadter 
noted that anti-intellectualism “can rarely be called dominant” and that “the most malign forms are 
found mainly among small if vociferous minority groups” (p. 20). What was emergent in Hofstadter’s 
time has become dominant in our own. Anti-intellectualism today is no longer confined to small circles. 
It has run rampant. Gathering, manipulating, and reordering information has come to replace thinking 
as the dominant mode of intellectual activity.  

Indeed, the practice of thinking is often distrusted as (at best) impractical or (at worst) elitist. These 
tendencies are reflected in the field of education writ large—from K-12 classrooms where teachers are 
routinely subjected to reform efforts that rob them of their autonomy, to university hallways where 
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faculty are operating under audit logics that privilege narrow, technical competence in specific areas 
over broader kinds of intellectual engagement.  

All of this points to a central project—rethinking the nature of intellectual work today for all of us in 
education. This project is aided by Edward Said, who drew a powerful and useful set of distinctions in his 
Representations of the Intellectual. Here, he separated the work of the intellectual into three roles and 
responsibilities. First, the intellectual is responsible to his or her discipline. That is, he or she is 
responsible to the accumulated knowledge in his or her specialty. This means both understanding that 
history, contributing to it, and passing it down to students.  

Second, the intellectual is responsible to the broader social context in which he or she works. That is, he 
or she is responsible for responding to larger social and political issues. For Said, this was sharply 
underscored in his public intellectual work on the plight of Palestine, for which he was a tireless 
advocate.  

Third, the intellectual is responsible to the larger (and limitless) body of knowledge outside of his or her 
specialty. That is, he or she should proudly remain in part an “amateur.” This means avoiding narrow 
specialization and maintaining a love for intellectual exploration across multiple domains.  

Said gives us another way to think about our “accountability” that stretches beyond the narrow, 
scientific notions currently in vogue. This alternative vision does not signal a turn away from our 
responsibility to students. Rather, it means widening the scope of such accountability to give educators 
a more expansive vision of what it means to do intellectual work today. In addition to our specialized 
knowledge, we are responsible for responding to larger social and political issues as we resist the lure of 
narrow “expertise” and its closures.  

The latter was a central concern for Said as it was for Hofstadter, as intellectuals can easily become 
“experts” in service only to narrow power elites, whether on the Left or Right. Hofstadter wrote, “An 
acute and paradoxical problem of intellect as a force in modern society stems from the fact that it cannot 
lightly reconcile itself to either its associations with power or to its exclusion from an important political 
role” (p. 229). Negotiating these tensions is difficult and forces several challenges upon educational 
workers. Ultimately, these tensions demand an engagement with transgressive intellectual work that is 
informed by a pragmatic assessment of the current intellectual, political, and cultural landscape.  

Such a project requires us to deploy modes and methods of resistance and transformation within 
increasingly anti-intellectual educational spaces. We must stretch (and, at times, blur) the 
epistemological boundaries of our respective fields and disciplines, thereby allowing new possibilities for 
locating, measuring, and validating knowledge claims. We must articulate a vision of accountability that 
underscores both the intrinsic and practical value of individual judgment and action. We must also 
expand our vocabulary of reform by separating “standards” from “standardization,” “practice” from 
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“procedure,” and “science” from “scientism.” This has implications for us all—again, from elementary 
through higher education.  

At the same time, we cannot ignore the importance of attending to the technocratic demands of the 
current moment, as they allow us to sustain our presence within the dominant spaces of knowledge 
production. This need is particularly significant now, as opposed to the early and middle part of the 20th 

century, because most intellectuals operate within the very institutions that they aim to challenge and 
change. Consequently, as we confront the limitations of “disciplinary decadence” (Gordon, 2007), we 
must consider institutional and disciplinary demands for tenure and promotion.  

At the same time that we challenge the use of randomized control trials and high stakes testing, we 
cannot ignore the material impact of such measures within the punitive No Child Left Behind policy 
environment and its legacies. We must acknowledge the paradoxical condition of needing to deploy the 
vocabulary of power in order to challenge its fundamental legitimacy within particular spaces. 

In essence, we must locate ways (both literally and intellectually) of being in institutions but not of 
them. As Said argues, such a position forces us into a posture of self-imposed marginality, a position 
from which we can challenge the dominant logic of the day and engage in new (or renewed) forms of 
knowledge production and concrete resistance. In doing so, we allow for the possibility of effecting a 
shift away from stifling conceptions of “intelligence” and back to richer, more ennobling, and more 
humanizing notions of “intellect.”  
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The Teacher Accountability Debate 
Diane Ravitch  

In January 2012, the debate about value-added assessment broke through to the general public with the 
release of a new study by Chetty-Friedman-Rockoff. Although not yet peer reviewed, the study received 
page one coverage in the The New York Times, where it was presented as clear evidence that “Students 
with top teachers are less likely to become pregnant as teenagers, more likely to enroll in college, and 
more likely to earn more money as adults.” The authors of the paper were quick to draw the policy 
implications of their work. As one of them said, “The message is to fire people sooner rather than later” 
(Lowrey, 2012). Bloggers were quick to reply, providing spontaneous, if unauthorized, peer review 
(Ferlazzo, 2012). 

The CFR study reinforced the message of the film Waiting for “Superman” and of the corporate-style 
reformers who have commanded the national media in recent years: Teachers are to blame for the ills of 
American society. Bad teachers are the ones whose students don’t get higher test scores year after year. 
If we fire bad teachers, they will be replaced by average or better teachers. If we fire bad teachers, our 
economy will gain trillions of dollars in productivity. If we fire bad teachers, our schools will rise to the 
top of international rankings. If we fire bad teachers, all students will be prepared for college or careers. 
If we fire bad teachers, we can eliminate poverty.  

What an alluring set of promises! What utopian dreams, all within our reach! Now editorialists and 
pundits who have been looking for easy answers have the easiest of answers: Use test scores to identify 
bad teachers and fire them. Why waste billions on anti-poverty programs, on early childhood education, 
on health clinics, or anything else? Now we know who the culprits are and we can solve our problems by 
firing them. 

The CFR study supports the claims of Eric Hanushek (quoted in The New York Times story about CFR), 
who has advocated “deselection” of teachers for several years. Hanushek has argued that by firing the 
bottom 5-10 percent, our nation would rise to the top of international testing. He assumes that these 
“bad teachers” would be replaced by average teachers, thus improving test scores.  

This narrative has powerful bipartisan support. Not only is it embraced by Republicans, but by the 
Obama administration. No one has been more outspoken in advocacy for teacher accountability than 
Secretary of Education Arne Duncan, who hailed the mass firing of teachers in Central Falls, Rhode 
Island (without any evaluations) and who applauded the public release of value-added ratings of 
thousands of teachers (and their names) by the Los Angeles Times in 2010. The Obama administration’s 
Race to the Top encouraged dozens of states to pass legislation decreeing that student test scores 
would count for a significant part of teachers’ evaluations, determining their tenure, promotion, and job 
security. Buoyed by the efforts of the Obama administration to hold teachers accountable, conservative 
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governors took the narrative to the next level and promoted legislation to eliminate tenure, seniority, 
and collective bargaining, even to cut teachers’ benefits. 

The teacher accountability narrative is part of a larger effort to restructure the teaching profession by 
turning it into a market-based activity. The teachers whose students get higher scores will get big 
bonuses as those who falter are fired. Over time, the theory goes, the profession will change as it 
attracts new people who want to earn big bonuses. Currently, people become teachers out of a sense of 
idealism and purpose; the goal of the corporate reformers is to change the motivation to the desire to 
earn a large salary, making teaching more like business. 

There are so many assumptions embedded in this narrative that it is hard to know where to begin to 
deconstruct them.  

First is the assumption that there is a long line of people eager to replace those teachers who were fired. 
It seems equally reasonable to assume that test-based accountability will reduce the status of teaching 
and diminish teacher professionalism. Teachers will be testing technicians, honing their skills by 
teaching students to pass a test, rather than teaching students to think for themselves and ask 
questions.  

Second is the assumption that these policies will make teaching more attractive to ambitious young 
people. But as public derision and scorn are directed towards teachers, they become the public 
scapegoats (like Leon Goldstein in 1984), the ones we can all blame for whatever is wrong. Why would 
anyone with ambition and brains enter a job with so little social prestige, a very difficult job with few 
perks, where only a small number can expect to win the big bonuses for higher scores? 

Third is the assumption that the tests are scientific instruments that measure what matters most in 
education. Very few testing experts would agree. They would be quick to point out not only that 
standardized tests are subject to statistical error, but should be used for the purpose for which they were 
designed. A test of fifth grade reading measures student performance, not teacher performance. What is 
more, standardized tests are designed and normed so that there is always a bottom 50 percent.  

Fourth is the assumption that teachers alone can right the ills of a deeply unequal society. This is simply 
ludicrous. It is obvious why this narrative appeals to those who are tax-averse, to those who see 
personal advantage in blaming teachers for our increasingly unequal society. 

Fifth is the assumption that raising test scores is the same as improving education. By now, everyone 
should realize that scores can be raised by intensive test preparation, by cheating, by excluding or 
avoiding low-performing students and by other clever strategies for gaming the system. Once upon a 
time, educators frowned upon test prep, realizing that it led to short-term gains but sacrificed larger 
goals, such as critical thinking, creativity, originality, and conceptual understanding. But today, after a 
decade of No Child Left Behind, the nation spends billions of dollars on testing and test prep activities 
and considers it a good investment of money and time.  
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Decisions have consequences, not all of them intended. As its assumptions became embedded in federal 
and state policies, we can expect to see a narrowing of the curriculum only to what is tested. We can 
expect to see some districts and states develop tests for every subject, pumping billions more into 
assessment, since most teachers do not teach subjects that are tested. We can expect to see increased 
demoralization of teachers, as they lose the last vestiges of professional autonomy. 

And we can see politicians using the teacher accountability narrative as their justification for doing little 
or nothing to reduce poverty or to increase taxes on the wealthiest and on corporations. 

These outcomes will not improve the quality of education or the prospects for our society.  
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Educational Reform Revolution 
Peter  T aubm an 

No one can doubt anymore that we are in the midst of the most massive transformation in public 
education since its creation. The question is whether there is anything we teachers can do to reclaim the 
conversation and turn back the on-going privatization and corporatization of public schools.  

Given how far discussions of education have been pushed to the right; given the complicity of 
mainstream media in bashing teachers, unions and schools of education; given the assaults on the 
public sector; given the stigma attached to taxes and government; and given the acquiescence of so 
many educational organizations and leaders in so-called educational reform, it may be too late. I hope it 
isn’t. But if we are to succeed, we must take more drastic action, and we must hold to a principle that 
until now has been given only lip service, a principle that, if truly embraced, would lead not to more 
educational de-forms but to educational revolution. What we must not do is rely on the usual strategies.  

It is no longer enough to list the mind-numbing effects of high stakes tests or reveal how teachers’ hard-
won knowledge about kids, schools and curriculum has been replaced with a fanatical faith in the free 
market and the bottom line. Scholarly research, numerous studies, and reasoned argument have not 
prevailed over those who scream crisis, substitute test scores gaps for income gaps, and blame unions, 
teachers and non-charter public schools for the nation’s ills. Nor have we halted the transformation by 
exposing the profit motive behind so many of the educational reforms. And although we must persevere, 
it’s not enough to describe how these reforms have turned public education into a grim, wasteland 
littered with mediocre charter schools, a wasteland where teaching, at least in the hands of 
“innovators” like Doug Lemov, author of Teach Like a Champion: 49 Techniques that Put Students on the Path 
to College, resembles dog training, and curriculum and learning are reduced to test prep. These 
strategies are not working. We need to be more ruthless in our resistance.  

We must start by calling out those educators and organizations that, however well-intentioned, have 
sold us out. That means acknowledging how the language and practices advocated by a great many 
teacher educators and education leaders, such as Arthur Levine, Les Sternberg, Deborah Ball, David 
Steiner, Lee Shulman, and John Bransford and organizations like the Association of Colleges for Teacher 
Education (AACTE) and the National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE), have 
paved the way for the corporatization of education.1

                                                                    

1 Arthur Levine is past president of Teachers College and author of Educating School Teachers, a scathing critique of teacher 
education programs. Les Sternberg, Dean of the College of Education at the University of South Carolina told the House of 
Representatives in 2005 that educators should be seeking more accountability not less. Deborah Ball, University of Michigan’s 
Dean of Education, has emphasized the need to define a standard skill set beginning teachers must acquire before they are 
allowed to teach. David Steiner, the previous NY State Commissioner of Education, has been fond of telling audiences that schools 
of education needed to teach less theory, not more. Lee Shulman has been president of the Carnegie Foundation for the 
Advancement of Teaching and of the American Educational Research Association. He has described teacher education as chaotic. 
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As I documented in Teaching by Numbers, educators and organizations such as these promoted the view 
that school administration and teaching should emulate business and medical models, that there was a 
“sure-fire” quantifiable way to teach, that teacher education, a purported “wild west” of irrelevant 
theories, needed more accountability, and that the new language of the learning sciences, which turned 
knowledge into information and study into performance outcomes, would lend an aura of scientific 
certainty to our work and thus make us professionals. Mesmerized by numerical data, technology, and 
the assumed efficiency of the boardroom, and believing accommodation would stave off privatization, 
these organization and individuals helped create the educational nightmare that is the present.  

Pointing out such complicity, however, is not enough. We must, in our own places of work and in our 
professional lives, organize to resist “reforms” that turn teachers into bureaucrats, place us under 
surveillance, digitize students, and soft-soap the loss of jobs, tenure, extra-curricula programs and 
whole departments. We must reject the scripted curriculum and the data systems, whose sales line the 
pockets of CEOs. We must resist or sabotage accreditation efforts that operationalize teaching and 
curriculum, rendering them vulnerable to packaging and outsourcing. We must resign from professional 
organizations, such as NCTE and AERA, that show more interest in standards and outcomes than in the 
blight of poverty and discrimination and that refuse to take a public stance against the assaults on 
public education. And we must take to task our unions for not demanding attention be paid to the re-
segregation of American schools. We need unions, but we don’t need unions that confuse political 
expediency with principle. 

Above all, we must commit to one principle. In response to whatever mandate or critique comes next, 
we must silence it with the demand that all the nation’s children deserve equal educational opportunity. 
Not educational outcomes or national standards; these lead us back to tests and the educational de-
forms we are experiencing. Not some new technological innovation or “best practice,” or more detailed 
assessment system; these distract us and render us expendable. We must demand equal educational 
opportunity. Equal educational opportunity. And that means that we should take a lesson from the very 
rich, so many of whom seem bent on destroying public education.  

Let us demand that all our nation’s children be given the educational resources that Sasha and Malia 
Obama get at Sidwell Friends, that John Kerry, John McCain and George Bush received at their prep 
schools, and that the sons and daughters of the CEOs at Goldman Sachs receive at Hotchkiss and 
Lawrenceville Academy. The fact that all these schools are expensive should prompt skepticism of 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

John Bransford, a leading force in the learning sciences, has helped turn the language of teaching, curriculum and study into a 
language of behavior, cognitive skills and performance. All of these individuals, as well as the American Association of Colleges for 
Teacher Education and the National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education have argued that the most important factor in 
a student’s success is the teacher, that teachers must be held accountable for student learning, defined as test scores, and that 
schools of education must be held accountable for their graduates’ successes in raising student scores. 
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claims that the level of school funding doesn’t matter. This is clearly not what the rich and powerful 
believe when their own children’s futures are at stake.  

Don’t all our nation’s children deserve small classes like those at Horace Mann or Deerfield? Don’t they 
all deserve a rich curriculum with AP courses and electives, fabulous extra-curricular programs with 
school newspapers, drama clubs, arts programs and sports teams, safe facilities, tutoring opportunities, 
and a strong college counseling program – and even, yes, test prep, not as a substitute for curriculum, 
but as an after-school program? Don’t all our children deserve a college education that is fairly priced 
and offers what elite institutions, which ironically remain immune to demands for accountability, offer? 
Those who argue such an education is only for the gifted are mistaken: it is for those who can afford it. 
Even this radical change, however, would not guarantee academic success; zip codes, desire, and ability 
still matter. But it would certainly do more than the “reforms” advocated by those who plunder and lay 
waste the education of our nation’s youth. It would not be educational reform. It would be educational 
revolution.  
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