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The Era of Education: Is it Beginning or Ending?

Patrick McGuinn

Lawrence J. McAndrews.  The Era of Education: The Presidents and the Schools, 1965–2005.  Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 2006.  320 pp.  Notes and index.  $45.00.

This book is part of a recent wave of interest in—and scholarship about—education reform in the United States.  Few observers dispute that the country has witnessed an “era of education” unlike any other in American history.  With the Supreme Court’s Brown vs. Board of Education decision in 1954 and the creation of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) in 1965, the federal government began to devote an unprecedented amount of attention and resources to expanding access to public schools and improving their performance.  These efforts continue to this day in the form of the important and controversial No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB).  McAndrews notes that “only historians seem to have overlooked the significance of schools to the children who attend them, the parents who send their children to them, the employees who staff them, and the taxpayers who finance them—in other words, just about everyone” (p. 1).  Most existing work on education by historians—such as Diane Ravitch’s The Troubled Crusade: American Education 1945–1980 (1985)—does not focus on the federal role.  The works that do focus on the federal role, meanwhile—such as Hugh Davis Graham’s The Uncertain Triumph: Federal Education Policy in the Kennedy and Johnson Years (1984) and McAndrews’s earlier work, Broken Ground: John F. Kennedy and the Politics of Education (1991)—tend to be quite dated.  One of the great merits of his current volume is that it begins to fill this gap in the historical literature.


The organization of McAndrews’s bookis unusual, as the material is divided by topic and then again chronologically.  McAndrews focuses on three different subjects—public school aid, school desegregation, and nonpublic school aid—during two different periods, 1965–1981 and 1981–2001.  Dividing the material in this way helps to emphasize the fact that the three topics, despite generally being lumped together by scholars under the broader category of education policy, nonetheless often had distinct political dynamics and outcomes.  This approach highlights, for example, how conservatives could oppose federal intervention in one area (public school aid) while embracing it in another (nonpublic school aid).  The trade-off is that this segmented approach makes it more difficult to observe the ways in which the three areas were often interrelated.  Nowhere is this more crucial, for example, than with the issue of desegregation.  Race and busing—as McAndrews shows effectively—were politically important and contentious issues, but they also cast a pall over federal activism in education reform more generally.  Dividing the material chronologically into two periods makes sense on its face, given the author’s contention that the Reagan administration marked a significant break with the previous course of federal education policy.  This cross-cutting approach to the material, however, can leave the reader a bit disoriented at times, struggling to traverse the shifts back and forth across time and space.

McAndrews begins his study with the passage of the ESEA in 1965—which constituted the big bang of federal education policy.  ESEA cemented an important but limited federal role in the nation’s schools, one focused on providing supplemental federal funding and programs for disadvantaged students.  The author demonstrates how this role became firmly entrenched in subsequent years, despite ongoing concerns (especially from Republicans) about the proper scope and methods of federal intervention.  Beginning with President Nixon, the GOP would try repeatedly and unsuccessfully to reduce federal spending and regulation in education or to convert it into unrestricted block grants for states.  However, Democratic control of Congress for much of the 1960–1980 period and the popularity of federal education spending with the public and the powerful assortment of school-related groups collectively know as the “education establishment” ultimately undermined the ability (and in some cases the willingness) of Republicans to advance these efforts.  While Nixon and Ford each vetoed two education appropriations bills, for example, these vetoes were overridden by Congress.  McAndrews demonstrates that the efforts of Republican presidents were also hampered by their inability to embrace a clear message on federal education policy.  At times they argued for retrenchment and at others for reform, at times for a “cost-quality” vision of education and at others a “social context” approach.  

The return of a Democrat to the White House in 1976 meant a further expansion of federal spending and influence in education.  President Carter, the first presidential candidate to receive the formal endorsement of the National Education Association, successfully pushed for the creation of a federal Department of Education and for large increases in the education budget.  McAndrews argues that Carter shared the growing doubts about the effectiveness of ESEA to improve student performance, but that “rather than play defense against Congress and special interests (especially the NEA), Carter played offense and claimed victory” (p. 50).  The book highlights the inconsistency between presidential rhetoric and presidential action on education.  While many presidents after 1965—especially the Republican ones—entered office convinced of the need to alter the course of federal education policy, few were able or willing to expend the political capital necessary to defeat the formidable groups with an interest in preserving the status quo.  Thus like Nixon and Ford before him, even the noted conservative anti-government champion Ronald Reagan would by 1985 conclude that the administration’s proposed budget cuts should not touch “the sensitive area of education” (p. 122).  As a result, despite the passage of the Education and Consolidation Act of 1981, at the end of the Reagan presidency the federal role in elementary and secondary education looked “‘very much like it did under Presidents Johnson, Nixon, Ford, and Carter’” (p. 130).


If federal policy remained largely unchanged during the 1980s, the national politics of education saw profound changes in the wake of the 1983 A Nation at Risk report.  The report, and others that emerged around the same time, shattered the equity consensus at the heart of the original ESEA.  This consensus had been centered on the belief that the country’s educational problems were largely confined to urban areas and that the major source of educational inequity was inadequate funding.  By castigating the performance of the entire public school system, linking education to economic competitiveness, and calling for a greater focus on school achievement, A Nation at Risk transformed education reform into a powerful national political issue and one in need of a different and more active kind of federal involvement.  In response to the subsequent rise of education on the national agenda, Reagan would largely drop his calls to abolish the U.S. Department of Education and made a rhetorical push on education that helped to further increase the visibility of the issue.  His Republican successor, George H.W. Bush, ran for office on a pledge to be an “education president” and convened the nation’s first presidential summit on education in Charlottesville in 1989.  Out of this summit emerged the idea of national goals in education, which would dominate the policy discourse for the next fifteen years.  


However, most Congressional Republicans remained wary of federal control in education, and Democrats remained concerned about the impact of standards and testing measures on disadvantaged populations.  This combination led to the defeat of Bush’s America 2000 initiative in 1991 and to the scaling back of many of President Clinton’s important ESEA reform proposals in the 1990s.  McAndrews argues that “Clinton believed that there was nothing in the ESEA that some old-fashioned redistribution of wealth could not fix” (p. 153).  But this underestimates the extent to which Clinton pushed Congressional Democrats to shift the focus of federal education policy from inputs to outputs.  That he was only partially successful does not undermine the significance of the effort or of the ideational shift in ESEA that he was able make through Goals 2000 and the Improving America’s School Act of 1994.  These changes embraced a much broader, more intrusive federal role in education—laying the foundation for NCLB six years later—and precipitated a renewed Republican assault on the federal role in education after the GOP took control of Congress in 1994.  McAndrews focuses on the education battles between the Republican and Democratic parties, but of equal import were the struggles that occurred within each party during the 1990s.  These are crucial to understanding how and why federal education policy is ultimately transformed by the bipartisan passage of NCLB.

After Dole’s crushing defeat in the 1996 presidential election, it became clear to many Republicans that education had become a decisive political issue and that GOP proposals to cut federal education spending, eliminate the Department of Education, and establish private school vouchers were unpopular with voters and exacting a considerable electoral cost.  For their part, by the late 1990s Democrats were increasingly willing to embrace a new approach to reform because of the lack of progress in closing the racial and socio-economic achievement gaps despite the dramatic increases in federal education spending since 1965.  Thus, the debate between Democrats and Republicans at the turn of the century was no longer about whether or not there should be a federal role in education but about what the nature of that role should be.  The parties’ competition to win the education issue with voters resulted in dramatically increased federal spending on schools, a wide array of new federal programs, and a growing embrace of centrist accountability reforms.  If Congressional Republicans and Democrats had softened their opposition to a new reform-oriented federal role in education by the late 1990s, it would take the election of Republican George W. Bush as president to consolidate a new policy regime.  Bush embraced a robust federal role and pushed recalcitrant conservatives and liberals to support the grand bargain contained in the 2001 No Child Left Behind Act—increased federal spending and activism on education in exchange for expanded testing, accountability, and choice.     

Given McAndrews’s insightful history of presidential policymaking in education between 1965 and 2000, it would have been interesting to hear his observations about the passage of NCLB, which most observers identify as the largest expansion of federal authority in education in American history.  Despite the significance of the law—and the opportunity to connect it to the earlier developments laid out in his book—there is only a single, passing reference to NCLB on the second to last page of the book.  This one reference is itself curious, as the author argues that NLCB demonstrates that “politicians seemed increasingly to have stopped looking” for ways to enhance educational opportunity and that “as ‘accountability’ supplanted ‘opportunity’ . . . not all that much had changed” (pp. 228, 229).  It seems incongruent to argue that national politicians have stopped pursuing school reform—or that not much has changed—at precisely the same moment that they have enacted a remarkably ambitious and intrusive new law mandating 100 percent student proficiency across the nation by 2014 and consequences for failing schools.  

But McAndrews seems to discount the importance of NCLB, saying that it represents merely “the spouting of middle-class nostrums such as ‘accountability,’ ‘responsibility,’ and ‘choice’” (p. 228).  Rather than a gradual movement away from the original ESEA principles after 1965, he emphasizes the basic continuity of federal education policy over the next thirty-five years.  McAndrews concludes the section on public school aid by arguing that “with the passage of the ESEA, a new national consensus emerged in favor of comprehensive federal aid to elementary and secondary public schools, the end of de jure school segregation, and the beginning of incremental non-public school assistance.”  “By the end of the twentieth century,” he continues, “this national consensus remained largely intact, but only after considerable conflict over the effectiveness of public school aid, the gravity of de facto school segregation, and the scope of nonpublic school assistance” (p. 5).  It is somewhat difficult to reconcile these two statements, however, for at what point does “considerable conflict” disprove the existence of a national consensus?    

Many observers (myself included), however, do not see the standards, testing, and accountability mandates at the heart of NCLB as mere “middle-class nostrums” but rather as a genuine—and genuinely different—vision of education reform derived from earlier state and federal initiatives during the 1980s and 1990s.  Those looking to understand why NCLB passed and how it transformed federal education policy will have to look elsewhere, including three 2006 books: Paul Manna’s School’s In: Federalism and the National Education Agenda, Elizabeth DeBray’s Politics, Ideology, and Education: Federal Policy During the Clinton and Bush Administrations, and my own No Child Left Behind and the Transformation of Federal Education Policy, 1965–2005. 


The other two sections in McAndrews’s book provide a valuable discussion of federal desegregation policy and non-public school aid, areas which have received even less attention in the scholarly literature than public school aid.  His distinction between desegregation and busing is quite useful in understanding how federal efforts to promote integration unfolded and the way these efforts were viewed by the public.  His discussion of the influence of the federal courts in education policy and the effect that their decisions on desegregation and non-public school aid had on national policymakers is also illuminating.  One important insight here is the disconnect between the rhetorical support of Democratic presidents for desegregation and the foot-dragging that often occurred in implementing federal policy in this area due to public opposition.  He notes, for example, that “unless and until the high court ruled on de facto segregation, Johnson refused to expend the enormous political capital required to wage war against it” (p. 61).  

If Democratic presidents struggled with a cautious (and ineffective) embrace of desegregation, vocal opposition to desegregation became a central component of the GOP’s southern strategy, which ultimately produced a partisan realignment.  McAndrews notes that in 1976 Nixon counseled the Gerald Ford campaign, “The Negro vote’s lost; don’t let it lose you white votes” (p. 63).  That year even Democrats nominated an anti-busing candidate (Jimmy Carter) and soon thereafter the NAACP dropped the word “busing” from its convention proclamations.  Reagan used the bully pulpit to transform the dialogue over race and integration in the United States.  By emphasizing voluntary desegregation and school choice while appointing conservative anti-busing judges to the federal bench, McAndrews notes that he inaugurated the “post-civil rights era” (p. 177).  Bush and Clinton largely continued along this path, choosing to focus on excellence in schools instead of equity.  Despite the tremendous controversy and questionable efficaciousness of past federal desegregation efforts, however, McAndrews remains optimistic.  He concludes that “while there is little likelihood that the buses will roll again anytime soon, there is a real possibility that Americans of all races will rededicate their efforts toward school desegregation” (p. 224).  


In the area of non-public school aid, as in desegregation policy, presidential rhetoric and campaign promises were rarely matched by presidential action.  While some nonpublic school aid was created in the original ESEA, efforts to substantially expand it—such as, through tuition tax credits or vouchers—generally went nowhere.  McAndrews notes that “President [George H.W.] Bush worked harder and longer for federal aid to nonpublic elementary and secondary schools than any president since the church-state compromises of Lyndon Johnson’s ESEA of 1965.  Yet like all of his predecessors since Johnson, he ultimately failed to deliver on his promise of substantial nonpublic school assistance” (p. 207).  McAndrews believes that proponents of nonpublic school aid will be consigned to “fending off academic challenges to their credibility and political assaults on their relevance” (p. 226).  However, recent developments—including the U.S. Supreme Court’s 2002 Zelman v. Simmons-Harris decision upholding the constitutionality of voucher programs, the launch of a new federally funded voucher program in Washington, D.C., and President Bush’s renewed call for a nationwide voucher program—suggest that nonpublic school aid may yet become more consequential. 


One aspect of the book that could benefit from greater clarity is the way in which the author discusses the role of “politics,” though this observation may be due to my disciplinary background as a political scientist rather than any failing of the author’s.  There are many oblique references to the influence of “politics” on policy, but the relationship is not substantively defined or theoretically grounded.  McAndrews writes, for example, that “as with Johnson, Nixon, Ford, and Carter, politics often governed policy during the Reagan administration” (p. 128).  What precisely “politics” refers to here (and in other places in the book) is unclear but the implication seems to be that it is a negative influence and prevents presidents from pursuing their preferred policy agendas.  While it appears that “politics” has to do with public opinion polls and the desire of presidents to be popular and/or get re-elected, there is little discussion of the role of electoral politics or why such considerations were more or less influential during different periods.  A related area that could use further elaboration here is the relationship of politics, with its focus on short-term electoral considerations,to ideology, the longstanding philosophical principles about the proper ends and means of government.  One of the most fascinating stories during the evolution of federal education policy was the way in which the Democratic and Republican parties (and the presidents as the de facto party chiefs) contorted themselves between the elastic demands of electoral politics and the immovable commitments of party ideologues.  McAndrews describes George H.W. Bush’s painful and ultimately unsuccessful struggle over school vouchers in this regard, but given its importance to presidential politics, it is not as central a theme in the book as it could be.   


The Era of Education contains many fascinating details and quotations that enhanced my understanding of the evolution of these three areas of federal education policy.  The reader is left with a good sense of what happened during different periods and the role that presidents played in fomenting or resisting change.  If the “how” of federal education policy is well articulated, however, more on why policy evolved in the ways that it did would have been a welcome addition.  It would have been helpful in this regard had McAndrews more clearly situated his work in the previous literature on federal education policy.  Doing so would have left the reader with a better sense of what is different here and how the author’s findings challenge (or comport) with the conventional scholarly wisdom.  Given the book’s organization and the detail-oriented approach of the substantive chapters, the introduction and conclusion become all the more important to frame the analysis and draw out its central findings.  But these chapters are only five and nine pages respectively, and generally summarize the earlier material rather than offer new insights on it.  

Overall, however, McAndrews has produced a solid work of descriptive history—the book is thoroughly researched, and incorporates a wealth of material drawn from archives, interviews, and secondary sources.  The Era of Education provides a valuable chronicle of the efforts of seven presidents in education and how, as a result, “a small piece of federal policy has remained a large part of national politics” (p. 229).  It appears distinctly possible, however, that—far from coming to a close (as the author argues)—the era of education may be entering a new and perhaps more important phase in which the federal government, under NCLB, will function as a national schoolmarm to monitor the progress of state school reform efforts.
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