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 On September 8, the day most of the nation's children were scheduled to return to school, the Department 

of Education Statistics issued a report, commissioned by Congress, on adult literacy and numeracy in the United 

States. The results? More than 90 million adult Americans lacked simple literacy. Fewer than 20 percent of those 

surveyed could compare two metaphors in a poem; not 4 percent could calculate the cost of carpeting at a given 

price for a room of a given size, using a calculator. As the DOE report was being issued, as if to echo its findings, 

two of the nation's largest school systems had delayed their openings: in New York, to remove asbestos from aging 

buildings; in Chicago, because of a battle over the budget. 

 Inspired by the report and the delays, pundits once again began chanting the familiar litany of the education 

crisis. We've heard it all many times before: 130,000 children bring guns along with their pencils and books 

to school each morning; juvenile arrests for murder increased by 85 percent from 1987 to 1991; more than 3,000 

youngsters will drop out today and every day for the rest of the school year, until about 600,000 are lost by June--in 

many urban schools, perhaps half the enrollment. A lot of the dropouts will end up in prison, which is a surer bet for 

young black males than college: one in four will pass through the correctional system, and at least two out of three 

of those will be dropouts. 

 In quiet counterpoint to those staggering facts is another set of statistics: teachers make less than 

accountants, architects, doctors, lawyers, engineers, judges, health professionals, auditors, and surveyors. They can 

earn higher salaries teaching in Berlin, Tokyo, Ottawa, or Amsterdam than in New York or Chicago. American 

children are in school only about 180 days a year, as against 240 days or more for children in Europe or Japan. The 

richest school districts (school financing is local, not federal) spend twice as much per student as poorer ones do. 

The poorer ones seem almost beyond help: children with venereal disease or AIDS (2.5 million adolescents annually 

contract a sexually transmitted disease), gangs in the schoolyard, drugs in the class room, children doing babies 

instead of homework, playground firefights featuring Uzis and Glocks. 

 Clearly, the social contract that obliges adults to pay taxes so that children can be educated is in imminent 

danger of collapse. Yet for all the astonishing statistics, more astonishing still is that no one seems to be listening. 

The education crisis is kind of like violence on television: the worse it gets the more inert we become, and the more 

of it we require to rekindle our attention. We've had a "crisis" every dozen years or so at least since the launch of 

Sputnik, in 1457, when American schools were accused of falling behind the world standard in science education. 

Just ten years ago, the National Commission on Excellence in Education warned that America's pedagogical 

inattention was putting America "at risk." What the commission called "a rising tide of mediocrity" was imperiling 

"our very future as a Nation and a people." What was happening to education was an "act of war." 

 Since then, countless reports have been issued decrying the condition of our educational system, the DOE 

report being only the most recent. They have come from every side, Republican as well as Democrat, from the 

private sector as well as the public. Yet for all the talk, little happens. At times, the schools look more like they are 

being dismantled than rebuilt. How can this be? If Americans over a broad political spectrum regard education as 

vital, why has nothing been done? 

 I have spent thirty years as a scholar examining the nature of democracy, and even more as a citizen 

optimistically celebrating its possibilities, but today I am increasingly persuaded that the reason for the country's 

inaction is that Americans do not really care about education--the country has grown comfortable with the game of 

"let's pretend we care." 

 As America's educational system crumbles, the pundits, instead of looking for solutions, search busily for 

scapegoats. Some assail the teachers--those "Profscam" pedagogues trained in the licentious Sixties who, as aging 

hippies, are supposedly still subverting the schools--for producing a dire illiteracy. Others turn on the kids 

themselves, so that at the same moment as we are transferring our responsibilities to the shoulders of the next 

generation, we are blaming them for our own generation's most conspicuous failures. Allan Bloom was typical of 

the many recent critics who have condemned the young as vapid, lazy, selfish, complacent, self-seeking, 

materialistic, small-minded, apathetic, greedy, and, of course, illiterate. E. D. Hirsch in his Cultural Literacy and 

Diane Ravitch and Chester E. Finn Jr. in their What Do Our Seventeen-Year-Olds Know? have lambasted the 

schools, the teachers, and the children for betraying the adult generation from which they were to inherit, the critics 

seemed confident, a precious cultural legacy. 

 How this captious literature reeks of hypocrisy! How sanctimonious all the hand-wringing over still another 

"education crisis" seems. Are we ourselves really so literate? Are our kids stupid or smart for ignoring what we 

preach and copying what we practice? The young, with their keen noses for hypocrisy, are in fact adept readers--but 



not of books. They are society-smart rather than school-smart, and what they read so acutely are the social signals 

emanating from the world in which they will have to make a living. Their teachers in that world, the nation's true 

pedagogues, are television, advertising, movies, politics, and the celebrity domains they define. We prattle about 

deficient schools and the gullible youngsters they turn out, so vulnerable to the siren song of drugs, but think nothing 

of letting the advertisers into the classroom to fashion what an Advertising Age essay calls "brand and product 

loyalties through classroom-centered, peer-powered lifestyle patterning." 

 Our kids spend 900 hours a year in school (the ones who go to school) and from 1,200 to 1,800 hours a 

year in front of the television set. From which are they likely to learn more? Critics such as Hirsch and Ravitch want 

to find out what our seventeen-year-olds know, but it's really pretty simple; they know exactly what our forty-seven-

year-olds know and teach them by example--on television, in the boardroom, around Washington, on Madison 

Avenue, in Hollywood. The very first lesson smart kids learn is that it is much more important to heed what society 

teaches implicitly by its deeds and reward structures than what school teaches explicitly in its lesson plans and civic 

sermons. Here is a test for adults that may help reveal what the kids see when they look at our world. 

 

REAL WORLD CULTURAL LITERACY 

 

1. According to television, having fun in America means 

 

 a) going blond 

 b) drinking Pepsi 

 c) playing Nintendo 

 d) wearing Air Jordans 

 e) reading Mark Twain 

 

2. A good way to prepare for a high-income career and to acquire status in our society is to 

 

 a) win a slam-dunk contest 

 b) take over a company and sell off its assets 

 c) start a successful rock band 

 d) earn a professional degree 

 e) become a kindergarten teacher 

 

3. Book publishers are financially rewarded today for publishing 

 

 a) mega-cookbooks 

 b) mega--cat books 

 c) megabooks by Michael Crichton 

 d) megabooks by John Grisham 

 e) mini-books by Voltaire 

 

4. A major California bank that advertised "no previous credit history required" in inviting Berkeley students to 

apply for Visa cards nonetheless turned down one group of applicants because 

 

 a) their parents had poor credit histories 

 b) they had never held jobs 

 c) they had outstanding student loans 

 d) they were "humanities majors" 

 

5. Colleges and universities are financially rewarded today for 

 

 a) supporting bowl-quality football teams 

 b) forging research relationships with large corporations 

 c) sustaining professional programs in law and business 

 d) stroking wealthy alumni 

 e) fostering outstanding philosophy departments 
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6. Familiarity with Henry IV, Part II is likely to be of vital importance in 

 

 a) planning a corporate takeover 

 b) evaluating budget cuts in the Department of Education 

 c) initiating a medical-malpractice lawsuit 

 d) writing an impressive job resume 

 e) taking a test on what our seventeen-year-olds know 

 

7. To help the young learn that "history is a living thing," Scholastic, Inc., a publisher of school magazines and 

paperbacks, recently distributed to 40,000 junior and senior high school classrooms 

 

 a) a complimentary video of the award-winning series The Civil War 

 b) free copies of Plato's Dialogues 

 c) an abridgment of Alexis de Tocqueville's Democracy in America 

 d) a wall size Periodic Table of the Elements 

 e) gratis copies of Billy Joel's hit single "We Didn't Start the Fire"(which recounts history via a vaguely  

 chronological list of warbled celebrity names) 

 

 My sample of forty-seven-year-olds scored very well on the test. Not surprisingly, so did their seventeen-

year-old children. (For each question, either the last entry is correct or all responses are correct except the last one.) 

The results of the test reveal again the deep hypocrisy that runs through our lamentations about education. The 

illiteracy of the young turns out to be our own reflected back to us with embarrassing force. We honor ambition, we 

reward greed, we celebrate materialism, we worship acquisitiveness, we cherish success, and we commercialize the 

classroom--and then we bark at the young about the gentle arts of the spirit. We recommend history to the kids but 

rarely consult it ourselves. We make a fuss about ethics but are satisfied to see it taught as an "add on," as in "ethics 

in medicine" or "ethics in business"--as if Sunday morning in church could compensate for uninterrupted sinning 

from Monday to Saturday. 

 The children are onto this game. They know that if we really valued schooling, we'd pay teachers what we 

pay stockbrokers; if we valued books, we'd spend a little something on the libraries so that adults could read, too; if 

we valued citizenship, we'd give national service and civic education more than pilot status; if we valued children, 

we wouldn't let them be abused, manipulated, impoverished, and killed in their beds by gang-war cross fire and stray 

bullets. Schools can and should lead, but when they confront a society that in every instance tells a story exactly 

opposite to the one they are supposed to be teaching, their job becomes impossible. When the society undoes each 

workday what the school tries to do each school day, schooling can't make much of a difference. 

 Inner-city children are not the only ones who are learning the wrong lessons. TV sends the same messages 

to everyone, and the success of Donald Trump, Pete Rose, Henry Kravis, or George Steinbrenner makes them potent 

role models, whatever their values. Teen dropouts are not blind; teen drug sellers are not deaf; teen college students 

who avoid the humanities in favor of pre-business or pre law are not stupid. Being apt pupils of reality, they learn 

their lessons well. If they see a man with a rubber arm and an empty head who can throw a ball at 95 miles per hour 

pulling down millions of dollars a year while a dedicated primary-school teacher is getting crumbs, they will avoid 

careers in teaching even if they can't make the major leagues. If they observe their government spending up to 

$35,000 a year to keep a young black behind bars but a fraction of that to keep him in school, they will write 

off school (and probably write off blacks as well). 

 Our children's illiteracy is merely our own, which they assume with commendable prowess. They know 

what we have taught them all too well: there is nothing in Homer or Virginia Woolf, in Shakespeare or Toni 

Morrison, that will advantage them in climbing to the top of the American heap. Academic credentials may still 

count, but schooling in and of itself is for losers. Bookworms. Nerds. Inner-city rappers and fraternity-house wise 

guys are in full agreement about that. The point is to start pulling down the big bucks. Some kids just go into 

business earlier than others. Dropping out is the national pastime, if by dropping out we mean giving up the precious 

things of the mind and the spirit in which America shows so little interest and for which it offers so little payback. 

While the professors argue about whether to teach the ancient history of a putatively white Athens or the ancient 

history of a putatively black Egypt, the kids are watching televised political campaigns driven by mindless image 

mongering and inflammatory polemics that ignore history altogether. Why, then, are we so surprised when our 

students dismiss the debate over the origins of civilization, whether Eurocentric or Afrocentric, and concentrate on 

cash-and-carry careers? Isn't the choice a tribute not to their ignorance but to their adaptive intelligence? Although 



we can hardly be proud of ourselves for what we are teaching them, we should at least be proud of them for how 

well they've learned our lessons. 

 Not all Americans have stopped caring about the schools, however. In the final irony of the educational 

endgame, cynical entrepreneurs like Chris Whittle are insinuating television into the classroom itself, bribing 

impoverished school boards by offering free TV sets on which they can show advertising for children--sold to 

sponsors at premium rates. Whittle, the mergers and acquisitions mogul of education, is trying to get rich off the 

poverty of public schools and the fears of parents. Can he really believe advertising in the schools enhances 

education? Or is he helping to corrupt public schools in ways that will make parents even more anxious to use 

vouchers for private schools--which might one day be run by Whittle's latest entrepreneurial venture, the Edison 

Project. 

 According to Lifetime Learning Systems, an educational-software company, "kids spend 40 percent of each 

day . . . where traditional advertising can't reach them." Not to worry, says Lifetime Learning in an Advertising Age 

promo: "Now, you can enter the classroom through custom-made reaming materials created with your specific 

marketing objectives in mind. Communicate with young spenders directly and, through them, their teachers and 

families as well." If we redefine young learners as "young spenders," are the young really to be blamed for acting 

like mindless consumers? Can they become young spenders and still become young critical thinkers, let alone 

informed citizens? If we are willing to give TV cartoons the government's imprimatur as "educational television" (as 

we did a few years ago, until the FCC changed its mind), can we blame kids for educating themselves on television 

trash? 

 Everyone can agree that we should educate our children to be something more than young spenders molded 

by "lifestyle patterning." But what should the goals of the classroom be? In recent years it has been fashionable to 

define the educational crisis in terms of global competition and minimal competence, as if schools were no more 

than vocational institutions. Although it has talked sensibly about education, the Clinton Administration has leaned 

toward this approach, under the tutelage of Secretary of Labor Robert Reich. 

 The classroom, however, should not be merely a trade school. The fundamental task of education in a 

democracy is what Tocqueville once called the apprenticeship of liberty: learning to be free. I wonder whether 

Americans still believe liberty has to be reamed and that its skills are worth learning. Or have they been deluded by 

two centuries of rhetoric into thinking that freedom is "natural" and can be taken for granted? 

 The claim that all men are born free, upon which America was founded, is at best a promising fiction. In 

real life, as every parent knows, children are born fragile, born needy, born ignorant, born unformed, born weak, 

born foolish, born dependent--born in chains. We acquire our freedom over time, if at all. Embedded in families, 

clans, communities, and nations, we must learn to be free. We may be natural consumers and born narcissists, but 

citizens have to be made. Liberal-arts education actually means education in the arts of liberty; the "servile arts" 

were the trades reamed by unfree men in the Middle Ages, the vocational education of their day. Perhaps this is why 

Thomas Jefferson preferred to memorialize his founding of the University of Virginia on his tombstone rather than 

his two terms as president; it is certainly why he viewed his Bill for the More General  Diffusion of Knowledge 

in Virginia as a centerpiece of his career (although it failed passage as legislation--times were perhaps not so 

different). John Adams, too, boasted regularly about Massachusett's high literacy rates and publicly funded 

education. 

 Jefferson and Adams both understood that the Bill of Rights offered little protection in a nation without 

informed citizens. Once educated, however, a people was safe from even the subtlest tyrannies. Jefferson's 

democratic proclivities rested on his conviction that education could turn a people into a safe refuge--indeed "the 

only safe depository" for the ultimate powers of society. "Cherish therefore the spirit of our people," he wrote to 

Edward Carrington in 1787, "and keep alive their attention. Do not be severe up on their errors, but reclaim them by 

enlightening them. If once they become inattentive to public affairs, you and I and Congress and Assemblies, judges 

and governors, shall all become wolves." 

 The logic of democracy begins with public education, proceeds to informed citizenship, and comes to 

fruition in the securing of rights and liberties. We have been nominally democratic for so long that we presume it is 

our natural condition rather than the product of persistent effort and tenacious responsibility. We have decoupled 

rights from civic responsibilities and severed citizenship from education on the false assumption that citizens just 

happen. We have forgotten that the "public" in public schools means not just paid for by the public but procreative 

of the very idea of a public. Public schools are how a public--a citizenry--is forged and how young, selfish 

individuals turn into conscientious, community-minded citizens. 

 Among the several literacies that have attracted the anxious attention of commentators, civic literacy has 

been the least visible. Yet this is the fundamental literacy by which we live in a civil society. It encompasses the 

competence to participate in democratic communities, the ability to think critically and act with deliberation in a 



pluralistic world, and the empathy to identify sufficiently with others to live with them despite conflicts of interest 

and differences in character. At the most elementary level, what our children suffer from most, whether they're 

hurling racial epithets from fraternity porches or shooting one another down in schoolyards, is the absence of 

civility. Security guards and metal detectors are poor surrogates for civility, and they make our schools look 

increasingly like prisons (though they may be less safe than prisons). Jefferson thought schools would produce free 

men: we prove him right by putting dropouts in jail. 

 Civility is a work of the imagination, for it is through the imagination that we render others sufficiently like 

ourselves for them to become subjects of tolerance and respect, if not always affection. Democracy is anything but a 

"natural" form of association. It is an extraordinary and rare contrivance of cultivated imagination. Give the 

uneducated the right to participate in making collective decisions, and what results is not democracy but, at best, 

mob rule: the government of private prejudice once known as the tyranny of opinion. For Jefferson, the difference 

between the democratic temperance he admired in agrarian America and the rule of the rabble he condemned when 

viewing the social unrest of Europe's teeming cities was quite simply education. Madison had hoped to "filter" out 

popular passion through the device of representation. Jefferson saw in education a filter that could be in' stalled 

within each individual, giving to each the capacity to rule prudently. Education creates a ruling aristocracy 

constrained by temperance and wisdom; when that education is public and universal, it is an aristocracy to which all 

can belong. At its best, the American dream of a free and equal society governed by judicious citizens has been this 

dream of an aristocracy of everyone. 

 To dream this dream of freedom is easy, but to secure it is difficult as well as expensive. Notwithstanding 

their lamentations, Americans do not appear ready to pay the price. There is no magic bullet for education. But I no 

longer can accept that the problem lies in the lack of consensus about remedies--in a dearth of solutions. There is no 

shortage of debate over how to repair our educational infrastructure. National standards or more local control? 

Vouchers or better public schools? More parental involvement or more teacher autonomy? A greater federal 

presence (only 5 or 6 percent of the nation's education budget is federally funded) or fairer local school taxes? More 

multicultural diversity or more emphasis on what Americans share in common? These are honest disputes. But I am 

convinced that the problem is simpler and more fundamental. Twenty years ago, writer and activist Frances Moore 

Lappe captured the essence of the world food crisis when she argued that starvation was caused not by a scarcity of 

food but by a global scarcity in democracy. The education crisis has the same genealogy. It stems from a dearth of 

democracy: an absence of democratic will and a consequent refusal to take our children, our schools, and our future 

seriously. 

 Most educators, even while they quarrel among themselves, will agree that a genuine commitment to any 

one of a number of different solutions could help enormously. Most agree that although money can't by itself solve 

problems, without money few problems can be solved. Money also can't win wars or put men in space, but it is the 

crucial facilitator. It is also how America has traditionally announced, We are serious about this! 

 If we were serious, we would raise teachers' salaries to levels that would attract the best young 

professionals in our society: starting lawyers get from $70,000 to $80,000--why don't starting kindergarten teachers 

get the same? Is their role in vouchsafing our future less significant? And although there is evidence suggesting that 

an increase in general educational expenditures doesn't translate automatically into better schools, there is also 

evidence that an increase aimed specifically at instructional services does. Can we really take in earnest the 

chattering devotion to excellence of a country so wedded in practice to mediocrity, a nation so ready to relegate 

teachers--conservators of our common future--to the professional backwaters? 

 If we were serious, we would upgrade physical facilities so that every school met the minimum standards 

of our better suburban institutions. Good buildings do not equal good education, but can any education at all take 

place in leaky, broken-down habitats of the kind described by Jonathan Kozol in his Savage Inequalities?? If money 

is not a critical factor, why are our most successful suburban school districts funded at nearly twice the level of our 

inner-city schools? Being even at the starting line cannot guarantee that the runners will win or even finish the race, 

but not being even pretty much assures failure. We would rectify the balance not by penalizing wealthier 

communities but by bringing poorer communities up to standard, perhaps by finding other sources of funding for our 

schools besides property taxes. 

 If we were serious, we'd extend the school year by a month or two so that learning could take place 

throughout the year. We'd reduce class size (which means more teachers) and nurture more cooperative learning so 

that kids could become actively responsible for their own education and that of their classmates. Perhaps most 

important; we'd raise standards and make teachers and students responsible for them. There are two ways toe breed 

success: to lower standards so that everybody "passes" in a way that loses all meaning in the real world; and to raise 

standards and then meet them, so that school success translates into success beyond the classroom. From Confucian 

China to Imperial England, great nations have built their success in the world upon an education of excellence. The 



challenge in a democracy is to find a way to maintain excellence while extending educational opportunity to 

everyone. 

 Finally, if we were serious, parents, teachers, and students would be the real players while administrators, 

politicians, and experts would be secondary, at best advisers whose chief skill ought to be knowing when and how to 

facilitate the work of teachers and then get out of the way. If the Democrats can clean up federal government 

bureaucracy (the Gore plan), perhaps we can do the same for educational bureaucracy. In New York up to half of the 

city's teachers occupy jobs outside the classroom. No other enterprise is run that way: Half the soldiers at company 

headquarters? Half the cops at stationhouse desks? Half the working force in the assistant manager's office? Once 

the teachers are back in the classroom, they will need to be given more autonomy, more professional responsibility 

for the success or failure of their students. And parents will have to be drawn in not just because they have rights or 

because they are politically potent but because they have responsibilities and their children are unlikely to learn 

without parental engagement. How to define the parental role in the classroom would become serious business for 

educators. 

 Some Americans will say this is unrealistic. Times are tough, money's short, and the public is fed up with 

almost all of its public institutions: the schools are just one more frustrating disappointment. With all the goodwill in 

the world, it is still hard to know how schools can cure the ills that stem from the failure of so many other 

institutions. Saying we want education to come first won't put it first. 

 America, however, has historically been able to accomplish what it sets its mind to. When we wish it and 

will it, what we wish and will has happened. Our successes are willed; our failures seem to happen when will is 

absent. There are, of course, those who benefit from the bankruptcy of public education and the failure of 

democracy. But their blame is no greater than our own: in a world where doing nothing has such dire consequences,, 

complacency has become a greater sin than malevolence. 

 In wartime, whenever we have known why we were fighting and believed in the cause, we have prevailed. 

Because we believe in profits, we are consummate salespersons and efficacious entrepreneurs. Because we love 

sports, ours are the dream teams. Why can't a Chicago junior high school be as good as the Chicago Bulls? Because 

we cherish individuality and mobility, we have created a magnificent (if costly) car culture and the world's largest 

automotive consumer market. Even as our lower schools are among the worst in the Western world, our graduate 

institutions are among the very best--because professional training in medicine, law, and technology is vital to our 

ambitions and because corporate America backs up state and federal priorities in this crucial domain. Look at the 

things we do well and observe how very well we do them: those are the things that as a nation we have willed. 

 Then observe what we do badly and ask yourself, Is it because the challenge is too great? Or is it because, 

finally, we aren't really serious? Would we will an end to the carnage and do whatever it took--more cops, state 

militias, federal marshals, the Marines?--if the dying children were white and middle class? Or is it a disdain for the 

young--white, brown, and black--that inures us to the pain? Why are we so sensitive to the retirees whose future 

(however foreshortened) we are quick to guarantee--don't worry, no reduced cost-of-living allowances, no taxes on 

social security except for the well-off--and so callous to the young? Have you noticed how health care is on every 

politician's agenda and education on no one's? 

 To me, the conclusion is inescapable: we are not serious. We have given up on the public schools because 

we have given up on the kids; and we have given up on the kids because we have given up on the future--perhaps 

because it looks too multicolored or too dim or too hard. "Liberty," said Jean-Jacques Rousseau, "is a food easy to 

eat but hard to digest." America is suffering from a bad case of indigestion. Finally, in giving up on the future, we 

have given up on democracy. Certainly there will be no liberty, no equality, no social justice without democracy, 

and there will be no democracy without citizens and the schools that forge civic identity and democratic 

responsibility. If I am wrong (I'd like to be), my error will be easy to discern, for before the year is out we will put 

education first on the nation's agenda. We will put it ahead of the deficit, for if the future is finished before it starts, 

the deficit doesn't matter. Ahead of defense, for without democracy, what liberties will be left to defend? Ahead of 

all the other public issues and public goods, for without public education there can be no public and hence no truly 

public issues or public goods to advance. When the polemics are spent and we are through hyperventilating about 

the crisis in education, there is only one question worth asking: are we serious? If we are, we can begin by honoring 

that old folk homily and put our money where for much too long our common American mouth has been. Our kids, 

for once, might even be grateful. 

 


