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Abstract
Public education, at least as it has been known for the past several generations in the US, is
under threat. Conservative state legislatures from Arizona to Florida have enacted sweep-
ing voucher legislation, channeling taxpayer dollars to private schools. At the same time, a
vicious culture war has engulfed the public education system in controversy, creating new
political opportunities for ideologues and opponents. In this context, the editorial team at
HEQ felt it important to reflect on why we have public schools in the first place. What are
they good for andwhat should be taught?Whom should they serve, andwho should govern
them?

For this policy dialogue, we asked Carol Burris and Johann Neem to discuss the past,
present, and future of open-enrollment, taxpayer-supported public schools. Carol Burris
is the executive director of the Network for Public Education Foundation and the author
of several books. Prior to that role, Dr. Burris was a classroom teacher and a high school
principal, earning educator of the year and principal of the year awards. Johann Neem is a
professor atWesternWashingtonUniversity and a historian of the early American republic.
The author of several books, including Democracy’s Schools: The Rise of Public Education in
America, Dr. Neem is also a member of HEQ’s editorial board.

HEQ policy dialogues are, by design, intended to promote an informal, free exchange of
ideas between scholars. At the end of the exchange, we offer a list of references for readers
who wish to follow up on sources relevant to the discussion.
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Carol Burris: If you ask one hundred Americans, “What is the purpose of public edu-
cation?” you’re probably going to get at least ten different answers. There’ll be some
similarities, but some answers will be quite different. In the beginning, the purpose
was to create a literate American citizenry to be able to participate in democracy. Our
founders realized that if they were going to give citizens the ability to actually shape
government through elections, they had to have some knowledge base on which to
make decisions. Academic achievement has also always been a big part of the purpose
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of public education.There have been other purposes as well, such as job training, which
is once again becoming very popular. And there has even been the custodial function
of schools, which we saw very clearly during COVID-19. When schools closed, educa-
tion did not stop, but lots of parents were quite upset because they were dependent on
the public education system to take care of their kids while they worked.

How has public schooling changed over the years? At its beginning, formal educa-
tion was reserved for the elite. In 1892, the Committee of Ten decreed that education
was for college preparation, mostly for white, male Protestant citizens.When the influx
of European immigrants began, schools started to take on different functions: training
in language, training in Americanism—learning what it is to be an American—and
job training, from which emerged systems of tracking and ability grouping. Around
the 1950s, the comprehensive high school predominated and we tried to create schools
that were all things for all people. Then, in the early 2000s, there was a serious move
to make schools more rigorous, focusing on college for all. And now the pendulum is
swinging back to job training. So, there’s never been one purpose. And I don’t think
there ever will be.

Johann Neem: I think you’re right about a lot of that. I think the question, then, is:
What is it, at a moment like this, that justifies the common school model, the public
school model? And I think, going back, as you said, to the founding, the preparation of
citizens was one of the primary arguments to justify the expansion of public schooling.
And the other public one, which is worth talking about, is socialization, or as you put
it, learning to be an American. And I think that was also one of schools’ public func-
tions in a diverse society. How do you bring people together in common institutions
so they see themselves as members of the same people? After all, it wasn’t just in the
United States that the expansion of public schooling and the formation of nation-states
went hand in hand. And so those are two fundamental public purposes. I think you’re
right. The civic purposes are threatened by the focus on work preparation and things
like that. But I think even the socialization function is something we’re fighting over
today. A lot of people in the education world are a little bit uncomfortable with the idea
that part of their job is to take a diverse society and forge a common nation. So, both
public purposes are threatened from different places. And I think we need those public
purposes, they’re really important. I agree with you.

One of the things I found interesting about the nineteenth century is that, from
the very beginning, the public schools took off, not because everybody wanted to cre-
ate educated citizens, or everybody wanted to create a common American nation, but
because there was a kind of overlapping consensus among a diverse set of stakehold-
ers. There was an overlapping consensus that everybody benefits from these schools in
different ways. Parents may have one set of goals. Students may have another. Teachers
and educators may have a set of goals. Policymakers may have a set of goals. But there
was enough overlap to sustain new institutions and build a very large number of stake-
holders. And I think that’s the secret to why public schools have been so successful.The
overlapping consensus between all these different stakeholders is that schools really
matter to helping us get what we want. We’re all invested in them.

Carol Burris: I agree. And that’s what’s being threatened. That’s what upsets me the
most. And it’s by design. Take Neal McCluskey, the education freedom director of the
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libertarian Cato Institute—the argument he makes for school choice is that we need it
because we are so diverse. He argues that we will have wars within our schools if we
don’t allow people to choose schools that reflect their values and their values alone.
And I find that incredibly frightening because what it creates is Balkanization. Look at
all of the major conflicts that we see now in Israel and Palestine, Iraq, and in the past
in Northern Ireland. They happen when one faction or religion declares, “Here is my
group; this is my set of beliefs, and I want nothing to do with that group and their set
of beliefs.”

I led a high school for years that I loved. It was a very special place because it was
diverse. It was diverse in terms of race. It was also diverse in terms of religion and
socioeconomic status, and it was well funded. And in that school, kids got to know each
other well, and when we eliminated tracking in the school, so that every classroomwas
amicrocosm of the school, amazing things started to happen socially and intellectually
for the children. What worries me so much about the school choice movement is that
sense of shared community, of getting to know “the other” well, is exactly what we’re
losing when school becomes a preferred commodity. You’re shopping for a school that
aligns with your beliefs and aligns with your preferences and culture. You lose it all.

JohannNeem:That’s exactly right.One of the arguments that advocates of privatization
make is just that: we’re too diverse to be a nation so we should be able to choose schools
based on parents’ values. And one of the things I truly believe is that in a democracy
as diverse as ours, common institutions that have an integrative function are essential.
People must see each other as fellow citizens and empathize with each other.

This is the great danger of school choice, but the same danger also comes from
progressive channels within the public schools, where I think a lot of educators are
uncomfortable talking about the “we” in Americans. So, you’ll find statements like,
“This holiday belongs to these people,” or “This is a white thing,” or “This is a Latino
thing,” and so on. I have two concerns about that. One is that it threatens our capacity
to tolerate, respect, and celebrate our diversity while also seeing ourselves as one people
with shared traditions and rituals—and even books. The other thing I worry about is
that it weakens the argument you just made when it’s coming from within the schools.
In a sense, this discourse within the public schools creates the same outcomes that
the parents’ rights advocates and privatizers are seeking to create in the school choice
movement. Instead, I really think that we need to revive language about the common-
ness of the common schools, not at the expense of respecting diversity, but with the
goal of becoming comfortable again with the fact that the schools are also important
in forging a commonAmericanness.We are a diverse society, but we also need to share
some things to be a people.

Carol Burris: I 100 percent agree. And it’s interesting that you said that. My grand-
daughter is in New York City, where she attends New York City public schools. They
presently have school choice at the high school level within the public school sys-
tem. And it’s a nightmare to navigate. You can’t just go to your neighborhood school
anymore. So, now you’re talking about children as young as thirteen traveling. Most
are schools based on interest. A school that’s for kids who want to be airplane pilots.
A school for kids who want to be ferry captains and scuba divers. And the schools have
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different themes, or philosophies, much as you described. One school in the city has
very progressive values on the website, talking more about social-emotional learning
than about academics, stating that they’re against profit. My granddaughter wants a
typical comprehensive high school not too far away, and in the world of choice, that
is hard to find. Then you have to contend with admission preferences and lotteries in
order to get in.

At the end of the day, the real outcome of “school choice” is that the parents really
don’t have all that much choice. There are lotteries. There are themes. There are admis-
sion preferences. There’s screening and testing. It’s not as though they say, “Okay, this
is your choice. And this is the choice of three hundred families who didn’t get the
school. We’re going to open up three hundred new seats.” They don’t do that. The mar-
ket system, whether it is public, charter, portfolio, voucher, just pushes kids around.
The idea of a neighborhood high school where all kids of all interests, of all political
backgrounds, of all religious backgrounds are welcome—it’s starting to disappear.

JohannNeem: I think that’s right. I find it interesting how you framed it, because, even
as you were talking, I was thinking about how fortunate I feel to live in a town small
enough that you just send your children to your neighborhood school, and you don’t
have the agony of choice. The choice regime in New York, as you’ve described it, forces
parents to start thinking about schooling as a private good for their child. The choice
process privatizes education internally, because if I had to choose the school my child
attended, I’d be doing things to game the system. I’d be doing all sorts of things to figure
out the best way to move my child ahead. And as a parent, that’s totally natural. In fact,
one of the things we parents ought to do is be our children’s advocates. But with losing
the sense of the common school comes a loss of balance. I worry that the moment we
liberate ourselves from that common framework, we will see new forms of inequality,
as well as the kind of segregation you’re talking about. Not just by race, but class, party,
ideology, religion, andmore. I findmy neighborhood school wonderful in certain ways
and imperfect in other ways. But as a parent I’m invested in that neighborhood school,
and through my investment, I’m invested in the other people who live aroundme. And
this is what makes it a public good.

Carol Burris: For sure. And it also has an effect on the schools themselves. I was a high
school principal for many years, and what I concentrated on was the improvement of
the school and taking care of the kids. But in the world of school choice, you also have
to be a marketer, right? Because now, as anybody who’s ever run a school knows, the
quality markers of the school—whether they be test scores, college acceptance rates, or
suspension rates—all of those different quality markers are also a reflection of who is
attending your school and how many high-needs kids you have. So now, as a principal,
you’re also trying to come up with ways to kind of game the system. How am I going
to be more attractive to more involved families? To families that are maybe a little bit
more affluent and can donate money to my underfunded school? To the parents of
higher-achieving children that will raise overall test scores? And to many parents, it
feels like The Hunger Games. They’re trying their best to get their child into a good
school, whether it be a charter school, or a private school, or a public school. What are
the admissions criteria? What can I do to get my child to go to the school that I think
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is the best fit? And what that does to the system over time is that parents become less
invested in local school improvement and more invested in school choice.

Our kids grew up on Long Island, and the particular school district we lived in was
not the best by far. But it was okay. So I became invested in that school district and its
improvement. I got involved in the PTA. I ran for the school board. I served as school
board president, and along with other parents, we did everything we could to make
the school better. Now, looking back, if somebody had come to me back then and said,
“Hey, listen, here’s school choice. You don’t have to work so hard to improve your local
school. You can send your child to this district or that district or this private school, and
we’ll pay for it.” As a young mom and a busy mom, I might have taken the chance. But
what are the long-term effects of choice systems? Now, we’ve created this system where
people think of public schools as a large, leaky boat, and pundits are shouting, “Oh,
the boat is sinking!” So we start throwing out these life rafts, be they online schools,
charter schools, voucher schools, and the emphasis is no longer on trying to right the
ship, but to escape it.

Johann Neem: Yes, yes! And you’ve hit on two key points that are really important to
me.When IwaswritingDemocracy’s Schools, I came across a quote fromHoraceMann,
who basically said, if you allow parents to start to opt out, particularly parents ofmeans,
then you’re going to end up with pauper schools. You’re going to end up with schools
where the public option becomes a charity model. And if you look around at certain
parts of the world, particularly in the Southern Hemisphere, you’ll find that families
that are middle-class or above basically opt out of the public system. As a result, the
public system cannot rival these private schools. And it seems weird to me that people
want to import that model to the US, where we have such a robust public system.

The thing you said about stakeholders is really important, because I don’t think pub-
lic schools took off in the nineteenth century because people heard Thomas Jefferson,
or Horace Mann, or Catharine Beecher and said, “Ah! I want to do what they said!”
I think they wanted to send their own kids to the public schools because they saw
benefits accruing to their neighbors’ kids. And as more children went to the public
schools, people became more supportive of paying taxes. People became stakeholders
because they went through the schools alongside their neighbors, and their children
and grandchildren followed them. So, they wanted to reinvest in those schools.

One of the things I’ve realized is we think commitment to public education is a
given, but our commitment to public education in America is as fragile as our com-
mitment to almost any other public good. And what the privatizers are slowly doing
in places like Arizona is they’re offering people those life rafts you’ve described and
are trying to create stakeholders in the alternative system. The moment enough peo-
ple have vouchers, or access to schools outside the public system, the common schools
will start to wither. We’ll all be in life rafts, and the ship will go down. Supporters of
privatization know that as long as the majority of Americans are invested in the public
school system, they can’t shake it. But if they attract enough potential stakeholders who
are interested in an alternative system, a different kind of regime, those stakeholders
will begin investing in the school choice system. And then they can start to finally take
down the public schools, which had been too popular to challenge for generations.
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Carol Burris: You’re absolutely right! That is the intent, and they’re not hiding it. And
as all of these different groups, likeMoms for Liberty, create all of these storms, dustups,
and crises that really don’t exist, the intent is to undermine public schools. Arizona is a
prime example, and it’s becoming more and more difficult to sustain the public school
system there. A few years ago, I went down to Arizona. This was even before the real
expansion of the voucher system, but they had a huge charter school sector, a lot of
it run by for-profit schools. I met with a superintendent who was doing everything
he could to keep the integrity of his public schools. He told me about a conversation
that he had had with a local politician, a member of the legislature. He wouldn’t give
me the name, but I have absolutely no reason to doubt the quote that he shared with
me. He asked the legislator, “Do you even see a purpose for public schools?” And the
legislator looked at him and said with a straight face, “Well, somebody has to take out
the garbage.” Now, that is a chilling quote that I’ve never forgotten. I think about that
quote. Was he saying that the public schools take out the garbage? In other words, that
their purpose is to deal with kids that no one wants? Or did he see the role of the public
schools as raising the children who will take out the garbage? Perhaps he meant both.
It shows the incredible cynicism and the disdain of some school choice advocates, the
absolute disdain for the public school system.

Johann Neem: When I think about privatizers, they’re not all one group. There are
capitalists trying to make money by getting access to public funds. There are honest
pluralists, even if I disagree with them, who in some ways are echoing the arguments
of pluralists on the political left. They’re echoing advocates of multiculturalism, but
they’re using radical pluralism to push school choice rather than trying to achieve
diverse communities within the public system. And then there are those who don’t
think well of public institutions, as your quote suggests. They think we only need pub-
lic institutions to deal with the so-called remainders. And they believe anybody, any
family worth their salt, should be able to buy all other goods on the market. The idea
that education is such a fundamental public good that no matter who you are in terms
of wealth or color, or religion, or anything, you belong in these institutions with other
people—that idea doesn’t even compute. And if you don’t believe that public goods are
things everyone should share, and they’re just for those who can’t afford to buy them
on the market, that’s a really scary proposition. It really flies in the face of the postrev-
olutionary ideals with which we started our conversation—that public schools offer
public goods and everybody should be participating and contributing and benefiting
from them.

Carol Burris: Yeah. You kind of wonder what the endgame is, too. When I try to figure
it out, I often look back to the writings ofMilton Friedman, who, inmany ways, started
this movement along with the segregationists. He didn’t believe that the public should
even be paying for public education. When you listen carefully to Betsy DeVos and
the libertarians who have been pushing this school choice system, they’re also pushing
what they call “backpack funding,” or “money follows the child.”The conceptworks like
this: here’s a figurative backpack, and we’re going to put money in it to educate your
child. Now, parent, you go and shop. Think about some of the people that are pushing
this idea. They are not people who are fond of paying taxes—just the opposite. So, one
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of my greatest fears is that over time, we will begin to view the real endgame: when
we move to a fully school-choice system, then politicians who are very tax adverse, as
many on the right are, will vote to reduce the funding that is in that backpack until we
have a K-12 system that will be similar to college. Some will be able to afford it; some
won’t. And I worry for the poorest kids, for the kids that nobody wants, for the kids
with behavior issues, the kids with special needs; they will be left in a broken public
school system. And that public school system will look like a very large room with
kids staring at computers and somebody standing by the door with their arms crossed,
preventing them from getting out.

Johann Neem: Yeah—rather than this American institution where everybody goes. In
fact, for many Americans, one of the few things we still share is the experience of going
to public school. And for those who don’t have the resources or the support, it offers
civic inclusion rather than charity. No, I’m with you. I do wonder: what do we do at
this moment? Your work, which advocates public schools and criticizes false claims
about the success of alternative models, is one of the answers to that question. And
I’m so grateful for that. But I also worry that we’re in a moment when trust in almost
all American institutions has been declining for decades. So, one thing to be careful
about is saying this is all about public schools, when it’s also about corporations. It’s
also about universities. It’s also about government. It’s also about any institution that
has seen declining trust across the board. How do you build that trust?

One of my fears is that the public schools themselves are not the best at
doing that these days, and one of the reasons, I think, is that they have become
more partisan. I worry about the public schools being identified with a party—the
Democratic Party—rather than being viewed as common institutions that Democrats
and Republicans generally agree on, even when they disagree on many other things.
Both parties used to rally people around local public institutions: “Let’s support our
public schools. Let’s support our public school teachers. Let’s support the local team.
Let’s support the local club. Let’s support these things.” Now there’s a wedge. And I don’t
think it’s just caused byRepublicans. I thinkwe have seen a kind of leftward turn among
education schools and public school teachers that in some ways provides evidence that
the schools are becoming more tied to a party. That is very dangerous, because one of
the things I think that sustained schools was that they were not partisan institutions—
they were these institutions in which everyone had an investment. So, what do we do
about that? That’s an honest question.

Carol Burris: It’s something that troublesme as well. I do think that some of it, though,
is regional. For example, if you go into rural areas, Republican rural areas, there’s still
strong support for public schools. And I tend to think that, if anything, the politics of
the schools probably are more conservative than progressive. But I also agree. I cited
that example before about a New York City public high school whose values align with
those of the political left. And it may be the only high school in the city that has those
values, but eventually, that school will show up in the New York Post. Then it’s going to
showuponFoxNews.And then suddenly, here’swhatwill wind uphappening: it will be
taken up by people like Corey DeAngelis, or Betsy DeVos, and then all public schools
will be painted in that way. And it’s interesting, I remember sharing this particular
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school’s website with a friendwho is quite committed to public schools, and her remark
was, “We are so good at handing people the rocks to throw at us.”

Maybe it’s a reflection of my age, or reflection of my experience, but I do think that
every public school should be a place that welcomes every child. That means that it
welcomes all children, not only based on ability, race, and ethnicity, but also on values.
And there should be a place, in the social studies classes of a public school, to debate,
right? To debate capitalism versus socialism, progressivism versus conservatism. But
when a school’s website only shows one sliver of that, that becomes problematic. I do
think that it would be helpful for public schools to sometimes take a deep breath and
reflect on the fact that their parents come from all different places, that their faculty
may hold various political opinions, and work hard to make sure that everyone, no
matter their belief system, can comfortably send their child to the school, and not feel
as though anybody is trying to push them one way or the other. That’s what we want
for learners: to be critical thinkers, to be exposed to different ideas, and then to come
up with their own conclusions.

Johann Neem: Where do we go next? We’ve covered a lot of ground.

Carol Burris: Well, there’s one thing we haven’t really touched upon, and that is the
voucher system in the United States. I find it fascinating that it is so incredibly irre-
sponsible. There are other countries that do have public funding for private schools.
I’m going make a contrast now with Ireland. I have relatives who live there, as well as
friends, and the Irish system is a very unusual system. It emerged as religious school-
ing, and most Irish schools today are run by religious organizations. You could think
of it almost like a massive voucher system where the government is giving money,
but education is being delivered by religious institutions. But here’s one of the criti-
cal pieces that is so lacking in the new voucher systems that we’re seeing popping up
everywhere in the US: in Ireland, the government’s Department of Education controls
the curriculum. They determine what the curriculum is; they determine the standards.
They determine the testing.There are laws that protect students’ rights to enroll in these
schools. They’re not allowed to discriminate. Even if it’s a Catholic school, you can’t
just discriminate based on race, on wealth, on learning ability, on religion, or LGBTQ
status.

And in other countries, where they do have a voucher system and they’re giving
money to private schools, the schools themselves are more public. The strings that are
attached are designed to not exclude students. The schools themselves are inspected.
They’re regulated. The teachers are certified. And as for the financing of homeschool-
ing, I don’t know of any other country that is even beginning to entertain that. So, when
the voucher proponents in the US implement these systems, and then point to other
places in the world where there are vouchers, what they’re not saying is how regulated
those systems are, and how many guardrails are in place.

In contrast, when you take a look at the systems that are being pushed in the US
now, the ESA systems—the Education Savings Account and the Education Scholarship
Account—they are systemswithout guardrails.They are systemswith no real compara-
tive testing and evaluation measures. Not that I’m a big fan of standardized testing, but
if you are going to require it of public and charter schools, why not voucher schools?
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There are now systems where parents receive the money and the parents are buying
trampolines or going to theme parks. Now micro-schools are popping up—schools in
people’s homes—it is just this incredibly loose, unregulated system that has no compar-
ison anyplace in the world. To me, it is absolutely frightening, because I think we are
going to find a sizable proportion of children presumably being educated who are not
actually being educated at all. And as money flows into some of these micro-schools
and homeschools, it’s going to be more and more difficult to even ascertain whether
these children are being properly cared for. Because I can tell you, as a former prin-
cipal, one of the functions of a public educator is that of a mandated reporter. Child
abuse exists, and when you start to create systems where parents can grab money and
then keep their kids home, you’re inviting all kinds of possible problems, in some cases
not only educational neglect, but also physical and psychological abuse and neglect.

Once the system starts loose, it becomes very difficult to tighten and regulate. Look
at charter schools. There is a difference between the original intent of the charter
school movement, and what the movement became. And as people fight for regula-
tions for charter schools, they encounter stiff resistance. You cannot just put in these
ESA Programs willy-nilly, and then go back later and try to put in guardrails, especially
given the vested interests that we talked about before. You’re not going to be able to do
it, and I think it’s incredibly frightening.

JohannNeem: Oh, I agree. This is the irony. There are some advocates of school choice
and voucher programs who recognize what you are saying about the importance of
putting in guardrails, but that is certainly not happening in parts of the country where
the presumption is that you need government out of the way.

As a citizen in a democracy, I have a right to have a role in shaping a curriculum
through local representation in my school board or through my state representative,
and I want to know that the public part of public schooling is happening in all of these
schools that receive funding from taxmonies. I want to know, not just about the quality
of learning, but also that students are learning certain subjects, that we’re graduating
people who understand science, who understand history. I want to know that about
all schools, and I wouldn’t want to know any less about schools funded by a voucher
system. But knowing these things would require, in a sense, more centralization than
exists in the systemwe’ve built, from the local neighborhood school on up. It’s an inter-
esting question about whether that kind of system could produce a more centralized
bureaucracy than we have now. But you’re right, we have an obligation as a public to
ensure that all children in the United States are getting a good quality education, an
education that prepares them to participate in our common life regardless of where
they go to school. And that’s a real challenge given American diversity, and given the
inequalities. It’s going to become an even bigger challenge in a system where you have
rampant school choice.

Carol Burris: Yes. Take the original ESA program in Arizona. I looked at it a few years
back—I was absolutely appalled. Parents did not have to provide any evidence of learn-
ing, no evidence at all. All they had to do to get the money for the next year was to
spend themoney that they had received the year before. Parents are issuing high school
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diplomas in these systems. Are they competent to do it? Some of them probably are,
but others probably not.

Think about the libertarians who were advocating for school choice years ago. They
were romanticizing what education looked like at the very beginning of our coun-
try, when there were charity church schools, when kids were educated at home or
weren’t being educated at all. They saw that as the model. And it’s amazing to me that
rather than moving our society forward, we’re trying to return to seventeenth-century
structures when it comes to schooling.

You start to wonder sometimes, because somany of the people who are so in favor of
this unregulated, willy-nilly school choice system are also people who didn’t respect the
last election. Although you and I might say that we want a well-educated citizenry for
a well-functioning democracy, these systems are being pushed by people who perhaps
don’t want people to be well-educated at all. You remember Trump’s famous quote:
“I love the undereducated.”

Johann Neem: But I think we have to remember that trust in a democracy has to be
earned. This is where, to the extent that I am critical of the education establishment,
I’m critical because I think, like you said, that educators too often give their opponents
the rocks to throw. I think we, and that includes professors, have to earn the trust of
citizens. I think Trump wasn’t so much saying to voters, “I love the poorly educated,”
as “I know that you don’t trust the educated to take care of your values, to take care of
your economic interests, to take care of your country.” And for public schools to make
it, we who are advocates of public schools and think they’re fundamental institutions,
need to show that we do deserve that trust.

We can show that public schools are effective. There are lots of studies to show
they’re more effective than private schools when you correct for socioeconomic sta-
tus. But we also have to show that they’re not going to be places that, as we talked
about earlier, are overly partisan or unwelcoming to certain groups; we have to show
that everybody belongs and that these are mainstream institutions. And I think politi-
cal partisanship is intentional in some of the ways teachers are professionalized today
in schools of education, where they are learning to see their schools, and themselves,
as remaking America along progressive lines. So I think we must be aware that there is
a tension there. Mainstream Americanism doesn’t mean racism. But it also may not
mean always being “anti-racist.” It means embracing a world where there are com-
plex issues and the school doesn’t have one position on everything, as you said earlier.
Because I worry that the schools are generating distrust in a world that’s already
distrustful and polarized. And the public schools are so important that anything that
starts to tip the scales towards privatization frightens me.

Carol Burris: I don’t disagree with you. But how do you do that? I was once on a group
call that was discussing the reopening of schools near the end of the COVID-19 pan-
demic. The group was making the argument that we shouldn’t reopen schools until an
extensive list of other social issues were addressed, and as a former principal, I was
thinking, “I’ve got to get off this call, because we need to reopen schools and get chil-
dren back in.” So, how do you convince people who are committed to all of those causes
to say, “Hey, public education is in trouble.” We’re going to lose it. We need to all keep
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our eye on the prize, which is keeping the American public invested in public schools.
How do we do that?

Johann Neem: Well, first, we say what you just said. I mean it. I agree that it’s a real
challenge. It’s a challenge when educators don’t see the distinction between partisan
values and the political values of a democracy, including the broadly political purposes
of public education, the preparation of citizens for critical thinking, the cultivation of
a shared national identity, the promotion of equality, respect for diversity. And I think
that what has happened on the left and the right is eerily similar, where if you don’t
agree with my left-leaning partisan values, you must be opposed to social justice. Or
you must be a racist. And the right has its own version with its reaction to libraries,
where if you don’t agree with my list of books to ban, you must not care about religion
or family values. It’s not just a one-sided problem.

We need to find a way to promote the broad political purposes of public education.
That is what holds us together. And there’s no reason why you can’t have a conservative
history teacher or a liberal history teacher. Those are not the criteria. There is a lot of
shared ground among Americans of all backgrounds. When you poll Americans on
questions of history and politics, they are not really that far apart.

We need a sense of moderation and balance. I do find that when you look at educa-
tion school curricula, or the admissions criteria, student teachers almost have to agree
with a set of partisan ideas to be considered a good teacher. We need to pull back on
that and say that the work of public schools is broadly political, so we have to be care-
ful about the difference between broadly political ideas and partisanship on both sides.
To have a common school, we don’t want education coming from the right any more
than from the left. And it is hard, because we’ve created a dynamic where sometimes
we don’t see the right’s responses as reflecting anything that’s real. I think we have to be
honest that sometimes they are. Even if their responses may not seem appropriate in
the light of our own values, it’s not because they have no facts on their side—they do
observe things that make them lose trust. They’re not reacting to nothing—the reac-
tions are coming from something. And if our goal is the protection of public schools,
we have to start by acknowledging that not all criticism is in bad faith, that people
are often responding to deeply felt concerns. There are a lot of bad-faith actors out
there. So why not respond to those who are responding to something with some good
faith?

Carol Burris: Yes, I think you’re right, and I think it’s an incredibly sensible response.
Unfortunately, sensible solutions don’t seem to be winning the day.What I would say to
people who believe that the school should be the place to teach very progressive ideals
is if in doing that, you wind up losing many families who are politically conservative,
you’re never going to achieve your goal. You want them in the tent. You want their chil-
dren to hear this. It’s part of the reason you see these Christian nationalist academies
popping up—and they are, along with charter schools. It’s like the old song, “How Ya
Gonna Keep’em Down on the Farm (After They’ve Seen Paree?)” You have groups of
parents that don’t want their kids to see “Paree.”They onlywant themexposed to one set
of values—their values. Young people, they’re so open. They are just naturally liberal.
They are naturally progressive. And if all of the kids in your communitywho come from
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conservative homes are now in religious schools or in homeschools or in right-wing
charter schools, they’re never going to be exposed to more progressive ideals that you
might have in your public school.

You need to keep that tent open so that kids have an opportunity to become tol-
erant of others and their point of view.. Our middle daughter attended the University
of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. She was appalled by the anti-Semitic attitudes that
she encountered there from kids whom she considered to be friends. And when she
would talk to them about it, what she foundwas that they were never exposed to Jewish
families. So they believed all of these stereotypes that they had heard. If we make our
public schools places that conservative parents and parents on the right feel they need
to avoid, their children will never be exposed to different cultures, to different reli-
gions and races, and they’ll not have that opportunity to grow as accepting and tolerant
Americans.

JohannNeem: I think that’s right. So, it brings us full circle.The only thing I would add
is that it goes both ways. As a professor, and someone who works in education circles,
I’ve often been around progressives who have stereotypical images of conservatives
in general, and they don’t interact with conservatives often. And their stereotypes of
what people are like don’t always hold true. So I have two worries. One is that the
public school system will come to an end if conservative families feel they need to
withdraw, because their departure would represent a significant loss of stakeholders.
The other worry is that if the schools truly do become bastions of progressivism, it’s
not just the conservatives who won’t be exposed to progressive ideas—we’ll all become
more Balkanized, as you put it earlier. Both progressives and conservatives will end
up in echo chambers of their own. And that is not preparation for living in a diverse
democracy, where it is important to respect people who come from all walks of life.
We’d lose the capacity to teach that respect, which I think is a shared value between
progressives and conservatives alike. So it affects everyone.

Carol Burris: It does cut both ways. I don’t disagree at all.

Johann Neem: I didn’t think you would.

Carol Burris: You know, we’re at this Humpty Dumpty moment for public schools,
and if we don’t recognize it, and keep Humpty up on the wall, we’re not going to be
able to put the pieces back together again—just like the system in Chile and some
other places that have followed this model and seen dramatic declines in public school
enrollments, stagnant test scores in literacy and mathematics, and widening achieve-
ment gaps between children fromhigher- and lower-income families. Andwe’re getting
very, very close to that tipping point. So, I think a lot of honest conversations have to
be had.

Johann Neem: That’s also a great name for a book: Keep Humpty on the Wall.
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