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In 1979, U.S. Commissioner of Education Ernest Boyer stat-
ed that “education should have full partnership at the high-
est levels of government where the Nation’s priorities are
shaped.” This statement set off an avalanche of reports
such as “The Nation 4t Risk,” which advocated the need
for transforming the nation’s educational system. States and
localities introduced a variety of proposed education
reforms but the implementation of these plans produced
mixed and inconsistent results. President George Bush and
the National Governors’ Association responded to this crisis
by creating a set of national standards for education and
proposing a blueprint, known as Goals 2000, for state and
federal collaboration to improve education, As a continua-
tion of this pilot project, the federal government, through
the Department of Education, must continue to lead the
nation in transforming the rhetoric of “education reform”
into action-oriented policies that truly establish a world-
class system of education,

The ongoing debate among educators and public officials
about a legitimate role for the federal government in edu-
cation is not new. However, social and economic factors in
the last half of the 20th century have given the debate an
increasing urgency. This article will describe both the his-
toric place of the federal government in education and a
proposed future role. The article uses Goals 2000 as a
model for federal government involvement, advocates
increasing partnerships among all levels of government in
order to improve our nation’s system of education, and
concludes by endorsing a strong role for the federal gov-
ernment as the developer of national standards and the
supporter of state implementation of these goals.
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Historic Review of Federal Government
Involvement in Education

The Founding Fathers firmly believed that education was
crucial for the success of democracy and the economic and
social well-being of the nation. President Thomas Jefferson
noted that no republic can remain strong without “general
education, to enable every man to judge for himself what
will secure or endanger his freedom.”

Early national leaders established the foundation for public
education, while the state and local governments were
responsible for implementing the system. Thomas Jefferson
advocated a public education system based on state and
local control. Additionally, the federal government, through
the enactment of the Northwest Ordinance in 1787,
allowed federal land to be sold and the proceeds used by
states for education. Thus, local control of schools, with
minimal state oversight and without federal interference,
became the primary form of school governance.

As early as 1870, the federal government demonstrated
leadership in improving national literacy. Representative
George Hoar introduced a bill that “sought to compel by
national authority the establishment of a thorough and effi-
cient system of public instruction throughout the whole
country” that would be operated by the states in accor-
dance with federal standards.” Although the Hoar bill did
not become law, the legislation resulted from a desire to
eliminate the massive illiteracy that plagued the South.
Even in modern times, the federal government continued
to be involved in efforts to curb illiteracy. Most recently,
Barbara Bush addressed illiteracy through her work as First
Lady.*

Industrialization and urbanization in the early 20th century
brought a new wave of federal education initiatives, By
1900, an industrial model of education hud evolved which
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“mass produced” students with the basic skills necessary to
meet the economic needs of the emerging industrial soci-
ety. In particular, the educational system was designed to
produce skilled workers capable of competing with work-
ers from Germany and Great Britain, Toward this end, the
federal government passed the Smith-Hughes Act which
gave the federal government the authority to appropriate
funds to states for vocational programs to be implemented
at local levels.” Even at the beginning of the century, inter-
national competitiveness was viewed as a national issue,
and the federal government responded by passing legisla-
tion that would assist the states in achieving a national
goal.

The federal government was again called to action at the
dawn of the space age. The National Defense Education
Act (NDEA) of 1958 grew out of a national panic spurred
by the successful orbit of the Soviet Sputnik satellite during
the Cold War.’ The NDEA established a new federal mis-
sion in education by providing financial assistance to edu-
cation programs which focused on increasing the number
of graduates in math and science. As a result, federal
spending sharply increased for elementary and secondary
education.”

As the federal government relied on education to further
the nation’s economic growth, the schools were instrumen-
tal in implementing national priorities during the social rev-
olution of the 1960s. During President Lyndon B. Johnson's
War on Poverty, the federal government made assisting
educationally disadvantaged children a national priority by
enacting the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of
1965 (ESEA)." Passage of this act was the culmination of
more than 90 years of active struggle to achieve large-scale
federal involvement in education.” Through ESEA, federal
funds allocated to local school districts were dramatically
increased.

Over time, ESEA expanded to include programs for chil-
dren with disabilities, bilingual education, and Indian edu-
cation, Such programs targeted populations which were
previously underserved in the educational system. In addi-
tion, the federal government took a leading role in promot-
ing desegregation in schools through the implementation
of ESEA and the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964."
By distributing federal funds based on nondiscrimination
requirements, the federal government directed school
assignment policies that eventually reduced segregation,
yet another example of federal government activism in
addressing social and economic concerns through educa-
tion.

Through the 1970s, the federal role in education was
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episodic but nonetheless responsive to national issues
related to education. However, a consistent voice for edu-
cation was increasingly necessary at the federal level.
Strong popular support existed for the creation of the U.S,
Department of Education because of increasing problems
in the educational system such as declining enroliment,
low achievement and college entrance test scores, and
increasing costs. President Jimmy Carter believed that creat-
ing a Cabinet-level department in education would encour-
age a national discussion of critical education concerns." In
his 1979 State of the Union Address, President Carter
declared: “the new department would enable the federal
government to be a more responsive partner with States,
localities and private institutions that have primary respon-
sibility for education.””

Today, the United States has significantly improved access
to education for all students and is admired for its success
in graduating three out of every four students in high
school.” In addition, the creation of the Department of
Education has also brought greater national visibility to
education issues. However, access alone is not enough to
meet the challenges this nation faces.

Today, the United States bas significantly
improved access to education for all
studenis and is admired for its success
in graduating three out of every four
students in bigh school.

In the late 20th century, the United States is moving rapidly
toward a technological and service-driven economy; unfor-
tunately, the 19th-century education system that prepares
workers for this post-industrial economy is woefully inade-
quate to the task at hand. Perhaps at no time since the
founding of the nation has the demand for a federal role in
education been so compelling.

Social And Economic Factors that Require
the Involvement of the Federal Government

in Education

Education permeates all aspects of life—and a lack of edu-
cation can have a devastating effect on the course of an
individual’s life, Lack of an education has been linked to
an increase in crime, a decrease in the level of personal
income, limited job opportunities, and a restricted ability to
compete in international markets.

Increasingly, defects in the nation’s education system are

GW Policy Perspectives 1996



being blamed for weaknesses in other sectors of society.
For example, a lack of education is linked to crime and
delinquency. More than half the aduit prison population is
functionally illiterate and nearly 40 percent of adjudicated
juvenile delinquents have treatable learning disabilities that
are not diagnosed in schools.” As Paul Barton, co-author of
a recent study released by the Educational Testing Service,
states:

We have solid information now about how low the
literacy level of prisoners is in relation to what the
job market needs. And yet, over the last five years,
as the prison population has expanded dramatically,
more than half the states have cut back their training
and education budgets. This is not a prudent
approach. Education may not be the sole answer to
cutting recidivism, but the evidence shows it helps.”

In the late 20th century, the United
States is moving rapidly toward a
technological and service-driven
economy; unfortunately, the 19th-
century education system that prepares
workers for this post-industrial
economy is woefully inadequate...

Educational achievement has also been linked to the level
of income attainment, Families with heads of households
who went no further than elementary school had median
incomes only one-fourth of those families with heads of
households who completed four or more years of college."
Furthermore, the hourly wages of young males with twelve
or fewer years of school dropped by 20 percent from 1979
to 1989.” To make matters worse, achieving economic
security without a strong, skill-based education will be
increasingly difficult in the future,”

Beyond the increasing inability of individuals to compete
in the national workforce, the nation’s ability to compete
internationally is in question. The United States falls behind
most industrialized nations in the system of education
available to students and in translating those educational
opportunities into economic opportunities.”

In European nations, students enter into a comprehensive
system of education that ensures job preparedness appro-
priate to the individual’s level of educational achievement.
The educational systems of Buropean countries are closely
tied to their economic systems; for example, in Germany
part of the hiring process is an evaluation of how potential
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employees fared while in school.” In addition, about 85
percent of German youth not bound for college get an

additional three to four years of apprenticeship training
beyond high school.”

Increasingly, members of the business community in the
United States have become aware of, and have advocated,
the need to ensure the same occupational readiness for
American students. For the first time, U.S. business leaders
from Eastman Kodak and Boeing Company plan to imple-
ment a new hiring strategy that emphasizes grades, a
process which, if widely practiced, could ultimately raise
high school standards nationwide.”

Educators support business leaders in the drive to ensure
that the nation’s schools produce qualified workers. At a
1993 hearing of the Senate Committee on Labor and
Human Resources, Secretary of Education Richard W. Riley
discussed the need to improve national education stan-
dards and job training opportunities:

A new generation of workers prepared for high-skill,
high-wage jobs will primarily come from a restruc-
tured American education system that produces stu-
dents with a firm grounding in core academic sub-
jects and dre equipped with skills that have currency
in the labor market.”

The need to upgrade and standardize educational opportu-
nities is so important, and of such scope, that no one state
could possibly accomplish the desired goals. As a result, a
role for the federal government—as the entity that could
ensure nationwide conformity to nationally derived stan-
dards—is obvious. Accordingly, this article proposes three
goals:

o establish a new mission for the Department of Education
that emphasizes the achievement of certain stated goals
for school children at all levels;

s refocus on the broad objectives delineated in Goals
2000, a set of national education standards, and estab-
lish tests that accurately measure students’ ahilities to
meet stated goals;

¢ expand public-private partnerships that emphasize the
importance of education as a national priority.

A New Mission for the
Department of Education

The current mission of the Department of Education is “to
ensure equal access to education and promote ecucational
excellence.” However, access to education alone cannot
ensure that students obtain the skills required to compete
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in the global economy; additionally, promoting excellence
in education is not defined In order to achieve the ambi-
tious goals outlined in this article, the Department of
Education would take on 4 new mission: establishing the
imporance of education as a national priority that specifi-
cally provides all students with the skills and knowledge
necessary 1o compete in a national and international work
force. Currently, education is seen as a basic function pro-
vided by government, somewhat akin to police protection,
important but taken for granted; under the newly defined
role, education would be inextricably linked to the mainte-
nance of democracy and economic competitiveness.

Goals 2000: National Education Standards
The Department of Education has already taken an impor-
tant step toward achieving national consensus on the per-
formance standards that all students should be able to
achieve. The movement toward national standards began
at the first national education summit in 1989 where
President Bush and the nation’s governors (including then-
Governor Clinton) met to discuss the need to reform edu-
cation and, to a larger extent, reverse the deteriorating
position of the United States in the global economy.” From
this meeting came the establishment of National Education
Goals, a conference report which defined standards of
knowledge for students in each subject area, objectives for
performance improvement in those subject areas, and
assessments to measure student performance.

The Bush Administration took the conference report and
translated the language into a legislative proposal known
as America 2000, the first federal effort 1o establish national
standards for all students that would lift public schools out
of “mediocrity, social decay, and national decline.”
Although this legislation was not passed, a modified ver-
sion of the bill, renamed Goals 2000: Educate America Act
and known as Goals 2000, passed with bipartisan support
during President Clinton's administration. The legislation
acknowledged the need for a federal voice in creating a
comprehensive and coherent system of education. Of
equal importance to this new federal role was a reaffirma-
tion of the responsibility of states and localities for adapt-
ing these goals to suit the needs of their communities.”

The social and economic factors discussed earlier in this
article are an integral part of Godls 2000. The National
Education Goals use adult literacy rates, children's health
risks, aned participation in postsecondary enrollment as
social and economic indicators to measure national
progress. For example, Goal 6 of the National Education
Goals adkdresses the need for all adults to have adequate
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skills and knowledge to compete in a global economy.”
Similarly, in dealing with problems of crime, Goal 7 specifi-
cally promotes a safe, disciplined, and drug-free school
environment.”

Of equal importance to this new federal
role was a reaffirmation of the
responsibility of states and localities for
adapting these goals to suit the needs of
their communities.

Although Goals 2000 has provided an important framework
for designing national standards, the legislation was also
designed to ensure that standards of education are compa-
rable to international standards.” Goals 2000 calls for all
high school graduates to have world-class understanding of
mathematics and science and be proficient in English,
social studies and foreign languages on the theory that stu-
dents who meet these national standards can compete with
the best students internationally.”

Despite its lofty ambitions, Goals 2000 has been criticized
as an unnecessary and unwanted intrusion into states’
rights. Opponents argue that national education reforms
such as Goals 2000 represent an unprecedented and insup-
portable assumption of power by the federal government
in an area where the federal government does not belong.
However, the original intent of Goals 2000 was not to pro-
mote federal intrusion into local schools but to define edu-
cation policy for this pation while remaining flexible in
allowing states and local governments to put reforms in
place.

Goals 2000 is a voluntary guide for states to follow in
implementing national education goals in return for a small
amount of federal funds. Secretary Riley stated that Goals
2000 is:

{tlop-down support for bottom-up reform. We want
to give the support [the states] need to reform and
restructure. Then we must get out of your way so
[the states] can do [their] jobs.”

The broad statements listed in Goals 2000 give states a
standard to which they can conform their own goals and,
as a result, bring all states 10 an equally high level of stu-
dent performance. Those who would argue that this
responsibility for setting standards is more appropriately
addressed by individual states fail 1o realize that the educa-
tion of students transcends each state and is instead an
issue the nation as a whole must address.

GW Policy Perspectives 1996



Public-Private Partnerships

There is no plausible way the federal government can
operate the education system; such a function is neither fis-
cally nor politically practical. Through public-private part-
nerships, the federal government has recently challenged
corporations to become more actively involved in provid-
ing the educational opportunities necessary for students to
compete in the 21st century. American corporations have
responded positively through such initiatives as NetDay ‘96,
in which companies such as MCI, Apple Computer, and
America Online contributed resources necessary for con-
necting California schools to the Internet.”

In the current political climate, changes are not only occur-
ring in our culture and economy but in our very system of
governance; indeed, public officials at the highest levels,
including President Clinton, have acknowledged that the
role of the federal government must change. Increasingly,
policies established by the federal government will reflect
the need for partnerships and greater collaboration among
all levels of government and business,

To underscore this point, in a 1996 education summit, busi-
ness leaders agreed that “no matter how much states
improve their schools, they will still be at a disadvantage in
winning new businesses if their quality does not measure
up to other states.” In essence, business leaders are call-
ing for congruence among the states in educational stan-
dards; the only way to ensure such national conformity is

through federal action.

Conclusion

Education is a public good which benefits not only individ-
uals but the American society as a whole. Schools should
be encouraged to develop innovative teaching methods
and apply various forms of educational reforms; however,
a national framework must be refined and implemented in
order for all schools to reach high standards of academic
achievement. The most basic educational reform lies in
articulating a set of commonly-agreed-upon goals for stu-
dents at all educational levels, including the acquisition of
a common body of knowledge and a set of universally
approved skills. To suppott these goals, 2 system for mea-
suring student performance that has broad national applic-
ability must be created.”

Goals 2000 is the first step in uniting the current fragment-
ed system into one national educational framework. States
need to look beyond their own boundaries to define edu-
cational reforms according to national goals. The federal
government, primarily responsible for ensuring that our
nation moves into the 21st century with a prepared work-
force and educated population, needs to promote the par-
ticipation of schools, state and local governments, and
businesses in achieving an educational system which
enhances national integrity. %

Notes

NWorking with article editor Carolyn Dwyer and editor in chief
Heather Johnston has been a truly wonderful and rewarding
experience. Their patience and tireless energy gave me the
extra “push” to complete the work. I would also like to thank
Professor Jill Kasle for her assistance and brilliant suggestions
and my associate editor, Scott Haggard, for adding the impor-
tant last-minute details, This article is dedicated to my brother,
Jose Viana, whose passion for teaching has inspired me to
write about the need to improve education in America.
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