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These days, anyone looking for a cause without 1 

controversy would do better to come out in favor of higher 2 

standards for our schools.  It’s a safe bet that almost any audience 3 

will vigorously applaud such a sentiment, since it is widely agreed 4 

that our educational system is in deep trouble and that raising 5 

standards is the solution.  On the other hand, whenever agreement 6 

is a bit too quick and consensus a little too broad, it’s worth taking 7 

another look. 8 

People who talk about educational “standards” use the term 9 

in different ways.  Sometimes they’re referring to guidelines for 10 

teaching, the implication being that we should change the nature of 11 

the instruction….  By contrast, when you hear someone say that 12 

we need to “raise standards,” that represents… a claim that 13 

students ought to know more, do more, perform better. 14 

The idea…seems hard to argue against, at least in the 15 

abstract.  Don’t we want schools to be of high quality and students 16 

to be able to do many things?  Of course.  But the current demand 17 

for Tougher Standards, particularly by politicians and 18 

businesspeople, carries with it a bundle of assumptions about the 19 

proper role of schools, the nature and causes of failure, and the 20 

way students learn.  A number of people (mostly educators) have 21 

come to view with concern, even alarm, these increasingly strident 22 

demands (mostly from noneducators) to raise standards.  People 23 

from parents to presidents have begun to sound like cranky, ill-24 

informed radio talk-show hosts, and almost anything can be done 25 



to students and to schools, no matter how ill considered, as long as 26 

it is done in the name of “raising standards” or “accountability.” 27 

Significantly, such buzzwords are favored by policymakers 28 

across the political spectrum.  It’s almost impossible to distinguish 29 

Democrats from Republicans on these issues….  The disagreement 30 

that plays itself out in boards of education and in state legislatures 31 

is pretty much limited to a clash between, on one side, the 32 

champions of Tougher Standards (a constituency that includes 33 

virtually all corporate groups, the president, almost all of the 34 

governors, and most education officials), and, on the other side, 35 

those on the extreme right wing, whose suspicion of anything 36 

involving the federal government leads them to oppose national 37 

standards or testing.  (They, too, tend to endorse the idea of 38 

Tougher Standards but insist on local control.)  That’s often the 39 

extent of public debate on the subject.  Left out almost entirely is 40 

the point of view of the students themselves and the impact on 41 

their learning. 42 

The dominant position is reflected in an endless series of 43 

reports on American schooling released by the Business Coalition 44 

for Education Reform, the Business Roundtable, the National 45 

Alliance of Business, the Committee for Economic Development, 46 

and other clusters of corporations…. [T]hese virtually 47 

interchangeable documents seem to consist mostly of different 48 

combinations of terms like “tough,” “competitive,” “world-class,” 49 

“measurable,” “accountability,” “standards,” “results,” and 50 

“raising the bar.”   51 

Jargon aside, there is good reason to oppose the 52 

disproportionate role that corporate executives have been granted 53 

in shaping our country’s educational agenda.  It isn’t just a matter 54 

of whether they know enough but of what they’re looking for.  55 

Ultimately, the goals of business are not the same as those of 56 



educators and parents.  Corporations exist to provide a financial 57 

return to the people who own them: they are in business to make a 58 

profit.  As individuals, those who work (or even run) these 59 

companies may have other goals, too, when they turn their 60 

attention to public policy or education or anything else.  But 61 

business… is concerned principally about the bottom line.  Thus, 62 

when business thinks about schools, its agenda is driven by what 63 

will maximize its profitability, not by what is in the best interest of 64 

students.  Any overlap between these two goals would be purely 65 

accidental—and, in practice, turns out to be minimal.  What 66 

maximizes corporate profit often does not benefit children, and 67 

vice-versa…. 68 

That’s why it’s so disturbing that the government tends to 69 

ride in business’ wake, issuing reports that contain remarkably 70 

similar language, especially the same recommendations, and the 71 

identical objectives.  Many of our elected officials have virtually 72 

handed the keys to our schools over to corporate interests.  73 

Presidential commissions on education are commonly chaired by 74 

the executives of large companies….   75 

Holding schools accountable” for meeting “standards” 76 

usually means requiring them to live up to conventional measures 77 

of student performance, and traditional kinds of instruction are 78 

most closely geared to—and thus perpetuated by—these measures.  79 

The dominant philosophy of fixing schools consists of saying, in 80 

effect, that “what we’re doing is OK, we just need to do it harder, 81 

longer, stronger, louder, meaner, and we’ll have a better country.”  82 

Thus, it isn’t unusual to hear corporate groups…emphasizing the 83 

need to prepare students for the challenges of the future—and then 84 

calling for a renewed emphasis on the methods of the past. 85 
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