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NOTE OF THANKS
It is always pleasant to reach the stage in a project when one can 

look back and acknowledge those who have helped in its actualization. 
So it is with the Spring 2003-2004 volume of Educational Change; and 
I am happy to recognize the effort and time of the many individuals both 
named and unnamed who contributed to this project.  There are many 
who inadvertently and unbeknownst to themselves who by their mere 
presence and good will created and encouraged a milieu that promoted 
the work on the present volume.

However, within this context there are a number of individuals 
directly engaged with this project who must be recognized individually. 
Both Barbara Paugh and Su Hartley of the Publications Offi ce at SUNY 
Oneonta have been intimately involved with Educational Change begin-
ning with the Spring 1995 volume. They have been generous with their 
resources and skills and I am immensely grateful to both of them. Clover 
Bobnick, supervisor of the Print Shop at SUNY Oneonta has been espe-
cially cooperative and made it easier for us at the N.Y.S.F.E.A. to share 
our meager harvest. Dr. Shrader, Chair of the Philosophy Department at 
SUNY Oneonta, as always, has been generous with both editorial and 
critical comments. Marjorie Holling, secretary of the Philosophy Depart-
ment at SUNY Oneonta, has provided outstanding secretarial support in 
addition to the occasional reminder concerning the schedules and status 
of the project.  All the members of the N.Y.S.F.E.A. supported our efforts 
while the offi cers of the association have provided much encouragement 
and moral support.

Furthermore, I am happy to announce that consultation with Janet 
Potter, Associate Provost for Library and Information Services, and 
Nancy Cannon, Reference Librarian, both of SUNY Oneonta, resulted in 
a proposal to make the Spring 2003-2004 volume of Educational Change
available on line. The proposal was brought before the N.Y.S.F.E.A. 
membership at the annual meeting in Plattsburgh (April 2-3, 2004) and 
approved. Through the efforts of Nancy Cannon the present volume will 
be available on line in the near future and I am pleased to thank both Janet 
Potter and Nancy Cannon for all their help in advancing this project.

Finally, it would be a serious omission if no mention were made 
of Dr. Alan Donovan, President of SUNY Oneonta, whose efforts have 
promoted a collegial atmosphere which encourages projects such as 
this before you; and for this all of us at the N.Y.S.F.E.A. are immensely 
grateful.

The Editor
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P R E F A C E

Anthony Roda

Our leaders tell us that we live in precarious times and so we do.  
There have been acts of terrorism and rumors of acts of terrorism.  The 
twenty-fi rst century, our leaders tell us, has ushered a new and virulent 
threat to the civilized world and extreme measure are needed to deal 
with it.  Security, both individual and collective, has been made the 
foremost concern of the day, even to the point of compromising civil 
liberties.  The Patriot Act, Abu Ghraib and Quantanamo are some of 
the symptoms of this national nightmare.  This is part of the political 
and cultural climate in which we are releasing the 2003-2004 volume 
of Educational Change.

Of course, the journal is primarily concerned with educational 
issues but who can doubt that these educational issues are intertwined 
with the entire social order and must of necessity infl uence it and 
be infl uenced by it in turn.  Some of the above bear on the nature of 
citizenship and in some way all of the above are relevant to the issue 
of fi nancing and taxation.  Still all of these placed in the larger social 
context raise issues of civic-mindedness, character and leadership.

In view of these relations it might be useful to begin by calling 
attention to two observations that show and put in relief two central 
concerns for our social order.  These two observations are so integral 
to the foundation of our political institution that they determine the 
nature of civilized life in the U. S.

The fi rst of these observations is from Aristotle s̓ Politics, a foun-
dational text in western political thought. It is a concluding remark and 
a summary of the difference between “correct” and “deviant” constitu-
tions.  The second observation is from James Madisonʼs “Federalist 
- 10,” one of the 85 Federalist Papers, a foundational document in 
the development of U.S. political thought and institutions.
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Aristotleʼs observation calls attention to the critical mark that 
separates the right types of constitutions from the perverted types.  
Madisonʼs focuses on the knotty issue of taxation.  Placing the texts 
of these observations side by side allows one to focus on the relation 
between institutional structures and consequences.  It forces one to 
think about structures (patterns or forms) and how these bear on the 
issue of justice and fairness.  These concerns are at the center of 
Professor John Yingerʼs essay on “State Aid and the Pursuit of Edu-
cational Equity: Lessons for New York,” which is the opening piece 
of the present volume of Educational Change.  In varying degrees 
one may fi nd similar connections in the other contributions to the 
present volume.

Among the many ways that Aristotle looks at constitutions, one 
is from the perspective of whether a constitution aims at promoting the 
common good or only the good of the rulers.  In Book III, Chapter VI 
of Politics, Aristotle crystallizes the critical difference between “right” 
types and “deviant” types of constitutions as follows:

“It is clear then that those constitutions which aim at the 
common good are right, as being in accord with absolute 
justice; while those which aim only at the good of the 
rulers are wrong.  They are all deviations from the right 
constitutions.  They are like the rule of the master over slave 
whereas the state is an association of free men.” [Aristotle, 
The Politics, p. 189, Book III, Chapter VI, 1279a 16]

If one accepts Aristotleʼs view with respect to what makes a 
constitution “right,” i.e. the “aim at the common good,” then accord-
ing to his analysis of causes the common good is the fi nal cause (end) 
of the constitution.  In turn it will determine the arrangements of the 
other causes, i.e. formal cause (form, shape, structure), material cause 
(matter or what the state is made out of, i.e. citizen -  body), and the 
effi cient cause (what brings it into being).  Superfi cially one could 
say that the other three causes (formal, material, and effi cient) are the 
means for the fi nal cause or end.  It should be clear that for Aristotle the 
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end or fi nal cause of a correct constitution is not just any end but one 
which is in accord with justice.  Applying Aristotleʼs causal analysis 
to constitutions would yield the following correspondences:

(a) fi nal cause -the common good

(b) formal cause -structural arrangements such as procedures  
  and methods for establishing sovereignty or offi ces

 (c) material cause -the citizen body

(d) effi cient cause -the founders or law givers

When we integrate these considerations with the following obser-
vation from Madison s̓ “Federalist - 10” Professor Yinger s̓ comments 
on school fi nance acquire a self-evident rationale that fl ow from our 
own foundational documents:

“The apportionment of taxes on the various descriptions 
of property is an act which seems to require the most ex-
act impartiality; yet there is, perhaps, no legislative act in 
which greater opportunity and temptation are given to a 
predominant party to trample on the rules of justice.  Every 
shilling with which they overburden the inferior number is 
a shilling saved to their own pockets.” [Federalist Papers,
p. 48.]

One way to approach Aristotleʼs and Madisonʼs passages is to 
view them as two sides of the issue of justice, i.e. justice procedur-
ally established by a right type of constitution which holds in check 
arbitrariness, force and fraud in the distribution of goods and resources 
and the same would go for retribution.  Both statements assume some 
standard or criterion which is embedded in the statements themselves.  
In Aristotle we fi nd the phrase “in accord with absolute justice” 
whereas Madison uses “trample on the rules of justice.”  In both cases 
the attempt is to indicate the correctness of justice in contrast to the 
deviance of injustice.  The same underlying assumption seems to be 

Preface
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inherent in Professor Yingerʼs discussion of the New York State edu-
cation aid formula.  Professor Yingerʼs analysis relies on the diversity 
of educational outcomes and cost differences from school district to 
school district across the state.  One consequence of this is that school 
districts are vying for the same scarce funds, the distribution of which 
relies on an aid formula that privileges the less needy school districts 
and harms the more vulnerable ones.  Since these funds are ultimately 
raised through taxation it leads to the phenomena of factions articulated 
by Madison in “Federalist - 10”:

“But the most common and durable source of factions 
has been the various and unequal distribution of property.  
Those who hold and those who are without property have 
ever formed distinct interests in society.  Those who are 
creditors, and those who are debtors, fall under a like dis-
crimination.  A landed interest, a manufacturing interest, a 
mercantile interest, a moneyed interest, with many lesser 
interests, grow up of necessity in civilized nations, and 
divide them into different classes, activated by different 
sentiments and views.” [Federalist Papers, p. 47.]

In view of these diverse factions that are the inevitable conse-
quences of civilized societies, Madison opts for constitutional struc-
tures we know as federalism as a way of mitigating and controlling 
the undesirable effects of factions (usually destructive to popular 
government according to Madison).  Without going into the specif-
ics of Madisonʼs argument it is important to add that constitutional 
structures of the kind envisioned by Madison were designed to serve 
as a bulwark and an obstacle to the mischief of factions.  Of course 
disagreement about the effectiveness of the proposed structures was 
and is still inevitable.

The signifi cance of these considerations with respect to Profes-
sor Yingerʼs analysis of the foundation aid formula is that it shows 
how such a structure works and makes explicit both its strengths and 
weaknesses.  By tracing out the consequence of the formula (struc-
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ture) Professor Yinger shows that it (formula) fails to accomplish 
its intended purpose (fi nal cause) of “educational equity” across the 
school districts in New York State; and in addition to the failure of 
actualizing “educational equity” it also exhibits the stateʼs adequacy 
standards as being at such a pitifully low level as to call into question 
the stateʼs commitment to education.

Informally, one could give the following overview of Dr. Yinger s̓ 
analysis of the aid formula.  The aim of state aid to school districts is 
designed to meet some established adequacy standard.  If a district is 
unable to raise the required revenue to meet the established standard 
the state makes up the difference for those districts with inadequate 
funds which is due to an inadequate tax base. However, those districts 
with large tax bases need little or no aid.  This is the rationale of the 
foundation aid formula and it fulfi lls its rationale if it succeeds in 
achieving its end, i.e. educational adequacy across the entire state.  Dr. 
Yinger continues his analysis of the factors (constants and variables) 
that comprise the foundation aid formula so that one can appreciate 
the four critical decisions states must face in designing an aid formula 
which aims at achieving not only educational equity across the state, 
but also educational adequacy.

The fi rst of these decisions is that “each state must decide how 
much spending is adequate,” [Yinger, p. 3] in order to achieve what 
is expected of the school districts.  This is in accord with a principle 
articulated in the Federalist Papers that one must be provided with the 
means to achieve what is expected of it.  The second decision deals 
with setting a spending level for adequacy that refl ects the education 
cost not for an average school district but for each school district.  Ig-
noring this issue will condemn high cost districts to an indefi nite state 
of inadequate student performance.  Dr. Yinger underscores the issue 
with this sectionʼs closing statement that “One of the great challenges 
in education fi nance is to develop methods that are acceptable to policy 
makers and that accurately refl ect educational cost variation.” [Yinger, 
p. 5] The third decision addresses the need for a required minimum 
tax rate.  Professor Yinger suggests that without such a minimum 
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“the foundation level of spending will not be achieved.” [Yinger, p. 
5]  In part this is due to the behavioral responses of voters and school 
offi cials who use education state aid to cut “school property tax rate 
and property taxes” [Yinger, p. 8] as it is happening in 2004 in part 
because of such a late budget. Finally, the fourth critical decision is to 
determine “how to distribute the burden of paying for a program that 
brings all districts up to an adequate education.” [Yinger, p. 6]

Through the lenses of these four critical issues Professor Yinger 
examines the educational landscape in New York State and fi nds that 
(1) “the spending level accepted as adequate is far too low” [Yinger, p. 7],
(2) “the education cost adjustments in the current state aid formulas 
are not satisfactory” [Yinger, p. 7-8], (3) “New York does not require 
school districts to levy a minimum property tax rate” [Yinger, p. 8] 
and (4) “the burden for fi nancing state aid to education in New York 
is not distributed in a fair manner” [Yinger, p. 8-9].

Accepting the above key decisions and the educational land-
scape as characterized above Professor Yinger reaches a four prong 
approach to fi x education fi nance in New York State: (1) “the state 
should set a high standard for an adequate education, (2) “the state 
should get serious about adjusting its aid for education costs, (3) “the 
state should require a minimum contribution from all school districts” 
[Yinger, p. 9] and the most problematic (4) “the state should improve 
the fairness of the education fi nance system not only by shifting aid 
away from the wealthy suburbs and other low-need district, by rais-
ing additional money with broad-based state taxes (especially the 
income tax) and reforming (or even eliminating) the STAR Program” 
[Yinger, p. 9-10].

Professor Yingerʼs article zones in on a topic which has become 
for New York State the issue of the day to the point of even preventing 
the passage of a state budget.  It is apparent, given the recent court 
rulings, that New York State has ignored its obligations to the educa-
tion of its children.  If the state continues on the same path one can 
expect conditions to deteriorate even further.  Perhaps it is too much 
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to suggest that by redeeming education the state might also reclaim 
and revitalize  its cities and their civic life.

Another aspect of educational fi nancing at the university level 
is treated by Professor Lars Mazzola in the article “Chasing Down 
Funny Numbers: More Than a Part Time Job.”  In his humorous but 
sad analysis he deals with the insidious phenomena of Part-Time fac-
ulty as (once thought of as a temporary stop gap measure) carrying a 
considerable burden of the work of educational institutions without 
being an integral part of these institutions either in terms of compen-
sation, recognition or infl uence.  Dr. Mazzola compares the plight of 
Part-Time faculty to “resident aliens” while their compensation to “less 
than the janitors.”  The data Dr. Mazzola provides speak loud and clear.  
A chart that compares salary differentials among the various ranks 
within the SUNY system shows the Chancellor with a yearly salary 
of $315,000.00 and the lowly Part-Timers teaching 12 credit hours 
per year with a salary of $8,400.00.  The ratio between the highest 
and the lowest is 25:1.  According to contemporary economic theory 
an ideal ratio is about 10:1.  This is only one of the many intriguing 
facts with which Professor Mazzola confronts us while he engages 
us to refl ect on the changing landscape in higher education in which 
more and more teaching is done by low paid Part-Time faculty.

Dr. David Granger examines the stance of the positivist placing 
it in dialectical relationships with that of the skeptic.  His purpose is to 
tease out and inform the human condition.  By using Stanley Cavellʼs 
perspective, he tries to argue that there are critical consequences for 
educators who could benefi t both by avoiding the smugness of the 
positivist and the defeatism of the absolute skeptic.  This ties one to 
the tradition of John Dewey in which teachers pursue their profession 
engaged in a lifeworld riddled with confl ict and uncertainty while 
“responding to the best possibilities of this person or thing.” [p. 22] 
This cognitive stance or attitude recognizes and acknowledges “that 
the demand for hard evidence or proof where certain matters are con-
cerned is unreasonable, even pathological, disparaging to the human 
condition and our everyday lifeworld.” [p. 22 ]

Preface
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Professor Barbara Lowe comes from the same perspective but 
focuses on the possibilities that can arise in educational contexts when 
educators acquire the “habit of using intelligence fully.”  Her salutatory 
message is that human beings do not apprehend their surroundings 
(animals and other objects) in a disinterested, detached and psychically 
distant state.  This characterization is only a construction (a posture 
that is useful in science) however in educational contexts it would,  as 
Professor Granger suggested, put students into metaphoric cages with 
teachers poking and prodding at them.  In view of this Professor Lowe 
characterizes the relationship between teacher and student as transac-
tional, mutually open to new benefi cent connections and possibilities 
in an uncertain universe that defi es predictability, yet amenable to the 
intervention of the “habit of using intelligence.”

The contribution by Daniel Patrone on “Contingency, Phronesis, 
and Character Education: A Restatement of the Value of a Traditional 
Liberal Arts Education” is a reaction to David Granger s̓ article, “Back 
to the Future: Coming to Terms with the Claims of History and Expe-
diency in Recent Character Education Initiatives,” which appeared in 
the Spring 2001-2002 volume of this publication.  Professor Patrone 
argues against what he considers to be the underlying claims that drive 
and support David Grangerʼs analysis of traditionalism.  The fi rst of 
these claims is that traditionalism “is incompatible with what is good 
in contemporary society and current moral thinking,” and the second 
claim is that valuing “traditions as traditions is to ignore and to per-
petuate what is rotten in human history.” [p. 58] These claims view 
traditional morality as “monistic, absolutistic and universalistic” [p. 
58] and supposedly, traditional morality “violate[s] our fundamental, 
pluralistic, democratic values.” [p. 58]

However, Professor Patrone indicates that one (traditionalist) 
need not be committed to a “fi xed constellation of beliefs, principles, 
values or virtues,” in short an absolutistic morality, the stance implicit 
in Professor Grangerʼs analysis.  Dr. Patrone contends that such an 
interpretation is only one of a number of possible views of traditional 
morality. He then proceeds to argue for a view that starts from an Ar-

Anthony Roda



Educational Change Spring 2003-2004 ix

istotelian standpoint and tries to avoid the problems which Professor 
Grangerʼs interpretation of traditional morality uncovered.

 In addition, this volume of Educational Change contains the 
winning essays of the fi fth and sixth New York State Foundations of  
Education Association Annual Essay Contest.  The winners of these 
were John Kung, a graduate student at Queens College, and Joyce E. 
Stotts, a graduate student at Nazareth College, respectively.  The As-
sociation has decided to temporarily suspend the contest with the hope 
of revisiting and restructuring it at a later date. This volume closes 
with a review by Anthony Roda of The Art of Humane Education by 
Donald Philip Verene.
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STATE AID AND THE PURSUIT OF EDUCATIONAL 
EQUITY: LESSONS FOR NEW YORK

John Yinger

Introduction

It is a pleasure to be here. I have long believed that scholars 
trained in public fi nance, such as myself, and scholars trained in 
education, such as all of you, would benefi t from more conversations 
with each other. So I am particularly glad to have this conversation 
with you tonight.

Before I begin, however, I must say that I do have one little 
complaint. As a big fan of the Syracuse University basketball team, 
I wish you had invited me to Albany two weeks earlier. Then I could 
have seen the Syracuse team, the eventual national champion, play 
in the regional fi nals of the NCAA basketball tournament, which was 
hosted by Siena College.

There is a cartoon on the door of my offi ce. It pictures a middle 
school science fair somewhere in New York. On the left a student 
poses with his talking robot. On the right a student poses with her 
decoding of a fl yʼs DNA. But the blue ribbon is going to a student 
in the middle of the picture, standing in front of a blackboard that is 
covered with algebra. As he posts the blue ribbon on the black board, 
one judge turns to another and says “Great Scott, she has fi gured out 
the state school aid formula.”

Today I am here to build on that studentʼs work, that is, to try 
to give you some insight into state aid and to explain why there is an 
urgent need to reform the state aid formula in New York.

Education Finance Reform And The Courts

In 1971, the debate over education fi nance reform was funda-
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mentally altered by the Serrano decision of the California Supreme 
Court, which declared that fi nancing education with a local property 
tax violated the stateʼs constitution. Although a 1972 U.S. Supreme 
Court decision, Rodriquez, declared that the U.S. Constitution has 
nothing to say about educational equity, many state supreme courts 
have followed the California courtʼs lead. Indeed, since 1971, 44 
state courts have heard challenges to their stateʼs education fi nance 
system, and 18 educational fi nance systems have been declared un-
constitutional by a state supreme court. In addition, court decisions 
have resulted in major education fi nance reforms in many states, 
including California, Kentucky, New Hampshire, New Jersey, Texas, 
and Vermont. Moreover, several states, including Kansas, Maryland, 
and Michigan, have implemented major reforms without a mandate 
from their state supreme court.

These court cases and education fi nance reforms are driven by 
longstanding disparities in student performance within each state, 
particularly the relatively low student performance in big city dis-
tricts. Indeed, the schools in virtually every large city in the nation fall 
behind the rest of their state on state-administered exams. On eighth  
grade reading exams administered in 2001, for example, the share 
of students reaching a state-determined minimum score was over 40 
percent below the state average in St. Louis, Baltimore, Philadelphia, 
New Orleans, Milwaukee, Buffalo, Detroit, Providence, Rochester, 
Denver, Oakland, and Newark.1 All of these cities fal1 40 percent or 
more behind their state on math scores, as well, along with Dayton, 
Cleveland, Chicago, Indianapolis, Pittsburgh, Richmond, Los Angeles, 
Minneapolis, Boston, and New York City.

State supreme court rulings on education fi nance have expressed 
a variety of equity standards. Since the Rose decision by the Kentucky 
Supreme Court in 1989, most courts have called for their states to 
ensure educational adequacy.

According to this standard, a state must ensure that every school 
district provides at least some minimum level of education. In this 
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context, education is a broader notion than simply spending per pupil, 
and is often interpreted to mean average student performance. Some 
courts have referred to other equity standards, such as complete equal-
ity. The courts  ̓signals about these other standards are never very clear, 
however, and I will focus my remarks on the educational adequacy, 
which is the most basic and widely accepted standard.

Foundation Aid Formulas

Most states distribute aid to school districts through some form 
of a foundation aid formula, which is explicitly designed to achieve 
educational adequacy. Foundation  aid is defi ned by the following 
formula
   Aj = E* -t* Bj

where Aj is aid per pupil to school district j; E* is the foundation 
spending level per pupil, which is selected by state offi cials and is 
the same in every district; t* is a “fair” property tax rate, which also 
is selected by state offi cials and is the same in every district; Bj is 
the actual property tax base per pupil in district j.

The intuition behind this formula is straightforward. The state 
decides on the level of spending required to meet the adequacy standard 
(E*) and then makes up the difference between the revenue required 
for this spending level and the amount of money a district can raise 
at a tax rate the state thinks is fair (t*). Districts with relatively large 
tax bases per pupil receive little or no aid under this formula.

How Much Spending is Adequate?

States face four key decisions in the design of a foundation for-
mula. First, each state must decide how much spending is adequate. 
Not surprisingly, adequacy standards vary widely across states. One 
of the highest standards was set by the Kentucky Supreme Court in 
its 1989 Rose decision, which called for schools to provide students 
with seven “capacities,” including “suffi cient oral and written com-
munication skills to enable students to function in a complex and 
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rapidly changing civilization,” “suffi cient understanding of govern-
mental processes to enable the student to understand the issues  that 
affect his or her community, state, and nation,” and “suffi cient levels 
of academic or vocational skills to enable public school students to 
compete favorably with their counterparts in surrounding states, in 
academics or in the job market.”

Should the Foundation Spending Level Be Adjusted for Education 
Costs?

The second decision is whether to adjust the foundation spending 
level, E*, for education costs. The cost of education is the amount a 
district must spend to obtain a given level of student performance. 
Educational costs are often measured with an education cost index, 
which is like a cost-of-living index. Just as real income equals actual 
income divided by cost-of-living index, student performance (i.e. real 
educational spending) equals actual spending divided by an education 
cost index.

The cost of education varies across districts for two reasons. First, 
education costs depend on conditions in the labor market for teachers. 
Some districts operate in high-wage labor markets, and therefore must 
pay higher wages to attract teachers away from private sector jobs. In 
addition, some districts must pay more than others to attract teachers 
because of relatively challenging conditions in the classroom.

Second, education costs are higher in school districts with more 
disadvantaged students. As documented by dozens, if not hundreds 
of studies, the cost of education increases with concentrated poverty, 
with the share of students speaking English as a second language, and 
with the share of students who have special needs.

This analysis implies that school districts with higher educa-
tion costs must spend  more to achieve any given performance level. 
As a result, a cost adjustment is needed to combine a performance
defi nition of education with an adequacy standard. To put it another 
way, high-cost districts will not achieve adequate student performance 
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even if they are brought up to a spending level that results in adequate 
performance for districts with average costs.

Fortunately, a performance objective can easily be supported by 
implementing a cost-adjusted foundation formula, which is

                                Aj=S*Cj-t*B,
where Aj is aid per pupil to school district j; S * is the foundation 
spending level per pupil in a district with average costs; Cj is an edu-
cational cost index for district j; and t* and Bj are the same as in the 
standard foundation formula. In this context, the education cost index 
is defi ned to equal 1.0 in the average district. An equivalent approach 
is to use a so-called weighted pupil approach, which gives more weight 
to poor students than to non-poor students and so on. Although many 
states include a cost adjustment or pupil weights in their aid formula, 
these provisions are inevitably ad hoc and understate the variation 
in educational costs across districts. One of the great challenges in 
education fi nance is to develop methods that are acceptable to policy 
makers and that accurately refl ect educational cost variation.

Should a Minimum Tax Rate Be Required?

The third decision is whether to make t* the minimum required 
property tax rate for all districts. By the logic of a foundation formula, 
a district will not reach the  foundation spending level (E* or S*Cj) 
unless it charges a tax rate of at least t*.

However, many needy districts will not levy this tax rate unless it 
is required. In fact, many studies show that the state aid received by a 
school district results in some combination of spending increases and 
property tax relief  — not in spending increases alone. Large increase 
in aid may therefore result in tax rates below the minimum required 
for an adequate education, that is, below t*. Thus, the foundation 
level of spending will not be achieved unless a minimum rate of t* 
is required.

One key underlying lesson here is that state offi cials need to be 
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aware of behavioral responses to their policies, including the behav-
ioral responses of voters and school offi cials. Changes in state aid 
formulas do change school district behavior!

How Should the Financing Burden Be Distributed?

Fourth, a state must decide how to distribute the burden of 
paying for a program that brings all districts up to an adequate edu-
cation, as defi ned by the foundation spending level (E* or S*Cj). A 
state has three broad tools it can use to raise the required funds. The 
fi rst tool involves the aid formula itself. The amount of money the 
state must come up with is inversely related to the amount of money 
school districts are expected to raise, as determined by the minimum 
property tax rate, t*.  As a result, a state can help to pay for a higher 
foundation level by raising the minimum required property tax rate. 
Because increases in t* place the burden on the districts that need help 
the most, only a relatively small portion of the required funds can be 
raised in this way. Nevertheless,  setting a reasonable t* ensures that 
even the neediest districts are bearing their fair share of the burden 
for raising the adequacy standard.

The second tool is a broad-based state tax, such as a sales tax or an 
income tax. Using a state tax spreads the burden for a higher adequacy 
standard across all taxpayers in the state. The precise pattern of this 
burden depends, of course, on the tax that is used. Most state income 
taxes exempt the poorest taxpayers, for example, whereas a general 
sales tax tends to hit low-income households particularly hard. Each 
state must decide which burden pattern is most appropriate.

The third tool is to collect contributions directly from the least 
needy school districts. This can be done in a variety of ways. The 
most obvious way is simply to cut their state aid and redistribute it to 
districts that need it more. Some states use more controversial meth-
ods, called recapture, to gather contributions from wealthy districts. In 
Vermont and Texas, for example, wealthy districts that want to raise 
additional funds themselves must share some portion of the money 
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they raise with poorer districts.

Overall, a stateʼs objective in considering these four aspects of a 
foundation aid formula is to create an aid system that ensures adequate 
student performance in every district and that spreads the funding 
burden across the state in a manner that is perceived to be fair.

Reforming Education Finance in New York State

Now I would like to apply these lessons to New York State. In 
effect, I want to go back to that middle school student in the cartoon I 
told you about earlier, take a look at what she wrote on the blackboard, 
evaluate it, and show how it should be reformed 

The need for education fi nance reform in New York State is 
demonstrated by the large differences in student performance across 
districts in the state. As indicated earlier, for example, Buffalo, Roch-
ester, and New York City all fall far behind the rest of the state in the 
share of students reaching the stateʼs target test scores.

Whatʼs Wrong with Education Finance in New York State?

The problems in the education fi nance system in New York State 
can be illuminated by considering the four decisions in a foundation 
aid system, which were discussed earlier. First, the spending level 
accepted as adequate is far too low. Many districts reach a high level 
of performance, of course, but the city districts clearly do not. Un-
fortunately, a low adequacy standard was recently certifi ed by a state 
appeals court in Campaign for Fiscal Equity v. New York. This courtʼs 
opinion, issued in 2002, declared that “The skills required to enable a 
person to obtain employment, vote, and serve on a jury are imparted 
between grades 8 and 9” and “Society needs workers at all levels, 
the majority of which may very well be low level.” This decision is 
now being appealed to New Yorkʼs highest court. I certainly hope it is 
overturned, as it sets a pitifully low standard for the Empire State!

Second, the education cost adjustments in the current state aid 
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formulas are not satisfactory. One of my colleagues, William Dun-
combe, and I have found large education cost differences with New 
York state. In one study, for example, we estimated a cost index of 
183 in New York City, 178 in Yonkers, 151 in the upstate big three 
(Buffalo, Rochester, and Syracuse), 114 in the downstate suburbs, 
and 93 in the upstate suburbs. In other words, the cost of education 
per pupil is 83 percent above the state average in New York City, but 
7 percent below the state average in the upstate suburbs.

Despite these cost differences, the main operating aid formula 
does not adjust for education costs at all. Several small categorical aid 
programs, such as Extraordinary Needs Aid and Limited English Pro-
fi ciency Aid do adjust for these costs, but their adjustments are ad hoc 
and these programs constitute a small fraction of the state aid budget. 
Moreover, these programs are eliminated under the Governor Patakiʼs 
current budget proposals, which consolidate most aid programs into 
one block grant, with no cost adjustment. The state also pays for pre-K 
and class-size-reduction programs that serve as compensation for the 
high education costs in some districts. Because many studies support 
the effi cacy of these types of programs, they are extremely important 
for needy school districts. Unfortunately, however, the Governor also 
proposes the elimination of these programs. From the point of view 
of the stateʼs highest-cost school districts, therefore, the Governorʼs 
proposals are the worst set of aid cuts imaginable.2

Third, New York does not require school districts to levy a mini-
mum property tax rate. As a result, the districts that receive the most 
aid, including some cities, have very low property tax rates. These 
low rates are part of the explanation for the relatively poor  student 
performance in these districts. Syracuse provides one good example. 
According to some calculations by William Duncombe, Syracuse 
has regularly responded to state aid increases by cutting the school 
property tax rate and property taxes now provide a very small share 
of the Syracuse schools operating budget.

Finally, the burden for fi nancing state aid to education in New 
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York is not distributed in a fair manner. Far too much aid is given to 
low-need places, thanks to an aid formula with hold-harmless provi-
sions and poor cost adjustments. Far too much money ($3 billion!) 
is spent on the STAR program for homeowners. This program short-
changes cities, with their high renter concentrations, and gives prop-
erty tax relief to all districts regardless of need. Moreover, the STAR 
exemptions are higher in high-wealth counties. This provision, which 
makes absolutely no sense, requires the rest of the state to send $400 
million each year to the wealthy suburbs around New York City.

How to Fix Education Finance in New York

This analysis points to a clear agenda for state aid reform in 
New York. First, the state should set a high standard for an adequate 
education. The poor performance of students in needy districts is the 
states most pressing education problem and setting a high adequacy 
standard is urgently needed to address it. Second, the state should get 
serious about adjusting its aid for education costs. As noted earlier, 
William Duncombe and I have estimated that the cost of education 
per pupil is almost twice as high in New York City as in the average 
district, so the foundation spending level per pupil and the associated 
state aid, should be almost twice as high for New York City as well. 
Perhaps no fi gure provides a more devastating critique of the current 
system than the fact that New York City receives less aid per pupil 
than the average district in the state.

Third, the state should require a minimum contribution from 
all school districts. Syracuse is, of course, a poor city, but it should 
not be allowed to cut its own contribution to schools as low as it has. 
No adequacy standard will be reached without a minimum tax rate 
requirement, and no agreement on burden sharing will ever be reached 
if the neediest districts do not participate.

Fourth, the state should improve the fairness of the education 
fi nance system not only by setting a minimum tax rate, but also by 
shifting aid away from the wealthy suburbs and other low-need 



Educational Change Spring 2003-200410

districts, by raising additional money with broad-based state taxes 
(especially the income tax), and by reforming (or even eliminating) 
the STAR program.

These reforms in education fi nance are not the whole story, of 
course. The state should also look into supporting educational pro-
grams and administrative techniques that are known to be effective. 
But that is a discussion for another day.

The Maxwell School, Syracuse University

ENDNOTES

 1.  These fi gures are based on Michael Casserly, Beating the Odds: A 
City-by-City Analysis of Student Performance and Achievement Gaps 
on State Assessments. (Washington, D.C.: Council of the Great City 
Schools, June 2002). (Accessed through the internet at http://www.
cgcs.org/pdfs/beatodds2.pdf) The statements in the text are based on 8th 
grade tests given in 2001, except for cities in Ohio (9th grade scores); 
Denver, Detroit, and reading in St. Louis (7th grade scores); and math 
in Detroit (2000). 

 2.  In releasing his budget proposals, Governor Pataki said “In these fi scal 
times, we need to focus on the fundamental aspects of our school aid 
formula—those components that are absolutely critical to the mission 
of K-12 education.” He focused on the most critical programs all right 
—by throwing them out! In 2002, Governor Pataki called New Yorkʼs 
education aid formula a “dinosaur” that should be “on the ash heap of 
history.” I agree with this sentiment but obviously do not agree with 
his proposed alternative.

John Yinger
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POSITIVISM, SKEPTICISM, AND THE ATTRACTIONS 
OF “PALTRY EMPIRICISM”:  A CAVELLIAN
PERSPECTIVE ON  CURRENT SCHOOL
REFORM EFFORTS

David Granger

Introduction: A Brief Portrait of School Reform Today

Horace Mann, Frederick Taylor, Hans Reichenbach, Rudolph 
Carnap, Edward L. Thorndike, Lewis Terman, Charles Eliot, James 
Conant: Wherever they are at the moment (and I would not want to 
speculate one way or the other), they must surely be looking glowingly 
on current school reform efforts in this country. After all, their ideas, 
their ways of talking and thinking about the processes and purposes 
of schooling, are clearly resurgent once again. And they have come 
together like at no other time in our nationʼs history. We are all no 
doubt cognizant of the fact that effi ciency, quality control, measur-
able outcomes, standards, excellence, and professionalism have very 
much become the parlance of the day in education. Numerous voices 
now clamor for standardized curriculum, intensifi ed testing of stu-
dents at all grade levels, and strong accountability measures with the 
unabashed goal of ensuring that the United States maintains certain 
levels of economic productivity -- or what is oftentimes fi gured as 
“national security” since the publication of 1983ʼs A Nation at Risk. 
(Look, for instance, at the way “capitalism” is now routinely being 
used synonymously with “democracy” in mainstream politics and the 
popular media.)

Of course not everyone is pleased that the ideas of Taylor, 
Reichenbach, Thorndike, Eliot, and his cohorts are presently winning 
the day on the contested ground of school reform. As people working 
in and around the area of educational foundations, we have all prob-
ably heard, and perhaps articulated ourselves, various arguments for 
why these reforms are a mistake on political, ethical, socio-economic, 
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educational or other grounds. We have read that they promote an im-
poverished “one-size-fi ts-all” form of education (which they do), lead 
almost invariably to “forced” (read behavioristic) pedagogies of one 
sort or another (which they do), put excessive pressure on students to 
perform in certain narrowly-defi ned contexts (which they do), serve 
primarily moneyed interests and numerous allied technocratic agencies 
(which they do), and are demeaning of teachers, while simultane-
ously placing responsibility for “fi xing” our schools squarely on their 
shoulders (which they also do). I very much hope that these arguments 
continue to be made and that their advocates and audience continue 
to grow beyond the academy. Much is at stake here.  

In this paper, however, I would like to assume a more limited 
focus and investigate the positivistic ethos that lies back of these cur-
rent school reform efforts. Though attacked repeatedly by philosophers 
and social scientists over the past half century, this ethos contains a 
powerful set of assumptions that holds great appeal to both policy 
makers and the general public in todayʼs uneasy geo-political and 
socio-economic climates. It has also no doubt been reinvigorated 
by our computer/information age, where unremitting calls for more 
and more rapid exchanges of information are presumed to contain 
the solution to all of our problems, while questions about what to do 
with this information, when asked at all, appear somehow quaintly 
naive. The lived world is just one grand puzzle of atomistic facts, it 
is implied, and everyone agrees on what the picture is supposed to 
look like in the end. Cost-benefi t analyses patterned after a singular 
conception of the good are now being employed in virtually every 
aspect of public life.1

As its most notable feature, this positivistic ethos holds out 
the promise of a scientifi cally validated certainty. In educational 
terms, that translates into precisely the kinds of reforms that we are 
seeing today. We are led to believe that we can have certainty where 
education is concerned – happily, it can be ascertained by the con-
cise tables found in our daily newspapers -- if teachers and schools 
would only teach, test, and make themselves accountable for it. The 
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general line of thinking that accompanies this notion goes something 
like the following: 1) Teaching implies learning in accordance with 
certain prescribed standards. 2) Learning can be accurately assessed 
by high-stakes paper-and-pencil tests that refl ect these standards. 3) 
If students  ̓ test scores are meeting these standards, then teachers 
are teaching, but if students  ̓scores are not meeting these standards, 
teachers are not teaching. (Notice that as a by-product of this the 
idea of teaching to the test is not thought so bad anymore. In fact, it 
is sometimes vigorously defended.)

However because we are also committed to the idea that we 
live in a democracy, where free thinking individuals are said to be 
the agents of progress, these premises and the conclusion drawn 
from them are all purportedly open to debate. Of course experience 
has taught us that things do not always work out that way. Consider 
the recent dispute between New York State Education Commissioner 
Richard Mills and a coalition of twenty-eight alternative schools 
over the requirement that all students take and pass Regents exams 
if they are to graduate. In stating their position the coalition sensibly 
argued, and with considerable scholarly support, that these exams 
are incompatible with their progressive teaching methods, curricula, 
and assessments, which include various kinds of student projects and 
portfolios. They also pointed to evidence that students in these schools 
have both lower dropout rates and higher college attendance rates than 
comparable schools using Regents exams. That did not seem to matter 
to Commissioner Mills, however, who in ruling against the coalition 
dismissed such evidence out-of-hand and then played his peremptory 
trump card: To wit, the public has made it clear that it wants tougher 
school standards, but a panel of testing and assessment experts fi nds 
that the alternative assessments are not rigorous, objective, consistent, 
or precise measures of student performance. In short, the coalition 
schools were accused of doing bad science; they were not using the 
proper positivistic methods in the disinterested fashion required to 
ensure equal educational opportunity for all. Equality and excellence, 
you will note, almost always mean sameness of treatment in the ethos 
of positivism; and if one really knows something, the assessment 
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format should not make any difference. 2    

What I am basically trying to show with this example is that we 
need very much to account for this resurgent positivistic ethos, and to 
understand its persistent attractions, if we are effectively to critique 
and combat any or all of the educational reforms cited earlier. This is 
not to suggest that the many arguments aimed at the various political 
and social forces involved should be considered any less important. 
Given the hegemonic concentrations of power that increasingly control 
policy formation today, these arguments are certainly as pressing as 
ever. But I think that we must also begin to come to terms with the 
powerful – and I also want to say destructive -- ontological claims 
and assumptions that inform, sustain, and in a sense justify the current 
reform ideology. That, in brief, is what I would like to do below.  

Stanley Cavell and the Linkage Between Positivism and Skepticism

The philosopher Stanley Cavell holds a rather unorthodox posi-
tion with respect to skepticism and its conditions and consequences. 
By skepticism here, I have in mind the purposeful denial of claims 
to knowledge about the external world and/or other minds. Briefl y, 
external-world skepticism derives from our inability to be in direct 
contact with the external world, without the mediation of our senses, 
while other-minds skepticism demurs at our powerlessness to access 
the minds of others from any perspective but our own. Not surpris-
ingly, the skeptic is usually thought to be somewhat neurotic in this 
refusal of the common-sense world. He accepts nothing less than an 
impossible certainty. He seems obsessively to will his doubt into be-
ing, to actively contrive it, as C.S. Peirce once observed. Of course 
this also suggests that the skepticʼs illness is exceptional and can be 
cured, just as David Hume soon forgot the skeptical conclusions of 
his deliberations when he left the confi nes of his chamber and set out 
to play backgammon and converse with friends at a local pub. To 
Cavellʼs way of thinking, however, this standard account of skepti-
cism is dismissively superfi cial. All of us struggle with the skepticʼs 
illness in varying degrees, he wants us to understand, and the cure 
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will never be complete or fi nal.

Cavell conceives of skepticism broadly as a general orientation 
towards the everyday world –“a perpetual dissatisfaction with the 
human position, a demand for a Godʼs Eye View or Nothing, that 
degrades the only perspective that is actually available to us.”3 This 
means that skepticism and the quest for certainty are really two sides 
of the same coin for Cavell. Each embodies a desire to live beyond 
or transcend the natural parameters of the human condition. Impor-
tantly, however, he also maintains that this skepticism is in some 
degree inevitable given the aleatory nature of our world and where 
uncertainty is an inexorable part of this human condition. Moreover, 
its liberatory desires are an essential part of our humanity. That is to 
say, “the urge to be more than (what we have known as being) human 
is part of being human.” 4 Cavellʼs aim, then, is not so much to cure 
us of skepticism as it is to “to teach us to live gracefully (and perhaps 
gratefully) with it” through a more domesticated transcendence from 
within the human condition, a path to a deeper, more expansive rec-
ognition of our full humanity.5  

According to Cavell, the impulse to skepticism appears most 
frequently in our efforts to evade the uncertainty that necessarily at-
tends our everyday affairs. However it becomes distinctly problematic 
when it results in as emphatic a withdrawal from the everyday as that 
exhibited by the supra-empirical or transcendental impetus of tradi-
tional metaphysics, or in the modern era, the more restrictive outlook 
of positivistic thinking – the latter of which Ralph Waldo Emerson 
would surely consider a “paltry empiricism.”  

Now, this interpretation of skepticism probably seems rather 
odd, since the term is usually used to denote the denial of claims to 
knowledge; and positivism is thought to be some sort of answer to 
these claims. But Cavell asks us to consider positivism as itself a form 
of skepticism, or at least an expression of the skeptical impulse. For as 
he sees it, the positivist essentially concedes the correctness of almost 
everything the skeptic says – for example, that we do not know any-
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thing about other people except their behavior (hence the positivistic 
roots of behaviorism) – in the hopes of withholding from the skeptic 
the claim to some kind of minimal “scientifi c knowledge.” Yet it seems 
obvious that this paltry empiricism leaves us with a “ʼtrue worldʼ” 
that looks little like “our quotidian world of common sense objects 
and fellow passengers to the grave.”6 This is because both the skeptic 
and the positivist reject the primacy of the ordinary human world, 
the full-lived situation of the everyday. It is this “downgrading of the 
human position, this aspiration to be outside our own skins (nothing 
else would be good enough), that Cavell calls ʻskepticismʼ”7

In his recent book Pragmatism, Hilary Putnam makes this same 
point in contrasting the basic positivistic model of inquiry with that 
of pragmatist thinkers Peirce, Dewey, and James. He reveals that 
for pragmatists, “inquiry is cooperative human interaction with the 
environment” where “objectivity” denotes intersubjective under-
standing.8 In addition, Peirce and the others believe that all inquiry 
is fallible and that inquirers must “actively seek falsifying experi-
ences,” that “ideas must be put under strain if they are to prove their 
worth.”9 The model of inquiry advanced by positivists like Carnap 
and Reichenbach, on the other hand, is vastly different. Their idea 
of the most primitive form of inquiry, notes Putnam, is induction by 
simple enumeration:

The model is always a single scientist who determines 
the colors of the balls drawn successively from an urn, 
and tries to estimate the frequencies with which those 
colors occur among the balls remaining in the urn. For 
the pragmatists, the model is a group of inquirers trying 
to produce good ideas and trying to test them to see which 
ones have value.10

This positivistic picture of a single isolated spectator observing 
phenomena as if through a one-way mirror – a purportedly value-
neutral Godʼs Eye View -- naturally makes the New York coalition 
schoolʼs assessment methods appear fatally tainted with subjectivity. 
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Theirs is essentially a cooperative endeavor, after all, with decisions 
regarding student performance being made jointly and in light of 
context, not on the basis of a standard algorithm. And to make mat-
ters worse, they are actively participating in and thus infl uencing the 
assessment process.

However if one subscribes to the pragmatist notion that inquiry 
of any sort is impossible without some orienting matrix of values, it is 
the positivist spectator who is, in his “methodological solipsism,” in 
practice so tainted.11 For he is left to address his subject-matter through 
static algorithms rather than dynamic maxims requiring contextual 
interpretation. Inquiry is reduced to a method of computation, and 
quality reduced to quantity – neither of which adequately recognizes 
the everyday human lifeworld. The positivistʼs activity of fact-gather-
ing and sorting according to certain immunizing criteria for meaning-
ful discourse thus renders a fl at, two dimensional world, a world of 
supposedly a priori atomistic truths integrated by the supposedly a 
priori laws of logic. In addition, the theorized single isolated observer 
unduly binds himself to a limited fund of perspectives and ideas. It is a 
particularly glaring instance of exactly the type of “subjectivism” that 
worries pragmatists like Pierce, Dewey, and James. It also suggests, 
contra the New York State Board of Regents, that there is nothing 
inherently objective about standardized testing.

Like Cavell after him, Emerson often identifi es this positivist 
form of skepticism with the morbidly alluring certainty and fi nality of 
death; and he speaks of its everyday manifestation as the impulse to 
clutch or grab at the more intractable phenomena of the experienced 
world. Emerson writes:

It is very unhappy, but too late to be helped, the discovery 
we have made, that we exist. That discovery is called the 
Fall of Man. Ever afterwards, we suspect our instruments. 
We have learned that we do not see directly, but mediately, 
and that we have no means of correcting these colored 
and distorting lenses which we are, or of computing the 
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amount of their errors. Perhaps these subject lenses have 
creative power; perhaps there are no objects. Once we 
lived in what we saw; now, the rapaciousness of this new 
power, which threatens to absorb all things, engages us….
Nothing is left us now but death. We look to that with a 
grim satisfaction, saying, there at least is reality that will 
not dodge us. I take this evanescence and lubricity of all 
objects, which lets them slip through our fi ngers then 
when we clutch hardest, to be the most unhandsome part 
of our condition.12

Cavell takes this to mean that the positivistʼs skepticism is at 
bottom a destructive, even immoral act, one that disfi gures objects 
and people by attempting to possess and control (or normalize) them. 
They either disappear or become something less with the skepticʼs 
longing to make them fully present, to attain that elusive certainty. 
The positivistʼs world is consequently a sterile place, a scene of icy 
abstractions, hoary principles, cool reason, and glassy essences. (This 
might also be taken as a description of the positivistic learning environ-
ment.) For Cavell, then, the positivistʼs search for knowledge, and his 
equation of the real with the known or knowable, fi nally constitutes 
a particularly grievous and degrading form of violence against the 
basic human lifeworld.

Positivism and the Ethos of Skeptical Schooling

In the Introduction to his classic study of the dynamics of class-
room learning, Life in Classrooms, Philip Jackson describes the cir-
cumstances of his life- and career-altering move away from positivistic 
research and towards a more naturalistic paradigm. He tells us that 
this move began somewhat fortuitously. Even as a young, successful 
researcher, he writes, “I was starting to feel uneasy over the prospect 
of a career that would keep me…far removed from the phenomena 
of everyday life.” It disturbed Jackson that the process of data collec-
tion as he had known it consisted of little more than “rooms full of 
[anonymous] students putting marks on pieces of paper.”13 Then he 
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happened to attend a seminar at the Center for Advanced Study in the 
Behavioral Sciences in California led by a number of anthropologists 
who were studying the social behavior of primates. He calls the ex-
perience a revelation. These investigators had spent years in the fi eld, 
developing their perceptual acuity in ever new experiential contexts, 
and they spoke repeatedly of the astonishing differences between the 
animals  ̓ behavior in the wild and in captivity: “Apparently, some 
animals that were very gregarious in the wild became very solitary in 
captivity. Others that huddled together in cages roamed companionless 
much of the time across their native terrain.”14

Such insights were the seed crystal of Jacksonʼs revelation about 
his own work. He describes that experience this way:

As I sat listening to these reports I began to realize that the 
instruments that I knew how to use best, paper-and-pencil 
tests of one kind or another, created artifi cial environments 
for the persons called upon to respond to them. They were 
like little cages in which people sat while the investigator 
poked at them with questions, forcing them to respond 
whether they wanted to or not. Most people did not seem 
to mind the intrusion, true enough, but that did not alter 
its artifi cial nature. The analogy of a captive animal being 
prodded with sticks was one I could not shake. It led me 
to begin wondering what my usual objects of investigation, 
students of all ages, looked like in their natural habitat.15

Jackson claims to have taken from this experience that the 
fi ndings of positivistic science – “ʼThe Atoms of Democritus / And 
Newtonʼs Particles of Lightʼ” of William Blakeʼs disdain –“[are] but 
pale abstractions when contrasted with the multi-colored wonders 
of human creation and the natural world.”16  They simply do not 
“measure up.” 

At the risk of hyperbole, I want to suggest that there is a direct 
and disturbing parallel between Jacksonʼs characterization of his 

Positivism, Skepticism, and the Attractions of “Paltry Empiricism”



Educational Change Spring 2003-200420

former research subjects here and the situations of students where 
atomistic facts, standards, high-stakes paper-and-pencil tests, and other 
paraphernalia of positivism hold sway. These students, too, might be 
described as captives of highly structured, passivity-inducing environ-
ments, environments in which they are prodded to respond in kind to 
a profusion of scripted questions whether they fi nd them personally 
engaging and relevant or not.17 Furthermore, the basic purpose of such 
an environment is likewise to take the uncertainty out of the process, in 
this case the inherently uncertain process of teaching and learning, of 
interacting with concrete human beings. Carefully controlled artifi cial 
conditions (like animals in cages) thus become the preferred way to 
carry out what is from a Cavellian perspective a calculated process of 
dehumanization. And, tragically, teachers are ever more compelled to 
be the immediate agents of this process.

Conclusion: An Alternative Response to the Enticements of 
Skeptical Schooling

It should be clear at this point that our response to the tragedy of 
skepticism cannot for Cavell be one disavowal. To deny the reality of 
the impulse to skepticism, he argues, is to deny part of our humanity 
– and that is itself a form of skepticism. Therefore Cavellʼs response 
takes a more compensatory or pragmatic form. In a nutshell, he urges 
us to be more attentive to the diverse elements of the everyday hu-
man lifeworld, to the claims they make on us, and to our indefi nite 
capacity to receive and acknowledge them without guarantees of 
certainty. We must learn to concede degrees of uncertainty, he tells 
us, without recoiling from the everyday and sacrifi cing the opportuni-
ties for growth and renewal it offers. Cavell further suggests that our 
failure to attend more fully to this lifeworld is ultimately a failure to 
attend to ourselves, to the numerous ways in which we are (already) 
implicated in the welfare of the people and things around us. Thus 
if clutching is the most unhandsome part of our condition -- the part 
that allows genuine education to slip through our fi ngers the more we 
grasp for certainty in how we teach and assess our students -- its op-
posite, receiving and responding to the rightful claims the world and 
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others make upon us, is the most handsome. Cavell maintains that this 
non-skeptical attitude requires that we rethink several basic aspects 
of our customary orientation towards knowledge.

From his earliest published writings, Cavell has argued that a 
non-skeptical attitude necessitates that we relinquish the idea that 
our primary relation to the world is one of knowing or not knowing. 
The worldʼs contingent presentness to us, the way it is disclosed to 
us, he contends, is not and cannot be principally a knowledge affair. 
It is rather a function of those immediate meanings emanating from 
our shared forms of life and the intrinsic signifi cance that people and 
things come to possess over time through the part they play in various 
life activities. This suggests that we must begin to talk and think more 
of education as the quest for meaning – and various kinds of meaning 
– and less as simply the quest for knowledge or truth. In other words, 
we must recognize the paltriness of educating students as though 
human beings are little more than epistemic subjects whose primary 
purpose is to generate and assimilate propositional truth claims about 
the world.

Cavellʼs recommendations for cultivating a non-skeptical at-
titude also play on the kindred etymology of the words knowledge 
and acknowledge. Indeed, knowing and acknowledging are ultimately 
inseparable for Cavell. The former, he says, implies the latter: “I do 
not propose the idea of acknowledging as an alternative to knowing 
but rather as an interpretation of it, as I take the word ʻacknowledge,  ̓
containing ʻknowledge,  ̓itself to suggest.”18

The skeptic regards knowledge claims as inherently threaten-
ing and dangerous; she tends to withhold any affi rmative response, 
desiring that some degree of scientifi c certainty could somehow fi rst 
be secured. Accordingly, she often turns away from or discounts what 
she knows, just as a teacher might deny her fi rsthand knowledge of a 
particular student s̓ abilities when confronted with confl icting evidence 
from, say, the Iowa Test of Basic Skills or some other measurement 
tool. Such denial does not of course just occur among teachers. In 
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the ethos of positivism, as Jackson points out, “when it comes time 
to talk about how effectively our schools are functioning or how well 
a particular group of teachers are doing their job we seem to forget 
what we know from personal experience and we wind up relying on 
evidence, such as achievement test scores, that completely ignores” 
the value and validity of such experience.19

Alternatively, then, knowledge as a sort of acknowledgement 
takes an active, one might even say prophetic form. While it does not 
ignore the more “intellectual” criteria of knowledge claims, acknowl-
edgement also does not endlessly seek to reveal new information about 
the person or thing in question. On the contrary, it ultimately sets its 
sights beyond knowledge (in the manner I believe of all good teach-
ers), to the need to respond to the best possibilities of this person or 
thing. It realizes that the demand for hard evidence or proof where 
certain matters are concerned is unreasonable, even pathological, 
disparaging of the human condition and our everyday lifeworld. Ap-
pealing to what one might call moral perception, acknowledgment 
strives to read imaginatively and act appropriately within particular 
contexts and in recognition of the uniqueness of particular persons 
and things. It registers both a positive interest and investment in the 
world, and a willingness to live with the vulnerability that comes 
with this disposition, with this response-ability. Thus for the teacher 
mentioned above, knowing that her student was misevaluated (and 
perhaps wrongly labeled) by the test means at the very least knowing 
that the situation demands some sort of active response on her part, 
even if that response is effectively limited or turns out to be based 
in error. For misunderstanding, uncertainty, and failure on the part 
of either teachers or students is not some accidental risk, something 
that can be successfully overcome by putting students in metaphoric 
cages and poking at them with sticks. “It is a necessary risk, and it is 
precisely this risk that makes education possible in the fi rst place.”20

That, I believe, is the true lesson of skepticism.

State University of New York, Geneseo

David Granger
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TRANSACTIONAL EDUCATION AND TRANSACTIONAL 
EDUCATORS:  FOSTERING THE HABIT OF ʻUSING
INTELLIGENCE FULLYʼ

Barbara J. Lowe

I.  Introduction

This paper calls into question the assumptions implicit in many 
traditional theories of moral agency; namely, the assumption that moral 
agency requires the agent to be disinterested, disengaged, and psychi-
cally distant in order to be a good moral agent, an agent worthy of 
moral praise.   I explore the nature of what it means to be a moral agent 
and, more broadly, what it means to live well as a human being and 
apply this analysis to education.  The arguments made are grounded 
in a naturalistic-transactional understanding of how the human being 
comes to be and continues to be in this world and spells out some of 
the implications of this understanding of the human individual for 
education.  In addition, I suggest specifi c strategies for capitalizing 
on the transactional potential of the educational relationship between 
student and teacher.  I argue that, if we take the human being to be a 
transactional being, i.e., an entity that comes into existence and con-
tinues to exist necessarily in and through co-constitutional exchanges 
with both human and non-human entities, then the role of education 
becomes central to this development of the individual.  Further, it also 
becomes clear that education must be of a particular nature if it is going 
to foster the immediate and ongoing development of that individual 
as a fl ourishing human being.  However, we must fi rst explore briefl y 
what is problematic about our traditional conception of education in 
order to see that change is required.

II. Non-Transactional Conception of Human Flourishing and 
Education 

Traditionally speaking, in order for acts of free agency to occur 
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and in order for enlightenment to be achieved, it is often maintained 
that the self must be in a position of untainted and unencumbered 
freedom; the self, it is thought, must be disinterested, disengaged, and 
psychically distant in order to be a moral or epistemological agent.  It 
is only from this position of “freedom” that the individual is thought 
to make choices that are self-determined and freely chosen.  Further, 
it is only from this position that the individual is thought to be able to 
become a fully actualized human being.  There are various problems 
associated with this conception. In this essay I look most closely at 
these problems as they relate to education.

Most educators hold their students  ̓ achievement of genuine 
moral and epistemological agency as one of their implicit and explicit 
goals as educators.  However, the above mentioned assumptions about 
the characteristics of genuine moral and epistemological agency lead 
educators to foster a particular notion of actualization, one equated 
with a particular notion of autonomy and independence, that is funda-
mentally problematic.  To understand this we must acknowledge that 
actualization and hence, in this case, independence is most typically 
equated with freedom, and this takes on the meaning of being able to 
think and act without dependence on or infl uence from one s̓ economic, 
social, cultural, familial, etc. location. This leads to the tendency to 
emphasize skills and practices that tend to foster only one type of 
agency, the agency that allows for and values the kind of autonomy 
and disinterested neutrality required by this concept of a minded-self 
versus a body-minded self, i.e., by a concept that locates the “real” 
self in the mind rather than in a body and, hence, as disconnected from 
others rather than connected.

Thus, this concept of the independent and free self, the decon-
textualized agent, leaves behind certain perceptions, feelings, ways of 
knowing the world, etc. that are not possible without the body.  The 
end result is devaluing of pedagogical practices that foster learning and 
ways of knowing that are body-minded in focus.  Further, if the value 
of contextualized knowing and, to provide one example, “emotional 
intelligence,” is overtly recognized, it is often also scoffed at, quietly 
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belittled on the side, or left unsupported on the level of curricula, 
policy, and budget allocation.  Perhaps of greater concern, however, 
are the pedagogical effects that result from an internalized notion of 
actualization and agency as necessarily decontextualized in nature.  
Even well intended educators can be found to operate with this notion 
of the self and the self as agent and, perhaps unknowingly, perpetuate 
the view and the problematic effects along with it.

However, what if we were to embrace an alternate, a more con-
textual and dynamic notion of the self and its formation?  Specifi cally, 
what if we understood the self to be a transactionally existing self, a 
self that does and can exist only in and through contextual exchanges 
with others that continually make and re-make the self and others with 
whom this self transacts? 

III.  Three Conceptions of the Metaphysics of the Individual

In Art as Experience, as well as else where, Dewey puts forth 
his transactional understanding of human existence and argues that 
humans cannot and do not exist as isolated and atomistic beings. 
Rather, who we are, what we think, what we desire, what we know, 
and how we come to interact with others is an ongoing product of the 
continuous exchanges had with both our human and nonhuman sur-
roundings.  The individual and its relation to its surroundings is, as 
Shannon Sullivan points out in what might be a simple yet illustrative 
metaphor, most accurately represented by a stew.  The stew, unlike a 
tossed salad or a melting pot, illustrates how the individual remains 
distinct from its environment even while it takes on the fl avors and 
characteristics of its surroundings.1  Within and through formative 
exchanges with our surroundings and others in these surroundings, 
we adopt, adjust, refi ne, reject, etc. the various habits that make up 
who we are and it is through these that we are able to transform our 
own selves as well as other selves with whom and with which we 
interact.   We are, Dewey argues, an “interpenetration of habits”2 and 
as such are the agents of change that affect change through exchanges 
with others within particular contexts and particular relationships.  
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Embracing this as the necessary nature of the individual and as that 
which must frame our goals and aspirations within education yields 
certain implications for education.

First and foremost, with the realization and the acceptance of 
the transactional notion of the individual as the ground for our peda-
gogical endeavors, the goal of fostering disinterested, detached, and 
psychically distant agency in our students would be rejected as both 
impossible and undesirable.  It would be impossible because it would 
confl ict with what we would now accept as the necessary nature of 
human existence.  If human existence is, as the transactional notion 
of the individual suggests, always and necessarily embodied and 
contextualized and if the individual becomes what is and continues 
to become what it will be only in and through embodied and con-
textualized co-exchanges with others, then maintaining a goal of the 
disinterested, detached, and psychically distant thinking and living 
being is unachievable.  

Further, this goal would no longer seem desirable, even if it were 
possible, because it would require us to set aside the very relations and 
connections that make us what we are and provides the possibilities of 
what we can possibly come to be.  Instead, educators would now strive 
to formulate and prioritize pedagogical goals around those qualities of 
existence that facilitate positive transactional exchanges between the 
individual and the other.  It is in these exchanges that the individual 
is able to grow and thrive as the transactional being that he or she is.  
Educators would not understand positive growth or the “good” toward 
which education should strive as that which fosters ongoing transac-
tions with different others and that does so with a pluralistic set of 
values and approaches to living and being in the world.  It is this that 
will best generate the exchanges that will encourage change and growth 
toward possibilities of richer transactions and further growth.3  

Embracing this transactional notion of the individual and the 
connected notion of “good” makes possible exploration into the spe-
cifi c strategies, skills, and even attitudinal approaches of interaction 
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that would best foster this notion of positive transactional exchanges.  
Specifi cally, educators embracing this notion of the transactional 
individual will seek to foster in their students and in their exchanges 
with students a certain quality of what might be called “Socratic 
wisdom,” coupled with the skill of hypothetical construction, and the 
“habit of using intelligence fully.”4 Shannon Sullivanʼs analysis of the 
importance of “Socratic wisdom” for the achievement of good com-
munication can offer insights for the student-educator relationship as 
this too is a relationship that depends largely on good communication 
to achieve its goals.  

Sullivan explains that “Socratic wisdom” requires that all indi-
viduals cultivate within themselves an appreciation and acceptance 
that one may be ignorant or wrong and need to revise what one holds 
to be true.  The individual who tries to communicate or convey an 
idea with an other has Socratic wisdom if he or she realizes that the 
habitual and nonrefl ective ways in which human beings come to 
understand other people may contribute to misunderstandings.5  The 
process of communicating oneʼs assumptions and readying oneself to 
adjust those assumptions and oneʼs behaviors in response to the other 
is what Sullivan calls “hypothetical construction.”6

Hypothetical construction is “a process by which one creates 
meaning with others by offering potential meaning to them as a hy-
pothesis.”7  Rather than imposing meaning onto the world and to those 
we encounter in the world, a person engaging in hypothetical construc-
tion suggests meaning based on their interpretation of the facts and 
perceptions available to them and leaves open a dialogue for continued 
creation of meaning and revision of already suggested meanings.  This 
leads to “transactional meanings” or meanings that have been “mutu-
ally negotiated and developed by all parties involved.”8  

Looking at the student-educator relationship, hypothetical con-
struction becomes important when working with students on what 
might seem to be trivial levels.  Seemingly insignifi cant exchanges be-
tween the student and the educator can sometimes encourage commu-
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nication “within” the student and may lead to positive transactionally 
achieved growth of which the educator may or may not be aware.  

For example, this can sometimes occur as a result of comments 
made, or not made, in the margin or at the end of an essay.  The edu-
cator may facilitate in the student the development and continued 
construction of his or her position by refl ecting back to the student 
what the educator takes to be the main argument or underlying point 
and this may or may not be something the student has yet come to 
consciously embrace.  Here the educator is responsively perceptive 
to the meaning-creating nature of the student and the student-educa-
tor relationship and is assisting the student in his or her growth and 
continued transaction with new meanings and new arguments.  

The student originally submits the essay with one sense of self-
defi nition but comes away with an enriched sense of who he or she is 
and with, perhaps, a higher level of conscious awareness of this new 
understanding.  Of course, the student could choose not to embrace 
the suggested meaning; however, the student still comes out with at 
least a better sense of who he or she is not.  Further, the student gains 
an added awareness that the reader (the educator) is constantly trying 
to construct meaning from what the student has written.  With this 
exchange, the student has been transactionally defi ned and so too has 
the educator because the educator also, to a certain extent, comes to 
defi ne himself or herself as that person who agrees or disagrees with 
what he or she has suggested as the studentʼs intended meaning and 
has further defi ned himself or herself as a person who assists others 
in defi ning themselves in and through this type of exchange.

Some may correctly object that this kind of meaning-forming 
dialogue occurs in educational relationships that this author has oth-
erwise critiqued; however, this is part of the point.  As human beings, 
and especially as educators, we cannot help but participate in these 
types of co-constituting transactional exchanges.  However, our level 
of conscious and intentional awareness of this participation and the 
level to which we partake in these transactions purposefully and with 
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an end in mind makes important differences.  At times these differences 
are easily identifi able – such as when an educator simply dismisses 
students efforts to communicate in a personal way, i.e. in a way that 
makes evident their contextually nuanced existence.  At other times, 
however, these differences are embedded and concealed on a level 
that is more emotionally based, on a level that is often sensed but not 
easily described -- such as when an advisor reliably fulfi lls all tangible 
obligations to the advisee but otherwise is emotionally detached and 
only “present” to the student in a perfunctory way.9  Yes, in this case, 
the transactional aspect of the relationship is present; however, the 
exchanges that do and do not occur are not purposefully ameliora-
tive in nature, i.e., they are not driven by a desire to capitalize on the 
“better-making”10 potential of the exchanges being had between the 
student and the educator.  

Further, the educator may transact with the student without pair-
ing the transactions with what I shall call, borrowing from Deweyʼs 
notion of intelligence, intelligent empathy and care.  Here the idea is 
that the kind of transaction that will be most conducive to producing 
ameliorative outcomes and potentialities is one which has a emotional, 
caring, even loving11 component where the concepts are further modi-
fi ed by the concept of intelligence.  “Intelligent” empathy, “intelligent” 
caring, and “intelligent” loving are intelligent because the empathy, 
care, and love are not simply visceral; rather, there is amelioratively 
proscriptive purpose and direction behind the emotively driven re-
sponse. This response seeks to connect with the transactional other 
in ways that are imaginatively forward looking, attending to both the 
positive and the negative possibilities of the transaction and seeking 
to capitalize on those possibilities that are ameliorative in nature.  
These responses are amelioratively proscriptive because they seek 
to make not only the situations better in the immediate sense, but 
they also look forward to the future with an eye toward making the 
educational classroom, community, home, etc. a better place, i.e., a 
more consciously transactional place.
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Learning to approach situations using “hypothetical construc-
tion,” informed by Socratic wisdom and accompanied by intelligent 
and imaginative empathy, helps students develop what Dewey calls 
the “habit of using intelligence fully,” i.e., the habit of using intel-
ligence as a guide to present action, which will lead to control and 
resolution, if only temporarily, of future contingencies.12  Having this 
“habit of using intelligence fully” allows those possessing it to not 
only negotiate the student-educator relationship, but also helps in the 
negotiation of more complex life situations, some of which tend to 
erupt in classroom situation.  These eruptions can become, if embraced, 
moments of growth and understanding.  

For example, during a recent class my students were engaged in 
a conversation about the unrecognized power that comes with being 
white, and especially with being a white male in our society.  One of 
my students, a white male, while attempting to provide an example of 
how this was, in fact, true, pointed out that some of the most offensive 
derogatory terms used in our culture seemed to connect with either 
being black or being female.  This student gave examples and stated 
a descriptively derogatory term, often referred to as the “N-word,” 
explicitly and repeatedly in his example.  There was, even though he 
was agreeing with the larger point being made, an almost immediate 
sense of tension in the classroom.  

It was evident that many students had an immediate negative 
response to the use of the term, regardless of its intended use.  In 
response, there was a collective stiffening of the class.  I too found 
myself having a negative visceral response that made me feel uneasy 
both because of the tension I suspected this might cause and because 
of something internal to my bodily-lived experience that felt ill at 
ease with the simple mentioning of the word, regardless of context.  I 
asked the class if they too were experiencing the same response. This 
lead to a discussion that required trying to tease-out the source of the 
tension.  As a result, we all came to better understand the effect using 
this word might have, especially on those who may have experienced 
being called that term in a derogatory way.  
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Further, as a class we learned that sometimes words bring with 
them certain contextualized and embodied historical meanings that 
can impede the reception of intended communication if the word is 
used, even in a seemingly benign way, to communicate a thought.  
Through this conversation, we were all witness to and participants in 
hypothetical construction and an example of how meaning was created 
transactionally rather than existing as a fi xed and unchanging entity 
outside of particular context and use.  By approaching this issue this 
way, the students came to see that the life experiences and cultural 
contexts matter when trying to communicate effectively and that there 
is no such thing as a decontextualized meaning to which all can refer 
in an abstract sense.  

This situation exemplifi ed how communication can be improved 
if the educator recognizes the transactional nature of the communica-
tion relationship between the student and the educator.  Doing so allows 
the meaning as intended to meet, transact with, and hence modify the 
meaning as received, leading to improved understanding and connec-
tion among individuals and to the creation of new meanings.  While our 
conversation about this situation in class did not remove the tension, 
the tension shifted and lessened.  Further, this exchange of ideas and 
experiences did serve to modify the meaning and experience of the 
culturally and racially charged term and helped to enrich future conver-
sations.  Moreover, all students, Iʼd like to think, felt intelligently and 
empathetically received.  Where this emotively charged topic could 
have been treated from a distance and purely on a “minded” level; it 
was instead brought to the necessarily “body-minded” plane of our 
existence and thereby capitalized on the ameliorative potential that was 
possible in this transaction.  Failure to address this would have sent the 
message that it is the literal meaning and communication of terms that 
matter within academia and that our bodily ways of communicating 
and knowing are either inconsequential or inappropriate in the end to 
the truth and knowledge seeking environment of the classroom.

Further, as a result of this communication and others like it, 
at least some of the students shifted their view on the world, if only 
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slightly.  A previously held habit of interpreting the world as given was 
exchanged with the habit of consciously and intelligently transacting 
with the world as a moral and epistemological agent who can create 
meaning and affect change through on-going dialogue with others.  
These students now know that meaning is created in and through con-
textual relationships with particular others and that it is through this 
mutual creation of meaning that agency, the ability to affect change, 
is most powerfully executed.

IV.  Conclusion

By understanding and embracing a transactional conception of 
the individual, educators come to view the content of what they teach 
within broader contexts and as constantly in the process of being 
created and re-created.  The content, rather than being static, fi xed, 
and existing outside of contextual contingencies, is necessarily con-
textually located.  With this in mind, the good educator will not only 
approach the students and the teaching of content differently, but he 
or she will also help the students become “Socratically wise” in and 
through their interactions with the world and with their continued quest 
of knowledge; the education will help the student develop intelligent 
empathy and, in connection with this, the “habit of using intelligence 
fully.”  Rather than elevating ourselves above the contextual contin-
gencies and limitations of our humanness, we must immerse ourselves 
in these contexts.  When this is done, the possibility for genuine hu-
man growth and human knowing is possible.  To foster this habit in 
students is to foster the habit of being and becoming an intelligently 
transactional and positively transforming moral agent and is to do so 
as an agent of change within education.

St. John Fisher College

ENDNOTES

 1. The three metaphors of the stew, tossed salad, and the melting pot are 
in reference to the analysis of transactional bodies offered by Shannon 
Sullivan in her work Living Across and Through Skins: Transactional 
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Bodies, Pragmatism, and Feminism.  Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 2001: 12-16.

 2. Dewey, John. Human Nature and Conduct, MW 14: 29.
 3. This is similar to what Scott Pratt argues regarding the goal as conceived 

by contemporary pragmatism in chapter two of Native Pragmatism: 
Rethinking the Roots of American Philosophy.  Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 2002: especially p. 37.  Here Pratt argues that American 
pragmatist scholars tend to share, despite their differences, four common 
commitments: interaction, pluralism, community and growth.

 4. Shannon Sullivan introduces these concepts on pp. 75-79 of her previ-
ously mentioned work, Living Across and Through Skins.

 5. Sullivan, 75.
 6. Ibid., 77.  See also Richard Rortyʼs Contingency, Irony & Solidarity.  

New York: Cambridge University Press, 1989.
 7. Ibid.,75-76
 8. Ibid., 76.
 9. Nel Noddings  ̓notion of the moral obligation of disposability, within 

reason, to the one-cared for and a need to provide dialogue, practice, 
and positive attribution for and to the cared-for.  See Chapter 4 of Nod-
dings  ̓Caring.  

10. The author has capitalized on the “better-making” potential of the situa-
tion when the student comes to see the transactional meaning and identity 
making process more explicitly.  

11. With this reference to ʻloving  ̓and later references to ʻlove,  ̓this author 
does not intend what is perhaps the immediate connotation of the term; 
rather, the conception of ʻlove  ̓intended is more of a Platonic love that 
is responsively perceptive to the position, needs, wants and concerns 
of the other. This is “felt” in the whole being of the other on an almost 
intuitive level rather than known in the mind or felt by the body.

12. Dewey, Human Nature and Conduct, MW14:184. Elsewhere in this same 
work, Dewey refers to this as the “habit of learning” where the meaning 
of education “consists in an intelligent direction of native activities in 
light of the possibilities and necessities of the social situation.”  (See
pp. 69-70 and 75.)
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CHASING DOWN FUNNY NUMBERS: MORE THAN A 
PART-TIME JOB

Lars Mazzola

About a year and a half ago, many people on college campuses 
were asked a funny question: “What do elephants and Part-time faculty 
have in common?” The answer: “They both work for peanuts.” This is 
the best one-line description of the Part-time experience on record.

As this discussion will document, the “peanuts answer” is funny 
in several ways. As we look at the peanuts for which Part time faculty 
work, we will come across some very odd numbers. But before we get 
to that, weʼll need to see the whole picture, the menu, if you like, which 
adds up to much more than peanuts. To arrive at the whole picture, 
weʼre going to have to include many other kinds of “addibles,” some 
of which are “nuts” that walk around on two legs. More than that, Iʼm 
going to ask you to venture into the world of fruitcakes as well, until 
we end up having a whole smorgasbord in front of us. By then, all 
of the funny numbers will reveal their hidden story—as all numbers 
do. But please be warned. As I present this nutty menu, weʼre going 
to experience an eye-opening view of one of least resolved crises of 
contemporary higher education—lack of equity for Part-time faculty, 
who now comprise about 40% of the workforce (Walsh, 2003, p. 6). 
Included in this view are the following: 1) a Ten Point Program for 
Part-time Faculty, 2) a discussion of the composition of Part-time 
faculty, 3) trends that affect Part-time faculty, 4) variables that can be 
adjusted to improve their lot, 5) an example of bad math that is used 
against them, 6) examples of good math that is used to alleviate their 
condition, and 7) suggestions on how to support the Part-time cause, 
which is really the cause of Full-time faculty as well.

I. Ten Point Program for Part-time Faculty.

So here is the fi rst item on the menu. Please note, as I continue to 
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talk, that Iʼm going to dine rather than “whine,” which usually spoils 
a good story. But back to the point—which will be multiplied by ten, 
before you can wink your eye. What I am talking about is a carefully 
crafted list of Ten  Part-time Demands which were announced in the 
Summer 2001, when the American Federation of Teachers (AFT) and 
the United University Professions (UUP) geared up for a campaign 
on behalf of Part-time faculty. Their program was known as Campus 
Equity Week «www.cew.action.org/». Here is the list, which might 
be hard for some to swallow:

 1. Equal pay for equal work at the appropriate academic rank.
 2. Full medical/dental, and retirement benefi ts for those teaching  two 

or more courses/term. 
  Pro-rated benefi ts for those teaching fewer. Tuition remission for 

family members.
 3. Job security. No dismissal without just cause and due process.
 4. Adequate offi ce space and facilities.
 5. Full participation in department and college or university gover-

nance.
 6. Professional development and fi nancial support for research and 

creative work.
 7. Promotion of Part-time faculty to Full-time positions.
 8. Narrowing salary disparities within the entire faculty .
 9. Full protection of free speech rights and all other forms of academic 

freedom.
10. Recognition and respect as vital members of the academic com-

munity. 

If you read this Ten Point Program carefully, you can get a good 
view of the many problems that affect Part-time faculty across the 
nation. Part-time faculty are paid about one third of their Full-time 
colleagues. They are seldom given promotion, because there is no 
ranking system by which-and into which—they can be promoted. 
Part-time faculty are, in many cases, deprived of health and retirement 
benefi ts. They can be fi red at will, because they are not safeguarded by 
the crucial contract protections of “due process” and “just cause” for ter-
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mination or non-renewal. For every Part-time faculty who is employed, 
there are about fi ve who are unemployed, waiting in the wings, anxious 
for work. Forced to play by the rules of a “global economy without a 
safety net,” Part-time faculty are caught in a buyerʼs market, which rel-
egates them to the role of migrant laborers – the cheap, transient labor 
force of the “knowledge industry” (Friedman, 1999). The upshot of this 
is that they are expendable, with few to champion their cause. They are 
frequently stuck in a corner without a desk, chair, telephone, computer, 
or room in which to meet students, and they are usually deprived of 
contact with Full-time faculty and participation in faculty governance. 
Part-time faculty are not eligible for the many lucrative research grants 
and professional development programs available to Full-time faculty, 
and they are usually overlooked when Full-time positions become vacant. 
They are the last to receive Discretionary Salary Increases (DSI), if in 
fact they ever receive them at all, and they are often driven into com-
pliance by the prevailing assumptions of their departments, divisions, 
or institutions. In short, Part-time faculty are resident aliens in a world 
ruled by full-class citizens.

The focus of our discussion will be modest. We will discuss the 
fi rst point equal pay for equal work at the appropriate academic rank. In 
particular, I am interested in a recent proposal (March 2003) made by 
the English Faculty at SUNY Brockport, which takes an equitable stand 
on this issue—in a slightly different manner than three other progressive 
institutions: Suffolk Community College, SUNY Farmingdale, and the 
University of Cincinnati. The English faculty at Brockport has passed a 
radical proposal, which will be explained later in full detail. It has voted 
to raise Part-time salaries by lowering the salaries of other Full-time 
Non-tenure track faculty. The department (Full- and Part-time, tenure- 
and non tenure track) voted unanimously to support the proposal. If the 
SUNY Brockport Administration approves this policy, then the English 
Departmentʼs decision will offer yet another solution to the exploitative 
policies that have deprived Part-time faculty of a fair wage. It will con-
tradict the frequently heard alibi that an ongoing “budget crisis” prevents 
institutions of higher leaning from arriving at equitable solutions to 
salary inequities. Additionally, it will help shut down the sweat-shop 
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conditions that prevail for most Part-time  workers in educational insti-
tutions, which are only too happy to wring their hands in public about 
the problem while they continue to play the game and do nothing for a 
group of people who are paid less than the janitors (“custodial workers,” 
who, in terms of our menu, are “swimming in gravy”).

As the table below indicates, Part-time (PT) faculty do not re-
ceive equal pay for equal work at the appropriate academic rank. In 
marked contrast to Full-time (FT) faculty and the administration, Part-
time faculty have been paid below minimum wage for several years, 
and, for the most part, they have been excluded from Discretionary 
Salary Increases (DSI). The table below, based upon average amounts 
per rank and updated to refl ect 2003 levels, illustrates the enormous 
salary gap that exists within the SUNY system (McNally, 2001).

Position Salary Wks/Yr Approx  Approx  
   Hrs/Wk $/Hr
Chancellor $315,000 50 50  $126
Administration
 Upper Levels $158,000 50 50  $ 63
 Middle Levels $126,000 50 50  $ 50
 Lower Levels $95,000 50 50  $ 38
 Professional Staff $52,000 50 50  $ 20
Professor $67,000 42 50  $ 26
Associate Prof. $54,500 42 50  $ 20
Assistant Prof. $43,000 42 50  $ 20
Full-time Instruc. $37,000 42 50  $ 17
Adjunct (12 cr/yr) $8400 42 40  (note 1) $  5

The ratio between the lowest and highest salaries in this table is 5 : 
126 or 1 : 25. An ideal ratio, based on contemporary economic theory 
(PROUT), is about 1 : 10.

II. Who are our Part-time Faculty?

Before we analyze salary issues, it would be good examine who 
our Part-time faculty are. Part-time faculty include a wide variety of 
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individuals of differing ages, talents, skills, and backgrounds. A small 
proportion (about 5%) of Part-time faculty are retirees or Emeritii, who 
usually teach for interest (love for teaching and the subject) as well 
as for extra income. A rather larger proportion (about 40% ) teach at 
least two courses at one institution as their sole means of livelihood. 
Among this group are a number of recent Ph. D. graduates who for 
one reason or another have not found a Full-time position. About the 
same number (another 40% ), so-called Road Scholars, teach at more 
than one institution, where they eke out an existence from combined 
salaries of two or more low-paying institutions. Another group (about 
10% ) are Full-time teachers at other institutions, usually high schools. 
These people often teach “one extra course on the side,” usually for 
extra income, but also because they possess a skill that is in high 
demand. About another 5% of Part-time faulty are persons who work 
Full-time at a non-academic job and are hired (at a higher wage than 
ordinary Adjuncts) to teach a discipline or skill not possessed by the 
institutionʼs Full-time faculty . 

So the talents, needs, and expectations of Part-time faculty are 
quite diverse. Most Part-time faculty do not have the time, patience, 
or energy to organize for better wages and better working conditions. 
This explains the fi ndings of a recent poll taken at a local SUNY col-
lege, where approximately 80% of the Part-time faculty said they were 
satisfi ed with their situation. The primary response to the question, 
“How do you feel about your wages?” was, “Of course, I wouldnʼt 
mind having more, but that will never happen.” In other words, Part-
time faculty had very low expectations for salary equity. Part-time 
faculty were literally on the run, often quite frazzled and discouraged. 
Except in rare instances, they did not have the time or the inclination 
to advocate for improvements in their working conditions, though they 
often felt resentful that they were exploited. To illustrate this lack of 
Part-time involvement, let me relate that on several occasions, when 
I was UUP Coordinator for Part-time Concerns at a small SUNY col-
lege during 2002, I sent several informative messages and reports via 
email to over 80 individuals on our Part-time ListServe, which was 
created especially for them. I was lucky if I received 2 or 3 responses 
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to the memos I sent out. Often, there were no responses. On such 
occasions, I would sometimes ask myself who our Part-time faculty 
were. At Executive Board meetings, when I brought this matter up for 
discussion, four possible answers were suggested: Part-time faculty 
were apathetic, overworked, satisfi ed, or afraid (in terms of our menu, 
wilted, fried, sauteed, or burned).

III. Six Trends That Contribute to Low Part-time Salaries.

1. So why havenʼt Part-time salaries kept pace with other salaries 
on campus? It is interesting to note, fi rst of all, that administrative 
salaries at academic institutions are increasing at a faster rate than 
faculty salaries. The result, according to one reporter, is that “admin-
istrative salaries have escalated into the stratosphere” (Los Angeles 
Times, April 6, 2000). Some top administrative salaries are now close 
to $1,000,000. For example, in 1998-99, the President of Williams 
College, Harry Payne, was paid $878,222. Over 60 presidents make 
well over $300,000 a year, and other administrative offi cers make 
more, illustrated by John Wynne, Chief Financial Offi cer of Penn 
Stateʼs Health System, who earned a hefty $2.8 million in 1998-99 
(Nicklin, 2000, Presidential).

2. Low Part-time pay is linked to a small base pay, upon which an 
annual raise is calculated. For example, a 3% raise for an administrator 
making $150,000 is $4,500, a 3% raise for a Full-time faculty member 
making $60,000 is $1,800, and a 3% raise for a Part-time faculty mem-
ber making $8,000 is $240. Though the percentage is the same (3% ), 
the raise is disproportionate. The administratorʼs annual raise ($4500) 
is over half the Part-time faculty memberʼs entire salary ($8000), and 
it is nearly twenty times the Part-time facultyʼs annual raise.

3. Low Part-time pay is linked to a higher frequency of promotion 
for administrators than for Full or Part-time faculty in many colleges 
and universities. Administrators often enjoy  advancement every 2 
or 3 years, whereas Full-time faculty are usually promoted every 7 
years. Part-time faculty are never promoted, since there are no ranks
to promote them to.
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4. Part-time faculty do not enjoy the same perks as administrators 
do. Many college administrators enjoy lucrative benefi t packages that 
have been “put in through the back door” by trustees who are anxious 
to retain a high performing administrator. It is not unusual that col-
lege administrators “clam up” when asked about these undisclosed 
benefi t packages, for the benefi t packages often amount to $120,000 
or more. They can sometimes exceed $200,000 (Nicklin, 2000, Col-
leges). Though administrative benefi t packages are usually veiled as 
“medical coverage and deferred compensation,” they are rewards for 
successful fundraising and management, allowing administrators “to 
live elegantly” and “to have a nice lifestyle when they retire” (Nicklin, 
2000, Colleges).

5. There is an ever-growing, expensive “Inner Circle” of advisors 
who surround college and university Presidents and other top admin-
istrators. During the past several years, this Inner Circle has grown 
on average by 12% . Some universities have added as many as 20 top 
administrative employees to a staff of 169. The salaries of the “Inner 
Circle” are large, and they have increased about 4 to 5 times faster 
than the rate of faculty salaries (Cassidy, 1999).

Some examples of the privilege of this Inner Circle were recently 
published in the “Beacon,” The UUP newsletter for SUNY Brockport 
According to James Odato, SUNYʼs Chancellor, Robert King, hired 
his wife, Karen King, to a vaguely titled position – Assistant Director 
to Director 13 – at a salary of $69,964 per year. Twenty -nine other 
people, with similarly infl ated wages and equally vague job descrip-
tions, were added to SUNY Central s̓ payroll last year. These new hires 
occurred well after Governor Patakiʼs October hiring freeze. Several 
additional hires were also added to the Governorʼs Offi ce Staff after 
October (Odato, 2003, p. 1). Along with Karen King came another as-
sistant, Kelly Seebald, who also worked for “the troubled not-for-profi t 
institute that had been investigated by three state agencies for allegedly 
misusing state funds” (Odato ). Ms. Seebaldʼs new job carries a salary 
of $77,281, the same salary she had under her former boss, I. Felix 
Strevell, who, along with his brother, Chauncy, was fi red from his post 
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as chief executive of the beleaguered Institute for Entrepreneurship 
(Odato, 2003, p. 4). Other hires include the following:

Judd Everhart, paid $120,000 a year to write speeches for Robert 
King and to work on publications. Everhart previously served as the 
spokesman for the World Wide Wrestling Federation.

Laurence Somboke, earning an annual salary of $95,000, is As-
sistant Vice Chancellor for university affairs. He also writes columns 
on gardening for local newspapers.

David Richter, “a long-time top Division of Budget Executive” 
(Odato, 2003, p. 4), is paid $170,000 for serving as a fi nancial execu-
tive for SUNY.   

David Swiss, Assistant Chancellor in charge of technology, is 
paid $147,000 a year.

And Lisa Alexander, paid a salary of $115,000, serves as Associ-
ate Counsel, presumably to keep every one out of trouble.

6. Low Part-time pay is linked to a loss of Full-time faculty 
positions, which are replaced by many temporary, low-paying, Part-
time positions. Part-time faculty, sometimes called Gypsy Scholars, 
are expected to do about twice the work for about one third the pay, 
often teaching large freshman and sophomore sections that are labor 
intensive, such as English Composition and Introductory Psychol-
ogy. To compound the problem, college administrators often slowly 
raise the classroom cap (students per section), so that in successive 
years, Part-time faculty are asked to teach larger and larger classes 
without any adjustment in pay. During the past several years, forty 
percent (40%) of academic institutions have signifi cantly reduced 
the number of Full-time positions and replaced them with Part-time 
positions, creating a sweat-shop atmosphere. At UMass-Amherst dur-
ing the past 7 years, the number of Full-time professors has dropped 
5% , while the number of Adjunct Lecturers has increased by 59% . 
While Full-time salaries have increased about 3% per year, Part-time  
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salaries “have remained fl at” (Cassidy, 1999). The administrationʼs 
strategy is clear—keep costs down by crunching Full-time faculty (the 
middle), fragmenting Part-time faculty (the bottom), and increasing 
salaries at the top.

SUNY management positions are identifi ed as “Management 
Confi dential” or MC. A recent study shows that MC personnel 
take very good care of themselves. Unlike the frozen wages 
of Part-timers, MC wages have increased by approximately 
5.4% during the last 3 years, 1999-2003 (VanDuzer, 2003, 
p. 4). And there has been a 10% increase in the number of 
MC positions in the last three years (VanDuzer, 2003, p. 4). 
These statistics are in keeping with the policy introduced over 
8 years ago by the Board of Trustees, who introduced the 
corporate model of running SUNY, which means that execu-
tives serve themselves more than their clientelle—primarily 
the students and secondarily those who teach them.

IV . Variables in the Equation for Equity.

There are a number of ways that the problem of low salary and 
nonexistent ranks can be addressed. Some of the options are as fol-
lows:

1. institute a Part-time ranking system, as a few SUNY colleges 
have done;

2. align the Part-time base pay with Full-time rates;
3. increase the availability and amount of DSI to deserving 

Part-time faculty;
4. grant Part-time faculty a cost-of-living-adjustment (COLA) 

for each year of service;
5. increase Part-time salaries at a higher rate than Full-time and 

administrative salaries.
V. How Not to Fix the Problem–Bad Math (Funny Numbers).V. How Not to Fix the Problem–Bad Math (Funny Numbers).V

It doesnʼt take a genius to see that low Part-time salaries can 
be raised by a variety of means. But what might come as a surprise 
is that there are many ways that have been used to freeze salaries. 
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One of the most  common ways of keeping them low is using funny 
numbers, often used in a secretive manner. As an example, I would 
like to give a brief account of the funny numbers that I encountered 
in UUP negotiations with the Provost and her assistants at an un-
named SUNY college during the recent past. Earlier in the year, our 
negotiations with the Provost had gone quite smoothly—surprisingly 
so, I was told, in comparison with last yearʼs negotiations. The third 
meeting began with our UUP Chapter President asking for clarifi ca-
tion about how Discretionary Salary Increases (DSI) were determined 
for Part-time faculty. We were told that a special formula was used to 
calculate the Part-time DSI Allocation. It was based on the number of 
Part-time faculty hired by the college and the number of courses that 
they taught. “And what did that amount to,” we asked? We were told 
by the Personnel Offi cer that the Part-time DSI allocation for last year 
was over $25,000. We were astounded, for only two Part-timers had 
been awarded a DSI for the past two years, ̒ each award amounting to 
about $200.  ̓“Then where did all of the allotted Part-time DSI money 
go?” we asked. We were informed that it had been absorbed by the 
Full-time faculty DSI, because no requests had been made for Part-time 
faculty. We then responded, “But we were informed that the Provost 
made a special recommendation to Department Chairs that Part-time 
faculty be considered for DSI.” The Provost agreed and said that Part-
timers were fully eligible for DSI. When we requested that all of the 
allocated DSI funds be reserved and awarded to Part-time faculty, the 
Provost replied that it was out of the Administrationʼs control to do so. 
We were then informed that the present policy dictates that Part-time 
DSI be awarded by Department Chairs. “But,” we said, “we have been 
told by the Department Chairs that the current policy, established by 
the Administration years ago, penalizes departments for giving DSI to 
Part-time faculty. Whatever the department gave to Part timers in one 
year was to be subtracted from the department s̓ budget in the following 
year. In other words, the departments would be penalized for giving DSI 
to Part-time faculty.” The Provost and her team of administrators looked 
us in the face as if there was nothing wrong. That was the policy. There 
was nothing else that could be done, though she did say that she would 
consider changing the rules. I thought of Alice in Wonderland and the 
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funny croquet game she was forced to play with the Queen who lived 
behind the Looking Glass: one rule to raise the wicket up, another to 
lower it I watched closely as the UUP President looked away and then 
down at the fl oor. Then he said, “Well, maybe we can talk about this 
later.” The Administrationʼs response (the usual one, for the last fi fteen 
years) was, “Yes, weʼll get back to you later.”

What will help illustrate the astounding nature of this exchange—
which, in terms of our menu, is a mix of crab and sharkmeat—is a 
brief dramatic overview of the conference room in which this discus-
sion took place. On one side of the table were the Provost, worth over 
$100,000, one of the collegeʼs seven Vice-Presidents, each worth over 
$100,000, one of the collegeʼs two Associate Provosts, each worth 
$83,000, and the Personnel Director, worth about $85,000. On the other 
side of the table were three Part-time faculty, each worth $8000, the 
UUP Secretary , worth about $10,000, and the UUP President, whose 
salary I do not know. So on the heavy side of the table were people 
worth well over a quarter of million dollars (actually, about $355,000) 
patiently explaining to us why a Discretionary Salary Increase of $200 
for all Part-time faculty just wasnʼt in the cards. 

Now hereʼs the real math, no funny numbers. The $25,000 Part-
time allocation of DSI could have been distributed equally to all 80 
Part-time faculty so that each would have been compensated $312. 
This is a pittance, indeed, but yet it would have been something, and 
it would have greatly boosted morale by providing much-needed rec-
ognition. But the quarter million dollar team, alas, had its hands tied 
by its own rules, and it couldnʼt raise a fi nger to do a thing—except 
swipe it away from Part-time faculty before they could ask for it

In my opinion, these quarter million dollar people do not even de-
serve to be janitors. Janitors-more appropriately, custodial workers— are 
compassionate and hard-working people (Scott, 2000). I would much 
rather have a janitor be my boss than an overpaid executive. I have never 
met a janitor whom I did not like or trust. In my opinion, quarter million 
dollar executives deserve to be pilloried. Since I canʼt do that, I think 
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they should be roasted in an oven. In doing so, I am simply following 
the example of my childhood friends, Hansel and Gretel. The allusion 
to the fairy tale is no accident, for the wicked step mother, the ogre we 
have all faced, plans in fable what happens in real life—to “eat” her 
children, because there is “no bread on the table.” In both fable as well 
as contemporary life, “famine” plagues the land. But thatʼs not all. If 
you continue this mythic analysis, which illustrates the inner life of 
many Part-time faculty, you will note that the step-mother s̓ cannibalistic 
behavior is allowed to occur because of the consent of the childrenʼs 
father. The presence of the complicit father provides even more food 
for thought, part- or fu1l-time, depending on how much reality you can 
take. Like Hans, you may follow the shining stones on the forest fl oor 
to the fatherʼs house to see who is there (Tatar, 1999, p 182).

This example of bad math that I have related is only a small part 
of the story. Not only do funny numbers and contradictory red tape 
come to the surface. What also come to the surface is that Part-time 
faculty bear the brunt of calculated invalidation. The underlying prob-
lem at this institution, as many see it, is the administration, which takes 
very good care of itself, while it gouges faculty and students alike, 
with as much secrecy as it can manage to bring off. Full-time salaries 
at this institution lag behind the faculty salaries even of surrounding 
local community colleges. Part-time faculty are always the last on 
the agenda and the fi rst to be passed over. Department Chairpersons 
frequently reward themselves and other Full time faculty with generous 
amounts of DSI, ranging from $1000 to $2000, while Part-time faculty 
are systematically ignored. Bear in mind that some Part-time faculty 
have Ph.D.ʼs, publish in peer-reviewed journals, advise student clubs, 
and served the college in a variety of ways. At this same institution, 
I praised the one Chairperson on a faculty ListServe who awarded 
a DSI to a Part-time faculty. I received several critical emails from 
Full-time faculty who took offense at my praise. When I later talked 
with that Chairperson and related the criticism that I had received, he 
commented, “Thereʼs  never a good deed that goes unpunished.” At 
this institution, the Administration has been triumphant with its “divide 
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and conquer” policy. Part-time faculty donʼt stand a chance.

With what not to do in front of us, letʼs look at what to do if 
progress is the goal, even in these diffi cult budget times.

VI. How to Fix the Problem – Five Justifi cations for Good Math. 

1. The spell of this bureaucratic craziness, though widespread, does 
not paralyze all academic institutions, thanks to a triple combination 
of positive forces: 1) solidarity between Full and Part-time faculty , 
2) courageous Part-time initiatives, and 3) a few enlightened adminis-
trators, who have retained both their ethics and sense of compassion, 
which work together. In a few institutions, the precedent for Part-time 
equity has already been set, even though many institutions are trying to 
ignore these precedents, by pretending they do not exist, by ridiculing 
them as absurd, or by dismissing those who propose them – by not 
renewing their contracts. Consider the following examples of equity.

Example 1
At Suffolk Community College, nine ranks have been instituted, with 
the following promotion and salary guidelines:
Adjunct Salary  Semesters Teaching Hrs
 Rank ($/cr Hr) 2001 for Promotion for Promotion
  P-1 634 NA NA
  P-2 701 NA NA
  P-3 751 NA NA
  Instructor 767 NA NA
  Assistant Professor 838 10 39
 Associate Professor 906 14 54
Professor 1001 18 69 
Readers-Graders. 41.13 per hour NA NA 
In training 32.16 per hour NA NA 
The 2002 salary schedule, supported by both full and part time faculty, 
was raised in 2002 to $1115. per credit hour for Adjunct Professors 
(“News & Trends,” On Campus, April 2, 2002, No. 7, p. 14). Other 
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ranks are proportionately higher. though they have not yet been an-
nounced. Also, salary increases have been proportionately higher 
each year-from 2% in 1998, to 2.5% in 1999, to 2.6% in 2000 (http:/ 
/www.fascc.org/).

Example 2 
At SUNY Farmingdale, four adjunct ranks have been established 

with the following salary differentials (Donaldson, 2002): 
  Rank $/Credit Hour

  Instructor 636.42

  Assistant Professor 705.72

  Associate Professor 759.17

  Professor 820.75

In his publication, “Procedures for Promotion of Adjunct Faculty,” 
Dr. John Burkart (2001), Provost of SUNY Farmingdale, has stated 
that the “primary focus for consideration for promotion of an adjunct” 
will be the following:

a. Academic qualifi cations appropriate to faculty rank;ʼ
b. Knowledge of subject matter and teaching ability as evi-

denced in evaluative documents.”

Dr. Burkart understands that Part-time Faculty make an impor-
tant and permanent contribution to the academic community. Hence 
he encourages “Department Chairpersons/Coordinators ...to evaluate 
Adjunct Faculty in an ongoing manner, to provide documentation for 
promotion recommendations.” The minimum number of years in each 
rank before consideration for promotion to the rank is as follows:
  Instructor to Assistant Professor  3 years
  Assistant to Associate Professor  5 years
  Associate to Professor  7 years

Laboratory assignments which are 2 hrs per week are evaluated 
as a 2 cr hr course; 3 hrs per week, as a 3 cr hr course.
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Example 3
The University of Cincinnati, a progressive Midwestern uni-

versity, also recognizes Part-time ranks with a salary differential. Ac-
cording to Howard Kornikov, Coordinator for Part-time faculty, each 
Part-time salary is calculated as a   percentage of the average salary 
of all Full-time for each year that the Part-time Faculty has served at 
the institution (Konikov, 2001).

Example 4
In March, 2003, the English Department of SUNY Brockport

unanimously voted to adopt a set of principles that would create eq-
uity for its Part-time faculty, identifi ed as Associates, in an attempt 
to sidestep any kind of disparaging terminology (Part-time, Adjunct). 
Because of the indomitable energy of Judith Kitchen, Writer-in-Resi-
dence at Brockport and advocate for Part-time concerns, the following 
proposals were accepted by the English Department  unanimously, 
though some details have yet to be worked out 1) that there be a sliding 
salary scale for Associate Faculty, depending on the number of courses 
taught; 2) that Associate Faculty have advisement and committee re-
sponsibilities when they teach more than three courses per semester; 
3) that every effort be made to offer more than one course whenever 
possible, thus ensuring that Associate Faculty receive benefi ts. Once 
an Associate Faculty member has worked six consecutive semesters, 
he or she will be considered to be on a term appointment (with associ-
ated advisement and committee responsibilities). Preferably, two- or 
three-year contracts will refl ect their continuing appointment.

This proposal is based on the premise that Associate Faculty 
will continue to teach about 50% of all English courses taught at 
Brockport Associate Faculty teaching 3 or 4 courses per semester and 
with long-term contracts would be defi ned as “Full time.” This would 
maintain some job security and provide reasonable fl exibility for both 
the departments and the Associates. To avoid undermining tenure track 
lines, a college wide ratio of courses taught by Tenure Track to courses 
taught by Associate Faculty would be established and maintained. The 
desired goal, announced in December 2002 by the Administration, is 
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80% Full-time and 20% Associate Faculty .

The base pay for any new Part-time Associate Faculty member 
is proposed to be $2400 per 3 credit-hour course, until after a one 
year probationary period. From then on, the remuneration would be 
as follows:

 No. of Courses  Job Description Fee Scale per
     per semester  3 cr. hr. course 

 1-2 Teach, Offi ce hours  $3,000 base

 3 courses Term appointment;  $4,000 base or  
  advise and committee work 60% Asst Prof

 4 courses Term appointment;  $4,500 base or   
  advise and committee work 80% Asst Prof.

 Emeritii Teach, Offi ce hours $4,000

What is important to notice in the Brockport proposal is that the 
impulse to reform came from the senior members of the Part-time 
faculty, who advocated not for themselves but for the lowest paid, 
most vulnerable, members of their ranks. This consideration was then 
seconded by several senior Full-time faculty, who actively supported 
the proposal, and then by all  other Full-time faculty. Had the senior 
Full-time faculty not supported the proposal, it probably would have 
been tabled into oblivion-the usual case for such proposals. In other 
words, what is evident at SUNY Brockport is an active and consid-
erate department that supports its Part-time faculty for the sake of 
those who have less—practically unheard of in this day and age, and 
deserving the highest praise. From what I have gathered in informal 
discussion from senior Brockport faculty, this kind of consideration 
is, and has been, central to the departmentʼs mission, incredible as it 
appeared to some administrators, who expressed surprise that faculty 
members would invite each other over to their houses for informal 
get-togethers, to keep in touch, to relax, and to keep morale high. 

Lars Mazzola



Educational Change Spring 2003-2004 53

So the departmentʼs objective has been considerate professionalism, 
not pseudo, cut-throat, or slick professionalism, which many admit 
to be rampant today in the hiring and publishing mills of academe. 
What the English Department at SUNY Brockport has is priceless. 
It is “old-time” professionalism, which combines “Part” and “Full” 
into something greater: respect, consideration for those unrewarded 
and passed-over workers who have made, and continue to make, an 
enormous contribution to the department and the college.

Another point is worth considering. Had the administration im-
posed this proposal on the department, unlikely as this scenario might 
appear, it probably would have created a great deal of resentment, 
since the “sacrifi ce” was designed by third parties who did not pay 
for the decision—the usual method of down sizing. But the present 
proposal refl ects a spirit of team work and self-sacrifi ce, whereby a 
calculated loss, by those who have more, is sustained for those who 
have less. This willingness of professionals to go to bat for their col-
leagues stands out like a beacon. It is an action that is worth hours of 
words and volumes of notes, minutes, and articles. Were this example 
of team work (self-sacrifi ce) to catch on, it could have an unusual 
domino effect, especially in the upper levels of the administration. It 
might even create a roll for equity— rarely seen in our ivory towers, 
which, according to John Campbell, President Emeritus of Oklahoma 
State University , are fi lled with “dry rot” and in desperate need of 
“fumigation, ventilation, and renewal” (2000).

2. Regarding the second justifi cation for Good Math: Part-time 
faculty are valuable for a number of reasons: a) they provide our col-
leges with a special expertise that does not ordinarily exist within the 
ranks of Full-time faculty; b) they create fl exibility for the academic 
program, fi lling in for Full-time faculty who are ill, who are on sab-
batical leave, or who are engaged in study abroad; and c) Part-time 
faculty facilitate adjustments in enrollment, so students who need 
classes can be provided them without delay. Since Part-time faculty 
provide a valuable service to the academic community , they should be 
remunerated in a manner that corresponds to the valuable and timely 
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services they render.

3. As to the third justifi cation for Good Math: if the Adminis-
tration would pay Part-time faculty an equitable wage, then it would 
benefi t the college by creating a stable and experienced Part-time 
work force to fi ll needed positions. The colleges would also enhance 
its reputation, for it would be identifi ed as progressive and fair-minded 
institution-an image it desires to project, not only at the local and re-
gional level, but at the national level as well. When the Administration 
pays Part-time faculty what they deserve, it will have “demonstrated 
goodwill, conferred widespread benefi ts, and generated confi dence,” 
acts that deserve genuine praise (Cicero, On Duties, 1971, p. 139). -

4. As to the fourth justifi cation for Good Math: it should be 
remembered that solving budget dilemmas “is not just a matter of 
demonstrating revenue acquisition and cost reduction.” It also requires 
“sharing the burden and communicating persuasive answers,” to 
both internal and external constituencies, that higher education is 
a “worthwhile investment—one that can never be bought cheaply” 
(Clausen, 1996; Jenkins, 1988). In times of fi nancial duress, if a 
burden must be shared unequally, then the highest should bear the 
burden of the lowest, not the other way around-the tactic of tyranny 
(Aristotle, Politics).

5. And as to the last justifi cation for Good Math: as individuals 
charged with creating a healthy institutional climate, administrators 
should strive to recapture the classical virtues of the liberal arts—con-
sideration, generosity, fair-mindedness, duty , and self-sacrifi ce. Un-
fortunately, many academic administrators now exhibit the corporate 
vices of greed, privilege, secrecy, and invisibility, creating the kind 
of “successful terror” that eliminates the voices of dissent, diversity, 
and equity, through down sizing, consensus, and “tranquilization” 
(nan Gur-Zeʼev, 2001, p. 323).

VII. Six Ways You Can Help.

1. become aware of the working conditions of Part-time faculty;
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2. share this information with colleagues, students, family mem-
bers, and citizens; 

3. express your opinion to your Department Chair and to Adminis-
trators;

4. support the UUP in its effort to increase equity for Part-time 
faculty;

5. oppose institutional climates of secrecy, greed, and exploitation;

6. promote democratic values of openness, generosity , and collabo-
ration.

State University of New York, Brockport

ENDNOTE
1. Based on the calculation of 6 hrs class, 6 hrs conferences, 8 hrs grading, 

15 hrs prep / research per week. A recent study sponsored by the United 
States Department of Education (USDE), published in the Chronicle 
of Higher Education (October 18, 2001), found that Part-time faculty 
work 36.9 hours per week.
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CONTINGENCY, PHRONESIS, AND CHARACTER 
EDUCATION: A RESTATEMENT OF THE VALUE OF 
A TRADITIONAL LIBERAL ARTS EDUCATION

Daniel Patrone

In a recent article in this journal, David A. Granger asks us to 
consider whether the assumptions underlying recent character edu-
cation initiatives are really responsive to the problems that emerge 
in contemporary, pluralistic, democratic societies, and whether the 
serious problems that these initiatives purport to address are best 
understood from a character-based conception of morality.1  Here, 
I want to focus on two of the major concerns that drive Granger to 
present these questions.  First, he recognizes a serious and perhaps 
intractable confl ict between the assumptions underlying the philo-
sophical foundations of traditional character education and our plu-
ralistic, democratic commitments to a range of reasonable, although 
incompatible, conceptions of the virtuous person or of the good.  
Second, he suggests that the inherent traditionalism of a character-
based conception of morality is a dubious basis for addressing moral 
and social problems through education given what he takes to be 
serious moral and political failures of our past and present traditions.  
He writes, “In claiming the authority of tradition and moral sensibil-
ity of the past, one could argue, we implicitly promote a morality 
of compliance to the status quo”.2  He notes that any traditionalist 
character education program must presuppose a faith that, in our 
present ʻenlightened  ̓condition, we can recognize and avoid past 
errors and glean from our traditions only that which is truly valuable.  
But he asks, “Can this really be the case…in a country that leads the 
industrialized world in the percentage of children and elderly living 
in poverty, percentage of population without healthcare insurance, 
homelessness, unequal distribution of wealth, defense spending, 
foreign debt, deaths by execution, and so on?”.3

For Granger then, the traditionalism inherent in character edu-
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Daniel Patrone

cation is problematic, fi rst, because it is incompatible with what is 
good in contemporary society and current moral thinking (commit-
ments to pluralism, diversity, and democracy), and second, because 
to value traditions as traditions is to ignore and to perpetuate what is 
rotten in human history.  These two claims that Granger succinctly 
identifi es are, I think, shared by both contemporary proponents and 
critics of character education alike, and, therefore, they have done 
much to shape the thinking about if and how we are to educate 
students in morality.  Both claims, however, are mistaken.  I shall 
begin with the former.  

According to Grangerʼs analysis, the common attraction of 
traditional character education follows from the presupposition of a 
conception of morality that is monistic, absolutistic, and universalis-
tic.  The thought is that if such a conception of morality were to be 
uniformly adopted, we could avoid many if not all of the confl icts 
and cases of immorality that plague society.  

Grangerʼs account of this attraction of character education 
draws on some anecdotal evidence supplied by his graduate foun-
dations students  ̓ research.  He writes, “…the students referred 
repeatedly, and with a sense of nostalgia, to the days before our 
(supposed) recent and steep moral and cultural decline, the days 
when everyone agreed upon and lived by the same basic values”.4
He then adds, “It is quite obvious, I think, that my students are not 
alone in being attracted to the notion that a return to ʻtraditional  ̓
values will bring with it a safer and more cohesive society.  On the 
surface at least, and couched in these terms, who would not be?  The 
fashionable discourse of moral and cultural decline suggests that the 
very foundations of American life and schooling are eroding, and it 
urges that a recovery of the past is both possible and necessary.  It 
calls us back to the future”.5

As attractive as a return to so-called ̒ traditional  ̓values may be, 
Granger claims that to act on that attraction would be to violate our 
fundamental pluralistic, democratic values.  Given the monistic and 
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universalistic underpinnings of traditional character education, its 
effectiveness – its ability to fulfi ll its promises of lessening crime and 
immorality, and promoting meaningful and fl ourishing lives – could 
only be purchased at the sacrifi ce of that which seems to be at the 
center of our contemporary moral and political commitments.

Although I agree by and large with Grangerʼs analysis of the 
problems facing recent initiatives in character education, the real 
problem is that these initiatives have assumed, with Granger, that 
the philosophical justifi cation for traditional character education 
initiatives commits us to the teaching and instilment of some fi xed 
constellation of beliefs, principles, values, or virtues.  The idea be-
hind this conception of traditional character education is that, in order 
to meet the moral, social, and political demands of our changing 
society, schools must begin, or begin again, to teach students how to 
be more moral, and to teach students how to be moral, schools must 
teach students the correct (“traditional”) moral beliefs, principles, 
values, or virtues.  The obvious problem, then, is, as Granger points 
out, that any selection of the “correct” set of beliefs, principles, 
values, or virtues would violate our fundamental commitments to 
pluralism, diversity, and democracy.

This problem can be avoided, however, if we reexamine the 
historical foundations for traditional character education and see it, 
as it is seen from the Aristotelian standpoint, as an attempt to develop 
a certain moral outlook or a certain moral sensitivity, and not (as it 
is commonly taken) as an attempt to develop an understanding of 
morality in terms of universality, impartiality, and ethical absolutism.  
What Granger uncovers is a confl ict between our pluralistic com-
mitments and one standard understanding of traditional character 
education.  But this is not a confl ict between our pluralistic com-
mitments and the philosophical foundations of traditional character 
education as such.  I will argue that a broadly Aristotelian perspective 
offers another, preferable approach to traditional character education 
that avoids the problematic monistic, absolutistic, and universalistic 
assumptions inherent in the standard thinking.

Contingency, Phronesis, and Character Education
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My aim then is to uncover the presuppositions in the current 
debate and to show that, if we “go back to the past” and reexamine 
the philosophical justifi cation from a broadly Aristotelian perspec-
tive, the problems for contemporary character education that Granger 
rightly raises can largely be avoided.  In short, my aim is to change 
the terms of the debate by recasting the philosophical foundations 
of character education in their traditional Aristotelian form.  In 
the Aristotelian form, character education is, in part, a response to 
the fact of pluralism and therefore does not presuppose a monism 
about morality.  Moreover, engaging in character education from 
this perspective engenders an appreciation for and understanding of 
the plurality of values and conceptions of the good life, and there-
fore such an account of character education should be embraced 
by those who share a deep commitment to pluralism and diversity.  
Therefore, by recasting the philosophical foundations of traditional 
character education, we can begin to develop new initiatives that 
are not in confl ict with our commitments to pluralism, diversity, 
and democracy.  

The approach to developing these initiatives that I shall sketch 
does advocate a return to traditional values which, I think, are in-
creasingly being eroded.  But it is not a return to the moral values 
of some idealized and mythologized past society where everyone 
agreed upon everything and all was milk and honey.  The traditional 
values urged here are merely the traditional educational values of 
the liberal arts.  As I hope to show, rethinking the philosophical 
foundations of character education offers us a relevant contemporary 
perspective from which the value of the liberal arts can be restated 
in terms of the moral, social, and political demands of our pluralistic 
and changing society, as well as in terms of our students  ̓own needs 
as they attempt to cope with those demands.  Such a perspective is 
not friendly to the kinds of worries about the value of our traditions 
and our relations to them that Granger raises, but this, I shall argue, 
is an advantage of this perspective.  Such worries have their place, 
but they cannot be properly addressed until we can recognize exactly 
what makes them worrisome, what we give up in addressing them, 
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and what resources we have to deal with them.  This makes the 
perspective I shall present logically prior to the non-traditionalist 
view commonly adopted on both sides of the current debate.

The Primacy of Sophia in Moral Education

Aristotle was the fi rst to distinguish between sophia and ph-
ronesis  – between ronesis  – between ronesis  theoretical and practical wisdom.practical wisdom.practical 6  According 
to Aristotle, sophia concerns an understanding of the world that is 
universal and impartial.  It is an understanding about what there is.  
It is the kind of understanding of the world that science purportedly 
aims at, or the kind of understanding that God would have, if God 
exists.  Such an understanding, if achieved, results in an objective 
knowledge of how the world truly is, and, therefore, to achieve such 
an understanding we must adopt an impartial perspective.  Phronesis, 
on the other hand, does not concern what there is, but what to do.  It 
concerns practice, not knowledge.  As such, it is not the universal 
and impartial understanding proper from a scientifi c point of view.  
“What should I do?” and “How should I live my life?”, according to 
the Aristotelian approach, are questions that can only be understood 
from the particular perspective of the individual asking the question.  
These are questions about me, and, therefore, cannot be understood, 
much less answered, from an impartial perspective that abstracts 
from the context those particular facts such as my interests, abilities, 
possibilities, limitations, obstacles, and history.  To abstract such 
considerations from practical deliberation is to distort the nature of 
the actual problems at hand and to ignore the resources available for 
resolving them.  Consequently, practical concerns (those that relate 
to action) require phronesis, and this requires more than the kind of 
impartial and objective understanding of the world appropriate in 
scientifi c investigation.  

It is here that the Aristotelian approach diverges from the Platonic 
approach.  For Plato, to know what kind of life to live, what to do, 
or what the virtues are, one needs only to understand what is really 
real, to understand the (capital “T”) Truth about the moral structure 
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behind the universe.  If we only knew what is truly The Good, then, 
as Socrates tells us, we would never do evil and no harm could befall 
us.  How, it must be asked, could someone who knew what was truly 
good do what is wrong, when, it must be admitted, everyone aims at 
doing the good?  Or how could we be harmed if we understood that 
the goodness of our lives depends only on our attitude towards loss, 
and not the loss itself?  Therefore, according to the Platonist, sophia is 
suffi cient for the good life and for virtue, and, consequently, character 
education properly aims at understanding the moral Truth.  Since an 
understanding of the moral Truth necessarily results in impartial and 
objective knowledge, that knowledge can be imparted to anyone with 
the intellectual capacity necessary for rational thought. 

The primacy of sophia in moral education is, of course, not the 
privileged property of the Platonist.  It is central tenant of the entire 
Rationalist approach to morality and education.  According to Ratio-
nalism, whether or not we are virtuous depends only on whether or 
not we understand the Truth about the moral structure of the universe, 
the dictates of pure reason, the essential nature of human beings, or 
the commands of God.  Since all normally functioning human beings 
have the capacity to reason, and reason is all that is required for so-
phia, then all normally functioning human beings have the capacity 
to comprehend the moral Truth and, consequently, to become virtuous 
and to achieve the good life.  According to this view, then, character 
education ought to aim at imparting an understanding of the moral 
Truth (either through direct instruction by moral experts, as in the reli-
gious education model, or through cooperative, rational investigation 
by equals, as in Kohlbergʼs “Neo-Socratic” model).7  Through such 
education, virtue and happiness can be ensured for every normally 
functioning human being willing to internalize and live according to 
that knowledge.  As Thomas Lickona, a leading advocate of contem-
porary character education, writes, 

Good character is what we want for our children.  Of what 
does it consist?…Good character consists of knowing the 
good, desiring the good, and doing the good…All three are 
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necessary for leading a moral life; all three make up moral 
maturity.  When we think about the kind of character we 
want for our children, itʼs clear that we want them to be 
able to judge what is right, care deeply about what is right, 
and then do what they believe to be right.8

As attractive as such a conception of character education may 
be to some, Granger points out that it is incompatible with our deeply 
held values of pluralism, diversity, and democracy.  Pluralistic societies 
committed to diversity and democracy reject the claim that public mat-
ters such as educational policies can or should be based on the assertion 
or even assumption of some one conception of the moral Truth or the 
“The Good”.  This gives us a serious reason to reconsider an approach 
to character education that aims at instilling any particular set of moral 
beliefs, principles, values, or virtues in students.  However, from this 
we need not conclude that the philosophical foundations of traditional 
character education are somehow fundamentally and necessarily in 
tension with our commitments to pluralism, diversity, and democracy.  
Rather, the underlying tension is between these contemporary moral 
convictions and an approach to character education that is based on the 
Rationalistʼs belief that a correct understanding of morality is or can 
be spelled out in some one particular set of moral beliefs, principles, 
etc..  Understood this way, Granger uncovers a serious problem for one 
mistaken approach to the foundation of character education.  But since, 
as I will suggest, this approach to character education is indefensible, 
the real issue concerns a rethinking about the relationship between 
morality and education in general and not how we are to balance our 
concerns for character education against other, incompatible, moral 
and political commitments.

Contingency and The Rationalist Approach to Character 
Education

The extraordinary prevalence of the Rationalistʼs approach to 
character education is not mysterious.  As Granger points out, there 
is a great hope and expectation that character education can and does 
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make a signifi cant and effective difference in the lives of students.  
Since, according to the Rationalist s̓ approach, a correct understand-
ing of the Truth necessarily leads to virtue and happiness for anyone 
capable of and willing to acquire it, there does seem to follow an 
imperative to provide just this sort of education, and a justifi ed ex-
pectation that doing so will make things better for everyone.

In addition to what a Rationalist program of character educa-
tion promises, its attraction can also be located in the fact that it 
resonates with some of the deepest assumptions made in contempo-
rary moral thinking.  Most important among these is the claim that 
oneʼs virtue and, consequently, oneʼs happiness, is a matter that is, 
or can be made to be, completely under oneʼs own control.  This 
intuition is what drives the Socratic view discussed above.  It is also 
captured in Kant s̓ famous claim that “It is impossible to conceive of 
anything at all in the world, or even out of it, which can be taken as 
good without qualifi cation, except a good will…a good will seems 
to constitute the indispensable condition of our very worthiness to 
be happy”.9  However, it is this intuition that needs to be excised 
from our moral point of view, and, by doing so, the true nature and 
signifi cance of the foundations of character education can be seen 
more clearly.

One of the most serious problems for the Rationalists  ̓ ap-
proach to moral education is related to a problem introduced by 
Bernard Williams and Thomas Nagel under the term “moral luck”.10

Williams and Nagel differ signifi cantly on the formulation of the 
problem, but the underlying idea for them both is this: Human life is 
permeated by contingency.  There is nothing over which we exercise 
full control, and, consequently, there is no one pattern of behavior, 
no one code of rules, laws, or principles, no one overarching moral 
Truth such that things will go well for us insofar as we live in ac-
cordance with it.  Given the prevalence of contingency in human 
life, no aspect of our lives can be made immune from luck, and, 
therefore, even our best moral efforts can be undermined by forces 
beyond our control.
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Although this seems to be a trivially true and obvious comment 
on the human condition, its implications for moral thinking are seri-
ous.  If we accept that even our best efforts can be undone by con-
tingency, then we must give up the belief, central to the Rationalist 
approach, that an impartial, objective understanding of the Truth is 
suffi cient to ensure virtue and happiness.  Therefore, we are left with 
little reason to believe that sophia ought to be the aim of character 
education properly conceived.  Since human beings are necessarily 
subject to contingency, if the aim of character education to promote 
virtue and happiness is possible, then the moral understanding that is 
engendered by character education should not refl ect the universal, 
objective, and impartial understanding achieved when we attain 
sophia.  Since human life is necessarily permeated by contingency, 
the nature of practical problems, as well as the range of possible 
reasonable resolutions, will vary with the contingent circumstances 
that give rise to them.  

It follows then that the kind of moral understanding aimed at 
in character education is neither impartial nor objective so it can-
not be acquired solely by the exercise of reason itself, nor can it be 
formulated and codifi ed in a manner appropriate for transmission to 
or adoption by any and all rational agents.  Consequently, the aims 
of character education cannot be satisfi ed through the teaching of 
any particular set of beliefs, principles, values or virtues.11    

Phronesis and The Aristotelian Approach to Morality and 
Character Education

The Aristotelian approach to morality rejects sophia as primary, 
and thus, it rejects the claim that character education aims at instilling 
any particular set of beliefs, values, etc..  Instead, it takes phrone-
sis to be the primary goal of character education, and it interprets 
phronesis as a sort of moral outlook, a kind of moral sensitivity to 
the facts about the world.  By reexamining the Aristotelian founda-
tion for character education, we can therefore make clear a better 
understanding of the nature of morality and the role that education 
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plays in it than that which is commonly offered by those Rationalists 
who appeal to Aristotle as their philosophical benefactor, but then 
formulate initiatives for character education that embrace their own 
particular favored constellation of values.  

For Aristotle, morality concerns what we should do, and since 
what we should do depends on the various contingent features that 
surround our lives as they are lived, proper moral understanding con-
cerns how we interpret, react to, and cope with those contingencies.  
Aristotleʼs approach for dealing with contingency is summarized 
in his “Doctrine of the Mean”.12  Briefl y, according to the Doctrine 
of the Mean, a virtuous action is an action that lies between two 
vices – a vice of defi ciency and a vice of excess.  Take bravery, for 
instance.  If one exhibits bravery, then one properly recognizes the 
relevant particular features of a situation and correctly assesses the 
amount of fear that is called for in that situation.  If one shows the 
appropriate amount of fear, then one is properly considered to have 
acted bravely.  If one shows too much fear, then the agent exhibits 
cowardice.  Similarly, to show too little fear is to be foolhardy.  To 
have the virtue of bravery, therefore, is to have the sort of character 
that habitually and predictably makes the right kinds of judgments 
and acts appropriately given the particular features of the situation 
where fear is the salient emotion.

According to the Doctrine of the Mean account of virtue, then, 
a virtuous character cannot be developed through a theoretical in-
vestigation of the moral structure of the cosmos, the dictates of pure 
reason, the essential nature of human beings, or the commands of 
God.  To be virtuous is just to respond to the particular features of 
a situation the way that a virtuous person does.  Granger calls this a 
“distinctively circular” defi nition because the determination of virtue 
therefore appeals to the “authority of tradition”.13  To determine what 
a virtue is, on Grangerʼs interpretation of Aristotle, one must appeal 
to the “interests, values, and beliefs of those whose interest it was 
to maintain the general status quo of that [Athenian] rigidly classed 
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society…virtue [is] essentially defi ned by the people and behaviors 
that [are] said on the authority of these same people to display the 
virtue”.14   Therefore, according to Granger, character education, 
even for Aristotle, is inexorably tied to some socially privileged 
constellation of virtues and values, and, consequently, incompatible 
with our commitments to pluralism, diversity, and democracy.  But 
this criticism fails to appreciate the signifi cance of phronesis in the 
Aristotelian approach, and therefore it betrays the deep Rationalist 
assumptions existing in the current debate about traditional character 
education, even on the part of its critics.

According to the Aristotelian approach, since virtue concerns 
our habitual and predictable responses to contingency, and since hu-
man life is permeated by contingency, what makes some particular 
act or character virtuous cannot be explicated or codifi ed in terms 
of any prior set of moral beliefs, rules, laws, principles, or values.  
What counts as the appropriate response can only be determined 
on a case-by-case basis.  Consequently, the identifi cation of virtues 
cannot be made without reference to the sort of perspective from 
which the right judgments are made.  Therefore, unless we are 
brought up within the appropriate traditions, we cannot identify suit-
able models for virtuous activity.  Aristotle is not saying, however, 
that bravery is a virtue because he or the Greeks value bravery.  He 
is, instead, saying bravery is a virtue because it is the appropriate 
response to the particular features of a situation with respect to fear.  
But since we cannot codify what would count as “the appropriate 
response”, the most that we can say is that to acquire this virtue is 
to adopt the perspective of those who already exhibit it.  Identifying 
this perspective, of course, requires an appeal to tradition, but that 
appeal is not the justifi cation for the value of bravery.  The value 
of bravery follows from the fact that brave people will less often 
fi nd their projects and efforts thwarted, since they neither run from 
shadows nor chase after windmills. 

Phronesis, then, requires the kind of perspective that the virtu-
ous person has, and to be virtuous is to have phronesis.  Grammatical 
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appearances aside, this statement is not circular.  What gives it its 
circular appearance is the assumption that impartial, objective moral 
knowledge is necessary for virtue and, consequently, the knowledge 
necessary to judge and respond to particular facts appropriately will 
be the same for all persons.  If phronesis were a kind of impartial 
and objective knowledge, then this statement would be circular and 
the Aristotelian approach to character education would offer the 
objectionable sort of authoritarianism and traditionalism for which 
Granger, and many others, have chastised it.  However, since the 
understanding that a virtuous person has is not knowledge of facts, 
but more properly considered, a kind of sensitivity to the facts, it is 
quite appropriate to point to virtuous persons as exemplars of this 
sensitivity in the attempt to develop this sensitivity in our students.15

But to do so obviously is not to indoctrinate them with the moral 
beliefs that virtuous exemplars hold or have held since phronesis is 
not a kind of knowledge.  To hold up virtuous persons as exemplars 
is to use them as examples of how to respond appropriately to par-
ticular situations.  By examining how virtuous agents themselves ticular situations.  By examining how virtuous agents themselves ticular
understand and react to their own situations, we can begin to gain 
a situated understanding of the exemplars  ̓own reasons for acting 
and the exemplars  ̓own appreciation of those reasons.  It is this 
understanding of the agents  ̓own reasons and appreciation of those 
reasons that we should aim at in developing phronesis, not the agents  ̓
reasons and their appreciation of those reasons themselves.  

At this point in the process, there is still the threat that the 
selection of exemplars will privilege one particular constellation of 
values above another, thereby resulting in authoritarianism or blind 
traditionalism.  However, character education need not nor should 
not cease at this point.  Developing the kind of sensitivity embodied 
by phronesis requires that we understand that the exemplars are dif-
ferent people and live or lived in contingent contextsferent people and live or lived in contingent contextsferent which are not 
our own and who acted for reasons which were their own.  Members 
in each tradition will hold up their own exemplars because, if they 
were in the situations faced by these exemplars, they would hope 
to respond in similar ways.  Of course, different traditions will hold 
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up different individuals and character traits as exemplars, but this 
is no problem for the Aristotelian approach.  What phronesis gives 
us is the ability to see how the particular facts of a situation hold 
together as a whole, and therefore, seeing how different traditions 
give shape to the particular facts is an important part of attaining 
this sort of sensitivity.  It broadens our appreciation of the breadth 
and depth of the possibilities available to reasonable human beings.  
A robust initiative in character education will therefore recognize 
the plurality of traditions and perspectives, and attempt to engender 
in the students a situated understanding of exemplary cases from as 
many and as diverse traditions and perspectives possible.  There is no 
need to restrict a character education program to any one particular 
tradition or constellation of values since acquiring phronesis is not 
to acquire the beliefs of any particular tradition or any particular 
set of values.  Furthermore, since acquiring phronesis is to acquire 
the ability to see how the particular facts hang together for virtuous 
persons, it would be an anemic character education program that 
selects only one interpretation of the virtuous person and one that 
does a disservice to the process of developing this sensitivity.   

By recognizing that an Aristotelian initiative in character 
education would embrace a diverse and pluralistic conception of 
the virtuous person, we avoid the problem of traditionalism and 
authoritarianism.   However, we run the risk on the other side of 
the spectrum of promoting a kind of relativism by failing to distin-
guish the appropriate exemplars from the inappropriate ones.  But 
this too is only a serious threat if character education is thought of 
in Rationalist terms.  As already mentioned, acquiring phronesis
requires us to gain an understanding of the traditions of others and 
how they interpret the signifi cance of the facts of the world.  Un-
derstanding why others have made the choices they have, value the 
things they do, and pursue the kinds of lives they favor helps us to 
better see the breadth and depth of possibilities for and limitations 
to human pursuits.  This makes possible rational criticism of both 
our own traditions and the traditions of others by presenting, in their 
complexity, a plurality of perspectives from which to refl ect on the 
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reasonableness of any one perspective.  Armed with a diverse range 
of interpretations of the world, we are better able to recognize the 
strengths and weaknesses of each.  and weaknesses of each.  and

By gaining this sort of situated understanding of the lives and 
actions of others, the Aristotelian approach to character education 
therefore actually reinforces the values of pluralism and diversity 
and lays bare the rich possibilities that human lives are claimed to 
have by pluralists.  It is not a surrender to authoritarianism or blind 
traditionalism because it does not require that we select any one 
tradition or perspective as the correct or privileged one.  Rather, it 
prescribes an attempt to understand as many and as diverse interpre-
tations of the world as practically possible.  It does not collapse into 
relativism because it does not require us to accept every tradition, 
perspective, or interpretation as equally valuable.  Once we see why 
different individuals or traditions assign signifi cance to the facts in 
the way they do, we can begin to discuss whether, in their situation, 
they do so reasonably, as well as whether their actions, judgments, or 
interpretations could be reasonable in our context.  Such discussions 
clear the way for refl ection on the plurality of reasonable values and 
conceptions of the good life, thereby illuminating both the richness 
of possibilities available to human beings, as well as the pitfalls and 
misinterpretations that frustrate and destroy good lives.  

By recognizing the priority of phronesis over sophia in char-
acter education, the Aristotelian approach to character education 
therefore necessarily embraces pluralism and diversity, and it rejects 
monistic authoritarianism and cultural relativism.  By recognizing 
that a cultivated and mature moral character aims at a kind of sen-
sitivity to particular facts rather than at an impartial and universal 
understanding that produces the same judgments in all people 
regardless of their particular contexts, situations, or histories, the 
Aristotelian approach to character education avoids the problem 
of reconciling our commitments to plurality and democracy with 
the aims of character education.  The main concern of character 
education is, of course, fi rst with the kind of people that we are 
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raising – with, to state the obvious, character.  The mistake, then, 
is to assume that character education necessarily aims to satisfy this 
concern by instilling particular moral beliefs of any kind in students.  
The fact of the matter is, given the prevalence of contingency, there 
exists a plurality of reasonable beliefs, principles, values, virtues, 
and forms of life.  Moreover, the prevalence of contingency in hu-
man life ensures that no one set of these beliefs, principles, values 
or virtues, nor any one form of life, can be either necessary or suf-
fi cient to guarantee a moral and fl ourishing life for anyone who might 
adopt it.  It follows that character education cannot hope to achieve 
its ends by ignoring character and focusing instead on instilling any 
one set of moral beliefs.

Manners, Not Knowledge – The Traditional Value of the
Liberal Arts Education Restated

I have thus far set out what seems to me to be the appropriate 
philosophical foundation for constructing initiatives in character 
education.  The goal of character education ought to be the develop-
ment of phronesis, and this is understood as a sort of perspective or 
sensitivity to the facts that fosters an appropriate response to con-
tingent particular situations.  Since human lives are permeated by 
contingency, character education should eschew attempts to instill 
particular beliefs, principles, values, or virtues meant to serve as the 
major premise in any and all moral deliberations.  This much should 
sit well with the pluralistic, democratic commitments that are often 
seen as in tension with character education in general.

By way of conclusion, I want to sketch how we might pursue 
a broadly Aristotelian initiative in character education.  I cannot 
here go into the details of such an initiative, but the account can be 
brief and perhaps somewhat polemical since, I take it, the structure 
of such an initiative will no doubt be a familiar program.

The fi rst question to ask is whether schools can help to develop 
phronesis in students.  Surely schools cannot be wholly responsible 
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for this task.  However, given what has been said so far, one might 
be lead to believe, with Rousseau, that common schools could 
not play any role in this.  Phronesis is, of course, a perspective, a 
kind of sensitivity to the facts of the world and, as such, cannot be 
taught the way one can teach the rules of grammar or the principles 
of physics.  Since it cannot be codifi ed, it is not the sort of thing 
that can be learned from a book or in a correspondence course and 
would therefore seem more at home in a tutorial program tailored 
to the individual student than in a common classroom with a set and 
predetermined curriculum.

Nevertheless, there is an important role that schools can play in 
the development of phronesis.  By immersing students in literature, 
the languages, the arts, history, and philosophy, and teaching students 
to see the value of the claims of each within its own context, as well 
as to assess those claims within and across contexts, schools can 
begin to initiate students into the conversation that makes up the 
total collective experience of human beings, and by initiating them 
into this conversation, provide them with the character necessary 
for successful participation in it.  

Following Michael Oakeshott, I use the metaphor of a conver-
sation to distance myself from the Rationalists  ̓conception of the 
collective experience of human beings and the related conception of 
education.16  For Rationalists, the traditions that make up the history 
of human experience are seen as something detached from ourselves 
and presented in order to be evaluated by reason and to be judged 
by the standards of the argument.  Traditions are seen as dangerous 
by Rationalism because they are the vessels of past mistakes and 
ignorance, the result of previous oppression and coercion, and are 
infected with corruption and prejudice.  Therefore, traditions are 
only to be accepted and engaged in on the condition that they can 
defend their truth and their value to each individual through rational 
demonstration.  

On this understanding, the traditions that make up the total 
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collective human experience are not the kind of things that can 
be entered into the way one enters a conversation.  In a conversa-
tion, the goal is not truth, demonstration and justifi cation are not 
demanded, analysis is not required, and the benefi ts of engagement 
are not measured by what is produced apart from the participation 
itself (although all of these features may have their place within
the conversation).  In conversation, the only goal is to participate, goal is to participate, goal
and when participation is serious, the primary benefi t needs to be 
no more than an understanding of each of the plurality of voices 
conversing.  One need not have any particular objective to enter into 
a conversation.  There are no particular skills and no prerequisite 
knowledge required for conversation.   Participation requires only 
that one adopt the appropriate manners for conversing.  That is to 
say, in a conversation, no one voice can claim to have a superior 
understanding of the entirety of the human condition.  No one voice 
can claim to have the complete and correct account of all experience.  
Each can only express its own understanding from the point of view 
of its own contingent perspective and try to make its own under-
standing accessible to others.  When such manners are developed, 
the conversation fl ourishes, each voice is heard, each has its say, 
and, when the participants return to their own lives, they can better 
appreciate the richness of human possibility and ingenuity.  What 
we take from a conversation is not truth but understanding, and this 
understanding can both enrich our lives with new possibilities and 
provide for a better appreciation of what we already hold dear.  It 
is not until after this kind of appreciation is achieved that we can after this kind of appreciation is achieved that we can after
reasonably assess the degree to which we ought to change our lives 
or our world, what would be lost in doing so, and what possibilities 
for change are truly available to us.

Developing the manners to engage in the human experience as 
a conversation is, I take it, the primary value of a liberal arts educa-
tion, and through such an education, students develop the sort of 
character most susceptible to phronesis.  Such a character eagerly 
recognizes other perspectives and interpretations, and it attempts 
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to appreciate them in their own terms and to subject them to the 
scrutiny of other perspectives and interpretations.  It accepts the 
plurality of human pursuits and strives to understand the internal 
coherence of as many and as diverse pursuits as possible.  It is a 
character that is willing and able to subject its own understanding 
to the tests of others, but one not ready to trade or abandon its own 
perspective easily because it also is alive to what is good in what 
it already has.  In short, it is a character that expresses the manners 
of conversation because it understands itself as a participant in the 
collective human experience and not merely as an outsider unwill-
ing to participate before human experience learns to behave and 
disciplines itself by the standards of impartiality, objective truth, 
and rational demonstration.     

As such, the primary value of the liberal arts education cannot 
be seen from the Rationalists  ̓perspective.  The Rationalist cannot 
make sense of an education that does not aim at understanding, un-
derstanding that does not result in knowledge, and knowledge that is 
not of the Truth.  But a traditional liberal arts education aims only to 
initiate the student to the conversation that is the human experience, 
and by doing so, to develop in the student the appropriate manners 
to participate in it.  It does not, or should not, aim to prepare stu-
dents for successful interaction in the world merely by arming them 
with the right theorems, principles, and facts about the world, since 
these are insuffi cient as guides in particular situations.  Develop-
ing marketable skills is, no doubt, an important goal for education, 
but on this point, the liberal arts can hardly compete with science, 
tech, trade, and vocational programs.  Therefore, the primary goal 
of a liberal arts education should not be to present a broad base of 
skills and knowledge upon which specialization in some one yet-
to-be-determined fi eld can be developed.  The student who asks of 
liberal arts education “when will I ever use this” is likely to miss 
out on what is most important in that education, and the school that 
presents its liberal arts program as a “broad based education” would 
do everyone a service by stating clearly that, in truth, it is offering 
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only pre-vocational training.  The value of the liberal arts is not 
primarily in the knowledge or technical skills that one acquires from 
their study, but rather in the sort of person one becomes by studying 
them.  Since the situated understanding and disposition required for 
phronesis is precisely that which is offered by a liberal arts educa-
tion, the traditional liberal arts program serves as the best model 
for initiatives in character education properly conceived.  William 
Cory summed up this character-based conception of the value of a 
traditional liberal arts education when he wrote, 

[At school] you are not engaged so much in acquiring 
knowledge as in making mental efforts under criti-
cism…A certain amount of knowledge you can indeed 
with average faculties acquire so as to retain; nor need 
you regret the hours you spend on much that is forgotten, 
for the shadow of lost knowledge at least protects you 
from many illusions.  But you go to a great school not so 
much for knowledge as for arts and habits; for the habit of 
attention, for the art of expression, for the art of assuming 
at a momentʼs notice, a new intellectual position, for the 
art of entering quickly into another personʼs thoughts, 
for the habit of submitting to censure and refutation, for 
the art of indicating assent or dissent in graduated terms, 
for the habit of regarding minute points of accuracy, for 
the art of working out what is possible in a given time, 
for taste, discrimination, for mental courage and mental 
soberness.  And above all you go to a great school for 
self-knowledge.17

This, I believe, is the value of a liberal arts education.  Its 
value is located in the character it develops, not the facts or skills 
that it transmits.  This value cannot be seen from a perspective that 
demands up front an external justifi cation and a practical payoff 
for any and all engagements and efforts it considers.  Nevertheless, 
given the importance of phronesis in an increasingly complicated 
and pluralistic world, even those who demand such justifi cations 
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and payoffs should still fi nd much to value in a reinvigoration of 
the traditional value of the liberal arts.

State University of New York, Oneonta
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NYSFEA ESSAY CONTEST

This volume of Educational Change contains the First Prize essays 
for the fi fth and sixth NYSFEA Essay Contests.  The fi fth competition 
was sponsored by Hofstra University and the First Prize was awarded to 
John Kung, a graduate student at Queens College, for the essay, “Ease 
On By New York Schools: An Immigrantʼs Guide On Survival.”  The 
Second Prize was awarded to Joan Souza Koster for the essay, “Becom-
ing a Professonial: The School Teacherʼs Dream.”  Finally, the Third 
Prize was awarded to Estie Scheiner for the essay, “Learning About 
Teaching.”  The contest was coordinated by Sue Books with Eduardo 
Duarte, David Granger and Anthony Roda as readers.

The sixth contest was sponsored by Siena College and only one 
prize was awarded, a First Prize to Joyce E. Stotts, a graduate student at 
Nazareth College, for the essay, “A Fearful Nationʼs War on Bilingual 
Education: A Historical And Socio-Political Perspective.”  The contest 
was coordinated by Richard Ognibene with the aid of Kenneth Paulli  
and William Washburn as readers.

At a recent board meeting (Siena, 2003) the NYSFEA has decid-
ed to temporarily suspend the essay contest with the hope of revisiting 
and restructuring it at a later date.  The Association is pleased with the 
results of the six contests it has held and thanks the following institu-
tions for the fi nancial support that made each contest possible:

  1998 - SUNY Oneonta
  1999 - SUNY Binghamton
  2000 - SUNY Geneseo
  2001 - SUNY Cortland
  2002 - Hofstra University
  2003 - Siena College

The Association extends its thanks to all of the participants and 
of course all of the coordinators and the readers for their time and 
support.

The First Prize essays for the fi fth and sixth contest follow.
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EASE ON BY NEW YORK SCHOOLS:
AN IMMIGRANTʼS GUIDE ON SURVIVAL

John Kung

“Donʼt leave me alone!” I screamed silently and in Chinese. I 
was nine years old, left alone in the principalʼs offi ce one September 
morning. I had just gotten off the boat, so to speak. Spoke not a word 
of English. I was thrust into the third grade, one grade lower than for 
my age, to help me adjust easier. Nothing would have made anything 
easier. My family did not have the foresight to teach me any English, 
not even a few simple phrases. I donʼt blame them. They were poor 
and with so many challenges to meet, like escaping communist China 
(thatʼs a whole ʻnother story), we did not think of learning English. 
The subject never came up. This was our fi rst time leaving our coun-
try. China calls itself the Central Country because it sees itself as the 
center of the world. Weʼre the big enchilada, everyone had to modify 
their world views to fi t into our culture, a process called accommoda-
tion (Piaget & Inhelder, 1969)1.  We literally swallowed up barbaric 
invaders like Ghengis Khan and the Mongolians and they became 
Chinese. We never had to adjust to others. Who wouldʼve thought 
America would speak a different language?

So here I was, abandoned in the principalʼs offi ce by my father. 
There was no translator, bilingual teacher nor minority advocate pres-
ent. There wasnʼt a Chinese face in the room, or in the whole school 
for that matter, except for my sister. My fatherʼs philosophy was 
“sink or swim.” This was P.S. 125. I was led to numerous crowded 
classrooms but each time I was rejected, not knowing the classrooms 
may be over-crowded. I had to be led back to the principalʼs offi ce. 
By this time the fear, the rejection, the embarrassment caught up to 
me. I didnʼt want to cry because I was going to grow up to be a man. 
The tears came none-the-less.

I picked up the English language quickly enough, at least the 
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version spoken in a black school in a black neighborhood. Thank God 
they were not pushing for bilingual education then. Total immersion 
into the English language was the best thing for me. 

This was Harlem, 1960. At that time, there seemed to be no other 
oriental in Harlem except for the Chinese couple who ran the local 
hand laundry. Talk about blacks being a minority. I was a minority 
within a minority. On top of that, my family was poor and illiterate in 
the English language, my father a laborer, and we fell into the working 
or lower class, discriminated against by everybody. 

Any number of these above characteristics should predict school 
failure, if one listens to radical theorists who insist educational in-
equalities are due to SES, social economical status and other minority 
traits (Sadovnik, 2001)2. Several things I remember at my fi rst public 
school: We took naps in the afternoon (oh, how I miss them); the 
teacher was white; all the students were black, and my sister was at-
tacked for wearing a blouse with the wrong color, a color that a gang 
of schoolgirls claim was theirs. This became one of several reasons 
why I recommended school uniforms in later years.

P.S. 101

We moved to East Harlem after 2 years. I changed to P.S.101 and 
a new neighborhood. The striking difference in this new location is that 
now I am in the midst of a large number of Puerto Ricans and Italians. 
However, the classrooms were still predominantly black. The others 
must have gone to Catholic schools for there were several around.

Across the street from where we lived, there were two ethnic 
clubs right next to each other, one Italian, one Puerto Rican. Regular 
fi ghts would break out every weekend. My fi rst indication of serious 
racial tension. 

I was pretty good in Arithmetic. Always got the top grades in 
tests. The arithmetic on these tests was old hat to me, stuff I mastered 
when I was in the fi rst grade in China. I became known as the best 
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math student in the class and this helped me to ingratiate myself with 
a group of strong black boys in the class. They were not exactly in 
a gang with initiation rites and all. But they were “tight” (meaning 
close). I became a friend and they took me in as a “brother.” This turn 
of events boded well for me because in addition to being an underclass, 
I was short, skinny, underweight, speech-challenged and ugly (even 
my own mother gave me the last description). I was a good target for 
bullies. But the kids in the schoolyard knew I was part of this group of 
tough boys, who would stick up for me when someone tried to bother 
me. It was a heck of a protection. And it preempted a lot of fi ghts. 
However, when I was alone and not with my friends, I felt vulnerable. 
Thank God for Tae Kwan Doe and later Bruce Lee. You see, among 
many black boys, there is a stereotype that Orientals know martial 
arts. This served me well for a number of years. To demonstrate that I 
knew the art, I learned a simple kata, a preliminary set of moves before 
engaging in a karate fi ght. I did it with elaborate, purposely exagger-
ated movements, accompanied by a loud shout. It works when your 
opponent is alone. Never try it when going against a group, especially 
if you really donʼt know martial arts, as was my case. 

Little children are colorblind. Growing up with black kids, I did 
not see myself any different from them. Once my friends and I were 
watching a movie with a stereotypical Chinese person in it. He was a 
servant with buckteeth and Kowtowing to every one. My friends told 
me that I was going to grow up to be like that. Imagine the shock I had. 
I worried the whole day, trying to come to terms with that prospect. 

The English language was always diffi cult for me. I mean stan-
dard written English. There were many moments too embarrassing 
to mention. Once I saw a sign in the supermarket “sugar free.” This 
was the time when they fi rst introduced sugar free sodas. They did 
not call them diet sodas then. By coincidence, although I didnʼt think 
it was at the time, there were bags of granulated sugar on the nearby 
shelf. So I brought the soda and a 5-pound bag of granulated sugar to 
the counter and the clerk was about to charge me for the sugar when 
I insisted the sugar was free since the sign indicated that in aisle 4.  I 

Ease On By New York Schools: An Immigrant s̓ Guide on Survival



Educational Change Spring 2003-2004 83

John Kung

was called a “wise” guy and asked to return the sugar. I not only got 
reprimanded but also got the fi rst taste of sarcasm. Someone explained 
to me that a “wise guy” is not really wise, nor really stupid, itʼs just not 
a compliment. Actually, it was derogatory. This may all seem pathetic, 
but for a young immigrant, not knowing the intricacies of English, 
it was confounding. What is the big difference between “sugar free” 
and “free sugar” anyway? 

I had similar problems with “donʼt get smart.” I always thought 
we were supposed to get smart. Why attend school if you donʼt? 
Among my friends, they started to say “bad” for things that are ex-
ceptionally good (I am sure they were not the fi rst to coin the phrase). 
For example, if someone saw a terrifi c movie, he would describe it 
as “bad.” Likewise, something that is “hot” would also be “cool” and 
vise versa. All my friends wanted to be a basketball star, so did I. But 
I was told I had a slim chance. 

Others told me I had a fat chance. Same difference. Even the 
president talks gobbledygook. One time Bill Clinton said that the 
country was “in a funk.” The next year he said the country was “out 
of funk?” Go fi gure. We all know the difference between consistent 
and inconsistent. What about valuable and invaluable? 

However, my English took a giant step in the 5th grade. The 
English teacher taught us phonics. She had a song or rhyme to go with 
putting all the consonants with each of the vowel: b a, bay, b e, bee, b 
i, bitibye, b o, bow, bitibye bow b u, b(ea)u, bitibyebowbeau. Then c 
a cay (pronounced say), c e cee….etc. We had fun singing along. She 
also gave us a long word to see if we could come up with many other 
words using only the letters in the given word. Often we had a little 
competition to see who can could up with the most words, with the 
winner getting a small prize that usually involved sweets or station-
ary. Of course, the winner was always praised. I never did like candy 
much but the stationary was nice. But I really thrived on praise. It 
was good to be recognized especially by a teacher we all loved.  I did 
not know it at the time but the teacher was practicing classic operant 
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conditioning with multiple reinforcements. In any case, this encour-
aged us to use the dictionary and we learned many new words by this 
method. I was very diligent in this game because I could compete and 
I got great satisfaction for the attention and recognition that I got for 
being good at this game.

Martin Luther King was assassinated around this time. Race riots 
broke out, stores were looted. Once I was on a street where someone 
smashed the windows of a sports store. A school mate said, “come on, 
the windows are broken, letʼs just grab something and run before the 
police comes.” I remember questioning myself whether I should or 
should not. I searched my gut feeling for some innate moral convic-
tion that would persuade me not to steal. It wasnʼt there. I discovered 
that morality is not innate. What prevented me from stealing was 
partly fear of the unknown but mostly because of my recollection of 
my motherʼs admonition: You must not steal. I was always impatient 
with my motherʼs constant lecturing, but now I am grateful for them 
in hindsight.

Junior High - Saint Francis de Sales

My Junior High School was in a mixed neighborhood. This was 
my fi rst introduction to many different races in the classroom. Instead 
of all black, we had Puerto Ricans and whites! However, since this 
was a Catholic Junior High, discipline was in order. The nuns of the 
order of Sacred Heart would not tolerate bad behavior. Because they 
expected us to follow rules, we did. This was a case of self-fulfi lling 
prophecy (Rist, 1977)3. These teachers were serious and taught to the 
text, no horsing around. I began to learn at a faster rate, because there 
were tests and other competitive exercises. 

I made friends with a boy from Dominican Republic. I learned 
how to eat platonos (i.e. plantains) with butter and eggs. Also I learned 
the sadness of divorce. He missed his daddy and could not concentrate 
on his studies. Fathers are frequently portrayed poorly in this society 
(Watch “The Simpsons” TV show and you will know what I mean).  
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In most cases, the courts are predisposed to award custody to moth-
ers rather than to fathers. A father has more emotional import than 
most people realize, especially for their sons (Dobson, 2001)4. Even 
for daughters!  I recall reading a story of a girl who “lost” her father 
through a divorce. The story was told through a social worker who 
came to visit the family 15 months after the divorce. The daughter 
received only one letter from her father during that time. But she 
treasured the letter and read it over and over again. You could tell 
because the pages were all dog-eared. Even the father did not know 
how important he was in the life of his daughter.

This story made an indelible mark on me. I realized that you can 
learn and emotionally experience the full impact of what you read 
without having to go through the experience yourself. This is known 
as vicarious learning.5  How powerful the written word is.  Sure it is 
good to be original, as this society is keen on, but we will short change 
our students if we donʼt introduce to them the wealth of knowledge, 
experience and lessons that can be gained from reading classics and 
other good literature. I also learned that divorce is one of the most 
devastating event in anyoneʼs life, especially for the children.

In my eighth grade, I was selected among 4 students for the Car-
dinal Spellman Scholarship to attend a mostly all-white high school in 
midtown Manhattan, Xavier High School, a Catholic High School. I 
still donʼt know why I was picked except for perhaps racial diversity. 
The other three were black, white and Puerto Rican. Since I was the 
only oriental in the school, I “lucked out” (or is it “lucked in”?) 

High School - Xavier ROTC Military High School

Major changes here. In those days, Xavier was an almost all 
white school. Students and faculty were predominantly white. The few 
blacks there were like celebrities. Here is where I tried to speak white 
English to be more like my classmates. It was not easy to switch. I fi nd 
myself speaking in several variations of speech. Educators would call 
it code-switching (Gleason, 1993)6. I was given a quick notice that 
another word for inquire is “ask,” not “aks,” as all my black friends 
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would pronounce it. They were not dyslexic, nor was I. Somehow we 
learned this pronunciation from each other and it stuck. 

I knew this school was going to be a challenge when I learned 
that 8 books, “classics,” were assigned for reading even before school 
was to begin. Being such a slow reader, I had no hope of reading 
them all during the summer. Besides, at my ghetto neighborhood, 
like all the kids around me, I was too busy to read. What with swim-
ming, bicycling, basketball, and the beach, there was hardly time for 
anything else. 

On the fi rst day of class, we were informed that on the following 
week there would be a test on the summer readings. My gosh, I didnʼt 
read a single book! The next seven days I was burning the midnight oil 
and my left cerebrum. Lucky for me, there were “Cliff Notes,” thank 
God. Most of the assigned classics had been summarized by “Cliff 
Notes.” The name is apropos because if your were on a cliff as I was, 
you would need these notes. As it turned out, I pulled an 84 on the 
test. I also learned that employing mnemonic devices and the constant 
repetition of reading out loud diffi cult names, concepts or formulas 
improved my short-term memory, just long enough for a test. Then as 
soon as I was given the exam, I would quickly write down the more 
diffi cult information on the test paper, leave it there for my reference 
later when the test question called for such answers. 

I never did excel in English or any subject that employs much 
English, although I always wanted to learn English and even try to 
force myself to like the grammar but it never ceases to perplex me. For 
example, with most regular nouns you add an “s” to make it plural. 
However, for verbs it is just the opposite. That is, you must add an “s” 
to make verbs singular, not plural. A dog runs but dogs run in packs. 
He shoots bears, but they shoot horses, donʼt they?

At Xavier H.S, I won the McDonald Award for the highest Math 
grade for the fi rst three  years, beating out all the intelligent Caucasian 
schoolmates.  Now, if I could only excel in English….
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I had a friend at school who had a great infl uence on me. His 
name was George Burns. No, not the actor who played “Oh God.” 
But he was just as funny. He was a punster and I liked him. He helped 
me become more interested in words and I literally stayed awake 
nights trying to fi gure out his puns and trying a few of my own. This 
exercise may not have helped me develop a large vocabulary, but it 
took the fear out of the English language. I felt I could master the 
language to a certain extent and that gave me confi dence. Instead of 
being embarrassed and paranoid about my grammar and vocabulary, 
I felt I fi nally had a minimal command over the language. And that 
made all the difference in the world.  

Even though my English was poor, my Math was good enough 
to act as a counter weight. Fortunately for me, students are usually 
graded on a composite of both English and Math scores. In most 
tests, such as the SAT, my scores would be in the 400ʼs in English 
and 700ʼs in Math. This gained me entry to the school of my choice, 
New York University. 

New York University

Finally I made it to college. Even so, I still had my share of 
diffi culties with the language. Shakespeare used malapropism for 
drama and effect. Because of my lack of command of the English 
language, I used it quite unconsciously without realizing that I was 
being Shakespearean. 

It became obvious that I would choose Math as my major. Eng-
lish is not my strong suit, more  like a strange suit, but since I like 
Math, you might say I have an affl iction for numbers. I graduated in 
4 years. Got a job, with a good starting salary, at a large life insurance 
company, New York Life, as a computer analyst. Not much English 
needed there.

Network Marketing

The 70 s̓ were the beginning of multi-level or network marketing 
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businesses and many people including myself were attracted by their 
selling points. Especially where they showed you how you could make 
millions in a month. Right (tongue in cheek). Of course, you needed a 
large selling force underneath you which you had to recruit. The great 
benefi t I received from all this was the confi dence to talk to people and  
exposure to the opportunities in the larger business world.

A Sabbatical from the secular World

Around this time, a song on the radio poignantly described my 
state of mind. The song asked, “is that all there is?” I was not satisfi ed 
with my achievements or lack there of. I had unrealized dreams, such 
as making a signifi cant contribution to the world. I still had inhibi-
tions. I was in many ways independent, but that was not my priority. I 
felt there was something more, something more grand and celestial. I 
sought a higher calling and I followed it. I became a missionary for the 
next 25 years, traveling to numerous countries and meeting all kinds 
of people. I engaged in many debates over social, political issues and 
in defending my faith. 

I counseled people, learned to alternately lead and follow. I was 
exposed to diverse cultures, peoples, nations, and races. I was even 
thrust in front of people, making speeches and giving lectures on the 
foundational principles of our religion. It was an exhilarating and 
gainful experience. I  became more confi dent, less inhibited, and my 
English improved some more. I realized being exposed to the world 
and to so many people and ideas made me more broad-minded. I 
am able to see the big picture. Most importantly, I discovered a few 
guiding principles of life that serve me well in anchoring down my 
life and giving it the purpose and direction that I sensed was missing 
for so many years.

Final Frontier

I am presently very concerned with the lack of character and 
moral education in schools. Students today donʼt know right from 
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wrong (Kilpatrick, 1992)7. There are many reasons for that. What is 
more important is how to solve the problem. From fi rst hand life ex-
perience, I believe education is the key to improvement. As a disciple 
of Confucius (Kung Fu Tse), I believe that an educated man is a moral 
man (Confucius, 1979)8. Most studies show that there is a relation-
ship between moral reasoning and moral behavior (Kohlberg, 1987)9, 
although the strength of relationship varies. Even though people do 
not always do what they know is morally correct, itʼs a start. I believe 
it begins with knowing what is right, then having the conviction that 
what is right is the best alternative for oneʼs behavior and fi nally doing 
what is right.  If the knowledge goes from the brain to the heart, i.e. 
taken to heart, then the person is more likely to act morally. I believe 
further research is needed to fi nd ways to bridge the gap between 
knowledge and behavior.

To enhance my ability as an educator, Iʼve begun my masterʼs 
degree course at Queens College. One principle I learned in my mis-
sionary years was called up in my Foundations of Education class. My 
professor asked, “if a teacher taught but the students did not learn, did 
she really teach?” The discussion ranged from questioning whether the 
teacher had the desire to teach to whether the techniques used were 
really pedagogically sound to whether the fault is with the children 
not wanting to learn. The debate usually rages over whom to blame.  
As with many education issues, the answer is not always one or the 
other.  My wholistic approach tells me that there are 3 components 
in most situations: the beginning, the middle and the end.  Sounds 
like a truism but it helps me resolve many complicated issues. This 
approach is what I call the principle of “good motivation, good pro-
cess, and good results” or good MPR.  This principle demands more 
accountability, which is always good. All three components must be 
present and be sound. If one has a good motivation but the action 
he takes brings bad results, then he must rethink and make modifi -
cations. “The path to perdition is paved with good intentions” is a 
quote I remembered from somewhere. The writer must have known 
that good intentions are not good enough without appropriate results. 
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Because my standard is that not only the end must be good but the 
starting point and the process must also be good, there would be 
no room in this schema for the Machiavellian sophistry of “the end 
justifi es the means.”

In my classroom example, the teacher has to be motivated to 
teach, her teaching methods must be effective and the students must 
be motivated to learn and actually learn. Setting up these criteria will 
be more important to ensure successful education than classroom size, 
abundance of equipment or even social economic status.

I have a bachelorʼs degree from NYU, a masterʼs from a Theo-
logical Seminary and now working on a second masterʼs at Queens 
College. I am working at a job I like, making over $50,000 per year, 
fl exible hours. Is that success? For me, success is measured by three 
goals: 1) a happy marriage; 2) a large family and 3) the contributions 
I have made to humanity. I have the fi rst, working on the second, and 
God help me not to lose the desire and ability to make the third. 

All the education I am acquiring is to help me in my third goal. 
I am trying to be successful but the jury is still out and it will remain 
out until I have drawn the last breath.

Queens College

References
 1. Piaget, J., & Inhelder, (1969). The psychology of the child. New York: 

Basic Books.
 2. B. Sadovnik, Alan R., et al. (2001). Exploring Education. MA, Allyn 

& Bacon, 434.
 3. Rist, Ray C. (1977). “On Understanding the Processes of Schooling: The 

Contributions of  Labeling Theory.” Karabel, Jerome & Halsey, A.H. 
(Ed.), Power and Ideology in Education. Oxford University Press.

 4. Dobson, Dr. James, (2001). Bringing Up Boys. Wheaton, Illinois, Tyndale 
House Publishers, CH. 5.

 5. Academic Press Dictionary of Science and Technology. Vicarious learn-
ing- behavior. The acquisition of knowledge and ability through indirect  
experience and observation rather than direct experience and practice. 

Ease On By New York Schools: An Immigrant s̓ Guide on Survival



Educational Change Spring 2003-2004 91

www.harcourt.com/dictionary/defi nition
 6. Gleason, J. Berko. (1993). The Development of Language. New York, 

Macmillan Publishing, 223.
 7. Kilpatrick, William. (1992). Why Johnny Can t̓ Tell Right From Wrong.

New York, Simon and Schuster, 14.
 8. Confucius. The Analects. Lau, D.C. (Trans.) Great Britain, Penguin.
 9. Kohlberg, L. (1987). The development of moral judgment and moral ac-

tion. In L. Kohlberg (Ed.), Child psychology and childhood education: 
A cognitive-developmental view, 259-329. New York, Longman.

John Kung



Educational Change Spring 2003-200492

A FEARFUL NATIONʼS WAR ON BILINGUAL
EDUCATION: A HISTORICAL AND SOCIO-
POLITICAL PERSPECTIVE

Joyce E. Stotts

Abstract

Americans have a long history of subjugating and under-educat-
ing immigrant children, especially those who do not speak English 
fl uently. This paper reviews some historic evidence that demonstrates 
a bias against non-native English speakers, both culturally and linguis-
tically. Second Language Acquisition Research indicates that given 
a cooperative, enrichment-based learning environment, respect, and 
time, English Language Learners can acquire academic profi ciency. 
Despite strong research and the national call for bilingual/biliterate 
citizens, Americaʼs cultural war against immigrants and the educa-
tion of their children continues in current times. This paper discusses 
the education and treatment in the U.S. of immigrants, some of our 
traditional ideologies, and our nationʼs current public and political 
discourse with regard to the future of bilingual education. 

Dedication

I would be remiss to fail to acknowledge the fi ne instruction I 
received regarding bilingual education and social justice issues from 
Drs. Cindy McPhail and David McGough during my Masters Program 
at Nazareth College of Rochester.  Their keen insights and pedagogical 
guidance have proven instrumental to enriching my worldview; and I 
will always feel indebted to them because of it. To Miriam Ehtesham, 
my advisor, mentor and ever faithful guide through the quagmire 
of Linguistics, Second Language Acquisition Theory, Methods and 
Literacy for English Language Learners:  Miriam, you have changed 
my life forever! 
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Simply put, there is ample research indicating that an equal ac-
cess education requires much more than 1 year of English Immersion 
classes in order for English Language Learners (“ELLs”) to be success-
ful. Additionally, my own experiences as a second language learner, 
and school district translator for nearly 11 years have established my 
fi rm belief in the need for quality bilingual education. Yet, there is 
a strong and growing trend to eliminate bilingual education in our 
country, as seen in the Unz initiatives that have passed in California, 
Arizona, and Massachusetts.  

It was not all that long ago that civil rights, equal opportunity 
and social justice for all were in the forefront of many Americanʼs 
minds. In light of the results of the Unz initiatives, one might very 
well ask “What ever happened to social justice and educational equal 
access?” 

Theobald (1997) explains that Americans have been taught to 
look primarily to the future and that “living in the past” has taken on 
a derogatory connotation, intended to devalue those who look to his-
tory for insight. He claims that this disdain for a historical frame of 
reference has created some serious fl aws in our culture and 

a distressingly shallow American character...When the past 
is defi ned as unimportant, it no longer burdens. “I didnʼt 
kill any Indians”…”Iʼve never owned any slaves.” These  
comments, though true enough, ignore the fact that the re-
sults brought on by those who  did do such things continue did do such things continue did
to stare us in the face. The cultural healing that needs to 
come about in this society will take place only when we 
garner the character necessary to shoulder the legacy our 
ancestors left us. Unfortunately, in a culture unaccustomed 
to looking to the past, problems associated with looking to 
the future accumulate and intensify. (p. 48-49)

Thus, in order to understand how we have arrived at our current 
public discourse on bilingual education, we fi rst must look at some 
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of Americaʼs history and traditional ideologies as they relate to our 
national ambivalence toward immigrants (especially those who speak 
languages other than English). 

Also, one needs to point out that immigrant history in the U.S. 
somewhat parallels African American subjugation, poverty, and the 
Ebonics debate. However, of necessity, this paper will limit its focus 
to the needs of ELLs in America, and primarily to Hispanics, who 
overwhelmingly make up the majority of the nationʼs ESOL (English 
to Speakers of Other Languages) and bilingual education classrooms. 
Nevertheless, it is noteworthy that the National Clearinghouse for 
Bilingual Education (Lindholm-Leary, 2000) documents the existence 
of bilingual education programs in Cantonese, Korean, French, Na-
vajo, Japanese, Arabic, Portuguese, and Russian, as well as 240 such 
programs in Spanish.

II.  HISTORICAL FOUNDATIONS:  

According to Lessow-Hurley (2000), even as early as the writ-
ing of the United States Constitution, its authors made the conscious 
decision not to establish an offi cial national language. Even the 
Continental Congress made sure to publish many of its documents in 
several other languages (German and French, for example), in order to 
assure that the large linguistic minorities would have equal access to 
its proceedings (Crawford, 1991).  This original egalitarian approach, 
according to Theobald (1997), would soon begin to change as John 
Lockeʼs philosophy of unrestrained freedom for individuals to amass 
personal property and wealth became more and more ingrained in 
American thinking. 

However, Lessow-Hurley (2000) states that modern Americans 
are generally surprised when they learn that dual-language instruction 
has been widely available throughout U.S. history. This was especially 
true in the 19th Century when ten different European languages, in ad-
dition to some Native American languages, were used in dual-language 
instruction in over twelve states. In fact, at one time the Cherokee 
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language had its own writing system, created by a Cherokee named 
Sequoyah. “As a result, bilingual materials were widely available, and 
by 1852 Oklahoma Cherokees had a higher English literacy level than 
the white population of either Texas or Arkansas” (Castellanos, 1983; 
in Lessow-Hurley, 2000, p. 5). It was not until the federal government 
decided that well-educated Native Americans might become a threat to 
white civilization, during the post-Civil War era, that the last remaining 
Indian School Systems were eradicated (Weinburg, 1997, in Lessow-
Hurley, 2000). During this same era, Native American families were 
being torn apart and their culture was seriously disrupted by the forced 
removal of their children to mission boarding schools to Americanize 
(civilize) them. If a Native American child was found speaking a word 
of their native language, they were often beaten or chained to a post 
for long hours as punishment. To insure that native people would not 
surpass white settlers educationally, the U.S. Government proceeded 
to forcibly confi scate the Cherokee printing press used to produce 
their educational materials.  Look for it the next time you visit the 
Smithsonian Institution in Washington, D.C.  

the pretexts for imposing English on Native Americans 
pioneered a range of  now  familiar arguments…need for a 
common language (sameness of language produces  same-
ness of mind);….civilizing the ʻbarbarousʼ; and the role of 
English as a patriotic  symbol (spreading ̒ superior  ̓Ameri-
can institutions)…But none could mask the prime objec-
tives: military conquest, expropriation of Indian lands, and 
removal of unwanted peoples. (Crawford, 2000, p. 16) 

Crawford (2000) also alludes to the fact that the enforced use of 
English, and the cultural subjugation of Native Americans, may have 
been viewed as the only viable method for teaching and civilizing 
them. The governmentʼs reasoning can be seen clearly in the words 
of Commissioner Atkins regarding the use of Native American lan-
guages: “they are worse than useless…a means of… keeping them in 
their savage condition by perpetuating the traditions of carnage and 
superstition” (p. 68-69). In keeping with the colonialist ideology of 
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the day, citizens may well have felt it their right as conquerors and 
perhaps even their national duty to support a system that reinforced an 
excoriating racism and imposed both cultural and linguistic subjuga-
tion on Native Americans.

Flores and Murillo (2001) provide us with another example, 
regarding the education of Mexican bilinguals in the Southwest after 
the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848. Prior to 
Guadalupe Hidalgo, the Mexican people had been highly involved in 
the educational and governmental arenas of the area:

 All of this began to change when Anglo bureaucrats real-
ized that the schools were not Americanizing the Mexican 
population fast enough. The fi rst step...removing local 
control from the Mexican community …due to concerted 
efforts by Anglo offi cials…{Mexican participation was 
eroded} and Spanish was….extirpated from the educational 
institutions…the primary goals…Anglo purity, the consoli-
dation of the nation through establishment of a common 
culture and a common language, and preservation of white 
political power (p. 192).

The arguments used to support these two examples of forced 
assimilation upon people of other languages and cultures must be 
viewed critically. More specifi cally, I am referring to the issues of 
not assimilating fast enough (the social, educational and economic 
inconvenience to whites) and the enforced use of English in all arenas 
(in order to prevent whites and white culture from attaining minor-
ity status in a region). All other voices were summarily rejected as 
meaningless and worthless. These arguments are nearly identical to 
current marginalization discourse in the U.S.; an issue that we will 
come back to later. 

In 1917, Teddy Roosevelt gave his famous speech regarding 
bilinguals in America, as a direct reaction to the First World War:  

We must have… but one language…cannot tolerate any 
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attempt to oppose or supplant the language and culture 
that has come down to us from the builders of this Repub-
lic…Any force which attempts to retard that assimilative 
process is a force hostile to the highest interest of our 
country. (Flores & Murillo, 2001, p. 194)

As a result of this type of political rhetoric dominating the media 
of the day and backlash reactions to World War I, anti-immigrant sen-
timents swept the country. Crawford (1991) tells of a prime example 
that occurred in 1919, when one school superintendent lead an angry 
mob that raided a bilingual school in Lima, Ohio to burn all the Ger-
man textbooks. This was certainly not an isolated incident of linguistic 
subjugation, known as linguicism (Skutnabb-Kangas, 1988, in Flores 
& Murillo, 2001, p. 185), an element of a xenophobic mindset which 
fears anything foreign.

Anyon (1997), in her searing analysis of the deplorable state of 
urban education, also refers back to the early 1900ʼs when poor im-
migrants were fl ooding American schools. (A situation similar to that 
in some western states today.) “Students faced a culturally unfamiliar 
curriculum (one intended to ʻAmericanize  ̓them) and were taught in 
a language that they did not understand very well; in addition, some 
may have been taught by teachers who despised them” (p. 49). She 
speaks of horrifi c tales where, even though manufacturers were try-
ing to attract immigrant families as a cheap labor force, their school 
children were being beaten, insulted, forced to repeat grades over 
and over again, and were often labeled as retarded. The majority 
of immigrant students eventually dropped out of school in favor of 
working as unskilled laborers. Yet, such “assimilation education” 
did little to educate or assimilate these students.  Instead, Anyon tells or assimilate these students.  Instead, Anyon tells or
us, many marginalized groups moved into enclaves of immigrants 
of similar circumstances that later would become poverty-stricken, 
stigmatized, redlined ghettos.  I agree with the author when she says 
that sympathetic teachers and native language instruction may have 
made a huge difference for generations of poor immigrant children. 
The overwhelming majority of SLA researchers would agree (see, 
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for example, Collier, 1995; Gersten and Baker, 2000; Hakuta, 1998, 
Krashen, 2000).

Even so, modern Americans look back and nostalgically call 
this process the ʻmelting potʼ, the idea being that these methods were 
a wonderful way to turn our American society into the exemplary 
success that it is today! Most honest historians, however, would call 
this a romanticized remnant of an outdated colonialist ideology, one 
that severely marginalizes immigrants.

Worst of all, immigrants were slowly becoming viewed as tak-
ing needed jobs from their “true American” counterparts, a recurring 
theme since the depression era.  According to Leistyna (2002)

The harsh reality is…the job opportunities that are intended 
for the majority of immigrants…consist of manual labor, 
cleaning crews,…the assembly line, and farm jobs that 
require little to no English - as with the Bracero Program 
(1942-1964), through which more than 4 million Mexi-
can farm laborers were ʻlegally brought  ̓into the United 
States…when the Bracero Program was fi nally dismantled, 
the U.S. Department of Labor offi cer heading the opera-
tion…described it as ʻlegalized slaveryʼ. ( p. 345) 

In other words, the idea that immigrants have been taking jobs 
from “true Americans” appears to be just another marginalization 
tactic, since most educated Americans would not even take such a 
manual labor-intensive job, if it were offered!

Michael Apple (2001) says

the suturing together of the needs and norms of the market 
and conservative views of appropriate character has a long 
history. Fears of economic decline, the loss of ʻgenteel  ̓
culture, of the loss of a common language and culture 
have constantly surfaced, often in times of market crisis 
and surges in immigration. (p. 21)
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Lessow-Hurley (2000) states that with the launching of Sputnik 
by the Soviet Union and the subsequent fears of falling behind (los-
ing sovereignty over) any other country, American education was re-
evaluated and the National Defense Education Act (1958) was signed. 
After that the study of foreign languages was considered essential to 
national defense, and was once again federally funded. Only fi ve years 
later, the Coral Way Elementary School in Dade County, Florida was 
established as a bilingual school for the children of Cuban refugees 
and middle class Americans. Thus, Coral Way became the precursor 
to modern-day Dual Immersion Bilingual Education. 

Later, Jack Kennedy kept his promise to Eleanor Roosevelt to 
take a stand for the civil rights of minorities and women; and America 
struggled to enter a new age, with a rekindled consciousness of social 
justice. After Kennedy s̓ assassination, President Johnson followed suit 
with his War on Poverty, which emphasized equality for all Americans, 
even for those of poverty, or of color. Americans struggled with social 
justice issues and desegregation issues nationwide. Eventually, civil 
rights were extended to culturally and linguistically diverse Americans 
and their educational needs.  Thus, by 1968 the Bilingual Education 
Act was signed into law to provide for the special needs of ELLs 
(Lessow-Hurley, 2000).

By 1974, the Supreme Court heard the case of Lau v. Nichols, 
in which Chinese immigrant parents living in California claimed that 
their children were being denied an equal access education, as no 
language support was being provided to students who did not speak 
English. Herrera and Murry (1999) explain that this landmark case was 
one of many such cases that fi rmly established a studentʼs language 
rights as civil rights. The educational civil rights of ELLs are clearly 
spelled out in the Lau vs. Nichols  proceedings

There is no equality of treatment merely by providing 
students with the same facilities, textbooks, teachers, and 
curriculum; for students who do not understand English 
are  effectively foreclosed from any meaningful educa-
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tion…Imposition of a requirement that, before a child 
can effectively participate in the educational program he 
must have already acquired those basic skills is to make 
a mockery of public education...{making}their classroom 
experiences wholly incomprehensible and in no way mean-
ingful. (Lau v. Nichols, 414, U.S. 563, 1974; Herrera and 
Murry, 1999, p. 181.)

As a result of this ruling, several bilingual education models were 
formed.  SLA research was begun and a specialized pedagogy was 
formed, and it continues to evolve today. It is also important to note 
that bilingual education, when originally signed into law in America, 
was more an ideal or perhaps an experiment. Those governing of-
fi cials who recognized the educational needs of ELLs and originally 
signed the act into law set no guidelines for such programs, as little 
research had been done in the U.S. on bilingual education up to that 
point. From then until the liberalization of immigration policy from 
the 1970s (as the post-Vietnam War refugees arrived) and forward, 
our society remained quasi-accepting of these new research-based 
educational programs for ELLs. That is, up until recently.   

These changes in immigration policy from the 1970s-1990ʼs 
brought signifi cant demographic shifts to certain areas of the nation, 
especially some western and southwestern states, such as California 
and Arizona. School districts found themselves struggling with how 
to raise achievement scores on language-oriented standardized tests, 
when an ever-increasing percentage of their student population con-
sisted of ELLs. Another crucial point is that Federal funding is often 
contingent upon what are considered acceptable standardized test 
scores for the entire school population. However, immigrant students 
often have insuffi cient command of academic English to perform well 
on standardized tests until after many years of study. 

Mora (2002) adds that currently ESOL classrooms are often made 
up of a majority of Hispanics. “In California, for example, 82% of 
the students classifi ed as limited English profi cient are native Spanish 
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speakers who are learning English as a second language...” (p.31). The 
result is that ELLs, especially Hispanics, have become viewed as a 
liability for school rankings and as costing the taxpayer something 
extra. In other words, immigrant work is fi ne, but their children cost 
too much! Such students are often mislabeled and placed in Special 
Education or remedial classes, when what research says is that they 
need time and understandable, appropriate instruction. 

Sadly, some of the traditional methods espoused by these pro-
grams have proven to be the least effective for attaining target language 
fl uency and higher-level cognitive function. Observations I have made 
in my many years of working with ELLs and their families, as well 
as with school personnel, bare a striking, unequivocal witness to the 
veracity of these claims. Igoa (1998) also brings forth the point that 
sometimes educators need to think of using other teaching strate-
gies with ELLs, such as those that she so successfully implemented 
through the use of art.  In addition, I attended a seminar by Dr. Ellen 
Arnold on Multiple Intelligences at Nazareth College on November 
17, 2002, after which we discussed how hard it has been for many 
young Hispanics I worked with to master the math concepts of the 
Comprehensive School Math Program (CSMP).  I asked if that might 
be related to the great amount of linguistic knowledge required to 
understand those concepts, noting that many students I worked with 
came to school with a large portion of their background knowledge in 
the areas of “hands on” skills, music and art.  Dr. Arnoldʼs reply was 
a resounding yes, and that I had made the same observations some 
of her research had.  

In short, then, I feel safe to say that many American educators 
simply have not yet fi gured out that traditional American schooling 
methods, if they do not access a studentʼs Multiple Intelligence strate-
gies, do not work well with some ELLs.  These traditional methods 
can cause ELLs language loss, a delay in the development of higher 
level cognitive functioning and often leave students lagging behind 
for the entire school careers (Nieto, 2000).
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Thus, one can see that a major shift has taken place in the public 
and political discourse in recent years regarding immigrants and the 
education of their children. Our nation has moved from a pro-Civil 
Rights and Equal Opportunity stance toward a decidedly more con-
servative, reactionary stance favoring that which the marketplace and 
traditional American ideology demand. Michael Apple (2001) calls 
this change in our society “consumer culture,” claiming that we as a 
nation have essentially moved away from social justice issues in our 
educational systems as well. 

Unfortunately, Americans often consider those ELLs who retain 
their home language or accent as lacking intelligence, achievement 
potential and even lacking suffi cient gratitude for being allowed to 
live in the U.S.!  This paradigm judges immigrants wishing to become 
biliterate and bilingual even more harshly, because bilingualism tends 
to shift some of the traditional balance of power away from white, 
middle class, monolingual American society.  These views, along with 
the fact that most Hispanics want their children to become totally 
bilingual Americans, have signifi cantly fueled a strong, underlying 
anti-Hispanic sentiment currently evidenced across our nation.  

Should there be any remaining doubts, you may want to read 
Cumminsʼs (1998) description of Diaz-Sotoʼs experiences in a Penn-
sylvania city named “Steel Town” and the proposed ordinance of 
posting of a “Blue E” in shop windows that was supposed to enforce 
English Only upon immigrants shopping in the townʼs stores:

“if a store clerk detected an accent or felt that the buyerʼs 
English was not up to par, they were expected to pay an 
additional 10 percent to 20 percent on their purchase...
Supporters of this ordinance called the radio talk show, 
expressing such views as: “Send all the spics back”; “This is 
America…for whites only”; “Our city was better off without 
all of this trash” (Soto, 1996; in Cummins, 1998, p. 257).

During the 1990ʼs anti-immigrant referendums were repeatedly 
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brought up for vote in California, and with their passing, we began 
yet another era in American History.  Apple (2001) says that Ameri-
cans now feel a sense of “cultural pollution”, behind which lay a set 
of historical assumptions about “tradition”, about the existence of a 
social consensus over what should count as legitimate knowledge, and 
about cultural superiority” (p.48-49).  This is the public and political 
climate in which Ron Unzʼs “English for the Children” was created 
and in which the war on bilingual education is currently embroiled. 

Before we progress into a discussion of English for the Children 
and its movement to abolish Bilingual Education in the U.S., I would 
like to discuss briefl y what Bilingual Education is. Many people are 
confused about the facts, and I believe this has aided Unzʼs anti-bilin-
gual initiatives a great deal. Bilingual Education and SLA researcher, 
Stephen Krashen, agrees “If all I knew about bilingual education was 
what I read in the newspapers,… Iʼd vote against it, too.” (Crawford, 
2001, para.15)

III.  CURRENT DEFINITIONS OF BILINGUAL EDUCATION:

There are basically three main models of Bilingual Education. 
The most common Bilingual Ed. classrooms are called “transitional”,
and instruction is these classes usually starts out 90% in Spanish (or 
other home language) and 10% in English, moving rapidly toward the 
use of 50% Spanish, 50% English in classes. Little or no translation 
from language to language is permitted, because the goal is to teach 
students to comprehend and respond in both languages, rather than 
translate. The general idea is to ensure that ELLs will continue learn-
ing grade level academic material while learning English (as opposed 
to falling behind academically). Learners are from a similar cultural 
and linguistic background, so that they can easily work cooperatively. 
The main idea is to assimilate these students into English only class-
rooms and culture as soon as possible.  Students often lose most of 
their home language skills.

The second most common model is called the Early-exit Two 
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Way or Dual Immersion Model. This model is based on research that 
has proven it takes on average as much as 5-7 years to arrive at a 
complex academic language profi ciency (CALP) in the second lan-
guage (Cummins, 1996). Classes are generally comprised equally of 
native Spanish speakers and native speakers of English. This model 
has proven extremely effective, provided that students receive quality 
cooperative, hands-on instruction, are taught through the medium of 
both languages without translation, and are provided large amounts of 
reading material in both languages.  This method ensures that students 
understand most of the academic material being taught throughout 
K-6th grade, after which students are transitioned. Students generally 
do not continue to develop their abilities in their home language and 
often lose much of them.

A third model of Bilingual Education is called the Late-exit or 
Maintenance Dual Immersion model. This is the biliteracy model 
which holds much promise for American society. However, this prom-
ise remains signifi cantly at risk, due to the Unz/Tuchman initiatives.
Bilingual, biliterate students provided long-term enrichment instruc-
tion via both languages without translation are known to surpass the 
fl uency and the cognitive reasoning of monolingual ELLs, and even 
that of monolingual native speakers of English. 

In contrast, Thomas and Collier (1997) tell us 

students being schooled in all English initially make 
dramatic gains in the early grades, whatever the type of 
program…and this misleads teachers and administrators 
into assuming that the students are going to continue to 
do extremely well (in later grades) {italics added}…they 
do not detect the fact that these students typically fall 
behind the typical achievement levels of native English 
speakers…each year, resulting in a very signifi cant cumu-
lative achievement gap of 15-26 NCEs by the end of their 
school years…bilingual students…sustain the gains in L2 
(English) and in some  cases… achieve even higher scores 
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than typical native English speaker performance as they 
move through their secondary years  of school (Thomas 
and Collier, 1997, in Garcia, 2000, p. 11-12). 

The end result of Maintenance bilingual education, then, is the 
graduation of competent, confi dent bilinguals who are cognitively and 
culturally more adaptable than their monolingual peers. This model 
gives equal status to the two cultures and the two languages and thus 
attempts to combat stereotypes and language loss that can negatively 
affect learners. It is populated by both native speakers of English and 
native speakers of Spanish (or other home language the school works 
with). Thus, the Maintenance Dual Immersion Bilingual Education 
model affords all classroom participants extended, quality exposure all classroom participants extended, quality exposure all
to native fl uency, bilingualism, biliteracy and biculturalism.  Krashen 
(1999) explains

…there is strong evidence that literacy transfers…the 
building literacy in the primary language is a short-cut to 
English literacy…this claim comes from studies showing 
that the reading process is similar in different languages, 
and that correlation between literacy development in the 
fi rst language and second language is high…even when the 
orthographies…are very different. (para. 2-4).

Researchers nearly unanimously agree quality Maintenance Dual 
Immersion Bilingual Education works, even for standardized exams! 
(see, for example, Thomas and Collier, 1997; Garcia, 2000)  I believe 
this to be caused by the multiple intelligences techniques used in main-
tenance bilingual ed. and the fact that students are receiving dual input 
to their linguistic intelligence which is so highly tested on standardized 
exams. This may well be the “edge” that Americans are looking for 
when competing educationally and in the world marketplace. 

In our rush for a cheap, quick fi x for changing school demo-
graphics, we may have overlooked and rejected the very innovative 
practices that have been proven to result in the very success we so 
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desperately seek! 

IV.  THE UNZ INITIATIVES

If we are to truly understand why Mr. Unz and others are fi ght-
ing tirelessly to abolish bilingual education in the U.S. we must allow 
them a voice. In Unzʼs (1999) article “California and the End of White 
America”, he describes Californians of white, European decent as hav-
ing become unnerved by “recognizing that they were fast becoming 
a minority within their own state” (para. 6). His claimed motive for 
creating English For The Children is to prevent a fear-based ground 
swell of “White Nationalism” against immigrants, and primarily 
against Hispanics. Unz feels strongly the necessity of being part of 
creating what he calls “The New American Melting Pot”, and to do 
otherwise would be courting disaster for our nation.  Unz and his sup-
porters claim that bilingual education has been proven a colossal failure 
and that its practices bar immigrants (most notably Hispanics), from 
becoming assimilated Americans. They blame the high dropout rate of 
Hispanics and low English fl uency levels in California on the failure 
of bilingual education. And, in some cases where California schools 
were historically under funded, under equipped and understaffed, or 
taught only in Spanish, Mr. Unz has a point. Schools of that sort do
need reform! However, stereotyping all bilingual ed. programs as be-
ing unequivocally the same, is a very large error indeed.

Herrera & Murry (1999) tell us that Unz has also claimed that 
English is an endangered language “necessitating public initiatives 
which provide for its legal protection.” (p. 180). If that is so, I wonder 
why English has been documented as the second most commonly spo-
ken language in the world as of 1999 (Doyle, Fryer & Cere, 2002). 

Crawford (1992) tells us that some prominent Hispanics in power 
say that to them, “the ʻlegal protection of English  ̓sounds a lot like 
ʻequal rights for whitesʼ: a demand inspired by the paranoia of the 
dominant group. In a word, racism” (para. 1).

If science is to be considered more reliable than Unzʼs arbitrary 
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selection of a one year timeframe, then students must be allowed suf-
fi cient time to learn the academic English they need to reach suffi cient 
fl uency to compete academically and in the marketplace. Barring that, 
we will very likely foreclose them a future other than one of poverty, 
seeing that they will be less well educated. It makes one wonder if the 
motivation behind this unrealistic expectation of one year is primarily 
so that the American public wonʼt have to spend any more time, energy 
or money on their ELL students. According to Martin (2000) 

Genario Bastos, president of Bastos Book Company and 
former professor of language  education at William Pater-
son University and New Jersey City University, lays the  
blame for the bilingual backlash at the feet of politicians, 
judges and mainstream school administrators who basically 
set these programs up for failure… The courts and school 
administrations did not rely on existing expert advice, opin-
ion and research. Many programs were designed more for 
economic and political expediency, that is, to keep the vot-
ers quiet and happy…bilingual administrators were never 
given power by monolingual (English) administrators to 
implement “true” bilingual education programs (p. 37).

Martin (2000) also adds that students are usually transitioned 
after they have tested at the 40% of native profi ciency, and states “If 
there was ever a formula for failure, this is it” (p. 37). Apparently, 
Unz et al. are committed to destroying poorly administered, margin-
alized programs, without a willingness to stop and see that there are 
plenty of successful programs which offer far more advantages than 
monolingual immersion classrooms. Successful programs, such as 
those in Boston, San José, New York City, and San Diego could be 
used as models countrywide. 

Also, in an article by Breslau and Peraino (2001) that appeared 
in Newsweek, Mr. Unz was also quoted as having claimed that com-
ments supporting the success of Bilingual Education made by New 
York City Schoolʼs Chancellor, Harold Levy, were “meaningless”, 
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and that he will continue with his work to end bilingual education in 
NYC permanently (p. 64). (One cannot help but note the similarity to 
Commissioner Atkins  ̓marginalizing comments cited earlier.)   Ap-
parently, Mr. Unz simply did not want to hear the fi ndings of the New 
York City Board of Education in regard to their bilingual education 
students. Krashen (2001) tells us these fi ndings state that those who 
entered with greater competence in their fi rst language exited more 
quickly than those with less, providing strong support for the positive 
impact of fi rst language development. 

V. CONSEQUENCES AND THE CURRENT STATE OF AFFAIRS:

Equally dismaying are some of the actual occurrences in some 
California schools since the passing of Proposition 227. Unz had 
repeatedly reported that his program would allow parents to request 
bilingual education waivers. Yet, in many schools (such as Lompoc) 
groups of parents found that their requests were unilaterally denied 
without appeal. (Cline and Necochea, 2001)  

Mr. Unz has also been known to publish demeaning and demon-
izing comments about bilingual education teachers and researchers, 
calling them “human vampires”, insinuating they support a system 
from which only they can benefi t. After debating about best practices 
for ELLs with bilingual education researchers, Unz also published a 
statement that “the IQs of most professors of education are not statisti-
cally signifi cant” (Unz, 2000, 2001 in Crawford, 2001, para. 7-8). To 
me, these prideful comments and others, such as the equally distaste-
ful one proclaiming that he is the bilingual educatorʼs “personal bin 
Laden” (Unz, 2001), make one step back for a moment. I wonder if 
this is really the man we would want to create policies that will control 
the education of thousands of future adult Americans?

In her 1998 article entitled “The Case Against Bilingual Educa-
tion” Ms. Pedalino Porter (an ardent Unz supporter) states that the 
age-old refrain “My grandfather came from Greece (or Sicily or Po-
land) and they didnʼt do anything special for him, and he did okay” is 
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no longer part of our public discourse. (p. 30). I fi nd that quite ironic, 
seeing as Mr. Unz (1999) uses this exact same ̒ melting pot  ̓argument, 
when referring to his motherʼs and his own successes (para. 54). When 
I hear Americans say “my grandfather did it, what s̓ wrong with them?” 
as a marginalization argument, I am quick to remind them that students 
during the early 1900ʼs were not required to pass Regents Exams in 
all subject areas, become computer specialists, nor even speak fl uent 
English in order to eventually make a living wage. Perhaps we middle-
class Americans need to stop and think about what level of literacy 
and career-related skills we would like to develop in those who are 
still learning English, especially because these same students are fast 
becoming a signifi cant percentage of the American population!

I often tell school professionals, if you work with ELLs you also 
will likely be marginalized.  

A clear-cut example of such marginalization of ELLs and re-
lated school staff came from our local area last year, when a large 
Central New York school district was facing extreme budget cuts. It 
was brought to my attention that one of the fi rst recommendations 
proposed to quickly resolve the fi scal crisis was that all services to 
ELLs should be abandoned and their teachers laid off. Somehow, it 
came as quite a surprise to some that such a denial of those students  ̓
civil rights would not only be unconstitutional, but illegal.

Returning to Ms. Porterʼs 1998 article, she goes on to insinuate 
that bilingual educators, researchers and theorists have intentionally 
lengthened the transition period (to mainstream classes) and have 
caused many ELLs to languish for up to six years in bilingual class-
rooms.  She claims that many students received insuffi cient instruction 
in English to be mainstreamed (p. 38). Researcher Richard Tucker 
(1999) tells us otherwise

The best predictor of cognitive/academic language devel-
opment in a second language is the level of development 
of cognitive/academic language profi ciency in the fi rst lan-



Educational Change Spring 2003-2004110

guage. …If the goal is to help the student ultimately develop 
the highest possible degree of content mastery and second 
language profi ciency, time spent instructing the child in a 
familiar language is a wise investment. (p. 3 ) 

The intent is not to segregate students, but to provide them with 
understandable instruction in all subjects so they can actually think 
about, learn, and discuss content materials all the while learning 
more and more academic English.  After all, as I understand it, this 
is critical pedagogy.

Students must be allowed suffi cient time (i.e. 5 to 7 yrs.) to learn 
the academic English they need to reach suffi cient fl uency to compete 
academically and in the marketplace. Barring that, we will very likely 
foreclose them a future other than one of poverty, seeing that they will 
be less well educated. As much as we may want to push for a shorter 
timeframe and less money, it just isnʼt going to happen. And it isnʼt 
happening in California right now, no matter what Unz and the media 
want you to believe!  

According to Crawfordʼs (2002) follow-on statistical analysis 
“Proposition 227 had a 92% ̒ failure rate  ̓last year, by Unz s̓ own stan-
dard. In 2001-2002, it failed at least 1,393,849 children who remained 
limited in English…In other words, after four years of Proposition 
227, two-thirds of the children this law was designed to help {still} 
remain limited in English!” (para. 1 & 6). 

Freeman and Freeman (1999) tell us:  

Collier (1995) and Ramirez (1991) have shown that if we 
follow bilingual students over time, students in programs 
with long-term primary language support score higher on 
standardized tests given in English. Yet these and other 
research studies favoring long-term bilingual education are 
often discredited, ignored, or misrepresented in a process 
Cummins (1996) has called a deliberate distribution of 
ʻdisinformation  ̓(p. 246).
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Prominent researchers and educators who have experience in 
the trenches and know that “business by the book” does not apply 
to educating non-native speakers have even labeled Proposition 227 
as “the most ʻextreme, irresponsible, and hazardous” in Californiaʼs 
historyʼ” (NABE News, 1998, in Herrera and Murry, 1999).

Olsen (1998) tells us how many California educators feel about 
the fall out of the Unz/Tuchman initiatives:  

Using words that sound inclusive, this initiative crafts 
policy that divides. In language that promises access and 
inclusion, it proposes an infl exible policy that ties the hands 
of educators impedes access to an education, and curtails 
English language development for immigrant students. 
It prevents individuals and our society from reaping the 
benefi ts of a well-educated bilingual citizenry, and turns 
the tide dangerously away from the  promise of an open, 
democratic, just and diverse society. (p.13)

Freeman and Freeman (1999) give us a concrete example of 
what happens in monolingual programs “some students may learn 
to pronounce words to sound like English, but they may not attach 
meaning to the English sound sequences” (p. 244). I can say from 
fi rst hand experience that this phenomenon absolutely does occur, 
as I have known students who appeared to read fl uently as a result 
of such drills. Their high level of music intelligence allowed them to 
decipher phonemic patterns. Yet, when asked about the content of the 
reading, they would sometimes give fanciful and totally unrelated an-
swers, such as “spinach”, because their comprehension level was still 
so low. Such students get placed in Special Education.  Simply put, 
Unz-style pedagogy is being touted as the latest solution to a problem, 
while it is actually the very type of education (pushing assimilation 
over all else) that is to blame for student drop-out rates and school 
failure. If high test scores and lower costs are the objectives of Unz et 
al., I wonder why they do not realize that their program will produce 
exactly that sort of uncreative teaching and inadequate learning for 
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students in Proposition 227-mandated classrooms. Worse yet, Proposi-
tion 227 requires teachers who have little or no specialized training 
in SLA to use inappropriate methodologies for beginning level ELLs 
in a program that is too brief to accomplish the propositionʼs goals of 
signifi cant English language acquisition and academic achievement 
(Kerper-Mora, 2000). Crawford (1998) explained why before results 
were even in

placing children in incomprehensible classrooms and 
drilling them in meaningless exercises is likely to slow 
them down…Still, hopes for a shortcut to English die 
hard…shown by Californians  ̓vote to mandate a one-year 
ʻEnglish immersion  ̓approach that has no support in edu-
cational research (para. 16 & 17).

Do you need more convincing?  The numbers are in on Califor-
nia, folks. Special Education referrals are up 340% since bilingual 
education was abolished in that state (Ortiz, 2003), because there are 
simply no shortcuts to getting the job done! 

Surely, it is time for the message to get out. In our fear, impa-
tience and hesitancy to adjust emotionally to demographic shifts, we 
are allowing an uninformed, self-absorbed, wealthy businessman 
with a colonialist ideology to scapegoat bilingual education. A man 
who has no experience with children, educational best practices, nor 
SLA research. 

CONCLUSIONS AND REFLECTIONS:

What we are asking of ELLs is no small task. We are asking them 
to perform linguistically and academically at the very same level as 
their English speaking classmates who started school with at least a 5 
to 6 yr. head start. Maintenance Dual Immersion Bilingual Education 
offers all of the necessary components for long-term success and more. 
In contrast, English for the Children only offers American society a 
jury-rigged future, one which deprives immigrant children of the tools 

A Fearful Nation s̓ War on Bilingual Education



Educational Change Spring 2003-2004 113

Joyce E. Stotts

they need to succeed in that society and in the global marketplace.  

In my opinion, this is where Americans need to be thinking of 
bilingual education as a long-term investment in America s̓ future. The 
real benefi ts will only come if you do your background research, you 
buy into what is working and you remain steadfast over the long haul. 
That, along with all the rest of its tremendous educational advantages, 
is what makes Maintenance Dual Immersion Bilingual Education a 
“must have” program. If we truly want ELLs to assimilate in a produc-
tive and economically advantageous manner, research says our best 
investment is Maintenance Dual Immersion Bilingual Education.

There is little doubt about the importance of winning 
the battle…Language-minority students are predicted to 
account for about 40% of the school-age population by 
the 2030s, according  to researchers David Berliner and 
Bruce Biddle…”Gonzalez notes…We have to recognize 
that  our kids are growing up and living in a world that 
is very different from ours.  We are  disadvantaging them 
if we do not help them grow up biliterate” (Miner, 1999, 
para. 59 & 61).

When one s̓ motivations are based on fear of what might happen, 
it is easy to jump to conclusions and harder to see the broader reality.  
I think that much of the American populace has jumped too soon and 
let a dubious “expert” lead us to a worse end than that from which we 
started.  As a matter of fact, most students in California who Unz et 
al. label as the products of a failed bilingual pedagogy were never in 
bilingual education (Crawford, 1999; Krashen, 1999).

Even worse, Leistyna (2002) explains what happens when ELLs 
are undereducated. The result is that the ELL experiences rejection 
on all sides!

a de-skilling process creates what I refer to as bridge 
people: people that are miseducated in a way that connects 
them to two worlds but works vigilantly to make certain 
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they belong to neither (p.346). 

There is so much more that needs to be said about the plight of 
Hispanics and all ELLs in America and how the effects of poverty 
impact their success or lack thereof in our school systems. Suffi ce to 
say that there are extremely successful bilingual education programs 
in several American cities, such as Boston, San Diego, San José, and 
New York City that could be used as models to establish a norm for 
schools in other areas. 

One haunting question remains and must be faced when all is 
said and done. Will Americans fi nally decide to throw off an outdated, 
colonialist ideology of racism and open their hearts, their wallets, their 
schools and their lives to the beauty of other cultures and languages? 
Itʼs time to face facts, America. Projections are that Hispanics alone 
will constitute 24% or more of the American population by the year 
2050 (Doyle, Fryer, & Cere, 2002, p. 18). Letʼs just step back a minute 
and make sure we know where weʼre going, what works, and whatʼs 
fair before we jump on anymore shortsighted populist bandwagons.

Essentially, we are at a crossroads with what to do with “the rest 
of America s̓ community”. Thus, I refer yet again to Theobald s̓ (1997) 
call to honesty. Will we fi nally decide we really do believe in “liberty 
and justice for all”? Or will we decide once again to do things the way 
theyʼve historically been done, to push aside the educational needs 
and civil rights of millions of immigrants, thereby dooming them to 
a life of impoverishment, disenfranchisement and despair? 

There simply are no economic problems that can rationalize away 
the educational, emotional and societal damage currently being done 
to English Language Learners in America. However, one thing is clear. 
Whether or not we fi nd it in our hearts to do whatever it takes to make whatever it takes to make whatever
Hispanics or any other ELLs successful, educated American citizens 
will directly affect their futures, and the futures of us all.

Nazareth College of Rochester

A Fearful Nation s̓ War on Bilingual Education
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THE ART OF HUMANE EDUCATION BY DONALD 
PHILIP VERENE; CORNELL UNIVERSITY PRESS: 
ITHACA, NEW YORK, 2002, xiii, 75 pp.

Reviewed by Anthony Roda

In The Art of Humane Education Donald Philip Verene paints an 
unfl attering picture of the state of the liberal arts (humane learning) in 
the modern university.  He then defends and praises a common core of 
great books with which to provide a humane education. It is the kind 
of vision once advocated at the University of Chicago.

Vereneʼs views echo the Renaissance humanists ideals inspired 
in part by Cicero and he compliments these ideals with those of the 
Platonic Socrates of the early dialogues. By using the device of let-
ters to a friend he evokes care and intimacy and establishes a sense 
of mutual concern with the reader. It is an effort to initiate a genuine 
refl ection on the purpose (telos) of the humanities, i.e. philosophy, 
history, languages and literature (arts, letters and morals). For Pro-
fessor Verene this end (telos) is equated to the Socratic ideal, “know 
thyself” and may be realized when “the self attempts to speak about 
itself.” [Verene, The Art of Humane Education, p. xi] However, his 
single-minded concern exhibits an anti-pragmatic bias and yet his 
view is not unlike John Deweyʼs characterization of morals viewed 
broadly. In the “Foreword to the Modern Library Edition” of Hu-
man Nature and Conduct, Dewey calls attention to David Humeʼs 
constructive idea that 

“a knowledge of human nature provides a map or chart 
of all humane and social subjects, and that with this chart 
in our possession we can fi nd our way intelligently about 
through all the complexities of the phenomena of econom-
ics, politics, religious beliefs, etc. Indeed, he went further, 
and held that human nature gives also the key to the sci-
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ences of the physical world, since when all is said and done 
they are also the products of the workings of the human 
mind.” [Dewey, Human Nature and Conduct, p. vi]

Of course Dewey hastens to add that Hume ignored or did not 
give “social conditions and institutions” their due [Dewey, Human 
Nature and Conduct, p. vii]. However it should be suffi ciently clear 
that Verene and Dewey do not have a major disagreement concerning 
the approach to understanding the self. Vereneʼs “trellis upon which 
all else can be placed” is compatible with Deweyʼs “map or chart” 
with which to navigate the landscape of the self.

The “trellis” or the “chart” for Verene is a way of saving the idea 
of a  fl exible “canon.” He argues for the need of a common core that 
will make discourse possible, a core that gives rise to a communal 
sense that human beings may use as a way of “making sense together.” 
It is the making of a common language and a discourse that reveals us 
to ourselves. The idea of a “canon” suggests a claim that some works 
(books) are so critical and so central that without these we fail to un-
derstand ourselves; we see ourselves as though through a glass darkly, 
if at all. Verene states that these works “focus on images of the self and 
thus allow for an immediate engagement of the reader.” [Verene, The 
Art of Humane Education, p. 65]  In the West these images fl ow from 
the Judeo-Christian and Greco-Roman tradition. At the heart of these 
one fi nds works such as the books of Moses, Job and Ecclesiastes, the 
Gospels, Homerʼs Odyssey, and readings from the Digest of Roman Digest of Roman Digest
law. Verene also suggests another alternative variation on the same 
theme with seven specifi c works: the Book of Job, Homerʼs Odyssey,
some early Platonic dialogues (Apology, Crito, Euthyphro and Pha-
edo), Danteʼs Inferno, Shakespeareʼs Hamlet or Hamlet or Hamlet King Lear, Goetheʼs 
Faust and Freudʼs Faust and Freudʼs Faust Lectures on Psychoanalysis. As I review these I 
am reminded of George Santayana s̓ Three Philosophical Poets which 
gives an overview of three ways of organizing human experience: 
materialism (Lucretius  ̓On the Nature of Things), supernaturalism 
(Danteʼs Divine Comedy) and romanticism (Goetheʼs Faust). I can 
imagine that in hands of a humanist of Vereneʼs temper these would 
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provide a compelling way of introducing images of the self.

Professor Verene is not infl exible in the choices of these critical 
works However, he recognizes a distinct difference between works 
that continue to captivate and provoke us and works which have only 
a fl eeting interest. The former have staying power and stimulate us 
to think about the human condition. One can imagine Freud reading 
and re-reading Sophocles  ̓Oedipus as well as Platoʼs Republic. Such 
works should be approached with consideration and care. The word 
Verene uses is “piety,” which Vico considers the sine qua non for 
wisdom as he states in the last phrase of his The New Science, “he 
who is not pious cannot be truly wise.” [Vico, The New Science, p. 
384 in Bergin and Fisch] This must not be a slavish piety and Verene 
recognizes that sometimes one must shout out that “the emperor has no 
clothes.” His recognition of the importance of “eccentricity” the need 
“of forming oneʼs canon against a larger tradition,” and the “lifelong 
process of revision” call to mind Emersonʼs The American Scholar. 
There are striking similarities as well as contrasts between Emerson 
and Verene. What Verene expects from “pedagogical eloquence,” to 
delight, instruct and move, is not unlike the duties Emerson assigns 
to the scholar: “The offi ce of the scholar is to cheer, to raise, and to 
guide men by showing them facts amidst appearances.” [Emerson, 
The American Scholar, p. 112 in Lindeman]

It seems as though both Emerson and Verene have drank from the 
same springs. Both are in essential agreement with respect to purpose 
(telos), and both might recommend similar strategies with respect to 
“how to teach,” the concern of Vereneʼs fi rst two letters. However, 
regarding “what to teach,” the focus of the last two letters, there is 
agreement between Emerson and Verene, but Emerson does not allow 
“Memory” or what he calls the “mind of the Past” to swallow every-
thing. The idea of the “canon” or what Emerson calls the “mind of 
the Past” is only one of the three major infl uences upon the “mind of 
the scholar” the other two being “nature” and “action.” I suspect for 
Emerson, this serves the purpose of guarding against the solipsistic 
circle which arises from the misuse of books, the major infl uence 
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from the past. Emerson warns that “Books are the best of things, well 
used; abused, among the worst.” [Emerson, The American Scholar,
p. 107 in Lindeman] Yet, I suspect that Verene would recognize the 
wisdom of Emersonʼs statement and agree with it. Vereneʼs gloss on 
Aristotleʼs On Memory suggests as much “All images upon which the 
artist and humanist thinker can draw are in memory and were at one 
time in perception.” [Verene, The Art of Humane Education, p. 52]  
“Perception” points toward nature and action, the other two major 
infl uences on the mind of the scholar. It also evokes Vicoʼs insight 
concerning the relation between doing and knowing. Emerson in his 
quotable fashion puts the matter thus: “Only so much do I know, as I 
have lived.” [Emerson, The American Scholar, p. 109 in Lindeman]

I have been straying from Professor Vereneʼs central message 
which is to call attention and try to recover the original end (telos)
or purpose of a humane education. He fi nds that many other activi-
ties have crowded in, distracted and fi nally displaced the telos of the 
liberal studies in the modern university. Activities such as food ser-
vices, student activities, administrative services, laundries etc, etc. 
in themselves benefi cent, once subsidiary are now the masters and 
driving force of the modern university. Verene urges the claim that 
once these activities were at the service of the Republic of Letters 
whereas now they direct it. His statement captures this state of affairs 
far more eloquently than I:

“The modern university is not a community of scholars 
but a corporation with a managerial class composed of 
academics who have left teaching not to return or who 
received degrees and never taught at all but went directly 
into administration.  These and other professionals make 
up a class of their own, with their national organizations, 
publications, careers, and awards.” [Verene, The Art of 
Humane Education, p. 24]

If one were a Vichian it would be possible to argue that the 
modern university merely refl ects the “age of the corporation” with 
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its corporate logic, corporate poetry, corporate theology, etc. etc. along 
with all of its other corporate cultural expressions and institutions. 
Humanity would have to wait out the unwinding of this corporate 
age until the dawning of a new age. But, I suspect that Verene wants 
to remind us of something else something that Plato tried to show 
long ago in The Republic and his other dialogues, namely, that when 
a shepherd is calculating how much he can earn from butchering his 
sheep he ceases being a shepherd and turns into a business man. Un-
derstanding this difference has considerable consequences on how one 
goes about pursuing these different though related ends. Plato goes 
to great lengths to tease out and expand on the relation between arts 
and functions. For example the physicianʼs function (telos) is to bring 
about health in his patients. The question of profi t or salary however 
important is not the function of a physician insofar as one is a physi-
cian. Professor Verene would argue analogously that the end (telos) of 
a humane education is to “know oneself” not to promote a corporation 
which might even conspire against knowledge of oneself.

The Socratic adage “know thyself” is as relevant now, perhaps 
more so, as it was 2,500 years ago. Through discourse (dialogue) the 
ever present Socrates of Platoʼs dialogues annoys, provokes, irritates, 
berates and by turns confuses and defuses the other participants of the 
dialogues and ourselves. As we follow the twists and turns of what 
at fi rst appears a haphazard and rambling conversation we come to 
understand ourselves, as well as our hidden motives, agendas, and 
secrets of our own mind. We are thus enabled to see ourselves, aware 
of our frailties and limitations openly admitting our ignorance and 
conducting ourselves accordingly.

The dialogue, in contrast to the monologue, in the hands of 
Plato was turned into the process of inquiry par excellence. Platoʼs 
dialogues captured the social conditions of full-blooded personalities. 
The Socrates of the Euthyphro, Apology, Crito and Phaedo insisted on 
his social context and destiny.  He was bounded and intertwined with 
the Athenian community to the bitter draught.  For Plato and Aristotle 
it was foolish to speak of the individual apart from the community. 
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As Aristotle said aloneness was meant only for a god or a non-human 
animal. A view that so integrates the individual with the community 
requires that the word (logos) work with the dignity essential for it to 
carry the burden of its truth. When words are humiliated and debased 
by gimmicks and other clever tricks of imposters they fail in their 
essential task.

Human projects that depend on the dignity of the word (logos)
such as the laws fail and become unmoored; and, unmoored captures 
Professor Vereneʼs account of the present state of the humanities.

In response he offers the view that a humane education based on 
the principles of eloquence in the spirit of the Renaissance humanists 
can rise to the task and deal with a literary tradition which has been  
unmoored from its Archimedean point, Augustineʼs Deity as a resting 
place or even Danteʼs love that moves the sun and all the stars. Renato 
Barilliʼs characterization of  the early humanists:  “They do not rush 
to eulogize solitude in the woods, but more effectively rediscover the 
dignity of the forum, of engagement in the affairs of the state and the 
community” [Barilli, Rhetoric, p. 56] seems to be a way for academia 
to reclaim its telos, its humanizing mission. However, I am not sure 
that Professor Verene would be in complete agreement here. Nonethe-
less, it would conform to Ciceroʼs emphasis on “praxis over theory, 
of negotium over otium.” [Barilli, Rhetoric, p. 56]

Many in academia have little or no convictions regarding the value 
of their activity; consequently, they have harmed themselves and have 
renounced their responsibility to the community. They have removed 
themselves to the fringes or boundaries of the social order. In short they 
have marginalized themselves while those who have not marginalized 
themselves serve at the behest of the corporate university.

Professor Verene has given us a rare statement on the purpose 
of The Art of Humane Education and it should be obvious that I was 
moved, instructed and delighted by it. Our differences should be ap-
parent but in underscoring the fundamental elements and sine qua non
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of pedagogy – the subject matter, the teacher and the student – there 
is no room for disagreement.  Whatever, obfuscates or frustrates this 
special dynamics is suspect. If for no other reason than to call atten-
tion to these fundamental elements  – the subject matter, the teacher 
and the student –  Professor Vereneʼs book should be placed in hands 
of all practicing and prospective teachers and anyone else who has a 
stake in pedagogy.

As I close this review I would like to raise a question about the 
nature of art since it looms large in Professor Verene s̓ title. An account 
of this process is relevant to how one approaches and engages the self. 
Is the process merely one of discovery, i.e. fi nding what is already 
there in fi nished form or is it one of creation, i.e. bringing into being 
something more than what is given? In short, is there some element 
of play, of sport, of freedom? R. G. Collingwoodʼs analysis of art as 
craft and art as imaginative expression in The Principles of Art would The Principles of Art would The Principles of Art
be a good starting point. Perhaps another way of approaching the same 
issue would be to ask the question of James Joyceʼs Stephen Dedalus 
in A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. Did Stephen Dedalus dis-
cover the artist or did he create the artist? Such considerations would, 
I suggest, inform not only how one approaches the humanities but also 
how prominent a role one attaches to memory.
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