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Jennifer Hochschild

t is no coincidence that the president and
the candidates were echoing one another
in the fall of last year; they were reflect-

ing public opinion as well as deep values held
by almost all Americans.* Throughout the
1990s, most Americans agreed that education
is “the most important problem facing the na-
tion,” or “most important in [my] vote for presi-
dent,” or one of “the most important factors in
determining how a child grows up.” Even the
Economist lectured Britain’s former subjects
that the new American president “will have to
get to grips with the public education system.
This is America’s last best chance to tackle”
what it called the “failure” of public education.

Citizens, politicians, and journalists are right
about the importance of schooling. Education
increasingly determines a person’s job prospects
and income. It has more and more influence
on whom one will marry. Its impact is more im-
portant than anything else (possibly excepting

wealth) in determining whether one participates
in politics, what one believes politically, and how
much political influence one has. It is the arena
in which the United States has sought to deal
with racial domination and class hierarchy, to
turn immigrants into Americans, to turn chil-
dren into responsible citizens, to create and
maintain democracy—or at least its semblance.
Public education is, in short, the place where
Americans seek to transform the ideology of the
American dream into practice.

The American dream is the promise that
all who live in the United States have a rea-
sonable chance to achieve success as they un-
derstand it (material or otherwise) through
their own efforts and resources. Equal oppor-
tunity to become unequal, to succeed (or fail)
because of what one does, not who one is, is a
central part of the American dream.

The American dream is a brilliant ideologi-
cal invention, although its realization is con-
siderably less impressive. The institutions,
practices, and ideas in which it is embodied
encourage each person in the United States
to pursue success and create the framework
within which everyone can do that. They hold
each person responsible for achieving his or her
own dreams, while generating the shared value
of the equal chance. They hold out a vision of

Public Schools and
The American Dream

In the years to follow, I hope we will dedicate ourselves as a nation to giving all our
children the world-class education they need. There is no challenge more important.

—President Bill Clinton, 2000

There is no greater test of our national responsibility than
the quality of the education we provide.

—Democratic presidential candidate Al Gore, 2000

We have a great national opportunity — to ensure that every child, in every public
school, is challenged by high standards. . .[t]o build a culture of achievement that

matches the optimism and aspirations of our country.
—Republican presidential candidate George W. Bush, 2000

*This article is an overview of much of the forthcoming book
by Jennifer Hochschild and Nathan Scovronick, tentatively
titled The American Dream and the Public Schools (Oxford
University Press, 2002).
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both individual success and collective good.
Public schools in this country are the cen-

tral institutions for bringing both parts of the
dream into practice. Schools are expected to
teach children enough so that they can choose
their own vision of success and then to give
them the skills they need to pursue that vision—
and they are also expected to incorporate all stu-
dents into the polity and give them the habits
and values needed to maintain a democratic
government. The American public widely en-
dorses both of these goals and supports public
education and pays for it at a fairly high level.

However, the goals of the American dream
sometimes conflict; what is (or seems to be)
good for the individual might not be good for
society as a whole and vice versa. Because
schools are so important to the way the dream
works, and because of their cost, debates over
education policy have always been contentious.

The list of such fights over just the past
few decades is long: school desegregation, fi-
nance equalization, vouchers, bilingual educa-
tion, special education, high-stakes testing,
tracking, Afrocentric curricula, the teaching of
evolution. These are partly, of course, debates
over pedagogy, but they have much more of an
edge than that. Contests over school finance
and reform, like contests over separating stu-
dents by race, language proficiency, academic
talent, or disability usually revolve around the
importance of individual success for a com-
paratively privileged group of students versus
the collective good of all students or of the na-
tion as a whole. In cases such as Afrocentrism
or creationism, citizens use arguments over
schooling to challenge the validity of the Ameri-
can dream itself or its value for particular
groups of Americans.

The nature of schooling is shaped by these
conflicts. Because most Americans believe in
the collective values of the American dream—
equal opportunity, respect for those who are
different, upholding the responsibilities of
democratic citizenship—public schools have
made real progress toward enabling all students
to pursue their dreams and toward promoting
a democratic polity. Compared with four de-
cades ago, dropout rates have declined; chil-
dren with disabilities are in school buildings
rather than human warehouses; resources are

more equally distributed; black children are not
required by law to attend inferior schools for
fewer hours a day and shorter school years than
white children; achievement scores are up; and
gaps between the achievement of Anglo and
black or Latino children have declined.

Yet this progress is limited. Efforts to pro-
mote equal opportunity and democracy hit al-
most insuperable barriers when enough people
believe that those efforts will endanger the
comparative advantage of their own children
or children like theirs. At that point, a gap
arises between what most Americans believe
and what they are actually willing to do over
the long term. Thus Hispanics and inner-city
students still drop out much more frequently
than others; achievement scores have changed
little since 1990; the gap between black and
white students actually rose in the course of
the nineties. Some urban schools seem to teach
nothing despite the valiant efforts of many of
their teachers and students; and achievement
gaps between affluent and poor students have
barely budged or even grown. Most important,
while life chances depend increasingly on at-
taining higher education, the percentage of
people completing college has pretty much
stalled since the 1970s, and class background
is almost as important as ever in determining
who attends and finishes college.

he gap between what Americans believe
and what they are willing to do also gen-
erates policies that are irrational, in the

sense that they are inconsistent with or not
based on available evidence. At times,
policymakers have abandoned proven reforms;
desegregation, for example, enhanced the life
chances of many African-American students
and did not hurt white students, but the move-
ment to complete the desegregation process
has been largely inactive for the last twenty-
five years. School finance reform broadens op-
portunities for poor children without harming
those who are better off, but equity in funding
has depended mostly on the intermittent in-
tervention of the courts. At other times,
policymakers have adopted reforms for which
there is no strong empirical support. Despite
mixed evidence (at best) for the benefits of
separating students according to academic
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achievement or language ability, the first of
these practices is almost universal and the lat-
ter is widespread. And charter schools or pub-
lic-private choice programs have been widely
advocated without convincing evidence that
they make any difference at all.

How to explain irrational policymaking?
Public officials have at least partly accepted
the claim that pursuing the collective goals of
the American dream would endanger the indi-
vidual achievement of children in the majority
or privileged sectors. Or they have been per-
suaded that some panacea exists that would
promote the collective good while retaining the
privileges of the well-off. Under pressure,
policymakers have been willing to sacrifice the
wider objectives or put them at risk for the sake
of the narrower ones, whether or not there is
good evidence that the two are in conflict.

his irrationality is most apparent when
it comes to reforms that could have the
greatest impact and that have the sound-

est research support. Where it has been tried,
educating poor children with students who are
more privileged or educating them like students
who are more privileged has improved their per-
formance and long-term chance of success.
Quality preschool, individual reading instruc-
tion, small classes in the early grades, and con-
sistently challenging academic courses have
been shown to help disadvantaged children
achieve, just as they enable middle-class chil-
dren to achieve. Similarly, it helps all students
to have peers who take school seriously, behave
in ways that help them learn, and are backed
by parents who will complain and organize if
the school does not do its best to educate their
children. Most important, qualified, knowledge-
able teachers make a difference. Well-off chil-
dren almost always attend schools that have
most of these features; poor children too fre-
quently do not.

An honest attempt to secure a good edu-
cation for poor children therefore leaves
policymakers with two difficult choices. They
can, ideally, send them to schools in wealthier
neighborhoods. Or they can, as a plausible sec-
ond best, seek to give them an education in
their own neighborhoods that has the features
of schooling for well-off students. The former

has proved to be too expensive politically, and
the latter has often been too expensive finan-
cially. Americans want all children to have a
real chance to learn, and they want all schools
to foster democracy and promote the common
good, but they do not want these things enough
to make them happen.

Demography and history further widen the
gap between belief in the American dream and
willingness to put it into practice. In the United
States, class is intimately connected with race
and immigration. Legal racial discrimination
has been abolished, but prejudice and racial
hierarchy remain, and racial or ethnic inequi-
ties reinforce class disparities. The overlap adds
more difficulties to the already difficult rela-
tionship between individual and collective
goals, in large part because it adds anxieties
about diversity and citizenship to concerns
about opportunity and competition.

Conflicts over schooling choices will never
be resolved, because they spring from a para-
dox at the core of the American dream. Most
Americans believe that everyone has the right
to pursue success but that only some deserve
to win, based on their talents, energy, or ambi-
tion. The American dream is egalitarian at the
starting point in the “race of life” but not at
the end. This is not the central paradox, but
simply the ideological choice that sets it up.
The paradox lies in the fact that one
generation’s finish is the next generation’s start.
People who succeed get to keep the fruits of
their labor and use them as they wish. If they
buy a home where the schools are better and
the children are like their own or if they invest
more in making their children’s schools better,
their children will have a head start and other
children will fall behind through no fault of
their own. Schools are supposed to equalize
opportunities across generations and to create
democratic citizens out of each generation, but
people naturally wish to give their own chil-
dren an economic head start or political pro-
tection, and some can do it. But some can’t.
This circle cannot be squared.

Thus public schools are essential to make
the American dream work, but schools are also
the arena in which many Americans first fail.
Failure there almost certainly guarantees fail-
ure from then on. In the dream, failure re-
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sults from lack of individual merit and effort;
in reality, failure in school too closely tracks
structures of racial and class inequality.
Schools too often reinforce rather than con-
tend against the intergenerational paradox at
the heart of the American dream. That is un-
derstandable but not acceptable.

his argument has implications for many
school policies. Implementing the Ameri-
can dream in public schools will never

lead to equality, but it could promote greater fair-
ness. Our recommendations mostly suggest
ways to bolster the collective goals—equal op-
portunity, diversity, training for democratic citi-
zenship—in the face of powerful parental com-
mitment to the individual goals. We expect read-
ers of Dissent to agree with our underlying end
and with most of our proposals, but we antici-
pate that many will reject one or another of
them. We believe, however, that our positions
are internally consistent and represent the best
means of promoting the American dream for all
Americans and for the nation as a whole.

School desegregation was Americans’ most
sustained effort in the twentieth century to ad-
dress the evils of racial domination in public
schooling. The endeavor epitomized the ide-
als of the American dream and revealed its
most intractable internal conflicts.

School desegregation was implemented
widely, and it largely succeeded in educational
terms where it was actually practiced. Both
white and black students are much more likely
to attend school with students of the other race
now than they were in 1960; this is, ironically,
especially true in the South. Schools have in-
deed become more racially separated over the
past twenty years, but much of the desegrega-
tion that occurred earlier remains in place.
There is no evidence that whites were harmed
by desegregation, and plenty of evidence that
they gained in test scores, high school gradua-
tion, and college attendance during the period
of greatest integration. Where desegregation was
reasonably implemented, black students also
gained academically as measured by test scores,
years of schooling, and likelihood of attending
and graduating from college. In most cases,
members of both races became more comfort-
able with each other, more likely to work in de-

segregated settings as adults, more likely to
claim friends of the other race, and more likely
to support further forms of desegregation.

School desegregation has mostly failed in
political terms, though. Courts are systemati-
cally dismantling desegregation plans now in
place—even when increased racial separation
would result. Most segregation now occurs
across district lines rather than within school
districts, and there is virtually no support for
district consolidation or redrawing of district
lines. Except in a very few cases, neither blacks
nor whites (nor Latinos or Asians) are pushing
for desegregation.

In short, school desegregation could have
been a widespread educational success but was
halted by political opposition. This effort to
achieve the collective good by equalizing oppor-
tunity and teaching all students how to be demo-
cratic citizens was not able to win out against
fears for individual success, first for white stu-
dents and eventually for black students. For
pragmatic reasons, I do not argue for major ef-
forts to mandate desegregation as a way to
achieve the individual or collective goals of pub-
lic schooling in the foreseeable future.

When reformers realized that they could
anticipate little more change in racial inequali-
ties in schooling, they shifted their attention
to class inequalities. The Supreme Court de-
clined to find a national constitutional right to
equal or adequate school funding, so reform-
ers turned to the states. As of now, more than
forty states have addressed questions of school
finance reform, and more than half of these
have changed their funding formulas during the
past few decades.

The results are considerable, but not com-
pletely successful either financially or substan-
tively. In states with court orders to which leg-
islatures have responded, all public schools re-
ceived greater increases in funding compared
with schools in most other states, and districts
are more equally funded. Still, more than half
of the states have not redistributed school re-
sources in any substantial way, large gaps be-
tween wealthy and poor districts persist even
in states that have implemented finance re-
form, and the largest gaps of all occur between
wealthy and poor states.

Has school finance reform improved the
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quality and outcomes of schooling? This ques-
tion has generated a substantial scholarly de-
bate with no definitive resolution. Neverthe-
less, raising teachers’ salaries, enhancing their
training and professional development, insti-
tuting small classes in the early grades, creat-
ing high-quality preschools, providing tutoring
and other individualized instruction where ap-
propriate, improving the curriculum—substan-
tial evidence shows that all of these changes
do make a difference in outcomes for students,
especially poor students. And all of them cost
a lot of money. Parents intuitively know that;
homebuyers who can afford to do so are will-
ing to pay a substantial premium to buy houses
in districts that spend a lot on their schools.

In my view, further school finance equal-
ization is essential. As with school desegrega-
tion, most Americans agree in principle. But
they resist in practice: few are willing to ac-
cept even a minimal risk to their own children’s
prospects for the sake of the collective goals
of equal opportunity and a well-educated citi-
zenry. There is new evidence that it could take
considerably more money in deeply poor school
districts than in middle-class ones to give all
children an equal opportunity to gain from their
schooling. I hold little hope that many Ameri-
cans will subordinate the individual side of the
American dream to the collective side to any-
where near this extent.

f states will not transfer enough students
or resources to ensure that every child en-
joys a middle-class education, we need to

turn our attention to other kinds of school reform.
After a long history of seeking to improve vari-
ous components of schooling, reformers now fo-
cus increasingly on systemic school reform. Its
most visible and controversial element is “stan-
dards,” sometimes measured by high-stakes test-
ing.

Standards-based reforms require that all
students (including those in bilingual or spe-
cial education) be held accountable for learn-
ing skills and information specified by their
state and increasingly measured by a set of tests
that they must pass before promotion or gradu-
ation. Standards and their accompanying tests
may be extensive or narrow, precisely objective
or broadly subjective, designed to hold back

only those below a low threshold or to require
“higher-order thinking,” focused only on stu-
dent accountability or also on teacher and
school accountability, and so on. They may
penalize students who have learning problems
or who have been subjected to years of atro-
cious teaching, or they may inspire students
and educators alike to focus on learning, ad-
dress areas of weakness, and attend to students
of all ability levels and all races or ethnic
groups. This is truly a case where implemen-
tation matters, and the devil is in the details.

I endorse standards that cover a wide array
of subjects and hold all students at all grade lev-
els to high expectations, so long as students
alone are not held accountable and so long as
they are given the resources needed to learn.
Absent efforts to create standards, teach to
them, and then measure learning and respond
to the measurement, too many students—espe-
cially those who are poor, black or Hispanic,
non-native English speakers, or in special edu-
cation—have been allowed or forced to slide
through their schooling without learning much
of anything. Providing teachers and administra-
tors as well as students with the materials they
need, giving unsuccessful students enough time
and sustained attention to make up for past ne-
glect, and only then, if ever, penalizing educa-
tors and students for unnecessary failure and
rewarding them for success should enhance
opportunities for all students. The National
Academy of Sciences, among other groups, has
identified criteria for ensuring that all students
are helped rather than punished by standards-
based reforms. Given such protections, “the
battle over standards and accountability is a con-
tinuation of the civil rights struggle. Standards
and accountability expose the sham that passes
for education in many heavily minority schools
and provide measurements and pressure to prod
schools to target resources where they are
needed most,” in the words of civil rights law-
yer William Taylor.

 Properly implemented standards and test-
ing will enhance the public good, increase the
chances of individual poor and nonwhite chil-
dren to pursue success, and do nothing to harm
the chances of all other children. For this rea-
son, I cautiously support some elements of the
education reform bills recently passed by the
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U.S. House and Senate and promoted by Presi-
dent Bush. The pending legislation has plenty
of traps, hence caution is warranted. There is a
good deal more emphasis on testing than on pro-
viding resources to help students pass the tests.
And at this writing there is a strong possibility
that states will be permitted to meet their test-
ing goals by boosting the scores of (mostly white)
middle-class children while allowing poor (dis-
proportionately nonwhite) children to fail or
drop out, and so on. But the underlying
premise—that schools need to demonstrate suc-
cess in enabling all students to learn, not just
to show that they have tried to teach—seems
exactly right. Again, the devil is in the details.

One of the controversies swirling around
standards-based reform focuses on who should
be included in high-stakes testing. This is a
special case of a broader set of issues having
to do with separation of students with particu-
lar characteristics from other students. Propo-
nents of separation argue that special educa-
tion students and English learners will do best
in separate classes that attend to their particu-
lar needs, at least for part of their schooling. I,
however, side with those who oppose separa-
tion except in unusual cases. That implies that
most special education students should be
“mainstreamed” in regular classes and that
most students with limited English proficiency
should join English-speaking classes.

hese are controversial positions, but
they are more closely aligned with the
American dream in public schooling

than are separationist policies. Throughout
American history, separate education has al-
most always meant unequal education; stu-
dents who remain outside regular classes too
often suffer stigma and receive grossly inad-
equate schooling from poorly qualified and ill-
paid teachers. Special education and bilingual
education have frequently been vehicles for
racial, ethnic, class, and gender-based segre-
gation. There is no persuasive evidence that
separation improves schooling outcomes for the
students involved. Even in the best teaching
circumstances, students who are separated—
as well as all other students—lose the chance
to experience diversity in their classroom and
to learn respect for and accommodation of

those with different skills, backgrounds, com-
petencies, and perspectives. They thus miss
crucial training for democratic citizenship.

Inclusion in regular classrooms is not a
money-saving device. Students with special
needs and English learners will often require
classroom aides; teachers and possibly parents
and other students will need training; curricula
and pedagogy may have to be changed. (These
changes may themselves benefit all students,
not just those with distinctive needs.) Nor
should inclusion be a blanket policy with no
exceptions. The courts have ruled that if in-
clusion is too costly, too harmful to other stu-
dents, or too detrimental to the social or edu-
cational development of the student in ques-
tion, separation is appropriate. But both the
individual and the collective goals of the Ameri-
can dream are best promoted by assuming that,
absent strong evidence to the contrary, students
should be included in regular classrooms rather
than taught separately.

Tracking or ability grouping raises the broad-
est issue of inclusion and separation. Rigid
tracking across all subjects for many years of
schooling probably harms most students and
benefits, at most, only a few; thankfully, schools
increasingly abjure it, at least officially. It is not
defensible in a democratic polity.

More flexible ability grouping is harder to
judge. Most case studies show that it is racially
or ethnically discriminatory; most quantitative
analyses show little or no racial discrimination
per se but much class-based discrimination.
Even more problematically, analysts and edu-
cators can reach no empirically based consen-
sus on who benefits and who is harmed by abil-
ity grouping. Too much evidence shows that
the worst teachers, most uninspired and
unchallenging curricula, and lowest expecta-
tions are visited on children in the lowest
groups, and the best resources flow dispropor-
tionately to the children in the highest groups.
But evidence does not show clearly whether
ability grouping in itself would be problematic
or beneficial to most students if all the things
that encourage learning were more evenly dis-
tributed across the groups.

Significant detracking is not politically fea-
sible in most school districts; middle-class
families of all races and ethnic groups would
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