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1) A description of the system is helpful for many purposes. But our purpose is to improve its performance. To do that, we have to develop and deploy ideas about what constitutes the performance of the system. We have to know which way is up. 

2) This is as daunting a task as finding a suitable way of describing the system, and beginning to understand how it operates. What makes it daunting are all the following things:

· The concept of performance, and particularly of improved performance, is essentially a normative or philosophical idea. There are, of course, important technical aspects of the idea of performance. There is a technical (statistical) problem in developing the measures that reliably capture improvements in the performance of the system. There is a technical (operational and administrative) problem in figuring out how to deploy resources to produce improvements in the short and the long run. But none of these technical problems can be solved until we answer the important value question about what constitutes a better, higher performing K-12 system. 

· In a democracy, the concept of performance, and particularly improved performance, is also importantly a political question. Because public money and public authority are used to create, sustain and shape the K-12 system, the public, or more accurately, many different publics, have a right to arbiter the value of what is being produced by the K-12 system. The process that is used to allow a public to become articulate about what it values in the performance of a public system is democratic politics at local, state, and national levels. It follows, then, that the definition of public value in the K-12 system will be shaped by political conflict followed by more or less temporary resolution as well as by philosophical principles. 

3) Both philosophy and politics lead to concepts of performance that name many different dimensions of value rather than just one. 

· Both philosophy and politics lead to concerns for utilitarian values such as the efficiency and effectiveness of the K-12 system in producing results that both individual clients and collective authorizers want. 

· They also lead to principled values that focus on the fair and just distribution of educational opportunities, and on reducing inequality in economic, social, and political status in the society. 
4) Within these broad philosophical and political traditions, attention focuses on different aspects of individual and social welfare on one hand, and individual and social justice on the other. 
· Some utilitarians will focus on the ability of the system to satisfy the desires of parents and children; others on the capacity of the system to produce a work force that can help keep America competitive in a world economy, still others on the goal of helping each individual student discover their best version of themselves and to pursue that with energy and discipline. 
· Some concerned about justice and fairness will focus on the degree to which the system lives up to constitutional principles that protect the division between church and state, and between the rights and responsibilities of parents vis-à-vis the state in the education of children; others will focus on the degree to which the state lives up to the challenge of creating equal educational opportunity for all children; still others will focus on how fairly children are treated in disciplinary processes in schools; and still others will focus on the degree to which the K-12 system helps to produce a just society as well as behaves justly within its own sphere. 

5) Concepts of performance may attach not only to the outcomes and results of the system, but also to the production processes that the system relies on to produce its results, and the quality of the working relationships created in those production processes. 
· This is partly a consequence of being concerned about issues of justice and fairness as well as substantive results. The desire to create a just and fair educational system as well as one that is efficient and effective in achieving individually and collectively desired results requires one to pay lots of attention to what many would describe as process measures or values. We have to pay attention to the amount of money that is spent on students in different districts. We have to pay attention to whether the schools treat individual students fairly in distributing educational attention, and imposing discipline. We have to be worried about the relationships created between teachers and students; among parents, teachers and students; between teachers and school administration, and between school administration and the community. Such relationships are not only instrumentally important in producing results, they are valued intrinsically in terms of the rightness of the relationships as well. 
· But there are also practical utilitarian issues that will focus on process. Specifically, utilitarian calculations are engaged in deciding what particular innovations to try – specifically, for what innovations are the potential returns worth the risks, and how much risk can one reasonably take on in introducing innovations whose performance is not well known.

6) All this makes the issue of performance a much more difficult subject than it first appears. In fact, the complexity makes a mockery of the apparently simple, technical concept of “performance.” It might be more useful for us to think that what performance really means is not a single objective measure, but instead as a set of particular dimensions of value that we want to achieve through, and have reliably reflected in the performance of the K-12 system. 
· The values we hope to achieve through the operations of the system would include both our goals for promoting the individual learning of students, and for achieving justice goals like closing the achievement gap. 
· The values we hope will be reflected in the operations of the system are those that give each child not only what they desire, but also what they need, and deserve, and that keeps the distribution of responsibility for educating children properly and usefully distributed between parents and the public as it acts through the state. 
7) The complexity might also throw some sand in the gears of progress. For example, it will significantly slow the rate at which we can construct and use a performance measurement system that can provide some relatively objective information about the performance of the system on the particular dimensions of value that concern us.  But if we want to make improvements, we have no choice but to commit ourselves to an idea of performance, and then to adapt it as we learn of its limitations. And that takes work at four different levels:  philosophical, political, technical, and managerial work. Defining and measuring performance cannot be simply a technical task. Nor can it be limited by what we have previously decided to measure. We have to think of performance measurement as a strategic effort to be developed over time by integrating the different kinds of work. 

Focusing on the Core Mission of the K-12 System:
8) The natural place to start is with what many citizens, politicians, and professionals would view as the “core mission” of the school system:
 educating children to be able read, write, and do arithmetic. 
9) Unfortunately, as noted above, that is only the beginning in representing the overall goals to be pursued by the K-12 system, and the standards used to evaluate the performance of the system. 

· Are we interested only in the degree to which individual students can achieve their potential, or do we have some aspirations that are tied to the aggregate pattern of academic achievement across the entire population of students? Put bluntly, do we care only about individual achievement with respect to academic standards, or are we concerned about the achievement gap revealed by aggregate statistics of academic achievement?  

· Are the methods we use in educating children important only insofar as they are successful in achieving the desired results, or do we attach some kind of value to the methods themselves? Suppose we had two pedagogic methods that were equally successful in achieving a particular educational outcome. One emphasized the use of authority and control in a classroom, and relied primarily on a sense of duty and obligation to achieve the desired educational result. Another tapped into the natural desires of children to learn about the world, and relied primarily on the love of learning to achieve the same result. Would we have reasons to prefer one method over the other even if they seemed to be producing the same educational result? 

· To what extent should we concerned about the daily experience of children in schools independent of the effect that schools have on long run educational outcomes, and the degree to which a given school becomes or fails to become an important community institution that creates certain kinds of social capital in the neighborhoods in which they operate?

· Finally, who should properly make these important normative judgments about the values to be produced by and reflected in the operations of schools? As phrased above, who is the proper arbiter of value? Is it the kids (who might prefer to avoid the task altogether!). The parents (who might have many different motives for wanting their children to attend school, and very different degrees of commitment to helping the kids succeed at any given educational goal). Is it national, state, or local politicians to whom we delegate important choices about how to use public assets to create a good and just society? Is it professional educators who could figure out what constituted educational success and what were reasonable expectations to have about this goal? 

Let’s try to keep it simple and expand only as it seems very important to do so.

The Core Mission of the K-12 Educational System (1): Educating Children
10) Let’s start with the commonplace idea that the goal of the schools is to teaching the basic skills of reading, writing, and arithmetic. 

11) This is justified at least in part by society’s interest in having resourceful citizens. A free private economy takes certain kinds of orientations and skills to work well. A democracy that allows individuals to be free requires some important social skills to live in the presence of diverse others, and some associational and political skills to exercise democratic governance. Stretching back from these goals for each adult member of the society are the particular requirements that children be taught these skills, because they do not come reliably and naturally. 

12) Note that the overall development of children is a responsibility that is shared between private and public institutions. The important private institution, of course, is the family. We are accustomed to thinking that the family is the most private of social institutions and therefore the least publicly accountable and least publicly regulated. If privacy and freedom lie anywhere in a liberal society, it is in the home. Among the most important individual rights must be the right to raise ones children as one sees fit. 

13) Yet, it doesn’t take much reflection to see that even this most private of social institutions is importantly regulated by the public. We have laws that regulate marriage and the formation of families. We have laws that require all children in the society to have some adult be responsible for them. We have laws that prohibit abuse and neglect of children at the hands of their parents and caretakers, and that require individuals to report instances of suspected abuse and neglect to public authorities. We have laws that require parents and children to find the means to educate the children. 

14) The fact that the public education system shares the responsibility for developing children with parents (and foster parents, and other state authorized caretakers) creates no small amount of tension about who is in charge of what with respect to the development of children.
 The compromise has been one in which we often say that the public schools are responsible for the development of cognitive skills and capabilities, but not the development of moral character or values. The moral development of children is entrusted to their parents and caretakers.
 

15) Thus, the goals of public education are narrowed from the goal of producing resourceful individuals who can live well within and help to maintain a democratic society to one in which the public schools are expected to teach the cognitive skills that can provide a basic input to the child’s broader development. We focus on reading, writing and arithmetic hoping that these skills are neutral with respect to particular moral values, but somehow conducive to the full development of the child, and to their future capacity as entrepreneurs and wage earners, neighbors, and citizens.

Performance of the K-12 System with Respect to the “Core Mission”
16) Starting with the narrow objective of teaching kids to read, write and do arithmetic what can be said about our performance? Fortunately, because we have long agreed that these are the minimal (and perhaps only appropriate goals of public schooling), we have developed instruments for measuring our performance along these dimensions. Further, we have used those instruments over a long enough period of time, and in enough different countries to be able to make relatively objective empirical judgments about how well we have done. The answer seems to be the following.

17)  First, our schools have done only moderately well in getting our children above what we have defined as a minimum level of competence in these core areas of educational achievement. Today, only ___% of students in the third grade read at a competent level; and only __ % can do math at a competent level. The performance does not improve as we go on through the school system. By the eight grade (when kids are still required to attend school), only ___% read at a competent level, and only ___% are minimally competent in math. By the end of high school, fully __% have left the school system suggesting that their skills in reading and math remained at the level they had when they left school. General surveys of literacy in the population show that fully __% of the non-immigrant population under the age of 25 is functionally literate. This means that for all our bright accomplishments in higher education, the society as a whole is carrying forward into the future a significant population that the schools have not been able to push above minimal levels of competence in core academic areas. 

18) Second, this performance has not dramatically improved as a consequence of spending more money on the educational system. Figure 1 shows the relationship between spending on education in different countries and different levels of academic achievement. Figure 2 shows this relationship for school districts in the United States.
19) Third, our performance looks relative poor compared to other developed countries, and even to some countries that in other respects we would describe as “under-developed.”  

20) It is these simple facts that have grabbed public attention, and focused a great deal of public attention on the K-12 educational sector in general, and the publicly financed and publicly provided portion of that sector in particular. The general movement for educational improvement has generated more spending on education. It has also moved new people to enter the field of education as teachers and principals and entrepreneurs. And, it has caused important policy changes that have both stimulated educational innovation and created more room in the system for these changes to take root and grow. The effects produced by these changes have given some hope that the performance could be improved. But the fact remains that the overall returns have so far been small, limited to certain schools and certain populations, and somewhat unreliable in producing the desired results. We do not yet have a robust method for improving the performance of the K-12 system across the board for all students. 

Limitations of This Concept of Core Mission and the Data that Represents Performance
21) While we have to pay close attention to the difficulty the K-12 System has had in achieving the core goals of advancing cognitive development and academic achievement, we should also keep in mind (and it is hard to do so), that there are many effects of the K-12 system that go unmeasured. 

· For reasons suggested above, we do not track the success of the K-12 system in preparing children for the rigors of economic and social life in an advanced industrial economy. 

· We do not measure their competence in organizing or participating in collective activities. 

· We do not measure their self-respect, or the respect that they give to others. 

22) Of course, it is not clear what we would find if we did take these development goals seriously, and developed instruments for measuring performance that are comparable to those we use for educational achievement. (Interestingly, Singapore uses a six dimensional scheme for measuring the development of children that includes not ony their academic achievement, but also their physical, moral, and aesthetic development, and has developed instruments for measuring performance on each of these dimensions.) It is possible that we would find our performance is even worse on these dimensions. Or, we could find that the system was doing a pretty good job of helping children develop into not only good economic actors, but also good neighbors and good citizens. We just don’t know because we haven’t taken these goals very seriously in public education, or have worried that it is not the proper role of an educational system to pursue these goals. 

23) We have also not paid very close and systematic attention to the contributions that are made by other social actors to the development of children. We know, of course, that a great deal that is important to youth development happens before children enter the K-12 System. And we know that changes in the early development of children can have a very big impact on educational achievement observed after children come to school. But we do not really have a good way of measuring school readiness in the population that comes to schools, and taking that into account in our estimates of school performance. If the social processes that prepare children for formal schooling had somehow systematically weakened over the last decade or so, then the K-12 system would have been taking on a heavier burden than was previously true. In this context, holding steady on academic achievement would have to be taken as an important, value creating accomplishment: the K-12 system had found a way to make up for reduced performance in other parts of the social system that develops kids’ potential. But we do not now have a way of observing this effect.
24) Similarly, we have not paid very close and systematic attention to the contributions that are made by other social actors to the development of children once the children are also going to school. It is clear that school takes up only a portion of the time of children, and perhaps even a smaller proportion of their attention and commitment. Much of their lives are lived in relationships to their parents, caretakers, and their peers; and increasingly to their internet connections. What happens in these relations to promote or frustrate learning can also have a powerful effect on what we observe as “results” of the K-12 system.

25) I do not make these observations about the important role that social background has on the academic and other accomplishments of children in the K-12 system to try to excuse the performance of the system, and to blame the problems on society as a whole, or parents and caretakers more particularly. I do so instead to draw attention to two key facts. 

· First, that when we are observing and measuring the academic achievement of kids we are observing and measuring an effect that is produced by a system that includes both the system of educational providers, and the system of parents, and peers, etc. that can either amplify or reduce the effects of what happens in the encounters between kids and educational suppliers. To make an accurate estimate of the value added by the K-12 educational suppliers, we have to know the nature of the material they are working with, and the kind of help they are getting from the wider social environment. If that environment becomes more difficult for some reason, then the K-12 system will have to find ways to compensate for the harsher environment. If it becomes more favorable, it will have to find ways to capitalize on it rather than rest on its laurels. 

· Second, when the K-12 system searches for ways to improve its performance, it should not limit its search to only those improvements that can be made within its own walls and boundaries. It should also be exploring how it can alter its own operations in ways that would allow it to engage and leverage the effort of other social actors who are in a position to influence educational outcomes. At a minimum, could include ways of engaging parents and caretakers more closely in the work of educating their children. And if they need help in making these commitments or being able to do the work of supporting their kids, the K-12 system might want to take some responsibility for educating the parents of their students as well. The opportunity for managing a co-production process should not be ignored.

26) What all this means is that even though we have data on aggregates of students passing through our school system, and we can compare their knowledge and capacities at a particular stage of schooling with those who have come before, and with those who are passing through schools in other countries or localities, we cannot really tell a completely accurate story about how well the schools are doing because we cannot see what part of the overall accomplishment of the students (on whatever dimensions we measure) can be attributed to the schools rather than other social influences. And this is true even when we have tests for measuring levels of student achievement that we (sort of) trust. We do not know how far the students have come, and how much of that distance can be attributed to the schools. 
Teaching/Developing Students: The Challenge of 21st Century Skills

27) So far, we have been acting as though the principal value created by schools was to teach kids to read, write and do math, and have explored the difficulty of measuring the value added by schools on this limited set of purposes. The goals have been simple and relatively narrow. The process by which that result is produced in children has been shown to be more complicated than simply making sure that things go well in schools. All this has complicated our measurement of school performance, our capacity to call schools to account for their performance, and to develop good ideas about how schools might improve their performance.
28) Things get more complicated, however, when we begin thinking that what we hope schools will teach students is not just the basic academic subjects of reading and mathematics, but when we get ambitions beyond this narrow objective. Some have framed the new ambitions as the development of 21st century skills. What could be meant by this? And how could we test whether the schools were accomplishing this larger and more ambiguous objective?
29) One thing we could mean is that we were not only interested in ensuring that students read, write, and do math in the context of schools, but they would bring these skills to their lives to improve both their usefulness to society, and the quality of their own life. One way to think about this focuses on the capacity of students to take the concepts from the classroom and to use them in real life situations. To test this, one would either have to construct tests that checked on students’ capacities to apply their knowledge in new and unusual settings, or to actually observe them in life and find out whether and how they were able to use their elementary or advanced skills. 

30) A second way to think about this is that students would not only be able to apply the knowledge and methods in out of school contexts, but that they would come to think of themselves as the sort of people who not only had the skills, but liked exercising them, and knew how to develop them further on their own. 

31) West Point thinks about the task of teaching leadership in terms of “knowing, doing, and being.” They don’t think they have done well with respect to training leaders for the military until their cadets have learned about the techniques of leadership, practiced using them in real situations, and come to think of themselves as leaders who can and should take responsibility for a group in all circumstances. It may be only a little far fetched to think that we might want to teach a first grader to know how to read, to use reading in their daily life, and to think of themselves as individuals who could use reading to help them make contributions to others, and to make their own lives better. Or, that we might want to teach an eighth grader not only to calculate numbers, but to use numbers and symbols to characterize relationships they think exist in the world, and to be a person who can think logically using mathematics to help test both the logic and the truth of their ideas about how the world works. 

32) The idea of “know, do, be” describes one dimension of ambition in teaching. It is a dimension that emphasizes not only knowledge, but also the ability, and the commitment to use that knowledge well in particular concrete circumstances.  

33) But we can also easily imagine that 21st century skills might stretch our educational goals in another dimension altogether. It is not just that we want kids to have more knowledge, more facility and more commitment with the academic subjects of reading, writing and ‘rithmetic, but that we want them to have the same kind of deep knowledge, facility in use, and commitment to use in other contexts. 
· We might think it important that students develop important social skills for co-operating with one another: they could learn the rules, practice living in accord with them and enforcing them in group settings, and come to think of themselves as individuals who understood the purposes behind particular rules, and learned to live by them, or figure out how they should be changed. 
· We might think it important that students learn about their society’s history and its institutions, how they have been shaped by history, what important values seem to animate and justify the institutions that exist, and so on. 
· They might also have to come to grips with the effects of globalization and technology, and the ease with which national and cultural boundaries are now being crossed. 

34) We can think of this as opening up the frame of analyzing school performance not only by asking about the degree to which particular subjects are being integrated into the lives of students, but also in terms of how many subjects important to their lives become important concerns of schooling. Table ___ presents a simple matrix that shows how the individual educational goals of schools are being expanded in this conception.

35) This is the point at which the culture wars begin, and a serious debate ensues about how broadly and deeply public schools should go in educating students for citizenship. It is relatively easy to agree on some minimum standards, and to concentrate on trying to achieve those. And, as we have seen above, there is plenty of work to do even with those limited objectives. But the question about how far it would be both feasible and just to go beyond these narrow objectives remains uncertain. 

36) Presumably, one of the reasons that the US School system has allowed those who can and are able to opt out of the public school system is to allow those parents who want the schools to go farther with their children to do so. To be more ambitious academically, in the integration of academic work into life, and to go beyond purely academic work in educating children for whole citizenship and a whole life. 
37) But to say that we allow individuals to use a certain amount of freedom and private wealth to go beyond this does not fully answer the question of what we would like to accomplish in our publicly financed school systems and our publicly operated schools. That is still a choice not only to be made by individuals for their own children, but also by political communities of different sizes, scale, and character. And, the room that each political community has to decide its own destiny is influenced by: 1) national and state court decisions; and 2) national and state budget decisions as well as by local communities. For some communities, the strictures from higher levels of government are so tight that little leeway remains after those requirements have been met, and all their governing capacity has been taken out of the system. This is what happens when courts or state take over schools, or when schools are subjected to such close regulation by different levels of government that they have no ability to decide on either ends or means.  For others, there remains lots of room to define success in producing student achievement in many different dimensions. 

38) One important consequence of the uncertainty about the goals, and the fact that different political communities will want different things from the schools even when we are focusing narrowly on student achievement is that it may be difficult to make objective, comprehensive statements about school performance. We can talk about what capacities students seem to have, and we can talk about whether parents, students, and tax-payers, and citizens seem happy with the performance of their local schools or public school systems, but we cannot say with any kind of objective certainty how well the schools are performing. The goals remain diverse, and hard to measure even when we are talking narrowly about academic accomplishments.   

The Core Mission of the K-12 Educational System (2): Equity and Justice
39) So far, we have been talking about the performance of the educational system as though it were contained in the cumulative development of children’s capacities over time. In one narrow view, we were interested in the development of their cognitive capacity to read, write, and do math. In a broader view, we were interested in not only in the knowledge they had and could reproduce in the context of schools, but also in their capacities and commitments for using that knowledge in their economic, social, and political lives. In a still broader view, we were interested in a broader range of knowledge and skills than reading, writing and arithmetic. But however many dimensions we used to gauge the capacities of individual kids, we were still viewing the desired outcome of the educational system as the development of the capacities of individual kids.

40) It is also worth noting that the basic standard we applied here for most of the valuation of the performance was the fraction of all eligible kids or all kids attending schools that performed above some fixed standard of performance. It was as though we counted the K-12 successful if it could get kids above this particular floor, and we compared our current system with the past and with the systems of other countries in terms of how the fraction of kids that could be gotten across that line. 

41) This picture of the overall success of the K-12 system carries with it not only a view that the goal of K-12 education should be to develop kids capacities, but also a view that says that the thing that really matters to the society as a whole is making sure that every kid reaches some standard of performance that the society deems suitable. That is the moral force behind the idea of “No Kid Left Behind.” The pressure is on to get every kid above a certain standard of performance. 

42) This idea that all kids should get above a particular standard of performance is an idea about what the aggregate shape of the distribution of student achievement should look like. It pushes the society towards an effort to get the bottom of the distribution up, and to establish a minimum floor. This is illustrated in Figure __. 

43) This is not the only way one could think about society’s educational objectives for all students rather than each individual student. One could also take the position that the goal of the educational system was to maximize each individual student’s potential for development. That goal could encompass the goal of getting every child over a particular threshold of accomplishment. If, for example, every child had the capacity to perform above the threshold level that was set, maximizing the capacity of each individual kid would result in everyone moving above the threshold. 

44) But, this goal could differ from the first goal in two respects:

· First, the second goal might tolerate some children performing at below the threshold level if their capacity did not allow them to perform above that level. 

· Second, the goal would treat the development of the most gifted as equally important to the development of the least advantaged. 

45) If the distribution of student capacities to learn is highly variable, and includes individuals who cannot get above the threshold level of performance, and others who can achieve well beyond the threshold level, then the pursuit of this second goal could leave some students below the threshold, some well above it, and a huge achievement gap for the population of students as a whole. See Figure ____.
46) While the idea that education should aim at maximizing the potential of each learner is an attractive one from the point of view of those responsible for educating each child, and from the point of view of the parent of each child, it holds some hazards if enshrined as a social level goal. 

· For one thing, it requires someone to make judgments about the potential of each child. That is technically and practically a very difficult task. And, we know that many such efforts have tended to institutionalize a culture of low expectations for some students that has not only robbed them of a chance to succeed, but done them a terrible injustice. So, we might best drop the idea of potential altogether, assume that everyone has some important capacity to learn, and concentrate on doing what we can to improve student performance whatever we guess their capacities to be. 

· For another, it would assign equal social weight to helping the least and most advantaged in the society. That corresponds to a particular idea of equity – that each individual be treated equally. But it is inconsistent with another idea of equality – that the success of those with great disadvantage should be valued more than the success of those who are already advantaged. 

47) A third goal would be push the mean performance of students out as far as we could without worrying too much about what was happening either at the lower end of the distribution (the children who were having a tough time getting over a minimum threshold), or at the higher end (the children who were excelling). This goal could be consistent with achieving the first goal if moving the mean of the distribution carried the bottom tail of the distribution with it; that is, if the rising tide lifted all boats. But if improvements in the mean came from movements up at the mean, and at the top of the distribution, and the lower part of the distribution remained where it was, then some children would have been “left behind.” See Figure ______.
48) A fourth goal would be to maximize the performance of our best students – to be sure that we had an elite group that could guarantee high levels of national economic performance, for example. This goal, would end up raising the mean of the distribution, but not doing much to pull the lower end of the distribution above some desired threshold. This goal would leave some students even further behind their peers. See Figure ________.
49) I go through these various possible goals defined in terms of a preferred shape of an aggregate distribution of student achievement partly to give some clarity to what is generally a muddled discussion about the overall goals of the system. The reason the discussion is muddled is that it is a tough normative discussion about different ideas of the good and the just, not just a technical debate. There are important, competing conceptions of what a good and just educational system in a democracy would try to produce, and how it would allocate its resources. 

50) The idea of no child left behind corresponds to a view of a good and just educational system that gives special emphasis to creating a floor of educational achievement that all must get across. If that means spending more on some kids who are having trouble getting over the line, and less on the others who seem to cross the line easily, then that is the good and right thing to do. 

51) Most citizens, I think, have some generalized notion that what we as citizens in an advanced industrial democracy should be trying to do with the K-12 system is move the whole distribution up the scale of performance as far as we can. I think we are, and should be, willing to spend more to help the disadvantaged and struggling get above the threshold if necessary for both practical reasons (they want their fellow citizens to be economically resourceful, sociable, and good citizens), and as a matter of justice (public resources should be allocated to those who have needs). And we don’t (and shouldn’t) object to individuals spending their own money on efforts to help their kids get something beyond what they can get in public schools, even if that tends to widen or hold steady a wide achievement gap among differently situated students. But we don’t (and shouldn’t) want all the money to go to either tail of the distribution; we do (and should) want to move the whole enterprise up, giving an extra boost to those who are struggling, and being sure that there is a lot of movement by individuals in previously disadvantaged groups to more advanced positions in society. 

Performance Data on Achieving Equity and Fairness Goals
52) If this is the standard of a good and just educational system, how are we doing?

53) The achievement gap remains large. The distribution of measured academic achievement (remember that this is a limited concept both of what is important about human beings, and what the goal of an educational system should be) is very wide. The top students have much more demonstrated knowledge and capacity than those at the bottom. There is too little movement from disadvantaged groups to higher levels of achievement. Demography still counts too much in determining destiny to have confidence in the K-12 system as an effective instrument for promoting equality and justice.
54) Even worse, the inequities align with ethnic identity. Generally speaking, whites and Asians do better than African-Americans and Hispanics. Recently, these inequalities have closed a bit as pressure has been put on improving the performance of schools in the inner city districts where most African-Americans and Hispanics live, but the differences remain large. The alignment of educational performance with ethnic identity creates a significant social problem for at least two reasons. 

· First, this fact gives some credence to those who want to claim that the biological characteristics associated with race and ethnicity have a powerful effect on individuals’ capacities to learn.

· Second, it reinforces historical prejudices that have in the past led to significant injustices to individuals and to groups, and threaten to continue in the future. 

If we want to be sure that we are creating a society that is not racially biased, we have to find the means to reduce these racial gaps. 

55) On the more positive side, we have generally succeeded in making educational services widely – nearly universally – available to young, school aged children. Fully ___% of the school aged population has access to and is enrolled in some kind of educational enterprise. The K-12 Educational System has also made significant efforts to make education available to students with special needs who at other times and other places would have been denied educational opportunity. 

56) There are two potentially important blots on our record for ensuring widespread access to education. 

· First, both our performance, and our commitment to the education of the children of illegal immigrants is currently uncertain. There are those who would say that this does not represent a failure of our educational system since we have no obligation to educate these children at public expense. There are others, however, who would disagree with this view, and claim that we had both a practical interest, and a moral and legal obligation to educate all children who live within our borders without regard to their citizenship status.

· Second, both school drop-out and school truancy rates are very high. Again, one might say that this does not represent a failure of the school system since students eventually have a right to stop going to school, and there is little a school can do to make a student stay in school if they don’t want to attend. Yet, if our goal is to achieve not only universal access to education, but also universal use of educational opportunities by school aged children, and if we think that one of the important reasons to invest as much as we do in young children is to maximize the chance that they will voluntarily choose to stay in school even when they don’t have to, then the numbers on both school leaving and truancy are problems indeed. 

57) Perhaps the reason we have problems with both school leaving and truancy is that the quality of the educational experience is low – that some schools are dangerous, ugly, boring, and disheartening places to be. We don’t have a well developed method for systematically assessing the quality of the school environment as a place to be. But a casual inspection suggests once again, a wide range of variability in the attractiveness of school environments that tends to correspond to economic class. Suburban public schools are generally better than either urban or rural school districts.  Within inner city schools, big differences appear in public schools in rich neighborhoods and poor. 
58) Because of our commitment to providing equal educational opportunity, we have given close attention to disparities in educational expenditures. Here we find the same story – high overall levels of spending, but also great disparities in levels of spending. The range of educational expenditures runs from $  ____ per kid in the nation’s wealthiest and most committed educational districts to $_____ per kid in the nation’s poorest and least committed school districts. 

59) Importantly, the quality of the educational service provided is not perfectly correlated with expenditures, but it, too, is thought to vary widely with some children having access to very high quality educational services, and others to much lower quality of services.

60) The performance of the K-12 educational system is thus judged in part by how much it does for each individual kid in terms of that kid’s achievement. But the performance gets judged again when the contributions to each of those kids is added up, and represented as an overall picture of educational effort and organizational accomplishment and compared with ideas of what a good and just system as a whole would look like, and what it would be able to produce.

61) Society can judge the overall performance of the school by applying a theory of the social good, and the way that the educational system contributes to that. Or it can judge the overall system by applying a theory of justice, and asking about the way that the educational system contributed to the justice of the society. 

· The idea of the social good might concentrate on maximizing the total amount of learning and development that could be produced for kids without worrying too much about how that development was distributed across the society. Or, the idea of the good might focus attention on maximizing the performance of the best hoping that their skills would guarantee the future for everyone else. Or, the idea of the good might focus attention on efficiently preparing each child for specific differentiated roles in society. Or, it might be based on the work that would have to be done to prepare students for citizenship in an advanced liberal democracy in a globalizing world.

· The idea of the just on the other hand might begin with the inherent right of each individual to have the opportunity to maximize their own potential (at public expense if necessary). Or, it might begin with the idea that public assets ought to be allocated to individuals equally, or according to their need. Or, it might proceed from an interest in ensuring that the K-12 educational sector made the largest possible contribution to reducing the economic, social, and political disparities that make our society less equal and less democratic than it could be.

More Expansive Visions of the Goals of the Individual Development Goals of K-12 Education
62) Our discussion so far has moved from seeing the goals of the Educational System in terms of developing the cognitive capacities of children in basic academic skills, stretching them out in terms of their ability and commitment to using these skills, to broadening the array of skills that schools sought to develop, through ideas about what the aggregate output of the system should look like when judged against social standards defining the social good and the just. None of this discussion goes very far beyond the current public discussion about the goals of education. There are two additional steps one could consider taking that are even more ambitious with respect to our goals for the development of individual students. 

63)  One broader goal for individual student development would be try to maximize what philosophers describe as “Human Flourishing.” Much of our focus on individual development has been driven by in part by what current students and their parents want, and in part by what we guess the future needs of society will be. But one could take the position that what education should be about is not trying to satisfy individuals as they currently are, and not trying to prepare them to be valuable parts of the future society, but instead to explore and discover their own best selves. On this view, the goal of education would be to help children imagine what they could be, and to help them move towards an image of themselves as fully developed human beings.

64) Somewhat less ambitious would be a goal that took seriously the idea that we needed to build individuals who could not only sustain, but improve on the current performance of our democratic system. On this view, our interest in developing student capacities would go well beyond the cognitive, and well beyond the capacity to meet minimum standards in the economic, social, and political realms, and gave extra effort to building the dispositions and capacities that would create tolerant citizens, motivated and able to create a civil society that could reliable exercise the demanding function of self-governance.

More Expansive Accounts of Important Public Value Dimensions of a School System)
65) One could also stretch our shared conception of the purposes of the K-12 system by focusing on some additional dimensions of public value that could be achieved by the school system.

66) For example, one could focus on the fact that children spent a great deal of their time at school, and in coming and going from school. One might be interested in trying to ensure that that environment was a safe and healthy one for children – maybe even aesthetically appealing. 

67) One might also be tempted to exploit the fact that schools – unique among public institutions – were in intense, continuous contact with virtually every kid in the society, and to figure out how to use that platform to accomplish other social goals such as improving their health, guaranteeing their safety, and helping them avoid problems such as drug use, criminality, and early pregnancy and fatherhood.

68) Finally, one might keep in mind that public schools, and local educational policy are among the most compelling public issues for individual citizens, and therefore that schools and educational policy inevitably attract a crowd of interested parties. This can be managed in a way that helps develop a capacity for citizenship, and allows individuals in a community both individually and all together to take pride in what they created together, or it can be managed in a way that creates divisiveness, and a retreat from the challenges of democratic governance. Perhaps the best school for democracy is talking about the schools themselves, and that we could evaluate educational leaders not only in terms of how well the schools performed, but how successful they were in calling a public into existence that could understand and act on its own interests. 

Summary: 
69) To provide an objective representation of the performance of the K-12 sector it is necessary both to name the dimensions of value that are relevant in assessing performance, to develop the measurement instruments that allow us to make empirical observations about the performance of the system along that dimension of value, and to actually make the measurements over a sufficient period of time so that we can come to know the properties of the measures we are using. Each of these steps presents significant difficulty.

70) Perhaps the greatest difficulty lies in reaching some kind of social agreement about the important values we would like to see produced by and reflected in the operations of the K-12 system. 

71) The individual development of students observed over time is the obvious starting point. What could education possibly mean if it did not mean the development of the capacities of those who received it? But beneath this level of agreement lurks significant controversy. The controversy focuses initially on defining the scope of development that the educational system takes on. Is it limited to traditional academic subjects such as reading writing and arithmetic, or does it broaden out to include more controversial fields such as the interpretation of United States history, or the dominance of rationality and science over tradition and religious authority as a path towards the truth. But the controversy also goes to the depth and reach of the knowledge that is generated within students: is the goal simply to have students know things, or is it also to help them become proficient in what they know in the doing of tasks, and to build their commitment to learning as a way to be in the world. 

72) Note that in answering the question of what sort of individual development should be the aim of the K-12 system it is not enough simply to describe what parents and children want from the system. That would be a market-based determination of value, with each client-beneficiary being seen as the appropriate arbiter not only of the value of the system to them, but also to the larger society. Because public assets are engaged in the system, the public as a whole also gets to describe the kind of individual development of children it would like to see produced with its assets. That means that the development of children along particular dimensions of capacity gets valued by the polity as a social outcome as well as by the individual clients as things that they privately desire. 

73) Because there is a collective, public arbiter of value as well as an individual private arbiter of value for the K-12 system’s performance, the K-12 system gets evaluated not only on its performance with respect to each individual child, but also in terms of its performance with respect to all children. The public attaches value to the shape of the particular distribution of student achievement as well as to the amount gained by each child. In the common parlance of the day, we want to “provide universal and equal access to educational opportunity,” and  “close the achievement gap” as well as promote the development of each child. These concerns for aggregate performance, tied to ideas about what would constitute a  just and fair educational system as well as an efficient and effective one, add dimensions of value to the definition and measurement of K-12 System performance.

74) Finally, there are concerns not only about the long run individual and social outcomes of the performance of the system, but also how the system operates in the short run. We want the schools to be safe and attractive as well as efficient in producing desired educational outcomes. We want students to be treated fairly, and with respect in the schools, and so on. And, ideally, we would like them to be inexpensive even as they are committed to producing high quality education.  

75) The fact that we have multiple dimensions of performance that we would like to use to assess the performance of the system, and that we have multiple arbiters of value assigning more or less weight to particular dimensions of performance means that it is difficult to construct a simple “bottom line” for educational performance. But the answer to that problem does not lie in committing ourselves to a single measure of performance when we know that that is an inadequate account of the overall value of the educational system to individuals and to the society at large and acting as though that measure was sufficient in itself; it lies instead in developing multiple measures of performance that can form the basis of an improved public discussion about what we all have at stake in the performance of the K-12 system, and what we can reasonably expect the system to do. Whether we can organize such a discussion depends critically on the structure and governance of the system – the devices that we use to give particular social agents more or less authority and effective influence over the assets committed to the system, and the way that they are used. 

� Privileges the government managed system, or the complex social production system over the market because the evaluation is done not in terms of individual satisfactions, but instead in terms of the achievement of desired social results


� Unfortunately, the challenge of educating some children is also sometimes held by the juvenile justice system what for one reason or another has assumed the duties of custody and care for school-aged children.


� This, of course, is a key issue in the so-called “culture wars,” and has been present in the society since our founding. The question of who should be responsible for educating children in what particular domains is an important matter of justice – of right relationships between the private and the public – as well as a matter of “what works” to be decided by professionals.


� This is not different from the problem faced by the medical system and its efforts to improve health, the child protective service system and its efforts to improve conditions under which children are being reared, or the criminal justice system and its efforts to reduce crime and do justice. 





