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Hour 1/00:00 
Family History, Post-High School Education, Teaching in Warsaw 
 
 
 
 
The date is October 11th in the year 2013. My name is Anita Hecht and I have the great pleasure 

and honor of interviewing Carl Kaestle in his home in Providence, Rhode Island, on behalf of 

New York State Archives and the States' Impact on Federal Education Policy oral history 

project. We are here to record the stories of the last fifty years of federal education policy and 

the impact the states have had on its development and implementation. So, welcome to this 

interview. 

 

Thank you. 

 

And thank you for agreeing to participate. I think a good place to start is with a general question 

on how and why you got interested in federal education policy and maybe by way of a bit of your 

own personal history. 
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How far back do you want to go with my personal history? Because I wasn't interested in the 

federal government when I was eleven. (laughter) 

 

You weren't? (laughter) I think it puts your experience and your views, perhaps, in context to 

know a little bit about where you came from – who your parents were, where you grew up. 

 

I grew up in a suburb of Schenectady, New York. My dad worked for General Electric 

Company. He was an engineer who, in his later career, specialized in the electrical systems that 

run bauxite-to-aluminum plants. So he did a lot of things that had to do with the petroleum and 

chemical industries that GE [General Electric] provided electrical equipment for. He was a 

wonderful guy. He was modest and smart and came out of Tennessee, a little tiny town called 

Paris, where his mother was a teacher. She was Dutch and from a family of immigrants, and his 

father was a railroad conductor and got on the train – I've forgotten what the line was called – 

every morning from Paris, Tennessee, which is a bit northeast of Memphis, in west Tennessee.  

 

So my dad and his family moved to Memphis about when he was in high school, and he was 

mentored there nicely by someone who headed him off to Georgia Tech, where he got a 

bachelor's degree in engineering. And then something that was a life-changing piece of advice 

was one of his professors there said, "You're smart. You should go up to Yale where they have 

something called the Sheffield School of Science and Engineering and take a master's degree." 

So he did and he never really went back to the South to live again. He became a northerner. And 

he also got more liberal education probably in his degree at Yale than he had had at Georgia 
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Tech. So he quite fell in love with Yale, studying paleontology and sociology with some very 

famous sociologists and so forth. 

 

He met my mother, who is also the child of immigrants from Schenectady, New York, where 

they eventually settled. But he met her on a blind date at a Yale football game. I don't remember 

who introduced them. She was Regina Marie Perrault – Gene Perrault [pron. ‘per-alt’], as it came 

out in English. And they married in the late 1920s. I don't know the exact date. I would guess 

maybe '28 – 1928.  

 

They both had jobs. My mother was teaching French. She had gone to Albany State Teachers 

College, now SUNY-Albany [State University of New York]. And she had gone by trolley car 

from Schenectady from her house. So that dates this thing way back technologically. She was 

brassy. She was kind of a flapper. She had bobbed hair and did the high jump for SUNY-Albany. 

She, being a native speaker of French who learned English in kindergarten from the great 

American public school system, she knocked the French major pretty well at SUNY-Albany. 

And she got a job teaching French in Amsterdam, New York, which was just past Schenectady, 

just west of Schenectady.  

 

Then the stock crash hit. And they had a thousand dollars in the bank. They had said, "Shouldn't 

we put it in the stock market? All of our friends are." And my dad, being kind of conservative, 

said, "No. Let's leave it in the bank." So they had this thousand dollars when the stock crash hit, 

and they both had jobs that persisted, that held on. So they both had jobs and actually helped 

some of their friends through the Depression. My father had come to Schenectady from Yale as 
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an engineer, what they called “on-test.” I've actually seen that in the literature, so it must have 

been a common phrase for at least a decade at GE. It was like being an intern. But they kept him 

on, so he had a job. And he never left Schenectady and he never left GE for his whole career. 

And my mother was teaching French in Amsterdam and that continued until she had children in 

the late 1930s. 

 

I grew up in a suburb of Schenectady called Scotia, New York, which was indeed suburban, but 

it was as much working class as middle class, so our schools were a pretty mixed bag, except, 

just to make sure we know that it wasn't utopia, no black people could buy a house in my home 

town and rarely Jews. As far as we could tell, there were two Jewish families in a township of 

twenty-five thousand people. So my parents brought me up as kind of a FDR [Franklin Delano 

Roosevelt] liberal-kind of person – told me that this was wrong and that they had refused to sign 

covenants against black people and that we were friends with the two Jewish families in town – 

one a jeweler and one a physicist at GE.  

 

I went to a public high school, public schools, K through 12. I would say they weren't fabulous 

academically, but had good teachers sprinkled around, some quite inspiring teachers and an 

absolutely wonderful music program – singing and instrumental and so forth. So I did a lot with 

that. My older brother went to Yale, inspired by his father, and so did I.  

 

And so I wound up at Yale thinking I would be pre-med, which was a big mistake because there 

was no science class I ever took at Yale that I didn't do poorly in and hate. (laughter) So after 

freshman chemistry, I thought, "Oh, biology's the thing. That's what doctors should like." And I 
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didn't like that either. So I was an English major and didn't really know what I was going to do 

much. By senior year, I decided I was going to go into public education. Now this was a funny 

thing to do at Yale. They had abolished their School of Education five years earlier, with the 

president saying, "There's no such thing as pedagogy, only subject matter," and sent all the 

education professors into the street. So, there were a few sympathetic teachers there. There was a 

quite good Masters of Arts in Teaching program there, so there were a few people interested. I 

took my English major in that. And on the advice of the Yale MAT [Master of Arts in Teaching] 

guy, who kind of figured me out for what I was, he said, "We want, at  the Yale MAT, people 

who are absolutely dedicated to teaching all of their lives in a classroom. If you mention the 

word administration or become a doctor of education in curriculum, we don't want you here. You 

go to Harvard for that." He said, "All of them there, they're going to teach for five or six or seven 

years and then they're going to become principals." I thought, "That's what I would like to do." 

 

So I went to the Harvard MAT program in a wonderful program taught in a full-time, regular 

schedule, my own homeroom, all this stuff, right out of college with just scads of supervision. It 

was really a great way to start a teaching career. I did that for a year and then I went back for the 

coursework on campus. Somebody got wind of the fact that I thought I might want to become an 

administrator someday. I thought – “certainly not before you've taught for five years at least, so 

you have that solid teaching background." Somebody took me out, a teaching assistant in my 

Education Methods course in my second year in this program, when I was taking courses, and 

said, "How would you like to become the principal of the American School in Warsaw?" and I 

said, "But I haven't taught enough." He said, "Well, it's your choice." I was thinking of getting 
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engaged, thinking it was very exciting – this is a little tiny school. I would be teaching as well. 

So I went. 

 

 

Hour 1/09:45 
Time as Principal in Warsaw, Professional Life After Warsaw, Mother's Influence, 
Parents' Financing of Education 
 
 

I taught fourth grade and I was the principal of the school and it was fun. There were kids from 

twenty different countries in the school, maybe a hundred and twenty kids. It was great fun. And 

we experimented a lot with things. We didn't have any grades any more when I was a second 

year principal. We had a non-graded school, which made sense for a bunch of kids that had 

varying degrees of fluency in mathematics and English.  

 

But on the way, I realized I didn't want to be a school administrator. I was about as good at that 

as I was at science. I took too much of it home with me. If nine people said, "You're doing a 

good job," and somebody was really, really unhappy, that was what I was thinking about all the 

time. I thought this is not quite me.  

 

So, that's the complicated part of my wanderings professionally, because I set off and bought a 

bunch of books in my second year as the principal in Warsaw, and one of them was a book on 

the history of education. [f.n. Lawrence A. Cremin, The Transformation of the School: A History 

of Progressive Education (New York: Alfred Knopf, 1961) Well, I hadn't even taken much 

history in college, much less the history of education. And I just adored this book. I thought it 
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was great. So I wrote him, and I said, "Can I do this?" And he took this funny letter from this 

English major, principal of a school abroad and said, "Fine. Come along." So I did. I finished my 

doctorate at Harvard, and the rest of my school – I mean the rest of my professional trajectory – 

was quite simple. I went to Wisconsin, which was a great first job, and I stayed there for twenty-

five years. And I did the history of education – taught it, researched it, wrote about it.  

 

So, leading from there into how I got interested in the federal government, my first book – 

 

I'd like a follow-up question about your mother. You said she was an influence on you because 

she had been what you called the school board groupie. 

 

Yes. 

 

Tell me about that, because it sounds like there were some forces that took you in the direction of 

education. 

 

Right. My dad to some degree, but my mother, with great energy and a lot of time, did volunteer 

work with various organizations, but especially the school board in Scotia, New York. They 

worked very, very hard on the centralization of the school system, which was very much of a 

trend in the 1950s, reformers all thinking we should gather in together these small, rural schools 

and make them part of a larger organization. So we became Scotia-Glenville. Then there was a 

big school bond issue about a new high school, which was a passionate debate in the town with 
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conservatives thinking it was too costly and liberals thinking it was needed. So she was on 

various school board subcommittees and so forth. She never actually ran for the school board. 

 

I think this was her way of being a professional in an era when she thought she shouldn't be 

working for money after she had children; she should be also taking care of the children. My dad 

traveled a lot, and so he was not quite as able to be as involved as my mother was, but he was 

very supportive of her. There was a book written in the 1950s, I think, called Rally Round the 

Flag, Boys! I don't even know where that came from, but it was about women who raced from 

one activity to another. And you might think if this was feminism in the '50s, it was a very 

different kind than feminism in the '70s, because it wasn't aimed at trying to get into the 

workforce and have equal and similar professions as men.  

 

So the dinner talk at our table – my older brother was two years older than I and my younger 

brother five years younger, and so he generally toddled off and played. But the four of us would 

sit around and talk local politics, local school policy talk, endlessly – coffee, cigarettes – were 

just kind of what we did after dinner. And I just remembered those things. And when I decided 

not to become a science major and a pre-med at Yale, one of the things I thought of was 

education. So you're right, that's a good detail to put in the background. I think my mother, in a 

way, inspired me to do that, or at least made that a very important aspect of my thinking about 

public education as a viable solution for a person at an ivy league college that didn't think much 

about pedagogy or studying education. 
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And public education was also the focus that, even though you first went off to the Warsaw 

school, which was, I assume, private? 

 

Yeah. Well, it was, of necessity, private. It was put together by a bunch of the – once again, the 

wives of the all male diplomatic corps. There was a token member from the Swedish embassy, 

but the rest of them were American embassy officers' wives. And they started that thing only 

about six or seven years before I became principal, just with a bank account in Washington. The 

Foreign Service has never run schools. The Defense Department did, but if you were in Warsaw, 

you were behind the so-called Iron Curtain, and there was certainly no American military there. 

So the kids there had, I guess, just gotten shipped off to private schools. A lot of Americans 

didn't want to do that with their kids. So yeah, it was private, but in a way we tried to make it a 

showcase for what was going on in American school reform, this non-graded school thing.  

 

My parents had thought of shipping me off to a boarding school because they didn't think the 

quality of the Scotia schools were all that great, but I resisted it. I loved the social life at my 

school. I loved the music program. There wasn't any really serious talk about going to school 

elsewhere. 

 

One other question I had is the financing of your education. You went to Yale and then to 

Harvard. And if I remember correctly, you went to Harvard on a NDEA [National Defense 

Education Act] loan? 
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Um-hmm. (affirmatively) So my dad put two brothers through Yale happily and gladly. I think 

that was one of their main goals in their nest egg building. He managed to do that and not 

impoverish himself, so I guess you would call him somewhat upper-middle class at that time. 

Yale's tuition was sixteen hundred dollars – room, board and tuition – when my older brother 

went in 1959, which sounds like nothing today, but I suppose with inflation it was substantial. 

And it rose to more than double that by the time I graduated. He was generous with my older 

brother. When my brother wanted to, quite like my father had, put more liberal arts into his 

engineering training – my brother was an engineering major and he said, "Dad, I've fallen in love 

with English literature and Shakespeare and philosophy." And my dad said, "Do you want to get 

out of the engineering?" And he said, "I don't know. Maybe." And my dad said, "It's up to you, 

but I hear you saying you just enjoy this stuff. Why don't you just take another year at Yale?" So 

my brother was a five-year undergraduate at Yale, which was very generous on my father's part.  

 

I think the general understanding for me was when you got your bachelor's degree you were on 

your own. Your parents had done their part. So when I went to Harvard, I borrowed some 

money. My father also loaned me some money, which he then forgave when I got married, so it 

wasn't quite true that he wasn't helping support me in my master's work. And when I got to my 

PhD work, I made all that money by either scholarships or working. I think that was pretty 

common among my friends. Unless their parents were quite wealthy, I think they thought 

graduate school was your deal.  

 

It's an interesting time, because it's sort of the beginning of the time we're going to be talking 

about, with the loans through the National Defense Education Act. Is that right? 
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Yeah. It's true. Most of what I studied, I lived through as an adult. I guess you could say in 1940 

when I was born, there was hardly any federal role in education, but soon around the dinner table 

I was completely immersed in policy talk about local and even, to some extent, state policy. By 

the time I was ready to do my master's degree, which was in 1962 to '64, you had the Kennedy 

administration and then the assassination and then the Johnson administration. So anybody 

interested in education suddenly was focusing on the federal role. And certainly liberals who 

thought we're going to desegregate the schools, south and north, and we're going to help kids 

from poor families get better skills and get a better deal in schools and improve their schools. I 

don't know that when I was doing my master's degree in the teaching of English, I thought … I 

wasn't really a historian of education yet. It was after I got back from Warsaw and I got inspired 

by this book by Lawrence Cremin about the progressive education movement, that I decided I 

wanted to become a historian. In fact, Cremin wrote me after he got this strange letter from this 

principal in Warsaw and he said, "Come along and study. You do realize you're entering into a 

discipline called history, and you'll have to become a historian." (laughter) I thought, "Hot 

diggity!" I think I wanted to go back to the university. I think I wanted to go back to academics. I 

think my reaction to administration in schools was that I had under estimated how much I loved 

scholarship and I loved studying things. 

 

Hour 1/20:15 
Influence of Pillars of the Republic, Time at Wisconsin Educational Policy Studies, 
Beginning Interest in Standards and Assessments, Involvement with Policy 
Boards/Organizations 
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When I was in college, I thought professors of English at Yale University were not actually of 

the human species. They were just another species. You couldn't become one. They just existed. 

And so I never thought of becoming an academic until I got out of Yale. In those coming years, I 

thought – oh my gosh, maybe I can really do this. So that was that. But you're right to piece 

together the looming role of the federal government, which eventually became one of my 

subjects. 

 

Was it part of your PhD dissertation work? 

 

No. The dissertation work was definitely history of public schooling, but it was about New York 

City from 1750s to the 1850s, which was kind of an unusual span to go reach back into the 

colonial period and reach up toward the Civil War. [narrator’s note: A second book on the 

origins of our public schools was titled] Pillars of the Republic. And of all the things I've written, 

that's the one that has sold the most and is most widely used because it has proved useful as a 

text in history of education courses.  

 

So one of the things that's fun for me as a professional, especially as an aging walrus in the field, 

is to run into somebody that says, "Oh. I recognize that name. I read Pillars." And that's an 

entrée for me to say, "Really? That's great! That's wonderful. I'm glad you did. What do you do? 

What's your entry into the education field?"  

 

It was after that book, because of exactly the milieu you're talking about and all this excitement 

about the Johnson era and the federal entry into serious presence in local schools, that I thought 
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of doing a book on the federal role in education. That was kind of bouncing around in the back of 

my head during my first, like, ten years as an assistant professor. And I backed away from it – 

I'm not quite sure why – and just took up another topic altogether, which wasn't about the history 

of education even. It was about the history of publishing and reading. Maybe it was my English 

major coming back to me. 

 

So I had a second field. I ran into some people that were really great. Somebody invited me to a 

conference on the history of the book and I thought – boy, this is really great! And it will allow 

me to widen my horizons so that I'm not always dealing with formal education systems, but 

rather the uses of education and the uses of reading. So I came back to it much later. And I 

thought, when I get done with this big book on the history of print culture, which was my second 

book in the history of literacy, I'm going to do that book that I always wanted to do about the 

history of the federal role. 

 

In the meantime, I was in a department at Wisconsin called Educational Policy Studies. And I 

thought, well, that's fun. It's kind of like Noah's Ark. There's two historians and two sociologists 

and two anthropologists and they all are interested in policy. But some of them were more 

directly in it than others. And at that point, the field of policy studies was becoming a real 

discipline. So we had graduate students that were looking at our department and saying, yeah, 

that's nice. You got a philosopher who's interested in one policy topic and a sociologist who's 

interested in something else. And most of us had joint appointments in those departments. But 

where's your policy expert? So that department was trying to develop itself, and now has 
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developed itself into a more conventional policy study shop rather than a collection of people 

from different disciplines interested in it.  

 

I kept wondering what do I really have to do with policy except being an armchair theorist and 

telling my students, who know a little bit less about it than I do, my opinions? But I wrote some 

stuff during the 1980s on reading levels and tested reading ability, during a wave of publicity 

about how American scores were declining and the SATs [scholastic aptitude tests] were 

declining, all “Goosey-loosey, the sky is falling down! Our public schools are so awful."  

 

And so I started getting interested in that. It's actually quite hard to patch together scores on 

reading. I became associated with a skeptical view about this test score decline in the 1980s. I 

published that in some journals that get out to people in the field in policy. That proved to be an 

entrée. Basically our thesis was – if you look at this carefully enough you'll find out that all the 

alarmist talk about how most kids don't know how to find France on a map, or most kids don't 

know who the Secretary of State is in the United States, you'll find out that the same is true in 

their [the older] generation too. It's just that they're probably highly educated people who are in 

this argument and so they're thinking about what they knew. But if you look at the whole 

population, it's about as stupid (laughter), and the same was true. Not entirely. So that was that 

skeptical thesis. 

 

That got the attention of two different people that became friends. One was a guy named Irwin 

Kirsch at the Educational Testing Service, ETS, that does all this testing stuff. And one was 

Michael Feuer. This was, by now, in the late 1980s. They both thought – this guy's interested in 
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policy, but he's also interested in testing history and so forth. It might be fun to have him around 

the table. So at that point, I'd been involved in a lot of organizations like the American 

Educational Research Association, which also has a lot of interest in policy. I'd been on some 

boards that were commenting on various federal issues. And now, Irwin Kirsch wanted me to be 

on the board of the National Literacy Survey and some other things at ETS. And Michael Feuer 

got me involved in the highest level of policy I actually ever, myself, participated in, which was 

at the National Academy of Sciences’ research arm, which is called the National Research 

Council, the NRC, which is a big shop in Washington that investigates stuff for the Congress, or 

for other public agencies. They were starting something called the Board on Testing and 

Assessment. And so I was a charter member of that group and eventually became its vice chair. 

This got me on airplanes a lot and around tables a lot talking to people like the ones who I met – 

already knew and then met – on the board of this project we're talking about right now – the 

States’ Influence [editor’s correction: “Impact”] on Federal Education Policy Program [editor’s 

correction: “Project”]. So people like Jack Jennings, who had been the counsel, that is, the 

lawyer for the House Committee on Education and Labor for twenty-seven years, I think. 

Christopher Cross, a Republican – I say that because it's so easy to fall into saying, "Oh, yeah. I 

knew all these people in policy," and realize that they were all Democrats. Chris Cross was a 

moderate liberal, Republican staffer; later was, among many other things, chairman of the school 

board of the State of Maryland. So he had all kinds of wonderful things that he knew about.  

 

That made me into a person who was a historian, who really had an entrée into the policy talkers 

– the chattering class of our policy dialogue. And I've enjoyed that a lot. As time went along, I 

probably related less and less – not that I didn't care – but less to history departments, which I 
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was also a member of, and less to the history conferences in that context, and more and more to 

interdisciplinary study of education policy.  

 

Can you give us, as the historian in this project, a little bit of the history of federalism and how 

it's structured and how that changed, maybe from the angle of states' impact, if there was any in 

that early change? I'm thinking about maybe starting with the '60s that you mentioned. 

 

You and I talked earlier before we started taping about perhaps getting some discussion in here 

about what do we mean by impact, and what did this project mean? What was it up to? So maybe 

I'll start with that and then get to the chronological part? 

 

Perfect. 

 

When I got on this board, and I was much attracted to the board because it had these really 

interesting people on the board that Gordon Ambach had collected and he said, "Will you come, 

Carl? I'm going to ask Jack Jennings and I'm going to ask Chris Cross and Peg Goertz," who's a 

wonderful researcher at Penn, who was in a big policy shop for many, many years – still is – 

good statistician, good thinker about policy – and Lynn Olson, who was then the editor-in-chief 

of Education Week, which is a very good professional newspaper. She is a very smart person and 

now works for the Gates Foundation. 

 

Hour 1/30:00 
Involvement with SIFEPP Project, Complexities in State/Federal Educational Impact on 
Each Other, National Reform Movement/American Comprehensive High School 
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So they were all gathering in Albany. I thought – this is a hoot! (laughter) You know, I like these 

people. I like being around them. And the Albany State Archives [editor’s correction: New York 

State Archives] staff was also really good. I liked it. I learned a lot about archives from these 

people, and I'd been working in them for, you know, forty years. They took us behind the scenes, 

and some of these people showed us about lifting signatures out of documents. Albany had had 

a great, disastrous fire at one point, so they had a lot of documents that were either half burnt or 

waterlogged or something like that. So they showed us behind-the-scenes at the archives, 

working on those things.  

 

So the project was about the impact of states on the feds. And that is a provocative title for an 

archival project because most people think – and this is why Gordon started a project to think 

otherwise – most people think of the arrow going in the other direction – the impact of federal 

policy on states, especially if you think about the most controversial and conflictual episodes of 

this, like desegregation. So we think – well, the federal government was doing the virtuous thing 

and the states were resisting it because they had segregated schools, and they invoked all these 

traditions of local control to try to protect themselves from having to have integrated schools. 

Well, that and the issues more generic about, “Federal aid means federal control” and, "We don't 

want federal control because we live in Idaho and they don't understand us in Washington," and 

so forth, are the way a lot of people have thought about this thing. What Gordon wanted to – I 

guess it'd be like the chemist in the back of the archives – he wanted to lift up that part of the 

reality that was much more complicated and was different forms of impact that states could have 

on federal policy. And I was sympathetic with that, because in my work on the federal role, one 
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of the themes that I'm pursuing is, it's been a perpetual effort from the federal point of view about 

how to calibrate the amount of federal control we have. Let's say, we're very earnest about 

having good vocational education in the schools, and we know something about it. And we're 

going to pass a law that says we'll give you money if you want to apply for it. You don't have to 

apply, but we'll give you money. But if you do, you have to do the following new kinds of 

innovations in vocational education. How far should you go being prescriptive about that before 

you encounter too much resistance from local districts and states who want to have control of 

their own curriculum and don't want the federal government to be dictating what's to happen?  

 

So the complexities of this impact thing is – there are also times when the states are innovating 

on their own say-so, with no relationship to the federal government. Take an example. 

Massachusetts developed special education, education for kids with disabilities,  ahead of the 

federal government. And their programs were seen to be quite exemplary. Some of those 

programs, in concept or even in language, become federal policy because somebody says, 

"Here's a great example." The listeners to this interview may think of the great debate about 

Obamacare in our own time, and again, it was Massachusetts who had tried a program of care 

that was very similar to what the feds did when it came about. There are opponents that think 

that was a really bad idea. But the point was that the direction of influence there was from the 

state to the feds.  

 

So, Gordon, having been a very central and highly respected Commissioner of Education in the 

State of New York for many years – I don't know how many – probably fifteen or so, that's a 

guess – and then the executive director of all of the chief state school officers in their 
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organization in Washington and therefore right smack up against federal policy, knew that there 

was much more to it than just the states reacting to existing federal policy or reacting to proposed 

legislation and so forth. He knew that the national organization of chiefs [CCSSO] also acted as 

a clearinghouse for national developments – what's going on that's really great in bilingual 

education? Well, look what they're doing in Colorado, look what they're doing in New Mexico, 

look what they're doing in the state of California, and let's share that. Let's publicize best 

practice. That's influence of the states, and that can filter upward. That's one of the things I'm 

most intrigued about, because it's the exact opposite direction of the arrow that most people have 

their eye on. 

 

My favorite example is of Governor Orville Faubus. Those of you who know something about 

the history of race relations know that he was the governor of Arkansas who opposed integration 

in the state and more particularly in Little Rock. And he did it during General Eisenhower's time 

as president. It was a very, very famous fight. So Orville Faubus, who had started out as a 

moderate but he got pushed and pushed and pushed further to the segregationist view because he 

was afraid he was going to lose his office, because it just got so intense, turns out to be, in 

history, known as a great, racist governor, I mean, as a famous, racist governor. Well, it turns out 

that there are different compartments of your brain and different policy areas, and he was very 

intent on providing services for kids with disabilities in Arkansas. He started a state residential 

school and he attracted a very skilled, talented guy, whose name I don't recall, who became their 

director of Special Education Services in Arkansas. He came to the attention of the Kennedy 

family, who as many people may know, had a special interest in special education because there 

were, I guess, two different examples of people with mental disabilities in their family, and 
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[they] were big supporters, both in philanthropy and in government policy about moving ahead 

in the early '60s.  

 

Before that time, federal policy at least, and most states, thought that the education of kids with 

disabilities was principally for deaf kids and blind kids, and with some other physical handicaps. 

But they hadn't done very much about cognitive disabilities. So it was at that turning point, the 

cusp of that. Who do the Kennedys start admiring? This guy in Arkansas. Who do they bring to 

the federal government to be their guru about special education? This guy from Arkansas. 

[narrator’s note: see David B. Ray.  See Elizabeth F. Shores, “The Arkansas Choldren’s Colony 

at Conway: A Springboard for Federal Policy on Special Education,” Arkansas Historical 

Quarterly  57: 4 (Winter, 1998): 408—434] So personnel shifts from the states to the federal 

government can be another form of impact, which is a little different than just saying – oh, they 

got a good law in Idaho. Why don't we imitate that?  

 

Same thing happened – at one point, the deputy commissioner of education for higher education – 

so that's just one rank down from the top position of commissioner – he was the guy who did that 

in New York State. [narrator’s note: Peter Muirhead. See obit, NYTimes, Feb. 16, 1986.] They 

said that guy's so good at it. He really knows about equity and he really knows about student 

fellowships and all this kind of stuff. So they hired him in the Office of Education to bring his 

knowledge from New York to the government in Washington. 

 

Those are some of these examples. The other area that's further complex is – I verged on it when 

we were talking about Gordon presiding over a group in Washington who wasn't always talking 
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about federal developments – but about national trends. So there is out there, across the country 

and known to people across many, many states, a whole body of stuff about best practice, fads, 

concerns, movements, like home schooling, like the comprehensive American high school, 

which was very much in the national culture and had nothing to do with the federal government. 

I'm using very disparate examples because they are very disparate. The American comprehensive 

high school, which sounded to a lot of people like – hasn't it always been that way? But in the 

1950s, this guy, James Conant, wrote a book called The American High School Today and he 

said the best schools in America today are large high schools, so you ought to centralize your 

districts. They offer a wide variety of ability levels, but they're not tracked. They're not like 

German schools where you put the working class kids over here and the middle-class parents' 

kids over here, or you put the able kids over here and the less able kids over there. They're 

democratic. They're in the spirit of Thomas Jefferson. And he wrote voluminously on this, and 

had some impact in something that was happening demographically anyway. High school 

attendance was going up, and it was drawing in many, many more students who were probably 

not college-bound. The demographics were getting bigger. Schools were getting bigger. 

 

Hour 1/40:05 
Congressional Influence on Education Policy, National Culture of Reform, Comparisons of 
International Educational Systems 
 
 

So, there was a seedtime for the American comprehensive high school that went all the way 

across the country. You might call that a national reform movement, but it had very little to do 

with the federal government. There are some that are hybrids, like charter schools today, started 

mostly in the states. Most of the chartering agencies are states or some agent on behalf of a state, 
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like a university Ed school or something. And the federal government got into it later, because 

they thought – whoa! That's innovation. That's good. And besides, we have constituents who are 

thinking that market forces are also good. More choices for parents are also good. And so that 

was a common meeting ground for liberals and conservatives for quite a while about charter 

schools. Now there's been somewhat more energetic debate about it. But at first, it seemed like 

the perfect thing for the federal government to latch onto. But it had been started in the states. 

Maybe that's enough on kinds of influence. I'm sure there are many others. 

 

Well, it seems to me that there are things that then influence the states, too. And it's kind of hard 

perhaps, to talk about the states as a monolith as well, because each state has its localities and 

its districts and its own social movements. 

 

Right. A student of mine did a paper for me under a contract from the people that were 

supporting my big project on the history of the federal role [narrator’s note: through the Spencer 

Foundation]. I hired three different people to write histories of what it looked like from below –

what did it look like in Boston when the federal government started getting more active? This 

person that I'm thinking of at the moment, David Gamson, did a wonderful bunch of papers for 

me on Santa Clara County in California, which includes San Jose, which has a very large 

working-class Latino population, but also Silicon Valley. So it's a very kind of yeasty place, in 

terms of dialogue and varying incomes and all this kind of stuff. He pointed out that when the 

National Defense Education Act came about, usually described as a national and a federal 

response to the launching of Sputnik by the Soviet Union – that's the simple story about it. But 

he said the receptivity of the audience in the states for that thing – now it's doubly complicated – 
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the first level of what you have to worry about when you're trying to pass a federal law is you 

have to get the people in the Congress to vote for it. And as some wag told me once – those 

people were not born in Washington. They come from someplace! So people in Congress are 

quite ambivalent about their jobs when it comes to saying – how energetic should the federal role 

in education be? Because as representatives from the great state of Colorado, say, they're 

concerned about Colorado's prerogatives to run its own school system – whatever list of things it 

is that they say are properly done by the states. Curriculum in the 1950s when Sputnik went up 

was one of them. They didn't think that the feds should be telling the states what to do, 

specifically in biology or hiring teachers or a whole lot of things that are kind of internal, they 

thought, to communities and states. 

 

So the first thing you have to do is get consensus in the Congress. So you can't think – oh, the 

feds are those people and the people from the states are these people, because they're the same 

people! So you can imagine that you have this kind of doublethink when you're a 

Congressperson. When you're home, you think one way. When you go to Washington you think 

– we are members of Congress and when we make a law about something and give money for it, 

we ought to ensure that the people who get the money are actually doing what we tell them to do 

with it.  

 

So one of the great issues in the history of the federal role in education is how prescriptive 

should we get. Should we say you have to just fix that urban school. You're not doing a good job. 

Fix it any way you like. Or should we say, as more recently we have said, even now in the 

Obama administration – no. There are four ways you can fix a high school, and you’ve got to 
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choose one of them or we're going to hold your money back. You’ve got to do what we say 

because we know better. That is kind of an example of pushing on the side of prescriptiveness.  

 

On the side of laissez-faire, the National Defense Education Act way back in the 1950s is a good 

example. Smart people in Washington said this won't go down in the states unless we make the 

states our partners. We're going to administer it through the states. Plans for the national defense 

education grants are going to come through the states. The money's going to come back through 

the state offices. And the districts are going to have quite a bit of latitude about how they spend 

that NDEA [National Defense Education Act] money. 

 

Anyway, back to Gamsun, he pointed out that a lot of the values that are embedded in the NDEA 

federal law were part of the national culture of education reform at that time. It wasn't dreamed 

up by the feds. It was more guidance counselors, more careful identification of the most talented 

kids, which was part of the themes of the 1950s – we've got to get back doing science as well as 

the Soviets do, and so forth.  

 

So, in talking about all the complexities of forms of impact, you have not only the levels of 

government – federal, state, local, and some intermediate. Some states have very heavy 

involvement of counties or other kinds of districts – but you also have the informal culture, 

which is [when] people in California read what's going on in New England and vice versa, and 

so forth, across the country.  
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And so [this is] one of the final complexities we ought to talk about, because there's risk of 

academics saying, "Everything is complex. You can't explain anything. All you can do is point at 

complexity." One of the things besides all the give-and-take, back-and-forth, between formal 

levels of government is a national culture of reform. Smart educators, trying to imitate other 

people, they're under pressure to have their schools perform well and they want to know how to 

spend our money. Does small class size work? I don't know. Let's look at what they're doing in 

this state or that state. Sometimes they look at research, but they also want to look at best 

practice. There are a lot of organizations that do that besides Gordon's old organization, the 

[Council of] Chief State School Officers [CCSSO]. There are many other organizations that do 

this kind of gathering up information about how to run schools.  

 

I'm curious about your thoughts on history and this system of federalism, and the founding 

fathers actually saying nothing about the role of federal government in education, and that 

leading to this very complex system of influence and players in all different areas and aspects. 

 

Good. In writing my book on the history of the federal role in education, I've become more and 

more persuaded of this complexity and of probably the permanence of that complexity. So a lot 

of people compare the United States to other school systems, many of which outscore us. You 

know, the most prevalent kind of comparisons across nations right now is test scores. And that 

has been since the 1980s when we started getting more and more test scores that were 

comparable across nations, and the United States wasn't doing as well as we thought we should 

and so forth. But the systems are a little harder to rate.  
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Nonetheless, it's quite clear that systems in some European nations and some Asian nations, 

many – France, Italy are sterling examples – South Korea, Japan – they have ministry systems, 

which means it's a much more top-down system, easier to understand because there's more 

direction from above and there's more downward motion of policy, so that the regional 

organizations pretty much enact a national curriculum with a set of national examinations and so 

forth. And then local schools enact what those regional levels tell them.  

 

When I lived in Australia for example, in the 1980s, for eleven or twelve weeks, I thought it was 

interesting that there were no school boards. I don't know if there are today, frankly, but I'm not a 

comparativist. So the national government mattered a lot, and the state agencies were quite 

important also. But the direction from the state education agency, the next stopping point was a 

school. So when my kids entered Australian schools, policy came to them from the state agency, 

which was heavily influenced by the Australian National Ministry.  

 

Hour 1/50:00 
Reasons for Decentralized American Educational Systems, Effects of Federal Intervention 
on State and Local Governments 
 
 

A woman who did some comparisons of French and English and American systems said – there's 

so many points of entry of influence in the United States that are either muted or completely 

absent in France. France's system is not only top-down, every per pupil cost, except adjusted for 

cost of living from one province to another, every kid has the same amount of money spent on 

him across the whole country. And I said, "Is that really true?" She said, "It's really true." There's 

a formula for why it's more expensive to educate somebody in Paris than in a tiny town in the 
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south, but otherwise it's all controlled. And more importantly, everybody's doing the same 

curriculum and all that stuff. She said it's not just more top-down, it's more professionalized. The 

Ministry of Education – it's more impervious than the whole structure of education authority in 

the United States. She said there's nothing like the religious impact on education in France. If it 

was, it would probably be Catholic, but it's not. It's not there. There's no entry point for that.  

 

So why did the United States develop this way? We think now, because the federal government 

has gotten more active, that the United States is looking more like those systems. But the people 

that try and study actual levels of centralization report that the United States is, among 

industrialized nations across Asia and Europe, one of the most decentralized systems in the 

world. Whether that's a good thing or a bad thing, I don't know. But you could say it's good, in 

just a general sense of America's own history. And so I tried to kind of put together some quick 

reasons why we're more decentralized than France or Korea. 

 

One is [that] those nations are much smaller. They're more akin to our states in terms of 

geographical size, number of people involved and so forth. So you'd think maybe we should 

compare France to California, not to the United States. And that's a point I think some people 

haven't really focused on very much. 

 

The second one is our origins. We were thirteen colonies, and they were very, very wary of 

getting together. And so the revolution was fought by some very reluctant allies, and people that 

didn't want to think there was going to be a whole lot of government across those states when we 

got all done and we got free from England. Now I don't want to overemphasize that because by 
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the time the Constitution came around only ten years later, a little less than ten years after the 

war, there were forces put together that did put some glue on the states. But it was slow going, 

and it's always been a very heartfelt, continuing dialogue in the United States as to how much we 

are one nation and how much we are thirteen states or fifty states. 

 

After World War II, the forces seemed to be going more in the direction of unifying the nation. 

Those are the things that don't have to do with our political traditions. They have to do with 

demography and global politics and so forth. So in the Depression emergency and the World 

War II emergencies right smack dab on top of each other, almost, people got used to the fact that 

the federal government had to step in. Well, not everybody thought that FDR [Franklin Delano 

Roosevelt] had to step in as much as he did, so there was still this same dialogue going on 

between Republicans and Democrats, fiercely during that time. World War II less so, because it's 

just a tradition. If you're at war, it's a crisis and people supported it.  

 

So people got used to very strong federal interventions about mobilizing the population at home, 

about rationing food and so forth, as happened all over the world that was involved in the war. 

But by the time we got out of World War II, the federal government was ten times as big – not 

ten percent bigger – but ten times as big as it had been in the late 1930s. And everybody thought 

– well, my God, it got that way because of the war. Let's get it back down, get it back down, get 

it back down. Well, they got it back down more like ten percent, not tenfold. There just wasn't 

any way it was going to be reduced.  
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So that was a launching place for a more active role for the federal government. Take for 

instance, war mobilization. They started military depots, supply places, for personnel training. 

There were of course, boot camps and all that kind of stuff, army bases for personnel. But there 

were also just supply depots. In my hometown in Schenectady, there was a navy base and an 

army base. I had a paper route at the navy base. It was right up the road from me. So every day I 

would go and deliver newspapers there and sell them to people that worked there. Those places 

didn't evaporate after the war. They were established. They had a workforce. People thought – 

Oh my God, now we're in the cold war. We're under threat from the Soviets. We're not going to 

demobilize all this stuff. We've got a military that's ten times what it was before the 1930s, and 

we're going to keep it that way! 

 

So there was all this federal presence just in the kind of literal federal presence in towns, but 

there was also a certain habituation to the federal government. They ran all the research about 

weaponry and all this stuff. On every side the government had grown. America was part of a 

global economy. People started thinking a little bit more about America as a unit, and the states 

have to kind of join in and then be part of that unit called the United States, when you're thinking 

about international leadership. 

 

And then finally it seems that education was simply more important. It was on every politician's 

agenda by the '80s, by the 1980s. Governors had eschewed any interest in it. People in education 

had consciously tried to isolate education from all other political issues. They elected their 

school boards in a different season on a different ballot. They refused in most states to allow 

people to run as Democrats or Republicans for school boards, and so forth and so on. Now that 
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started getting drawn in more as mayors and governors decided that education was way up there 

on their agenda, either because their economics depended on it or their race relations depended 

on improving education for people of color and so forth. All of those forces seemed to go on the 

side of more federal influence in education. 

 

At the same time, because the feds pushed on desegregation, the arguments for local and state 

control became tainted by their use as a way to protect segregation, because the most prominent 

issue that was at play when you heard people talk about states' rights from the Brown decision in  

'54  and ‘55– well into the '70s and '80s, which was the period of – that was a big, long haul, a 

big slog. And most people thought when you said, “states' rights in education,” those are the 

people that don't want to desegregate their schools. 

 

Those are the racists. 

 

Right. So there is still a strong tradition, and was at the time, a tradition of this stuff that wasn't 

dependent on the race issue. Eisenhower is an example. Eisenhower was not very enlightened 

about race. He was basically a southerner. He grew up in Kansas, Abilene. But his military 

training at West Point was very largely with southerners. A lot of his golf partners were 

southerners. He was very sympathetic to the South about going slow on integration and being, 

himself, quite ambivalent about the Brown decision. But Eisenhower also thought, on the other 

side of his brain someplace, that school boards and local control were a great part of American 

democracy. Just think of Eisenhower not thinking about South versus North, but just think of 

Eisenhower sitting at his desk or trying to write a speech or something like that about, let's say 
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Fargo, North Dakota. And he's saying school board is an important way of participating in 

democracy. It's appropriate that they would control their schools. He didn't believe in big 

government anyway. He was a fiscal conservative. Maybe it was tainted by his attitudes about 

the South, but it existed anyway.  

 

Hour 1/59:15 
Current Federal Presence in Local Schools, Importance of State and Local Involvement in 
Education  
 
 

And another great spokesperson for this view was James Conant, the guy who wrote the book 

about the comprehensive American high school, who had been the president of Harvard, and was 

in the '50s, probably the most famous educational reformer in the country. And he was very 

ambivalent about the National Defense Education Act, even though he had been one of the 

leaders in science during World War II. He really was concerned about improving our science 

education. But he and Eisenhower were great friends and part of it was bonding about the local 

control system.  

 

So there is that strain still available to us. It's not for historians to predict the future, but it is an 

interesting time in education governance right now, because two things are both true. One is the 

federal government has a much greater presence in local schools today than it has before. The 

real impact day-by-day in classrooms of No Child Left Behind and the Obama version of it is as 

intrusive as anything we've ever done except desegregating the schools. Desegregating schools 

was a much more emotional issue.  
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We still have that tradition of local and states are the right place to put the emphasis. A much 

more positive way to put it, instead of talking about conflict, is to say almost everybody in 

education, even avid federal policy advocates, think that you've got to find a way to keep 

innovation, energy, and commitment going on the local level and on the state level. And that's 

the most positive thing about this American tradition. It's much stronger in the United States than 

it is elsewhere. So instead of thinking of this as just an awful mess that doesn't work, we ought to 

think of it as a system that combines what I call the “alter egos” of federalism, which is localism, 

engagement, the value of local participation and local democratic control, versus central values, 

which include minority rights for one thing, which are housed largely in the federal Constitution 

and are done better by the federal level than they are locally, unfortunately. But also people who 

believe in the efficiency of the national level doing curriculum development, and so forth. Those 

are still at play, and the story is, I'm guessing, in the future, going to contain some measure of 

that tension between local, state, federal, no matter which direction we go in. We seem to be 

going right now into a new and interesting phase of national curriculum and national assessment. 

We'll get to that maybe later in the talk. 

 

Okay. That's where we're going to end this first hour. 
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HOUR 2 

 

Hour 2/00:00 
Introduction of Aid to Federally Impacted Areas (Impact Aid), Congress's Support of 
Impact Aid, Aid - No Regulation/Aid With Regulation/Regulation - No Aid 
 
 
 

This is hour number two of my interview with Carl Kaestle on the states' impact on federal 

education policy, on October 11th, 2013. So let's talk this hour about the significant stories and 

examples of this impact in a chronological historical manner. 

 

Great. I thought I'd start with the biggest innovation in federal aid after World War II – it 

actually started during World War II – that still exists, but it's not very well known to the public, 

but it has a good meaning. In 1940, the mobilization for war had gotten sufficiently advanced so 

that it became evident that when the federal government moved into a community to build a 

munitions plant to produce weapons or an army base, and they had children and their children 

were going to schools. They also had sick people who were going to go to hospitals. They also  

needed housing – that the federal property didn't pay any taxes. And so this property was 

galloping under federal control. And at the same time, those installations were producing school 

kids and sick people and people who needed federal housing. 

 

So it only seemed to the Congress fair to compensate the districts for those lost taxes, so they 

did. I mean, it was just a swap. That was called Aid to Federally Impacted Areas or, as it became 

known in Congress – impact aid. And, it was supposed to be temporary. But like a lot of federal 

laws, the districts got used to the money. And there were a lot of districts. So I think by the end 
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of the war – I don’t have these statistics – but a pretty healthy chunk of districts around the 

country and in almost every state had some kind of impact money. And eventually, something 

close to half the states [districts] had some impact money, as the decades went on and the thing 

continued and continued.  

 

So, after the war, there was this money still coming in because the bases were still there. The 

training things were [there], Fort Bragg was still there. The navy depot that I had my paper route 

at was still there, and those kids came to class. I remember them. So impact aid continued after 

the war, and it was an example of federal aid with very little regulation. There were only two 

bills: one was for construction and maintenance of buildings, and the other was for the operation 

of programs. Period. [There was] very little guidance on this thing.  

 

So it raises an interesting issue, because in the 1950s then, when almost no bill for federal aid 

other than this could get through, that all federal aid was for native Americans who had a special 

relationship with the federal government, and vocational education, which is a complete 

anomaly. In World War I, they started giving federal money to vocational education and they 

continued right on up. It was completely administered by the states. It was not controversial.  

The Congress liked it and so forth, so I won't go into that much.  

 

But those were the two programs, and then came impact aid, which was more money and was 

almost not regulated at all. So it raises the question – can you have federal aid without federal 

control? And when they looked at impact aid, they thought –yeah, we're already doing it. 

Nobody's complaining about this. Nobody getting impact aid said, “Oh, those feds, they're 
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coming in and changing it." The big thing that was controversial about impact aid is that over 

time, over long periods of time, almost none of the presidents liked it. They didn't get much bang 

out of that buck. But Congressional people did, and they kept overriding presidents, overriding 

vetoes of presidents, increasing the budget for impact aid because they just loved it. It was like 

pork. But the controversial things were, frankly, kind of boring, except to the people involved. It 

depended on – shall we include people who work on federal property but don't live on federal 

property? That was called Category B instead of Category A, where you actually lived and 

worked on it, and so forth.  

 

And the states liked it. 

 

Yeah, the states liked it. Even if you're a Congressperson in a district where you didn't get impact 

aid but three of your friends did and you think – I don't lose anything by voting for Harry and 

Tom and Betty. I'm going to vote for impact aid to be a good guy.  

 

So, then in the '50s what the big educational organizations like the National Education 

Association and liberal Democrats had wanted forever was general aid to districts, by which they 

meant no strings attached. And even one prominent Republican, Bob Taft – he was called Mr. 

Republican. He was the majority leader in the Senate, and he was supposed to be kind of the gold 

standard in Republican opposition to federal stuff. But he loved data. And some people on the 

side of advocacy of federal general aid got to him and said – you know, Bob, you're a good guy. 

You believe in the American principles of equality, and if kids can't get up to the starting line 

together, then that's not equality. And over some period of a couple of years, they got Bob Taft to 
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vote for federal housing and federal aid to education. And I think it was him – maybe not – 

maybe some other advocate said, “What we want to do is get a bag full of money, run up to the 

state line, drop it, and run away. That's the only kind of aid I want,” he said. (laughter)  

 

So that's what they were trying to sell this for, and the Congress wouldn't buy it. The Congress 

said we're not just going to give the districts money and no strings attached. So some liberals 

didn’t even like it, and the conservatives didn't like it because it was federal aid to education. So 

nothing like impact aid quite happened. But if you think of a little diagram that says, “Aid – No 

Regulation,” “Aid – With Regulation,”  “Regulation – No Aid," you've got an interesting kind of 

prospect because all three of those things have happened. 

 

So, “Aid – No Regulation” was impact aid, in reality. And it was what all these people wanted, 

but couldn't get in the '40s and '50s, anymore than they got it in the '20s and '30s. There had been 

general aid to education bills for decades, and they just never could get over the balance of what 

people called the three R's:  Race – because the southerners saw it as a way that feds would 

eventually come after them about integration and they were quite right about that. Religion – the 

Catholics thought they wouldn't get anything, or at least not enough. And what they called Reds 

– that is, big government, fear, anti-communism, all that kind of stuff. Big government? No, no, 

no, we don't want that. So they never could quite get enough people to jump that line from the 

three R's. So that would be "Aid – No Regulation." There probably are some other examples. 

 

Then, how about "Regulation – No Aid”? You think, how are they going to get away with that? 

Often it's imposed by a court. The Brown decision doesn't give money to anybody. Then 
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Congress finally came along and said – okay, we'll have something called the Emergency 

Schools Assistance Act – ESAA. And that gave some money, not huge amounts of money, to 

districts to offset the cost of desegregating the schools. So it was kind of like a nudge. But it 

wasn't as if it really mattered, because the law said you have to do this. So that's one example of 

no aid, but regulation. 

 

Some other things that have come about. The Lau decision – L-A-U – was the decision that said 

all school districts in the country – and we're not giving you money to do this – all districts must 

accommodate English language learners. There's a lot of latitude about how you did it, but you 

have to do it and we're not giving you money to do it. So that happened sometimes. Some things 

were regulatory and they don't come with money. It's common in Congress to call those 

unfunded mandates – you're demanding that we do something, and you're not giving us resources 

to do it. It’s pretty unpopular politically, so it usually doesn't emanate from the Congress. It 

usually emanates from the court. 

 

We'll get to this a little bit more later, why. The general mode got to be the third category, which 

was "Aid with some regulations," and that happened really in the critical '60s years between 

Kennedy and Johnson. And it's because the Congress found that you couldn't ever pass general 

aid bills, no strings attached, but you could pass categorical bills that said the government will 

give you money. You don't have to take it. We're not forcing you. But if you do, you've got to do 

X, Y and Z, exactly. You've got to do what we tell you to do with it." And that would be, in 

theory, what was in the National Defense Education Act. That's called categorical aid. It was 
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when it was passed, for math and science and languages. It was not for English or physical 

education or what have you, or music. 

 

Hour 2/10:00 
Implementation of NDEA as Categorical Program, Educational Issues During 
Kennedy/Johnson Administrations 
 
 

It became some of those things, but only when it legislated and changed the regulations to do it. 

So that's called categorical aid, and that became, in general, the mode in which the feds worked.  

 

So we've moved from the impact aid, which is a bit of an anomaly, and it's a weird one because it 

started out as something you'd think was an emergency of war. And then it got so popular, it just 

got embedded in congressional ways and they just said – we don't care that we're not doing 

anything else like this. We love it. We're not going to obey the president's budget. Every time he 

reduces it, we're going to increase it.  

 

Then, the thing that changed this constant refusal to otherwise do general aid to education in the 

'40s and the '50s – the idea about bringing that bag of money up to the states and just dropping it 

and letting them do whatever they want to with it – trust the states – that broke with the Sputnik 

episode. Some people think it's too simple an explanation. It probably would have happened 

anyway, you know, the cold war was there. People like Conant were around saying we need to 

increase science. So it might have happened. But this did just tip the Congress enough so that 

they got the bill through at that time. President Eisenhower said at one point – he wasn't a fan of 

it. He actually didn't like it very much, despite having been the General of all of our armies in 
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World War II. He told one of his aides – you slap the word defense on any bill you got now, you 

can get it through Congress; they're all just panicking.  And Eisenhower was not a man to panic. 

And he thought that they could have done something about education without the federal 

government getting so involved.  

 

But the people that made – 1958 – the National Defense Education Act – crafted it as a 

categorical program. It had language training in it, not some other things. So if you took the 

money, you had to do language training. They used a velvet glove for this, so that they sent it 

through the states, and the states were in charge of the implementation of it and so forth and so 

on. How much good it did is very, very hard to estimate. By today's standards, and even by the 

standards of the big, big bill that was to come in the 1960s, the NDEA wasn't so much money. 

But it was a substantial move forward. And despite the crisis air of Sputnik, in its 

implementation it was a cautious successful move of the feds collaborating with the states. And 

many people thought it was a successful bill. It certainly did, probably, increase the amount of 

foreign language training. The use of language labs with tapes and so forth, was promoted by it. 

It promoted a lot of curriculum development in science and math studies, some of which were 

famously unsuccessful like the new math, which proved to be good for the smart kids and not so 

good for most of the other kids. But as my former post-doc Gamson, pointed out, it was 

consistent with the national mood. It was consistent with the cold war fears. It was consistent 

with the notion of – let's get a lot of guidance counselors in there and have ability grouping in 

our high schools, and make sure the smart kids aren't being left out, and that kind of stuff. So the 

National Defense Education Act established the wisdom in Congress of going the categorical 

route. 
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And by and large, the states, if one could talk about them as a single entity, reacted positively to 

this? 

 

Yeah. I think the receptivity to NDEA was positive. I'm not a big expert on this. I know a lot 

about California from Gamson, and he thought the superintendents were very enthusiastic about 

it because they were all into the same stuff already. It was part of their national culture – 

consolidate the districts, have bigger districts, have bigger schools so you can have not only 

more kinds of subjects like advanced math and all the sciences and so forth, but – well I've 

already said it – that they liked the idea about guidance and large schools.  

 

So this is federal aid with a bit of federal control. 

 

Yeah, yeah, right, with not too much federal control. And it was voluntary. You had to apply to 

get one. Not everybody got NDEA automatically. Title I that comes later in the '60s with ESEA 

[Elementary and Secondary Education Act] is different. All districts get it if they have a certain 

concentration of poor families. 

 

Okay, so if you move to the John Kennedy era, which was after all just three years after the 

NDEA was passed, so it was barely off the blocks at that point. It takes a year or so to start 

shoveling the money out and getting a mechanism involved in how to monitor what's going on. 

So by '60/'61, there was some National Defense Education Act federal money out there.  

 



Carl Kaestle: Hour 2  44 SIFEPP Oral History Project 
 

 

When Kennedy came in, although we think Eisenhower was a Republican era and Kennedy was 

a Democrat and a liberal, it is not true that Kennedy was very strong, at first, on civil rights. And 

poverty was not a theme of his education legislation. The Kennedy education push for K-12, 

which is what I know the most about – higher education is quite a different kettle of fish, and we 

haven't been talking about that much this morning – but for the elementary and secondary 

schools, the Kennedy bill was, just to put it simply, an innovation in one way, in that they made 

it an “omnibus bill,” which is jargon in Washington and among historians now, for a bill that 

tries to pull together everything into one bill, hoping that thereby you will get the support of all 

the people that want all those different pieces. So have vocational education in there, have the 

Higher Education Act in there, have this in there and that in there. And that bill failed for a 

variety of reasons. Kennedy wasn't that big on education. He was engaged in an awful lot of 

other things at that point, so he wasn't putting great emphasis on it. I guess, more importantly, it 

was about the economy and so the theme was kind of fuzzy, I think, and it didn't sell particularly 

well in Congress. 

 

The key factor, however, was that Kennedy was a Catholic. Kennedy was elected as a Catholic 

president. He wanted to prove so clearly that he was not beholden to the Vatican, that he was 

more opposed to Catholic school aid as a president than any president had been before. That is; 

there's an old phrase in French, "Plus Catholique que le Pape?" – that is, "Could anybody be 

more Catholic than the Pope?" And it's used generically just to mean somebody like – you're 

even more than the gold standard. 
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Kennedy was the exact opposite. He was so less Catholic than the Pope. He was less Catholic 

than the Catholics. And so he wouldn't cooperate with the compromises that would have been 

necessary to get those bills through. He just stood at arm's length from his aides, trying to 

convince the Catholic legislators that they could vote for this bill. And so that was one of the 

three R's, the famous three R's, and he lost on that one.  

 

He got more liberal as he was going along. Many Kennedy fans think he might have withheld us 

from Vietnam. He might have done this. He might have done that. He certainly was getting more 

engaged in civil rights by the end of his term – I mean, sorry, before the assassination – although 

somewhat being pushed into it.  

 

So I say all that to say, it was a big shift to Johnson, but the Kennedy precedent should be 

recognized, because once you got rid of the Catholic issue – I mean, Kennedy essentially 

sacrificed himself on this issue to prove to the nation that they could be comfortable with a 

Catholic president. And that was a service to the cause of big education bills because you could 

then go and try and negotiate with them. And that's what happened in the Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act in the Johnson years.  

 

But Johnson came in as a much more aggressive and very skilled legislator, so he had an 

advantage over Kennedy in that regard. Secondly, he got fully behind the notion of equal 

opportunity and having schools be part of the War on Poverty. And that was a new thing. There 

was a guy, a famous economist that worked for the Kennedy people and then carried over into 

the Johnson people [narrator’s note: Walter Heller] – and he circulated a memo to all the 
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cabinet heads. And he said we're thinking of a new campaign. We haven't quite got a name for it 

yet. We're thinking of calling it, “Better Access Into Affluence." And when I saw that, I just 

roared because I thought Yeah? How about War on Poverty? (laughter) And he's a famous guy – 

I can't remember his name right now. It will come to me. So that was kind of funny.  

 

Hour 2/20:00 
Educational Shifts from Eisenhower to Kennedy/Johnson, Impact of Civil Rights 
Movement/Shift to Emphasis on Poverty, Guidelines for Title I Funds, States' Misuse of 
Title I Funds 
 
 

At any rate, the War on Poverty and the Elementary and Secondary Education Act were kind of 

together. And we should mention, of course, that Kennedy had introduced a pretty good Civil 

Rights Act, certainly much better than the one that passed during Eisenhower's time – and I won't 

go into what the components are of a tougher civil rights law – but the civil rights law deserves 

to be attributed to Kennedy, gotten through by Johnson. So that was the first thing that came 

along in the early years, just after Johnson was elected in his own right, I think. I'm not sure. It's 

a '64 law, the Civil Rights law.  

 

And relative to education, it has in it Title VI, which says, "No program receiving federal funds 

may discriminate on the basis of race, national origin or religion." So that put a strong kind of 

mandate for not allowing segregated schools. The next year comes the Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act, and a lot of people think – oh, my gosh, what a sudden shift of mood 

and topic and theme from the National Defense Education Act, which was kind of focused on the 

smart kids and was about international events and so forth, and then suddenly focusing on the 

least advantaged kids served worst by the schools and so forth. And it was quite dramatic. And it 
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was due to differences moving from Eisenhower to Kennedy to Johnson. But we shouldn't put 

too much emphasis on the presidency in all this stuff. The country was moving in that direction. 

What civil rights historians call the active phase of the civil rights movement started in '63 with 

Birmingham and the busing and so forth, and moved quickly into very active, quite violent phase 

– [narrator’s note: a violent reaction from whites, all of which put a lot of pressure on the 

government to intervene]. And Congress was moving in that direction. Also, Johnson inherited, 

not from Kennedy, but partly because of Kennedy's assassination, probably the most liberal 

Congress that ever existed. He just had huge – not just Democrat, but liberal Democrat numbers 

to change the balance of power between the old, more conservative southern Democrats. 

 

So there he is with great skills himself and a greatly liberal Congress, and a lot of sympathy 

across the country for Kennedy and his ideals and so forth. So by this time, Johnson has been 

saying for a year or so – I'm just doing the mandate from John Kennedy – which was largely 

rhetoric, of course. He had great ambition to try to become the next Franklin Roosevelt in terms 

of social legislation. 

 

So the shift to the poverty emphasis is an interesting one. It fits with the national culture of 

rights, rising rights. And poverty has often been linked with civil rights because the two are just 

inherently related in many different ways. But on the other hand, many writers that have studied 

this well, once it got out there, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, a lot of districts 

were neither very interested in doing better for their least advantaged students and, anyway, they 

didn't have much resources to know what to do about it, and neither did the feds. 
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So this was a problem of resources other than financial resources. The Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act, just to get it on the record in this conversation, had a big, big – the 

largest piece of it money-wise and the biggest impact was in its Title I. That is the first part of 

the law, which are called Titles. And that was for the compensatory education, as they called it at 

the time – basic education in math and reading of kids in school districts that had a certain 

percentage of poor families, and we won't go into the definition of how that was. There was a lot 

of argument in Congress whether it ought to be families that had two thousand dollars worth of 

income or three thousand dollars worth of income and so forth and so on. But it was percentage 

of kids in impoverished families. 

 

And then once the money got inside the door, just to make it more complicated, you could use 

the money for the kids that most academically needed it. There was a phrase called 

"educationally disadvantaged kids." So, say you're a district that qualified for Title I funds 

because you had, within your district, several school attendance areas that had a high enough 

percentage of poor families. That qualifies you for the money. The money then goes just by 

formula. You don't have to apply for it; it just comes. But it has to be used in that school, not in 

the school next door that didn't qualify as a Title I one. But once it's inside your school, you look 

at the kids who are the lowest in math and reading, and you give them instruction in it. So it was 

a very interesting rule. And a lot of people in Congress were arguing all the time about it, 

whether it should go to the educationally disadvantaged kids, or whether it should be limited to 

kids who were educationally in need and were from those poor families. So, it's kind of a 

complicated thing. 
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But think of Title I money as intended to go to poor kids in poor schools with poor educational 

skills.  

 

So, the first years that it was out there, there wasn't much accountability. Bobby Kennedy was a 

voice during the formation of the law for accountability. And Kennedy and Johnson – that 

Kennedy, Robert Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson – didn't get along very well, to say the least. 

There've been whole books written about how much they disliked each other. But Kennedy was 

kind of a quiet – not quiet – a single, a sole voice for saying we got to find out if this thing 

works. There's got to be some kind of accountability.  

 

So a rather weak provision was put in, because they didn't want to touch anything like a national 

test. That national test was like the third rail of education politics and you couldn't have national 

test. States wouldn't put up with it. So they said every district who gets Title I funds, has to test 

the kids in some way and report those scores to the state superintendent. Most listeners to this 

conversation would say that sounds like a law so weak that it probably wouldn't do any good. 

And a lot of them didn't bother to turn in scores. A lot of states didn't do anything with the scores 

and so forth. It was decades before the government got into really monitoring, well, Title I. And 

they did. They did a lot better by– let's say the late 1970s and early '80s, they were doing it 

better.  

 

But at the beginning it wasn't highly regulated. 
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So the law was not widely opposed, but there wasn't a big constituency out there for the theme of 

poverty. It seemed to come up so fast. So much else was going on in civil rights and so forth, that 

school districts – some started right in, dug right in, tried to do the best they could to apply those 

dollars faithfully just to those kids. Most of them pulled out the kids for special instruction and 

so forth. But on a quite large scale, people simply ignored the rules completely. And there were 

scandals about it. There were outside agencies that went around and kind of did in-depth studies 

of seventy or eighty districts across the country and found out that more than half of them were 

spending the money on stuff that wasn't authorized in the law and was quite illegal. So there 

were those kinds of things going on. Even those didn't make tremendous scandals in the day. But 

they were omens that taught the federal government that if you're really intent on monitoring 

this, you're going to have to be more than just collegial with the states and the districts and 

laissez-faire.  

 

Now the Office of Education at the time Johnson came into office was small, regarded as inferior 

by other agencies around town – that is, not very smart and not very able and not very important. 

But they had a tradition of not regulating the states. I mean, far from being ferocious or being 

intrusive, they thought their whole job was to not do that. So the Office of Education, which was 

in the department of what we [then called] Health, Education, and Welfare, but now we call it 

Health and Human Services – it's changed its name twice since then – that organization, Office 

of Education, had to really bulk up its staff, but also to change the culture and to get more 

lawyers on staff and so forth. They were not a regulatory agency, and they didn't want to be one. 

And the districts – it sounds like I'm saying either you were doing it right or you were doing it 

wrong and you were a crook, but there's a lot of interpretation involved in this stuff. And so an 



Carl Kaestle: Hour 2  51 SIFEPP Oral History Project 
 

 

outsider would come in and say you're paying this person with Title I funds, and they don't seem 

to have any connection to those kids. And then the district would come up with some other 

interpretation, saying – Oh no, you're wrong. That person is doing something for the cause.   

 
 
Hour 2/29:55 
Allocation Challenges With Title I Funds, Johnson's Support of ESEA, Federal Aid to 
SEAs 
 

Some of it was intentional, but the point others than I have made who studied it at the time – like 

there's a very famous study by a woman named Milbry McLaughlin – concluded that there just 

wasn't much of a constituency for the poverty theme in all these districts spread across the 

country. 

 

So was that really a case of top down imposition of an idea? Were the states at all involved in the 

design or framework of ESEA and how it came to be? 

 

I hadn't put this together again until this moment, but go back to what David Gamson said about 

Santa Clara County, California, that the whole culture of those superintendents, principals, even 

the teachers, was ready and waiting for the National Defense Education Act. They thought 

science and math and languages were important – now, the English teachers didn't like it. Their 

professional associations got up in arms and eventually National Defense Education Act started 

including more things to make the people happy – but there was a big constituency for the values 

embedded in the National Defense Education Act. It seems that people thought that LBJ [Lyndon 

B. Johnson] was great liberal president, those who liked liberals, and this was fine with them. 

But they didn't know how to improve the education of poor kids in their midst. They didn't 
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believe the problem was quite as bad as some of the people in the federal government did and so 

forth. Now, I'm talking about "they" as if they're all the same, and of course they aren't.  

 

Districts have been adept at taking federal aid money and pushing the envelope on making it fit 

what they consider to be their needs. If you do that within the law, then it's only just a good form 

of federalism because the federal government is a very blunt instrument. It just says everybody 

has to do the same thing. So the question is when are you crossing the line and just really 

ignoring regulations, or ignoring the intent of Congress?  

 

In this case, it sounds like they were more reacting to the influx of dollars, for better or worse, 

rather than actively participating in the shaping. 

 

Right. So where the rubber hits the road is in Congress, because all the people in Congress come 

from someplace, so they're representing those places. And what was the debate about in 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act? It was more about how the money was going to be 

allocated than it was about the theme of poverty and do we know anything about how to improve 

the education of those kids, which was kind of taken for granted. If the money goes there, it's a 

good thing, and that will help the problem. That's partly trust in local districts, that they know 

how to spend money educationally well, which isn't particularly true. It wasn't true that the feds 

knew more, but it's also not very true if you just throw money at a problem and it's going to 

work. But it was partly because the allocation schemes were very controversial. Is it going to be 

two thousand or is it going to be three thousand? I don't want to go into the details very much, 

but some states that gave generous welfare payments said – the welfare payment we give in New 
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York and Pennsylvania – I think it was – is going to exceed the poverty level, and you're going 

to chase our poor people out of your program because we're generous to them. So that was 

fought over a long time in the Congress. And other states got involved in it. Well, who do you 

think you are? Why should you get that? If it's over the two thousand, then your kids shouldn't be 

eligible. In the end, the law reads, "two thousand dollars a year income or being on welfare." So 

the states that exceeded the two thousand, their kids were eligible for Title I because they 

thought, by their definitions, they're below the poverty line. 

 

So that, to my recollection, was a big part of the arguments going on over ESEA. It is also true 

that Johnson had a huge loyal, democratic majority and he was determined to get this bill 

through as quickly as possible. He was a man possessed. He wanted to do this thing and then get 

going on the next thing and get going on the next thing. Education was one of his highest 

priorities. And he instructed his people to get a bill through the House that would go through the 

Senate without a single change. Because if that was the case, he wouldn't have to have a 

conference between the two Houses to reconcile it, and it might get bogged down. He was afraid 

the Catholics would fold on their cooperation, or whatever. He told the commissioner of 

education, "Get that coonskin up on your wall!" He was still from Texas. He was telling this to 

the patrician, Francis Keppel, who was the commissioner of education and the son of the 

president of the Carnegie Foundation. "Get that coonskin up on your wall. Our mandate could go 

away in a month!" And, you know, he was right, essentially. His mandate went away when he 

got deeper and deeper into the Vietnam War, and people tired of all the legislation and the war 

starting sapping the money from the government and so forth. 
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So I don't know if that answers your question. Part of it is ignorance on my part. To what extent 

were states out there saying, through their state chief officers or their governors or whatever, that 

it's a great idea to do this poverty thing, but we think you've got it wrong in this aspect or that 

aspect. Probably some of that went on. 

 

Well, one thing's clear in this, that in order to get any of this legislation, there had to be some 

bipartisanship and some working together that doesn't seem part of today's political 

environment. 

 

Yeah. Well, when you think about bipartisanship, you think Republicans – are they on board 

with this kind of steamrolling [by] the Democratic majority, and so forth? The leaders would 

have been people who are not represented much in the Republican party right now. There were 

three kinds of Republicans: conservative, moderates, and liberals. Liberals – an example would 

be Jacob Javits from New York. He would be called a liberal Democrat today, probably for most 

of the social legislation he believed in, certainly quite liberal. So there were a number of those 

kind of people, and they led the attempt to get as many Republicans on board. I don't remember 

the exact votes on it, but there certainly were Republicans that voted for ESEA. 

 

And so part of its implementation, in my understanding, was in the development of the SEAs, the 

state education agencies. 

 

Yes. 
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As a way to monitor, regulate, implement. 

 

Right. Yeah. That started with the National Defense Education Act. And I think it's attributable 

to James Conant, the former president of Harvard, who was this guy who was really concerned 

about state and local participation. And he said if you're going to increase the federal role, you 

ought to increase the capacity of the states' education agencies, so-called SEAs, the state 

education departments of these different places. Some suspicious people in the states, the more 

conservative people, said they're going to put moles into our state education agencies. That is, by 

the time you got up to Title I, which is quite complicated and there was a lot of money, the 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act, states really had to develop their repertoire in how 

you do grant making and how you do reporting and how you manage these different federal 

grants. And the more federal aid came down through different bills, the more you needed federal 

experts in your state agency.  

 

So it is true that the federal government actually gives grants to pay the salaries of people who 

work for state agencies, even today. 

 

Are they federal employees or are they state employees? 

 

No. I believe it's by a grant to the states, and then the states pay the salary. So they're not really 

moles, but they are experts on federal stuff and they grease the wheels and monitor things and so 

forth, that are about federal grants. That's not really what James Conant had in mind. What he 
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had in mind was not inserting a bigger federal role into the state agencies. He was trying to 

increase the capacity of the states.  

 

Now that phrase comes out a lot now and it's important to this project and our theme, which is – I 

think this capacity of most states to do their own business – never mind the guys who are the 

experts – the folks, a lot of women – the folks who do the special federal relations work – but 

can California do good standards in math? Can California come up with a law that has the right 

balance about teacher negotiations for salaries – and so forth and so on. Do they have the 

capacity to do wise policy work, either by more staff or different trainings of staff? And that has 

made more and more difference. It's been more crucial in the days when education got to be 

higher and higher on all the politicians' agendas, where mayors were interested, governors were 

interested. Everybody thought the economic future of the state depended on whether the 

education system was good. 

 

So I think the capacity of many states has increased, apart from the fact that part of what the feds 

were doing was simply facilitating a link between the SEAs and the federal government. But I 

think a lot of states have learned a lot and developed good staffs. Wisconsin, when I was there, 

had very good curriculum guides. They were admired beyond Wisconsin, and they were in the 

spirit of old-fashioned rights of districts. They were voluntary. It was not a state curriculum. It 

was a state curriculum guide.  

 

Hour 2/40:00 
Gradual Improvement of Oversight of Title I Funds, Controversies Concerning Aid to 
Catholic Schools 
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And that is a part of an efficiency principle, which is, Wausau probably doesn't have the school 

board staff to develop good curriculums in twelve different high school subjects. Where would 

they get that? It would be a crushing cost. The state can do that, but they didn't want to dictate 

things. Other states moved faster on dictating things. The most famous example is New York, 

which had long had state curriculums and state tests to match, but that was way, way, over on the 

side of state control. 

 

So besides the issue of feds versus states, there's a big issue we're not talking about much today, 

which is states and districts, and what level of control do they exercise? And part of the way to 

make that better rather than worse, not more rather than less, but better quality, is for the feds to 

dump some money on the states and say – use that to increase your capacity. And now with all 

this standards-based reform, which is really tricky, to develop good standards takes good staff 

that really know what they're doing and a lot of staff money to do it right, with commissions and 

citizens' engagement and teacher engagement and all this stuff. It just costs a lot of money to 

develop good standards. What's next? We got to ESEA and we got it out there and we got Title I 

working. Have we moved to the '70s? 

 

Not yet. 

 

Okay.  
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What you did say was that by the late '60s, the feds were better at the accountability piece, or at 

monitoring. 

 

Yeah. They increased their staff; never as much as they wanted to. You know, they would say we 

need two hundred and fifty new people, and they would get a hundred from Congress and so 

forth. But they edged up. 

 

And the states, by and large, do you have a sense of the reaction to ESEA? Did anybody resist or 

did that come more when we got into desegregation? 

 

It was nothing like the kind of across-the-board, in-your-face defiance that happened in the case 

of desegregation. So, we'll get to desegregation. But passive resistance worked quite well with 

Title I because the feds weren't monitoring it very well. So it was into the '70s before there were 

studies done that kept showing that a lot of the money was not going to the purposes it was 

designed for, and so forth. So that gets – I can't put a particular date on it, but I was talking to 

Mike Kirst a couple of months ago – I don't know, three or four months ago, I think – at a 

meeting in California – last December, I think. And he's the state board chair there. And he's 

been it twice. He was in the federal government doing education in the '60s. He was the 

Chairman of the Board of the State of California's Board of Education in the '80s and lo and 

behold, he pops up again. I mean, he's older than I am! (laughter) He's like seventy-four or 

seventy-five years old, and he's just vigorous as can be. He looks just like he looked ten years 

ago. And he's making all these choices about the Common Core, which we'll get to at the end of 

this interview, which are very, very consequential. And he, and then the professional, the line 
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professional who's called the state superintendent, he and that guy are making hugely important 

decisions about which assessments to choose, and so forth and so on. 

 

So I asked him when did we get Title I under control? He said late '70s, early '80s. The 

monitoring was much better, and people were tending to spend the money. Disputes tended to 

come on monetary grounds, just as it was in the Congress. How are we going to allocate this 

money? So people would argue on behalf of their district or on behalf of their state. The second 

year – I think this is true; maybe not literally true, but it's something like the truth – the Senate 

Majority Leader was Mike [Mansfield] from Montana. He was the senator from Montana, and he 

was a powerful person in the Senate. And he just called up and he said rural states are getting the 

raw end of ESEA. It's too urban oriented. The formula's wrong for the rural states. So they 

adjusted it. So, in that case, I don't think he was the only one. Mike Mansfield was his name – 

later an Ambassador to Japan. Very fine politician. But that's pretty much the way Washington 

works. You call up, and I say – I'm concerned. "Yes, Mr. Majority Leader. We'll look into that." 

(laughter) So then you get the staff, and you say okay, we can fudge this a little bit this way, and 

the next time we reauthorize this thing, we'll change the allocation a little bit and we'll make it a 

little fairer to rural states. But then you get into an argument on the floor, the rural states versus 

the urban states. 

 

I don't recall a lot of people saying – this thing's no good. Let's throw it out. There were 

Republicans who were just simply never convinced and always thought that it was too much 

federal involvement, but they couldn't prevail in that political climate. 
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I don't know whether one can speak so generally, but was there a positive impact on poor kids? 

Do you think, I mean, not having had any other measurements in place, can one, in retrospect –? 

 

I've read all the kind of annual reports of the Department of Education, and there's nothing that 

we would call objective evidence in the early days. They would say – yes, well, we realized we 

weren't doing what Senator [Bobby] Kennedy had said we should be doing, and so we contracted 

somebody to go to a sample of districts and the return rate was so-and-so and so forth, and it's 

not statistically significant, but there's been a minor improvement in scores. They were pretty 

honest about it. These were Office of Education reports that were saying – hey, we don't know 

much and what we know is pretty small impact.  

 

But you're in an area where you're talking about something the federal government had never 

done before – actually looking at performance. They had had federal programs. They pushed the 

money out the door, and they modestly tried to figure out whether you'd spent the money on the 

right activities. But they didn't go further down the chain than that. It didn't say – did anybody 

get anything out of this? Nobody ever tested kids to find out whether they knew their French 

language better after they had the NDEA program. 

 

So Title I was the first time the government – it's a little overstatement – but the first time the 

government tried to do this. And they were dealing with over half the districts in the entire 

country at that point. It's up to, I don't know, it quickly got up to eighty, ninety percent. I don't 

know what it is now, but most districts have Title I money; not in all their schools, but they have 

some Title I money. You know, there's poverty in Scarsdale, New York, if you look hard 



Carl Kaestle: Hour 2  61 SIFEPP Oral History Project 
 

 

enough. And it's a good thing that the law made us do that. It made us find out that there's 

poverty in what we consider to be rich enclaves. And just to jump ahead a bit, by the time we got 

to No Child Left Behind under Bush and continuing on into Obama, the scores have to be 

disaggregated by different groups of income kids within your district. So that's been a very 

salutary effect in terms of civil rights, and in terms of targeting things. 

 

So I don't know what else to say about Title I. It had other titles that were probably beyond the 

time we have here. They were for library books and library supplies. The other titles and Title I, 

for that matter, all had aspects of aid to Catholic schools in them, so there was a big tick upward 

in federal money going to religious schools, and it was hemmed in by a lot of controversy in the 

Congress, a lot of controversy between the federal government and the Catholics. Their main 

body is called the National Catholic Welfare Council – NCWC – I know quite a bit about them. 

So there was a huge amount of dialogue about that. And that proved to the government's 

disappointment – because there was quite a lot of bipartisan support among politicians for aid to 

Catholic schools, as long as it was kept within the legal boundaries that the courts had 

established. You had to show that it was given only to a secular activity. So you could send Title 

I teachers to teach Title I kids eligible in Catholic schools, but there was a huge debate about 

whether they could do it in Catholic schools – inside the Catholic schools or not. That got to be a 

debate. It sounds like how many angels dance on the head of a pin? But that was a big debate in 

the courts and in the Congress and so forth.  

 

But the main thing was this was not a tradition that was familiar to most public school boards 

and most Catholic schools. And so the law said you have to produce services that are comparable 
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for the Catholic schools as the ones in the public schools. But they weren't going to truck the 

Catholic kids over to the public schools, and even then, you could say that's not equal. That's 

putting the burden on them. It was very hard to figure out.  

 

Hour 2/50:00 
States/Federal Funding of Catholic Schools, Child Benefit Theory, Constitutional Issues 
Involved with Aid to Parochial Schools 
 

And the result was a lot of quite unhappy negotiation at local levels, and quite a bit of 

controversy over whether this was a good thing, and quite a lot of activity in Congress 

questioning whether this was constitutional or not – lawsuits flying around and so forth. And in 

the end, not nearly as many Catholics participated in ESEA as the government had hoped. And 

they tried. There were bypasses in states whose constitutions forbid any money going from the 

state to Catholic schools. And the feds had a law and a legal process called Bypass that they 

actually invoked in Wisconsin, for example, and in Oklahoma, and I've forgotten the third one – 

Ohio, I think – where the federal government said – okay, fine. You preserve your state 

constitution. We understand it. We've researched it with you and you cannot give money to those 

schools. We're going to give the money to the schools. 

 

So a certain amount of books got purchased – all of this supervised by the school board just to 

make sure they were books that were Catholic in nature and so forth and so on. So there was a 

whole Catholic side to this, and it somewhat fizzled. That didn't change much until the courts 

changed the whole ballgame by saying – actually, now we're away from that thing about 

determining what's secular and what's religious within the school, if you give the money to the 

kids – that was called the Child Benefit Theory. It was endorsed somewhat in 1986 and nobody 
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kind of noticed. It was in Minneapolis. It was a Minnesota decision that said you could give tax 

breaks to people who gave tuition. And that was based on the principle of child benefit. But then 

the big case was in 2001, about a voucher system in Ohio. 

 

So that kind of thing – this is an aside. We will get back to the chronological story almost right 

away, but I've stumbled onto this point – a lot of people looking at Supreme Court decisions, and 

state Supreme Court decisions, whatever, things that interpret constitutional issues, need to think 

of, if they haven't already, that some of them are permissive and some of them are coercive. That 

is, the Brown decision is coercive. It says you may not have segregated schools, and if you've got 

them, you must get rid of them. It says you got to do it. The Zelman case, which is approving of 

a voucher program in Ohio, says you may do this. It's not forbidden by the first amendment, but 

it's not required by anything in the Constitution. So sometimes they're trying to figure out does 

the Constitution forbid something, and sometimes they're trying to figure out whether the 

Constitution requires something or allows something.  

 

And so the Zelman decision changed the issue about aid to parochial schools from a 

constitutional issue to a political issue. And surprisingly, not very many states bought into it. So 

there aren't sufficient majorities in most states to run voucher systems. There are some more 

states, but not as many as you might think, that allow tax breaks, which is just another way to 

give money to parents who spend their tuition money on a religious school. So there may be a 

future when more of this, but it was kind of surprising with me the kind of traction that the 

choice movement got and the idea about market based reform, about having choice among 

people. It's a little surprising to me that not more legislatures got on board and said – we're going 
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to have a voucher system. There's only about seven or eight, and most of those are limited to 

some particular group of children, disadvantaged or special ed or something like that. 

 

That may change, still. 

 

Yeah. 

 

But that comes later, then, in the '80s and '90s. 

 

Yeah. So, back to – where are we? Shall we now talk about the '70s? 

 

Yes. We can also break here. 

 

We're at an hour. 

 

Yeah. 

 

We've done an hour. 

 

Why don't we end this hour here and start with that. 

 

Fine, good, good, fine. 
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HOUR 3 

 

Hour 3/00:00 
Desegregation/Impact of Supreme Court Cases, Freedom of Choice, De Facto vs. De Jure 
Segregation 
 
 

This is hour number three of my interview with Carl Kaestle on October 11th, 2013. And we are 

heading into the 1970s. 

 

We didn't get to it in the '60s, but it did start then, the subject of desegregation. And it's a huge, 

huge subject in the history of the federal role in education. It was inherently, I guess you might 

say, a federal activity because it arose from the US Constitution. And as most of our listeners 

would know, it began with the Brown decision in 1954. As most people know, next to nothing 

happened in the first ten years of the Brown decision. That's because the court, realizing it was 

calling for a quite revolutionary change, decided that the only way to do it was to rely on the 

good faith of the people and the good will of the people, which was a pretty risky bet on this 

subject at this time. So one of the most widely criticized things about the Brown decision was, it 

might have gone better for the whole country, including the segregationists, if they had just made 

it a much, much tougher demand for a much quicker solution. But they did not. They left it to 

local courts to try and sort the whole thing out. That took a huge amount of time, and there was a 

huge amount of opposition to it. We can't tell that whole story here this morning, and it's pretty 

well known.  
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You didn't get much movement on this in the first ten years or so. It really took a collaborative 

effort of getting the three branches of government together to get it done. So you have the court 

system and then you have the executive branch, which was not only the White House and the 

president and his powers of persuasion and leadership, but it also includes the Department of 

Health, Education, and Welfare, and the whole enforcement mechanism. So that's all in the 

executive branch – the Office of Education – and the Office of Civil Rights in Health, Education, 

and Welfare. Then you have the Congress.  

 

So there was a time in the late Johnson administration when the Supreme Court got back into the 

act and started making some more definitive statements. The level that had started getting more 

aggressive about this, that is, in favor of integration, were the appellate courts, which are, in our 

judicial system, half way between the Supreme Court and the single sitting federal judges in the 

local districts. But to cut to the quick, in the Little Rock case, which is kind of an unusual one, 

which was in – my goodness, I've forgotten now – '59? At any rate, the late Eisenhower 

administration, they said – you can't say that our population doesn't understand this, they're not 

ready for it, and therefore we're not going to do it. And you can't say if we do it, there's going to 

be violence, and therefore we're not going to do it. Both those arguments were thrown out in the 

Arkansas case. But that didn't have much ripple effect over the whole of the Deep South.  

 

By the late '60s, you had local responses, which were either mere semantics or were a scheme to 

allow southern districts to harass people not to integrate, and that was called Freedom of Choice. 

That was almost the universal, small-town southern reaction to the demand for desegregation, to 

say every student can choose, if they wish, to integrate. All their parents have to do is sign up for 
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it, and then we'll have them in a white school. And there were two ways they made sure that 

Freedom of Choice resulted in no black children going to school with any white children. That 

was, either they did illegal things, and they did it widely through white citizens councils and 

KKK [Ku Klux Klan] and all that kind of stuff. They would threaten people, burn their houses, 

make them lose their jobs, kick them out of their apartments or houses and so forth. Or widely, 

and in addition to that, schools systems would say – a hundred and twenty five people – I might 

add brave people – have signed up for this. But we find that sixty-five of them are emotionally 

not ready for this, and so they're off the list. And then we find another twenty-three were late and 

so forth. So we wind up with nineteen. And then they would kind of harass that list, and they 

would get down to twelve out of the hundred and twenty-five. Then some of them would wind 

up – this would be the more moderate districts who would say – a little bit of desegregation is 

better than going whole hog, so we'll allow that. So we'll have the high school have some black 

kids in it. 

 

That was the status quo until 1968, when in a famous decision called Green, the Supreme Court 

said, "No, no. That's not what Brown meant. Brown meant not just you take the law saying 

there's got to be segregation off the books. If it meant anything, it meant that you have to have 

black children going to school with white children. That's clear from the reading of it, whether 

you like it or not. So the Green decision said it's conceivable that Freedom of Choice could 

work, but only if you can produce evidence that shows us that there is substantial integration 

going on. That was a thunderclap.  
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Then there were successive Supreme Court cases that tightened the kind of pressure more. There 

was a famous Swann case in '71 in Charlotte-Mecklenburg, North Carolina, that said if busing is 

what it takes to get substantial integration, you must do it. You can't say – we don't like busing; 

we're only going to do these other two or three things. If that turns out to be insufficient 

integration, then you have to bus. So that was a positive decision about busing. So that's what the 

Supreme Court was doing. 

 

In the mean time, the Civil Rights Office got vastly tougher and bigger and more expert at what 

they were doing. And the Justice Department, Civil Rights Division, also was – there were 

prongs in both of those aspects of the executive branch that were moving, sometimes against 

whole states, sometimes against districts within the states. And gradually, the South, both rural 

and urban, wound up integrating so that they were actually much more integrated than the North 

and the West. It was an ironic thing. During that whole time, there was a lot of talk about how – 

we want to move north. But it was unclear because, for those of our auditors who don't know, the 

Supreme Court [‘NBrown decision]  explicitly only applied to twenty-one states that had state 

laws that either said you must segregate, or you may segregate. And there were twenty-one of 

them. That includes all of what we call the South, all of what we call the border states, and a few 

kind of outliers like Oklahoma. I've forgotten who else.  

 

The Brown decision only applied to those states. The question was what applied to the North, 

and what was the nature of segregation in the North? There was a misconception for a long time 

that segregation in the North was called “de facto.” That is, it wasn't embedded in law, it was just 

the way the housing patterns worked. So the kids went to their nearest schools. Well, a fourth 
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grader could have done some research on that and found out that kids don't go to the schools 

right where they live. It wasn't residential. It was actually segregation, and the segregation was 

actually by policy. But that didn't make the Brown decision applicable in any clear-cut way. And 

journalists and southern defenders of segregation and so forth kept making this distinction 

between “de jure” and “de facto.” 

 

So the big case comes in the case in Denver in which the Supreme Court essentially says, as its 

appellate courts had been saying for four or five years – this is in 1971 – they said we're not 

going to outlaw de facto segregation. If de facto segregation just means housing patterns, then 

that's not an education policy. That's a matter for another day, another decision. That would be to 

find out that the housing is being given out on a discriminatory basis, which obviously it was. 

But there is also something to voluntary – people buying houses and living where they want to 

live.  

 

Hour 3/10:00 
School Boards' Involvement in Segregation Issues, National Views/Movements Regarding 
Segregation, White Flight, Court Decisions Weakening Desegregation 
 
 

So, they said – what if the segregation is substantially, or maybe even entirely, due to school 

board policy? And they said – you know what? That's not de facto. That's de jure. So there was 

this big leap. At this point, the nation is getting it, that after much terrible violence and the 

biggest confrontation the states had had since the Civil War with the federal government, people 

saying, we don't believe in the Constitution; you can't make us do this, and so forth. People were 

getting the message that the South was actually desegregating its schools – unhappily in most 
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cases, but actually doing it – and the northerners were not. So the Keyes decision in Denver said 

that the following kinds of behavior by school boards, although not limited to this list, are going 

to be considered de jure. That is, policies made by public elected bodies that have the effect of 

law. So those would be every time you build a new school building, you build it right, smack in 

the middle of your black population, and another one right in the middle of your concentrated 

white population, rather than on the borders, which would have increased integration. School 

transfer policies, school busing policies, all that kind of stuff, those were all considered to be 

discriminatory acts and therefore the same thing as the sin of the twenty-one states that had 

legislated at the state level. 

 

By this time, the Office of Education was I think, of necessity, getting quite aggressive and 

calling for many other things – integration of faculty, beginning to press against re-segregating 

the kids once they got into a building together and putting them all into different classes, or 

discriminatory attitudes of teachers and so forth. So the country was reaching a bitter dispute 

about – people said it was about busing, but it was really people getting weary of the whole 

integration process.  

 

At the same time, it had taken so long to get there, so many years chronologically and so many 

tears and so many people being killed and so forth, that there was a movement, as many people 

will know, in the 1960s, dividing the black population into people who said Martin Luther King 

is wrong. Integration is wrong. We should be for community control. We should be 'black is 

beautiful' and 'black power,' and so forth, which is an understandable reaction on the part of 

those people, it would seem to me. But it vastly complicated the philosophical picture that was 
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going on. We're trying to do this on behalf of equality, on behalf of integration, because 

integration is good for everybody, blacks and whites. And then there were voices, substantial 

voices, in SNCC and CORE – those two organizations – the Congress on Racial Equality and the 

Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee – and their leaders.  

 

So you got to the more complicated state of the civil rights movement. In addition to that, you 

had a lot of white fatigue about the aggressiveness of the federal solutions. So once we had the 

legal tools to operate against northern segregation, mainly this Denver case saying – all school 

board policies that are discriminatory are de jure actions; they have to hold the force of law – the 

political will was beginning to wane, and the receptivity to integration as the magic solution was 

much more controversial in the black community.  

 

Also, it must be said, that Keyes was the first case in which the court said – excuse me, folks. 

There's some Latinos over here. Denver had a much larger population of Latino citizens than 

blacks, about two-to-one. In that ratio – it's like, twenty-six versus thirteen or something like 

that. I'm just making those up. But then so that got more complicated, too. And court cases 

started getting more complicated about the Latino population – what we called Hispanic for a 

long time – was entering a phase in which rather than identifying as white, which they had done 

as a long time, the so called Mexican-American approach, the hyphenated American approach. 

This doesn't have so much to do with skin color. It has to do with ideology. 

 

And identity. 
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Yeah. When the Chicano movement started, then there was a "Brown is Beautiful" kind of thing 

kicking in. Just at the same time, the courts were starting to say, as they did with some 

vehemence in the Denver case – you can't solve this by saying you're going to integrate your 

Latino kids with your black kids. They have suffered the same kind of discrimination and the 

same kind of inequality over the years and they are a protected class of people, and so forth and 

so on. That changed that into a much more complex picture.  

 

The final denouement was the demography in the North, was that most people of color were 

living in large cities. Most of those cities were much bigger than even the largest cities in the 

South, and they were getting more minority all the time, and they would have been even without 

white flight, but now there was this phenomenon called white flight, which was worse in some 

places than others. Sometimes it got to be a slogan that was kind of a scare tactic, but sometimes 

there was a real drain of white people moving into the suburbs, where the housing discrimination 

was so fierce. The bellwether case on this was in Detroit. There were just simply no people of 

color living in the suburbs – just none.  

 

So you got your big cities being more and more minority, making it either impossible or at least 

ineffective, to try and mix the population up within the city to get meaningful integration. And in 

the Milliken decision, which was in 1974, the Supreme Court was asked – does it require 

constitutionally that you involve the suburbs of Detroit in the decision? And they decided no. 

There's a little escape hatch in the Milliken decision that allowed some courts to look at 

metropolitan solutions after that. Indianapolis was one where it was quasi-required by a court. 
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They went through a period of negotiation that said – you're going to be in real trouble if you 

don't do what we say. So, Indianapolis had a metropolitan solution. I'm not very expert on that.  

 

But basically, that was a new day for the court. It was the first negative decision about the 

desegregation process, all the way, since back at the Green decision in '68. And there had been 

this string of court cases that were pro-integration for some time. Part of this was the end of the 

court led by Chief Justice Earl Warren. But not just the Chief Justice, because Burger was 

moveable on some of these issues. He was Warren's successor. But during the Nixon 

administration, Nixon had an opportunity to appoint four justices. And that changed the balance 

of liberals to conservatives from five to four liberals, to generally five to four conservatives. You 

think – gee, does the fate of the country depend on five/four one way and five/four the other 

way? But in the Supreme Court, it does. 

 

So the court situation was against it. The mood of the country was against it. And it's not as if 

somebody woke up one morning and it said in the headlines, Desegregation is Over. It wasn't. 

There were cases that went on and on. But the court decisions made it harder and harder to 

prove. They were requiring that you show intent on the basis of the school board. They were 

saying if re-segregation occurs simply because of demographic trends, we're not going to turn 

around and say now you have to redo your desegregation. We're going to leave those people to 

go.  
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It highlights a couple of points, I think. One is the whole school financing piece of this, that with 

white flight, you don't have, then, the funds in the urban areas that serve the poor and the 

minorities to actually fund the schools. 

 

Yeah. Yeah. Well, maybe since I've reached sort of the end of a fairly long monologue about 

desegregation and its denouement in the North. There's a lot of literature on re-segregation. I'm 

an old-fashioned liberal, and I think that the Brown decision was very important as the charter 

decision, not just for education but for all manner of public transportation and public facilities 

and so forth. [It] said you cannot simply legislate segregation. You can't have a law that says 

we're going to have white restrooms and black restrooms and white swimming pools and black 

swimming pools. 

 

Hour 3/20:10 
Impact of Property Taxes on Per Pupil Expenditures, State Equalization Formulas, Courts' 
Influence in Equalization of Funds 
 
 

And many of those decisions cited the Brown decision. And it certainly was salutary, I think, to 

say you may not segregate your schools as an organized public policy. And if you do it 

surreptitiously and it's according to board policy, we're going to come and get you. The more 

conservative courts made it harder to prove. And the lack of consensus among the population, I 

think, including the black population, made it a less urgent priority and some people started 

saying – look, what we need is better schools for these people. We need better resources. Many 

black people thought it was insulting to say – I can't get a good education unless I go with white 
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people. The problem is, we don't have the resources. The only bad thing about segregation was 

we didn't get our proper resources. 

 

And that's partly due because our financing is based on property taxes, correct? 

 

Right, right. So one of the effects of our decentralized system – although it's not a necessary fact, 

it is a historical fact – that Americans have relied on property taxes for school expenses – not 

entirely, but very substantially – the local part of the contribution. The state and the federal are 

not based on that, but the local contribution is. So we have wildly disparate per pupil 

expenditures. So there started to be a big literature on whether that was good thing and how 

extensive it was and what the ratios were. 

 

Did that happen at the state level more? 

 

Yeah. It was happening at the state level early on. And some states had passed equalization 

formulas. When they say equalization, they don't mean we're going to make it equal. They say 

we're going to move a little bit in that direction. And so equalization meant we're doing some 

equalization, not more. I've looked at some of those. They're very complicated. They always 

have to have compromises, because what they call reallocative legislation is not popular at the 

federal level or the state level. Rich districts do not want to give their money away to poor 

districts. They're not fond of that. And they're not ashamed of it, of having that view. So, 

reallocative legislation usually has to have sweeteners in it someplace. We'll raise the general 

level, but the rich districts will get less of that raise than the poor districts, or some kind of 
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complicated maneuvers. But not a whole lot of reallocation was going on. And because it was in 

the states, that left the differences between states alone. When I was on this board that I 

mentioned to you earlier of the Southern Education Foundation, I was flooded with these kinds 

of – and this was only five or six years ago – statistics that, for instance, the highest per pupil, 

local education cost in some state in the deep south was lower than the lowest one in 

Pennsylvania. So there was no overlap in the range of these scores. I mean, every district in that 

community [those states] was lower than the lowest one in Pennsylvania. So, statistically – my 

example doesn't prove it – but statistically it can be proven that the interstate disparities are much 

greater than the intrastate ones.  

 

So people mustered a Supreme Court decision [suit] to say – isn't it like the Brown decision, that 

this should be illegal under the fourteenth amendment – equal protection of the laws? Poor kids 

should have equal protection to go to a school that pays as much money. Aside from the matter 

of whether money really translates into quality education, which became an issue – it became a 

very big issue – and it was an issue between not random people, but between conservatives and 

liberals. There were conservatives who were sure that by the greatest social science methods, you 

could prove that money didn't matter. And liberals who combatted that and said that's not right. 

You haven't done it right. So there was a huge argument going on. And that mattered, not 

because they covered it in the newspapers. This was very difficult statistics and so forth, but 

because it mattered to the courts. And the courts had people testifying all the time about how 

much money mattered. 
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But aside from the issue of whether money matters – that was part of the debate – now I lost my 

train of thought. At any rate, so, we had a movement to try to get a national decision on this in 

the – it was called Rodriguez. It's a Texas case. The Supreme Court said it's not that money 

doesn't matter. It's that this is not like the issue of race. Race is not like the issue of family 

income. And I won't go into it. It's a hard decision to read and understand. It has to do with what 

level of scrutiny that this rises to, which is something you can learn in law school, but I won't try 

to explain here. Basically, it was saying – look, you got this school system and you got some rich 

kids in it and some poor kids. Maybe the average is low, but you're trying to bring a case on 

behalf of clients, and we can't define who the clients are. If I raise the per pupil expenditure and a 

kid in that school is rich, am I rectifying something about rich people and poor people? I don't 

think so. It's all mixed up. I don't ever quite get the logic of that. I believe you could go by 

averages and philosophically you could come out and say poor schools are poorly resourced and 

rich schools are lavishly resourced. 

 

At any rate, Rodriguez closed the door on a constitutional right at the national level, at the 

federal level, of saying that you must equalize. So that was the end of that. So that spawned even 

greater efforts within the states, which had the limitation of not overcoming state versus another 

state's disparities. You can only fix the disparities in Kentucky if you're in Kentucky. But it has 

taken on great force, and many, many states have had complicated laws about equalization. 

Kentucky's a bellwether one, Texas – lots of others – New Jersey has a big equalization law. 

 

But in that case, the states haven't impacted federal policy, because the courts intervened? 
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Right. Just when the Rodriguez case was being argued, the federal government had gotten into it 

in the Nixon administration. Nixon was not enthusiastic about integration, so he thought the 

solution to this is to get the resources back in there. I don't like busing kids miles and miles and 

miles to do integration when some of my people tell me there's research that says it'd be better to 

put compensatory amounts of money into school districts. And there was some black people that 

would have agreed with that.  

 

They started a little unit to try and foment research on how the federal government could help 

this stuff. And when the Rodriguez decision came down and said it's not required federally and 

nationally, the federal impetus in this thing waned. They still said it was on their screen, but I 

don't know that they did a whole lot with it. My friend Mike Smith, when I asked him – is that an 

area in which you would say was a success story for federal research? He said basically not.  

 

But, so the feds have gotten into it thinking – let's do research on these equalization formulas in 

the states and see how they can be better done. Now there's a great big center at Teachers 

College in Columbia. There's a guy named Mike Rebell [and it’s] a clearinghouse and has 

conferences. There is a huge network of civil rights lawyers now that do this state stuff. And it's 

quite complicated law, because the courts have gotten into thinking you're right. Just equalizing 

the money doesn't necessarily bring better education, and we want to see to it that the money is 

spent well. And so the courts have gotten into being quasi-school superintendants, as some critics 

would say. They're saying you not only got to equalize the money more than you're doing now, 

but you have to do this and do that and do this and do that, in terms of test scores and school 
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reform, and so forth. So it's a big movement on the legal front, back to the states on issues of 

equality. 

 

The '70s did continue to see a big expansion though, right, in federal dollars? 

 

Right. So, let's talk about the '70s. A simple way, and I'm simple, sometimes. I don't sound like it 

this morning, but I'm simple sometimes! A simple way to think about this is that there was an 

expansion of what you might call rights-based claims for equality in education. And the three big 

areas would be on sex discrimination. What happened there was called Title IX. If you hadn't 

heard it before, you may have looked at it earlier in this recording, that a Title is a piece of a bill. 

It is like a chapter. They sometimes call them chapters.  

 

Hour 3/29:55 
Title IX/Equal Rights Amendment, Expansion of Rights in Special Education, Education of 
All Handicapped Act 
 
 

At any rate, Title IX was Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972, and it added to the list 

that had been in the Civil Rights Act – sex. It said you can't discriminate in any program that gets 

federal funds, on the basis of sex. It became known best for its impact on college sports and a lot 

of people think that's all it did. They thought it was a law about college sports.  

 

It also came with no money attached to it, right? 

 

Right, right. That's one of those things about regulation with no funds. 
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Was it coming out of any influence from the states, if we look at this in terms of states' impact? 

 

Well, '72 was on the early side of the feminist movement in terms of landmark books and 

associations getting started – National Organization of Women. “There's nothing new under the 

sun," historians say. “Everything goes back to the Fertile Crescent.”(laughter) But there's always 

somebody that thought a little bit about this before. So there were feminists in the '60s, of course. 

But the big thing was the Equal Rights Amendment – the ERA – and Title IX was somewhat 

unnoticed – not entirely. I've read the congressional discussion of it and there were some people 

who were opposed. And they were saying – imagining all kinds of crazy things like men and 

women in the same bathroom and so forth, and Girl Scouts and the Boy Scouts being merged, or 

even worse things. (laughter)  

 

I haven't gotten back – I'm just about to write about it, and I have to really go back to the 

research I did and, to some degree, contracted to have done for me by graduate students. One of 

the movers in it was one of the few women in the Congress and a very influential person named 

Edith Green from Oregon. And she put that in there. Some people thought it just kind of got 

missed. The Nixon people didn't complain about it. They didn't say it was too liberal or 

whatever, and it passed. But I'll know more about that in month than I do today.  

 

It passed. The Equal Rights Amendment, as you may know, is an amendment to the US 

Constitution for equal rights for women. And that involved getting it through the Congress, 
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which they did, but then they couldn't get three-fourths of the state assemblies to approve it. And 

that whole process took some years.  

 

So that was what Title I did, but I wanted to mention, if we might be communicating with people 

hadn’t ever heard about Title IX, it actually applied very importantly to admissions of all kinds 

in higher education. It applied to discrimination against women in undergraduate admissions to 

colleges, to law schools, to medical schools. And that had real effects. You can see not only that 

the numbers go up. You could say – well, maybe it wasn't the law. Maybe the law and those 

upticks were just because everybody was getting more equal about women. I don't think that's 

the case. I think that the feds were quite aggressive about this and monitored admissions and so 

forth.  

 

It also includes something that has spawned many complaints over the years, and that's sexual 

harassment in school settings, which is also taboo under Title IX. Those don't get as much 

publicity because somehow everybody loves sports and everybody thinks controversy in sports is 

important. But also, a single case on the sports side of it might be the US v. Brown University, 

and that may affect all the sports programs of Brown across the board, so that's a big deal. That's 

hundreds and hundreds of athletes you're talking about, and it’s a big institution. Whereas each 

discrimination case about harassment is a single, individual saying in a given situation. So when 

somebody says there are actually more harassment suits than there are Title IX college suits, to 

me, I thought – well, right, but I don't know if that involves more people or not. In any case, the 

publicity all went to college sports, and it's important to realize that Title IX is about all 

discrimination against women in education. 
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The second expansion of rights is in special education. At first in a lot of these movements into 

special education, or what has been called very many different things, depending on what the 

custom of the day is in terms of trying to get a respectful label for this group of children, but 

handicapped was used for a long time – handicapped education, special education – and now, I 

think preferred, education of children with disabilities. 

 

That was a direct states' impact on federal policy. 

 

Yeah, this pretty much grew up from the bottom. We mentioned before we started in this 

chronological portion of our talk, that Arkansas was a bellwether state. Massachusetts was a 

bellwether state. I'm not a big expert on it, but so that was the feds saying we ought to be doing 

more on this. It was also much more than, say, civil rights, desegregation, and so forth. It was a 

professionally driven reform. Now, I'd be cautious when I say that. It was professional in a 

couple of senses. The profession of people in universities and in school districts who are experts 

on special education were talking with each other a lot and were coming to a lot of consensus 

that a lot of things were wrong about the way we were doing special education. And so from that 

community of people with – this is the part that's not professional – they also came with huge 

support from parental groups. One of the things about special education is that it strikes people 

of all colors and of all incomes. So it hits people who have the resources to get behind it, the 

influence to make people listen to them and so forth. That may be too bad that this happens in 

special education and not, say, in bilingual education so much, or in equal education for poor 

kids. But there was a different kind of a constituency out there that was more powerful. 
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And it also went across party lines. I once got involved in this. I was talking to leaders in 

Congress – not the actual leaders. People like me don't talk to the senators. You talk to their staff. 

But Bob Dole was a quite famous conservative Republican – has, for many, many years, been a 

big advocate of special education because he has a disability. So it's sort of like Vice President 

Cheney getting behind gay rights. Even though it stuck in his craw – but because he had a 

daughter who was lesbian. 

 

So special education came to the Congress and one of the movers and shakers in it, that was a 

supporter of a lot of liberal education stuff, [was] John Brademas. He became the president of 

NYU [New York University] later on, but he was a long time Indiana Congressman. He said to 

me [that] this was one where the Congress actually wanted research, and they wanted 

professional advice. Because on school aid, Title I, everybody's been to fourth grade. Everybody 

knows what a good school is. But not very many people in the Congress would claim to know 

what's the right treatment for a kid with mild emotional disability or mild mental retardation. 

They just don't know.  

 

And the professionals had gotten together. So the first famous bill was called the Education of 

All Handicapped Act in 1974, so it is part of this blossoming of right-based education in the '70s, 

which, as I may have already said, was quite bipartisan in its support – lots of Republicans 

behind it. It did two main things. It said that parents of these kids ought to have a voice in their 

education. We can't just rely on categories and then saying, like maybe some doctors might, that 

says when somebody got smallpox, here's what you do. In every case, this is what you do. We 
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know this is what works for smallpox. But these categories we've been using are a little bit 

squishier than that, and they're not really formally, objectively, comprehensively true. So the 

parents ought to be involved. And they insisted that every kid have an individual education plan 

– an IEP. It means that the strategy the school was going to take with your child had to be 

approved by you. 

 

Now, people in special ed in the schools where it's not done very well, say it can get to be very 

pro forma, and it doesn't really involve much parental participation. At any rate, it is a big factor 

in special ed. And the second thing was to say that these kids ought to be integrated in regular 

classrooms to the maximum extent feasible – so called . . . what do they call it? I've forgotten.  

 

Mainstreaming? 

 

Yeah mainstreaming, yeah. Mainstreaming isn't a word that actually appeared in that law. 

[editor’s note: least restrictive environment] 

 

 

Hour 3/39:55 
Feds and States' Involvement with Special Ed Requirements/Funding, Relationship of 
Federal Money and Local School Districts 
 
 
So that’s in a law that later came under the acronym of IDEA – I'm not even sure if I can 

remember what that stands for. But that's the special education legislation. [editor’s note: 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act] And the third one would be bilingual education and 

the rights of language minorities.  
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One of the things that I think you wrote about that was also different – and I was wondering 

whether this was an outcome of some states' laws or advocacy – was that this, unlike the ESEA 

and Title I, had legal recourse for parents who could use the due process of law and sue if their 

child was discriminated against on the basis of their disability, which was very different, then. 

 

Yeah. It was different then. And I think it is legally different than, say – now a Hispanic parent 

with a family language of Spanish who's not getting what they want out of a school district can 

hire a lawyer and go, if they have the resources to do it, and sue a school system on the basis of 

not abiding by an existing law, in this case, the Lau decision. That's a little bit different than the 

special ed thing invites the participation of parents and requires their consent for the treatment 

that's going to be given the child in every case, not when something goes wrong, but in every 

case.  

 

I also know, but only vaguely, because I'm not expert on it, that the courts have been very, very 

involved in special ed cases, because they're very complicated and sometimes very expensive. If 

you have kids that are severely physically disabled, they can cost ten times as much as the per 

pupil cost average, and yet they are required in a lot of states, by state law now, and to some 

extent by the federal law – I'm not sure exactly how that breaks down. But you have a nice little 

dance that goes on between the feds and the states. This one was developed more in the states 

than many other federal initiatives, and they looked at places like Massachusetts and said that's a 

very exemplary law. Let's think about that when we pass the famous Education for All 

Handicapped Act, known to this day by special education teachers by its bureaucratic name – 94-
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142. Every law in the United States has the number of the Congress – the 94th Congress in 1974, 

and it was the hundred and forty-second bill they passed. And for some weird reason, it got to be 

lingo for this thing – 94-142. Its advocate called it that and so forth. So, at any rate, 94-142 really 

established those two major benchmarks. And your comment is good, but I'm a little ignorant on 

it, about how it broke down. But I was just reading yesterday – I read all of the New York Times 

and the Washington Post and then other newspapers selectively for each decade I'm working in. 

So I was reading some for the late 1970s and it was about, in the Post, and it said, "Maryland 

Governor” – I've forgotten his name – “Marvin [Mandel] has appointed a commission to decide 

issues about special education." And the commission was to decide between, not the feds and the 

states, but the State of Maryland and the districts, who was going to pay for what, under the new 

law that has been passed by the legislature about what was required by districts. And then there 

was a flurry of controversy over who's going to pay for it, what's going to be the state's share, 

and what's going to be the local share. 

 

So the feds got involved and passed these landmark bills, but at the same time a lot of it 

emanated from the states in the first place. And in the second place, once the feds got in and 

started requiring stuff in special education, that spurred more activity in states, whether they had 

been in the forefront or not. 

 

And it sounds like, as you said, the states were more effective in this case of disability rights 

because they had this broad base of support. They had a professional approach. 

 

Yeah.  
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I'm curious. You also mentioned something about a book by Adam Nelson, where in Boston they 

tried to make poverty defined as a disability? That's an interesting anecdote. 

 

Yeah, so I had mentioned before David Gamson. A second case study that I commissioned with 

support from the Spencer Foundation was to see what it looked like from the bottom up in 

Boston when federal programs came down. He had this inkling that there was a much bigger 

story to tell about Boston than the usual one, which is they resisted desegregation with a force 

equal to the resistance in Chicago. The two of them are kind of the prize winning, resistant big 

cities in the North. I was a graduate student when the Boston decision went down and the busing 

started there, and it was really terribly scary – people rocking the buses and bashing in the 

windows of the buses. It certainly seemed every bit as mean and dangerous as what was going on 

in the South. So that's the image that people have in their minds. At the same time roughly, the 

Boston administration – the superintendent and his people – with, I guess, the oversight of the 

school board, were trying to figure out how to do better compensatory education, which sounds 

kind of bizarre, because they were opposing integration. But the two are not the same thing. So 

they were saying – we have a lot of poor kids, and there isn't much compensatory education 

money out there. So this was actually before the busing decision, because it was before the 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act. It was, like, in the early '60s. And whoever the 

superintendent was, was saying there's this special education money for kids with disabilities. I 

think they would have called it handicapped at the time. I'd have to go back to Adam's book to 

get the dates on all this figured out. 
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But the cool thing is, and I don't know how legal it all was, they said – well, poverty's a disability 

for sure, isn't it? It certainly seems to be a disadvantage. Wouldn't that be a disability? What's the 

difference? Disadvantage? Disability? Why don't we use some of that special education money 

for these kids who suffer from poverty? And they did, according to Adam. The point he was 

trying to make was both the Boston situation was much more complicated as you move from 

issue to issue. It had different relationships with feds and federal money than just this resistance 

to desegregation. But also, it raises the point that one of the things about the relationship of 

federal money and local school districts is not just whether we take it or not and whether we 

complain or not, but when we take it, how much latitude can we have, either with their 

permission or out of their sight over how we spend it? And so a lot of that adaptation goes on. I 

think political scientists who study implementation know that – that people adapt things to their 

local needs. To some extent, we should applaud it. To the extent that it flagrantly ignores the 

federal purpose that the legislation was designed for, then it's not a good thing because then you 

just have chaos. You'd have people spending the stuff for whatever they want to. This is kind of 

an interesting case, because it seems like both of those intended targets were virtuous things to 

do, and they just redefined what it was for. So that's cool.  

 

Was there any pushback from the feds? 

 

I don't know. 

 

That's interesting. 
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I don't know. Maybe Adam just discovered this stuff and brought it to light. (laughter) I don't 

know. 

 

Well, this is a little bit of a non sequitur. I'm struck by the fact that there is all this talk of federal 

policy and impact on the states, but that they've never contributed more than, what, ten percent 

of the total cost of education? 

 

Yeah, yeah. Maybe we should address that. 

 

And have there been states who have actually just said – we don't want to comply and we don't 

want your money. 

 

In every example I can think where a state said – I won't do it – they were so few that it didn't 

have any big political impact. In the case of National Defense Education Act, which was 

symbolically important because a lot of states saw that as the big first thrust of the federal 

government into getting mixed up in real local programs of education. Indiana said they wouldn't 

do it. The legislature supported the governor, and the governor was adamantly against it, and 

they said we don't want any part of it. We're not going to apply for any money in it, so just go get 

out of our backyard. I think some years later, I'm not sure when, they kind of ate crow and did 

get involved. But they wrote a lot of letters and so forth saying it was a bad thing to be doing and 

they wouldn't do it. I don't remember it on ESEA. I don't remember states bowing out of it. 

Districts did certainly, because in the South, it meant desegregation. When the Civil Rights Act 

came out and said if you get any federal money in any program, you can't do it if you 
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discriminate – that meant that every district that was segregated by law could lose their Title I 

money if they didn't segregate (sic). [narrator’s correction: desegregate]  

 

Hour 3/50:00 
Issues in Bilingual Education, Federal Funding of Local School Districts 
 
 

So lots of southern districts said – oh, good, if we can get out of this, it's not a mandatory law. It's 

just a mandatory law that says we can't get your money. Especially small, rural districts would 

go to their school board and say – you know, this is twelve hundred dollars a year. We don't need 

that. Or, we need it, but it's a small sacrifice to make. 

 

So, there were a lot of districts, but I don't know of any states, who said don't give us any. Most 

of them were trying to ride the horse of freedom of choice and hoping that the feds would 

recognize that. Therefore they would have their cake and eat it, too. They would have effective 

desegregation [segregation] and be able to do Title I. 

 

Now you had various states opt out on much more recent things, like Common Core, the thing 

that's the big policy issue in play right now. And there are, I think, three or four states who never 

said they would do it, and a couple who have backed out. I can't name them, but out of fifty 

states, you've got maybe five who are iffy or actually out of that thing. But that's not enough to 

stop a train. 

 

So we should move on, given our timeframe here. We were in the '70s. I don't want to not 

recognize the bilingual thing, which is the third example of this expansion of rights. The feds 
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began voluntarily on this. I don't mean that they were volunteering, but they allowed districts to 

do it on a voluntary basis. That was the 1968 Bilingual Education Act. It was the first time they 

got involved. It was pushed by a Texas senator whose name I don't remember right now; I 

should. It wasn't particularly a high thing in the Johnson administration. Yarborough was his 

name – Senator [Ralph] Yarborough – and he was quite unhappy with his fellow Texan, 

Johnson, not making much of this.  

 

So, at any rate that was just great. You could get a grant if you wanted to do this stuff. They were 

fomenting a lot of research grants to people about it and so forth. But then in the Lau decision, 

which I also think is a 1971 decision – L-A-U – after a Chinese complainant – the Supreme 

Court said no. You have to make accommodations. They didn't say you have to do bilingual 

education, which opened up a clear field for, first of all, the government having to make 

regulations, since the court case didn't. Then, when the government got into starting to make bills 

providing money for language minorities’ rights, then they had to say whether these bills were 

about bilingual education or they weren't. So that was a field of huge controversy, much more so 

than in the field of special education. There were people that said – no, do immersion. We don't 

want people speaking other languages in this country. Other people on the far end of the other 

side said bilingualism is a wonderful thing. We ought to encourage more of our kids to do it. 

Don't erase these kids' languages. Make them bilingual. Have these long-standing bilingual – at 

the one extreme that never got much currency in the federal government – have two-way 

bilingual. Invite kids to come to a school that's some English speakers learning Spanish and 

some Spanish speaking kids speaking English. 
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So that enterprise was fraught with controversy from the beginning, and for a variety of reasons. 

In special education, there was warfare between parents of one group and then parents of another 

group, if they thought that the other guys might be getting more money and their kids would be 

short shrifted. So there has been some little bit of competitiveness there, but mainly there's been 

much more unity and parental support and professional support for it. 

 

The bilingual thing ran into the whole issue of controversies involving immigrants, people of 

color, and whether the nation ought to be an English-only, basic language policy. And they're all 

mixed up with each other. If anything, that's gotten worse over time rather than better over time.  

 

Also, a lot of education researchers weren't quite certain whether short-term bilingual was the 

best route to the educational success of these kids or whether long-term was. Long-term sounds 

like you're being very liberal and very diversity-oriented because you want people to be speaking 

different languages. But so many of the programs researched turned out to be backwaters 

because they weren't getting the best science teachers and they weren't getting the best social 

studies teachers and so forth. They were just speaking their native language a lot, and they were 

kind of missing out on the rest of the curriculum. It's more complicated than that.  

 

There are actually cognitive factors that are quite fascinating that it would take us even too long 

to talk about. You know, if you learn to talk about science in your native language, are you going 

to then have to re-learn it all when you get into English? And that kind of stuff. And is that 

pedagogically a good thing or a bad thing? 
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Generally, as a person, as a policy person, I was in favor of bilingual education, but I've been on 

some various commissions that have studied it and so forth. There's no question that bilingualism 

is a positive mental trait. It's not just a political thing. It's just not about diversity. It actually is a 

positive, cognitive trait, and there's a lot of research to support that. But how that plays out into 

policy is very, very complex. And unfortunately, it's gotten ensnared in those states with the 

most Latino population with the politics of immigration and so forth.  

 

So that's been a tough slog. Nonetheless, it has been a quite substantially federal issue, not that 

there's nothing going on in the states, and it has resulted in a lot more districts not only having 

bilingual education, but by having a much more bicultural approach to the content of those kids' 

education. That's the best you can say for it – that the good programs are really wonderful and 

they are warranted as a matter of equity. So, that's good. 

 

So the '70s was this expansion, this continued federal expansion and influx of dollars and 

regulations. 

 

Yeah. Yeah. One more aside and then we'll run from the '80s to the present – I'm not running 

very fast, am I? You asked, and I didn't answer – why is it such a big deal about federal influence 

when they only provide eight percent of local budgets? That figure, that percent, means – of all 

the dollars in a local school. Let's say, across the whole nation, if you take all the budgets of 

local schools, K-12, what percentage of that is from federal sources? So in 1940, it was under 

two percent. There was hardly anything there. A lot of that was for Native American education, 

so it was very unequal. Some districts had lots and lots of that money. Most districts had none.  
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So by the time NDEA kicked in, it was maybe six percent or something like that. It got up to 

eight, nine, ten. And then for a long time, it had never gotten higher, I think, than ten percent. 

And we're going to get to Mr. Reagan very soon. So it was about ten percent when he came in. 

I've forgotten – it was in that little paper I gave you – ten or ten point something. And he 

knocked it down – oh, nine percent. 

 

Nine to seven. 

 

Nine point something and he knocked it down to seven point something. And everybody said – 

a) it doesn't sound like much at nine; b) it doesn't sound like much of a reduction. But, so here's 

the skinny on why that amount of money is important. First of all, that money comes with a lot 

of symbolism with it. I mean, nine percent of your local budget comes with this new program 

and that new program and so forth. The other reason that's akin to that, this is as a percent of 

total budgets. Most school budgets, well over half of it – I don't know what percent on an 

average across the whole United States – but most of it is on – what do they call it in the world of 

budgets? At any rate, required services that have nothing to do with reform or things are taught, 

whatever. 

 

Non-discretionary? 

 

Non-discretionary. Non-discretionary funds. That’s school buses, maintenance of buildings, 

building new buildings, paying teachers, and so forth. And you get all done with that, and if 
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you've eaten up seventy percent of your budget, the rest of it is about content, and whether we're 

going to spend more money on daycare, and whether we're going to have a better nutritional 

staff, and whether we've got money enough to give teachers a sabbatical. All that kind of stuff is 

in a smaller part of your budget. So then, if the feds are providing ten percent of your budget, 

you're saying that's program money I really want. The seventy percent I hardly even feel, 

because I need it to run any kind of a system here. But I'm interested in reform and success. I'm 

dealing with a smaller part of my budget. So, that's the best that can be said about it. 

 

Just as a small footnote, the percentage went up quite a bit after 2008. But remember, this is a 

percentage of total dollars, so it's not just that the federal dollars were moving up, and they were, 

because Obama had education as one of his highest priorities. So when he got rescue money to 

try and restart the economy, he put a lot of it over into the Education Department. So it almost 

doubled their budget. So they had a lot of money and not very many strings attached to it. They 

were putting more money into schools. It didn't happen right in 2008. It starts to kick in about 

2010. So you see the thing going up. But the curve is going way up because why? Because the 

other things in the percent are collapsing – the state money and the local money are collapsing. 

So these are not dollars in this rising curve. It's a percentage of a smaller pie. So under Secretary 

Duncan, the percentage got to be the highest by far. It got to be sixteen percent. And it's now 

going down again because that rescue money is gone from the feds and there's been some 

recovery of the economy, so some state and local budgets are in a little better shape. So it's 

probably going to go back down to twelve or something like that.  

 

Well, that's good. I'm glad you got that in here and that's where we going to end this hour.  
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HOUR 4 

 

Hour 4/00:00 
Decrease in Federal Role in Education in the '80s, Educational Initiatives under Reagan, 
Block Grant Programs 
 
 

Hour number four of my interview with Carl Kaestle on October 11th, and we've made it to the 

1980s, sort of. (laughter) 

 

That's a question? The answer is – yes, we've made it to the 1980s. (laughter) We made it to the 

1980s through the presidency of Jimmy Carter, where the liberal agenda of expanding federal 

involvement, including the creation of a cabinet level department called the Department of 

Education. That succeeded, but carried with it many episodes of frustration and the liberal 

agenda losing its steam. So, with Ronald Reagan in the White House, there were promises of 

retrenching and reversing the influence of the federal role and kind of pulling back from it. It 

began in the Carter administration, but it certainly was hastened and led by President Reagan and 

his staff.  

 

Was this just part of the general mood to decrease government’s role, or was there something 

happening in the states that impacted a desire for less federal control? 

 

The stereotype about education was that the agenda had promulgated so many pieces of 

legislation that were separate pieces, even if they were part of an omnibus bill, but they 

nonetheless were a separate body of rules and so forth, that they started contradicting each other 
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and staff had to fill out so many forms and follow so many regulations that they felt strangled by 

it. There's a little bit of research to suggest that that may be a stereotype. There's some more 

positive results from districts saying – oh, really? No, we don't think that. We think that special 

education is really good, and it's really helped kids, and it's an equalizing force, and so forth and 

so on. I'm not an expert on it, but I'm mindful of this little bit of research that I've read that said 

beware of that stereotype. But I've heard it from a lot of people that have been around a long 

time, people like Mike Smith, who's lived through this whole thing as I did, and I think they 

think that there was some fatigue from the level of complexity of federal regulations – that we 

were overregulated. Whether that also resonated just with a population that had looked upon the 

'70s as a time, not when there was expanding rights, and isn't that a wonderful thing – but that 

there was rights-based reform, which was tiresome because it was – my group wants this and my 

group wants that, and that's all I'm interested in. Or what you might call an overly litigious 

society. And that is a theme that was, at the time, written about by columnists. And it has been 

picked up by some historians also, that the '70s was not all positive. The way you and I talked 

about it in the previous hour may be emphasizing the things that liberals would like to emphasize 

as an expansion of rights, but that in fact, it was also a contentious process and one that 

emphasized group identities. So there was some of that. 

 

Reagan was a very skillful politician, much more so than Richard Nixon, although Nixon won 

the election twice on very similar messages. It was – I'm for the silent majority. I'm for returning 

power to the states and the districts. I'm for giving grant money with no strings attached – in 

what they call block grants. Reagan was just effective at that and Carter wasn't terribly effective 
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politically as a president, whatever we may think of his goals and the things he accomplished. 

So, it was a combination of all those things. 

 

So then there's the question of – did Reagan succeed? And the answer is yes and no. He wanted 

to abolish the newly formed Department of Education. That was more a symbolic issue than a 

substantive issue, because you can run the same programs, like Title I, out of an Office of 

Education just as well as you can out of a Department of Education. The idea that with 

heightened visibility we'd get more money for education, which is what the liberals were hoping 

for, was debatable. And the education secretaries never had much real influence in the cabinet. 

Not the first secretary, but the second secretary – I know his name perfectly well – but that's the 

whole point . . . Reagan never could remember his name – and so he wrote his memoir. It was 

called The Thirteenth Man. There were thirteen cabinet officers in the room and he was number 

thirteen. Terrel Bell was his name. 

 

So, that was largely a symbolic issue, but it was an important symbolic issue. A lot of 

conservative Republicans were determined to destroy, to abolish the Department of Education. 

And it's recurred again in conservative Republican circles from time to time. At any rate, that 

didn't succeed.  

 

He did succeed in two or three things. One, he reduced the percentage of local budgets coming 

from the federal government. As you and I have discussed, but we may not have on the record 

here, from nine point something to seven point something. That's not very much out of the 

hundred percent, but a lot of the hundred percent is what we call non-discretionary. 
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How did states react to that? Do you have a feel for if there was a response or a reaction? 

 

Well, I haven't gotten around to writing that, and so I haven't been reading all the press and so 

forth for, like, '80, '81, '82. So I'm relying more on secondary sources and more on the hard 

evidence of what they did. The reaction, I suspect, was pretty partisan. I imagine the Democrats 

were very unhappy about it and voted against it, and I imagine the Republicans thought it was 

just what they needed. 

 

His Secretary of Education, the thirteenth man, Terrel Bell, was concerned about this and wasn't 

– he had been a commissioner of education earlier, and he was a moderate Republican. And he 

decided that there was a crisis – there was a lot of talk about there being a crisis in education. 

Test scores were being bruited about, declining SATs at the more elite level, but also on a 

popular level, that minimum skills testing in the '70s hadn't really motivated people to solve the 

problem of education achievement. So there was that around, which you would have thought 

would have made the federal government want to do more, not less. 

 

Reagan wasn’t convinced. Nothing like that was going to dent his faith that feds ought to pull 

back in education. So he managed to get – he and his supporters in Congress – managed to get 

the budgets down, somewhat. Then the budgets that they did have, they did do block grants. But 

here the picture is mixed. They wanted to block grant everything, including the flagship 

programs – Title I, special ed and so forth – I'm not sure about special ed, but they wanted to 

block grant Title I. And in that they failed. They didn't get a majority of support for that in the 
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Congress. So, Title I of his big omnibus education bill remained to the Title I that was for 

compensatory education.  

 

Title II – by this time they called them chapters. It didn't matter. It's the same thing. Chapter II 

was block grants. And it took, I've forgotten how many, twenty-eight programs that the 

government had – from fairly sizeable, like the Emergency Schools Assistance Act, which was 

for desegregating school districts, to have support money for the expenses they associated with 

desegregation, to metric education, which wasn't doing too well on its own, so it probably didn't 

do too well in the block grant. But you got this thing for these twenty-eight programs, if I'm right 

about the number, you got a bunch of money for it. Now the money that you got was less than 

the total of what you would have gotten a year before because they reduced the total amounts. 

But they took the money, and they gave it to you, and they said spend it on whatever you like 

within those twenty-eight purposes. You couldn't spend it on bubblegum, but you could spend it 

on metric education, the whole business, or you could spend it on whatever.  

 

So two things happened. People drifted from the more liberal causes like the Emergency Schools 

Assistance Act, toward other things that were in there. I think you could spend it for things like 

computers. I'm not sure how big computers would have been in 1980. Also, you didn't have to 

apply for this stuff. These other things had been grant programs. This money went out by 

formula on the basis of population, not about poor people, whatever – just by population.  
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Hour 4/09:55 

 

Importance of Nation at Risk Report, State Level Reform in the '80s, Bush's Desire for 
Federal/State Partnership, Opportunity to Learn Standards 
 
 

So it spread it out to the suburbs and the rural areas much more than Title I had. Title I had been 

predominantly urban because of poverty – not that there's not rural poverty, but it still was 

slanted toward urban. So that had some effect on it.  

 

Thirdly, they reduced the amount of regulation. Now some people like my friend Mike Smith, 

who you're going to talk to soon, said – you know, looking back on it, I think he was right. There 

was too much regulation. There were too many tangles of contradictory regulations and so forth. 

So in one sense, that was good. That was fine. Even us liberals should say – thank you, President 

Reagan. But, on the other hand, they also quite a bit reduced the amount of civil rights 

enforcement because they didn't believe in it as much. So, that's the report card on the president’s 

stepping back from the federal role in education. 

 

Meanwhile, Terrel Bell's over at the new Department of Education and he tries to get permission 

to have a White House commission or conference and doesn't get any resonance from White 

House staff. And so on his own authority, he empanels a commission to look at the state of 

American education. It didn't have anything to do with the president. The Department of 

Education was doing it. I don' t know – maybe they knew that he was doing, but they didn't care. 

And they didn't want to sponsor it, I guess.  
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So he comes up with the Nation at Risk, 1983, which was a somewhat bombastic report, but also 

mustered all the evidence about how there were falling test scores and falling standards and so 

forth. So that got the attention of a lot of journalists. The president had to stand up and own it. 

But he didn't retreat much from his retreat. That is – that's a terrible metaphor. He didn't stop 

retreating. There was once a general said, "We never retreat. We only advance to the rear, 

sometimes." (laughter) So, President Reagan would have said, "Yes, I'm advancing – to the 

rear." And he stuck to his guns. But what Terrel Bell probably did was save the Education 

Department, if nothing else, and make this huge wave of publicity about the Nation at Risk. In 

the absence of interest of President Reagan and having the federal government take 

responsibility for this, that led to a lot of state level reform in the 1980s. 

 

The first round was a lot of things that had been in the air about effective schools – more 

concentration on academic work, more homework, less open campuses. There was kind of a 

stereotype about open campuses where kids could come or go as they pleased. I don't know if 

that made any difference. But the more substantive things were more homework, higher 

graduation requirements for graduation from high school. And various states did various things 

about it, but a lot of them had the same laundry list. I remember being in Wisconsin and seeing 

them pass the Wisconsin Education Reform Act of whatever – 1984 or 85. They increased the 

necessary grade point average to get into teacher training. And it worked. Those of us at the 

School of Education in Wisconsin said – now that you have to have a B or better to get into 

teacher training, our students are seeming to write better and reason better. So, I was quite 

astounded that this thing came down, and Wisconsin decided that was their version of education 

reform. In general, however, this kind of reform doesn't immediately turn around test scores, you 
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know. It just doesn’t work that way that in one or two years you can change something as sturdy 

and stubborn as an achievement level.  

 

So there was kind of doldrums. In the mid 1980s, journalists were talking about – maybe we're 

retreating from reform. It's not working. And then in the late '80s, under George Walker Bush, 

there was a very, what I call, a yeasty period in education reform thinking. Part of it was about 

standards. California, for one, had developed very effective curriculum frameworks, they called 

them. Some people started talking about them as standards. Maybe that was a different thing than 

frameworks. But it was definitely a different thing than curriculum. It was really higher order 

generalizations about the kind of things one wants children to be able to learn about and know 

how to do – to be a historian, or to be a geometry person, or to be whatever – to speak French. 

 

So these standards would be, say in my field, something like people adept at history should, by 

tenth grade, be able to discuss intelligently the difference between a correlation and a cause. That 

might be a chronological thinking that you'd want kids to get into. So that doesn't tell you 

whether you're supposed to be studying Egypt or Arizona. It just says that's a concept you ought 

to get. So it's not a curriculum. It's a standard. And there was a sudden interest in this, partly 

driven by, well frankly by an article by Mike Smith and Jennifer O'Day, which was called 

“Systemic Reform”. And that was about having standards and how to make the standards work. 

And that really changed the course of educational reform in the country, and it soon coincided 

with a shift back to the federal level as fully engaged. George Herbert Walker Bush had tried to 

do a partnership with the states to get the feds back into it, but it didn't work very well, partly 
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because the Democrats wouldn't cooperate with him. It got started late and pretty soon it was like 

an election year, and it fell apart on partisanship.  

 

But in any case, when Smith and O'Day came out with this thing, it was to a receptive audience. 

There had been a summit meeting of the states at Charlottesville. The governors called it 

together. President Bush formally pulled it together, but he was not a major player, nor did they 

invite people from Congress, which quite ticked off the people in Congress. So this was really a 

state activity. And they started talking about national goals. I'm not sure how much they talked 

about the word “standards.” Smith and O'Day really got around and were reflecting things that 

they were talking about with what you might call the national community of policy wonks –

people talking about policy. And so they said what you need to have is strong standards, which 

were these kind of general grand statements – from which you could build a curriculum. And 

then you needed assessments to match. But you also needed to have teacher training to be all 

about that stuff and all professional development for teachers to be all about that stuff. So if 

you've got content standards and teacher training and professional development and assessments 

in there, and they had some other doodads that were called performance standards – so once you 

had a content standard and you had a curriculum to teach those content standards, the question is 

how much is enough to be considered proficient. So that's like – what should happen in third 

grade? What should happen in sixth grade? 

 

And wasn't there also a discussion of the Opportunity to Learn standards? 
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Yes, yes. And on everything I've just said, there was a lot of consensus. Then liberal members 

said you can't hold kids responsible for something they haven't been taught. And that's going to 

vary a lot by the quality of the schools. So they tried to insert something called Opportunity to 

Learn, which sounded perfectly logical. But conservatives said no. We're behind this thing with 

you, but that thing's just going to slow everything down. You're going to have all kinds of trouble 

defining that, measuring it, whatever. And some people who were quite unpolitical, I believe, 

like my colleague at Wisconsin, Andy Porter, did really good research on how you would try and 

work out Opportunity to Learn standards. And it's not easy. You can't put a monitor in the back 

of every classroom and say – is Mr. Jones enacting the curriculum that has been called for in the 

State of Nevada, and so forth and so on. So that one died partly on an important and legitimate 

matter of how difficult it would have been to measure it, but mostly on political grounds. It just 

sounded like some liberal idea that was going to stop everything. So you had a lot of neo-

conservative people that were just saying – let's get going on this standard thing and stop talking 

about Opportunity to Learn. 

 

How do you account for the shift between Reagan and the first Bush, this pull-back. Was it an 

interest of Herbert Walker Bush to get back into education, or a political move that he knew he 

needed to do because of [politics]? 

 

I'm sorry, Anita. I don't really know a solid answer on that. I think he wasn't as conservative as 

Reagan and agreed that there was exciting stuff going on in education and thought there ought to 

be a partnership. That was his approach. He wanted to be an education president, and he thought 

– what we ought to do is re-establish this as a partnership relationship. 
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Hour 4/20:00 
Nat'l Education Standards and Improvement Council, Clinton's Support of Standards- 
Based Reform/Testing Requirements 
 
 

And the states had been active in percolating [these ideas]? 

 

Yeah, they had been. So the states had become players, and they developed some capacity, and 

they thought they had their fate in their hands for a while, even though a lot of them thought the 

reforms we tried weren't paying off in big benefits. So the new thing that was going to pay off 

was standards. And about the time that got to be kind of a clarified concept and sounded new, 

both the idea of standards and the idea of aligning everything – alignment was a big "A" word 

around all the time. And, about that time – now, you could have said that was going to be the 

second phase of all these states doing standards and doing standards-based reform. But about that 

time, Clinton gets elected. And Clinton's an education governor, and he says this ought to be at 

the federal level. He was faster at it, so it came right in the beginning of his term. There was a lot 

of good will around. Unlike Bush, Sr., even though his goals were somewhat similar, he said – 

no, we can do this. 

 

So the Clinton administration begins the '90s with a pretty robust plan to have there be yes, a 

partnership, but a quite assertive federal role, the most controversial part of which, since they 

didn't suggest national exams or tests, was called the National Education Standards and 

Improvement Council. I think that was the words for NESIC. And that was to be a national 

panel. They said now national, not federal. So it had some state representatives and teacher 
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representatives and various things. It guaranteed representation across bipartisan lines and so 

forth. There was a formula for it that made it seem like a national commission, but it was a 

federal project. And they were going to approve state plans for curriculum [narrator’s note: 

meant standards] in various subjects. There were a lot of things going on. The Pew Trusts were 

having all kinds of forums about K-12 education. There was a lot of excitement, a little bit of 

which I observed first hand, around how great it could be to have really good standards in 

biology and really good standards in language arts. So this was not just the reading and math 

basics. This was about subject matter. And that ran into a buzz saw when, in the first, what we 

called bi-election – that is, the midterm election in 1994. So if Clinton wins the election in '92 

and comes in in January of '93 and by the fall of '94, which is, you know, not quite two years 

later, there's another election. That brings into the Congress a very strong contingent of 

conservative Republicans, the reasons for which I won't try to go into, because I don't remember 

very much about it. They ran on a platform of trying to reverse this kind of federal involvement. 

They had a thing called Contract with America that was somewhat similar now to people you see 

that we associate sometimes with the Tea Party, of people that want the federal government to 

pull back and not be so intrusive with people's lives. And one of the easy targets for them was 

the NESIC commission.  

 

In one of their first congressional acts – I can't remember – I used to think it was that they 

defunded it. They simply said you can call it that if you want to, but it's going to have not a 

penny to operate on. But then I ran into something the other day that said that's not right. They 

actually repealed it. In any case, they prevented the federal government from approving state 

curriculums. 
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To people outside of education that may not sound like very much, but in the subject we're here 

to talk to about today, that was a big change. The Clinton people were asserting themselves, and 

I knew some of these people then. Mike Smith, whom you're going to talk to later, was the 

undersecretary of education, and was really responsible for the Clinton legislative program 

because his wonderful boss, the secretary of education, was Bill Riley from South Carolina, a 

much beloved, very skilled politician, former governor, and an education governor, but he didn't 

have much taste for or experience in federal legislation, and Mike did. So Mike as a number two, 

is really a person who did the standards movement for eight years for the Clinton people. It was 

really something. I mean, how personally we can associate this with him. But there were lots of 

people working on it. The idea had really spread. And so they couldn't do NESIC anymore.  

 

Now to simplify this, and you can ask Mike to talk more about it when you talk to him, that 

blunted their assertion of federal power over state curriculum. And so they changed somewhat to 

a mode of encouraging the states to develop their standards, giving out grants to it, kind of acting 

in the partner role that Bush had suggested. And that's not all they did. They also turned to Title 

I, which is a separate bill. This bill for goals was called Goals 2000. It was a separate piece of 

legislation than the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, which had a different name in the 

Clinton administration. I've forgotten what it was called, something about improvement. 

[editor’s note: IASA: Improving America’s Schools Act] I don't know the acronym, but it was 

ESEA, and most of us called it that.  
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And so there, they were trying to improve the accountability yet more in Title I and make 

districts accountable. And they did it in a clever way. They were trying to – what would Mike 

say? Not come in the back door – but, at any rate, to bridge the problem – in Title I, you could 

only legislate rules that had to do with these poor kids who were in these programs. So they said 

you've got to devise assessment programs that can see where these kids are. And they did a 

bunch of things to improve over what had been done before. There was a 1980s act that's 

important that I won't go into. But 1994 made that even tougher and stiffer and better.  

 

But then it said – but how will we know how well these kids are doing unless we can compare 

them to the big population? So they levied, as a condition of Title I, testing requirements on all 

the districts for all the kids. Now that is another study that could take an awful long time to try 

and discuss, which is it took six or eight years to get all the states into compliance because they 

had to develop assessments for the whole range of their curriculum and so forth. At least they 

had to do it for reading and math for the assessment of Title I. And so there had to be a certain 

amount of latitude on the part of the Clinton people. So it went on and on until – I remember 

thinking – boy, this isn't very coercive if five years later, after you've said this, you're proud of 

the fact that you've got half the states on your side or in compliance. 

 

And this was all through the reauthorization of Title I? 

 

Yes. 

 

Okay. 
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Exactly. And then they tried some other things that were experiments. They tried to have what 

they called a voluntary national test in Clinton's second administration. And that blew up too, on 

the usual reasons. There were just too many conservatives who said no. No national test. We 

don't care if it's voluntary or not. And a lot of people worked on that idea – could it be made 

more compatible, or go down positively somehow. It did not.  

 

So the Clinton people really established kind of federal encouragement, funding for grants too, 

etc., but not federal specific oversight about the standards development in the states. So to some 

extent, the rise in state planning and state policy activity in the '80s continued in the '90s, and 

there was more authority for the states than there would have been if the Clinton people had been 

approving these different curriculums. 

 

And I think also at the same time, you mentioned as parallel to the standards-based reform 

movement there was also a shift in the neo-conservative and Republican camp away from public 

schools. 

 

Yeah.  

 

I mean, did that happen on a state level also, bubbling up from the bottom, the move towards 

voucher schools, charter schools? 
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Yeah. Right. One of the reasons that studying education policy is so difficult and studying 

history of education is just multiply difficult because you've got to go all the way back, is that 

there are fifty states. And a lot of educational history is about the states, and certainly about 

things like vouchers, attempted voucher programs, the development of charter schools, and so 

forth, aid to private schools, all those things were, by and large, state laws. You get a state that's 

more conservative than others, and they say they want to give more aid to religious schools. And 

so it's a state matter, and it goes to a state court. Then it may go to a federal court, and then it 

becomes a federal matter. But it's always bubbling up from the states. 

 

Hour 4/29:55 
Liberal vs. Conservative Positions on Public Schools, Goals of Standards-Based Reform 
under Clinton/Bush, No Child Left Behind 
 
 

And then there's also kind of a national culture, not federal, but a national culture of people who 

are starting to form this idea that filters into the Congress, as market-based versus standards-

based – we don't care about the public schools. We give up on them. They're just terrible. They're 

no good. Most people didn't say that explicitly. Liberals, paranoid or not, a lot of them said that's 

really the motivation, which is, they've given up on public schools. So we've got to see them as 

an enemy.  

 

What I described it as, at one point, was a shift from a position where you could be pretty sure 

that a conservative, usually labeled a Republican, but a conservative in the United States, their 

position on public schools was going to be conservative in the literal meaning of the word "to 

conserve." They said – yay for public schools, yay for neighborhood schools. Boo for busing 
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kids very far. And definitely boo on aid to parochial schools. They were some of the best 

supporters of neighborhood public schools there were. They were chamber of commerce types. 

They believed in school boards. A lot of the same people were on the school boards as were in 

the chamber of commerce, except there was an increasing number of women, and I suspect not 

very many women in the chamber of commerce. 

 

So you're right to think that a lot of this new challenging framework, this alternative framework, 

was not only a new thing for conservatives, but it was state-based, and it was bubbling up from 

the state. But also favorite articles in favorite – the kind of journals becoming the watering places 

for the neoconservative movement – Commentary, The Public Interest, and other journals like 

that.  

 

So there was kind of a populist – get the government off our backs – part of it, and then there 

was a much more articulated philosophical part of it that was going on among former liberals 

like Pat Moynihan, who had been a Catholic-based, working class guy who was a liberal 

Democrat and had become quite a critic of the foolishness of a lot of expensive government 

programs and the way they were run. So that was what some people called the chattering classes. 

That was where the ideas were generated. 

 

And at the same time, there was a development of a lot more prominence to conservative 

foundations so that that playing field got a little bit more level. Some people were associated 

with the old fashioned, familiar foundations like Ford and Carnegie and so forth, said – oh, my 

goodness, those people are partisan. Those people are conservative in that. Heritage is a 
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conservative outfit. And people in the conservative movement said – yeah, you didn't think you 

were all liberals? And if you look at the Ford Foundation's programs in education, you'd have to 

say much of it was devoted to race and equality and so forth. Liberals just think those are 

universal values, but they aren't to conservatives. 

 

So there was a lot of development of something looking like more equal stuff. What wasn't equal 

was ninety percent of the kids were still in public schools, and most people, even the neo-cons 

and the conservatives didn't really think that that was going to change a whole lot. In their mind's 

eye, they would have wished that they could really expand that private sector and parental choice 

and market driven competition and so forth. 

 

So, what was the outcome, if any, of those years of standard-based reform during Clinton? 

 

Yeah, again, Mike Smith will have some real figures even in his head about that. Most studies, 

whether they're from – a lot of them were trying to see whether, when George W. Bush came 

into office and, to the great surprise of his conservative supporters, decided he was going to be a 

standards-based guy too, because he had done it in Texas, and he believed in it and it was fun. 

The simplest thing to say is his conservative admirers were so satisfied on the fronts of the 

economy and civil rights and business and so forth that they thought – let him have the education 

thing. Who cares? But they had to be talked into it. A lot of them said this is crazy. A 

conservative Republican president making a tougher law about incursions into the life of 

schoolrooms across the country. And No Child Left Behind was ESEA in wolf's clothing, I guess 
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you might say. (laughter) It had bite, because it had consequences for schools. So it was really 

trying to do the thing that said – if they aren't succeeding, hit them again. Make it hurt.   

 

Its incentives were negative. I think that was a legitimate thing for liberals to be saying about it. 

But a lot of people wanted to compare the improvements and achievement before No Child Left 

Behind and after it. Well, it turns out that the scores were getting somewhat better, but before it 

kicked in. So it seems that the legacy of the Clinton years was a gradual thing in the direction, 

which continued under Bush somewhat, but it wasn't a sharp difference when No Child Left 

Behind started getting results and they were getting reported.  

 

See if Mike shares this view. There's two goals of standards-based reform as put into action by 

the Clinton or the Bush people. One is to raise the whole average, the average scores of the 

whole country. The other one is to close these achievement gaps that exist by race and income 

levels. It's much easier to do the first than the last. And so the achievement gaps have been much 

more stubborn, and the rise in the average levels has come up somewhat. But the equity part of  

this, the kind of thing that satisfies – the thing that allowed the Bush people to say – No Child 

Left Behind is our civil rights policy – that has to do with the achievement gaps, which have 

been continuing to be very, very tough to adjust. The other part is more like – oh, our economy 

won't do well unless our average worker knows more skills, and so forth. And that's come up 

somewhat. I don't have any figures at hand, but that's where the improvements have generally 

lied.  
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One the other hand, these are national averages, so you'd find a lot of school systems that said –

you know, that's nuts. I don't care about the national averages. I work in Cincinnati, and in 

Cincinnati, we've been doing much better by our low income kids. Or, we've been doing much 

better by our black kids, and so forth. So I'm sure there's a lot of variation across the country in 

how hard they've tried and what the results have been. But the averages are more like some 

success on the averages going up and less success, not much, on bringing achievement gaps into 

line. So that's maybe as much as I ought to say about No Child Left Behind.  

 

There was throughout this, since the market-based alternative never quite got anything like the – 

not quite, but never got anything like the kind of support in Congress or in the press that the 

standards-based reform had. Standards-based reform became a centrist consensus around that 

form of high standards for all. It was supposed to do equity at the same time it was going to do 

excellence. And it was not a bad attempt at it. It had theory. It had levers to pull and so forth. 

There are people who write against it, who say it was a misbegotten thing, that you can't do it 

from the federal level. Or they didn't have enough resources other than money. Or they didn't put 

enough money into it, or whatever. But it was powerful. And so when Bush passed – just after 

9/11 – passed the No Child Left Behind bill, there's Ted Kennedy at his side. Ted Kennedy 

thought – better to be in on this, because it's going to pass anyway. Let's get in there and get the 

liberal things on it we want. So, No Child Left Behind, although it was more negative in its 

assessment, in its consequences – not for kids. The kids had no consequences attached to those 

scores they were taking. It was schools and teachers that would suffer, or principals that would 

suffer. That was the kind of accountability that was required. 
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So Kennedy wanted to have the scores disaggregated and public for the difference between the 

scores, even at a district level, which is a little tricky statistically in small districts but then you 

could see whether some place like a ritzy suburb was hiding the fact that their black and Latino 

students weren't doing well at all, or their poor kids were not doing well. And he wanted more 

money targeted more tightly toward the poorest districts. That didn't succeed very well on, nor 

did they get a whole lot more money into the bill. But they did get the disaggregated statistics, 

which kept a lot of civil rights people on the side of No Child Left Behind. So there was this kind 

of – it looked in both directions.  

 

Hour 4/39:55 
Obama's Introduction of Race to the Top, Congress's Inability to Enact Education Law, 
Development of Common Core Standards 
 
 

And so enter the Obama administration. Their main critique about No Child Left Behind was the 

negative sanctions and so forth. By then, a lot of schools were demoralized. A lot of principals 

and teachers were complaining that half the schools in the country were not going to meet their 

goals – could it possibly be a good way to run a system to stigmatize half the schools in the 

country, and so forth. 

 

So this was the states' reaction in a lot of places, that we just can't make it? 

 

Yeah, and most academics thought the same thing. Some statisticians said their projections of 

what was going to be adequate progress were simply not attainable. But also, there's the thing of 

it, even if they had been attainable, do you really want to run a system on kind of threat of firing 
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people, and so forth, when there wasn't enough attention to how is it you turn around a failing 

school.  

 

So the Obama people under Arne Duncan, I would characterize briefly as very assertive. Obama 

came in after 2008 [the financial markets crash] had already happened. So they entered in a crisis 

period. So suddenly there was this big bunch of money dumped on the new secretary. So they 

decided that they could leverage that into big reforms. They tried to spend a lot of their attention 

on – do we know how to turn around the lowest performing ten percent of our schools, because 

they thought that's where our focus ought to be. They did it by what they would call a 

competition rather than threat. Race to the Top was – you have to apply and if you win their 

lottery, you get a whole bunch of dough. Some people, like me, would say – yeah, but you're 

taking that out on the hides of the kids from the states that weren't smart enough to get the thing. 

It’s an inequitable distribution based on how smart and persuasive the leadership is in those 

states. So state capacity has mattered hugely in the Arne Duncan regime.  

 

Now, there are some states that don't like it. It's not just that they aren't smart enough about it. 

But like, say Connecticut has just really been negative about a lot of these programs, whereas 

Massachusetts has said we love them. In my state, Rhode Island, we're another poster child for 

this whole thing because we have a state super[intendent] who's really good at it and really wants 

to compete and has gotten one of these Race to the Top awards.  

 

So there's a lot of difference between the states, and some of it's based on their capacity to 

compete, and some of it's based on their level of support for the program. But in general, it's been 
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a very different way to wield influence. So Duncan is doing it by more by carrots than sticks, but 

very aggressive about what the carrots are. You won't get money unless your state enacts more 

charter schools. And you won't get money from us unless you start rating teachers on the test 

scores of their children. And there's pushback, a lot of pushback. For instance, on charter 

schools, the opponents of that statement – that charter schools were just categorically better than 

public schools – caused the secretary to start talking about good charter schools. We want charter 

schools that are regulated. We want charter schools that are accountable. Whereas, at first, it had 

just been – we want more charter schools. And there's a big difference in those two statements.  

 

There was a lot of back and forth on how to measure teachers' merit pay on the basis of kids' test 

scores, for a lot of reasons. I won't go into them. And there, the teachers' unions, especially the 

AFT [American Federation of Teachers], did a lot of research. AFT's been more flexible on the 

issue and so forth. So there was a lot of dialogue that went on. And Duncan's not completely 

inflexible, but he comes out swinging. He's like the boxer. He starts hitting you right as soon as 

the bell goes off. And then he feints back, to use the boxing metaphor, when he sees – no, the 

people are really telling me I've gone too far and I've gone too fast, and maybe my staff is telling 

me research doesn't really support what you're doing. So then there's some adjustments. It's been 

a very interesting time. 

 

Then on top of all this, they can't get a Congress that's cooperative about anything, and so they 

haven't been able to enact their own education law. We've had a president who’s won handily the 

second time, but he can't get anything through the House of Representatives. And so they're still 

under No Child Left Behind under continuing resolutions, but they don't like the law. So they're 
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giving out waivers. So now there's been this flood of waivers. I think something like forty states 

have waivers so they don't have to follow No Child Left Behind. 

 

It's a very mixed up situation. It makes it almost sound like it's not their own fault, but it's a weak 

Department of Education, but they're not a weak Department of Education. It's just a very funny 

situation where they have very strong people that have very strong ideas. And yet, there's these 

circumstances of a dysfunctional Congress that they can't get a bill through. And this other funny 

thing about how they got this huge pile of money dumped on them, that have given them unusual 

powers that are not going to be true for every administration that comes along. 

 

So, then on top of all that, we have Common Core [State Standards]. 

 

I was going to ask you to comment on that. 

 

So then in the middle of this second – well, it was starting in the first Obama administration, but 

now we have this idea of the Common Core which, if I had to start thinking of a listener who 

didn't know anything about it, I would say it's a national movement, but it's been quite clearly 

endorsed by the Department of Education. So it's not quite a pure, just national thing, it's the 

Department wants to see it happen, but they know that the country's not going to want the federal 

department to be in charge of developing standards and assessments. So they told the states – 

you can't get any more unless you join consortia across state lines about assessments. And we 

also recommend that you, as groups of states, devise standards. 
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So, the development of the Common Core was on the impetus or the behest of the federal 

government making a recommendation? 

 

The assessments was more clearly linked to the federal government than the standards were. 

There's a whole bunch of people that have been elites. They're former governors – like Romer 

from Colorado has been heavily involved in education policy ever since he was in the early 

Clinton years. Lots of other people – Jim Kelly (sic) [narrator’s note:  meant to say Jim Hunt] 

former governor of – one of the Carolinas. So there've been a lot of people that said let's get this 

group of people together and figure out – could we do standards across states?  

 

So there was [were] ideas flowing about this that weren't dreamed up when Arne Duncan became 

secretary. And that's nicely told. There's a nice, accessible book by an education journalist named 

Bob Rothman – Robert Rothman, called Something in Common – some pun on the word of 

Common Core. And he goes through that whole thing about how it got developed by all these 

somewhat behind the scenes, or at least somewhat not highly publicized – a meeting here, a 

conference there, some papers shared. But then these guys are smart politicians. They really 

know what it takes to get a movement started. So they start levying the resources for it. 

 

So the most positive spin you can put on the political process was – it was generated partly by 

actual state education departments saying we're not sure we shouldn't buy into the idea that 

several states together are going to have more resources and be able to do good standards and 

good assessment and good professional development that would be very hard to do from a single 

state. Maybe in California they could say – we're bigger than six states anyway, just on our own. 
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New York State might say that. But a lot of states were seeing the efficiency argument as starting 

to outweigh the argument about the traditional prerogatives of states. And what I'm somewhat 

surprised at is the extent of non-resistance they got from state boards of education, who have 

typically said no. Arizona makes its own social studies curriculum, and what have you. So this is 

going to start out with reading and math, but quickly move to science. So there will be standards 

in the other subject matters if this whole thing works down the line. 

 

Which states are, theoretically, can adopt voluntarily? Or do they have to? 

 

Well, if you're in the Common Core, you've made a commitment to do this. You've made a 

promise that you'll do it. What will happen when you withdraw, I'm not quite sure. I'm sure 

somebody knows the answer to that. The only requirement that is directly from the Department 

of Education was – you had to join a consortium for assessments of skills. So I assume that when 

they said you have to do that, they meant – or else. And the ‘or else’ is not necessarily Title I. It 

could be these other competitions that they have – Race to the Top – and so forth, which is some 

winners and some losers. And you might just lose your eligibility for those. Ask Mike. 

 

Hour 4/50:00 
Future Challenges in Education, Impact of Technology, Monetary vs. Non-Monetary 
Assistance Needed for School Reform 
 
 

So we have about ten minutes in this hour left. Lessons learned on state impact, on the structure 

of federalism, on the appropriate roles for states versus federal? In your opinion of many years 

of study, what's worked and what hasn't? 
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Everybody ought to realize there's no perfect solution. It's very difficult to imagine the United 

States having a ministerial type of top down system. I can't imagine it. Even with the kind of 

radical nature of Common Core, it is somewhat different than that because it really is governed 

by the National Governor's Association and the Chief State School Officers. So it's got twice, all 

fifty, you know, all forty-five states that agreed to it. It's got both their governors and their chief 

state school officers in it across partisan lines and so forth. So there is a national quality to this. I 

don't think there are any systems that I can think of around the world who have this thing about 

their – they're going to have a national curriculum, but it's not going to be the federal 

government. This would be an American compromise, but it would be a big shift from what 

we've had because it would be a shift that would compromise some authorities that the states 

had. The people who believe in it say states are still going to set the curriculum. Nobody's going 

to tell the state of California whether they have to do European history versus US history or 

whether they have to do more cultural diversity in their history programs than not, or whatever. 

All those things could be matters decided in the curriculum making, unless a standard that 

they've all agreed to across state lines requires it. It could be that some of those would address 

things like diversity. That could be possible, I would imagine. 

 

My view is that if you leave aside the issue of national versus federal, but you just think about 

local and state and something above the state, either national or federal, that the future is going 

to, like the past, be a constant process of recalibration, argument, some states being happy, some 

states being unhappy, some people trying to withdraw. It's not going to gel into some coercive 

system that's run by the federal government. At what kind of authority will be, if you imagine 
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Common Core down the line six, eight years and they've got, by then, testing going in biology 

and in social studies, things about which there had been huge fights in the past, quite politicized 

fights with values involved, and so forth, I'm not sure what authority they're going to have to 

keep people in the fold and resolve those kind of differences. That's another chapter that's way 

off in the future.  

 

So I think this is a big potential change. You and I have talked off the recorder about some of the 

challenges that are there. Even if you believe wholeheartedly in the worthiness of the idea, there 

are a lot of technical difficulties. The standards are higher than the standards in a lot of states 

right now. And in fairness to the teachers, they need professional development before they can 

start teaching these things. You certainly ought to talk to Mike Kirst about this, because he's in 

California as the state chair of the Board of Education. 

 

And if your assessments are all computer based, then what do you do with systems and – 

 

Yeah, there's the question whether –  

 

The whole question of technology now, that's just developed in the last decade and how that's 

going to impact everything. 

 

Right. 

 

It's huge. 
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Yeah, and we were talking about this also off recorder. The stereotype of machine testing 

suggests – what do you mean they're going to test them on computers? What difference would 

that be? It's just another check mark. But it isn't, because they've devised ways to assess kids on 

computers that actually get at processes of thinking. They can even, in experiments, but with 

smaller numbers of kids, you can start testing kids for teamwork, collaboration, cultural 

understanding. You can give kids choices that would be culturally diverse and find out that 

they'll do better in one milieu than another. But this is the pie- in-the-sky people that have been  

doing this in small scale with a lot of resources. There are a lot of computerized lesson plans now 

about Algebra, about teaching Spanish and all this kind of stuff. And you ask the makers of them 

– well, how much did this one class at this one level cost? Oh, well, it was only eight hundred 

thousand dollars, or something like that. (laughter) Oh, only that? Well, that doesn't sound like 

very much to the Gates Foundation, (laughter) but it sounds a lot like that in Scotia, New York!  

 

So there's a scale problem about what technology's going to do. Its capacities are fabulous and 

they're fabulous for just the right kind of things – about higher order thinking, more cultural 

diversity, more individualization of instruction, integrating the stuff into the teaching day instead 

of having a test be a test here, and then you have teaching and learning over there. All of these 

things are possible, but mustering them and imagining who's going to pay the resources to have 

this stuff done, when right now, many states – dozens at least – a dozen at least – are now saying 

we can't test our kids on computers. We don't have enough computers. Case closed. And so the 

Common Core people are struggling. The last time I heard, they said they were going to devise 
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versions of these new fancy assessments that aren't so fancy because they're all going to be 

pencil and paper and then machine scored. 

 

Do you have a sense of what is the best role for the feds to play versus the states to play versus 

the localities, in terms of what we're talking about. Or where they've each been most effective or 

most important in the general improvement of education? 

 

Well I haven't formulated an answer in advance on this, so I may be flapping my gums. A long 

time ago, some political scientists said – you know what the feds are really good at? Raising 

money. They really are. They're much better than the states. And there are specific reasons why 

they are. It's not just because they're more powerful or whatever, but they're good. So the 

question is way back to the beginning of our conversation. Should they be giving out this money 

as encouragement without very many strings attached and trust the professional abilities of the 

people in the field? Well, that hasn't worked out great in the past. Usually when you give people 

money with no strings attached, you can't follow it or hold them accountable because what are 

you holding them accountable for?  

 

On the other hand, if you try and make the restrictions very, very tight, it turns out you're way off 

base because there's just too much diversity in the field to have one solution. So what you need 

would probably cost a lot more money, and that's probably not in the offing. It would be money 

attached to a great amount of technical assistance. And that's true for the states too, vis-á-vis the 

districts. What is always needed but often falls far short of what you need is the technical 

assistance – to have people come in who have devoted a lot more time than you have been able 
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to devote on a particular problem. How do I teach my teachers to be gender sensitive in their 

pedagogy? Or whatever. And there have been organizations that do this kind of stuff. But it 

seems to me that states need to attend a lot more to the non-monetary assistance people need, to 

make school reform work. And that may sound like an education researcher saying let's increase 

all the money we have available for people to do good things in education. So that's one thing. 

We have to think about resources more than just money and more than just regulations and more 

than just one solution fits all. Jack Jennings would be good to talk about this, and you must have 

a conversation with him. Did you already talk to Jack? 

 

This coming Tuesday. 

 

At this talk I gave recently, he reminded me of something that I always associate with him 

anyway, so I was so chagrined that in the talk I gave he thought I wasn't being mindful of it. A 

lot of activity at one level doesn't mean there's less at another. It's not necessarily a zero sum 

game. So when you look at the beginning of the standards movement, when the states were 

looking around and flexing their muscles because they'd done a lot in the '80s, but they hadn't 

succeeded very well, and they were getting into standards, so was the federal government. And 

also, that kind of lit a fire under a lot of districts to say – what will this mean for us? Well good, 

we better get some committees together and really think about this. It doesn’t mean that one was 

necessarily dominated by the other. To some extent, rules can be made that actually impinge on 

the authority of the person below you. But as Jack says, you can have everybody at a higher level 

of activity and innovation and rule making, at all three levels. So it's not a constant amount. You 
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can have times, like in the 1950s, where it doesn't seem like anybody at any level was doing very 

much innovation or whatever. That's too strong a statement. 

 

 
 
Hour 4/1:00:00 
Suggestions for Future Improvement in Education 
 
 

But compared to the 1990s, it seems to pale. So that's one thing. 

 

The more ships in the water raises the water levels? (laughter) 

 

Yeah, yeah; some metaphor like that. I’m nervous to say that the answer is more federal power 

and more federal regulation and so forth. And yet I believe we ought to have a strong federal 

Department of Education with a little bit more emphasis on choices and advice and not quite so 

much on one solution. By one solution, I mean – you got to have more charter schools. If I'm a 

superintendent of schools, I think – that's on my list of twelve things. How come I don't get to 

pick? There's more research that says maybe preschool education would be a better investment. 

There's more research than on charter schools to decide that class size with student aides would 

make more difference. Why do you get the nod on that? Why do I have to do charter schools and 

paying teachers by results of kids' tests? 

 

Also, one that Jack picked up on was – because he did a lot of research with people who were 

trying to restructure failing schools – and the government actually came out with a formula that 

said there's four ways to do it. Pick one. You have to pick one of our choices. And Jack said – 
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you know, I've talked to a lot of people that successfully did this, and they said – we had some of 

our own ideas. We mixed in some of theirs. It's really a process that's very local.  

 

So you know what my recommendation is? You need geniuses doing education policy at all 

three levels, because it's hard to define that level of encouragement with some kind of 

accountability on the other end. It's a cliché to say – oh, we won't tell you how to do it. We just 

tell you you've got to do it somehow. You've got to succeed at it. But another book that's just 

come out that's quite provocative and negative about Title I said the people in the trenches just 

didn't have enough resources – not money, but knowledge, training, coaching, support – to do 

what Title I wanted them to do. [narrator’s note: David K. Cohen and susan L. Moffitti. The 

Ordeal of Equality: Did Federal Regulation Fix the Schools? (Cambridge: Harvard University 

Press, 2009)]. 

 

Is there anything I haven't asked you that I should have? 

 

This has been a lot of fun. 

 

Yeah.  

 

I think we've had a lot of fun. And we could talk for many more hours. You're a very good 

interviewer, and I'm all full of this stuff. But I think we've done as much as we could do. 

 

We've done our job today. Thank you for letting me interview you. It's been a great pleasure. 



Carl Kaestle: Hour 4  129 SIFEPP Oral History Project 
 

 

 

You're very welcome.  
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