
Copyright 

by 

Charles Trebor Bailey 

2015



The Report committee for Charles Trebor Bailey Certifies that this is the         
approved version of the following report: 

The Production of Schools: 

A Critical Investigation of Capitalist and Democratic Struggles 

for Social Efficiency 

APPROVED BY 

SUPERVISING COMMITTEE: 

______________________________________ 
Noah De Lissovoy, Supervisor 

______________________________________ 
Anthony Brown



The Production of Schools: 

A Critical Investigation of Capitalist and Democratic Struggles 

for Social Efficiency 

by 

Charles Trebor Bailey, B.A.

Report

Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School of the University 

of Texas at Austin in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements  for 
the Degree(s) of

Masters of Arts 

The University of Texas at Austin
                       May 2015 



iv 

The Production of Schools: 

A Critical Investigation of Capitalist and Democratic 

Struggles for Social Efficiency 

by

Charles Trebor Bailey, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2015 

SUPERVISOR: Noah De Lissovoy 

This paper aims to understand from a critical historical perspective how the 

ideology of the Social Efficiency Movement has been adopted, contested, transformed, 

and rewritten by the forces of public interests in key historical moments. By evaluating 

the context of public interest, strategies of implementation, and the results of production I 

will review the existing literature on the influences of social efficiency ideology in 

schools, curriculum and national policy. Central to my thesis is the question of how social 

efficiency is defined and enacted under current educational policy. In order to understand 

this broad question two more refined questions must first be addressed 1) how have we 

defined social efficiency in the modern era? and 2) what are the practices that we enact in 

order to achieve it? Limited within specific historical contexts I will answer what 

competing interests held stakes in the struggles to control the direction of schooling and, 

further, offer a socio-historical analysis of their material results. Regarding the principles 

that influenced the Social Efficiency Movement of the early twentieth century I put forth 

an analysis of the democratic and capitalist struggles that have taken place to define what 

is ‘socially efficient’ ever since.  
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Introduction 

From Horace Mann’s Common School Movement came the advocacy for, 

promotion of, and popular acceptance of the notion that U.S. Americans should be 

provided a free public school education (Bernier & Williams, 1973). Yet, undertaking 

such a project brought about a central question that the educational field has dealt with 

ever since: what should the public school produce for society? If education should help 

students gain knowledge as Mann insisted, shortly followed the question of what students 

should be able to do with that knowledge. In this dialogue many powerful minds have 

come together to dispute, argue, and compete to define what the end-goal of a formal 

education should be. Since education always had a social functioning and always had a 

social purpose Horace Mann believed deeply that education should be a public endeavor 

that was to be operated and maintained by public interest (Butts, 1972). Mann imagined 

schools as spaces that should end ignorance, instill civic character, and establish 

disciplinary skills that would be necessary for civic and industrial employment after 

matriculation (Bernier & Williams, 1973). While many of Mann’s core principles remain, 

shifting public interests and the ability to influence schools has been widely contested 

from the time of public school’s inception in America. In this critical review of literature 

I will expound upon how this issue has been addressed historically, and what this history 

reveals about the contemporary educational moment that we find ourselves in. 

Central to my thesis is the question of how social efficiency is defined and 

enacted under current educational policy. In order to understand this broad question two 

more refined questions must first be addressed 1) how have we defined social efficiency 
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in the modern era? and 2) what are the practices that we enact in order to achieve it? 

Limited within specific historical contexts I will answer what competing interests held 

stakes in the struggles to control the direction of schooling and, further, offer a socio-

historical analysis of their material results. I do this through 3 particular eras in 

educational history: the first is the Social Efficiency Movement of the early 20th Century; 

the second is the during the Brown v. Board Civil Rights era; the third era begins with the 

neoliberal resurgence following the Reagan administration’s A Nation at Risk report and 

into contemporary education policy. I argue that the idea of social efficiency—defined, 

contextually, as the desired results of education and the effectiveness of their 

production—has become the nexus of political battles in shaping the influence of 

education. Regarding the principles that influenced the Social Efficiency Movement of 

the early twentieth century I put forth an analysis of the democratic and capitalist 

struggles that have taken place to define what is ‘socially efficient’ ever since.   

Promoted heavily at the dawn of the twentieth century the Social Efficiency 

Movement sought to improve schools by implementing both scientific and industrial-

capitalist practices as the very structure of the schooling experience (De Lissovoy, Means 

& Saltman, 2014). By structuring education primarily as a technical task, proponents of 

the Social Efficiency Movement created standards of measurement that could be used to 

ascertain the effectiveness of educational attainment: curriculum became the standard, 

testing became the measurement, and scientific-economically minded efficiency became 

the method. Through such a process educational tracks could then be established as a 

means of furthering the efficiency of education—standardized tests allowed students to 

be grouped according to their results either on the elite academic curriculum or to the 
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lower vocational track (Bobbitt, 1918; Tyler, 1949). This method of sorting students was 

often used as a powerful mechanism for determining future class prospects and role in 

civil society. As ability grouping largely predicted educational attainment and 

educational attainment largely predicted economic/class mobility the ideology of social 

efficiency argued that each student was being educated in the most efficient manner to 

give them the skills they would need to fulfill the duties, positions, and roles that were 

necessary for a well-functioning society (Bobbitt, 1918; Tyler, 1949). In particular, this 

technocratic rationality has established numerous procedures, policies, and practices that 

still heavily inform the very foundation of educational decision-making and policy 

implementation today. 

This paper aims to understand from a critical socio-historical perspective how the 

ideas of Social Efficiency have been adopted, contested, transformed, persisted, and 

rewritten by the forces of public interests in key historical moments. By evaluating the 

context of public interest, strategies of implementation, and the results of production I 

will review the critical literature on the struggles to define social efficiency in schools, 

curriculum and national policy. My aim is to scrutinize the current public discourse 

surrounding social efficiency as a strategy to illuminate the ideological foundations that 

undergird our debates, but that also remain largely unspoken in educational reform. 

While my analysis will necessarily include certain historical elements, the goal of this 

paper is not to present an exhaustive history of education in the United States, but rather 

to illuminate how the selected historical moments inform our current educational debates 

and discourses. In the proceeding sections of this paper, firstly, I will establish the 

foundation of the critical theories that will inform my analysis and framing of the 
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literature. From there I will offer a historical examination of particular educational 

moments and movements that serve as the logical genesis of current educational reform. 

After such an examination I then will move on to inspecting some defining features of the 

contemporary educational landscape and what these features reflect in terms of historical 

shifts or trends of social efficiency. I will then conclude with my final analysis of the 

meaning of social efficiency in the modern era and what is at stake ideologically under 

this new definition. 
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Theoretical Framework 

In an effort to define the contours of my inquiry I will use frameworks developed 

from critical perspectives that offer nuanced understandings of specific philosophical and 

ideological practices as they are periodically germane throughout my essay. While I will 

utilize a slew of critical theorists in my work, primarily, my readings and understanding 

will be informed by Critical Race Theory as defined in the works of Derrick Bell (1980), 

Gloria Ladson-Billings (1998) and Howard Winant (2002). While they each may speak—

in some degree—to issues of race, class and social inequity I hope to use these scholars in 

a way that intimately brings them into conversation with one and other to reveal a 

carefully woven narrative that has been wrought by the question of maintaining social 

efficiency throughout educational history. One of the key assumptions I will use from 

CRT is that race and racism is not an aberration to American history, but indeed 

foundational to structuring society’s civil relations (Ladson-Billings, 1998). Further, to 

offer a closer examination of how racial power has been formed and maintained 

historically and in contemporary practice I will complement the works of these 3 prolific 

scholars with research from Darder (2012), Brown (2010) and Muhammad (2010) to 

illustrate the durability of race as a structuring mechanism for American social life. 

As the ideas of social efficiency rested heavily within economic and 

pseudoscientific racists’ discourses of the early twentieth century, it will be crucial to 

offer a racial analysis of how this movement effected minority’s placement and 

significance within schools. Then, extending into larger society—and in order to tie 

together issues of race and class—I will also utilize a theory developed in the works of 

Brown and De Lissovoy (2011) called economies of racism where one can investigate 
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“the systematic social logics that construct and enforce racial differences as well as the 

violence and oppression that work through them” (Brown & De Lissovoy, 2011, p.596). 

Further, it is argued that “if race and capital are powerfully linked, and if race is not the 

only dependent variable in this relationship, then economies of racism also means the 

complex unity that brings white supremacy and capitalist accumulation together in a 

single dialectic” (Brown & De Lissovoy, 2011, p. 596). While issues of race and class are 

generally conceived as disparate problems within educational research, economies of 

racism extends from CRT in a manner that bridges this intellectual divide to powerfully 

illustrate how issues of race and issues of capital are often dependent on each other and 

cannot be easily disentangled.  

Finally, in addition to this perspective I will rest my critique of neoliberal 

practices, procedures and ideologies largely on the scholarship of De Lissovoy, Means 

and Saltman (2014) in Towards a New Common School Movement along with the cutting 

critiques offered by Hursh (2007), Au (2009, 2013), Au & Apple (2010) and Heilig & 

Darling-Hammond (2008). These authors are brought into conversation through their 

critical analysis of neoliberal reforms in education: particularly Au, Apple and Hielig & 

Darling-Hammond, critique neoliberalism for their inequitable outcomes for urban youth 

while Hursh, along with De Lissovoy, Means, and Saltman offer more philosophical 

objections to the logic that supports neoliberal reformation. In each case I will delineate 

the specifics of each theory as appropriate to developing my argument and clarifying why 

these theories are relevant to the issue of social efficiency. Further, as these scholars will 

largely inform my reading of social inequities and social efficiency procedures under 

neoliberalism (both historically and contemporarily), I will also draw from alternative 
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sources that address—with greater detail—individual moments that fit within this 

overarching narrative. 
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Historical Background 

Laying the Foundation: Early Debates over Public Education 

In 1837 Horace Mann, a Brown University graduate and already established 

politician would become the secretary of the Massachusetts State Board of Education. 

From this position Mann would begin to advocate for a free, universal education that 

would help to assuage some of the inequitable pangs that had characterized American 

society during the growth of the industrial revolution (De Lissovoy, Means, & Saltman, 

2014). While Mann’s free, universal education certainly speaks to his own progressive, 

democratic tendencies Mann also held deeply embedded beliefs that schools should 

assimilate immigrant populations into the ‘American’ way of life and could instill the 

proper respect for authority amongst the nation’s poverty-stricken populations (Butts, 

1972). Furthermore, he believed schools could provide students with a moral training that 

focused on shared common values in a capitalist-industrial society. From De Lissovoy, 

Means and Saltman’s 2014 analysis of the Common School Movement, it becomes clear 

that from the very inception of U.S. public schools there has always been a conflict of 

interest—a struggle between competing goals; A quick example of this is how Mann 

pushed for free, universal education but how ethnic minorities, Native Americans and 

African slaves were excluded from U.S. common schools. As Mann sought to ameliorate 

the problems that arrived from America’s capitalist-industrial revolution, his progressive 

ideals were also limited within conserving the status quo of the times (De Lissovoy, 

Means, & Saltman, 2014). In Godwin’s and Kemerer’s 2002 School Choice Tradeoffs the 

authors describe succinctly the conflicts that must be managed as society establishes 

educational goals and objectives: “First, no educational goal has absolute priority. 



9 

Second, any resources spent on any goal are subject to diminishing marginal returns. And 

third, every goal conflicts with at least one other” (p.2). In this, the authors delineate the 

tradeoffs, compromises and accords that must be made in defining educational goals and 

the programs that follow. Mann was certainly engaged in these tradeoffs as well, but for 

him it was only just the beginning of what would become a massive national institution.    

Even if inherently flawed by racist discourses of the time, Mann’s conception of 

public schools always held within it democratic potential that was meant to alleviate the 

growing social inequities of the industrial revolution (De Lissovoy, Means, & Saltman, 

2014). Still, today many scholars lament that this democratic intention has been lost and 

continue to advocate for a more democratic educational experience (Apple, 2014; Barton 

& Levstik, 2004; Counts, 2013; Dewey, 1916; Freire, 1921; Parker, 2003). Conversely, 

by usurping democratic rhetoric and appropriating it within capitalist marketplace values, 

advocates of a neoliberal agenda argue that they offer a greater democratic experience for 

students, parents, and education more generally (Apple, 2014; DiMartino & Scott, 2012; 

Hursh, 2005; Scott, 2011). It is a highly contentious battle that was been fought over the 

course of centuries, representing both great possibility and grave injustice: 

The institution of modern public education has historically functioned and 

operated as a contested commons—a publicly managed social resource intimately 

tied to the production of human capacities and shared potentialities. Perhaps no 

other institution has more fully embodied both the democratic promise and the 

injustices inherent to modern life (De Lissovoy, Means, & Saltman, 2014, p.22). 

 

It is of importance to note the author’s phrase “the production of human capacities and 

shared potentialities” because what is contested, as I have mentioned in the introduction, 

is centrally located around the question of what should the public schools produce? 
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Following from the progressive tradition established by Dewey (1921), Friere (1921) and 

their contemporaries, De Lissovoy, Means and Saltman (2014) explains: 

From a critical perspective, schools can be democratic public spheres that can 

foster public values, critical dispositions, and habits of an engaged citizenry. The 

critical perspective emphasizes that schools have the potential to make radical 

democratic subjects capable of engaging in such projects as democratizing the 

economy, strengthening the public roles of the state, challenging oppressive 

institutions and practices, and participating in democratic culture (De Lissovoy, 

Means, & Saltman, 2014, p.9). 

Yet, the radical, democratic possibilities of education have come to represent only 

one half of the argument about the role and function of public education.  Moving away 

from the abstract notions of a democratic education, De Lissovoy, Means and Saltman 

quotes educational historian Ellwood Cubberly as an example of what many historical 

and contemporary functionalists believe to be the purpose of education: 

Our schools are, in a sense, factories in which the raw materials (children) are to 

be shaped and fashioned into products to meet the various demands of life. The 

specifications for manufacturing come from the demands of the twentieth century 

civilization, and it is the business of the school to build its pupils to the 

specifications laid down. This demands good tools, specialized machinery, 

continuous measurement of production to see if it is according to specifications, 

the elimination of waste in manufacture and a large variety of output (De 

Lissovoy, Means and Saltman, 2014, p.25). 

When we analyze the discourse between these last two quotes, what is at odds 

here is not the need to prepare students for civil society, but rather what the needs of civil 

society are. The critical stance argues for engaged, democratic citizens to act on the world 

with the intent for a greater amount of egalitarianism; the latter quote by Cubberly, 

however—while not explicitly stated—is situated in terms of capitalist production where 

students are viewed as products to maintain the industrial-capitalist status quo. If social 

efficiency, then, is used to analyze the production of schools the mechanisms for 
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evaluation can vary dramatically depending on which perspective one holds more 

valuably. From Godwin’s and Kemerer’s (2002) conclusions, not only have these 

tensions never quite been resolved, but also that these tradeoffs between these two ideals 

will always occur as we revisit educational objectives for each forthcoming era. 

What follows in the next sections of this paper is a critical socio-historical 

analysis between these two competing social ideals. One the one hand, we have education 

as a democratizing force meant into establish equality between United States citizens and 

on the other he have the capitalist agenda to maintain efficiency of production and 

economic profit. What I will attempt to do in the remainder of this essay is to convey the 

divergent meanings of social efficiency as the pertain to particular historical moments 

and, further, how the language of these two movements has been negotiated, 

implemented and utilized to fulfill the educational agenda of the context they were 

responding to. 

Social Efficiency in the Early Twentieth Century 

At the dawn of the twentieth century the United States found itself in a time of 

unprecedented economic and industrial growth. What followed from the technological 

advancement of the period was the great expansion of the textile, agricultural and 

manufacturing industries as they were now able to produce more goods with less labor. 

By driving down the time and labor required for production, industries were able to 

expend less financial cost, making their companies more profitable and thus more 

economically efficient. With greater margins between net-profits and initial upstart costs, 

efficiency—in this way—is measured by a return on investments. It was also during this 
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time that Fredrick Taylor became a proponent of what today is known as the scientific 

management of industry (De Lissovoy, Means & Saltman, 2014). With clearly defined 

production objectives industries were standardized through a series best practices and, 

economically, could be measured for their wastefulness. Using the ostensibly objective 

techniques of scientific measurement, businesses could be managed in a way that allowed 

for maximum profitability as well as efficiency of production. 

It did not take very long for educational activists of the time to begin to 

implement these same techniques within U.S. public schools, as Herbert Kliebard (1975) 

explains, “Certainly these was no reason why scientific principles applied to education 

would not meet with the same success as science applied to business in the form of 

scientific management” (p.27-28).  What developed from this movement was a series of 

curriculum and educational specialists who sought to name the objectives of school and 

to measure the effectiveness of schools in achieving the desired results. These reformists 

sought to give public schools the structure that they perceived as desperately lacking. In 

this vain, Franklin Bobbitt—one of the most influential educational activists at the time—

wrote: 

The controlling purposes of education have not been sufficiently particularized. 

We have aimed at vague culture, an ill-defined discipline, a nebulous harmonious 

development of the individual, and indefinite moral character-building, an 

unparticularized social efficiency […] but the era of contentment with large, 

undefined purposes is rapidly passing. An age of science is demanding exactness 

and particularity (Bobbitt, 1918, p.12). 

In Bobbitt’s quest to define educational objectives he relied heavily on the 

activities of adults in society: “Human life, however varied, consists in the performance 

of specific activities. Education that prepares for life is one that prepares definitely and 

adequately for these specific activities” (Bobbitt, 1918, p.13). So deeply did Bobbitt 
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believe this theory, that he even developed a curriculum on being a woman (Kliebard, 

1975).  Ralph Tyler, another curriculum specialist informed by the works of Bobbitt, 

followed a similar logic. Tyler believed curriculum should be derived from the activities 

of workingmen in their respective field by examining the procedures and best practices 

required for successful production in any given industry. From this, it was argued that a 

curriculum could be developed that reflected these necessary skills and would establish a 

common standard to be achieved (Tyler, 1949). 

What is of crucial importance to remember here is that while standards were used 

to provide structure to the schooling experience they were also about establishing a sense 

of control (Au, 2013; Bobbitt, 1918; Moe, 2003). This is evidenced by Bobbitt’s critique 

of the lack of controlling purposes that characterized education before its scientific 

management became commonplace within the field (Bobbitt, 1918).  By controlling the 

standards and by controlling the curriculum one could also control the direction of a 

student’s education as Tyler explains: 

Studies of the learner suggest educational objectives only when the information 

about the learner is compared with some desirable standards, some conception of 

acceptable norms, so that the difference between the present condition of the 

learner and the acceptable norm can be identified. This difference or gap is what 

is generally referred to as a need” (Tyler, 1949, p.6). 

Curriculum, then, is used to measure what a student knows versus what the curriculum-

makers believe the students should know—or what Tyler identifies as a ‘need’. Similarly 

Bobbitt writes, “the curriculum of the directed training is to be discovered in the 

shortcomings of individuals after they have had all that can be given by the undirected 

training” (Bobbitt, 1918, p.14). With curriculum acting as the standard, educational gaps 

could be identified and remediated through specialized instruction thus controlling the 
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direction of a student’s education (Bobbitt, 1918; Tyler, 1949). While these ideas 

certainly contain problematic notions of a deficit-focused model of education this is not 

to suggest, however, any mal intent behind the actions of the curriculum specialists of 

this time, but to be sure that establishing control was central facet of this process of 

scientific curriculum making. 

It may go without saying, yet another crucial component of this ideology was the 

need to evaluate and measure the results of a student’s education against the established 

norm or standard (Bobbitt, 1918; Kliebard, 1975; Tyler, 1949). It was during this era that 

IQ and standardized test were increasingly utilized to measure intelligence, and with the 

results from these ‘scientifically objective’ mechanisms (Brown, 2010; Darder, 2012; 

Oakes, 1993) education could be further streamlined through the use of ability-groups 

and tracking mechanisms that led students through corresponding curricular training: 

traditionally, either vocational or academic programs (Bobbitt, 1918; Kliebard, 1975; 

Tyler, 1949; Sorokin, 1959). 

Yet, as the curriculum specialist of the early twentieth century were responding to 

the needs of an industrializing society, they were simultaneously positioned within 

another great transformation that was taking place; the former African slaves had been 

freed and were now becoming recognized as (incomplete) American citizens. With 

limited freedom African Americans began to enter the American social and political 

landscape where the hierarchy that was established under slavery was fundamentally 

destabilized. Although obtaining complete citizenship was many years away, African 

Americans now could make claims to basic rights established by the United States 

constitution. This did not, however, eliminate the capitalist necessity for a permanent 
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underclass: “The destruction of slavery meant that new systems of mass labor would have 

to be invented, or more properly exhumed, from the available repertoires of exploitation. 

New means of exploitation had to be established” (Winant, 2001, p. 92-93). Additionally, 

by using the economies of racism frameworks developed by Brown and De Lissovoy 

(2011) we can observe how capital and race were powerfully linked as America found 

itself in a moment where they needed to create new social hierarchy to achieve the same 

results that slavery previously upheld. Parties interested in maintaining their economic 

advantage, created a series of laws and policies meant to disenfranchise African 

Americans in the post-antebellum era and as the American public grappled with the 

larger questions of what to do with recently freed slaves in industrial society, an 

opportunity arose when white Americans were forced to address the issue of how to 

educate the influx of black students—which became both a crucial problem to contend 

with, and also a useful mechanism to ensure White supremacist hierarchy. 

This was achieved primarily through the confluence of yet another scientific 

movement that found legitimacy and political favor at the time—the Social 

Darwinist/Eugenics movement. Through pseudo-scientific experimentation that these 

social scientists claimed their methods could be used to measure, rank, and stratify the 

world’s races according to intelligence, and thus, their innate and natural superiority. 

(Brown, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 1998; Menchaca, 1997; Winant, 2001). Similarly, within 

education, Tyler and Bobbitt proposed using ability tests to 1) identify intellectual 

capacity and 2) group students according their results in order to increase the efficiency 

of education through specialized training programs that would fulfill the roles necessary 

for a well-functioning industrial society (Bobbitt, 1918; Tyler, 1949); Those with high-
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ability would become its leaders—businessman, attorneys, lawmakers; and those with 

perceived low-ability would become the handymen, service workers, or industrial 

laborers. The machinations of the Eugenics Movement were ultimately used to justify 

White supremacy, but through their ‘objective’ scientific procedures these ideas married 

well with those of the Social Efficiency Movement in their efforts to define and classify 

varying intellectual abilities. 

If, then, science had determined that education is most productive when students 

are classified into ability groups, and science had also determined that ethnic minorities 

were not as intelligent as White Americans, the convergence of the Social 

Darwinists/Eugenics and Social Efficiency movements in the early twentieth century 

became the ideological nexus necessary to justify the segregation of United States public 

schools. In a historical analysis of school segregation in Virginia during this time period, 

George Dorr (2008) characterizes the rationality of George Ferguson—an Ivy League 

trained Eugenicist who was also interested in the production of schools: 

Ferguson believed intelligence testing could gauge the ‘fitness’ of Virginia’s 

‘human capital.’ Then, a rational allocation of the state’s educational resources, 

based on the inborn ineducability of blacks and whites, could increase social 

efficiency. [Emphasis mine] Tuning education to the innate capacities of blacks 

and whites would foster social harmony by smoothly fitting individuals into the 

social machine (Dorr, 2008, p. 84). 

Following this characterization, Dorr then directly quotes Ferguson as he justifies the 

maintenance of segregated inequality by appealing to capitalist ideals of maximizing 

returns and eliminating waste: 

It does not seem possible to raise the scholastic attainment of the negro to an 

equality with that of the white…No expenditure of time or of money would 

accomplish this end, since education cannot create mental power, but can only 

develop that which is innate (Dorr, 2008, p. 85).  
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From Ferguson’s perspective, increased educational resources for African 

American students would never yield higher levels of academic achievement; thus, 

economically speaking, such efforts could only result in a waste of precious resources. 

Informed by scientific racism and economic efficiency Ferguson’s concept of ‘rational 

allocation’ illustrates both 1) how deeply entrenched education was to the ideologies of 

the Social Efficiency Movement and 2) how these ideas supported legal segregation and 

brought the United States public school system into what could be considered the darkest, 

deepest and most depraved of times. Not without purpose, these systems ensured that 

minorities would fit smoothly into the social machine by relegating them to the lower 

rungs of society. Not only is this true for the segregation of African Americans, but also 

of Latin@s and other linguistically diverse populations (Donato, 1997; Menchaca, 1997).  

Specifically referring to the Latin@ experience in American Education many 

critical Latin@ scholars have delineated the roots of deficit thinking for Hispanic 

populations and the implications this has had historically and contemporarily on 

academic achievement and economic opportunity (Gonzalez, 1990; Menchaca & 

Valencia, 1990; Valencia, 2009). However, Donato and Hanson (2012) perhaps draws the 

best parallels to the African American experience by once again highlighting the 

economic imperatives that motivated the segregation of Latin@s: 

The various aspects of segregated schooling—Americanization, testing, tracking, 

industrial education, and migrant education—were parts of a single system that 

was designed to process Mexican children as a source of cheap labor and that 

such segregation perpetuated the low status of the Mexican community within the 

larger political economy (Donato & Hanson, 2012, p.204). 

 

Even though the ideology and techniques of the Social Efficiency Movement 

became widespread throughout educational endeavors all over the United States these 
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ideas did not go uncontested. Social progressives of the time, mostly notably embodied 

by the works of John Dewey, viewed the corporate management of public schools with 

disdain (De Lissovoy, Means, & Saltman, 2014). Unlike Tyler and Bobbitt, who 

formulated education as preparation for adult life, Dewey suggested that education should 

teach “a process of living and not a preparation for future living” (Dewey, 1916, p.118). 

Instead of focusing on the utilization of knowledge for economic profit Dewey and his 

contemporaries suggested a democratic mode of living and the holistic development of 

the student (De Lissovoy, Means, & Saltman, 2014; Dewey, 1916; Hursh, 2007). 

As educational reform continued to evolve over time the practices of the Social 

Efficiency Movement were increasingly challenged and lost some of its discursive 

influence in educational debates. Regardless, many of its basic principles and practices 

remained largely intact. From here, I will attempt to show how the strategies of the Social 

Efficiency Movement were contested through collective struggle and, later, will develop 

an analysis of how the Social Efficiency Movement’s discourse was transformed and 

eventually adopted within neoliberal reforms that maintained a similar educational 

agenda. 

Shifting Tides: Social Efficiency in the Civil Rights Era 

Although segregation was both socially and legally acceptable from the time of 

Mann’s original Common School Movement, there is an equally long history of 

minority’s resistance to inequitable schooling structures (Brown, 2010; Donato and 

Hanson, 2012; Menchaca & Valencia, 1990): most notably culminating in the 1954 

Supreme Court decision of Brown v. Board.  While the Brown decision has been widely 
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acclaimed for its democratic gains for equality and American progressivism (Guinier, 

2004; Orfield & Lee, 2011) it also served as a powerful challenge to the efficiency model 

of education that found such great prominence at the turn of the twentieth century. As 

Lee Bollinger, President of Columbia University, has stated “Brown was about 

segregation, but it was also about a theory of education. It stands for the proposition that 

racially separate education is inherently unequal” (Bollinger, 2003, p.1). 

It is important to remember that Brown was also motivated against a theory of 

education, as I have previously argued (and supported by the work of Dorr), due to the 

reality of racialized segregation that served dual purposes: the first was to maintain racial 

order and white superiority, but the second was that segregation also helped to fulfill the 

role of securing social efficiency for civil and industrial society as well. As both 

motivations became federally endorsed by the 1896 decision of Plessy v. Ferguson 

challenges persisted, however, once it became clear that the “separate but equal” clause 

did little to change the material conditions of schools for minority students (Orfield & 

Lee, 2011; Ladson-Billings, 2003). Desegregation activists advocated not only that the 

intelligence and talents of minority students were worthy of receiving equal access to 

educational resources, opportunity, and the best education possible (Bell, 1980; Donato, 

1987; Orfield & Lee, 2011; Valencia, 2009) but also, implicitly, that they would not be 

subjected to a racist model of social efficiency that “smoothly [fit] individuals into the 

social machine” (Dorr, 2008, p. 84). Those by whom it had disenfranchised no longer 

tolerated the theory of education that was informed by the ideology of social efficiency. 

As such, the meaning of social efficiency in schools was contested and new theories of 

education gained prominence as these activists argued that public schools did not serve to 
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meet their specific interests as United States citizens; that is, to give all students an equal 

opportunity to succeed. In this new reading, Brown not only represented a break against 

racist policies and procedures, but also a monumental turning-point in defining what the 

production of schools should be and the structures needed to ensure this goal was 

achieved. 

The language of the activists fighting for the desegregation of public schools 

relied heavily upon democratic ideals of equal opportunity (Bell, 1980; Guinier, 2004). 

From a critical perspective, the actors against segregationist policies argued that schools 

had not been effective in upholding and producing America’s egalitarian creed. Marking 

an ideological break from defining social efficiency solely in terms of science and the 

economy, equal opportunity was a mantra that was touted as a non-marketplace value that 

eventually found political potency and charged United States schools to become more 

effective at producing educational opportunity for all of its students (Guinier, 2004; 

Orfield and Lee, 2011). With equal opportunity as the desired product of schools, the 

former mode of social efficiency that segregated different ethnicities was no longer 

legally tolerated, yet the same mechanisms that were once used to divide students 

between schools were now used to divide students within schools (Au, 2009; Gamoran, 

2011; Hursh, 2005). Standardized tests would still be used to measure a student’s 

intelligence, ability grouping was still used as the most efficient method to educate 

students, and science was used to justify these once deeply racists practices as now—

apparently—completely race-neutral (Au, 2009; Gamoran, 2011; Hursh, 2005; Winant, 

2001). 
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While the activists during this era fought for equal access to both resources and 

opportunity there is a litany of research that suggests the promise of Brown has still not 

been achieved: Schools are now more segregated by de facto housing and property tax 

policies than they were by segregations legal implementation (Orfield & Lee, 2007; Scott 

& Quinn, 2014); Ability grouping remains a powerful mechanism for predicting 

economic opportunity for students after they leave the education system (Gamoran, 1992; 

Hallihan, 1994; Oakes, 1993; Sorokin, 1959); and the achievement gap remains to be a 

persistent obstacle between dominant and non-dominant students (Scott & Quinn, 2014). 

However, in the decades following this landmark decision scholars have suggested that 

tangible gains were made as a result of compensatory and egalitarian policies that had 

been implemented: “In 1980 schools had reached their lowest levels of segregation, and 

the achievement gap between Black and White students reached its lowest level” (Scott 

& Quinn, 2014, p.750).  Further, in disrupting the popular conservative discourse on the 

1954 Brown decision, it has been argued that remediation social justice policies resulted 

in greater equity in school funding, the reduction of child poverty rates, better investment 

in highly qualified educators, and less disparity in college attendance between minorities 

and their white peers (De Lissovoy, Means, and Saltman, 2014).  

Given the immediate gains that followed Brown v. Board and the current 

desperate conditions we now find our nation’s schools in how, then, have critical scholars 

made sense of such a phenomenon? One theory, as described by Winant in The World is 

a Ghetto would suggest that the 1954 Supreme Court decision represents an incomplete 

rupture from White supremacist ideology (Winant, 2001): which helps to answer how 

inequitable, racist practices were allowed to persist into the contemporary setting. 
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Similarly, another theory that extends from Derrick Bell’s 1980 seminal work on interest 

convergence—is Michael Apple’s notion of hegemonic accords as mutually agreed upon 

compromises that occur between disenfranchised groups and varying agents of the 

government. While these agreements may bring immediate satisfaction to particular 

issues, Apple suggests that new accords can be created that continue to disenfranchise 

poverty-stricken, minority populations (Apple, 2014). Perhaps most convincingly though, 

are explanations put forth by Guinier (2004) and Scott & Quinn (2014). 

In Guinier’s account on the legacy of Brown v. Board she also expands on Bell’s 

work by presenting the opposite side of interest convergence; that is, interest divergence. 

In her detailed analysis Guinier points to the many ways that Brown was, at best, 

established on tenuous alignment of disparate coalitions and, further, how the racial 

liberalism of Brown failed to anticipate the divergence of interests that occurred quickly 

after the decision (Guinier, 2004). Scott & Quinn (2014), however, are a bit more 

aggressive in their analysis. In their reading, following the racial remediation policies of 

Brown v. Board, a shift occurred as neoliberal policies from the 1980’s focused not on 

compensatory programs for Black and Brown youth, but instead focused on ‘excellence’, 

global competition, and increasing school performance (Scott & Quinn, 2014). Following 

this same logic Apple asserts: 

In order to solve it on terms acceptable to the dominant interests—since as many 

aspects of the society as possible need to be pressured into conforming with the 

requirements of international competition, reindustrialization, and (in the words of 

the National Commission on Excellence in Education) ‘rearmament’—the gains 

made by women and men in employment, health and safety, welfare programs, 

affirmative action, legal rights, and education must be rescinded because ‘they are 

too expensive’ both economically and ideologically (Apple, 2014, p.19). 
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As such, Apple (2014) in conjunction with Scott and Quinn (2014) argue that 

marketplace reforms served to undermine the call of Brown v. Board to provide equal 

opportunities for all students in the United States. 

“Rearmament” is an important term to reflect upon, as it both calls to attention 

something that has been lost as well as demanding, by force, what was lost to be returned. 

While, the inequitable racial outcomes of such policies continue to perpetrate a long 

narrative of white supremacy over black and brown bodies, Apple (2014) characterizes 

the conservative right as wanting to reclaim a culture that they fear is being threatened to 

the point of extinction. From an economies of racism framework, these rationalities (even 

if they are genuine concerns), still helps to economically advantage not only white 

Americans, but also white cultural norms and those who perform such traits. Even though 

modern attempts to economically disadvantage minorities are much more subtly 

enforced, such durability of racist practices is what Charles Mills (1997) claims is the 

very foundation of American civil society as a part of its social (read: racial) contract. 

Sixty years after its implementation, the Brown decision continues to elude 

academic, social, and political consensus. Even though African Americans and Latin@s 

did gained access to better funded schools, and were able to reap the benefits of the 

additional resources afforded to them, the reigning ideology of scientific and economic 

efficiency remained fundamentally intact and it’s racist infrastructure continued to 

disenfranchise many of its students (Au, 2009; Gamoran, 2011; Hursh, 2005). In his 

examination of what he calls “ruptures” from White Supremacist ideology Winant 

contends, unfortunately, that even as moments such as Brown v. Board have successfully 

won some political gains that, “nowhere have these gains resulted in large-scale 
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redistribution of resources (p.31)” and furthermore, “White supremacy, although perhaps 

weakened, had hardly died. Indeed, it could be said to have gained some real new 

strength from the very racial reforms that it had been forced to initiate” (Winant, 2001, 

p.33). Using this critical analysis, in the following sections I will take up the question of

how in the last fifty years economic and scientific efficiency has—under the guise of new 

political language—resurged with great influential power to covertly reinstate critical 

components of the Social Efficiency Movement. 

Social Efficiency and the Rise of Neoliberalism 

In 1983 the National Commission on Excellence in Education produced a 

document with damning results for the trajectory of the United States educational system. 

As if to entice fear, as well as a need for action, the report was aptly titled A Nation at 

Risk. In a national address after the report’s release, President Ronald Reagan proclaimed 

that the national education system was in “a sorry state of disrepair” and that in the 

shifting global economic competition United States students were falling behind (Reagan, 

1983). In his 7 minute speech Reagan enumerated the problems that currently plagued the 

education system: the lack of parental choice in education, the perception that 

“government knows best”, and a dearth of highly trained and qualified educators. 

(Reagan, 1983). He also called for “higher goals and tougher standards for matriculation” 

as U.S. students were entering a “dazzling new world” where technology was 

revolutionizing our nation’s industries and where students would need the training and 

skills for the new opportunities ahead; if, for no other reason, than to be claimed in the 

name of American prosperity (Reagan, 1983). 
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McClaren and Baltodano (2000) call Reagan’s rhetoric an “ideology of 

improvement (p.50)”. Yet as he lampooned the 20 years of educational policy preceding 

his inauguration Reagan very much used the rhetoric of scientific and capitalistic 

efficiency in order to advocate for these improvements. Speaking explicitly in this 

technocratic language Reagan shared, in the same national address that “federal spending 

increased 17 fold during the same 20 years that marked such a dramatic decline in 

quality”. Economically speaking, increased spending not only did not produce the desired 

results of education, but also—according to Reagan’s argument—had decreased 

efficiency. In his address Reagan proposed many solutions: increased accountability for 

low-performing schools, block grants for math and science teachers, more rigorous 

curriculum for students, and reliance on neoliberal ideals of choice (for students and 

parents through school voucher programs) as well as increased competition between 

schools (Reagan, 1983). 

Although Reagan does not mention specifically the Social Efficiency Movement 

as the genesis of his ideas, the emphasis on capitalist efficiency and the focus on the 

globalizing industrial economy laid the groundwork to use the techniques of the Social 

Efficiency Movement within a new kind of neoliberal discourse about education. This 

discourse has persisted powerfully from the time of Reagan’s 1983 A Nation at Risk even 

through Obama’s (2009) Race to the Top—covering both Republican and Democratic 

presidencies, the structure and procedures of neoliberalism have become the 

commonsense political measures used to improve the performance of schools (Au & 

Apple, 2010; Henderson & Hursh, 2014; Hursh, 2005, 2007). Though perhaps nowhere 

have the mechanisms of increased standards, high-stakes testing, and school 
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accountability been more strictly enforced than in George W. Bush Jr.’s very own 2002 

educational policy called No Child Left Behind. 

Once again creating a dire sense of urgency, the Bush administration’s program 

focused, much like President Ronald Reagan, on success through the promotion of high 

standards and excellence (Lee, 2006; Lipman, 2004; Hursh, 2007). Unlike Reagan, 

however, Bush was adamant that his policy would aim to narrow the achievement that 

had grown ever since the resurgence of economically minded educational policies. Bush 

sought to resolve many of the same issues Reagan combatted earlier: creating a highly 

trained teaching force, enforcing more rigorous standards for graduation, increased 

testing for accountability, and more school choice for students (Hursh, 2007; Heilig & 

Darling-Hammond, 2008). An important defining feature of Bush’s policy though was 

increased accountability through high-stakes testing. By assigning rewards or 

punishments based on the performance of students on these test over aggregate yearly 

statistics No Child Left Behind called for increased productivity from schools (Au & 

Apple, 2010). Schools deemed to be ineffective in producing the desired results faced 

budget cuts, complete closure or could be placed under the management of privatized 

educational enterprises (Hursh, 2005; Heilig & Darling-Hammond, 2008).  

As shown previously, the usage of testing mechanisms to measure ability and 

identify gaps of knowledge have been in practice since the early years of the Social 

Efficiency Movement. Responding, in particular, to the lack of structure within education 

at the time curriculum specialist determined that schools would need educational 

standards as well as accountability mechanisms to ensure that these standards were being 

met. While Tyler warned against the overreliance of standardized tests, this structuring 
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mechanism for evaluation (standardized testing in accordance with curricular standards) 

grew in popularity during the 1920’s, was codified by the 1965 Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act, and has become the prime mechanism for evaluation in the 

modern era (Darder, 2012). Corroborating this argument, Scott and Quinn (2014) suggest 

that standardized testing has now become a commonsense practice throughout almost 

every educational endeavor in the United States. Fearing, though, in the 1980’s that 

educational standards had declined and that students were not capable to compete 

globally President Ronald Reagan urged for higher, more rigorous standards and more 

frequent tests to ensure students gained the necessary skills for economic prosperity 

(Reagan, 1983). Yet still, it was hard to ensure the effectiveness of such policies without 

implementing consequential punitive mechanisms for schools that did or did not achieve 

such standards. About 20 years later, however, George W. Bush would implement these 

accountability mechanisms as a defining feature of his 2002 No Child Left Behind act. 

In the Bush administration’s own narrative on NCLB, high-stakes testing, and 

school accountability their website states the basic premise behind implementing such a 

policy: 

School districts and campuses would be held responsible by policymakers and 

taxpayers if they did not provide a decent education for every student. This idea 

came to be known as school accountability, and it was built around three 

principles: Creating rigorous academic standards, measuring student progress 

against those standards, and attaching some consequence to the results (McKenzie 

& Kress, 2015, Web log post).  

Within this quote alone there are two features with clear parallels to those of the ideology 

of social efficiency found in the early twentieth century: The first being the creation of 

more rigorous standards and the second being the use of tests to measure progress against 

the norms that have been established through the curriculum. It is also important, 
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however, to make note of how the Bush administration presented the necessity of such a 

program to the general public. From the same website referenced a moment ago, the 

administration claims that the collection of such data, and labeling of schools according 

to these testing results actually serves to offer greater transparency for parents to evaluate 

public schools as well as identify teachers, classrooms, and schools that have been 

ineffective in producing high-quality educational environments (McKenzie & Kress, 

2015). 

Thirteen years following the implementation of No Child Left Behind many 

critical scholars have lambasted this policy as not only being ineffective, but detrimental 

to urban youth for whom it’s aimed, as well as obfuscating the very nature and purpose of 

education (Apple, 2014; Au, 2009, 2013; Hursh, 2005, 2007). Where positive outcomes 

have been observed they have been minimal and have yet to secure significant 

widespread results (Au, 2013). It is difficult to capture, in a complete sense, the full 

legacy No Child Left Behind will have on the American educational landscape, yet 

through the following sections of this paper I will present some defining features of this 

policy and enumerate what effects have already been witnessed in educational research. 
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Social Efficiency in Contemporary Practice 

With this historical basis now established it is possible to begin deconstructing the 

contemporary educational moment we find ourselves in. When one looks at the policies 

and practices of today they seem to be founded on common-sense notions of equal 

opportunity and establishing high standards for all. In the promotion of such egalitarian 

ideals one rarely finds direct language that makes specific reference to the political, 

philosophical, or rational basis of the Social Efficiency Movement. Instead, in the 

modern era, new political and discursive strategies have been developed that defines 

many educational practices within the unacknowledged, or unspoken, rationalities 

derived from the works of Tyler and Bobbitt themselves. The language that I speak of is 

one of ‘accountability’—where schools are pushed to perform in certain ways and meet 

established metrics that are meant to ensure schools are producing the desired results. 

This rhetoric is supposed to make schools more accountable to taxpayers, students, and 

families but it also makes schools accountable to the controlling devices of the ideology 

of (capitalist-oriented) social efficiency. The discourses around accountability may seem 

to address the interests of many stakeholders, but the punitive mechanisms devised under 

such policies makes it clear that education is made most accountable to the efficient 

production of numerical statistics. In order to advance this argument I will take on two 

defining features of education today: The first, is the use of high-stakes testing and 

second is the school choice movement that has found prominence in recent years. 

Through each of these I will illuminate how the language, logic and rationality of Social 

Efficiency Movement still influences education today (whether conceived with 
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magnanimous or detestable intent). Furthermore, after such an analysis I will also reveal 

the ideological battle that is being fought across these very domains. 

Accountability and High-Stakes Testing 

Although testing is not a new phenomenon within the educational field, it has 

grown in popularity ever since it was first implemented by the curriculum specialist of 

the early twentieth century (Darder, 2012). Along with such popularity rose its legitimacy 

as a scientifically objective mechanism to measure the success of both students, schools 

and districts (Au & Apple, 2010). Even in the face of highly critical literature 

illuminating the flaws both in the practice and ideology of standardizing testing, it 

remains dominate within public schools all across America. 

During the rise of neoliberal reforms in America Reagan promoted more rigorous 

and more frequent tests to be implemented to measure the efficiency of schools are well 

as better preparing students for the inevitability of entering a globally revolutionizing and 

technological marketplace (Reagan, 1983). Promoting this rhetoric, though, is different 

from enforcing it and it would be some twenty years later, under Bush Jr.’s 

administration that this rhetoric was backed by material consequences. Under Bush’s 

2002 No Child Left Behind—depending on the performance of standardized tests—not 

only could students miss important credentials for graduation, but teachers, schools, and 

districts were also subject to varying consequences based on their effectiveness. For 

individual teachers, high-stakes testing were said to “give a fuller and more contextual 

evaluation of classroom teachers” (McKenzie & Kress, 2015, Web log post) that could 

then be used as a component of performance evaluation as an educator at the end of each 
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year. Yet, not only are test scores used to evaluate individual teachers, but also whole 

schools and school districts. Schools who repeatedly fail to meet adequate yearly 

progress can be faced with budget cuts, could be placed under the control of privatized 

management companies or have their doors closed all together. 

 By using this data to identify and eliminate the extra use of resources on schools 

or educators who have been deemed ineffective, we once again are witnessing an 

educational push to have schools be scientifically managed much like what was found 

during the Social Efficiency ideology of the early twentieth century. Schools, in this 

fashion, are expected to function with the same underlying principles that uphold the 

economic industries of society. Even if one is critical of the capitalist influence over 

education, it is hard to argue against the necessity to increase educational standards and 

to produce better results for our nation’s students. On the surface this movement seems to 

have a genuine interests in bettering education in the United States, however, one cannot 

solely judge a policy by its intent, but also by its results. 

According to the Bush Institute’s national website high-stakes testing achieved 

many of its intended results: it increased educational achievement across the board for all 

students; raised minority test scores in key subjects (such as reading and mathematics) by 

2 grade levels as compared to the pre-accountability era, and began to narrow the 

achievement gap between white middle class and lower socio-economic status minority 

students (U.S. Department of Education). Contrary to these findings, many critical 

scholars have surveyed the data on the effects of high-stakes, standardized testing and 

concluded that NCLB has been ineffective in reaching it’s goals and may even have 

detrimental effects by widening the achievement gap (Au & Apple, 2010; Hursh, 2005; 
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Hursh, 2007; Lee, 2006; Scott & Quinn, 2014). These scholars challenge the Bush 

administration’s claims of success by presenting a more complicated narrative of the 

effects of high-stakes tests on student achievement. Some scholars, though, have moved 

beyond test scores to look at how accountability and high-stakes tests have influenced 

school practices in other areas of education. With such conflicting data many educational 

researchers, policy makers and educators have been left in the midst of a hotly debated 

culture war over ideology (Au, 2009, 2013; Au & Apple, 2010; Heilig & Darling-

Hammond, 2008). 

For example, in 2003 a comprehensive study that was conducted by Wayne Au 

examined the effects of high-stakes testing on both curriculum and pedagogy within the 

classroom. Of his sampling pool, Au identified 3 themes that were each subdivided by the 

possible effects of each. His theme were as follows: changes to curricular content 

(expanded or contracted); changes to the form of knowledge (fragmented or integrated); 

and changes to pedagogy (teacher versus student-centered). Au found that, by percentage 

of incident, the content of curriculum had been contracted (69.4%); knowledge was 

presented as fragmented bits of information (49%); and pedagogy became more focused 

on the one-way transmission of facts from teacher to student (65.3%). Further, by cross-

examining Au’s six themes, he was also able to draw correlations between their rates of 

occurrence in a single classroom space. Accordingly, he found these curricular and 

pedagogical practices were correlated as such: content contraction and teacher-centered 

pedagogy (70.3%) of his case studies; teacher-centered pedagogy and knowledge 

fragmentation (65.7%); and, finally, content contraction and knowledge fragmentation 

(64.7%). Conversely, using this same statistical analysis Au’s study yielded results that 
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would seem to support the argument that high-stakes testing and accountability 

mechanisms create higher-quality and more efficient educational environments. Where 

classroom subjects did experience positive changes Au’s thematic practices manifested as 

such: Content expansion with knowledge integration (26.5%); Student-centered 

pedagogy with knowledge integration (17.1%); and content expansion with student-

centered pedagogy (16.2%). While these numbers suggest that neoliberal policies can, in 

fact, produce the results by which they promote themselves it is clear that such outcomes 

are not commonplace in actual practice. 

While the effects of high-stakes testing on student achievement and classroom 

practices are dubious at best, at its most heinous high-stakes testing has been critiqued for 

narrowing the curriculum (Grant & Salinas, 2008), enforcing a neoliberal agenda (De 

Lissovoy, Means & Saltman, 2014; Hursh, 2007), ‘pushing out’ students from the 

education system who do not perform well on tests (Au & Apple, 2010), and—

interestingly—actually increasing the achievement gap (Hursh, 2007; Scott & Quinn, 

2014). Still, what underlies Bush’s policy is the notion that schools should be made 

accountable for the effectiveness in achieving the desired results on standardized tests as 

defined by statistical variances that show a growth of students who are able to pass 

(Heilig & Darling-Hammond, 2008). Additionally, progressive educational researchers 

have shown in many cases that high-stakes testing has served to restrict or constrain the 

curriculum only to what knowledge will be tested for at different stages in a child’s 

education (Grant & Salinas, 2008). 

With a heightened focus on the tested subjects (generally reading, writing, and 

mathematics) curriculum is structured in such a way to emphasize subjects or aspects of 
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knowledge that figure more prominently on high-stakes test as they carry more influence 

on determining how a school is evaluated by local, state, and federal officials. However, 

to understand accountability in such a simplistic manner would be a mistake for the 

subject is vastly more nuanced than might seem immediately recognizable. That is to say, 

under Bush’s original defense of high-stakes testing he claimed it would create greater 

transparency for parents to understand exactly what conditions their child was being 

educated under. As a democratic government is always meant to serve the people, 

proponents of high-stakes test argue that is the parents and their children who schools are 

ultimately made accountable to. In this view local, state and federal officials are only 

trying to enforce such accountability by creating higher standards for schools to reach. 

The fact that it also has this narrowing effect on curriculum is simply a by-product of a 

much more earnest effort to improve education for all. It is important to remember this 

finding in particular for as I have suggested in previous sections of this essay, one critical 

aspect that motivated socially efficient ideology was the desire to establish a greater 

degree of social control (McClaren & Baltodano, 2000). In this vein, regarding the turn 

towards neoliberal reforms in education Moe (2003), Au (2013), and De Lissovoy, 

Means, and Saltman (2014) have all critiqued contemporary neoliberal policies as aiming 

to achieve this very same goal. 

As such harsh critiques of accountability suggest that neoliberalism might have a 

much more nefarious and insidious effect, we must recall that these procedures are sold 

to the public within a larger ideology of improvement—and where the side-effects I have 

specified are ignored, denied or minimized within educational debates. When this 

controlling aspect of neoliberalism is acknowledged, however, it is recognized only in a 
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paternalistic manner—as a necessary step to improve schools. Similar to the justification 

of cost-efficiency specialists during the Social Efficiency Movement, contemporary 

accountability experts argue that had schools been effective in producing higher results of 

achievement government and corporate agencies would have not needed to intervene. 

Through this comparison Darder (2012) explains, “as such, historical parallels exist 

between contemporary ‘accountability experts’ in education and the ‘cost-efficiency 

consultants’ of the early part of the twentieth century (p. 66)”.  Although this may seem 

damning of NCLB and high-stakes testing, Hursh (2007) reminds us that “we cannot 

understand NCLB without understanding the changing historical context of education and 

in particular how education is positioned differently within a globalized economy” 

(p.495). If social control was (deliberately or not) an effect of high-stakes testing and 

accountability, it was justified yet again due to a rapidly changing economic landscape. 

Furthermore, to illustrate another historical continuity we should recall once again 

Ronald Reagan’s public address on A Nation at Risk. During his on-air broadcast 

President Reagan said his generation was only beginning to witness the emergence of a 

globally competitive marketplace and that it would be future generations who would need 

to master the skills necessary to take advantage of the wealth of opportunity that lay 

before them (Reagan, 1983). In many ways, the rhetoric of the Reagan administration 

informed the ideological basis for Bush’s No Child Left Behind. The students under the 

Bush administration were the students who Reagan, with much foresight, knew would 

have to live and compete amongst a worldwide economy. Like Reagan, Bush also sought 

to instill students with the necessary skills to prosper within a global competition over 

wealth, resources and opportunity. Although less tangible, it could be argued here that we 
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are introduced to another stakeholder of the accountability movement—the future of 

American prosperity. Schools are held accountable to ensure that students cannot only 

compete with, but triumph over, their global opponents. Still, critical scholars such as 

Darder offer a critique of NCLB, accountability, and its intense focus on neoliberal goals, 

values, and strategies:  

In today’s world, economics is the driving force behind assessment and evaluation 

of our children. Educational officials, government agencies, and corporate leaders 

alike hold the process of schooling hostage, through their demands for 

accountability measures, in exchange for federal funding and corporate 

contributions to schools, tax initiatives in support of education, and state 

educational budget increases. Schools are expected to functions with the efficiency 

of a large corporation, with a chief executive officer (CEO) holding the reins, and 

the language and practices of schooling translated into the technical realm of 

accountability (Darder, 2012, p. 68). [Author’s emphasis] 

 

By defining educational objectives predominantly within the needs/interests of the 

economic sector—while concurrently doubling-down on scientific modes of management 

and accountability—neoliberal policies such as No Child Left Behind are fundamentally 

informed by the same discourses and rationalities derived from the ideology of social 

efficiency in the early twentieth century: if only now on an even-larger scale. Within 

present conditions, the inequitable racist procedures of this particular meaning of social 

efficiency has not only found a resurgence of influence through neoliberal discourses, but 

have also arguably began to clutch unprecedented control over the nature, purpose, and 

functioning of schools (Au & Apple, 2010; De Lissovoy, Means and Saltman, 2014). 

Even as the accountability movement uses political propaganda to promote high-stakes 

testing as a useful tool for the creation more rigorous standards, academic excellence, and 

a level playing field the effects of such neoliberal policies have been decidedly 

inconclusive.  
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Expanding upon this point, oftentimes neoliberalism has been being critiqued not 

only as failing to achieve its own stated purposes, but also contributing to some degrees 

of retrogression (Heilig & Darling-Hammond, 2008; Lee, 2006; Scott and Quinn, 2014). 

For example, one racialized effect that has become an egregious practice under the rise of 

high stakes testing has been how low-performing minority students are siphoned away 

from high-stakes test by means of holding students back from tested grade levels, or even 

worse, placing students in special education all together (Au & Apple, 2013); practices 

which have also shown to increase drop-out rates of the students who are illegitimately 

held-back or placed in special education (Entwisle, Alexander, and Olson, 2011). In these 

scenarios, instead of receiving additional educational resources these students are 

systematically kept from high-stakes tests if their scores will reflect badly on the schools 

levels of academic achievement. 

Such shortcomings and negative byproducts cannot be easily whisked away. 

Barring covert, manipulative political agendas by which these policies may find favor, if 

this is not the explicit intent of high-stakes testing under the neoliberal accountability 

movement, then we must come together to fundamentally reimagine how accountability 

is conceived: for, as I hope to have established, these detrimental consequences are not 

uncommon throughout the literature (Au, 2009; Au & Apple, 2010; Hursh, 2005, 2007). 

The chasm that exists between the stated goals and the actual results of high stakes 

testing is the primary reason why any person involved in the education field must be 

aware of the discourses that historically and contemporarily inform the educational 

context in which they are situated. As Apple forewarns: “The threat to egalitarian ideas 

that this represents is never made explicit, since it is always couched in the discourse of 
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improving standards and quality in an educational system that is seen as in decline, if not 

in crisis” (Apple, 2014, p. 100). Remembering that Tyler and Bobbitt proposed their 

reformations on the basis that schools lacked the structures necessary to be effective—

which they perceived as a problem to be solved—the ideology of improvement is a 

rhetorical strategy that has been invoked repeatedly ever since and is still used today to 

justify the wholesale subjugation of public schools to the neoliberal agenda.  

 

School Choice and Market Accountability 

 In the previous section I enumerated the many parties or interests groups that 

schools are made accountable to under neoliberal policies within education—ranging 

from students, their parents, government officials and even to the future of American 

prosperity. In this purview high-stakes testing is simply a tool used to ensure that schools 

are achieving the goals that have been established by curriculum and policy makers 

(while, hopefully, also reflecting the goals and commitments of community members). 

Additionally, there is yet another interest that neoliberal reforms seek to subject 

education to—the capitalist market itself. If it were not enough to use high-stakes testing 

to inform parents about the schools their children are attending, proponents of neoliberal 

policy argue that parents should then have the choice not to send their children to their 

own underperforming neighborhood schools. Neoliberal advocates believe by creating 

charter schools and implementing school voucher programs that education can become 

more fully democratic as it is set free from governmental bureaucracy (De Lissovoy, 

Means and Saltman, 2014) while at the same time necessarily becoming more efficient as 
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schools strive to meet the economic demand of providing a quality education for students 

(Renzulli & Roscigno, 2011; Scott, 2011). 

Although I have already explained how Reagan supported school vouchers for 

low-income, minority students as a way to both increase individual choice and 

opportunity these procedures grew throughout the 1990’s and became a staple of George 

W. Bush’s very own education policy. While I will largely analyze and refer to the 

strategies of the school choice movement in a broad sense, I should note that school 

choice programs can take on a number of different forms. In this essay, however, I am 

primarily concerned with school choice policies that are informed by capitalist 

rationalities as they appear in debates around the use of charter and school voucher 

programs. By charter schools I am referring to the creation or conversion of public 

schools by local, community-based effort or through privatized interest groups. The 

secondary procedure of school choice that I will focus on is state-funded school voucher 

programs where students can receive full or partial tuition for any public or private school 

they gain admittance. 

The logic behind school choice extends from the neoliberal notion that 

“individual and social ideals can best be achieved through the ‘unfettered market,’” but 

further that “public control over public resources should be shifted out of the hands of the 

necessarily bureaucratic state and into the hands of the necessarily efficient private 

sector” (De Lissovoy, Means, & Saltman, 2014, p. 2). The notion of choice has always 

been fundamental to any democratic endeavor (Darder, 2012; Parker, 2003; West, 2004), 

and though the same is still true today, under the current neoliberal regime of educational 

policy ‘choice’ has become less of a matter about debates between political ideas, but 
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rather an individual’s freedom to choose a commodity or service within the capitalistic 

marketplace (Apple, 2014; Darder, 2012; McClaren & Baltodano, 2010). 

Under the growing tendencies of neoliberal policy-making scholars have 

suggested that the language of school choice serves two primary functions. The first, as 

described by Apple, argues: 

Notions of choice in which deep-seated school problems will be solved by 

establishing free competition over students have gotten much more power. These 

assume that by expanding the capitalist marketplace to schools, we will somehow 

compensate for the decades of economic and educational neglect experienced by 

the communities in which these schools are found (Apple, 2014, p.20). 

From the neoliberal perspective the ability to choose between commodities in 

competitive marketplace can give students the opportunity to move away from their 

underperforming neighborhood schools—should they be able to afford the remaining 

costs of tuition and transportation (Renzulli & Roscigno, 2011). The second proposed 

benefit of school choice follows that social efficiency will be heightened through the 

economic model of supply and demand: Schools that perform well will be highly 

demanded and competed for and schools with low performance will therefore be forced 

to increase their effectiveness or be forced out of the marketplace (Molnar, 1996; Olssen, 

Codd and O’Neill, 2004). Molnar explains, 

What lies veiled behind their proposed neoliberal reforms is ‘a public-spirited 

justification for introducing education to the profit motive and giving educators a 

healthy dose of the ‘real world’ in the form of competition (Molnar, 1996, p.10). 

While this logic assumes that the effectiveness of schools will necessarily 

increase by introducing accountability measures in the form of the competitive market, 

critical scholars must then ask if this assumption is confirmed by the results of practical 

application. Much like the research on high-stakes testing, however, the effects of charter 
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schools and school voucher programs are contradicted by opposing research and, as such, 

have largely been determined to be unreliable or inconclusive (Buras & Apple, 2005; 

Dixon, Buras, & Jeffers, 2015; Renzulli & Roscigno, 2007; Scott, 2011). While there 

remains highly contested debates on this subject, research that does support the 

effectiveness of these programs still show only minimal gains in terms of academic 

performance on standardized tests. This is certainly an important debate to be had, but for 

the purposes of this paper I am more deeply concerned with the philosophical meanings 

of education that these neoliberal school choice practices bring into the educational arena. 

Findings from scholars have suggested that as the charter school debates are 

predominately couched within economic rationalities of individual competition there has 

been less of an emphasis on broad questions of democratic egalitarianism (Renzulli & 

Roscigno, 2007). While proponents of neoliberalism claim that choice offers students and 

parents greater opportunities for academic achievement (Hursh, 2005; Scott, 2011), this 

idea has been complicated by asserting that this is only true of those who have the 

cultural and social capital to become informed consumers, thus continuing to 

disenfranchise populations (namely, minorities and the poor) who have not traditionally 

had this same ability (Renzulli & Roscigno, 2007). Further, it has also been argued that 

school choice programs often can increase segregation by facilitating white flight from 

integrated public schools: “In Florida, for instance, charter schools are 82 percent white, 

whereas traditional public schools are only 51 percent white” (Renzulli & Roscigno, 

2007, p.577). In the same text, but citing a different study conducted by Renzulli and 

Evans, the authors also contend similar patterns are found in Arizona, California and 

across the United States (Renzulli & Roscigno, 2007). Fearing that school choice has 
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obscured more democratic purposes of public education Renzulli and Roscigno draw 

historical comparisons to the racial segregation of the pre-Brown era and argue that 

educational policies should re-center issues of integration and equality.  

In 2005 Hursh sharply critiqued market accountability and school choice 

initiatives by stating, “The federal government is interested in replacing rather than 

improving public schools” (p.617). Presented as a remedy to persistent educational 

problems Hursh asserts: “NCLB, then, is part of a larger political process in which 

concerns about increasing global economic competition have been a pretext for neoliberal 

reforms that focus on increasing efficiency through privatization, markets and 

competition” (Hursh, 2007, p.514). As ‘global economic competition’ becomes an ever-

growing reality in the modern era it is believed that the procedures of NCLB will better 

prepare students for this competition; beginning with a process that would make the very 

foundation of education as competitive choice to be made. At the same time as 

educational reforms such as NCLB reflect the ideals of American (capitalist) democracy 

they reject, displace or ignore the hegemonic effects these practices have on our 

educational enterprises: namely, that is, placing public education under the direct control 

of inequitable market influences (Apple, 2014; Darder, 2012; De Lissovoy, Means & 

Saltman, 2014). 

With such dubious practices and nebulous effects why, then, has school choice 

and voucher programs achieved such prominence amongst policy-makers and mass 

appeal to lower socio-economic populations? One reason, as supported by the work of De 

Lissovoy, Means, & Saltman (2014) proposes, “Globally, a declaration of a public system 

failure undergirds the claims for radical market-based restructuring and the 
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transformation of public institutions and services as private deliverables” (p.5). Similarly 

Darder (2012) contends that education has fallen susceptible to models of scientific 

authority as a means to enact money-driven policies to address the material inequalities 

of minority and working class peoples. 

A part of the reason why school choice and market accountability have gained 

influence is because they are said to fix the problems of public schools: low standards, 

uncompromising teachers unions, unnecessary bureaucracy, and greater choice for the 

individual (De Lissovoy, Means & Saltman, 2014). Yet, on a more personal level, 

documentaries such as Waiting for Superman illustrates how working-class citizens 

desperately hope that charter schools will provide a better opportunity for their children 

to succeed as compared to the alternative of attending their own underperforming 

neighborhood schools. Placed within an overarching narrative of neoliberal efficiency, 

school choice programs might represent what Michael Apple (2014) calls a new ‘accord’ 

between dominate and marginalized groups. Likewise De Lissovoy, Means & Saltman 

(2014) claim that it is the foreclosure of alternatives that gives the neoliberal agenda such 

strength. With this understanding, if one were faced with the option to continue to let 

one’s child attend an underperforming public school, or perhaps have the opportunity to 

attend a better performing school, rational choice theory would suggest that individuals 

would choose the option that best fit their interests.  

Neoliberalism, Democracy and the Ideology of Improvement 

While critical of the effects the conservative Right has had within the educational 

field, Apple does compliment (if not praise) the ability of this group to respond to the 
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tangible problems working-class people face in ways that seem to alleviate (or give hope 

to) their everyday lives—even if it manipulates these same people into a new, hegemonic 

accord (Apple, 2014). If we recall the dialogue Reagan used during his speech to inform 

the country about A Nation at Risk he appealed to a common fear to educational 

mediocrity that would devolve into economic despair if not addressed quickly and with 

much ferocity. That is the expertise and skill the Right wing has in legally and 

democratically enforcing their agenda: appeal to the problems of everyday people and 

offer an alternative that is said to offer remediation (Apple, 2014). Once again thinking 

about the promotion of school choice policies, these programs are said to provide an 

escape from the failings of neighborhood public schools even where research on these 

policies has shown no significant changes in educational achievement. In this way, 

though, people are said to have made a choice that is preferable to the status quo, and did 

so of their own volition without any coercion. In the modern era, choice is an important 

part of maintaining hegemonic order as Darder (2012) writes while analyzing Gramsci’s 

notion of hegemony: 

With the rise of modern science and technology, social control has been exercised 

less through the use of physical deterrents and increasingly through the 

distribution of an elaborate system of norms and imperatives. Gramsci notes 

that—unlike fascists regimes, which control primarily through physically coercive 

forces and arbitrary rules and regulations—capitalist societies utilize forms of 

hegemonic control that function systematically by winning the consent of the 

subordinate to the authority of the dominant culture (Darder, 2012, p.32). 

With the closure of alternatives (in some cases meaning the literal closing of public 

schools) many parents are coerced into a manipulative choice that, on its face value, 

provides better opportunity for their children while simultaneously coaxing parents into a 

neoliberal agenda that continues to dominate educational policies and reformation. 
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Though high-stakes testing and school choice policies have both not sufficiently proven 

their unquestionable success, they continue to be utilized due to the fact that each practice 

is portrayed as—if nothing else—an attempt to make improve upon education; even if it 

does have some deleterious results.  

 Speaking directly to how the public field of education has gradually become 

encroached upon by neoliberal practices and policies Tabb (2002) advances a cutting 

critique of the neoliberal agenda by arguing that neoliberalism aims to break apart 

collectively owned structures of society in favor of placing them into the logic of the pure 

market. Within this view, public education simply represents an untapped market for 

economic exchange.  If these theories are true, and these are the ulterior motivations 

behind the rise of neoliberal policies, it is not surprising that proponents of the neoliberal 

agenda protect these covert economic and technical goals by appealing to democratic 

language of choice, improving schools and equality of opportunity. Yet, by corrupting 

democratic ideals to push forward with inegalitarian procedural norms, neoliberal 

policies have faced much criticism: 

The Right has attempted to alter our very perception of schooling itself, turning it 

away from the idea of a common ground in which democracy is hammered out 

(an intensely political idea involving interactive notions of citizenship in a polity). 

Instead, the common ground of the school becomes no longer based on a set of 

democratic political commitments (no matter how weak before); rather, it is 

replaced by the idea of competitive marketplace. The citizen as a political being 

with reciprocal rights and duties is lost. In its place is the self as consumer. 

Schools (and students) become a ‘retail product’. Freedom in a democracy is no 

longer defined as participating in building the common good, but as living in an 

unfettered commercial market, with the educational system now being seen as 

needing to be integrated into the mechanisms of such a market (Apple, 2014, 

p.119).  

 

 As efficiency becomes engulfed within the realm of market accountability and 

where democracy is equated with individual consumerism we are witnessing a shift in the 
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meaning of democracy that is short of no great importance. Not only do these ideas create 

increased reliance on individual notions of success, but also of the democratic commons. 

Apple continues: “The common good is now to be regulated exclusively by the laws of 

the market, free competition, private ownership, and profitability. In essence, the 

definitions of freedom and equality are no longer democratic, but commercial” [Emphasis 

mine] (Apple, 2014, p. 30). The educational marketplace becomes emblematic of the 

ultimate capitalist freedom: the ability to choose where one’s child is educated through 

informed consumerism. In an analysis of the work by Held in 1980, Darder (2012) 

contends that this freedom to choose, however, is a double-edged sword: 

On the other hand, the individual’s subjectivity is denied because he or she is 

isolated in the context of buying and selling. Exchange processes become the 

mode in which individuality is organized and claimed. The pursuit of self-interest 

is equated with the pursuit of individual material interests. Hence, the liberal 

defense of individual freedom becomes ideology, for it masks the capitalist’s 

interests and motivations that inform its genealogy (p.31).   

Aside from the ideological isolation that neoliberal reforms enforce, Scott & Quinn 

(2014) also argue that mechanisms of choice and accountability can serve as a 

disincentive for parents and schools to address issues of equity and diversity. More 

troubling, they argue that as school choice policies grow it is becoming harder to legally 

enforce diversity initiatives within schools.  These two facts are especially meaningful as 

we once again consider that these neoliberal policies have failed to live up to their 

promise of equal opportunity or narrowing of the educational gap that exists between 

United States students (Au & Apple, 2010; Lee, 2006; Scott & Quinn, 2014) 

As language, dialogue and ideology are becoming central to my analysis it may be 

useful to pause for a moment here to expound upon the construction of ideology as 

detailed in the works of Chela Sandavol in Methodology of the Oppressed (2000). As 
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Sandoval grapples with the very foundations of language as a way of signification and 

understanding she suggests, “for any object to enter into meaningful social exchange, it is 

first grounded in this basic level of ‘signification’— of meaning production: all Signs are 

comprised of a relationship between a form, the Signifier of meaning, and its detachable 

content, a Signified-concept” (Sandoval, 2000, p. 92). Sandoval’s major point is, 

borrowing from Barthe’s own research, that the ‘signifier’/‘signified’ relationship has 

become conflated within a single “sign” where meaning is constant and stable.  As this 

sign becomes accepted, she argues, it becomes its own signifier with a unique signified 

relationship. It is at this level that ideology is created. This additional layer of meaning 

begins to mask the arbitrary association of the first tier, yet makes it seems as if it was 

always that way, as if it were naturally produced. In the case of the neoliberal policies 

drawn from the Reagan administration and developed through both the Bush and Obama 

administrations the capitalist tendencies of neoliberal ideology are masked by a discourse 

of improved standards and democratic choice that—from a plain textual reading—seems 

to be a win-win for all interested parties. While the new accords that are created for these 

marginalized communities do address some material issues they face in their everyday 

lives (Apple, 2014) Sandoval argues for uncovering the hidden meanings behind public 

discourse: 

The shift from the condition of legitimized citizen and faithful consumer of 

ideology to another location […] means that one must learn to take in, decipher, 

and deconstruct ideology using a formal mode of analysis. One willingly 

perceives the image, but then, removing oneself from its system of life, its 

composition is revealed as a structured appropriation of previous meanings and 

forms: the life of dominant ideology is thus undone” (Sandoval, 2000, p.104). 

The Brown v. Board decision had many effects other than just integrating United 

States—one of which that should not be underestimated was how legal and political 
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discourses of equal opportunity became foundational to the social functioning of public 

schools. While neoliberal discourses might fail to produce this equality, and in some 

cases might exacerbate the problem, they have won political legitimacy by the outward 

expression of equal opportunity for all student. Further, the neoliberal agenda argues that 

through these various accountability apparatuses they are promoting greater opportunity 

for students, parents, and families to obtain the best possible educational experience. 

Using the analysis developed by Sandoval (2000) the ideology of American 

egalitarianism masks the inequitable outcomes that are produced by the very same 

policies. For example, the rhetoric of ‘choice’ signifies the ideals of American 

democracy, but where choice and democracy become conflated as a single ‘signifier-

signified’ dialect, what is hidden beneath this new relationship is the capitalist intent 

behind the school choice movement. 

Further, Even though standardized tests were embedded in deeply racist practices 

to classify intelligence (operating today in much of the same fashion) they are 

promulgated as an objective tool for measurement and as an indispensable mechanism to 

ensure accountability for the efficient productiveness of schools (Au & Apple, 2010; 

Heilig & Darling-Hammond, 2008; Shepard, 2000). Equality, in this sense, is established 

through the standardized curriculum (which all students are expected to gain mastery of) 

and through standardized tests (where all students can participate and prove their 

individual merit). The push for the Common Core relies heavily on these same notions 

even as the traditional and hidden curriculum of schools has been revealed and critiqued 

by several critical scholars in the educational field (Grant & Salinas, 2008; Heilig, Brown 

& Brown, 2012; Ladson-Billings, 2003). 
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As Brown was won after proving the detrimental effects of segregated schools, 

equal opportunity was legally mandated as an end-goal product that schools should help 

to facilitate within society. In the Post-Brown Era, I argue that whether from conservative 

or liberal camps the language of educational reform must be grounded in democratic 

terms and practices (such as individuals choosing what schools to attend) that are—

ostensibly—meant to address the inequities of public schools and to improve upon them. 

This theory also applies to the rise of charter and school voucher programs that propose 

themselves as sites that can remedy the failings of public schools.  Neoliberal discourses, 

like those of the Social Efficiency Movement, depend heavily on technical and corporate 

machinations that hide the agenda of capital accumulation under the subterfuge of a 

democratic choice that champions both freedom and individual opportunity (Darder, 

2012; De Lissovoy, Means, & Saltman, 2014; Hursh, 2007). The question then becomes, 

how—taken as a whole—should educators, policy makers and researchers understand the 

efficiency model developed in the early twentieth century, which is now being covertly 

applied within the neoliberal procedures, practices and policies of education reform? 

When thinking about the implications of these reforms, a pertinent question that must be 

asked comes from De Lissovoy, Means & Saltman’s 2014 Toward a New Common 

School Movement: “Are more efficient teaching methods going to provide an antidote to 

class exploitation or to rapidly expanding inequalities in wealth and income or to massive 

child poverty rates?” (p. 8)  
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Conclusion 

As Mann first began to advocate for a universal, free education he also dealt with 

a question that seems insurmountable: what should America’s public schools be able to 

produce—what should they do for society? One answer for Mann was that public schools 

should be open to all students (although within restricted manner), help absolve the 

American populace of ignorance, and create a shared cultural heritage for United States 

citizens. Yet, Mann also believed that education should help to sustain an economic 

industry that would need technical proficiency and behavioral attitudes that were 

conducive to top-down, capitalist managerialism (De Lissovoy, Means & Saltman, 2014). 

As schools became commonplace throughout the United States many leading social 

theories converged to produce and maintain technocratic efficiency within an emerging 

field that seemed ill-managed (Tyler, 1949).  As this framework eventually would 

segregate ethnic minorities from the opportunities provided to White students, a shift of 

attitudes occurred during the Civil Rights era to challenge this preeminent structure of 

schooling. However, they argued on behalf of an old educational outcome that Mann 

himself advocated—that is, equal educational opportunity for all. 

In fighting against this particular mode of social efficiency the activist during the 

Civil Rights struggles suggested a new measurement for efficiency: the distribution of 

opportunity for all students in the United States. It was demanded by these advocates that 

the government should act in their interest to ensure that equality became a standard goal 

within public education. In about the last 30 years though, there has been a turn away 

from government interference and, in fact, neoliberals have considered the government as 

an ineffective mechanism to manage schools all together (Darder, 2012; Hursh, 2007). In 
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summarizing this moment, De Lissovoy, Means and Saltman (2014) write: 

Over the past three decades in the United States, a corporate consensus has 

emerged in the media and among the elite that has declared public schooling to be 

a failed experiment—an antiquated institution incapable of meeting the demands 

and assorted crises of the global era. The problem is said to be located in the 

inefficient and corrupt nature of the public sphere itself and supposedly greedy 

and incompetent teacher and their unions. Across a network of high-profile 

corporate reform advocates, right-wing think tanks, business groups, and 

corporate foundations, it is suggested that the future of the nation depends on 

dismantling public school systems by subjecting them to commercial management 

and the discipline of market forces (p.1). 

As neoliberal ideals have gradually became the very basis for educational reform 

across the United States, it may useful to borrow a theoretical analysis from Henry 

Giroux developed in 2004: 

Governments globally [have given] up their role of providing social safety nets, 

social provisions, and regulation of corporate greed, capital escapes beyond the 

reach of democratic control, leaving marginalized individuals and groups at the 

mercy of their own meager resources to survive…Under neoliberalism’s reign of 

terror, public issues collapse into privatized discourses, and a culture of personal 

confessions, greed, and celebrities emerge to set the stage of depoliticizing public 

life and turning citizenship and governance into a form of consumerism (Giroux, 

2004, p.75). 

In this quote Giroux paints what could be considered a gruesome image of what 

neoliberalism has done to the democratic process of American schools. It can also be read 

in a manner that directly opposes Mann’s original intent behind his promotion of a 

publically regulated, free, universal education. By subjecting education under the 

dominion of market values and regulations what is lost is Mann’s emphasis on schools 

being fundamentally shaped, influenced, and maintained by private citizens (Bernier & 

Williams, 1973). Through privatization efforts, public control weakens in face of 

government and corporate agencies who can exert legal or financial influence over 

education—whether that is through the curriculum, textbooks, testing procedures or 
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funding of entirely new schools. 

It is through these highly limiting processes that these scholars further critique 

neoliberalism as “procedures that determine what education means to begin with” 

[Emphasis in original] (De Lissovoy, Means, & Saltman, 2014, p. 97). Fleshing out this 

idea, “[The neoliberal movement] represents a form of enclosure that has sought to 

reframe the structure and value of public education within a narrow horizon of human 

capital development and the private concern of business to accumulate profit” (De 

Lissovoy, Means, & Saltman, 2014, p. 1). While these scholars criticized Mann’s limited 

conception of the “common,” De Lissovoy, Means & Saltman are even more troubled by 

limited scope neoliberalism defines as the common purpose of schooling: “The only 

questions on neoliberal educational reform agendas appear to be how to enforce 

knowledge and curriculum conducive to national economic interests” (De Lissovoy, 

Means, & Saltman, 2014, p.4). Which the authors condemn in favor of a theory of 

education that could possibly create citizens who are capable of self-governing in a fully 

functioning participatory democracy. 

The stakes here mirror the struggles Mann had in the late nineteenth century: the 

implementation democratic egalitarian ideals versus securing the maintenance of 

economic interests. Although it is an old trope this has never been a static process: the 

pendulum of history has continually oscillated between producing democratic or 

economic outcomes from public education. If we are to characterize Mann’s original 

Common School Movement, I would argue that it was one of ambivalence—

implementing in different ways both aspects of this ideological tug-of-war. The scientists 

and curriculum specialist of the Social Efficiency Movement, however, attempted to cure 
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such ambiguity and began to favor educational procedures that were economically-

minded. This though, led to a very disparate and discouraging education system for 

ethnic minorities, and was eventually challenged and defeated by democratic intentions. 

However, the pendulum swung once again to conservative and economic interests as 

Reagan administration incited fears of American mediocracy. Currently, we find 

ourselves in a moment that espouses democratic intent, but has repeatedly proven to be 

more economically interested. With this move towards a neoliberal educational regime, 

what have been the results? To answer this, I return to the works of De Lissovoy, Means 

and Saltman (2014): 

The vast outward expansion of free-market governance over the last thirty years 

has not produced broadly shared prosperity or even social efficiency, but rather as 

radical expansion of social inequality, human insecurity, and institutional 

dysfunction. Nonetheless, unfazed, the neoliberal perspective continues to 

reimagine public education as a private market that will necessarily benefit from 

competition, choice, privatization, and commercialism even as the evidence 

continues to mount that these prescriptions are producing the very symptoms of 

failure they claim to mitigate. Knowledge and schooling are increasingly framed 

as responsible for saving capitalism (Emphasis mine) (p.5) 

The last sentence of this quote has been emphasized because it highlights an important 

aspect of how social efficiency has been defined in contemporary educational politics. 

Social efficiency has become almost entirely engulfed in the economic interests of society 

and it’s assessment through scientific methodology. Perhaps more troubling, however, 

than the simple fact that this process is occurring has been the insidious conflation of 

capitalists-marketplace values with democratic ideals that have now become bound 

together in problematic ways. 

Perhaps most easily this is observed in the debates for school voucher programs: 

advocates argue that by increasing choice that patrons of public school are given a more 
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democratic process by which they can choose which schools they will attend. While it 

may be true that democracy is fundamentally a process that enables ruling by public 

choice (West, 2004; Parker, 2003), what is also dangerously wound into their argument is 

the idea that by submitting education to the “invisible hand of the market” that the 

performance of schools will necessarily increase as the market will eliminate ill-

functioning or underperforming schools (Renzulli & Roscigno, 2011).  From this 

perspective, the method to address the issues of productivity and efficiency in schools is 

not to analyze the capitalist practices that have helped maintain the current inequities, but 

to place schools under further the control of the very forces that have shaped our 

contemporary educational landscape (Darder, 2012; Bowles & Gintis, 2011). Through 

this unassuming ideology Molnar (1996) imparts that neoliberalism, “keeps the focus on 

schools and off the failure of business to make good on the promise of democracy” 

(p.10).   

What is most worrisome of any of this is how this argument is being promulgated 

and sold to local, state and national policy makers as the democratic solution to our 

educational dysfunction.  This very particular definition of social efficiency has worked 

slowly to coopt the democratic ideal of popular choice in order to decrease education’s 

reliance on public funds while also increasing privatized control of education (Apple, 

2014; Darder, 2012; Hursh, 2005, 2007).  As perilous as I have made this sound, it is also 

important to remember the Conservative efforts that push for this agenda are only 

building on Horace Mann’s idea that schools should serve public interests. In this case, 

Conservatives aim to enhance the nation’s economic interests—which is a valid concern 

of the general public—but it also begs the question, however, if Mann would agree that 
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the market is the best incubator to obtain social efficiency in schools. It could be argued 

that by submitting education to the forces of the market, you are necessarily responding 

to public interests whereby the demands of public will be met through the introduction of 

a ‘real world’ market competition (Darder, 2012). While the economic interest of society 

certainly has a strong foothold, I wonder if the educational maintenance provided by 

marketplace values and regulations were the same kind of public interests Mann 

promoted throughout his career. 

If Mann’s original conception contained within it many uncertainties or even 

hypocrisies about what it meant to have schools produce social efficiency, the modern 

neoliberal agenda makes clear the aspects of society that should be protected and 

maintained under its strict regime. However, as resistance is always cyclical and 

cumulative (Winant, 2002) social progressives at the turn of the century, during the Civil 

Rights era and living contemporarily have all argued for decreased reliance on economic 

structures and instead focus on democratizing forces that are meant to address many of 

the social inequities originating from capitalism in the first place (Bowles and Gintis, 

2011; Sleeter & Stillman, 2013; West, 2004). As democratic goals have been espoused 

since the time of Mann’s influence, they remain a powerful rhetorical strategy to fight 

against the corporatization that is currently taking over our educational system from the 

inside out. In a clever (if not despicably underhanded) tactic to enforce a neoliberal 

agenda, policy makers and corporate entities have developed a new strategy that aims to 

obtain legitimacy and political favor by using democratic language to mask the unequal 

class and racial implications of their policies. 
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 As neoliberalism conceals its intentions and represses critical understanding, 

Cornel West (2004) argues that market-driven values have obscured our democratic past 

and present. In speaking about the strength of American democracy he says it is “it is at 

its and most basic foundation the taking back of one’s power in the face of the misuse of 

elite power” (West, 2004, p.68). He continues, “In this sense, democracy is more a verb 

than a noun—it is more a dynamic striving and collective movement than a static order or 

stationary status quo” (West, 2004, p. 68). Yet under the neoliberal assault on schools this 

is becoming increasingly more difficult to achieve as neoliberalism “works as a kind of 

fantasy that structures reality for subjects”[Emphasis in original] (De Lissovoy, Means, 

& Saltman, 2014, p. 97). 

If proponents of neoliberalism claim that market efficiency will mete out the skills 

that are necessary for efficient industrial, technological, and economic production—and 

simultaneously assert that this equates to greater democratic practices—Gramsci’s 

concept of democracy offers a progressive counter-resistance to this ideology: 

The labourer can become a skilled worker […] But democracy, by definition, 

cannot mean merely that an unskilled labourer [sic] can become skilled. It must 

mean that every ‘citizen’ can ‘govern’ and that society places him, even if only 

abstractly, in a general condition to achieve this” (Gramsci, 1993, p. 56).  

I do not believe even the most staunch proponents could argue that neoliberal policies do 

in fact create this effect. Although I have shown how democratic ideals have been 

coopted into problematic discourses of social efficiency, many scholars resist accepting 

these manipulative practices as democratic by nature: 

Reducing the politics and ethics of education largely to economics, neoliberal 

educational reform has deeply authoritarian tendencies that are incompatible with 

democratic social relations, popular power, and the intellectual tools for social 

criticism as the basis for just social change (De Lissovoy, Means, & Saltman, 

2014, p. 5). 
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Instead, what is called for is a new dialogue about the purpose and nature of 

schooling (Cammarota, 2011; Counts, 2003; DiMartino & Scott, 2012). Turning away 

from the mechanisms of social control many scholars have emphasized the need to return 

to the ideals that have been deemed ideologically or economically “too expensive” by the 

neoliberal agenda (Au, 2013; Ladson-Billings, 1998; Moe, 2003; Moses, 2004; West, 

2004). Following progressive traditions established by the works of John Dewey (1916) 

and Paulo Friere (1921) the critical scholar today argues that education must return to an 

emphasis of addressing inequalities and creating engaged citizens capable of acting on 

the world around them (De Lissovoy, Means and Saltman, 2014; Grant, 1979; Hursh, 

2007; Ladson-Billings, 2003). Believing that democratic education can facilitate both 

diversity and dissent, these scholars suggests an educational program that encourages an 

associated mode of living that has been pushed out of the neoliberal agenda (Cammarota, 

2011; Parker, 2004). 

Against the harsh reality that we find ourselves in, we must be reminded that 

struggles against these modes of social efficiency have been fought—and won—before. 

Even if Brown v. Board represents an incomplete rupture from this ideology, they too 

resisted a scientific, capitalist approach to structuring schools. Yet, the overt racism 

developed under these models was much more easily identifiable in the Pre-Civil Rights 

era as compared to the covert hegemony that has been established in its place (Apple, 

2014; Guinier, 2004; Winant, 2002). Against the racist practices of the Eugenics 

movement and the capitalist-inspired ideas of social efficiency the creed of equal 

opportunity became the rallying cry of those who wanted America to live up to her 

democratic ideals. In the modern era, where the conservative right uses this same 
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language to enforce a neoliberal agenda progressives must not lose this ideological battle. 

We are certainly in the midst of a political culture war and the stakes could not be 

any higher: If democracy and capitalism are to become inextricably linked, and if public 

education is subjected entirely to the competitive marketplace, the basic structures that 

informed the Social Efficiency Movement will become the only structures in determining 

what the purpose of education should be. Efficiency cannot be solely defined in terms of 

industrial production, financial cost and economic waste but also in terms of civic virtue, 

charity ad equality (Au & Apple, 2010; Dewey, 1916; Henderson & Hursh, 2014). 

Furthermore, McClaren and Baltodano (2000) claim that we must acknowledge 

capitalism as the ‘wrong dream’ but it is Counts (2013) who truly illustrates how 

important this battle is to the future of America: 

The hypocrisy which is so characteristic of our public life today is due primarily 

to our failure to acknowledge the fairly obvious fact that America is the scene of 

an irreconcilable conflict between two opposing forces. On the one side is the 

democratic tradition inherited from the past; on the other is a system of economic 

arrangements which increasingly partakes of the nature of industrial feudalism. 

Both of these forces cannot survive: one or the other must give way. Unless the 

democratic tradition is able to recognize and conduct a successful attack on the 

economic system, its complete destruction is inevitable (p. 50). 

The stakes are not only high on the abstract level of philosophy, theory and 

ideology but also in the everyday material lives of poor, disenfranchised people. The 

neoliberal base claims that their policies will yield better results for all people, yet the 

literature has showed time and time again that this is not the case (Au, 2009; Hursh, 

2005, 2007; Heilig & Darling-Hammond, 2008; Oakes, 1993). From the detailed 

critiques of critical race theorists, what has been shown is that policies that contain 

neoliberal characteristics oftentimes hurts the students it claims to help support (Au, 

2009; Au & Apple, 2010; Hursh, 2007). Perhaps a reason for this could be that neoliberal 
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policies take a color-blind approach to educational reform, as they do not understand the 

centrality of race to American social life. Further, with such poor results, these peoples 

are also given only minimal agency within a neoliberal structuring model (Apple, 2014; 

Darder, 2012; De Lissovoy, Means and Saltman, 2014). Fundamental power remains 

untouched; and through many small, partial ruptures new accords are entered into that 

continually favor the dominant class. Following the consequences of such a system 

Counts points out, “if the machine is to serve all, and serve all equally, it cannot be the 

property of the few” (Counts, 2013, p.50).  

From the critical perspective scholars, educators, parents and policymakers must 

organize against the neoliberal agenda for truly democratic and egalitarian movement 

(Counts, 2013; Henderson & Hursh, 2014; Yosso, 2002). Given Mann’s own 

inconsistencies in regards to this subject, it is hard to use his example as a guiding light, 

but I do not believe he would find our current situation as what he would’ve ultimately 

imagined. There should be no mistake that what we are fighting for is the very democracy 

that this country was founded on. If education loses its democratic mission how will 

students come to understand what is valuable, but not economically profitable? If the 

profit motive becomes our sole interest for social and political interaction, what parts of 

our humanity will we cease to appreciate? If scientific and capitalist efficiency become 

the marker of success what human connections will be lost?  

Within the education field the question of social efficiency seems to be a 

challenge that we will be perennially faced with. It is challenging to define and at times 

can be even harder to measure, but I fear that—without a major disruption to our current 

educational goals and social-scientific managerialism—the neoliberal assault on 
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education will only gain steam and, eventually, will become the reigning, supreme model 

of education. As a nation, we must recognizes these trends and ask ourselves “is this how 

we want our citizens to be educated?” We must look at our current circumstances and 

question how we want the future to look. We must be deliberate with our intentions and 

clear in our pursuit. We must not go passively into the night, but challenge the explicit 

and implicit goals of the neoliberal movement. We must redefine social efficiency 

outside of the terms of the marketplace through processes of conscientization, 

humanizing economics, and critical questioning to finally pursue “the actual promise of a 

better material world” (De Lissovoy, Means and Saltman, 2014, p. 97). 
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