Business, Industry,
and
Schools

Is “what’s good for business” good for
schools? Or do we have to rethink (once
agein) our whole approach to education?

THE TRAGEDY of the contem-
porary movement to link the public schools
to a business and efficiency outlook is that
we are witnessing a replay of similar move-
ments in the first third of the 20th century.
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we are told to construct educational programs
in line with program planning and budget
systems.

No matter the refrain, the issue remains
the same—will educators have to play the
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In listening to the more recent and
contemporary lingo about efficiency in
education, the words may have changed,
but the melody lingers on.

What Are the Objections?

What then are the objections which can
be laid at the mentality of business efficiency
as applied to the education of children?

1. It degrades the person of teacher
and student by subjecting each to external
criteria and places the entire operation in a
cost-benefit relationship.

2. It places schooling in a clearly sub-
ordinate position with handmaiden’s status
to the larger Industrial Community.

3. It makes quantification and objec-
tive evaluation the touchstone of the worth
of educational programs.

The combination of these factors along
with the linkage of corporate interests to
governmental actions portends a new and
dramatically dangerous time for American
educators. One is forced to conclude that the
linkage of individual talent, schooling as a
screening device, the rise of a credentialing
society, and the interest in education as a
corporate matter (as opposed to individual
self-fulfiliment) have created a vastly differ-
ent sorting and screening agency than was
ever conceived by Horace Mann.

As an example, the intrusion by the
federal government to ensure certain school
outputs (science, math, NSF, and engineer-
ing) is striking testimony to the limited and
almost anti-intellectual attitude which relates
national concerns to the productivity of
certain fields of study. More recently the
overriding concern of the Federals in career
education places the task of schooling in
juxtaposition to jobs—not enjoyment, plea-
sure in learning, aesthetic development—but
jobs!
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Consider the following two quotes from
the President’s Commission on School
Finance.!

The entire school program would be
focused around helping the individual student
achieve his own self-established career goal
(p. 65).

Businessmen are complaining that they
cannot get the people they need and students
are complaining that they cannot find jobs.
The link between the two is supposed to be the
educational system (p. 65). [Italics added for
emphasis.]

Well, that puts the matter rather baldly.
What's good for the business community is
what the schools are to be about!

What Does Democratic Education
Mean?

Before educators travel this road again,
I think it important that we rethink and re-
construct just what the educational process
means for children and a democratic society.
This rethinking must pay far more attention
to the non-economic and non-measurable
areas of schooling such as aesthetic develop-
ment, artistic appreciation, and critical think-
ing. It means we must not lose sight of the
process of schooling as that potent force
which introduces children to a democratic
way of living that is both compassionate and
critical, intellectual and practical, and that
is worthy of our best time and effort—not
because there is a payoff for the Pentagon,
General Motors, or even MIT, but simply
because a fundamental belief in the dignity
and worth of all our citizens demands noth-
ing less than the best for all our children.

When the larger purposes of schooling
are thus understood and related to the
preservation and extension of our democratic
society, I simply do not believe that the prac-
tical good sense of American teachers and
administrators will then allow the schools to
be anything else.

—VErNON F. HauericH, Professor,
Educational Policy Studies Department, Uni-
versity of Wisconsin, Madison.

1 Bethesda, Maryland: ERIC Reports, No-
vember 1971.
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