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Failed rhetoric: The school choice argument

“Better Schools Through New Institutions: Giving Americans Choice” John E. Chubb, Terry Moe

The blend of rhetoric used by authors Chubb and Moe in their article on choice is an uncomfortable alliance of the “democratic” and “scientific” styles Labaree describes in “Doing Good, Doing Science.” While the voice is that of an academic, with the opaque sentence structure, citations, and larger words which generally characterize work written for an academic audience, the tone is that of an outraged citizen. 

They begin in a clearly scientific rhetorical vein, “Educational reform, if done right, is essentially an exercise in harnessing the causes of effective performance. It is an application of theory.” (251) However, within the first few pages, the authors slip into the injured voice of a citizen who is Not Going To Take It Anymore. “This kind of behavior [bureaucratization] is not something that Americans simply have to accept, like death or taxes,” (254) they say
. Their discussion of solutions uses the national frame, again: “American society offers two basic paths to the emergence of effective schools”. (256) 

Within an essentially “scientific” (in vocabulary, citation, and audience) rhetoric, they are building on an emotional core of resentment. The word “bureaucracy” or some variant is used multiple times on each page, driving home the aspect of the system that their academic readers find most odious
.They discuss the “mandates” and “rules and regulations” that “encumber” the schools, and claim that “the market alternative then becomes particularly attractive.” (257)

This sly core of “democratic” rhetoric really set my teeth on edge while reading this article. While it might wrest “Hallelujah”s from the converted or strike a chord with the disgruntled, to anyone familiar with the arguments against market-driven models of choice, the nature of the democratic rhetoric sits uneasily with the content of the argument. 

I am not an advocate of school choice in general, and so I’m aware that some of my distaste for this article may come from a predetermined mindset. However, when I look at any proposed or lauded reform, I ask myself two questions: (1) Is it good or neutral for the disadvantaged? Or are the poor, LEP, minorities, or special education students (to name a few groups) likely to feel negative effects from the implementation? (2) Will it scale? Many things work well in select settings or on a more intimate basis that would not be effective (and might even be counterproductive) in widescale implementations. I felt that Chubb and Moe failed to satisfy my unease on either subject.

The main arguments against market-driven choice are equity-based. People have posited that the elite would self-select out of urban schools, leaving them the dregs, that the model is only effective in neighborhoods/districts where good schools exist (ruling out many inner-city areas), that private schools are able to achieve the results they tout on the budgets they have only because they have no mandate to accept all comers and no requirement to serve special populations. Each of these arguments concerns the common man – the lowest common denominator man, the underdog, the minority in whose name democratic rhetoric is most effectively invoked.

And yet Chubb and Moe make no reference to equity issues in their argument against the bureaucracy of the public schools and toward the locally-controlled, ideally private system they posit as an alternative. They play on the career educator’s loathing of bureaucracy, red tape, and top-down mandates by repeatedly associating these things with the current system, dismiss all non-market reforms as “not enough”, and put forward educational choice as the only solution for “real change”. (270) They neglect to address the question of “real change for whom”?

Chubb and Moe also also fail to address the scaling issue – they provide limited examples (districts, in one or two cases state programs) and then call for wider and more extreme implementations. They reject all partial implementations: “As an ‘approach’, this is precisely the wrong way to go about transforming American public education. The schools’ most fundamental problems are rooted in the institutions of democratic control by which they are governed…” (278-9) This is very all-or-nothing rhetoric, another aspect of their approach that carries the democratic “preacher” feeling. “We think reformers would do well to entertain the notion that choice is a panacea,” (179) they say. Not any choice, of course – their particular version, which even they admit will likely never reach fruition. 

We talked on Tuesday about the drawbacks of “democratic” rhetoric, how it lacks the operationalization that makes “scientific” rhetoric so attractive. But it occurs to me that just as dangerous is the “scientific” rhetoric that fails to address “democratic” issues, such as the needs of the disadvantaged. Chubb and Moe have a plan, surely, but even if it were feasible to implement it, it might not be right, and they glossed over that aspect of the argument far too much for me to be able to respect their stance.

� Good thing, too, as Americans are rather notorious for their refusal to accept either of those things with good grace.


� The reader, of course, is never a bureaucrat – bureaucrats are always other people.





