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The educational philosophy that underpins 
the NCEE’s report neglects the importance of 
liberal education in a democracy.  The prepa-
ration and training of citizens for the work-
force is an important role of education.  
However, vocational training should not be 
the primary goal of education.  A liberal edu-
cation, by contrast, “seeks to develop free 
human beings who know how to use their 
minds and are able to think for themselves.  
Its primary aim is not the development of 
professional competence, although a liberal 
education is indispensable for any intellec-
tual profession.  It produces citizens who can 
exercise their political liberty responsibly…It 
is an education for all free men, whether they 
intend to be scientists or not.”64 

Conclusion 

NCEE’s educational redesign proposes a 
brave step towards fundamental educational 

change.  It contains both good and 
bad recommendations, yet the bad 
outweigh the good.  When we ex-
amine their recommendations, it is 
important to keep the NCEE’s un-
derlying educational philosophy 
in mind.  Which brings back the 
question: Is the model proposed in 
this report capable of making good 
on its promised objectives? 
 

First, the creation of a State Board Qualifying 
Examination would have the potential to im-
prove standards by increasing a student's 
accountability.  But even if it were to yield 

the most rigorous standards the nation has 
ever seen, the use of SBQE scores to track 
students would not respect the myriad needs 
of students and parents alike.   
 
Second, the promise of real school finance 
equity would be made possible by the imple-
mentation of pupil-weighted funding: The 
money follows the child.  This type of fund-

ing has enjoyed success in some districts, es-
pecially in Edmonton, Alberta.  
 
Third, the promise of the end of seniority 
rights and tenure for teachers would be de-
livered by the implementation of a new ca-
reer ladder.  The widespread adoption of 
performance-based pay would be a welcome 
change likely to improve the quality of teach-
ers.  However, state employment likely 
would increase the pressure of unionization 
on individual teachers. 
 

Fourth, the promise of a clear role for unions 
would establish teachers unions as state-level 
bargaining agents, while also allowing them 
to operate contract schools and sup-
port networks.  This arrangement 
would further strengthen unions at 
the expense of education consumers.  
Responsibility would be taken away 
from parents and placed in the 
hands of union leaders and bureau-
crats. 
 

Fifth, the promise of the end of the 
threat of school vouchers underesti-
mates what is perceived to be at 
stake by the proponents of vouchers.  
Even if things were to progress as 
the report portends, division over 
what content should be taught—
regardless of how well it were 
taught—would remain to perpetuate 
support for private schooling and vouchers.   
  
Sixth, the promise of real school autonomy 
would be undermined by an increase in state 
control. The creation of contract schools 
funded by the state may improve standards 
and grant some flexibility to school organiz-
ers within a specified realm, but the state 
government’s considerable control over cur-
riculum and personnel decisions would pre-
clude real school autonomy.   

The wide-
spread adop-
tion of per-
formance-
based pay 
would be a 
welcome 
change… 
However, 
state employ-
ment likely 
would in-
crease the 
pressure of 
unionization 
on individual 
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underpins the 
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liberal educa-
tion in a de-
mocracy.   
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Seventh, the Commission’s claim that its 

model is a “public school marketplace” is 
misleading.  A true marketplace is driven by 
the demands of consumers.  In this model, 
the most important consumers of education, 
students and their parents, would be under-
represented, if not entirely neglected. 
 
Finally, while the proposed model would 
streamline the process of organizing schools, 

eliminating some of the current bureauc-
racy, a new bureaucracy would take its place.  

State-approved school support 
“networks,” state curriculum, Per-
sonal Competitiveness Accounts 
and Regional Competitiveness Au-
thorities, for example, all would 
produce more bureaucracy. More-
over, the creation of PCAs and 
RCAs would continue to steer edu-
cational change in the direction of 
producing a labor force to serve 
the economy.  RCAs would resem-
ble bureaucratic authorities found 

in centralized economies.  They would not be 
philosophically aligned with capitalist de-
mocracies. 
 
After closer inspection, the model proposed 
in the NCEE’s Tough Choices or Tough Times  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

report appears likely to fall short of its own 
lofty expectations.  The report is not without 
value, though.  It is always easier to criticize  
than to create.  Some of the Commission’s 
recommendations appear likely to fulfill their 
expectations.  Pupil-weighted funding and 
performance pay for teachers, for example, 
are much-needed reforms that should be em-
braced.  The proposal of an SBQE is 
also a good springboard to discus-
sion surrounding successful assess-
ments and more student account-
ability.  But the Commission’s asser-
tion that their redesign would create 
a better education system misses the 
mark, as it marginalizes the role of 
parents and strengthens the hand of 
the state. 
 
The NCEE’s proposal goes astray 
because the goals it sets are incom-
plete in themselves.  Its marriage of 
education to the economy narrows 
its vision of education as a whole.  
The production of economically viable citi-
zens is an integral part of any education, but 
it is only a part.  Education should rightly 
aim for citizens who possess, in the words of 
Thomas Jefferson, “a knowing head, and an 
honest heart.”65 
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