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A growing bipartisan chorus is
singing the praises of national education
standards. Former officials of the Rea—
gan, Clinton and George W. Bush ad—
ministrations have joined the choir, as
have both of the major teachers’ unions.

Cementing the coalition, Sen.
Christopher Dodd (D-Conn. ) and Rep.
Vernon Ehlers (R-Mich. ) have recently
Education S’[al’ldal‘ds’ proposed a bill to create a national

AI'e not the AHSW er curriculum in reading and math. The
bill’s supporters rightly tell us that by

the end of high school, American stu—
dents have fallen behind their international peers. Dodd and Ehlers use that observation to
conclude that we need such a curriculum "to compete in the global economy. "

But how exactly would homogenizing our curriculum and testing make us more com—
petitive? " National standards would help propel U. S. economic competitiveness, because
they would allow the country to set expectations higher than those of our international
competitors, " write Rudy Crew and Paul Vallas, the superintendents of the Miami and
Philadelphia school districts, in a recent Education Week commentary.

This idea of higher standards has a certain appeal. In many other areas of life, higher
standards are associated with better performance. It’s much harder to qualify for a U. S.
Olympic team than for a typical high school sports team — and Olympic teams are
demonstrably better. Japanese automakers generally set higher reliability standards in the
1970s than did American automakers, and they produced more reliable vehicles.

But sports and manufacturing are competitive fields, while public schooling currently
is not. Standards advocates mistakenly assume that high external standards produce ex—
cellence, but in fact it is the competitive pursuit of excellence that produces high stan—
dards.

We understand this point implicitly in every field outside of education. We didn’t

progress from four-inch black-and-white cathode ray tubes to four-foot flat panels because
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the federal government raised television standards. Apple did not increase the capacity of
its iPod from 5 to 80 gigabytes in five years because of some bureaucratic mandate. And
the Soviet Union did not collapse because the targets for its five-year plans were insuffi—
ciently ambitious.

Progress and innovation in these and almost all other human endeavors have been
driven by market incentives: consumer choice, competition among providers, the profit
motive. The absence of these incentives — as in the Soviet Union — has led to economic
decline and collapse. Not surprisingly, the link between standards and performance in
public schooling is noticeably weaker than it is in other areas, because government
schooling is a monopoly, not a market.

It is ironic that standards advocates exhort us to improve our schools in response to
competitive pressures from abroad, but then discount the ability of the same competition
and consumer choice to drive improvement at home. It is the competitive pursuit of ex—
cellence spurred by market forces that drives up standards, not the other way around. The

sooner we realize that, the better off our children will be.
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[balpa:tl'zeen] adj.

bipartisan

cathode ['kaedoud] n.

chorus ['koires] n. ,
curriculum [ka'rlkjalom ] n.
Clinton , 42
compete [kom 'pizt] vi. ,
commentary ['kpmontri] n. ,
coalition [ koua'llfn] n.
conclude [kon'klu:d] vt.
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bureaucratic [ibjuara'kreetlk] adj. ,
demonstrably [dI'mpnstrabli] adv. s
endeavor [In'devo(r)]vt. / n. s s
exhort [lg'zo:t] vt. s ,

George W. Bush administrations W
gigabyte ['d3lgobalt] n.

homogenized [ho'mpdzonalzd] vt. ()

im plicitly [Im'plIsItli] adv. ,
incentive [In'sentlv ] n. s

insufficie ntly [Insa'fIfntli] adv. s
mandate ['mendelt] n. ( ) , ,
monopoly [mamppali] n.

observation [obza'velfon] n.

performance [pa'formoans] n. ,

propel [pra'pel] vt. ,

pursuit [pa'sjuzt]n. ,

Reagan , 1981 1989
superintendent  [isuiporln'tendont ] n.

tube [tjuib;tuib] n. ,

-

1. The pressure causes Americans to be energetic, but it also puts them under a

constant emotional strain.

A. to combine B. to compete C. to coincide D. to compromise
2. Richardson from his studies that equality between the sexes is still a long way off.
A. closed B. withdrawed C. concluded D. registed

3. Apart from philosophical and legal reasons for respecting patients’ wishes, there are
several practical reasons why doctors should to involve patients in their own
medical care decisions.

A. enforce B. enhance C. endeavor D. endow

4. High grades are supposed to certify academic ability, but John’s actual did not

confirm this.

A. performance B. reaction C. action D. behavior
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5. People who don’t emphasize bookish excellence in their of happiness are rare.

A. search B. pursuit C. view D. light

ERE®
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As spring approaches and high
school seniors anticipate decisions
from colleges, there isn’t a day that I
don’t contemplate inventing a board
game based on the college admission

process.

I envision a vivid surface on

which pieces with anxious faces make . ;; _ ;;:’ i ._i_-_':i-__ . ,
progress based on their success with .

the obvious components of the admis— C Ollege Adm 1ss10n.
sion process: grades, essays, stan— the Board Gam e

dardized tests and activities. But my
game would also incorporate other, less recognized though equally influential factors.

You are in the top 10% of your class? So is everyone else applying to this school.
Remain where you are. You write an essay about volunteering at a soup kitchen? It is one
of many. Move back two spaces. You discover the gene sequence for spider silk? That’s
interesting. Move ahead four spaces. You are the top football recruit, but your standard—
ized test scores are weak? Tests shmests! Move ahead 10 spaces. You are an average
student who wrote a bland essay, but your father is on the board of trustees? You win!

I don’t mean to be cynical. 1 was on the other side when I served as an admission
officer at Brown University. We did our best to sort through thousands of extraordinarily
impressive applications. It wasn’t easy. Most applicants to selective colleges are strong,
even stellar. Decisions are rarely obvious.

What can make the process even more difficult is that forming a class is not simply a
matter of selecting the best qualified applicants. There are also university needs to meet.
Young, enthusiastic admission officers can become cynical and depleted when they dis—
cover that a significant percentage of a class is “reserved" for recruited athletes, the
children of alumni and faculty, and students whose families have the potential to unload
truckloads of cash in the lobby of the fundraising office. These “hooked" students often
enter a college with less impressive credentials than those who were denied.

I’'m not claiming that this is a travesty. Universities, like businesses and families,
face inevitable financial necessities that dictate their decisions. 1 simply ask that colleges
be upfront with families.

They have long admitted they have “needs" that must be met. But the examples cited
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by admission officers are misleading and meant to generate sympathetic nods from families.
The infamous “tuba player from North Dakota" or the“destitute but brilliant Sudanese
refugee from Minnesota" for whom they claim to make space are myths.

Instead, college admission would be far less mysterious and alienating to families if
schools were more transparent about the process. Colleges should admit, for example, that
hooked applicants enjoy significantly better odds. They should reveal that in general, 10%

of a class is reserved for legacies and another 10% for recruited athletes. Schools should
acknowledge that students from wealthy families enjoy better odds. Why not confess that an

“unhooked" applicant’s odds are significantly less than those published in college view
books?
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a soup kitchen
average ['&evorld3] adj.
contemplate ['kontomplelt ] vt. ,
credentials [kra'denflz ] n. ( N )
component [kam'psunent] n.
cynical ['sInIkl] adj.
deplete [dI'plit ] vt. ,
factor ['feekto(r) ] n. ,
gene [d3im] n.
incorporate [In'korporelt] vt.
mysterious [mI'stlorios ] adj. ,
on the other side ,
significant [slg'nlflkant ] adj.
sort through — «vee
travesty ["traevosti] n. ,
tuba ['tjurba] n. (

view [vjur] n.

vivid ['vIvId] adj. s



