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A Word from Our Editor 

On April 5, 2011, the Supreme Court of the 
United States, in Arizona Christian School 

Tuition Organization v. Winn, allowed to 
stand a program in the State of Arizona 
effectively allowing for tax credits for 
nonpublic school children. Most com-
mentators believe that this decision of the 
Court will give rise to the enactment in 
many states of similar aid programs.  If that 
is so (and I think it is), those committed to 
Catholic education will have to be in the 
vanguard of such promotion which will 
mean being informed of the basic issues and, 
in turn, informing others through the various 
forms of media.  Please allow the present 
editorial to serve that purpose. 

Introduction 

Throughout the modern era, the Catholic 
Church has been concerned about the need 
for parents to be truly and wholly free in 
choosing the educational environment most 
suited for the growth and development of 
their children.  We have seen walls of 
political and economic oppression fall and 
the community of nations become convinced 
of the necessity of defending and advancing 
personal and family rights. 

The law of nature informs us that “man is 
constituted a part of family society before 
being constituted a part of political 
society.”1    Theology also acknowledges 
this fact; thus Lumen Gentium of Vatican II 
refers to the family as the “domestic 
Church” [n. 11].  Apostolicam Actuositatem 
makes the same point: “The mission of 
being the primary vital cell of society has 
been given to the family by God Himself, 

                                                             
1
Jacques Maritain, The Rights of Man and Natural 

Law (New York:  Scribner's, 1947), 82. 

[which is to] present itself as a domestic 
sanctuary of the Church” [n. 11].  It is a 
truism of Catholic social thought that 
“parents. . . have a primary and inalienable 
duty and right in regard to the education of 
their children” [Gravissimum Educationis, n. 
6]; nevertheless, the family “requires the 
help of society as a whole” [Gravissimum 

Educationis, n. 3].  This assistance comes in 
a variety of forms, one of the most 
recognized being the establishment of 
educational institutions.   

Taking these two positions in tandem, the 
Code of Canon Law asserts: “Because they 
have given life to their children, parents 
have a most serious obligation and enjoy the 
right to educate them” [c. 226.2].  For this 
very same reason, the Second Vatican 
Council taught that parents “have the right 
to decide in accord with their own religious 
beliefs the form of religious upbringing 
which is to be given to their children.  The 
civil authority must therefore recognize the 
right of parents to choose with genuine 
freedom schools or other means of 
education.  Parents should not be subjected 
directly or indirectly to unjust burdens 
because of this freedom of choice” 
[Dignitatis Humanæ, n. 5].  Furthermore, “it 
is necessary that parents enjoy true freedom 
in selecting schools; the Christian faithful 
must therefore be concerned that civil 
society acknowledge this freedom for 
parents and also safeguard it with its 
resources in accord with distributive justice” 
[c. 797].   

One of the first recognitions of these truths 
in the political sphere came very early in this 
century in a decision of the Supreme Court 
of the United States: “The fundamental 
theory of liberty upon which all 
governments in this Union repose excludes 
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any general power of the State to 
standardize its children by forcing them to 
accept instruction from public school 
teachers only.  The child is not the mere 
creature of the State; those who nurture him 
and direct his destiny have the right coupled 
with the high duty, to recognize, and prepare 
him for additional duties”;2 so consonant 
with both natural law and Catholic social 
teaching was this enunciation that Pope Pius 
XI cited it in Divini Illius Magistri as an 
example of proper juridic analysis.  
Similarly, Article 26 of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights of the United 
Nations Charter holds that education is a 
basic right of every person; that it should be 
free and compulsory, at least at the 
elementary level; and that “parents have a 
prior right to choose the kind of education 
that shall be given to their children.” 

We must note with regret, however, that 
these lofty principles are given no more than 
lip-service in all too instances.  As a result, 
the freedom to choose schools in keeping 
with parental values is limited, de facto, to 
those who have the ability to pay for the 
right.  But as has been observed, “a civil 
right penalized is a civil right suppressed.”3 

I.  The Importance of Catholic Schools to 

the Catholic Community and Beyond 

It is no secret that the Catholic Church 
considers her educational institutions as 
crucial to her identity as Mater et Magistra, 
for in them young people are introduced to 
the values of the Gospel and experience 
them in a vibrant manner.  Hence, in the 
Second Vatican Council we find that 
“Catholic parents are reminded of their duty 

                                                             
2
Pierce v. Society of Sisters, 268 U.S. 535 (1925). 

3 
Virgil C. Blum, Freedom in Education (Garden 

City, New York:  Doubleday, 1965), 56. 

to send their children to Catholic schools 
wherever this is possible. . .” [Gravissimum 

Educationis, n. 9], and Blessed John Paul II 
often referred to Catholic schools as “the 
heart of the Church.”4 The Church obviously 
regards Catholic education as a serious 
responsibility of the whole Church in 
general and of Catholic parents in particular. 

The success of Catholic schools in handing 
on the Faith to succeeding generations has 
led many other religious bodies to see the 
worth of religiously inspired and oriented 
educational institutions.  The Catholic 
Church rejoices in this fact and desires to 
cooperate with them in ecumenical and 
inter-faith activities which can aid in the 
development of all human education, but 
especially those forms which aim at the 
cultivation of a spiritual dimension in the 
human person.   

Catholic education, however, does not 
benefit only Catholics.  Indeed, in many 
places large numbers of non-Catholics use 
the Church's schools because they see in 
them institutions of academic excellence and 
sound moral formation.  In all such 
situations, Catholic schools are places of 
social, racial and civic harmony, as well 
they should be.  Pope Pius XI saw this 
clearly when he wrote: “Indeed a good 
Catholic, precisely because of his Catholic 
principles, makes the better citizen, attached 
to his country, and loyally submissive to 
constituted civil authority in every 
legitimate form of government” [Divini 

Illius Magistri].  At times, it appears that 
this point is not sufficiently recognized or 
appreciated. 

                                                             
4
"Pope:  Schools Are Heart of Church,” Catholic 

Standard and Times, 26 November 1981, 12. 
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Catholic schools, then, fulfill a dual purpose, 
educating students for citizenship in the 
present world as well as for the world to 
come. 

II. The Significance of a Plurality of 

Educational Forms for Pluralistic 

Societies 

Concern for the common good has grown 
immeasurably in our time.  “The common 
good embraces the sum total of all those 
conditions of social life by which 
individuals, families, and organizations can 
achieve more thoroughly their own 
fulfillment,” noted the Fathers of Vatican II 
[Gaudium et Spes, n. 75].  The common 
good is expanded when all the publics which 
make up the commonweal are adequately 
taken into account and their full flourishing 
is seen as a positive goal for the society as a 
whole. 

It is surely satisfying to see so many 
provisions being made within educational 
settings for those with special needs:  
children classified as normal, gifted and 
talented, physically handicapped, mentally 
retarded, culturally or linguistically 
disadvantaged.  This would logically seem 
to be the appropriate moment for all 
societies likewise to take cognizance of the 
spiritual needs of their children.  A variety 
of educational forms is necessary to reflect 
and serve the variety of publics which 
comprise any given society since it is 
difficult to imagine how a unitary school 
system can give adequate attention to the 
multiplicity of values represented in most 
contemporary nations which are so 
heterogeneous. 

If all schools perform a public purpose, then 
justice indicates that all schools merit public 
support.  Failure on the part of the State to 
do so can only be understood in the light of 
a defective comprehension of either 

individual freedom or the nature of the 
common good.  In some countries, 
opposition to aid for parents who choose 
alternate educational institutions is rooted in 
attitudes which are anti-Catholic or even 
hostile to religion in general; this posture, 
should it persist in this day and age, would 
be a most unfortunate remnant of a by-gone 
era of misunderstanding between Church 
and State or of a time when the unity of a 
citizen's life was not properly acknowledged 
and was seen as divisible into separate and 
even conflicting allegiances. 

Some observers have commented that a “no 
aid” position is required to ensure religious 
freedom in a modern secular state.  The 
Catholic Church has always argued to the 
contrary for several reasons:  a] First, 
because as long as no coercion is involved in 
attendance at religiously oriented schools 
and as long as these schools serve a public 
purpose, personal freedom and the 
legitimate goals of the State can co-exist in 
concord.  b] The refusal to provide 
assistance to parents who judge religious 
schools to be essential to their children's 
education is a negative pressure, unduly 
restricting parental rights and religious 
freedom rights at one and the same time.  
Government neutrality toward religion 
should never devolve into an adversarial 
position.  c] The testimony of countless 
nations which offer government aid in 
various ways to parents of children in 
religious schools demonstrates how the 
many contending values can be safeguarded 
and fostered harmoniously.5 

                                                             
5
Again, Pius XI in Divini Illius Magistri is instructive 

in this regard: “. . . giving them [Church and families] 

such assistance as justice demands. . . can be done to 

the full satisfaction of families, and to the advantage 

of education and of public peace and tranquility, 

[which] is clear from the actual experience of some 
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In times of economic hardship, it would be 
worth noting that government policies which 
favor the continued existence of alternative 
forms of education could turn out to be 
much more cost-effective than would the 
need to absorb the populations of non-
governmental schools.  In many instances, it 
has also been discovered that governmental 
encouragement of many competing 
educational systems actually aids in higher 
academic standards and achievement, with 
all children being the beneficiaries, as well 
as the society.6 

The public policy question, then, revolves 
around the desire of a nation to promote 
genuine pluralism in education and genuine 
freedom for parents to select those 
educational forms which best reflect their 
values and those they want transmitted to 
their children.  Failure to do so puts a nation 
at risk of appearing to restrict in unnecessary 
and improper ways the rights and duties of 
parents who are inspired by religious 
convictions to fulfill their responsibilities to 
their children and their God.7 

                                                                                           

countries comprising different religious denom-

inations. There the school legislation respects the 

rights of the family, and Catholics are free to follow 

their own system of teaching in schools that are 

entirely Catholic.” 

6
The civil libertarian, John Stuart Mill was a vocal 

opponent of State-run schools. However, he 

conceded their necessity on a limited basis for a most 

interesting reason: “An education established and 

controlled by the State should only exist, if it exists at 

all, as one among many competing experiments, 

carried on for the purpose of example and stimulus, 

to keep the others up to a certain standard of 

excellence.”  [On Liberty (New York:  Henry Holt & 

Company Publishers, 1898), 184] 

7
Thus Divini Illius Magistri: “Accordingly, unjust 

and unlawful is any monopoly, educational or 

III. Recognition of the Government's Role 

in Fostering Educational Pluralism 

In the first place it pertains to the 
State, in view of the common good, 
to promote in various ways the 
education and instruction of youth.  
It should begin by encouraging and 
assisting, of its own accord, the 
initiative and activity of the Church 
and the family, whose successes in 
this field have been clearly 
demonstrated by history and 
experience.  It should moreover 
supplement their work whenever this 
falls short of what is necessary. . . .  
For the State more than any other 
society is provided with the means 
put at its disposal for the needs of all, 
and it is only right that it use these 
means to the advantage of those who 
have contributed to them. 

So wrote Pope Pius XI in Divini Illius 

Magistri at the beginning of the twentieth 
century.  And his teaching has been 
followed in a direct trajectory by all 
subsequent ecclesiastical reflections on this 
matter.8 The present pontificate has been no 

                                                                                           

scholastic, which, physically or morally, forces 

families to make use of government schools, contrary 

to the dictate of their Christian conscience, or 

contrary even to their legitimate preferences.” 

8
Perhaps the strongest statement on this topic since 

comes from the Holy See's Charter of the Rights of 

the Family, Article 5, 22 October 1983: “Parents 

have the right to choose freely schools or other means 

necessary to educate their children in keeping with 

their convictions.  Public authorities must ensure that 

public subsidies are so allocated that parents are truly 

free to exercise this right without incurring unjust 

burdens.  Parents should not have to sustain, directly 

or indirectly, extra charges which would deny or 

unjustly limit the exercise of this freedom.” 
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exception.  In writing to the signatory 
nations of the Helsinki Accords, John Paul II 
called for “freedom for families to choose 
the schools or other means which provides 
this sort [religious] of education for their 
children without having to sustain directly or 
indirectly extra charges which would in fact 
deny them this freedom.”9 Similarly, he 
wrote in Familiaris Consortio that “the right 
of parents to choose an education in 
conformity with their religious faith must be 
absolutely guaranteed” [n. 40].  

That freedom cannot be guaranteed, let 
alone fostered, unless it is subsidized by the 
civil authority.  Hence, we read in the 
Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the 

Church:   

Public authorities must see to it that 
“public subsidies are so allocated 
that parents are truly free to exercise 
this right without incurring unjust 
burdens. Parents should not have to 
sustain, directly or indirectly, extra 
charges which would deny or 
unjustly limit the exercise of this 
freedom.” The refusal to provide 
public economic support to non-
public schools that need assistance 
and that render a service to civil 
society is to be considered an 
injustice. “Whenever the State lays 
claim to an educational monopoly, it 
oversteps its rights and offends 
justice. . . .  The State cannot without 
injustice merely tolerate so-called 
private schools. Such schools render 
a public service and therefore have a 
right to financial assistance.” 

John Stuart Mill argued for this 
precise role for government in the 

                                                             
9
"Man's Entire Humanity Is Expressed in Culture,” 

l'Osservatore Romano, 19 January 1981, 13. 

educational sphere: “It might leave 
to parents to obtain the education 
where and how they pleased, and 
content itself with helping to pay the 
school fees of the poorer classes of 
children.”10  

IV. The Responsibility of Catholics to 

Secure Parental Freedom of Choice 

The primary task of the Church vis-a-vis 
civil society is to propose norms of justice.  
Once that is done, it remains for committed 
Catholics and others of good will to 
determine how that goal can best be reached 
within the political sphere.  In the present 
case, the Church deems it her responsibility 
to be twofold:  a] to advance the cause of 
parental freedom of choice in education; b] 
to inspire Catholics to work for the 
establishment of programs which allow that 
principle to function. 

It is often said that potential aid programs 
are not enacted because of misconceptions 
or misinformation regarding the nature, 
purpose and effects of Catholic schools.  If 
that is so, Catholic school parents and 
teachers should engage in public relations 
programs that put forth accurate data.  The 
Catholic school community at every level 
should be committed to the dissemination of 
the full and positive picture of contemporary 
Catholic education, dispelling myths and 
challenging others to be open to correct 
information and a corresponding change in 
attitude and practice. 

Once reliable information is available, 
Catholics need to band together with other 
like-minded citizens to secure their 
legitimate desires.11 Some may quickly 

                                                             
10

Mill, 187. 

11
In this connection, the following is helpful: Some 

situations call for “concerted action.  Organizations 
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object that such activity is improper.  Pius 
XI was swift to argue that this is “not 
mixing in party politics.”  On the contrary, it 
is involvement “in a religious enterprise 
demanded by conscience” [Divini Illius 

Magistri].  Furthermore, “it is of great 
importance, especially in a pluralistic 
society, to work out a proper vision of the 
relationship between the political 
community and the Church, and to 
distinguish clearly between the activities of 
Christians, acting individually or 
collectively, in their own name as citizens 
guided by the dictates of a Christian 
conscience, and their activity in communion 
with their pastors in the name of the 
Church” [Gaudium et Spes, n. 76]. 

In the days since the Second Vatican 
Council, it has also happened that the 
vocation of the laity has been clarified; thus 
it is recognized that “laymen ought to take 
on themselves as their distinctive task this 
renewal of the temporal order.  Guided by 
the light of the Gospel and the mind of the 
Church, promoted by Christian love, they 
should act in this domain in a direct way and 
in their own specific manner. . . .  Among 
the tasks of this apostolate [of the laity] 
Christian social action is preeminent” 

                                                                                           

created for group apostolate afford support to their 

members, train them for the apostolate, carefully 

assign and direct their apostolic activities; and as a 

result, a much richer harvest can be hoped for from 

them than if each were to act on his own.”  

[Apostolicam Actuositatem, n. 18] 

[Apostolicam Actuositatem, n. 7].12 Even 
more pointed is the teaching of John Paul II: 
“. . . the lay faithful are never to relinquish 
their participation in 'public life', that is, in 
the many different economic, social, 
legislative, administrative and cultural areas, 
which are intended to promote organically 
and institutionally the common good” 
[Christifideles Laici, n. 42]. 

Just what is intended here is spelled out in 
some detail by the Holy Father when he 
urges Catholic families to engage in 
“political intervention,” serving as 
“protagonists of what is known as 'family 
politics'” [Familiaris Consortio, n. 44].  
Solidarity on behalf of worthwhile political 
goals calls for the involvement of 
individuals and groups; indeed, it “concerns 
the active and responsible participation of all 
in public life, from individual citizens to 
various groups, from labor unions to 
political parties” [Christifideles Laici, n. 42]. 

The Church would urge one caution in the 
drive to bring about full justice for parents in 
education and that is the necessity of 
ensuring that, should aid programs be 
forthcoming, they not be fashioned in such a 
way as to invite or make possible 
governmental intrusion into the life of 
Catholic educational institutions.  To be 

                                                             
12

More recently, Pope John Paul II reflected on this 

vocation in this way: It is “felt today as a pressing 

responsibility ─ the lay faithful must bear witness to 

those human and gospel values that are intimately 

connected with political activity itself, such as liberty 

and justice, solidarity. . ., and a preferential love for 

the poor and the least.  This demands that the lay 

faithful always be more animated by a real 

participation in the life of the Church and enlightened 

by her social doctrine.  In this they can be supported 

and helped by the nearness of the Christian 

community and their pastors.”  [Christifideles Laici, 

n. 42] 
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sure, the State has valid concerns and 
objectives for all schools, but autonomy is 
essential if Catholic schools are to be truly 
free in maintaining their unique identity and 
purpose.  That is why many who have 
studied this issue are careful to advocate 
governmental assistance which flows from 
the State to parents and then to schools; this 
procedure also has the advantage of showing 
that parents are the primary educators of 
their children and that it is a function of 
government to aid them in the discharge of 
their sacred duties. 

Concluding Thoughts 

To summarize the thought of the Church in 
this area, the words of Pope John Paul II to 
UNESCO officials in Paris are germane: 
“Allow me to claim in this place for 
Catholic families the right which belongs to 
all families to educate their children in 
schools which correspond to their view of 
the world. . . .”13  In like manner, Pope Pius 
XI observed that “where this fundamental 
liberty is thwarted or interfered with, 
Catholics will never feel, whatever may 
have been the sacrifices already made, that 
they have done enough, for the support and 
defense of their schools and for the securing 
of laws that will do them justice” [Divini 

Illius Magistri]. 

Parental freedom of choice in education is a 
sacred right, upheld in philosophy, theology 
and law; yet it is a meaningless commodity 
to millions because they lack the financial 
wherewithal to exercise that right for 
themselves and their children.  Parental 
rights are basic rights and the single thread 
that is, in many ways, responsible for 

                                                             
13

"Man's Entire Humanity Is Expressed in Culture,” 

France:  Message of Peace, Trust, Love and Faith  

(Boston:  St. Paul Editions, 1980), 202. 

keeping the whole fabric of liberty of one 
piece.14  

 

Reverend Peter M. J. Stravinskas, Ph.D., 
S.T.D. 

Editor, The Catholic Educator 

                                                             
14

For a more thorough-going treatment of this 

critically important and complex matter, I would 

suggest obtaining a recent reprint of my doctoral 

dissertation on this issue (Constitutional Rights and 

Religious Prejudice: Catholic Education as the 

Battleground).  Go to the website of Newman House 

Press to order (jhcnewman.org); indicate that you 

saw notice of the book here and receive a 50% 

discount. 
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Educating Our Children: Catholic Schools 
 Doing More with Less 

 

Earlier this month, President Obama 
challenged high schools across the county to 
compete against each other in the second 
annual "Race to the Top” educational 
success program for the chance to have him 
give the commencement address at their 
graduation. Not included in the contest, 
though, are the more than 2 million students 
in America’s Catholic schools. 

If they could participate, the nation’s 
parochial schools would be fearsome 
competitors. 

A 2009 comparison between public and 
Catholic school SAT scores show that public 
school students had an overall average of 
496 points on the critical reading portion of 
the test while Catholic school students 
scored 533 points on the same portion. 
Catholic school students outscored their 
public school counterparts by an average of 
23 points. 

What makes the numbers more impressive is 
that Catholic high schools spend more than 
$2,000 less per pupil than public schools.  

Explanations for the differences in achieve-
ment vary. 

Students who attended Catholic schools say 
they were more disciplined and the approach 
to academics was more regimented. Bridget 
Ledford, who is a science major at Catholic 
University in Washington, D.C., says she 
doesn't think she would have gotten the 
grades she got in high school if she had 
attended a public school.  

Ledford explained that her Catholic 
elementary school had a grading system 
where students received an A-plus or an A-
minus and not just an A, subtle differences 
generally not applied in public schools until 
later years. 

"There was a big focus on academics," 
Ledford said in an interview, emphasizing 
that she enjoyed the smaller classes. 

But educators who have taught in both 
public and Catholic education systems say a 
Catholic school student’s achievements are 
the result of more than just discipline, they 
begin with their parents’ choice to pay extra 
for education. 

Karen Ristau, who is the President of the 
National Catholic Educational Association, 
says that parental choice sets the tone for the 
student because it "gives a child a real sense 
of security knowing that the adults are 
taking responsibility of the child's 
education." 

And, Ristau says, that sense of responsibility 
continues with teachers. Ristau, who began 
her career as a public school teacher, says 
teachers are "choosing to teach [at Catholic 
institutions] instead of belonging to some 
big pool of applicants in a large district 
where people are just assigned to a school." 

Another advantage that Catholic schools 
enjoy is flexibility. 

Very few parochial school teachers are 
members of the powerful education unions 
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at the center of so many of the fights to 
reform the public education system. 

"When unions get involved in having 
contracts in schools, they tend to control 
everything from the operations, to who gets 
hired . . . and even the curriculum for that 
matter," Jeanne Allen who heads the Center 
for Education Reform told FOX News. 

Education experts say the absence of 
teachers’ unions means Catholic schools can 
address problems related to curriculum or 
even class size immediately instead of 
getting permission from union leaders or 
renegotiating contacts. Ristau explains that 
teachers and principals in Catholic schools 
can address these issues by simply sitting 
around a table instead of waiting for "five 
committees downtown" to reach a decision. 

Gone are the days when Catholic schools 
relied mainly on priests and nuns to teach 
children. There just aren't enough clergy 
members to shoulder the burden anymore. 
But, the dioceses that run the schools still 
have control of their own personnel 
decisions. 

Catholic school teachers are less likely to 
have advanced degrees than their public 
school counterparts and generally don’t get 
the same levels of pay and benefits. But 
teachers still compete for Catholic teaching 
slots, a fact experts attribute to the chance to 
work in a more disciplined atmosphere with 
families that have made the choice to seek a 
better education for their children. Plus, 
Catholics in the teaching field feel the 
spiritual tug of serving their Church’s 
mission in the classroom. 

Allen explains that Catholic school leaders 
are keenly aware that if parents don’t think 
they’re getting what they paid for, then 

they'll "vote with their feet" and leave the 
school. That, in turn, encourages careful 
hiring. 

"If you know that at the end of the day that 
your job is to educate students and you have 
to educate within a certain mission that 
actually has a moral basis then you're going 
to make sure the people you hire are not 
only on board with your mission, but are 
effectively serving those kids,” Allen said. . 
. . 

While Catholic schools generally don’t have 
the same kind of admissions requirements 
that elite private schools, do, the cost of a 
Catholic education can be a barrier for many 
families despite generous scholarship 
programs. 

Despite the economic woes of the past 
couple of years, the cost of Catholic schools 
has not diminished. The average cost of 
tuition per pupil in a catholic elementary 
school is $3,383 while secondary education 
costs $8,182. Parents who choose to send 
their children to Catholic school still pay for 
a public school education with their state 
and local taxes. In 2010, the public 
education system spent approximately 
$10,614 per pupil. 

By Anne Marie Riha 
February 08, 2011 
FoxNews.com 
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Catholic Education Awareness in Traffic 

Schools Put Pride on Cars — and Hope to Raise Funds 

Supporters of Billings Catholic schools have 

been able to purchase a Montana-approved 

organizational license plate.  

Billings, Mont. ─ Looking for an inno-
vative way to increase awareness and 
donations for its four Catholic schools, the 
Billings Catholic School System turned to 
the streets. 

Since last month, supporters of Billings 
Catholic schools have been able to purchase 
a Montana-approved organizational license 
plate that will carry the school’s message. 

People behind the plan hope it will instill 
school pride among alumni, students, 
teachers and parents. 

The four Billings Catholic schools are St. 
Francis Primary, grades K-2; St. Francis 
Intermediate, grades 3-5; St. Francis Upper, 
grades 6-8, and Billings Central Catholic 
High School, grades 9-12. 

“The total number of students is slightly 
more than 900,” Harris said. “The high 
school alone has about 340 students, with 
class sizes running 80 to 95 students.” 

Each of the four Catholic schools in the city 
has its own buildings and administrators. 
However, a single Billings Catholic School 
System oversees them, providing some 
centralized services and guidance, including 
a nonprofit fundraising foundation. 

According to Kathleen Harris, the school 
system’s marketing director, the license-
plate idea came from a foundation board 

member. Some 120 organizations statewide 
have their own plate designs, especially 
colleges and universities. 

After getting approval from the Billings 
Catholic School System board, Harris said 
she “just ran with the special license-plate 
idea.” Because the proposal involved 
fundraising and school-awareness issues, 
Harris needed only the board’s approval, 
which includes a priest member. The 
application process began last June. 

“If the proposal had capital costs, involved 
property in some way or included Catholic 
identity or faith issues, we would have 
needed the approval of Bishop Michael 
Warfel of the eastern Montana Diocese of 
Great Falls-Billings,” she said. 

The license plate’s professional design is 
based on the Catholic school system’s logo, 
which features a cluster of five individuals 
outlined in dark green on a white 
background ─ the schools’ two colors. “The 
four smaller images in the foreground 
represent the schools and their students and 
families,” she said. 

“The larger outline in back, with a centered 
cross, is Jesus, Who guides and protects us. 
The Holy Spirit, Whom Jesus sends to teach 
the truth, radiates from Jesus in silver 
streaks,” Harris added. 

The logo is placed on the license plate’s left 
side. The plate number fills the center. 
Along the bottom, centered in white 
lettering on a green background, is: 
“Billings Catholic Schools.” The word 
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“Montana,” also in white on green, rests 
atop the plate. 

Montana Correctional Enterprises charges 
$4,000 for start-up costs to produce the 
plates at the state prison in Deer Lodge. The 
initial cost of the new plate is $45, which 
includes a one-time state fee of $20. The 
remaining $25 goes to Billings Catholic 
Schools. Once a car has a plate, the cost to 
renew is $25, all of which goes to the school 
system. 

Harris said 160 people would have to buy 
plates the first year to break even. So far, 
she doesn’t know the sales numbers, since 
the project just got under way. The state 
issues quarterly reports on sales, so Harris 
will have her first report in two months. 
“The state doesn’t have a way to offer a 
sneak peak at sales,” she said. “You just 
have to wait for the reports ─ but I’m 
confident we can meet the 160 number.” 

Colleges Benefit Too 

Other Montana cities have K-12 Catholic 
school systems, but Billings seems to be the 
first with a license-plate program. Butte and 
Missoula each have total school enrollments 
of some 480 students, but they haven’t 
joined yet. Generally, Montana Catholic 
schools say they are aware of potential 
benefits, will evaluate the Billings program 
as it progresses, and are looking for funds to 
underwrite their initial costs. 

While Catholic elementary and secondary 
schools in a city can’t be compared exactly 
to a regional Catholic college, license-plate 
sales for the latter can give an indication of 
hope and possibilities. 

Richard Ortega, vice president of insti-
tutional advancement for Carroll College in 
the western Montana Diocese of Helena, 
said his school raises about $40,000 a year 
from its license-plate program. “We have 
very supportive alumni and graduate 
between 250 and 300 students yearly,” he 
said. 

As new students enter the system and as 
high-school seniors graduate, Harris hopes 
to grow the license-plate base over ordinary 
losses. But she says the plates are more than 
a fundraiser. 

“Over the years, recognition and awareness 
of Billings Catholic Schools will grow as 
people see the plates on streets, at parks and 
playing fields, and in shopping-center 
parking lots,” she said. “You just never 
know how God will use this and what effect 
it will have.” 

Cort Freeman 
February 8, 2011 

Register correspondent Cort Freeman writes 

from Butte, Montana. 
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Who Should Decide How Children Are Educated?

Introduction 

Who has the primary responsibility for 
making critical decisions about the 
education of school-aged children? Their 
parents? Or government and the school 
system it operates? That is a fundamental 
question about education policy that faces 
the United States as it attempts to build ed-
ucational institutions for the twenty-first 
century. 

Parents pay for public education through 
mandatory taxes. Most send their children to 
public schools, attend parent-teacher 
meetings, encourage their children to do 
homework, and bake cookies for school 
events. However, decisions about what 
schools their children attend and what 
education programs the schools use are 
typically made by the system’s own 
professionals. In short, parents fund, 
support, and cooperate with the school 
system, but having power over their 
children’s education is another thing 
altogether. Control over how children learn 
has moved away from parents to other 
adults: administrators in big school districts, 
state and federal education bureaucrats, 
legislators, judges, professors in teacher 
colleges, teacher’s union officials, and 
members of other interest groups.1 If parents 
want to use the monies ─ for which they 
have been taxed ─ to pay for their children 
to attend schools of their choice, they find 
themselves opposed and in a position of 
weakness. The same is true if they disagree 
with education professionals regarding the 
content and methods used to teach their 
children.2 

Some believe that professional educators, 
government officials, and the public 
education system as a whole are best 
positioned to make educational decisions for 

children. This belief is typically based on 
respect for the expertise, training, and 
understanding of pedagogy and social 
change held by education professionals. 
From this perspective, those operating the 
educational institutions are more 
knowledgeable and enlightened than 
parents. Therefore, for the good of the 
children and society, the experts must 
control educational decision-making. This 
view sees schools as liberating ─ freeing 
children from the limitations of their 
families. Similarly, the school is considered 
to be an instrument of social engineering ca-
pable of bringing about societal change ─ 
even if, perhaps especially if, parents do not 
embrace the changes. A mistrust of parents 
lies at the heart of this viewpoint.3 

There is an opposing perspective: parents 
are best positioned to make educational 
decisions for their children. The fact that 
parents devote so much of their lives, 
energy, and resources to rearing their 
children implies, on the whole, a powerful 
parental desire to do what is in their 
children’s best interest. Parents are also the 
adults closest to children, and, in almost all 
cases, know their children better than 
anyone else. By and large, parents possess 
the best information about their children. 
Thus, the nature of the parental relationship 
suggests that there is great wisdom in giving 
parents ─ not distant organizations ─ the 
role of making major decisions about the 
education of their children. 

According to this point of view, parental 
rights should include the power to oversee 
important decisions about education. Parents 
should have the authority to choose the 
schools that they deem best suited for their 
children rather than having a bureaucratic 
school system make such assignments. In 
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this view, schools should be agents of the 
parents and, when chosen by them, should 
operate in a partnership that supports the 
parents in the education of their children. 
According to this perspective, schools exist 
to serve families, not the other way around. 

Deference to parents is not based on a naive 
belief that they are inherently good while 
people who work in the education system 
are inherently bad. The reality is that both 
parents and educators share the mixture of 
strengths and weaknesses common to all 
people. Rather, respect for parents also 
comes, in part, from an understanding that 
families are the basic unit of society. For 
society to be healthy, families must be 
strong, and for families to be strong, other 
units of society ─ including government and 
its schools ─ must respect their 
independence.4  

I support the second approach and favor 
giving primacy to parents in educational 
decision-making. Parent-child relationships 
differ fundamentally from those that exist 
outside the family. If schools displace 
parents from their proper role in educational 
child-rearing, they discourage parents from 
exercising responsibilities that are uniquely 
theirs. Such displacement is bound to have 
negative consequences for children, 
including reduced educational achievement. 
It also harms society itself as reduced 
expectations for parental involvement 
become self-fulfilling and alienating. 
Finally, educational quality is bound to 
decline as the child’s school and school 
system worry less about customer-parents 
taking their business elsewhere. 

The outcome of the contest to see who will 
control the education of children is critical 
for our families and schools today and for 
generations to come. At present, those 
favoring control by government and the 

system it operates generally have the upper 
hand, but forces promoting parental control 
are asserting themselves. Some of the 
barriers to parental authority in education 
are described below. That description is 
followed by a review of recent 
developments whereby parents are regaining 
some measure of authority in their children’s 
education. I conclude with some reflections 
on educational reform. 

Critical Barriers to Parental 

Authority over their Children’s 

Education 

Many factors have contributed to weakening 
parental authority in U.S. education. Here 
are five: 

1. The “Fundamental Assumption” That 

the School Is an Agent of the State Rather 
Than an Extension of the Family 

The late James Coleman, the most 
influential sociologist of education in the 
late-twentieth century,5 was deeply 
concerned about the marginalization of 
families from their children’s schools. Of 
great concern to Coleman was the fact that 
this separation of parents from schools was 
taking place at a time when changes in the 
family were making it more important than 
ever for schools to support parents. 

Coleman wrote that changes in the 
American family since the mid-nineteenth 
century had made adults less available to 
children. This long-term development 
reduced social support ─ or “social capital” 
as Coleman called it ─ for children. Until 
the middle of the nineteenth century in 
America, parents worked at home, usually 
on a farm, and involved their children in 
their work. In the past 150 years, the 
household has been transformed: men left 
the farms to find employment away from the 
family household; children went off to 
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school; women left the household for paid 
work outside the family; family members 
did leisure-time activities with youth groups 
and people of their own age instead of with 
their extended, multi-generational family; 
parents divorced, leaving the household ─ 
not only for daily work but permanently; 
and, the young moved from “psychic 
involvement” in family to “psychic 
involvement” in mass media. Although 
American children have gained more 
materially during this time, these long-term 
family trends have decreased the “social 
capital” (social support) available to 
American children at home. This in turn, 
according to Coleman, increased their need 
for access to schools that could provide their 
students with high social capital.6  

Coleman observed that religious schools are 
more successful than other schools in 
helping disadvantaged children. For 
example, the dropout rate is much lower for 
single-parent children in Catholic schools 
compared with secular schools.7 Coleman 
thought an important reason for this success 
was higher social capital. Religious schools 
work more closely with parents, and parents 
are more involved with the communities of 
which they and the schools are a part.8 By 
contrast, the public school “is insufficient to 
meet the demands created by the loss of 
family functions being experienced today…. 
[I]nstitutions independent of the state are 
necessary to supplement the failing 
family…. [T]he common school necessarily 
restricts the range of socialization functions 
that can be carried out ─ a restriction that is 
particularly harmful to children as families 
weaken.”9  

After spending years studying schools and 
families, Coleman committed the “heresy” 
(in his words) of concluding that “the 
fundamental assumption on which publicly 
supported education in the United States is 

based is wrong for the social structure in 
which we find ourselves today.”10 That 
assumption was “that the school is properly 
an agent of society, or of the state, to free 
the child from the constraints, limitations, 
and narrow vision of the family.”11 “Partly 
bolstered by this assumption, and partly 
driven by the growth in size of school 
districts and professionalization of school 
staffs,” Coleman observed, “public schools 
have come to be increasingly distant from 
the families of children they serve, 
increasingly impersonal agents of a larger 
society.”12 

Coleman then contrasted the public school 
mindset with the way religious schools 
viewed their relationships with parents and 
the community: 

….schools operated by a religious 
community do not share the … 
assumption on which public 
education is based. The [religious] 
school is not regarded as an agent 
of the larger society or of the state, 
to free the child from the family. 
Rather, it is an agent of the 
religious community of which the 
family is an intrinsic part. The 
religiously based school is thus in a 
better position than is the public 
school to support and sustain the 
family in its task of raising 
children.13  

Coleman believed that the assumption 
motivating religious schools is better for 
today’s society than the assumption driving 
the American public school system. He 
opined that it might be best if the school 
were “not an agent of the state or of the 
larger society, but an agent of the 
community of families closest to the 
child.”14 He noted that America had gone 
from a society in which other social 
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institutions flowed from the family to a 
society in which they were grounded outside 
the family. “In this new social structure,” 
Coleman commented, “the family has 
become a peripheral institution, along with 
the remnants of communities that were once 
the center of social and economic life.”15  

As Coleman saw it, this grand social 
transformation left two alternatives for the 
role of families in socializing children. The 
first would be “to accept [the demise of 
families], and to substitute for them new 
institutions of socialization, far more 
powerful than the schools we know, 
institutions as yet unknown.”16 Coleman 
argued for taking another path: 

….to strengthen the family’s 
capacity to raise its children, 
building upon the fragments of 
communities that continue to exist 
among families, and searching for 
potential communities of interest. 
For this alternative, the school is 
the one social institution that can ─ 
and in some instances does ─ 
continue to emanate from families 
and communities of families. But 

for the school to be such an 

institution requires abandoning the 

assumption of the school as an 

agent of the state, and substituting 

an assumption closer to that in the 

private sector of education: the 

school is properly an extension of 

the family and the social 

community or value community of 

which that family is a part.
17  

For some parents, this community is 
religious, for others it is based on shared 
educational values, or ethnicity or culture. 
“But whatever the basis for community, the 
role of the school is … to foster that 
community.”18 

Coleman’s analysis led him to favor parental 
choice, along with other measures to make 
schools extensions of families and 
communities to which parents belong. The 
new social reality called for the “nurturing 
of cultural diversity wherever it is based on 
a cohesive set of families…. nurturance, by 
the school, of those fragile social norms that 
the families of a school will support.”19 In 
poor neighborhoods and in the suburbs, it 
would entail the “active involvement of the 
school in helping to strengthen the norms 
that the parents hold for their children, 
norms that parents often find undercut by 
intrusions from the larger society.”20 
Moving in this new direction would require 
rethinking the concept of “equal educational 
opportunity” in a world in which the “school 
is an agent of the family rather than the 
larger society.”21 Coleman concluded that 
this would require nothing less than 
wholesale change in the “very philosophy of 
education that now governs our schools, 
public and private.”22 

Coleman had a prescription for a better 
future. But it came with a cost, not primarily 
of dollars but (much harder) of a willingness 
to reexamine deeply-engrained patterns of 
thinking. Many reformers embrace the new 
thinking, but for much of the American 
educational establishment, changing the 
“very philosophy of education that now 
governs our schools” is a price too high to 
pay.23  

2. The “Myth of the Common School” 

Another assumption shaping our education 
system to the disadvantage of parents is a 
secular faith in the public school system. In 
this faith, the public school system is an 
engine of progress and enlightenment whose 
schools, and only its schools, should receive 
public funding. This faith has prevailed in 
the U.S. since Horace Mann, “the father of 
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public education,” in the nineteenth century. 
The conviction is held so strongly that in 
some quarters questioning it is treated as 
heresy. It is not unusual for people to think 
our country has always had a public school 
system ─ which is not the case.24  

Professor Charles Glenn of Boston 
University has called the belief in the public 
school system “the myth of the common 
school.”25 “This myth,” as Glenn explains it, 
“insists that enlightenment is the exclusive 
province of public schools, which are thus 
the crucible of American life and character 
in a way that schools independent of 
government could never be.”26 While 
acknowledging the positive contributions of 
the myth to public education, Glenn noted 
that it “has been transmuted into an 
establishment ideology that borrows much 
of the language and the positive associations 
of the common school to serve a 
bureaucratized, monopolistic system that is 
increasingly unresponsive to what parents 
want for their children.”27 Glenn concluded 
that “to a great extent” the myth of the 
common school “was informed by a bias 
against orthodox religion.”28  

The system of government schools 
envisaged by Mann “was intended to replace 
religious particularism (whether Catholic or 
Calvinist) as well as local loyalties and 
norms with an emerging national identity 
and culture.”29  

Mann and his fellow common school 
reformers were hostile to private education 
and saw its defeat “as a major objective.”30 
Mann regarded private schools as 
contributing to social disunity and religious 
particularism (“sectarianism”).31 But as with 
many other adherents of the common school 
faith, Mann did not practice what he 
preached. Indeed, the “father of pubic 
education” did not send his own children to 

a common school ─ instead, his wife taught 
them.32 

Horace Mann’s common school movement 
has brought much good to the U.S., but the 
good is tainted by a hostility to pluralism 
that endures to this day. “The mistake made 
by Horace Mann and his fellow reformers 
was not their generous vision,” Glenn says, 
“… but their ungenerosity toward the 
stubborn particularities of loyalty and 
conviction, the ‘mediating structures’ and 
world views, by which people actually 
live.”33  

What Mann and his allies saw as an 
instrument of progress was understandably 
perceived differently by many parents. They 
were not pleased with schools that they 
perceived to be undermining their authority 
as parents, their beliefs, and their values. 
Additionally, they were not pleased that the 
taxes they were compelled to pay were used 
exclusively to fund such schools. Since 
Mann, these tensions have persisted. Those 
in power have used the schools for purposes 
they deem to be good, while many parents 
have questioned the justice of such 
arrangements and have looked for 
alternatives. 

3. The Denial of Public Funding for 

Nonpublic Alternatives  

The common school movement grew and 
prevailed against Catholics (and others) who 
requested public funds for schools that 
would teach children according to the tenets 
of their faith. The need for funds for such 
schools grew with the burgeoning number of 
Catholic immigrant children in the U.S.34  

In 1875, James Blaine, Speaker of the U.S. 
House of Representatives and future 
presidential candidate, proposed an amend-
ment to the U.S. Constitution to prohibit 
states from spending tax money for schools 
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controlled by a “religious sect.” The 
language was intended to prohibit public 
funds for Catholic schools. The proposed 
amendment easily passed in the House, but 
failed by four votes in the Senate. Despite 
the narrow defeat, Blaine and his allies 
succeeded in placing similar provisions ─ 
“Blaine Amendments” ─ in many state 
constitutions. Some states were required to 
adopt Blaine Amendments as a condition of 
statehood. 

According to the Becket Fund for Religious 
Liberty, thirty-seven states now have 
constitutional provisions that restrict 
government assistance to “sectarian” schools 
or educational institutions.35 The Blaine 
Amendments were designed to discriminate 
against people who wanted a particular 
religious education for their children, and 
they still serve that function today.36 The 
effect, then and now, is to restrict 
educational options for parents by making it 
difficult or impossible for states to pay for 
the attendance of children at religious 
private schools, even though the same states 
have constitutions that require payment for 
education at public schools. Even though the 
U.S. Supreme Court has ruled that a well-
designed voucher program that pays for 
tuition at public or private (including 
religious) schools does not violate the 
Establishment Clause of the First 
Amendment (Zelman v. Simmons-Harris, 
2002),37 state Blaine Amendments can still 
forbid such opportunities for parents.38 

4. The Attempt to Compel Parents to 

Send Their Children Exclusively to Public 
Schools 

A zeal for public schools, coupled with 
hostility toward private schools and the 
families that patronized them, produced one 
of the greatest assaults on parental rights in 
American history. In 1922, in the State of 

Oregon, voters approved a referendum 
requiring all children between the ages of 8 
and 16 to attend public schools. Under this 
amendment to the Oregon Compulsory 
Education Act, parents would no longer 
have been able to send their children to 
private schools as of September 1, 1926.  

The campaign for the act portrayed public 
schools in glowing terms and private schools 
as dangerous for society. The measure was 
supported by the Ku Klux Klan which was 
quite powerful across the nation at that 
time.39 One advertisement in the Oregonian 

newspaper just before the election declared, 
“Free Public Schools: America’s Noblest 
Monument.” It showed a public school 
towering over the Washington Monument, 
the U.S. Capitol, and a mountain. The ad 
declared: 

This great building represents the 
PUBLIC SCHOOLS of the United 
States. This is the ONE thing that is 
important in this nation. In com-
parison with it, NOTHING ELSE 
has importance.… There is only 
one really American school-room, 
that is the PUBLIC school-room. 
There is only one typically 
American school, and that is the 
American PUBLIC SCHOOL.40 

It went on to issue a political 
admonition: 

If [a politician] departs one inch 
from the old idea that the public 
school is the SCHOOL OF 
AMERICA, and the ONLY school, 
if he hesitates in his loyalty to 
THAT school, he is a traitor in the 
spirit of the United States, and your 
vote should tell him so.  

It should not surprise us that such thinking ─ 
a warped perception of foundational 
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American principles ─ should produce such 
a dangerous law. Ideas have consequences. 

After the referendum passed in 1922, two 
private schools ─ a Catholic school run by 
the Society of the Sisters of the Holy Names 
of Jesus and Mary and the Hill Military 
Academy ─ challenged the constitutionality 
of the new law. The case was heard by the 
U.S. Supreme Court in 1925 in Pierce v. 

Society of Sisters.
41 As noted in the case 

syllabus, counsel for Oregon argued that the 
compulsory public school attendance law 
was necessary to protect society against a 
variety of harms it attributed to private 
education. For example, the law “[was] 
intended to bring about a greater equality in 
the operation of the school law.”42 
Furthermore, the law would impede a 
“rising tide of religious suspicions” caused 
by “the separation of children along 
religious lines.” Thus, the statute’s 
enforcement would reduce societal 
divisions. The private schools argued that 
the law would undermine parental rights, 
asserting that a parent’s right to guide his 
child “is a most substantial part of the liberty 
and freedom of the parent.”43 

The Supreme Court unanimously ruled that 
the Oregon statute violated the U.S. 
Constitution, declaring: 

. . . we think it entirely plain that 
the Act of 1922 unreasonably 
interferes with the liberty of 
parents and guardians to direct the 
upbringing and education of 
children under their control. . . . 
The fundamental theory of liberty 
upon which all governments in this 
Union repose excludes any general 
power of the state to standardize its 
children by forcing them to accept 
instruction from public teachers 
only. The child is not the mere 

creature of the state; those who 

nurture him and direct his destiny 

have the right, coupled with the 

high duty, to recognize and prepare 

him for additional obligations.44 

Pierce v. Society of Sisters overturned the 
requirement that parents send their children 
exclusively to public schools. It is rightly 
considered a “Magna Carta” for parental 
rights in education. However, the decision 
did not address the requirement set forth in 
Blaine Amendments that public funding be 
allowed for public schools only. So while 
Pierce removed one legal barrier, it did not 
address another one that effectively renders 
the right guaranteed by Pierce empty for 
parents who cannot afford to exercise it. For 
those who cannot afford private schools, the 
funding prohibition says “No” almost as 
effectively as an outright prohibition of 
attendance. 

“Children Belong to the Republic” 

In opposition to the idea that parents have 
rights to guide their child’s upbringing 
stands the philosophy that children belong to 
the State. This is an idea that has an ancient 
pedigree. Plato, in his Ideal Commonwealth, 
proposed that “children shall be common, 
and no parent shall know its own offspring 
nor any child its parent.”45 Sparta put boys 
into barracks at age seven and assigned their 
education to official guardians.46  

After the French Revolution in 1789, the 
revolutionary government embarked upon a 
program to destroy the nongovernmental 
schools that had existed under the ancien 

régime and to compel parents to enroll their 
children in new “republican” schools. The 
leaders of the Revolution were determined 
to “regenerate” society and “create a new 
people” using the schools as key instruments 
in effecting this change.47 As a leader of the 
Revolution, Georges Jacques Danton told 
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the National Convention, “It is time to 
reestablish the grand principle . . . that 
children belong to the Republic more than 

they do to their parents.”48  

This is the totalitarian view of children, 
education, and the State: children belong to 
the State, and the State uses its schools as an 
instrument for molding children like plastic 
in order to create a new man and a new 
society. Fortunately, the U.S. Constitution 
prohibits this educational philosophy, as the 
Supreme Court made clear in Pierce when it 
said that parents have a fundamental right to 
guide the upbringing of their children, and 
that government has an obligation to respect 
that right.49 

5. Professionalization, Unionization, and 
the Insulation of Public Schools 

Public education in the U.S. has become 
highly professionalized and unionized. This 
change has led to a dramatic shift in power 
from parents and the public to public school 
employees.50  

John Dewey and his fellow Progressives put 
in place lasting organizational reforms with 
the goal of shifting power from local 
politicians to educational professionals. This 
shift also reduced the influence that parents 
had over the education of their children. The 
Progressives were so successful that “it 
became quite unclear whether the schools 
belonged to the public or to the 
professionals.”51 Local school boards were 
weakened, school districts were con-
solidated, schools were enlarged, teachers 
were required to be state-certified, teachers 
were compensated by a standard salary 
schedule and protected with tenure, and 
principals were required to have teaching 
experience and take credentialed courses. In 
the new professional order, the teachers, 
administrators, teacher colleges, and state 
officials had vested interests which they 

protected, and “school professionals had a 
stake in limiting the power of the laity.”52 

Parents lost more influence later in the 
twentieth century when teacher unions’ 
power increased greatly. In the first half of 
the twentieth century there was a consensus 
against collective bargaining for public 
employees; even FDR and the NEA opposed 
it.53 However, things changed in the 1960s 
as unions went on illegal strikes in big cities 
and forced the cities to grant them collective 
bargaining rights.  

With the advent of collective bargaining, 
unions were able to negotiate contracts with 
friendly school boards whom they had 
helped to elect. The unions used collective 
bargaining agreements to extend their 
political power by requiring school districts 
to deduct from employees’ paychecks, not 
only union dues but also additional fees that 
─ unless a teacher-member explicitly 
objected ─ could be used for political 
activities.54 With these vast resources, the 
unions vigorously and effectively advanced 
an agenda that opposed parental choice and 
other parent-friendly policies.  

The unions, through collective bargaining 
and political activities, have used their 
considerable power to obtain higher salaries 
and benefits while increasing the state and 
local taxes required to pay for them. 
Additionally, they block reforms that would 
improve schools and empower parents but 
lessen union power. Waiting for Superman, 
the 2010 documentary film, shows teacher 
union opposition to charter schools. The 
unions have opposed merit pay and other 
forms of differentiated compensation such 
as paying more to math and science teachers 
who are in short supply. They also have 
opposed alternative certification, tenure 
reform, and the easing of cumbersome 
procedures for dismissing teachers.55 
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Individual parents who take the opposite 
side on these matters are a poor match for 
the union juggernaut. The two sides compete 
on a decidedly uneven playing field. 

Parents Are Regaining Power 

Can parents regain authority over their 
children’s education? Despite the barriers, 
some parents are recovering a degree of 
their lost authority. Here are some positive 
developments: 

The number of parents who choose where 
their children go to school is increasing. 

A growing number of parents are exercising 
the power of choice. Some enroll their 
children in private schools. Some 
homeschool their kids. Others choose 
charter, magnet, and other forms of public 
schools.  

In 1993, 80 percent of children attended the 
public schools to which they were assigned. 
By 2007, the figure was 73 percent. During 
that same period, the percentage of children 
in chosen public schools rose from 11 to 16 
percent. In religious private schools, it rose 
from 8 to 9 percent, and in private 
nonsectarian schools, it rose from 2 to 3 
percent. Parents who choose schools are 
more satisfied than parents who do not. In 
2007, 52 percent of parents with children in 
assigned public schools were very satisfied 
with their children’s schools, compared to 
62 percent of parents of children in chosen 
public schools, 79 percent of parents of 
children in religious private schools, and 79 
percent of parents of children in 
nonsectarian private schools.56 

Charter Schools Are Becoming 

More Numerous 

Charter public schools have received much 
attention in recent years, and rightly so. 

Charter schools enjoy greater autonomy than 
other public schools. For example, charters 
are generally more free than traditional 
public schools to hire capable teachers and 
fire ineffective ones. They can also decide to 
do things like extend the length of the school 
day and year. They can adopt distinctive 
approaches to teaching rather than trying to 
please everyone. Charter schools can 
introduce pedagogical innovations with far 
less resistance. Significantly, charter schools 
are accountable to the bodies that charter 
them. If they fail to perform, as sometimes 
has been the case, they can lose their 
charters and go out of business. Charters are 
schools of choice, not assignment, and they 
are very popular with parents. Despite (or 
because of) these benefits, they have been 
fiercely opposed in most places by teacher 
unions who have used their political clout to 
limit and weaken charter schools.  

Nevertheless, charter schools are charter 
public schools. As such, they cannot offer 
parents the option of religious schooling. 
This is a significant drawback for parents 
who want an education that addresses the 
whole child ─ spiritual as well as 
intellectual. If parents want religious 
schooling for their children, they have to 
turn to private schools or home schools. 

Another limitation of charter schools is that 
they are still relatively few in number and, 
where they exist, students must often win a 
lottery to gain admission to these popular 
institutions. In 2007, about 2 percent of U.S. 
public school students attended 4,132 
charter schools. This was a large increase 
from 2002 (when 1.4 percent of all public 
school students attended 2,575 charter 
schools), but it was still smaller than the 2.9 
percent of all school-age children (not just 
public-school students) who were home-
schooled in 2007. 
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Homeschooling Is Growing 

Homeschooling is perhaps the ultimate in 
parental involvement. Parents who 
homeschool do not just choose schools for 
their children, they also do the teaching ─ 
usually in cooperation with other 
homeschooling parents ─ in their own 
homes. The rapid growth in the number of 
children whose parents make that 
commitment is one of the most significant 
developments in American education in 
recent years. In 2007, 2.9 percent of all 
children ages 5-17 (1.5 million students) 
were homeschooled, up from 2.2 percent 
(1.1 million students) in 2003 and 1.7 
percent (850,000 students) in 1999. 57 A 
quarter-century ago, homeschooling was 
illegal in many states. Today, thanks in large 
part to the lawyers at the Home School 
Legal Defense Association, homeschooling 
is legal in all 50 states and the District of 
Columbia. 

Some States Provide Financial 

Support for Children in Nonpublic 

Schools. 

Parents who choose nonpublic schools have 
to obtain the funds to pay for tuition and 
other fees, while parents who choose public 
schools do not need to pay tuition. However, 
some states provide financial support for 
children to attend private schools. Such 
support comes in the form of scholarships or 
scholarship-like tuition assistance (vouch-
ers), tax credits, and tax deductions. At the 
end of 2008, 14 states and the District of 
Columbia provided 24 such programs, 
compared to seven states and seven 
programs in 1997.58 In a setback, the Obama 
administration and Congress, under pressure 
from teacher unions, have cut back the 
federally-funded D.C. Opportunity 
Scholarship Program for poor families in the 

District, phasing it out by not allowing any 
new children to enroll in the program.59 

Most of the parents who choose nonpublic 
education forego the thousands of dollars of 
“free” public education and pay for the 
nonpublic option out of their own pockets. 
Thanks to the Supreme Court’s decision in 
Pierce v. Society of Sisters, the government 
cannot force them to place their children in 
government schools. But parents who 
choose a nonpublic school for their children 
usually pay a financial penalty for the 
privilege. Parents for whom this cost is an 
economic hardship must stay with the “free” 
─ actually costly to them as taxpayers ─ 
education that the government offers in its 
own schools. That may not seem like a 
problem for parents who are content with 
the schools to which their children have 
been assigned. However, for other parents 
whose children are sinking in troubled 
schools, it is cause for despair. 

Educational choice may become 
increasingly attractive for fiscal reasons. In 
an era of state and local budget deficits, the 
savings that choice programs provide may 
prove increasingly popular to taxpayers. As 
Marcus Winters of the Manhattan Institute 
writes, “Voucher programs both help kids 
and save money. In these tight fiscal times, 
vouchers don’t just make good policy, they 
make good sense.”60 In Milwaukee, voucher 
programs saved state and local taxpayers 
$37.2 million in fiscal year 2009. Each 
voucher student saved taxpayers $2,855.61 
The Florida tax credit voucher program 
saved state taxpayers $36.2 million in the 
2008-09 school year.62 Under another 
Florida choice program for children with 
disabilities, the cost for a voucher is much 
less than the cost for special education 
students in public schools. A voucher in 
New York City would cost half or less of 
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what City public schools spend for each 
child.63 

Conclusions: Education That 

Serves the Public 

People of good will who are concerned 
about the condition of families and the state 
of education need to think creatively and act 
courageously to empower parents to become 
more actively involved in the education of 
their children. If they start with a 
determination to put parents first, they can 
take a fresh look at old assumptions and 
structures, and seek to modify the system 
accordingly. The current educational system, 
created in the early nineteenth century, is 
overdue for a modernization that will make 
it more flexible, less bureaucratic, and more 
family-friendly. To be authentically public, 
it must serve all parents without 
discrimination, parents from the whole 
public, not just those whose children attend 
one category of schools.  

For education to serve the public, it must 
give parents access to a variety of schools, 
not just government schools. The old system 
is a monopoly that is not suited to the 
realities of modern life. As with other 
monopolies, it gives disproportionate weight 
to itself and special interests, and not enough 
to the customers, the parents and children, 
whom it is supposed to serve. Furthermore, 
it resists competition.  

Any new system of education for the public 
must leave behind the mindset that only 
government schools can serve the public. 
Just as “public accommodation” includes 
private hotels and restaurants, so too a new 
“public education” should include non-
governmental education providers. So-called 
“private” schools serve the public good just 
as well as (if not better than) so-called 
“public” schools. Parents should be allowed 

to choose the educational institutions that 
best suit their needs. 

This education reform must be 
accomplished in a manner that does not 
interfere with the freedom and distinctive 
identities of nongovernmental schools.64 
This is critical. Nongovernmental schools 
must be able to maintain their distinctive 
religious or philosophical character, their 
academic standards, and control over hiring, 
curriculum, and admissions. A Montessori 
school should not be required to admit a 
child or hire a teacher who opposes the 
Montessori approach. If government funding 
were done in a manner that threatened the 
independence of nongovernmental schools, 
they would be discouraged from 
participation and children would lose the 
opportunity to attend them. 

“Public education” has come to mean 
government education. However, what we 
need today is education that serves the 

public: education where power flows back 
to parents; where empowered parents are 
able to choose schools as they see fit (public 
charter schools, other government schools, 
private schools, homeschools, cyber schools, 
or other schools yet to come); where schools 
of all stripes that offer quality education are 
free to compete to serve parents; where the 
success of schools depends more on 
satisfying parents who freely choose them 
than on pleasing bureaucracies; and where 
nongovernmental schools retain their 
independence. This is the direction in which 
we must go. But getting there will not be 
easy. 
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If Supermarkets Were Like Public Schools 

Teachers unions and their political allies 
argue that market forces can't supply quality 
education. According to them, only our 
existing system ─ politicized and monop-
olistic ─ will do the trick. Yet Americans 
would find that approach ludicrous if 
applied to other vital goods or services. 

Suppose that groceries were supplied in the 
same way as K-12 education. Residents of 
each county would pay taxes on their 
properties. Nearly half of those tax revenues 
would then be spent by government officials 
to build and operate supermarkets. Each 
family would be assigned to a particular 
supermarket according to its home address. 
And each family would get its weekly 
allotment of groceries "for free" from its 
neighborhood public supermarket. 

No family would be permitted to get 
groceries from a public supermarket outside 
of its district. Fortunately, though, thanks to 
a Supreme Court decision, families would 
be free to shop at private supermarkets that 
charge directly for the groceries they offer. 
Private-supermarket families, however, 
would receive no reductions in their 
property taxes. 

Of course, the quality of public 
supermarkets would play a major role in 
families' choices about where to live. Real-
estate agents and chambers of commerce in 
prosperous neighborhoods would brag about 
the high quality of public supermarkets to 
which families in their cities and towns are 
assigned. 

Being largely protected from consumer 
choice, almost all public supermarkets 
would be worse than private ones. In poor 
counties the quality of public supermarkets 
would be downright abysmal. Poor people 

entitled in principle to excellent super-
markets would in fact suffer unusually poor 
supermarket quality. 

What If Groceries Were Supplied in the 

Same Way as K-12 Education? 

How could it be otherwise? Public 
supermarkets would have captive customers 
and revenues supplied not by customers but 
by the government. Of course, they wouldn't 
organize themselves efficiently to meet 
customers' demands.  

Responding to these failures, thoughtful 
souls would call for "supermarket choice" 
fueled by vouchers or tax credits. Those 
calls would be vigorously opposed by 
public-supermarket administrators and 
workers. 

Opponents of supermarket choice would 
accuse its proponents of demonizing 
supermarket workers (who, after all, have no 
control over their customers' poor eating 
habits at home). Advocates of choice would 
also be accused of trying to deny ordinary 
families the food needed for survival. Such 
choice, it would be alleged, would drain 
precious resources from public supermarkets 
whose poor performance testifies to their 
overwhelming need for more public funds. 

As for the handful of radicals who call for 
total separation of supermarket and state, 
well, they would be criticized by almost 
everyone as antisocial devils indifferent to 
the starvation that would haunt the land if 
the provision of groceries were governed 
exclusively by private market forces. 

In the face of calls for supermarket choice, 
supermarket-workers unions would use their 
significant resources for lobbying in favor of 
public-supermarkets' monopoly power and 
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against any suggestion that market forces are 
appropriate for delivering something as 
essential as groceries. Some indignant 
public-supermarket defenders would even 
rail against the insensitivity of referring to 
grocery shoppers as "customers," on the 
grounds that the relationship between the 
public servants who supply life-giving 
groceries and the citizens who need those 
groceries is not so crass as to be discussed in 
terms of commerce. 

Recognizing that the erosion of their 
monopoly would stop the gravy train that 
pays their members handsome salaries 
without requiring them to satisfy paying 
customers, unions would ensure that any 

grass-roots effort to introduce supermarket 
choice meets fierce political opposition. 

In reality, of course, groceries and many 
other staples of daily life are distributed with 
extraordinary effectiveness by competitive 
markets responding to consumer choice. The 
same could be true of education, the unions' 
self-serving protestations notwithstanding. 

Donald J. Boudreaux 
Wall Street Journal 

May 5, 2011 
 
Mr. Boudreaux is professor of economics at 
George Mason University and a senior 
fellow at the Mercatus Center. 
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The Not So Dismal Science: Humanitarians v. Economists 

The following is adapted from a speech 

delivered at Hillsdale College on March 3, 

2011, during the author's two-week teaching 

residency as a distinguished visiting fellow 

in speech and journalism. 

THIS EVENING I PROPOSE to take on 
one of the greatest libels in the English 
language: the description of economics as 
“the dismal science.” I hold a different view 
─ that when it comes to seeing the potential 
in even the most desperate citizens of this 
earth, our economists, business leaders, and 
champions of a commercial republic are 
often far ahead of our progressives, artists, 
and humanitarians. And therein lies my tale. 

Hillsdale College is very much a part of this 
drama. For “dismal science” was born as an 
epithet meant to dismiss those arguing that 
slaves deserved their freedom. In fact, the 
first recorded mention of the phrase “dismal 
science” occurs in 1849 ─ just five years 
after Hillsdale was founded. As the dates 
suggest, both Hillsdale’s founding and the 
caricature “dismal science” were not 
unrelated to a great debate in England that in 
our nation would be resolved by civil war. 

Tonight I hope to persuade you that to call 
economics the “dismal science” has it 
exactly backwards ─ that it is the 
economists and businessmen who hold the 
hopeful view of life, and that far from being 
fundamentally opposed, the admirers of 
Adam Smith have more in common with the 
followers of the Good Book than we might 
suppose. 

The Anti-Slavery Divide 

Let’s start with “dismal science” itself. Even 
those who know nothing about economics 

have heard the term. A few might even 
know that it was Thomas Carlyle who came 
up with it. 

Very few know the salient point: Carlyle 
deployed the term in a magazine polemic 
entitled “An Occasional Discourse on the 
Negro Question.” In that essay, Carlyle 
savaged the two groups who were leading 
the British fight against slavery: economists 
and evangelicals. The latter were sometimes 
abbreviated to “Exeter Hall” ─ a reference 
to the London building that served as the 
center of British evangelism and 
philanthropy. 

Carlyle argued that if blacks were left to the 
laws of supply and demand ─ the way he 
saw a commercial society ─ they would be 
condemned to a life of misery. For their own 
and society’s sake, what they needed was a 
“beneficent whip.” We might not take this 
argument seriously today. But it was taken 
very seriously in nineteenth-century Britain. 

Carlyle’s friend and later bête-noire was 
John Stuart Mill. When Carlyle attacked 
“the laws of supply and demand,” he had in 
mind the views of the man who would 
become famous for his essay “On Liberty.” 

Nothing better illustrates the divide between 
these two men than their different reactions 
toward the brutal suppression of a rebellion 
in colonial Jamaica in 1865. The British 
governor, Edward Eye, had hundreds of 
Jamaicans killed or executed, hundreds more 
flogged, and even more homes and huts 
burnt down. Among those Governor Eye 
had executed was George Gordon, a mixed-
race member of the Jamaican House of 
Assembly. 
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When the news reached Britain, prominent 
citizens organized a Jamaica Committee 
demanding that the governor be recalled and 
prosecuted for murder. The committee was 
an odd assortment of Christians and 
agnostics ─ with John Stuart Mill at the 
head. Other prominent members included 
Thomas Huxley, Charles Darwin, free-
market champion John Bright, and Henry 
Fawcett, a professor of political economy at 
Cambridge. 

On the opposing side defending the 
governor was another committee. This one 
was headed by Carlyle. On this committee 
were men who by any definition would be 
recognized as some of the leading 
humanitarians and literary figures of the 
day: Charles Dickens, John Ruskin, Alfred 
Tennyson, and Charles Kingsley. 

The clash between these opposing forces ─ 
and the alliance between evangelicals and 
economists ─ is laid out in fascinating detail 
in a remarkable book by David Levy called 
How the Dismal Science Got Its Name. 
Those who saw freedom as the answer to 
slavery ─ people like Mill, John Bright, and 
Archbishop Richard Whately ─ generally 
believed that it was law and custom and not 
nature keeping black men and women in a 
degraded state. 

Mill and Carlyle were squaring off in 
England after a similar debate here in 
America had been resolved by a war ─ a 
war whose dividing lines represented a 
similar alignment of forces. 

As in England, many of the foot soldiers 
here in the fight against slavery were drawn 
from the ranks of Christians. These included 
men like Edmund Fairfield, who helped 
found both Hillsdale College and the 
Republican Party. These Christians were 

joined in the Republican Party by remnants 
of the old Whig party. These were men who 
might be described as Chamber of 
Commerce types. They were people who 
shared Lincoln’s vision of a modern 
commercial republic. In such an economy, 
ordinary men and women could ─ as 
Lincoln did ─ rise in society with hard work 
and enterprise. They were generally neither 
as philosophical nor as pure on free trade as 
their counterparts on the other side of the 
Atlantic. Still, they appreciated that an 
economy based on slave labor was 
fundamentally incompatible with the kind of 
opportunity society encouraged by 
commercial exchange. 

Eventually this coalition would propel a 
one-term member of the House of 
Representatives, Abraham Lincoln, to the 
White House. Theirs was not, however, an 
easy alliance. They had their differences, 
occupied different places in American 
society, and as a result spoke somewhat 
different languages. 

Yet on the issue of the time, they were 
allied. They were the American version of 
the same alliance that Carlyle dismissed in 
his essay. He called it, “Exeter Hall 
Philanthropy and the Dismal Science, led by 
the sacred cause of Black Emancipation.” 
And precisely because their triumph was so 
sweeping and so complete, today we find it 
hard to imagine just how brave and eccentric 
their stand made them in their own day. 

The Divide over Babies 

Slavery is not the only human issue where 
the economists have shown themselves to 
advantage. Throughout the twentieth century 
and now into our own, we see a similar 
dynamic on another issue that pits the 
humanitarians and artists against the 
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economists and the Christians. This is the 
call for population control. 

Once again, the progressive argument is that 
human beings are by their nature a liability 
to poor societies. Once again, when people 
resist the obvious prescription ─ in this case, 
having fewer children ─ the so-called 
humanitarian solution turns out to require 
more and more government coercion. Once 
again, the economists offer a more hopeful 
way forward. 

The idea that a growing population is bad 
for a nation has its roots in the writings of a 
British clergyman named Thomas Malthus. 
In 1798 Malthus wrote a now-famous essay 
contending that, left to our own devices, 
human beings will increase our numbers 
beyond the earth’s ability to sustain us. In 
one way or another, all arguments for 
population control boil down to this 
proposition. 

In the immediate years following World 
War II, population control was tainted by its 
association with Nazi eugenics. In the 
1960s, however, it came back with a 
vengeance. By the end of that decade, 
among our enlightened class it had become a 
cherished orthodoxy that the greatest threat 
poor nations faced came from their own 
babies. 

In good part this was the result of one man: 
Robert McNamara. In his maiden speeches 
as World Bank president in 1968 and 1969 
─ including, I am sad to say, at Notre Dame 
─ McNamara spoke in language soaked in 
the imagery of nuclear holocaust. Mankind, 
he said, was doomed if we didn’t do 
everything we could to address what he 
called the “mushrooming cloud of the 
population explosion.” 

McNamara would later go on to suggest that 
population growth represented a graver 
threat than thermonuclear war. The reason? 
Because the decisions that led to growing 
populations ─ that is, to have babies or not 
─ were “not in the exclusive control of a 
few governments but rather in the hands of 
literally hundreds of millions of individual 
parents.” 

He was not alone. Around the same time, 
Paul Ehrlich released his book The 

Population Bomb. It opened with this sunny 
sentence: “The battle to feed all humanity is 
over.” Mr. Ehrlich, a biologist, was even 
less bashful about the logic than Mr. 
McNamara. “We must,” he said, “have 
population control at home, hopefully 
through a system of incentives and penalties, 
but by compulsion if voluntary methods 
fail.” 

Anyone recall how popular the book was at 
the time? It sold three million copies, got 
Ehrlich on the Tonight Show, and won him a 
MacArthur Genius Award. 

A few years later, an international group of 
experts meeting at David Rockefeller’s 
estate in Italy came together to form the 
Club of Rome ─ and then issued a famous 
report called “Limits to Growth.” Like 
Malthus and McNamara, this group argued 
that we live in a world of diminishing 
resources. This report also sold millions of 
copies in many different languages. And in 
much the same way that fears about global 
warming have inspired alarmist headlines in 
our day, the Club of Rome’s predictions fed 
our press a sensationalist diet of doom and 
gloom. 

So here’s a question. What happens when 
you think that the cause of a nation’s 
poverty is not too much government in the 
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market but not enough government control 
over how many children a couple will have? 

In China it led to forced abortions and a 
birth rate wildly skewed against baby girls. 

In India in the mid-1970s, it led to a mass 
campaign of assembly-line sterilizations. So 
brutal was the policy, it provoked a backlash 
that brought down Indira Gandhi’s 
government the following year. 

In South Africa and Namibia, it led to 
policies that appeared to target the part of 
the population least able to defend itself. 
Young black women were given 
contraceptive injections without their 
consent ─ not infrequently right after the 
birth of their first child. 

In short, from Peru to the Philippines, 
innocent men and women were subjected to 
outrages all based on the assumption that 
our new humanitarians shared with Mr. 
Carlyle: the need for a beneficent whip. 

And who were the voices of protest? Who 
reminded the experts and self-styled 
humanitarians that human beings flourish in 
liberty and languish when they are treated 
like chattel? Who argued that the way to 
help the world’s poor was not to tell them 
that their babies are a burden, but to tear 
down government barriers preventing them 
from taking their rightful place in the global 
economy? 

The Answer Is: the Economists. 

Lord Peter Bauer of the London School of 
Economics was among the first. Early in the 
1970s, he pointed to the absurdity behind the 
notion that the instant a calf is born in a 
country, national wealth is said to rise, while 
the instant a child is born, it is said to drop. 

Likewise, Julian Simon would write a 
famous book called The Ultimate Resource. 
In that book, he demonstrated that most of 
the arguments pointing to catastrophe were 
based on faulty evidence ─ starting with the 
reigning assumption. As he put it, “the 
source of improvements in productivity is 
the human mind, and a human mind is 
seldom found unaccompanied by the human 
body.” 

Gary Becker would take this argument even 
further. Indeed, he would win a Nobel Prize 
for his work arguing that the most important 
resource for economic advancement is 
“human capital” ─ the knowledge, skills, 
and habits that make people productive. 

Fellow Nobel winner Amartya Sen once 
described the opposing view this way: “The 
tendency to see in population growth an 
explanation for every calamity that afflicts 
poor people is now fairly well established in 
some circles, and the message that gets 
transmitted constantly is the opposite of the 
old picture postcard: ‘Wish you weren’t 
here.’” 

And so on. Like the John Stuart Mills and 
the John Brights who sided with the 
evangelicals fighting slavery in the 
nineteenth century, the economists who 
today take issue with population control are 
not necessarily personally religious. Yet in 
their fundamental insistence that a nation’s 
people are its most precious resource, they 
offer a far more promising foundation for 
the humane society than those who continue 
to see men and women as rutting animals 
breeding to their own destruction. 

They also have history on their side: 

In the two centuries since Malthus first 
predicted the apocalypse, the world popu-
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lation has risen sixfold ─ from one billion to 
more than six billion. Over the same time, 
average life expectancy has more than 
doubled ─ and average real income has risen 
ninefold. 

In the four decades since Paul Ehrlich 
declared the battle to feed humanity over, a 
Chinese people who saw millions of their 
fellow citizens perish from famine as 
recently as the early 1960s are now better 
fed than ever in memory. 

And in the years since Mr. McNamara 
predicted we could not sustain existing 
population levels, we have seen the greatest 
economic takeoff in East Asia ─ among 
nations with almost no natural resources and 
some of the largest and most crowded 
populations in the world. 

Not that the record counts for much. Time 
and again Malthus has been disproved ─ and 
Malthus himself seems to have revised his 
own thinking in later years. Advanced and 
comfortable societies, however, seem to 
have an appetite for the prophets of 
apocalypse. The jargon may change ─ Mr. 
McNamara’s warnings about thermonuclear 
war have given way to ominous talk of 
carbon footprints, unsustainable growth, 
‘Humanpox,’ and the like. Yet at the bottom 
of it all remains the same zero-sum approach 
that sees the human being as the enemy 
rather than the solution. 

And the greatest irony of all? Many of the 
same nations that once tried so hard to push 
their birth rates down ─ Japan and 
Singapore, for example ─ are now 
frantically trying to encourage their people 
to have more children as they see the costs 
of a rapidly aging population. My own 
prediction is that within a few years China 
will join them, replacing its one-child policy 

with inducements to Chinese women to have 
more babies. 

Am I suggesting, then, that we trade the 
Sermon on the Mount for The Wealth of 

Nations? Hardly. I do say that when it 
comes to the banquet of life, our economists 
have proved themselves more gracious hosts 
than our humanitarians; that a businessman 
who travels to a poor country and envisions 
a thriving factory has a more realistic 
assessment of human possibility than the 
U.N. aid worker who believes the answer is 
reducing the birth rate; and that the 
champions of liberty tend to do better by 
humanity than the champions of humanity 
do by either. 

Morality and Markets 

If I am right, there are promising 
implications for those of us who share a trust 
in what free men and free women can 
accomplish for themselves. In one of the 
profiles on your college website, I came 
across a student who said that while on most 
campuses the debate is between Democrats 
and Republicans, here at Hillsdale political 
arguments usually occur between liber-
tarians and conservatives. 

That is a healthy debate. Each side has 
something vital to contribute. The free 
market cannot long survive without an 
appreciation that many of the virtues 
required for its successful operation are 
things that the market cannot itself produce. 
At the same time, a conservatism that lacks 
an appreciation for the dynamics of a free 
market ─ and its confidence in the ability of 
free men and free women to build a better 
future ─ can easily trend toward the brittle 
and resentful. We all know, for example, the 
wartime speeches of Winston Churchill. But 
his 1904 speech to the Free Trade League is 
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worth reading for a reminder of the 
confidence in human potential that helped 
inject his conservatism with vigor and 
confidence. 

On specific issues, of course ─ whether to 
legalize drugs, whether marriage should be 
extended to same-sex couples, what limits 
there ought to be on abortion, how far our 
security agencies might go in protecting us 
from threats ─ we will always have 
disagreements. The disagreements are real, 
serious, and can be contentious. Still, we 
ought not let these disagreements blind us to 
the larger sympathy between the 
conservative and libertarian schools of 
thought when it comes to the fulcrum of a 
free society: the unalienable dignity and 
matchless potential of every human life. 

The book of Genesis tells us we possess this 
dignity because we have been fashioned in 
the image and likeness of our Creator. Adam 
Smith told us that we are equal because we 
share the same human nature. At a time 
when some races of men were thought 
inherently inferior, he put it this way: “The 
difference of natural talents in different men 
is, in reality, much less than we are aware 
of.’ In this age, the libertarian and 
conservative are different sides of the same 
coin ─ much as Smith himself was both a 
political economist and a distinguished 
professor of moral philosophy. 

Let me close with a story. Nearly a decade 
ago, I attended a conference on globalization 
at the Vatican that brought together 
economists and leaders from various 
religious faiths. From the first, it was clear 
that each profession found the other’s 
approach different from its own ─ and 
fascinating. As the conference developed, it 

became even clearer that while the language 
and approach of religion and economics 
differed, each was ultimately grounded in 
the same appreciation of individual human 
worth. 

Gary Becker put it this way: “I am struck by 
the similarity between the Church’s view of 
the relationship between the family and the 
economy and the view of economists ─ 
arrived at by totally independent means. 
Economic science and spiritual concerns 
appear to point in the same direction.” 

So let others speak of a dismal science. We 
─ the champions of human dignity and 
possibility ─ need to cheer and celebrate. 

One does not have to be an economist to 
recognize that societies that open their 
markets are better fed, better housed, and 
offer better opportunities for upward 
mobility than societies that remain closed 
and bureaucratic. Nor does one have to be a 
religious believer to recognize that the 
source of all man’s wealth has been just this: 
that he does not take the world as given, but 
uses his mind to find new and creative ways 
to take from the earth and add to its bounty. 

If, however, we do believe, can we really be 
surprised that the Almighty who created us 
in His image also bequeathed to us a world 
where we are most prosperous when we are 
most free? 

William McGurn 
Vice President 
News Corporation 
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Forget Mandarin. Latin is the Key to Success

On the face of it, encouraging children to 
learn Latin doesn’t seem like the solution 
to our current skills crisis. Why waste 
valuable curriculum time on a dead 
language when children could be learning 
one that’s actually spoken? The 
prominence of Latin in public schools is a 
manifestation of the gentleman amateur 
tradition whereby esoteric subjects are 
preferred to anything that’s of any practical 
use. Surely, that’s one of the causes of the 
crisis in the first place?  

But dig a little deeper and you’ll find 
plenty of evidence that this particular dead 
language is precisely what today’s young 
people need if they’re going to excel in the 
contemporary world.  

Let’s start with Latin’s reputation as an 
elitist subject. While it’s true that 70 
percent of independent schools offer Latin 
compared with only 16 per cent of state 
schools, that’s hardly a reason not to teach 
it more widely. According to the OECD, 
our private schools are the best in the 
world, whereas our state schools are 
ranked on average 23rd.  

No doubt part of this attainment gap is 
attributable to the fact that the average 
private school child has advantages that the 
average state school child does not. But it 
may also be due to the differences in the 
curriculums that are typically taught in 
state and private schools.  

Hard as it may be to believe, one of the 
things that gives privately-educated 
children the edge is their knowledge of 
Latin. I don’t just mean in the obvious 
senses ── their grasp of basic grammar 
and syntax, their understanding of the ways 

in which our world is underpinned by the 
classical world, their ability to read Latin 
inscriptions. I mean there is actually a 
substantial body of evidence that children 
who study Latin outperform their peers 
when it comes to reading, reading 
comprehension and vocabulary, as well as 
higher order thinking such as computation, 
concepts and problem-solving.  

For chapter and verse on this, I recommend 
a 1979 paper by an educationalist called 
Nancy Mavrogenes that appeared in the 
academic journal Phi Delta Kappa. 
Summarising one influential American 
study carried out in the state of Iowa, she 
writes:  

In 1971, more than 4,000 
fourth-, fifth- and sixth-
grade pupils of all 
backgrounds and abilities 
received 15 to 20 minutes of 
daily Latin instruction. The 
performance of the fifth-
grade Latin pupils on the 
vocabulary test of the Iowa 
Test of Basic Skills was one 
full year higher than the 
performance of control 
pupils who had not studied 
Latin. Both the Latin group 
and the control group had 
been matched for similar 
backgrounds and abilities.  

Interestingly, Mavrogenes found that 
children from poor backgrounds 
particularly benefit from studying Latin. 
For a child with limited cultural reference 
points, becoming acquainted with Roman 
life and mythology opens up “new 
symbolic worlds,” enabling him or her “to 
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grow as a personality, to live a richer life.” 
In addition, spoken Latin emphasises clear 
pronunciation, particularly of the endings 
of words, a useful corrective for many 
children born in inner cities. Finally, for 
children who have reading problems, Latin 
provides “experience in careful silent 
reading of the words that follow a 
consistent phonetic pattern.”  

This was very much the experience of 
Llewelyn Morgan, an Oxford Classicist 
and co-author of a recent Politeia pamphlet 
on why Latin should be taught in primary 
schools. “Those kids are learning through 
Latin what I did: what verbs and nouns are, 
how to coordinate ideas in speech and 
writing, all the varieties of ways of saying 
the same thing,” he says. “I did not and 
could not have learned that through 
English, because English was too familiar 
to me. It was through Latin that I learned 
how to express myself fluently in my 
native language.”  

Now, you might acknowledge that Latin 
has these benefits, but argue there’s 
nothing special about it. Why not learn 
Mandarin instead? Not only would that 
have the same transformative effect, it 
would have the added value of being 
practical.  

But just how useful is Mandarin? All very 
well if you go to China, but Latin has the 
advantage of being at the root of a whole 
host of European languages. “If I’m on an 
EasyJet flight with a group of European 

nationals, none of whom speak English, I 
find we can communicate if we speak to 
each other in Latin,” says Grace Moody-
Stuart, a Classics teacher in West London. 
“Forget about Esperanto. Latin is the real 
universal language of Europeans.”  

Unlike other languages, Latin isn’t just 
about conjugating verbs. It includes a crash 
course in ancient history and cosmology. 
“Latin is the maths of the Humanities,” 
says Llewelyn Morgan, “But Latin also has 
something that mathematics does not and 
that is the history and mythology of the 
ancient world. Latin is maths with 
goddesses, gladiators and flying horses, or 
flying children.”  

No doubt some people will persist in 
questioning the usefulness of Latin. For 
these skeptics I have a two-word answer: 
Mark Zuckerberg. The 26-year-old founder 
of Facebook studied Classics at Phillips 
Exeter Academy and listed Latin as one of 
the languages he spoke on his Harvard 
application. So keen is he on the subject, 
he once quoted lines from the Aeneid 
during a Facebook product conference and 
now regards Latin as one of the keys to his 
success. Just how successful is he? 
According to Forbes magazine, he’s worth 
$6.9 billion. If that isn’t a useful skill, I 
don’t know what is. 

Toby Young 
The Spectator 

February 3, 2011 
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Educators Learn about Catholic Identity at New York Symposium

NEW YORK (CNS) -- A New York City 
bus is not the most likely place you'd expect 
a child to learn a valuable life lesson. But 
Dominican Sister Mary Thomas Huffman, 
principal of St. Cecilia Academy in 
Nashville, Tenn., related how a young boy 
received one on a bus she also was riding 
downtown from a recent visit to the 
Cloisters museum in Upper Manhattan. The 
child, about 8 or 9, had entered the bus with 
a couple of older children and in the 
confusion a bus full of kids can sometimes 
produce, tried to sneak a ride without paying 
his fare. Calling him back to the front, the 
driver confronted the boy: "'Do you have a 
card?'" Sister Mary Thomas recalled him 
asking. "The boy said 'no.' The bus driver 
said, 'You know what, son, that's all right, 
but what is not all right is that you tried to 
play like you had a Metro (fare) card. You 
know what that is called? It's called 
dishonesty. The best thing to do when you 
get on is to say, I don't have a Metro card, 
but can I ride? And most of us will say yes. 
Honesty will get you a long way in life.' As I 
was sitting there, I thought what an 
incredible lesson in humanity," Sister Mary 
Thomas said. "The bus driver was taking 
care of the boy . . . but was also teaching the 
young man." Unfortunately, those kinds of 
lessons can be few and far between in daily 
life in an early twenty-first century awash in 
media saturation, technology and instant 
gratification. Catholic schools must fill in 
the gaps in the intellectual, ethical and moral 
education of our children, Sister Mary 
Thomas told a symposium on Catholic 
education sponsored by the Catholic 
Education Foundation at Cathedral High 
School in Manhattan March 25. The 
Catholic Education Foundation, based in 
Rochester, is committed to ensuring a strong 
future for Catholic high schools in the 

United States through providing 
scholarships to needy students and by 
strengthening the "Catholic identity" of 
Catholic schools. 
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The Atonement Academy Completes the Catholic Education 
Foundation’s Catholic School Identity Assessment with Distinction

Rochester, NY, May 11, 2011:   

The Catholic Education Foundation is 
pleased to announce that the Atonement 
Academy in San Antonio, Texas, is the first 
school successfully to complete the 
Foundation’s Catholic School Identity 

Assessment (CSIA), exceeding the 
Foundation’s high standards for promoting 
excellence in Catholic identity. 

Reverend Peter M. J. Stravinskas, Executive 
Director of the Catholic Education 
Foundation, congratulated the school: 
“Through its successful completion of the 
Catholic School Identity Assessment, The 
Atonement Academy has demonstrated its 
commitment to a full expression of its 
Catholic identity and authentic living out of 
its mission to promote the Gospel of Jesus 
Christ as understood and taught by the 
Catholic Church.” 

Reverend Christopher Phillips, pastor of Our 
Lady of the Atonement parish in San 
Antonio, said, “I am delighted with the 
Catholic Education Foundation’s assessment 
of ‘the Catholicity Quotient’ of our school, 
especially because we view The Atonement 
Academy as an integral element of our 
parochial life.”  Our Lady of the Atonement 
was the first canonically-erected Anglican 
Use parish in the United States. 

The Catholic School Identity Assessment 
(CSIA) is an innovative program sponsored 
by the Catholic Education Foundation to 
help a Catholic school assess its Catholic 

identity. A school can choose from three 
levels of evaluation, depending on the depth 
of analysis it desires. 

The goal is to provide the Catholic school a 
means for self-reflection by its admin-
istration, faculty and staff on how each 
works to support the Catholic identity of the 
school, and to provide the school with 
feedback from an independent third party 
using a standard, objective set of criteria. 

Because these standards are uniform and 
objective, the school can measure its 
progress longitudinally, to chart over the 
course of years, how well it is adhering to its 
primary mission. As part of each 
assessment, Catholic Education Foundation 
staff offer the school a set of conceptual and 
concrete recommendations that can be 
reassessed on a regular basis. 

In essence, the CSIA is designed to help 
Catholic schools create an environment in 
which Catholic culture thrives and 
permeates every aspect of the school’s life. 
The CSIA assists Catholic schools in 
forming a concrete plan of action for 
creating this environment, to give glory to 
God and to help its students love God above 
all things and their neighbors as themselves. 

For more information about the Catholic 
School Identity Assessment, please visit 
http://catholiceducationfoundation.com/proj
ects/csia. 

 


