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OVERVIEW 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

Education in Colonial America began in the seventeenth century as a means to facilitate the 
religious understanding of children. The goal of Puritan academics was to teach literacy, obedience, 
and respect. During this time, elementary education was widespread in the New England area, but 
not as prevalent in the South where homeschooling was a typical practice. Originally, education 
was voluntary, allowing only the richest families to send their children to school (Singer). But in 
1647, the General Court of the Massachusetts Bay Colony declared basic elementary education 
mandatory in towns of 50 families or more, establishing the first tax-supported public schools in 
U.S. history (“Historical Timeline”).  

All early primary schools taught students in a one-room schoolhouse with a single, often 
poorly-trained, teacher, as they were financed by local taxes and additional fees that were charged 
to families who had children attending. In 1790, U.S. funding of public schools began to see a shift 
in financial support. It was in this year that the Pennsylvania state constitution called for free public 
education for poor children (“Historical Timeline”). However, at this time it was still expected for 
wealthy families to fund their children’s education. It wasn’t until 1817 that the American public 
made a substantial push for free public education. Prior to this time, wage earners were not in 
support of free elementary schooling due to tax reform that would follow. 

The first public high school in the 
United States was established in 1821 in 
Boston, Massachusetts (Singer). Seven 
short years later, Massachusetts law 
mandated that all grades of public 
education be free of charge for all 
people. This action set in motion the 
assembly of the modern American 
education: obligatory, tax-funded public 
education for all United States citizens. 
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THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT’S ROLE IN EDUCATION 

The U.S. Department of Education (ED) was constructed in 1867 with the purpose of 
collecting academic information to assist states in instituting better education systems (“Federal 
Role in Education”). Initially, the ED had minimal involvement in primary and secondary schooling 
as the United States Constitution does not characterize education as a concern of the Federal 
Government. Education falls under the 10th Amendment which reserves powers not delegated to 
the national government for the states. However, following World War II, the federal role in 
education began to shift. The U.S. Department of Education became heavily involved in post-
secondary education and also started to make a presence in public K-12 academics (“Federal Role 
in Education”).  

With its promotion to a Cabinet-level agency in 1979, the U.S. Department of Education 
has seen increased engagement in the American elementary and secondary education system, 
however, their jurisdiction remains limited with a majority of the power in the hands of the states. 
This decentralized model of education supports democracy, lends to accountability, and increases 
transparency within education policy and implementation.  

Nonetheless, the U.S. ED has managed to insert itself into the preliminary academic 
atmosphere through various articles of legislation. Pre-Cabinet status, the department established 
the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (ESEA) with the purpose of increasing equity 
in schools for children of lower economic class. It provided funding for areas of poverty, districts 
which were typically monetarily neglected by state and local agencies (“ESSA”). In the years that 
followed, the ESEA was reauthorized multiple times to incorporate more federal authority and 
stipulations for the states to obey. 

A major shift in the federal presence in K-12 education 
incorporated an aspect of emphasis on student outcome. This plan 
culminated in the institution of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) by 
the Bush Administration in 2001. The NCLB put in place a system of 
state and local academic accountability. For those districts receiving aid 
from the federal government for impoverished students, standards of 
success were placed and schools were required to achieve these 
standards in order to collect funding (“ESSA”). This provision caused 
heavy reliance on standardized testing in lower income areas. 

The No Child Left Behind Act was replaced by the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) on 
December 10th, 2015. With this reauthorization, the federal eye in education was eased, giving 
states more leeway to make decisions and customize academics. Nonetheless, states are still 
required to submit accountability reports of educational success for funding (Klein). The first year 
of ESSA implementation is currently in session and, with all hope, this new legislation may help 
America reverse its current below-average international academic standing.  

 
“We owe the 

children of America a 
good education.”       

– President George W. 

Bush; No Child Left 

Behind Speech 
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U.S. EDUCATIONAL STANDING 

As few as 20 years ago, the United States led the world in educational achievement, 
ranking 1st in high school diploma attainment and 3rd in college graduation rate, statistics that 
represent the baby boomer generation of ages 55 to 64. Since then, we have fallen behind in both 
graduation rates based on global standards. When looking at the population ages 25 to 34, these 
statistics drop significantly, with the United States ranking 10th in high school graduation rate and 
13th in college graduation rate, a decrease of 10 ranks in both categories (Kiger).  

Coupling our decreasing 
graduation ranks is a steady 
decrease in academic 
comprehension as compared to 
the rest of the world. Every 
three years the Organization of 
Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD) – a band 
of 35 democracies purposed to 
aid economic growth, 
prosperity, and sustainable 
development – administers the 
Program for International 
Student Assessment (PISA). This 
test is used to assess the 
knowledge of 15-year-olds with 
various ethnicities, 
socioeconomic standings, and 
cultural backgrounds in order to 
track worldwide educational 
success (“Programme for 
International”). According to the 
OECD, in 2015, over half a 
million students from 72 
different countries participated 
in the assessment. Students 
were tested in science, 
mathematics, reading, 
collaborative problem solving and financial literacy, the results of which were disappointing for 
America. On the 2015 mathematics PISA, the United States received an average score of 470, 
coming in behind 29 other OECD countries and 20 points below the OECD average of 490 

460 465 470 475 480 485 490 495

United States

OECD Average

Average Score

PISA MATHEMATICS SCORES

0 2,000 4,000 6,000 8,000 10,000 12,000

United States

OECD Average

U.S. Dollars Spent Per Student Per Year

EDUCATIONAL SPENDING 
PER STUDENT

Data from 2015 

Source: OECD (2018), Mathematics performance (PISA) (indicator). doi: 10.1787/04711c74-

en (Accessed on 11 February 2018) 

Data from 2013 - 2015 

Source: OECD (2018), Education spending (indicator). doi: 10.1787/ca274bac-en 

(Accessed on 11 February 2018) 



 
 

5 
 

(“Mathematics Performance”). What’s worse is the sudden nature of this academic decline. In 
2009, just six years prior to the latest PISA test, the United States scored a 483 on the 
mathematics portion of the assessment, 13 points better than 2015. And the below average scores 
do not stop at math. In 2012, America scored 497 on the PISA science test, four points below the 
average OECD score (“United States”).  

The most perplexing aspect of America’s educational deficit comes when assessing 
academic achievement alongside educational spending. The United States is one of the top 
countries in academic funding coming in at $11,319 spent per student with only four countries in 
the OECD topping this number, Luxembourg, Denmark, Norway, and the United Kingdom 
(“Education Spending”). According to OECD data, the U.S. spends over $3,000 more per student 
than the OECD average of $7,384 per student funding. If the United States spends more than 
average per student, why are the PISA scores not reflective of this funding?  

 In light of these decreasing test scores and diminishing graduation ranks, America’s 
educational system has not necessarily gotten worse, but rather U.S. education is lagging on a 
global scale. Currently, United States’ preschool enrollment rates are behind those of the rest of 
the developed world by 17%. A factor that could explain our declining academic attainment as 
preschool was found to boast numerous short-term and long-term benefits such as improved 
academic and school readiness, higher graduation rates, and lower incarceration rates. 

A FRAMEWORK FOR DELIBERATION 

This issue advisory gives three different approaches to consider for addressing the 
improvement of the American public education system. Our goal is to guide deliberation, versus 
debate, on the topic of education by providing three potential solutions.  

 Approach One suggests that funding for the public education system be altered in 
magnitude and allocation as it is an essential underpinning of academic success.  

 Approach Two proposes that curriculum should be reinvented to accommodate students 
of every achievement level in order to better prepare individuals for the transition to higher 
education.  

 Approach Three claims that students’ apathy and rapidly decreasing motivation to attend 
school is the root cause of the issue.  

 Through a structured form of conversation, as a group we will explore which approach(s) 
best fit the problem at hand. We will examine what policies or products can be implemented to 
make our proposals reality. And while we may not all agree on everything suggested today, we will 
continue to be respectful and honor each other’s differing opinions. We will seek areas of 
agreement, and pinpoint the tensions of divergence. It is only through reflection of our tensions 
and agreements that we may reach a solution to improve the American public education system.  
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Approach 1: Increase and Modify Allocation of 

Funding 

Despite the United States’ comparatively unimpressive test scores, most states have 
generally stagnant or declining funding levels for public education. Furthermore, substantial 
disparities in funding exist - between both states and the counties within them. Currently, 21 states 
have regressive funding patterns, which means more funding goes to wealthier schools than those 
in areas with high levels of poverty. Still, fifteen states saw no significant variation in funding 
between high and low poverty districts - “flat” funding distribution. On average, 45% of US public 
education funding comes from local governments. Another 46% is covered by state governments, 
and the federal government covers the remaining 9%. Approach 1 states that changes in the level 
and allocation of public education funding are necessary to realize improved national academic 
performance. Possible actions regarding funding address interstate and interdistrict equity issues, 
and propose legislative action on all levels of government. Additionally, this approach 
recommends changes in how schools spend their limited funds. 
 

POTENTIAL CHANGES 

Modify Sources of Revenue 

 Support and enact legislation on any or all levels - federal, state, local - that increases 
public education spending 

 On the local level, increase property taxes 
 Approximately 81% of local revenues for public school districts are raised via local 

property taxes, on a national basis. 

Distribute Education Funds Progressively 

 Address the disparity between high and low poverty districts by distributing more funds to 
districts with higher rates of poverty 

 Economically disparate districts are currently trying to teach the same curriculum with 
wildly different resources. Allocating funds progressively can help close this gap. 

Increase Teacher Salaries 

 Incentivize better teacher performance via improved compensation 
 Attract more capable individuals to the teaching profession with higher, more competitive 

salaries 
 Increased job satisfaction for teachers may yield improvements in teacher - and thus 

student - performance 
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Appropriate More Funds to Music and Arts, Extracurricular Programs 

 Allocate more funding towards extracurricular programs such as clubs, athletics, and other 
after-school programs 

 Increase funding to music and arts programs at public schools 
 Produces more enjoyable school experience, supporting improved academic performance 

among students 

 

Effects of Alterations 

BENEFITS DRAWBACKS 

Addresses equity issues between states and 
districts 

 

Legislative process is cumbersome and difficult 
to influence, especially on the federal level and 
with fiscal policy 

 

Equips public schools to educate students more 
effectively by allowing for purchase of 
more/newer textbooks, technology, etc. 

 

Progressive funding would generally increase 
funding to lower performing districts, failing to 
incentivize higher achievement 

 

Generally, districts that lag behind the most 
academically - those in high poverty areas - will 
receive the most financial support 

 

Increased property taxes increase burden on 
local families, especially in high-poverty areas 

 

Increased teacher satisfaction 
• Higher salaries make for happier teachers 
• Happier teachers make for more engaged 

students 

Districts already struggle to allocate limited 
funding - increasing funding to one activity 
requires money to be taken away from other 
priorities 
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Approach 2: Modernize Core High School Curriculum 

and Integrate it with Higher Education 

Current high school curriculum has stagnated over the course of the last century. Mankind 
grows in knowledge day by day, but under the structure of today’s educational system, it takes far 
too long to relay these insights to the young people of our nation, if we decide to relay them at all. 
Notably, the standard academic coursework for physics in America does not include concepts 
discovered beyond 1900. You cannot take a physics course without hearing the name Isaac 
Newton while concepts such as special relativity and the standard model remain notions only 
heard of in television documentaries. Curriculum gaps such as these do not exist because of 
student inability to understand such advanced topics, but rather are present in the U.S. education 
system to ensure that basic subjects be covered for the sake of those who are behind the learning 
curve. One option in combatting this gap between what we know and what we teach involves 
modernizing the curriculum provided in high school education and integrating it with that of 
universities. 

 

POTENTIAL CHANGES 

Standardize and Integrate Core Courses  

 Eliminate the curriculum variance between that of a high school class and a college class of 
the same subject 

 A course on a given topic is taught the same at all levels 
 In essence, Algebra I is Algebra I and Calculus III is Calculus III, regardless of where or during 

what stage of education they are taken 

Provide Access to Courses Typically Reserved for Higher Education  

 Provide secondary education students access to classes they might see in their first 2 years 
of college 

 Proposed subjects which may be made available for high school students: 
(Not already present through AP or IB programs) 

 

 Sciences 

Special Relativity 
Quantum & Particle Physics  
Organic Chemistry 

 

 Mathematics 

Vector Calculus  
Discrete Math,  
Computer Science  

 

 Language Arts 

Rhetoric 
Technical Writing 
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Allot Post-Secondary Credit for those Attained in High School 

 Frequently, high school students will acquire college credits through specialized programs, 
yet they will receive little to no credit for these efforts on the university level 
 For example, an accredited high school digital electronics course should not be 

ignored at the college level when it covers the same material 

Eliminate Prerequisite Classes 

 Provide credit for previous classes by passing higher levels within the same subject 

 

Effects of Alterations 

BENEFITS DRAWBACKS 

Curriculum subjects encompass the abilities of a 
wide range of students 

• Students become more motivated to 
learn and participate in classes when 
faced with mind-engaging material 

High expenses involved in overhauling existing 
curriculums  

• Such as, reeducating teaching staff and 
modifying coursework 

Curriculum and skills learned are more applicable 
to contemporary employment requirements 

• Classes will include more technical and 
practical skills 

Teaching staff may need higher qualifications in 
order to teach higher level courses  

• In turn, teaching staff with higher 
qualifications may require higher pay. 

Students with lower comprehension of 
mathematics and science-based subjects can 
excel in other areas such as Arts or Language 

Policing the standardization of course would be 
challenging 

• How would the course curriculum be 
assessed? 

• To what degree could teachers provide a 
unique class experience? 

Students will be better prepared for University 
and post-secondary education 

• Students will have the ability to start at 
higher level courses once they reach the 
university level 

If students are provided with a more 
comprehensive curriculum at the secondary 
stage, they may be inclined to surpass university 
education and enter employment directly after 
high school 

• Required workforce skills already obtained 
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Approach 3: Changing Public Opinion on Education 

According to a 2016 Gallup poll from 3,000 public and private schools, “Students become 
less engaged as they journey through school. Engaged and hopeful students fare better on 
desirable outcomes, such as better self-reported academic performance and less absenteeism.”  

In the United States, young people view schooling in a largely different way than in other 
more developed countries. Many students feel that what they are learning does not relate to their 
lives or interest them. Kids have reported feeling tired, stressed, and bored in school, reducing their 
desire to attend and learn. Since every individual is unique, students have varying motivational 
drives that push them to learn. However, our current public education system focuses less on 
student motivation and more on student achievement. The system uses tests and levels to focus 
on what students know and can do instead of who they are and what they think.  

The reasons for decreased student motivation are as widely varying as the students 
themselves. Some students may be afraid to try because they fear failure. Others may experience 
peer pressure, have difficult home lives, or feel no need to work hard because they can get by 
without trying. Some critics of the US public education system have speculated that apathy is high 
because school is free and students do not appreciate the opportunities they have been freely 
given. Others blame parents for not stimulating their children to learn at a young age, creating an 
attitude of indifference towards school. If student apathy is reduced, children would be more 
motivated to try their best and eager to learn new things.  

POTENTIAL CHANGES 
Foster Creativity, Independence, Innovation, and Critical Thinking 

 Provide unique hands-on experiences 
 Promote self-reflective activities 
 Find ways to motivate kids to want to go to school 

Alter Curriculum to Benefit Future Endeavors  

 Make students feel like the work they are conducting is beneficial to their future goals  
 Help students to realize personal goals 

 Could lead to realization of importance of education 

Allowing Students Resources to Pursue Interests  

 Anyone, not just children, are more motivated to do things that are of enthusiasm to them 
 Making time available for students to explore interests could improve enjoyment at school 
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Encourage Parents to Take an Active Involvement in Students’ Education  

 For example, asking them to read with their kids, ask about homework, and possibly 
incentivize learning  

Utilize Positive Competition 

 Provide rewards, incentives or positive praise 
 Spark intrinsic motivation among students 

 

Effects of Alterations 

BENEFITS DRAWBACKS 

Students would feel greater desire to attend 
school, decreasing absenteeism 

Difficult to administer consistently across the 
entire nation  

Heightened student achievement due to eager 
learning  

Hard to tailor and find motivation for each 
unique individual  
 

Increase in teacher, parent, and student 
satisfaction 

• Frustration levels will be lower if 
students are generally happier and 
more content with their educational 
situation. 

 

High costs involved in taking time away from 
standard curriculum lecture to involve students in 
subjects or activities they are interested in 
 

Lowered academic misconduct by students 
• Much of student misbehavior is 

sourced from lack of engagement 
with material 

Some parents are unable or unwilling to spend 
extra time with their children to foster a desire to 
learn 

• Busy with work 
• Not concerned with child’s education 
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Approach Summaries 

Funding Redistribution 

The United States is not keeping up with the rest of the world in the realm of education, in part 
because of a lack of available funds to bolster resources that contribute to a quality education. Restructuring 
the current funding for education may allow improved environments for both students and teachers, 
retainment or addition of extracurricular and arts programs, and incentivization for teachers. 

Pros Cons 

 Addresses equity issues 
 More effective education 
 Financial support for high poverty areas 

 Decreased funding in other areas 
 Difficult legislative process 
 Lack of incentive for high achievement 

Modernize and Integrate Curriculum 

Although we are constantly learning and discovering new things, we are unsuccessfully 
communicating this knowledge to younger generations. In order to bridge the divide between new, relevant 
discoveries and older, potentially outdated curriculum, a plan of action would be to develop curriculum 
focused on the newest available information as well as possibly streamlining college teaching. 

Pros Cons 

 Generates student interest, causing higher 
student engagement with material 

 Applicable to modern-day employment 
 Equal opportunity to excel in all curriculums 
 More thorough preparation for post-

secondary education 

 Cost 
 Higher qualifications for instructors 
 Difficult to standardize 
 Potential higher inclination to skip post-

secondary education 

Change Public Outlook 

In the United States, young people view schooling quite differently than students in other 
developed nations. Many students feel that what they are learning does not relate to their lives or interests. 
Kids have reported feeling tired, stressed, and bored in school, reducing their desire to attend and learn. 
Since every individual is unique, students have varying motivational drives that push them to learn. 
However, our current public education system focuses less on student motivation and more on student 
achievement. This approach deals with changing public opinion on education and motivating kids so that 
they want to come to school. 

Pros Cons 

 Student desire for education 
 Higher achievement 
 Teacher and parent satisfaction 
 Less negative behavior by students 

 Difficult to be consistent 
 Difficult to tailor individually 
 Demanding of teachers 
 Cost 
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Should C’s Get Degrees? 
QUESTIONNAIRE 

Thank you for participating in our deliberation today.  We’d like to have your feedback on the event and how much 
your viewpoints on the issue discussed has changed as a result of today’s forum. 

 
1. Do you agree or disagree with the statements below? 

a. The American education system is in need of reform. 

Ο Strongly Agree      Ο Somewhat Agree      Ο Somewhat Disagree      Ο Strongly Disagree      Ο Not Sure 

b. There is a need to develop up-to-date curriculum focused around the newest available information and 
streamlined college and university teachings. 

Ο Strongly Agree      Ο Somewhat Agree      Ο Somewhat Disagree      Ο Strongly Disagree      Ο Not Sure 

c. There is a need to restructure funding of the American education system. 

Ο Strongly Agree      Ο Somewhat Agree      Ο Somewhat Disagree      Ο Strongly Disagree      Ο Not Sure 

2. Do you favor or oppose each of these actions? 

a. Increasing funding to public education 

Ο Strongly Favor      Ο Somewhat Favor      Ο Somewhat Oppose      Ο Strongly Oppose      Ο Not Sure 

b. Development of new curriculum encompassing updated ideas 

Ο Strongly Favor      Ο Somewhat Favor      Ο Somewhat Oppose      Ο Strongly Oppose      Ο Not Sure 

c. Taking action to change how public education is viewed 

Ο Strongly Favor      Ο Somewhat Favor      Ο Somewhat Oppose      Ο Strongly Oppose      Ο Not Sure 

 
3. Did you talk about aspects of the issue that you had not considered before? If yes, please explain. 
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4. Did the discussion give you second thoughts about beliefs you held coming into the deliberation? If yes, please 

explain. 

 

 

5. What could individuals working together as a larger community do to address this issue? 

 

 

6. Not including this deliberation, how many deliberations have you attended? ________ 

7. Gender 

Ο Male 

Ο Female 

Ο Other (please specify) _____________ 

8. Age: _________ 

9. Race/Ethnicity 

Ο Asian American 

Ο Black/African American 

Ο Hispanic/Latino 

Ο Native American 

Ο White/Caucasian 

Ο Other (please specify) _____________

10. What type of high school did you attend?

Ο Public 

Ο Private 

Ο Charter 

Ο Homeschool/Online school 

Ο Other (please specify) _____________

 

Thank you for attending today’s deliberation! Your input and perspectives were a 

valuable part of making this a successful discussion! 

 


