FROM PRO-TEST TO PROTEST: 
"EVIL WOMAN" DIANE RAVITCH TAKES ON CORPORATE REFORM IN LATEST BOOK
Book Review: REIGN OF ERROR

The Hoax of the Privatization Movement and the Danger to America’s Public Schools

By Diane Ravitch

By Gord Bambrick

When she was the Assistant Education Secretary, under Republican President George Herbert Bush, Diane Ravitch was a strong advocate for testing and accountability, but her new book, Reign of Error, begins with an admission of error in supporting that agenda after she saw it being hijacked and used by big business to justify "the hoax of privatization," spearheaded by wealthy philanthropists, such as Bill Gates, powerful corporations, such as Pearson, and financial giants, such as Goldman Sachs.  
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The pretext for corporate reform is always that it is a way to fight poverty and racial marginalization by putting more skilled workers (a.k.a. "human capital") into the workforce. If the test scores go up, it's argued, then schools produce more useful human capital, poverty goes away, and the country becomes "globally competitive." Ravitch, now a policy analyst and education historian with New York University, cites many studies which show that it's really quite the other way around: America's shameful child poverty level is the real cause of low test scores, and teachers, especially teachers' unions, have been scapegoated as the villains in the media and by politicians of all political stripes, who always claim teachers are not "putting children first" and that "failing schools" and "bad teachers" actually cause poverty. 

The hoax began, Ravitch argues, with George W. Bush's No Child Left Behind (NCLB), which held schools accountable for test scores (and graduation rates) and threatened to intervene on "failing schools" with a variety of privatization measures which included restructuring them as for-profit businesses (charter schools), allowing students to use their share of public funding towards private school tuition (vouchers), and moving to computer-based instruction (ie. virtual schools). 
Obama's Race to the Top (RTTT) program added to the problems of NCLB by making individual teachers directly accountable for students' test results. The whole focus under Obama has become one of sorting the good teachers from the bad, using "value added" test score formulation to calculate each teacher's precise worth. As one reformer cited by Ravitch proclaims, "We know a good teacher can increase the lifetime income of a classroom by $250,000." In an increasing number of states, student test results are being linked to teacher merit pay and job security. Washington D.C even had money donated from the Walton Foundation (owners of Wal-Mart) to subsidize teachers' test score bonuses. Major newspapers in Los Angeles, New York and Colorado are using this test-based information to publish teachers' names alongside their ratings. 
Ravitch argues that Obama's push for merit pay reduces teamwork and focuses even more energy on raising test scores. Moreover, it motivates educators to narrow the curriculum to just math and literacy, leads them to "game the system," "teach to the test," and outright cheat.  Another major thrust of reform has been the removal of tenure and the right to due process for dismissal. The idea of "fire at will" has taken hold among reformers (encouraged by propaganda films like Waiting for Superman and the Cartel) and this policy, too, is tethered to student test scores, as witnessed when an entire school staff in Rhode Island was fired over low results. Ravitch argues persuasively that teachers need tenure in order to maintain their professionalism and academic freedom. If teachers don't have basic job security, they won't stand up against bullying administrators, pushy parents, fad pedagogies, and pressure to teach to the test or even to doctor test results. Moreover, if untenured teachers are told not to teach evolution, to stay away from certain books, to say global warming isn't happening, to use commercial curriculum, they won't be in a position to ask questions.  
Corporate reformers want to replace an expensive, career-based teaching force with de-skilled, inexperienced, temporary workers because they are far cheaper. This, says Ravitch, is epitomized by the "Teach for America" program, which replaces tenured teachers with university students who do a two-year internship in high-poverty areas after only a five-week crash course. 
As part of this de-skilling and standardizing of teaching, most states have now brought in the Common Core State Standards. Not only does having a standardized curriculum make teachers more replaceable, it also opens up the door to a "a national marketplace for products" intended to cash in by supplementing the kind of teaching prescribed by the curriculum. Ravitch cites a consultant who remarked at an investment conference that 
if the Common Core tests turn out to be as rigorous as advertised, a huge number of schools will suddenly look really bad, their students' testing way behind in reading and math. They'll want help, quick. And private, for-profit vendors selling lesson plans, educational software and student assessments will be right there to provide it.
  
A final aspect of reform's goal to make education more profitable is the movement towards using technology as the preferred method of delivery. The ideal of many corporate reformers is embodied by the Rocketship charter school chain, as Ravitch explains:  
[Rocketship's] business plan was straightforward: cut costs by putting large numbers of children in front of computers for an hour a day, supervised by low-wage, part-time aides. This "blended learning" model is described as "personalized instruction" because the software adjusts the questions to the ability level of each student; the model enables the school to reduce the number of teachers and save $500,000 a year. Three-quarters of Rocketship teachers are from Teach for America, and half have less than two years of experience. The students, well practiced in point-and-click assessments, get high test scores. The schools offer no music or art. The model is cheap and replicable.
You may well be asking where the big teachers' unions, the AFT and NEA, have been with their millions of members as all of this was happening. This is a complex question, but Ravitch suggests that the main reason is simply money. While unions are vital to education quality, they have been steamrolled by the sheer financial clout, political power and control over the mainstream media exercised by corporate reformers. Five hundred million dollars is put into organizations and academic research annually by the Gates and Walton Foundations alone, which amounts to more than ten times what the teachers' unions have to spend on outside projects. 

In 2011 when I interviewed Ravitch for OSSTF Update, I asked her "Do you think the same kinds of corporate reforms can spread to Canada and other parts of the world?" Her response was "Yes, it is happening already. I have gotten urgent emails from teachers in Australia, the U.K. and elsewhere in Europe." 
Whether you think that the same corporate agenda may be beginning to take hold in Canada, or that Ravitch is merely, as some reformers see it, writing propaganda for unions who pay her to speak, every teacher should find this best-selling author's latest book impossible to put down, if for no other reason than "shock value." A word of warning: don't read it before bedtime. 

Having met Ravitch three years ago at an OTF conference it is still difficult to imagine how this kind, soft-spoken grandmother and self-proclaimed conservative could be leading the charge against America's richest and most powerful elite. She's written books, spoken to innumerable audiences, has put out 52,000 tweets to her 79,000 followers, and she's even used The Daily Show a couple of times to get the message out. That said, I think the best endorsement for Ravitch's Reign of Error comes in the form of a tweet from Democratic Congressman Jared Polis, who also just happens to be a super-rich charter school founder campaigning for more testing and accountability: “[I] don’t know how I can bring myself to read another book by that evil woman who is doing so much harm to public education." 
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